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DIGEST 

Over the past fifteen years. the remnant of the rommunity of Jews in 

Ethiopia known as the "Beta Yisrael'' have been brought to Israel. The over 

50,000 E1hiopian Jews which reside in the Jewish State today made aliyah via 

massi\'e and c:-..-pedient rescue operations, smaller scale and long-tenn rescue 

exoduses, and individual initiath es. lk tJ. Yisracl ha' e been savctl frum the 

deserts of the Sudan, the l:thiopian capital cit~ of Addis Ababa, Kenya and sea 

pons on the Red Sea. The community has reached the je\•;ish State by buses, 

land rovers, airplanes and marine craft. However, these dramatic events did 

no t materialize magically O\'er-night. Moreo\'er, the Ethjopian aliyah did not 

result b_ the initiative of the Israeli Government alone. 

This thesis pre ents a history and analysis of the moveme nt to rescue 

Ethiopian Jewry. Following a discussion of the origins of the Beta Yisrael and 

the efforts of Joseph Halevy, Jacques Faitlovitch, and the American Pro­

Falasha Comminee, it analyzes the cycles of activity and inactivity by Israel 

and world Jewry on behalf of the Beta Yisrael, the efforts of the White House, 

State Department and Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry, and the North 

American Pro-Beta Yisrael activist organizations. These orgaruzations include 

The American Association for Ethiopian Jews (AAEJ), The Canadjan Association 

for Ethiopian Jews (CAEJ). The North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry 

(NACOEJ), and The American Rabbiruc Network for Ethiopian Jewry (ARNEJ). 

Additionally, the interplay between the North American ac tivist 

o rganizations, the established American Jewish community, the various Israeli 

Governmental agencies, U.S. officials, the Ethiopian Government, and the Beta 



Yisrael community is discussed. Significant attention is de' otcd l O the 

proli feration and ani\ itics of the North American act1\ i t groups, Operatio ns 

Moses and Joshua. the period of 1-amily Reunification between 1985 and I 991 , 

the exodus from Gondar to Addis Ababa, Operation Solomon, and the follo\\-up 

rescue operations to Ma) of I 1)91. 
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PREFACE 

As you preserve us through the whole night aoli made us anain the 
light of day, preserve us, 0 Lord, in salvation and peace. Remember , 0 
Lord, the prayer of each of them: presen.·e their women; help their 
children; cleanse the unclean; deliver the broken; gather the 
dispersed.1 

To gather the dispersed, that is the focus of this Ethiopian Jewish prayer 

whict. has re, ·erberated in the hearts and minds (If thl.' lcw;; of Ethiopia for 

rcnturie.s . During the decade of the 1980s and early I t)IJOs, the dream of Zion 

became magnified anJ the fcf\·e 1K) of the pra) er more intense as the 

community was di\'ided between new immigrants in Israel and their family 

members stranded and languishing in Ethiopia. 

Retween the tenth and seventeenth centuries. over one million Jews lived in 

Ethiopia. By the earl) 1800s, this community, which calls itself the "Beta Yisrael," stilJ 

numbered 250,000, but by the middle of the twentieth century, the so~called "Falashas" 

had dwindled to only S0,000. For centuries, forced conversions, persecution and 

expropriation of land by Christian and Islamic neighbors, disease and famine plagued 

and indelibl)' altered this proud and devout community. 

In 1984 and 1985, world Jewry became widely acq uainted with the Jews of 

Ethiopia af1er the secret ''Operations Moses and Joshua" airlifted thousands of the Beta 

Yisrael from refugee camps in the Sudan to Israel. Yet, until public disclosure of these 

operations. few people knew of this isolated community, which for centuries has 

continued to uphold ancient Jewish traditions, while living in such total isolation that 

they believed themselves to be the last bastion of Jewish presence in the world. 

1 Wolf Leslau, A Falasha Anthology. Translated from Ethiopic Sources (New Haven, Conn: 
Yale University Press, 1979}. 
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The Reta Yic;r .:icl was not total!) isolated from the rest of world Jewry for all of 

its 2000-3000 year history until contans and rescue efforts \\ Cre initiated a few year~ 

ago. Jewish tra\ elers, scholars and legali sts have intermittently come into contact 

with the Beta Yisrael. /\ few concerned "Westerners" ha,·c tledica ted their lives to 

ameliorating the plight of the Beta Yisrael. "Pro-f aJasha" suprort committees sprang 

up in Europe and the l lnitcc.l States. Yet, no concencd and/ or unified effort was 

launched to sa' c Ethiopian Je'' ry during the first t"- n third of this cen tury. It was nm 

until the last third of the t'' crni cth rcntury th:.!t .1 mmcment ht:gan to c. rganize- for th~ 

rescue of Ethinrian Jcwr). 

!"his the i s ~ ill anal) ze the hi story of the mo,·emcnt to resc ue Ethiopian Jewry. 

I·ollowing a di scussion of the origins of the Beta Yisrael and the efforts of Joseph 

Halevy, Jacques l·aitlm itch. and the American Pro-Falasha Committee, it will analyze 

the cycles r1f anivit) and inacth·ity b) Israel and world Je\\fr) on behalf of Ethiopian 

Jewry, the cffnns ol the White House , State Department and Congressional Caucus for 

Ethiopian Jewr) , and the North American Pro-Beta Yisrael activist organizations. 

·rnese organizations include The American Association for Ethiopian Jews (AAEJ), The 

Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews (CAEJ). The North American Conference on 

Ethiopian Jewry (NACOEJ), and The American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry 

(ARNEJ}. 

Additionally, the interplay between the North American activist organizations, 

the established American Jewish community, the various Israeli Governmental 

agencies, U.S. officials, the Ethiopian Government, and the Beta Yisrael community will 

be discussed. Significant attention will be devo ted to the proliferation and activities of 

the North American activist groups, Operations Moses and Joshua , the period of Family 

Reunification between 1985 and 1991, the exodus from Gondar to Addis Ababa, 

Operation Solomon, and the foUow-up rescue operations to May of 1991. 
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While numerous \\nrks treat the hi t0ry and culture of the Eth iopian Jews, 

Operations Moses and Jo hua, and the absorption process of the Beta Yisrael into Israeli 

soc iety, apparent ly no work a na lyzes the d ifferen t actors and influences affect ing tht: 

rescue of Ethiopian jC\\ ry in its totality, and presents a S) nthetic \'iew. The thesis is 

both venical and horizontal in nature. The chronolngiral approach co the mater iaJ is 

integr ated with a synthesis of the organizationa.I , c.overnmental and Beta Yisrael 

community acti\'itics withi n each time period , 

Among the questions this thesis will addrcs-; during c..tl" h chnrnologin1l period 

under discussion a rc: What conditions and inllucnn.:li led to the push to sa\'e Ethiopian 

Jewry? What transpired between the I 80!ls/ carl) I <JOOs and the last third of the 

twentieth centur~ to t•reate an envi ronment conducive to rescuing Ethiopia n Jewry? 

I low ha,·e the governmental and organizational agencies a nd groups fac ilitated the 

rescue effort, and how have they in teracted with each other? !low have individua l 

personalities affected the rescue effort and in fluenced the various agencies a nd 

organizations? To what cx'lent were the relevant o rganizations and governmental 

agencies in agreement and/ or conflict over plan ning, tactics, and ideology? How ha,·e 

the American, Israeli , and Ethiopian Governments in teracted? How have the various 

governmental agencies within each country interacted (i.e. the Sta te Departme nt , 

White House and Congress in the U.S.; the Jewish Agency, j o int Distribution Committee 

and the Knesset in Israel; and the various governmental factions, regional leaders, and 

diplomatic officials in Ethiopia)? To what extent have the means and goals of the U.S. 

and lsrael dovetailed vis-a-vis Ethiopian Jewry? How has the Ethiopian Jewish 

community, in Ethiopia and in Israel , influenced rescue planning, timing, tactics and 

ideology? And, how has the fact that the Jews of Ethiopia, having almost unilatera lly 

chosen to live in Israel, a ffected the speed and fe rvor of the rescue effort? 

Research utilized numerous primary and secondary sources, as well as extensive 

archival work and pe rsonal interviews. In addition ro telephone interviews between 
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Ohio and California. Florida and Illinois, I obtained material by mail from the files of 

fonncr ARNEJ Executi,·c Director Jane Fellman and the AAE)'s second pres ident , 

Professor Howard Lenhoff. I C"Onducted research at th e American Jewish Archives on 

the campus of the Hebrew Uni on College-Jewish Institute of Religion (HUC-JIR) in 

Cincinna ti and the library of HUC-JIR in Cincinnati. Moreover, two major r esearch 

trips were conducted. Five days were spent in Princeton, New Jersey and Washington, 

D.C .. in fl.lay of 1992. intef\ iewing p ersonaliti es in the Hcta Yisrael activist movement, 

the Congres~innal Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, the: C\1..it<.: Department, the AAEJ an<l 

NACOEJ; and condurting rcsean:h in the files nf the American Assoc iation for 

Ethiopian Jews an<l the Religious Anion Center of the Uni on of American Hebrc,,· 

Congregatio ns. I conducted interviews in the Department of Sta te, in front of the 

Library of Congress. in the consultati on room next to the floor of the House of 

Representatives and following congressional offi cials be tween meetings a nd votes on 

the I lou se n oor. 1 was most impressed with the accessibility of U.S. State Department 

a nd Congres ional officials, and the ir willingness w provide interviews and 

in formation . 

In Jun e of I 992, I traveled to New York for five days and interviewed 

personalities in the AAEJ. American Jewish joint Distribution Committee {AJJOC). 

NACOEJ, and the National Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council (NJCRAC); and 

conducted research in the files of NACOEJ and the archh·es of the AJJDC. 

Unfortunate ly, I encountered resistance when attempting to plan interviews and 

research with the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HlAS), Almaya (a JOC/ Jewish 

Agency subsidiary), and Jewish Agency personalities, as well as some established 

American Jewish organizations. This thesis reflects these voids, and relies on 

intervie\\S, secondary sources and a rchival work elsewhere to fill-in the gaps. 

During the encounters in New York and Washington, O.C. , I met with the 

founders of the AAEJ, NACOEJ, and the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry; 
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Congressional officials, legislative aides and , ·arious offi cials in the State Department; a 

number o f the rescue coordinators for the North American acti\'iSt o rgan izat ions; the 

executive director l\ o f the AAEJ , NACOEJ and ARNEJ; and the three presidents of the 

American Associat ion for Ethiopian Jews. Additiona ll y, I attended a reception 

screening a new " ideo and book on Ethiopian Jewry, Surviving Salvation, and 

ho noring major participants in Operat icin Solomon. 

The interviews and archi\'al work were essential in s tructuring this end ca,·o r on 

the.: mm·ement to rescue Ethiopian Jewr). Al the same lime, the mos t important impctu.s 

sparl-.ing the initiati\'e hehind this thes is is the friendships created with numerous 

Ethiopian Israelis and their families in l:thiopia. Since 1985. my wife Rhonda and I 

ha\'c traveled to Israel on three occasior.s and li\'ed in the Jewish State for two years. 

We established lasting r elationships with olim from Ethiopia. These inter actions 

provided the inspiration, motivation and lm·e, as well as the initial information for , this 

thcsi:-;. I thought I knew a lo t about the Ethiopian Jewish community and had great 

respect for its members before commencing m_ research. But my love and admiration 

fo r the Beta Yisrael, thi s unique and special branch of the Jewish people, multiplied 

with each passing day, the reading of a n article or book, doing a rchival research, 

conducting a n interview, o r writing of a section of a chapter. 

Our generation is privileged to have witnessed the return to Jerusalem and Zion 

of the Jews of Ethiopia. The Jews of Ethiopia themselves, as well as countless thousands, 

have helped to realize this eternal dream of al iyah and the movement to rescue 

Ethlopian Jewry. The words of an ancient Beta Yisrael prayer reverberate in the 

community 's collective mjnd as well as the hearts of alJ who have worked toward their 

exodus and aliyah: 



Do not separate me. 0 Lord, 

From the c hosen , 

From the joy, 

From the light, From the splendor. 

Let me see, 0 Lord, 

The light of lsrael...2 

2 Ibid, p. 126. 

6 



CHAPTER ONE: 
THE ORIGINS OF THE BEfA YlSRAEL AND 
CONTACTS WITI"1 ETHIOPIAN JEWRY UP TO 

THE 1WENTIETll CENTURY 

By the end of 1992, over fifty thousand Ethiopian Jews Jived in Israel. 

These members of the Beta Yisrael l arrived to the Jewish State over a twenty 

year period and through various mean ·: as individuals and in sma ll groups 

during the l 970s and 1980s through their own efforts or aided by individuals 

and Nort h American Pro-Beta Yisracl activist o rganizations; via sma ll scale 

7 

exoduses o rchestrated by lsra'!l, over land. air and sea during the decade of the 

1980s; and through the massive airlifts of Operations Moses and Joshua in 198-t 

and l 985 and Operation Solomon in 19') l. I lowever, while the exodus of 

Ethiopian Jewry to Israel a nd the dramatic events of the past twenty years are 

the culmina tion of Beta Yisrael histor), they onl y repre ent the la test c ha pter 

in a two to three milenia old saga. Jews have lived in the Hom of Africa fo r at 

least the past fi fteen hundred years, and perhaps as long as thirty-three 

hundred yea.rs.2 Yet, until public d isclosure of these exoduses, rescues and 

operations, few people knew of th is isolated community, wh ich for centuries 

had continued to uphold the ancient Jewish traditions, while living in such 

to tal isola tion that they believed themselves to be the last bastion of Jewish 

presence in the world. 

The Beta Yisrael were not total ly isola ted from the rest of world Jewry 

for all of their history until rescue efforts were initiated around fifteen years 

l "Bera Yisrael" or "House of Israel" is the tenn Ethiopian Jews use to refer to their 
community. 
2 Even Hebrew University Professor Steven Kaplan, who gives the latest dating fo r the 
"coalescence" of the Beta Yisrael during the Middle Ages, notes that Jews have lived in 
Ethiopia since the first of second century of the common era. For more on his theories as 
detailed in his book The Beta Yisrael (Falasha) in Ethiopia. see later in this chapter. 
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ago. Contacts between Eretz Yisrael, Eg~ p t a nd the Arabian Peninsula with the 

llo rn of Africa have been abundant over the centu ri es. Moreover, rrom the 

ninth century. when the Jewish traveler Eldad Ila-Dani journeyed to Ethiopia, 

and the sixteen th century, when the chief ra bbis of Egypt Radbaz. and then 

Castro, vaJidated the authenticity of Et hiopian Jewry, Jewish travelers, 

scholars and lega Usts ha e intermittently rome into contan with the Beta 

Yisrael. Yet , more recently, a nearly two hundred and fifty year hia tus 

preceded the "modern" rediscovery 111 Lth 1npian Jewry b) Christian 

missiona ries during the end of the 1700s. Then, in the 1860s, Professor Joseph 

l lalevy traveled from France to Et hiopia in o rder to coun te r the Chris tian 

missionary efforts to conven the surYh ing Jc' s of Abyssinia. 

In the first half of the twentieth century . Professor Jacques Faitlovitch 

conti nued Halevy's work of saving Ethiopia n Jewry from forced conve rsion, 

educating the commu nity and publicizing their despera te condi tion to the 

world Jewish community. Spurred b) the effon s of Halevy and Faitlovitch. 

"Pro-Falasha3 committees" sprang up in Europe and North America. 4 

Additionally, letters and other material . ' ritten by the leading haJakhic 

author ities of the second hal f of the nineteenth century and beginning of the 

twe nt ieth century , encouraged the Ethiopian Jews to r emain loyal to the ir 

faith and aJso called upon the Jews of the Diaspora to aid the Beta Yisrael in 

Eth iopia with financial assistance. 

3 "Falasha" is a non-Jewish derogatory name for the Jews of Ethiopia, meaning "stranger" 
or "homeless/ landless one". Throughout this thesis, Ethiopian Jews or Beta Yisrael wiU 
be used by the author to refer to the. Jews of Ethiopia. However, the tenn "Fatasha" will be 
utilized when referring to the name of certain rescue movements, or to reflect the 
terminology employed by a certain time period, personality or gro up. This usage is by no 
means meant to degrade the Jews of Ethiopia or to utilize a pejorative tenn; but rather, it 
is intended to a id the understanding of the reader in discerning the. awareness, progress 
and development of the rescue movement of Ethiopian Jewry. 
4 The next chapter will detail the activities of Faillovitch and the American Pro-FaJasha 
Conunittee. 
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Thus, in o rder to mo re fully grasp the inception and de\'elopments of 

the Ethiopian Jewr) rescue movement, it is necessary to sketch the presumed 

origins of Ethiopian Je'<ff) as well as contact and communication with this 

unique community over the cen turies. By surmising when the Beta Yisracl 

coalesced and how frequently or infrequent!) world Jewry interacted with the 

Jews o f Abyi.sinia, important implications reg.i.rding the rescue movement of 

Ethiopian Jewry can be ascertained. 

'l\\!O f unhcr no tes. Hrst, bec.1usc no nnc !....nows exac tly when Jewish 

life began in Ethiopia, the line between the origins of bthiopian Jewry and the 

nrst contacts ~ith the Beta Yisrael b) \H>rld Jewry is obscured. Thu , this 

chapter will detail the varied theories as to the o rigins o f the Beta Yi srael, 

examining both the presumed roots of thi s community and the first series o f 

contacts and intennittent rediscoveries of fahiop1an Jewry. Second, the 

contacts of no n-Ethiopian Jewry with the Beta Yi srae\ up to the beginning o f 

the twen tieth century are detailed from travel logs o f Jewish journeymen and 

the hala.khic respo nsa of rabbinicaJ authorities. 



DIFFERING THEORIES ON TllE ORIGINS OF 
THE BE:IA YISRAF.L 

The tradition which accounts for the earliest dating of Israelite/ Jewish 

presence in Ethiopia places it around I 275 BCE. According to this tradition, 

during the Exodus from Egypt, thousands nf Jews did not manage to cross the 

parted waters of the Red Sea in time. They drifted down the shore of the Red 

Sea until the) reached the Abyssinian mountains, thereby establ ishing an 

Israe lite/ Jewish populat ion in the regi nn of Ethiopia.5 

Ho,, ever, the question is raised as to how could the practices of 

10 

Ethiopian Jews resemble pre-Talmudic Judaism in Palestine if they separated 

during the exodus from Egypt. The patterns of Sabbath observance, dietar} 

ritua ls and purity laws fo llowed by the Beta Yisrael were formed later in 

Palest ine, and not in the desert. The fi rst five books of the Hebrew Bible, as 

well as some apocryphal books excluded from the canon (such as jubilees and 

Judith) indicates a community which diverged from the rest of Jewry at an 

early date, but not as early as the exodus. 6 

I I 

And when the queen of Sheba heard of the fame of Solomon because of 
the name of the Lord, she came to prove him with hard questions. And 
she came to Jerusalem with a very great train, with camels that bore 
spices and gold very much, and precious stones; and when she was 
come to Solomon, she spoke with him of all that was in her heart ... And 
she said to the king: 'It was a true report that I heard in mine own land 
of thine acts, and of thy wisdom ... Blessed be the Lord thy God, who 
deJjghted in thee, to set thee on the throne of Israel... And she gave 
the king a hundred and twenty talents of gold. and of spices very great 

S Louis Rapoport, The Lost fews (New York: Scein and Day Publishers, 1980), p. 95. 

6 "The Qµeen of Sheba's Children," Congress Monthly. Vol. 58, No. S, July/ August 1991, 
pp. 6-7. 



11 

store, and prec ious stones ... And king Solomon ga,·e to the queen of 
Sheba all her desire, whatsoever she asked, beside that which Solomon 
gave her of his royal bounty. So she turned, and went to her own 
land, she and her servants (I Kjngs 10: 1-13).7 

Geographers and histonans who trare trade routes confirm the 

likelihood of this exchange between the Qµeen of She ba and Ki ng Solomon.8 

King Solomon had copper to ex-port , and the Qµecn of Sheba had spices, 

frankincense , and gold at her disposal. While the account in l Kings I 0: 1-l 3 

detruls the economk transac tion o~ golJ , ~pin:! . and stone<> fo r "Solomon 's 

royal bounty (which probably was copper)." legends have arisen as to what 

exactly "King Solomon gave to the queen of Sheba all her desire." According 

to the national epic of Ethiopia during the long reign of Haile Selassie, the 

Qµeen of Sheba lost a gamble of wits to King Solomon and thus forfeited her 

virginity lO him . After having returned to her kingdom, she found herself 

pregnant and gave birth to a baby bo) whom she named Menilek {possibly a 

contraction of Ben-Melekh?). When he reached young manhood , Menilek I 

took the sea route to his father 's court and was educated in Jerusalem. When 

he returned home to Abyssinia, he was accompanied by priests from Jerusalem 

and young men from the various tribes of Israel. Thus, according to this 

legend/ theory, the Israelite r eligion penetrated the Hom of Africa. 9 

I I I 

Another legend/theory purports that shortly after the death of 

Solomon , the kingdom of Solomon was split between Rehoboam, his son, in 

Judea, and Jeroboam, who became king of Israel in the North. The tribe of 

7 Old JPS translation. 
8 Simon D. Messing, The Scorv of the Falashas (Brooklyn , NY: Balsbon Printing & Offset 
Co., 1982), p. 11. 
9 Ibid, p. 12. 
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Dan, which lived in the farthest northern territory o f the Kingdom o f lsrael, 

refused to fight against their brothers in Judea and suppo rt a king no t or the 

Davidir line. Additi onally, the Danites may have been o ffended by Jeroboam 

having set up a go lden calf in Dan (I Kings 12:25-29). According to this 

legend/ theory, the Danites left fsrael, eventually reac hing Abyssinia, finding 

other members of the Ten Lost Trihes who had been dis illusioned by the e\'ents 

in the kingdo m o f Israel -- Naftali, Gad , a nd /\sher. This would date the first 

arrh·als o f Israelites/ Jews into the l ln rn o f Africa an>und the tenth cen tury 

BCE. I() 

I V 

A second theory connening the tribe of nan with the Beta Yisrael, states that 

<luring the reign of King Solomon , the Danites hired thenselves o ut as sailors 

tcJ Phoenician ship owners. King I Ii ram of T) re was a close al ly of Solomo n. 

and the Israelit es took pan in the booming trade o n the Red Sea-Indian Ocean 

route. Thus, the Danite sai lors must h a c been fami liar with the 

Israelite/ Jewish trade colonies that ex'tended all along this route. including 

ports in Eritrea and the Horn of Africa, and thereby settled in the region of 

Ethiopia. I I 

v 
A third theory linking the Beta Yisrael to the tribe of Dan relates to the 

destruction of the Kingdom o f Israel by Assyria in 722 BCE. As a result of 

10 Collette Berman a nd Yosef Miller, The Beautiful People of the Book (Jerusalem: 
Millhouse Publishers, 1988), p . 14. It musl be noted that the Ten Lost Tribes dare 
historically to 722 BCE. 
11 The Lost !ews. p. 87 . 



expulsion and population transfe r, one of the Ten Lost Tribes, the Dani\es, 

eventually made their way from Fretz Yisrael into /\byssin ia . 1 l 

VI 
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The proposition that the Beta Yisrael commenced with the migration o f 

Elephantine Jews or converted to Judaism b) this Egyptian Jewish community 

is a fourth theory linking Ethiopian Jewr) with one of the Nonhe m tribes of 

lsr3cl. l"hc writings of Jeremiah in the <.i\th ccntur) RCl: establi sh 

Elepha ntine ("Nor') as a site of Jsraelite / Jcwi h settlcmcm (Jeremiah 4-t:l ). 

In formation about the Jewish rnmmunit) on the island of Elephantine in the 

upper Ni le River near today's Aswan romes from the 8epha ntine pap) ri 

discm ered in the twentieth century. A large contingent of Jewish 

me rcenaries arrived in Ele phantine around the sixth century BCE with the 

Persians, "ho carried av.·ay thousands of Jew to fight in various parts of the 

Per ·ian empire. Camb) ses of Persia encouraged Jewish senlement in Egypt, 

and himself marched into Ethiopia, taking Jewish soldiers with him. Jewish 

r h ·ilians, merchants and traders joined the Elepha ntine community, for it 

soon became the center of thriving commerce with Nubia and Ethiopia. 

The Elephantine Jews came from encla es in Syria ~ hich had been cut 

off from Judea during the Great Schism tha t brought the breakup of Solomon's 

empire, explaining their ignor ance of Hebrew and later developments in 

Judaism. This community built a temple - the first outside Jerusalem since the 

sch.ism of Solomon's kingdom into Israel and Judea - in contravention of the 

Israelite re ligion. These Israelites/ Jews of 8ephantine pushed into Ethiopia, 

either establishfag a community o r converting its inhabitants, due to Persian 

12 Ibid, p. 88. 
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conquests utili zing l.;l ephantine mercenari es and merchants; and/ or as a 

result o f the Pto lemaic ,,·ars "hich caused them tn fl ee and fo lio,, th e Nile 

Ri er to its source at La.kc Tana in Ethiopia. 

J\nalysis of the Hebrew Bible provides Jdditinna l support fnr the thcor) 0f 

Elephantine je\'S being the direct ancesto rs of the Beta Yisracl, through 

settlement and/ o r conversion. The Bible of the Beta Yi~rael , written in 

a ncient Ge'ez, 13 djverges in form from the I le brew Bible, suggesting that 11 

had not been translated from the llchn!\\ . Comparisons show that the L:thinpll 

Rible had been translated from the Scptu;,ig int , the Greek transla tion of the 

I le brew Bible, \\'hich \ 'Cr) .. , ell could ha\ c heen brought to Ethiopia by j e'' 'i 

"ho came from llellenized Egypt. I~ 

VI I 

The ne.-..1. theory professes tha t Judaism arrived to Ethiopia \'ia Ye men. 

o, er a thousand year period straddling the tum of the common e ra, Jews from 

the nearby Arabian peninsula migrated into Ethiopia. The newcomers mixed 

wi th the locaJ population , marr)·ing and converting man) of them. They 

adopted their languages-- Ge'ez for sacred te>.1., and the old Cushite languages 

for daHy use. Trading vessels from the time of Solomon traveled e>.'tensively 

on the Red Sea bet\-veen the Arabian Peninsula and the Hom of Africa (the 

Danites, employed by the Phoenicians, perhaps were these very same sailors). 

Moreover, many soc io-cultural characteristics are strikingly similar on both 

sides of the Red Sea. l S 

13 Ge'ez is the liturgical language of Ethiopia for bolh Jews and Christians. 
14 This account is compiled from The Lost Jews. pp. 9 l -97; The Story of the Falashas. pp. 
12-13; and The Beautiful Peoole of the Book, pp. 14-15. 
1 S The Beautiful People of the Book. p, I S. 
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Two thousand years ago, during Roman control of the Red Sea region, 

Jewish coastal colonies in southern Arabia and Africa were flourishing, as 

trade was booming among Egypt, Ethiopia, and India. EYentually, there were 

even Jewish kings of South Arabia (the region was call ed Saba, Sheba, Himyar 

and Yemen at various periods), who emerged as Roman po'"er declined.16 The 

trade wars of these rulers may have inspired Abyssinian traditions of Jewish 

Sea Kings (" Bahr Negast").17 

A sizable Jewish !JOpulation c.:xist ed in southern Arabia when Rabbi 

Akiba traveled there in the second ccntur::- Cl to arouse Diaspora support 

against the Romans. The Yemenite Jews, according to their tradition, had Oed 

Israel forty-two years before the Romans destroyed the Second Temple, in 70 

CE. In writing of his visit, Rabbi Akiba reported that the rulers of southern 

Arabia were rnnspicuously different than the Bedouin Arabs. "He and his 

wife were quite black in color. and he himself said that he was a Gushi 

rEthiopian]." l 8 Akiba's account of this Ethiopian ruling southern Arabia could 

be one of the earliest conftrmatiom of Ethiopian Jewry. 

The ex-tensive migration of Jews from Arabi a to Ethiopia fos tered a 

distinetive Jewish community in Abyssinia which mafotained relations with 

their brethren across the Red Sea. Moreover, when the Ethiopian king Kaleb 

(similar to the Hebrew/ Aramaic word for dog?) conquered the Jewish king 

Dhu Nuwas (also known as Yosef or Asher) of Himyar, in Yemen, around 525 

CE, Jews were forcibly brought to Ethiopia.19 Perhaps these enslaved Jews 

16 The Lost Jews. p. 114-15. 
17 [bid 
18 Ibid 
19 The Beautiful People of the Book. p. 1 S. 
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fro m Yemen further increased the Jewish populatio n o f Ethiopia thro ugh 

settlement , intermarriages, a.nd conversions. 

In I 9-H, an inscription was dis\overcd in the Ethiopian interio r- in the 

r egio n \"'here the Beta Yisrael li\'e -- re lehrating Kaleb' s vic tor y over the 

Jewish king and Ethiopian hegemony over Yemen. It warned the jewi h 

proselytes in Ethiopia of s imilar consequences if they rose up against him. So 

It is also conceivable that the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia not o nly knc\" o f their 

co-religio nists in Ye men, but also th<H they jo ined in the fighting against 

Kaleb in an international Christian-Jc'\'i~h war. 20 

VI I 

Guided by che view that the histor~ of the Be ta Yisracl can only be 

understood \\hen analyzed in the conte''t of Ethiopian histo ry in general , 

Pro fessor Steven Kaplan in The Beta Israel { Falasha ) in Ethio pia: Fro m F.arliest 

Times to the Twentie th Centua·, presents the latest \ h ronolo gical dating fo r 

the o rigins of the "l-alasha" o f Ethio pia . 21 He asserts that the Beta Yisrael are 

not "a lost tribe," but rather an ethnic group which em erged in Ethiopia 

bet\vcen the founeenth and ix"tecnth centuries: "Indeed, the name 'Falasha,' 

their religious hierarch y, sacred texts, and economic sp ecializat ion can all be 

dated to this period. 11 22 

Kaplan , chairper son of the Department of African Studies al the Hebrew 

University in Jerusalem, c ites the lack of internal written sources of the 

Ethio pian Jews, leading to documentation o f Beta Yisrael history fro m ex'ternal 

20 The Lost lews, p. 118. 

21 Steven Kaplan, The Beta Israel (fatashal in Ethiopia: From Earliest Times to lhe 
Twentieth Centun1 (New York; New York University Press, 1992). 
22 Ibid , cover leaf. 



written materials and oraJ traditions collected from both Beta Yisrael and 

Chri st ian Eth iopian informants.23 Kaplan states: 

17 

Thus, the hi storical record, rather then offering a clearly defined 
chronologically linked narrative, provides a disjointed series of 
episodes, each of which is presented not for its inherent importance to 
the Beta Yisrael but for its usefulness in illustrating one or another of 
the themes of real interest to the a uthor.24 

furthermore, Kaplan supposes that many of the propounders of theories 

surrounding the o rigins o r the Reta 't isracl do not ''ronsuh n:qu isi tc S(}urce 

language ," rely uncritically on "later tex11;." a nd in some cases upon 

"questionable secondary works."25 f\loreovcr, the lack of familiarity with 

Ethiopian hi sto ry and culture has Jed w "misinterpretations and misreadings, 

many of which stem from an unnatural attempt to squeeze the history of the 

Be ta Yisrael into his [the author 'sl own conrept of Dia;.pora Jewish history."26 

At the same time, Kaplan sa~ s that there is reason to believe that Je" 'S 

did come to Ethiopia from the Arabian pe ninsu la in the first o r second century 

CE. but he t hall enges those scholars who claim the current Ethiopian Jewish 

rommunit) grew from this nucleus. h ' as not until the Middle /\gcs, Kaplan 

claims, tha t one can find written reference to a separate group of people who 

st0od apart from other Ethiopians, and whose beliefs and rituals d id no t 

contain Christia n elements. Kaplan points out, howe,·er, that these Jewish 

emigres from the tum of the common era did have a cultural influence on all 

23 Ibid, p . 3. 
14 Ibid, pp. 3-.i. 
25 Ibid, p. S. 
26 Ibid 



18 

of the Ethiopian people , which was imponant in the de' elopmcnt o f the Beta 

Y1srael centuries later.2 7 

Kaplan points tO a number of distinct regional hi sto ries o f Jewish 

populatio ns rather than one Beta Yis rael history prio r to the sh.1eenth 

century: "I M]y [Kaplan's! own work argues for the gradual rnalesccncc of a 

relatively centralized politi cal group only toward the end of this period 

(sb.1eenth century] and in one region.'•2 8 He summarizes: 

Thus, a combinatio n of social, political, economic, and religious facto r 
from the fourteenth to sixteenth centu ry helped transform a number 
of vaguely defined and political!) disparate groups of ayhud IJewsl 
int0 a far more centralized and di tinctivc group known a~ the 
Falashas.29 

Kaplan argues that the people \\ho call themselves the Beta Yisrael 

roalesced into an identifiable self-ruled group in nonhwe tern Ethio pia, 

where they developed their own religious ideology, practices and institutions. 

I le no tes that the ideolog) incorporated monasticism, ritual purity, distinctive 

ho lidays and a unique prayer book. Kaplan f unhcr assens that the 

rnmmunity's rwenty sacred apocryphal books reaLhed them mainly through 

the Et hiopian Church , and were transla ted into Ge'ez from /\rabic in the Middle 

l\ges.30 

Jerusalem lawyer Michael Corinaldi , a leading advocate for Et hiopian 

Jewry, says that Kaplan "is trying to say that the Jews sprang up from tex'ts 

that reached them a t the tirne."31 Corinaldi, in d ismissing Kaplan's theory, 

27 The Beta Israel <Falashal in Ethiopia; and "Scholar Claims Ethiopian Jewry Not so Very 
Old," The lerusalem Post International Edition, week ending October 3, 1992, p. 9; and 
"FaJashas Did Not Descend from Israelites and Date Only to Middle Ages, Book Says," 
Dayton lewish Chronjcle, Thursday, November 19, 1992, p. 4. 
28 The Beta Israel ffaJashal in Eth iopia. p. 7. 
29 Ibid, p . 78. 
30 "Scholar Claims Ethiopian Jewry Not so Very Old," 
3 1 ibid 
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notes that there is no preced ent an)"\\ here in the world of a religious sec t 

fonning via texts.32 It must also be pointed out that a lthough the Beta Yisrael 

pe rhaps d id no t rnalesce into a centralized group in one region until as late as 

the fourteenth to s i>."teenth century, tha t does not preclude the pre\'ious 

existence e' e n ts, religious adherence, migration, contacts with and histo ry of 

Jews in Eth iopia for at least a milenium befo re the Middle Ages. Perhaps a 

better characteri zation of the period before the Middle Ages should be noted a c;; 

a s ignifican t "pre-history" nr "fi rst s tage in the history o f' the Beta Yisrael." 

Th e theories are man) and' aried. Some emphasize contact between 

Egypt and Ethiopia, while others c;; tress the connections between Southern 

Arabia and the Hom of Africa. Still other theories point to trade routes and 

the Red Sea as the carrier of Judaism to Abyssin ia. The Lost tribe of Dan, 

Oephantine Jews, and Yemenite Jewry have al l been pointed to as the roots of 

the Bt:ta Yi rael. The most recent theory descri bes the eme rgence of the Beta 

Yisrael as a la ter coalescence of je\vS lo earlier Jewish senlemem and 

innucnce on general Ethiopian society and cultu re. For most scholars, Jews 

esta blished a presence in Ethiopia somewhere between 1275 BCE and 525 CE. As 

the "l·alasha scholar" Wolf Les lau concluded in his im·estigation into the 

o rigins of the Beta Yisrael, ''The problem stil1 awaits final solucion."3 3 

3 2 ibid 

33 Wolf Leslau, Falasha Anthology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963). p. xJ iii. 
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MEDIEVAL JEWISH CONTACT WffH THE BETA YlSRAEI. 

Reginning in the ninth century CE. a series ol intermittent com ans 

between world Jewry and the Ethiopian Jews ensued. The following is an 

account of those con tarts by Jewish tra' elers rabbinical authorities. 

ELOAD HA-DANI 

During his travels around Africa and the Mediterranean shores, Eldad 

lla-Dani reported Jewish tribes Ii\ ing in the mountains nf northern Abyssinia 

in the) ear 883.34 Bdad Ha-Dani's (8dad, the Danitell!) o rigins remain a 

mystery, although he ma) have been a n Ethiopian je'' · Dr. Ephraim Isaac. 

direetor of the Institute of Advanced Semitic and Afroasiatic Studie states: 

"The news of the whereabouts of the Ten Tribes published by l:ldad, whose 

Ethiopian origins no well-informed scholar today can doubt, was like a ne" 

light on the horizon for medic\ al Jews. It brought ne" hope and generated a 

ncv .. • sense of world Jewish solidarity.11 35 From his travel logs we learn that 

Bdad claimed that the Danitcs, together with the tribes of Naphtali, Gad, and 

34 Elkan Nathan Adler, lewish Travelers (New York; Hermon Press, 1930), p. l I. 
35 Ephraim Isaac, Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews (Beersheva, Israel: Ben Gurion 
Universicy In the Negev, 1988), pp. 3-4. Ephraim lsaa-:: continues, that "not surprisingly, 
Eldad's great contemporaries like Semah ben Hayyim of Sura or Hasdai ibn Shaprut, and 
Talmudic scholars of succeeding generations, like Rashi and Abraham ben Maimon held 
him in high regard and quoted him as an authoricy. However, several centuries later, 
Eldad's fame waned; and, in the circle of some later a uthorities he even fell into disrepute 
as an imposter, unfortunately with little justification. Nonetheless, in the annals of 
Jewish history Eldad will always be remembered as an important cataJytic agent in the 
medievaJ Jewish spiritual revival and solidaricy." (p. 4). 

Dr. Isaac, a leading scholar on the history and culture of the Beta Yisrael, was born in 
the Wellega Province of Ethiopia to his father , a Yemenite Jew, and his mother, an 
Ethiopian Jew. He trained at Universicy College in Addis Ababa and Concordia College in 
Minnesota. Isaac did his graduate work in Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations at 
Harvard, and received his PhD in l 969. A teaching fellow ar Harvard University, Isaac has 
taught at numerous other institutions of higher education including Princeton, the 
University o f Pennsylvania and the Hebrew University. One of his students at Harvard 
was Hebrew University Professor Steven Kaplan . He played a role in Operation Solomon 
(see chapter nine) and the peace negotiations in Ethiopia between the former government 
and the various rebel groups. 
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Ashe r, while leading a no madic existence. fo rmed an independent kingdo m 

under the rul e of their king /\ddicl (ur Lluie l). Their kingd om w,ls in llavilah 

[Ethiopia?], the land o f gold (re ference to Genesis 2: 11 and 10 :29): 

And these tribes, being Dan , Naphtal i, Gad , and /\sher , dwell in 
the ancient Hav ilah , wh ere gold is, and they trusted in their r-.taker, 
and the Lord helped them. Th ese tribes placed their hands o n the 
neck of thei r enemies and ever) year they make war with the seven 
kingdo ms and seven countries. The names of these kingdoms are 
Tussin a, Kamti , Kuba, Tariogi , Takula, Karma, and Kalorn, and they are 
on the other side of the rivers of i::thio pia ... and their kin g's name is 
Uzzie l and the name of their great prince El izaphan , o f the children o f 
Aho liab, of the tribe n f Dan , a nd their banner is white and w1itten 
thereo n in black is "Hear, 0 Israel, the Lord o ur God is On e God" .. .36 

Be it known to you r Lordship tha t a man h as become our guest 
whose name is 8dad the Danite of the tribe of Dan, and h e has to ld u s 
that there are four tribes in one place, Dan. Naphtali, Gad, and Asher. 
Its name is the ancient Il a ilah where is the gold ... They possess the 
who le Bible, but they d o no t read the scroll o f the hisrory of Esther , 
because they had n o part in that miracle ... They keep the Sabbath in 
due form ... 37 

There are also a mong them stron g men descendants o f Samso n , 
sons o f Dalilah, and the small est of them pursues many, and the voice 
0 f every on e o f th em is a mighty voice as the roar of the lio n.11 38 

8 dad also mentio ns the "sons o f r-.toses" '"ho Jived nearby the Jews o f 

Ethiopia, but who were cut o ff fro m the \\ Orld by the Sambatio n :39 

Moreover , they lthe Jews o f Et hiopia ] see no man and no man seels ] 
them except these four tribes, who dwell o n the other side of the 
rivers o f Ethio pia. There is a place where these can see each other 
and speak if they cry out, but the Ri ver Sambation is be tween them, 
and they te ll , "Thus it happened to us in war time," and they te ll all 
Israel what happened to them ... The breadth o f that river is 200 cubits 
bowshot, and the river is full of large and small stones and the sound 

36 From the letter of Eldad Ha-Dani, sent to the Jews of Spain in 883 CE, according to the 
text printed in Italy about I 480, as translated in lewish Travelers, p. 11. 
37 According to the text printed in Constantinople in 1519, detailing Eldad Ha-Dani's 
journey in the ninth century, as translated in !ewish Travelers, pp. 15-16. 

38 Eldad Ha-Dani's account, as translated in !ewish Travelers. p. 16. 
39 According to legend, find the Sambation, and you will find the lost tribes of Israel. 
The river bas been placed in many countries throughout the world. The wate.rs of the 
highlands of the Great Rift region of Ethiopia rush along gorges and mile-deep ravines, 
creating a nearly impassable barrier to travelers. Hence, the legend/ theory that Ethiopia 
is the region where the Sambation lies. 
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of them rumbles like a great storm, like a tempest at sea ... The river 
runs and the stones and sand rumble during the six working days, but 
on the seventh day it rests and it is tranqu il until the e nd of Sabbat h. 
And on the other side of the nver, on the side where the four tribes 
dwell, is a fire which flames on Sabba th and no man can approach 
within a mile. And this is m) name, 8dad ben Mahali ben Ezekiel ben 
Hezekiah ... ben Dan ben Jacob our father , on whom be peace and on all 
lsrael: -tO 

Many scholars assen that Eldad 's accounts are probably embroidereJ 

and/or embellished legends, based on Jewish rulers and kingdoms known to 

have existed, such as the Arabian ki ng Jose ph Dhu Nuwas (si>ah century) of 

Hirnyar, who along wi th his subjects com cncd to Judaism; and the Jews of 

Ethiopia who possessed an independent kjngdom in the early middle ages of 

nearly one ml Ilion jews.41 His aim was probably to raise the spirits of the 

Jews by giving them news of tribes of Israel who li ved in freed om and by 

creat ing an attractive Jewish utopia. The repon of the existence of such 

Jewish kingdoms undoubtedly encouraged and comforted 8dad's li steners, by 

cont radicting the Christian content ion that Jewish inde pendence had ceased 

after the destruction of the Second Temple. For the Jews, his sto ries obviously 

had far- reaching messia nic implications. 4 2 

BENJAMIN OF TUDELA 

The ne"''t daring traveler, duri ng I 160-1173, was Benjamin of Tudela, a 

Jewish merchant from Spain, who reported Jewish villages in the 

mountaintops of Ethiopia and Jewish home-rule across the Red Sea from 

Yemen.43 After a journey between Yemen and Egypt, Benjamin recounted his 

40 Eldad Ha-Dani's accoun t, as translated in lewish Travelers, p. 14. 
41 Encvclopedia ludaica (Jerusalem: Keter Publishi ng Ho use, 1971 ), "Eldad Ha-Dani," 
Vol. VJ, p. 577. 
42 Ibid 

43 The Storv of the falashas, pp. I 5-16. 



visits to the towns and fortresses of the Jews of South Arabia and northeast 

Africa. "There are Je\\ls who a re not subj ect to the rule of others, and they 

have towns and fortresses on the tops of the mountai n ,'' he wmte . ..i..i 

RABBI PETACHIA OF RATISBON 

23 

Only ten or fifteen years after the travels o f Benjamin of f udela, Rabbi 

Petachia of Ratisbon, who set out on hi s journeys from Prague, traveled 

around Europe, Asia, and East Africa between 11 70-11 ~7. Ile encountered the 

Jews of Ethiopia, noting: 

There are large cities in the land of Ararat [Armenia !. There are few 
Jews there. In ancient times, many Jews Ii' ed there. However, they 
slew each other and separated and went to the cities of Babel. Media, 
and Persia. But in the land of Cush lEthiopia?]-lS and Babel, there are 
more than si xty myriads [myriad being 10,000 ind i,·idua ls-hence 
600,000!!! ) of Jews; and there are as many in the land of Pcrs i a:~6 

EIJJAH or FERRARA 

Over two hundred years la ter, in 1434, a n Italian Jc" , El ijah of Ferrara, 

wrote in a lette r to his famil) of his meetin g in Jerusalem with a young 

Ethiopian Jew. This youn g man told him of long and successful " 'a rs fought by 

Jews in the mountains of Ethiopia, and that the Ethiopian Jews had a language 

of their own, "neither Hebrew nor lshmaelite:" 

44 The Lost Jews, pp. 156-57. See also The Itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela and Jewish 
Travelers. both translated travel logs by Elkan Nathan Adler. 

45 It is difficult to ascertain whether Cush means specifically Ethio pia, or is a metaphor 
for all of Africa. However, historical accounts do suggest that the Jewish population in 
Ethiopia during this time period was between five-hundred thousand and one million 
inhabitants, as notiled in the Encyclopedia Judaica and various historical works on 
Ethiopian Jewry including The Lost lews, The Falashas, Redemption Song and The Story of 
the falashas. 

46 Petachia of Ratisbon, from the text based on the manuscript which was printed in 
Prague in 1595, as translated in lewish Travelers. p. 71. 
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Meseems I ha\e already imparted to you heretofore what a young 
Jew has told me concerning those men of his own country and 
religion, who are their own master!i, and owe no dependence to an} 
one. These FaJashas dwell a mong a great nation called Habesh in 
Abyssinia; they make a show of Christianity, weariog on their faces 
chain and filament; they arc constantly at war with them and only 
now and again with other Jews. 

These Hebrews have a language of their own. It is neither 
Hebrew nor lshmaclite. They possess the Law and a traditional 
commentary upon it. They ha,,e neither our Talmud nor our codes. I 
have obtained informat ion from this young Jew about several of their 
precepts. Jn some they follow our doctrine; in others they conform to 
the opinions of the Karaites. They are in possession of the Book of 
Esther.47 But they haYe not the feast of Chanukah. They are a three 
months journey distance from us, and the river (,ozan INilel nows 
through thei r region . ..t8 

OBADIAH Of BERTINORO 

Later in the fifteen th century, Obadiah of Bertinoru. who was one of the 

most distinguished Italian Rabbis of his time, journeyed throughout Africa and 

the Near East, before moving to Pale tine. In his letters fr :>m Jerusalem 

recounting his tra\ els, Obadiah menti0ns the Ethiopian Jc" s. lie reports 

seeing some black Jews in l:gypt, and revives the stor) tha t the Inst tribes were 

at war with the legendary Chri iian monarch , Prester John. Obadiah, writing 

in 1-t89. also said that the Sambation River rould be found at a distance of fifty 

days' journey from Aden !Yemen]. where ii separated the territories of the 

childre n of Moses from the other tribes: 

I made inquires concerning the Sarnbation, and I hear from one 
who has been informed, that a man has come from the kingdom of 
Prester John [Ethiopia] and has related that there are high mountains 
and valleys there which can be traversed in a ten day's journey, and 
which are certainly inhabited by descendants of Israel... the 
johannites (Abyssinians) penetrated into their (Jewish] country, and 
laid it waste, and the remembrance of Israel had almost died away in 
those places, for an edict was issued against those who remained, 
prohibiting the exercise of their religious duHes as severe as that 
which Antiochus issued in the time of the Hasmoneans. But God had 

47 Eldad Ha-Dani in the ninth century noted that the Beta Yisrael do not possess the 
Scroll of Esther. See earlier section on this ninth century traveler. 
48 Jewish Travelers, p. I 53. 
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measure restored: they ha e again become numerous, and tho ugh 
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they still pay tribute to the Juhannhes, they are not entirely subject to 
them ... The enemy took some of them prisoner and so ld them as slaves; 
a few of these v ere brought to Cairo and redeemed by the Jews there. 
I saw two o f them in Cairo; they were black Jews , but not so black as 
the Negroes. It was impos ible to learn from them whether they 
be longed to the Karaites or the Rabbanites.49 

DAVID REUVENI AND OTHER SLXTEENTii CENTURY CONTACTS 

By the six1eenth century, there were increasing refe re nces to the 

Ethio pian Jews. Isaac Akrish rcp0rtct1 from Constantinople nf a "Jewish 

Ethiopian Prince who had allied himsel f \\ith f\foslem against Christians.••SO 

Moses de Rossi and Abraham Yagcl \\'rote {If Je"'s in the lo untains of the Moon 

(Uganda and East Africa region ).5 1 t\nd the word "Falashas" appeared in the 

writings of th e Kabbali sts of Safed. where Abraham Halevi identifi ed them 

with the lost tribes.S 2 

David Reuveni, the Jewish .uh enturer who raised messianic hopes in 

the early sixteenth centur~ , rlaimcd 10 be the son of a king who had ruled the 

lost tribes o f Reu, ·en (hence the name David 'ReU\ eni' ), Gad and the half-tribe 

of Manasseh in the desert of Habnr in f\ lesopotamia. But in hi s dia ries and 

le tters, he clajmed to be a diren descendant of King David and the tribe of 

Judah. Reuveni was said to have been redeemed by the Jews o f Alexandria 

from Arab slave traders. I le then traveled to Jerusalem, spreading messianic 

h opes aJong his way, claiming that he had been sent o n his mission by the 

'' King o f the Lost Tribes" to hasten the Redemption. Reuvc ni traveled to Rome 

to ask Pope Clement VII to write a le tter to King Prester John of Ethiopia and 

49 From the manuscripts In the Gunzburg Library, the Bricish Museum and the Jewish 
Theological Seminary, New York; as translated in lewish Travelers. p. 209. 
SO The Lost Jews, p. 157. 

51 Ibid, pp. 157-58. 
52 [bid, p. 158. 
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the European monarches. recommending that they gh·e arms to Rem·eni so 

lhat his "state" could join the Chris tian world in the war against the Moslcms. 

ln 1525, Reuveni received a royal reception from the King of Portugal.53 He 

related ti) the King: 

I am from the wilderness of Habor and we have thirty times ten 
thousand Jews there. (May the Lord increase the m a thousand fold!) 
They are the sons of Reuben and Gad and of the half tribe of 
Manasseh, and King Joseph, my brother, is their k.ing, and I am the 
lord of his host and the other nine and a half tribes are in the land of 
the blacks of Ethiopia, in four places, and the sons of Moses are in 
another place and li \'C on the Rh·er Sambation, beside the rwo tribec; of 
Simeon and Benjamin, who reside at the head of the Riwr Nile and the 
white river behind it. They arc between rwo rivers, beyond the 
Kingdom of Sheba. These rwo tribes send men to us and we send men 
to them, and they tell us what they hear and know of the other tribes 
in the land of the blacks which are near to them, and our country is 
far from them, as we are in the east.54 

RABBI DAVID IBN /\Bl ZIMRA (RDBZ OR Radbaz) 

Radbaz was born in Spain in 1479. At the age of thirteen , he arri\'ed in 

Safed wi th the first exile from the c.xpulsion from Spain, and shortly 

thereafte r rr.oved to Jerusalem. In 15 l 3, Radba.2 emigrated to Egypt, apparen tly 

as a result of harsh economic conditions in the land of Israel. For forty years, 

he served in Alexandria and Cairo as the head of the Egypt ian rabbinical 

courts. Subsequently, he returned to the land of Israel where he was president 

of the rabbinic court of Safed, a court that included among its members Rabbi 

Joseph Caro. Radbaz died in the land of Israel in 157 3, at the age of ninet)'-

53 Encyclopedia ludaica. "Reuveni, David," Vol. XIV, pp. 114-16. See also The Lost Jews, 
p. 158. 
54 From David Reuveni's diary, from 1522-1525, as translated from the manuscript found 
in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, England. Found in Iewish Travelers, pp. 295-96. 
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four. Ht.: enacted many imrortant halakhic takkanot, "' rote books in all areas 

or Halakhah and Kabbalah , and left behind nearly 2..JOO rcsponsa.55 

In two of these responsa, Radbaz dealt with questions re lating tO 

Ethiopian Jews. These rcsponsa are especially significant because Radbaz, in 

addition to his great scholarship, was close ly acquainted with Ethiopian Jews, 

sen ·ing fo r man) years as Chief Rabbi in Egypt , \\1hich i near Ethiopia.56 His 

a ttitude to the Ethiopian JC\' s \\"JS mur h more lenient than to the Kara ites. The 

Karaites lived among Jews and rabbis, and yet, they stubbornly relused to 

return to the "True Faith." Hut the "f·alasha " '' ere like hclrlec;s children ,,·ho 

had been taken away rapti\·e. Therefore, they onl~ clung to the literal 

meaning of Scriptures, but if they were to be taught othcn,·ise. they would not 

den1· the "True Faith." 57 

llle two responsa concern Ethiopian Jew who " -::re brought to Egypt as 

t apth e~. In one, Radbaz im estigates whether an Ethiopian Jewish woman. 

,,·hose family was kill ed , is considered an .i.gunah : 

... enemies attacked them and killed all the men that were in the 
house, but they too l-. the women and the children a spoil. Now it is 
clear that they are of the seed of Israel, of the tribe of Dan, who dwell 
in the mountains of Abyssinia. From that time on we considered her 
an agunah ... And I say that e,·en from her own words she must be 
deemed to be still married ( to her "Falasha" husband), for it is well 
known that there is always war going on between the various kings of 
Abyssinia, since there are th ree kingdoms in it. Some of them are 
Mohammedans, some of them Christians. and some Israelites of the 
tribe of Dan ... 58 

SS Menachem Elon, "The Ethiopian Jews: A Case Study in Lhe Fu nctioning of Lhe Jewish 
Legal System," in the New York University lournal of International Law and Po litics, 
1986-1987. pp. 545-46. 
56 Ibid, p . 546. 

57 Israel M. Goldman, The Life a nd Times of Rabbi David lbn Abi Zimra (New York; The 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1970), p. 57. 
58 Responsa o f RDBZ, Vol. rv, no. 219; and Vol. Vlll, no. 9; as translated in Solomo n 
Freehor s The Responsa Literature (Philadelp hia: Jewish Publication Society, 1973), pp. 
122-27; and The Life and Times of RDBZ, p. 37. 
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From this description, we learn that the Et hiopian Jews were one or the three 

kingdoms in Abyssin ia in the sixteenth century enjoying independence and 

controlling their own fighting fo rces. Moreover, we learn that the Beta 

Yisrael indeed were considered Jewish by non-Ethiopian Je'' s, as the Ethiopian 

woman in the responsum was deemed of the seed of Israel and therefore 

classified as an agunah -- a distinctly Jc' ish category for a wo man who has 

lost her husband and who is assumed to be dead, but she is unable to remarry 

herause there is no proof or te:itimon> (Jf his death. 

In the second responsum. Ra<lhaz addressed the status or an Et hiopian 

Jc'" taken captive in ' ar, brought to Egypt , and purchased as a sla' e by a local 

Jew. Captives of war were often sold in the cx1ensi' e sla' e trade present in 

Africa during Radbaz's lifetime.59 The case p resented an important issue for 

Radbaz, because a Jew had purchased a Beta Yisrael as a slave. The fo llowing 

question was thus presented tn RadbaJ: "/\Jew purchased a freed s lave who 

was 'o f tho e Jews"' ho d"'cll in the land of Kush.' Does this m<lil become a free 

ma11 after six years? Do the other Riblical Ja,,•s relating to sla,·es apply to him 

nr notr60 Radbaz responded: 

... o nlv under two circumstances can there be a Jewish slave. 
'First, if the Bet~Din sold him as such because of his thi every; second, 
if he sold himself o n account of extreme poverty. This is not at all the 
case wi th this Falasha Jew. He is to be considered as a Jewish Captive. 
It was therefore the duty of the Jew who bought him to redeem h im, in 
fulfillment of the duty of 'Redemption o f Captives, ' in o rder that he 
should not be assimilated among the Gentiles. This Falasha has a right 
to go forth as a free man any time he chooses .. . 

These Falashas who come from the land of Kush, they are from 
the tribe of Dan. They accept the literal interpretatio n of Scriptures 
o nly bec ause there are no Rabbis among them who know the Oral law. 
But if the Falashas would be adequately instructed they would not deny 
the teachings o f our Sages. They are to be likened to chi ldren who 

59 ''The Ethiopian Jews: A Case Study in the Functioning of the Jewish Legal System ," p . 
547. 

60 Responsa of ROBZ, Vol. rv. no. 219: and Vol. Vlll, no. '); as ttanslaced in The Life and 
Times of RDBZ, pp. 57-59. 
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Thus, these two responsa of Radba~ not only demonstrated his contact 

v.-ith and recognition of E\hiopian Jcwr), but also showed his concern for 

fe llow Jews who were cut off from the rest of the Jewish people and wished to 

return to the fold. For purposes of the haJakhic process, he recognized the 

Ethiopia ns as Jews, who did not require an~ acts of con\'ersion whatsOe\·er. 

"He thus acted to prc\·cnt a di scrim1nawry pnliC') from de' elopin g with regard 

to marriages between the l·.thiopians and other Jcws."62 As Israeli legal 

scholar Menachcm 8on notes, Radbaz's re ponsa arc important examples for 

our modem day commentators anJ der ision makers to fol Im' , as the decision of 

Radbaz concerning the status of the Ethiopian Jews \-\US accepted for many 

generations by all of the leading halakhic aurhorities.63 Rabbi Castro, who 

was a d isciple of Radbaz and v.ih o later replaced him as Chief Rahbi of Egypt, 

agreed that the Beta Yisrael were full-ncdgcd Jcws.64 

61 Ibid 

62 ''The Ethiopian Jews: A Case Srudy in the Functioning of the Jewish Legal System," p. 
554. 
63 Ibid 

64 Ibid. See also J. Castro 'Maharikas,' Oha lei Ya'akov, no. l 1. 
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MISSIONARIES AND COUNTER- MISSIONARIES: 
TllE STRUGGLE FOR JC:WISll SOULS IN ETHIOPIA 

After the respo nsa of Radbaz and Castro. near!) a two hundred and fifty 

year hiatus ensued. Reference to the Jews of Ethiopia is no n-existent during 

this time, onl) to reappear in the \\'riling of James Bruce in I 790. 

Moreover, the Beta Yisrael were r ul o ff from the Jews o f b"etz Yisrael and the 

Diaspora, and regular contacts between Ethiopian and other Je\\.'S hegan onl) 

in the mid-nineteenth cenlUT) . Al that time, repo rts began reaching Jewish 

centers that missio naries had launched a 'igorous campaign tn com c rt th<.: 

fahiopian Jews to Christianit). "Jc" ish leaders and scholar of the Diaspo ra 

rose up to help the proud Ethiopian Jews resist the innuenre o f the 

missionaries:•65 Letters and other material, written by the leading halakh ic 

autho riti e o f the second half of the nineteenth century, including 

llildesheimer and .Malbim, cnrnuraged the Ethiopian je,, s to remain Joyal to 

their faith and also called upo n the jcw5 of the Diaspo ra lo aid their fello\-\ 

j<:ws in Eth io pia with finan cial assistance. At the beginning o f the twentieth 

l·cn tur; , a letter bearing the signature o f forty-four rabbi and halakhic 

scholars from around the world \,·as sent to the Jews of Ethio pia, encouraging 

them to maintain their faith and not to bend to the anivities of missionaries. 

And during this same period, Rabbi Abraham Kook, who later became the Chief 

Rabbi o f Israel, wrote many letters concerning the Ethiopian Jews. He called 

them "brother", as the Beta Yisrael, although they maintained slightly 

different customs, did so for historic-al reasons, since they were cut off from 

the remainder of the Jewish people. 66 Moreover , the \\'Ork and life- long 

bS "The Ethiopian Jews: A Case Sludy in lhc Functioning l'lf lhe Jewish Legal System," p. 
554. 
66 Ibid, p . 556. 
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dedication of Joseph Hale\')' and Jacque raitlovitch brought to the attention of 

world Jewry the culture, longe,·it) and plight of Ethiopian Jc" r:. 

The Jewish-Christian struggle O\'er the Beta Yisrael was to ha"e 

profound effect on the tribe's fa te.6 7 Jesuits preceded the Protestants to 

Ethiopia by th ree hundred years, accompanying Portuguese soldiers into the 

country in 154 J .68 The Jesuits, who charged that there was a "dangerous 

He braic mould" to the J\byssinian Chri stian church , had some initia l success 

con,·ening the Jews. I lowe\'er, their polit ical meddling enraged the 

Abyssinian priests and by the middle of the e' en tcenth rcntury, the Society 

of Jesus was banished from Ethiopia.69 There were no more Christian 

missionaries from the West until the nineteenth ccntur) colonial era, when 

the great ex"Plorers were foll owed b) waves of missionaries. soldie rs and 

merchan t ,70 

In 1770, James Bruce, the Sro!lish e'\-plorer of the Blue Nile, 

'redisCO\ ered' the Jews in the Gondar area north of Lake Tana.7 1 The 

publication in 1790 of Bruce's tra' el account , Travels to Disco"er the Source of 

the Nile, included a histol) of Ethiopia and references to the Jewish clements 

within the country.72 This account provoked much interest in Europe, but 

made little impact on the Jewish communi ty, despite Bruce 's articulation of 

persecution against the Jev.1s and astonishing sagas of Jewish survival in "the 

depths of darkest Africa." 7 3 Perhaps the bulk of European Jewry at the time 

67 The Lost lews, p. 161. 

68 Ibid, p. 162. 
69 Ibid 
70 Ibid 
71 Louis Rapoport, Redemption Song: The Storv of Ooeration Moses (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich , Publishers, 1986), p. 36. 
72 David Kessler, The Falashas: The Forgotten Jews of Ethiopia (New York; Africana 
Publishing Company, a division of Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982 ), pp. 104-05. 
73 Ibid, p. 105. 
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paid no attention to non-Jewish writing ·. Some scholars theor ize that the 

world Jewish communit) did not rcat· t to accounts of ...t Jewish rommunity in 

Ethiopia until increased Protestant missionar) anivity in the mid~nine teenth 

centuf) because there were ma ny ot her e:..otir Jewish communities 

throughout the v. o rld of" horn little was kncwn, such as the Tats of Oagestan 

and Azerbaijan , the Cochin of Kerala, and the Krimchaks of Crimea: a nd the 

"Falashas" were just one more such rommunity.7 4 Another reason may be that 

the mid-nineteenth century roinciJc:s with the emergence in Wes tern and 

Central European Jewry of a "modern" community which louk.ed out beyond 

the ghetto walb. 

James Bruce's encounter wi th the "falashas" inspired a mo,·cment of 

British missionaries, namely, pious Anglicans. who read his popular travel 

account and vowed to convert the Abyssinian Jews. The Protestant crusade 

began in 1809, with the founding of the London SoriCt) for the Promotion of 

Chri stianity Amongst the Jews. "hich aimed at com crting the Jews of Africa , 

Europe, Asia and North /\mcrica.75 Samuel Cobat became the inspirational 

leade r of the movement's effort to win over the Beta Yisrael. I le first sought 

out the Eth iopian Jews in I 830, and later became the Anglican bishop in 

Jerusalem. He worked with several German-Jewish converts to Pro testan ti sm, 

including the Reverends Wolff, Isenberg, Rosenthal, and the most fanatical of 

them all, Henry A. Stem.76 In 1855, Gobat sent two missionaries from 

Jerusalem to Abyssinia to obtain permission from Emperor Theodore of 

74 Tudor Parlin, Operatio n Moses: The Untold Ston· of the Secret Exodus o f the Falasha 
lews from Ethiopia (New York; Stein and Day, 1985), p. 21. 

75 The Lost lews, p. 162. 
76 Ibid 
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Ethiopia to con\'ert the "l·a l...lshas." The missionari es. who were baptized into 

the Ethjopian Orthodox Churr h, were a llm"ed to convert the Ethiopian Jews.77 

Stem. who was bent on bringing evangelir al Protestantism to Jews 

in the remotest areas of the earth , '''as spurred. perhaps, by hi s own a postasy. 

In 1859, the London Societ) provided funds fo r Stem to conduct an intensified 

mission to the Ethiopian Jews. In 1 8b0, Henry Stern left his mission work in 

Jerusalem and set out to "bring the Gospel of Chri st" to the Falashas, a~ set out 

in his book Wanderings /\mong the 1-alashas in Ab\ ssinia. whic h was aimed at 

a n English audience hungry for in fo rmation about the exoti c blar k Jews o f 

deepest /\frica.78 Ste rn \\ ent bad. 10 England after o nl) a fe,, mo nths in 

Ethio pia and got o n the lecture circuit to raise more money fo r the mission. By 

1862, Stem returned to Ethiopia, as hi missionaries began to baptize their fi rst 

"t-alasha" ronven s. Stem appointed converted "Falashas" as la) preachers, 

and sent them o ut to the dllages to preach. New rnnvcn s were baptized into 

the Ethiopian Church in a\cordan rc with a n agreement between the Church 

Missio n to tne Jews a nd the emperor, a praniC'c which was s till being fo llowed 

by the missio n until the t-.larxist re,·olution o f the l 970s.79 

Stem to ld the Beta Yisrael that he too was a Jew, a "white ralasha," 

and he was o utspoken ly critical of Emperor Theodore and o f the Ethio pian 

priesthood.8() "And Stem's book, in which he criticized the emperor, soon 

became a casus belli in Theodore's quarrel with the British gO\·ernment. "8 l In 

1864, Theodore ordered the imprisonment o f all European mjssio naries as well 

as the British consul, as thirty European hostages were held fo r mo re than 

77 Ibid, pp. 162-63. 
78 Ibid, p. 163. 
79 The Lost Jews. pp. 163-64 and Redemption Song. p. 3 7. 
80 The Lost lews, p. 164. 
81 Ibid 
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four years. umil Qµeen Victoria'~ go,·cmment sent a militar) e xpedition of 

twelve thousand men to Ethiopia, led b) Lord Napier. In~ Briti h forces 

defeated the emperor 's army in 1868, and dro,·e Theodore to suicide. AJI of the 

hostage were rescued and mi sionary artidty continued unabated for the 

nex1 thirty years. 82 

The missionaries' efforts set off a fundamentalist reaction among the 

Beta Yisrael religious leaders. "faced \'\ ith the breakdown of the monarchy's 

mediative and military abilltics in the late cightel!nth l·cntur) ,mJ the direct 

impact of external fo rces on Beta Israel religion in the nineteenth century. 

the Beta Israel priests and monks attempted to rcju\'cnatc their religio us 

principles and institutions through new artivism."83 In the I 8-Ws. Abba 

Wedaje, the chief monk (religious leader of the Jews) of Quara, led a revival l<> 

bring his people back to judaism.84 In 1862, following J religious dispute 

bet\' een a Jew and a converted "FaJasha" to Christianity in front of Emperor 

Theodore, Ethiopian Jews left en massc for the Promise<.l I.And. A false prophet, 

Abba Mahari, had persuaded thousands of the Beta Yi rael to leave for 

Jerusalem, vowing that a new Exodus. this time from Ethiopia tu Israel, would 

soon occur:8S 

He vowed rhat the miracles of the Exo<.lus wou ld recur for them. They 
crossed the Tekeze River and circled the Christian holy city of Axum 
in Tigre [Northern Ethiopia], whose cathedral was said to hold the Ark 
of the Covenant taken by Menelik from Solomon's Temple. The 
Falashas believed the Christians would return the Ark to the Jews, who 
would carry it back to the land of Israel. 'To their dismay,' a 

82 Ibid, pp. 164-67. 
83 James Arthur Qµiri n, The Beta Yisrael in Ethiopian Historv: Caste Formation and 
Culcural Change. 1270-1868 (Thesis submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of the 
University of Minnesota, August., 1977), p. 219. 
84 Redemption Song, p. 37. 

85 The Lost Jews. pp. 165 and Redemption $ong, pp. 37-38. 
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missionary wrote of the 1862 march toward Zion, 'lhC) rccciYed 
nothing but blows and insults. Many died of hunger am.I malaria. 11 86 

Those who remained returned dejened to Ethiopia. 

By 1864, the same ) car Stem was imprisoned and Ooggcd, the Beta 

Yisrael found a religiou s champion in the person of Rabbi Israel Hildesheimer 

of 8senstadt , Hungary ( l 820-99). Hildesheimer, who founded and led the 

Agudat Yisrael branch of Orthodo., Judaism and the Orthodox Rabbinical 

Seminary in Berlin, was the fir t religious lcJdcr of stature since Rabbi Da\'i<l 

ben Abi Zimrah (the RJ\OB/\l) in th(; si~"tcenth rcntur) t<> declare 

unequivocally that the "!-alashas" \\·ere Jews, and that it was the <.luty of world 

Jewry to come to their assistance.87 Hildesheimer thorough!) examined the 

credentials of the Beta Yisrael , and satisfied himself, on the basis of RADBAZ's 

respon a , the writings of Samuel David ( Filosscno) Luzzatlo88 and inquiries he 

made in Jcru alem, that the) were authentic member of the llou e of lsraeJ.89 

Alarmed by reports that missionaries in Ethiopia were attempting to convert 

the Beta Yisrael to Christianity, Jlildesheimer issued a ci rcular in Hebrew and 

German in the Jewish press of his da) . <)Q lie not onl) affirmed the position 

that the e people were Jewish and that it was the obligation of world Jewry to 

assist their br0thers and sisters in Ethiopia during their time of need, but he 

86 Redemption Song, p. 38. 
87 The Fatashas: The forgotten Jews of Ethiopia. p. 11 9. 
88 Samuel David (Filossemo) Luzzato, the noted Italian-Jewish scholar writi ng in the 
1840s, was one of the first to interest European Jewry in the "Falashas." Luzzato's 
Galician contemporary and friend, Rabbi Solomon Rapoport, wrote an essay on the Jews of 
Ethiopia in 1832. 
89 The Falashas: The forgonen lews of Ethiopia, p. 119. 
90 David Ellenson, "Our Brothers and Our Flesh: Rabbi Esriel llildeshei mer and the Jews 
of Ethiopia.'' Judaism. Winter, 1986, p. 63. 
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aJso called for an urgent mission to be dispatched as soon a possible to make 

contact with the community.9 I Hildesheimer exclaimed in his circular of 1864: 

I knew f uU well that the heart of every man in the llouseho ld o f 
Israel, upo n hearing of this, would be agitated, fo r arc not all Jews 
respo nsible for one another? ... From all this la dctaHing of proofs as to 
the authenticity of the Beta Yisrael'-; Jewishness] it is clearly known to 
us that they are our b rothers and our fl esh, clnd the t ime has come to 
rescue them and restore them to life ... Have pity, dearest fellow­
believers; sa\·e, deliver , and aid this holy matter in the name of G-d; 
organize committees, offer yourselves as members thereof... 
contribute abundantly and frequently, and what seems to be so 
diffi cult will be accomplished in a comparati' ely short time.92 

Despite the visionary remarks and prodding o f Rabbi llildeshei mer, 

"it cannot be said that the appeal creat ed much more th..in a ripple o f interest 

o n e ither side of the English Channel. .. 93 Some scholar , surh as Da\·id Kessler , 

belic\,e that little was done immediately to aid Ethiopian Jewr) bemuse o f 

doubts concerning the Jewishness of the Beta Yisrael: 

The mid-nineteenth-century \\·as a period when great efforts were 
made by the Jewish communities o f Western Europe, and especially 
of Britain under the energetic leadership of Sir Moses t-.lo ntefio re, to 
secure their less fortuna te brethren in o the r pans of the world. 
Phil an thropy was in the air. It might have been expected, 
therefore, that the plight of the hard-pressed and impoverished 
Ethiopian Jews would attract widespread a nd sympathctiC' no tice. 
That this did not occur can be attributed principa lly to the 
uncenainty which existed among the o rthodox as to whethe r the 
FaJashas sho uld be considered as part o f the Jewish people ... 94 

9 1 "Our Brothers and Our Res h: Rabbi EsrieJ Hildesheimer and the Jews of Ethiopia.'' p. 
63, and The Falashas: The forgonen Jews of Ethiopia, p. 11 9. 
92 Excerpts from the translation of Hildesheimer's circular of 1864 as rendered in "Our 
Brothers and Our Flesh: Rabbi Esriel Hildesheimer and the Jews of Ethiopia," pp. 64-65, 
and The Falashas: The Forgotten tews of Ethiopia pp. J 19-20. 

93 The Falashas: The Forgonen Jews of Ethiopia, p. 120. 
94 Ibid, p. 118. 
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Other Ethiopian scholars, such as Ephraim Isaac, contend that the real cause for 

the lack of immediate aid to Ethiopain Jew~ cannot be separated from Jewish 

and world social , political. and economic conditions of the time: 

For West European Jews, poli tical emancipation did not mean social 
equality and unlimited freedom in international operations. On the 
other hand, East European Jews were themselves needy. A major 
operation in far-away, hardly accessible Ethiopia, beyond the 
borders of the Ottoman Empire, would have not been a realistic goal 
for a discriminated and as of yet not to tally unified minority.9 5 

In any case, tragicall y, this r~ de t>f a cal l for action heralded by Rabbi 

Hildesheimer -- met by indifference and apathy of world jewr) -- would be 

repeated numerous times in the )'cars to come. Apart from a single letter of 

support in the lewish Chronicle of England by its editor Abraha m Benisch in 

reaction to Hildesheimer 's call, little sti rred until over two ) ears later, when it 

was announced that the Allianre Israelite Universelle of Paris was prepared to 

send a mission to Abyssinia.9G The Alliance Israelite Universelle decided to 

take action largely due to detailed reports of missionary eff on w c-onvert the 

Jews of Ethiopia finally reaching Europe as a result of the imprisonment of 

Stem , and British advances against the kingdom of Ethiopia. They sent Joseph 

Halevy, a French Semitics scholar, to Ethiopia in 1867-68, the same year as 

Theodore's defeac and suicide. "His reports confirmed that they fthe Beta 

Yisrael] were Jews and that the Western missions were sparing no effort or 

expense to convert them to Christianity."97 

95 lewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian fews , p. 7. 

96 The Falashas: The Forgotten lews of Ethiopia, pp. 119-20. 
97 Operation Moses: The Untold Story of the Secret Exodus of the Fa las ha lews from 
Ethiopia, p. 21 . 
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The Beta Yisrael member s who first met Halevy were ext remely 

distrustful, because the only reason a "white" would , ·isit 1. he blal'k Jews or 

deepest Africa was to convert them to Christianity: 

"You know my dear brethren that I aJso am a falasha" I Jalevy said to 
them, just as Stern had said. The response to him was: "What! You a 
Falashal A white FaJashal You are laughing at us. Are there any 
white Falashas?" Halevy assured them that aJI the Falashas of 
Jerusalem, and in other parts of the world, were '"hite. "The name of 
Jerusalem, which I had accidentally mentioned changed as if by magic 
the attitude of the most incredulous. A burning curiosity seemed all at 
once to have seized the whole company. 'Oh, do you come from 
Jerusalem, the blessed city? Have you beheld \••ith your nwn eyes 
Mount Zion , and the House of the Lord of Israel, lhe Hui) Temple?' ... l 
must confess I was deeply moved on seeing those black fares light up 
at the memory of our glorious history."98 

Halevy viewed how well-financed Protestant missionaries were 

winning convens, and he resolved to do something about it. Upon his return 

to Paris with manuscripts and notes on his travels, Hale,·y brought t'.vo Beta 

Yisrael children to be educated in Jewish and rabbinic studies in Europe, and 

sponsored another "F-alasha's" rabbinical studies in Cairo. Unfortunately o er 

thirty-five years passed before another major proar ti\'e exploratory trip was 

taken to Ethiopia on behalf of the Beta Yisrael. Dr. Ephraim lsaar notes: 

In Lhe least, Halevy opened the way for future contact with Ethiopian 
Jewry. He brought first hand information about the need to assist 
them and to counteract foreign Christian missionary propaganda. 
Soon after his visit, Emperor Yohannes CV (1871-1889), did the latter 
by curbing the activities of foreign missionaries temporarily; 
ironically, however, the same monarch issued a decree ordering all 
non-Christians, including Jews, to be baptized. Th.is decree was not 
totally successful but caused the conversion of many Jews. So, the 
neet1 to rescue Ethiopian Judaism remained of great importance. 
Unfonunately, some time lapsed before any Western Jewish rescue 
effon was resumed.99 

98 Halevy's diary account as rendered in The Lost Jews, pp. 173-74. 

99 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews, p. 8. 
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Upon his return to Paris in l 8(i<J, HaJe,-y \'role a number of accounts o f 

h is interactio n with the Beta Yisrael, and resumed hi teaching career at the 

Sorbo nne, where a few of his students took an interest in the si tuation o f the 

African Jewish tribe. One of those students would ma ke 1 his his life's 

endeavor. h is to the life-long work and dedicatio n of Jacques Faitlovitch and 

h is Pro-Falasha Committees to which the ne>..'1 chapter will turn . 



CHAPTER lWO: 
ACTIVISTS AND INACTIVITY: 

JACQU~ FAITLOVlTCH, VONA BOGAlA, 
fHE AMERICAN PRO-FAlASHA COMMITIC:E 
AND WORLD JEWRY BETWEEN 1900-1 970 
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The leaders of the Alliance Israelite Universelle, I a prominent Jewish 

p hilanthropic o rganization in France during the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, did not expedi tiously an upon Joseph llale\'~' plea for 

anion to aid the Ethiopian Jews. The Alliance doubted llalev) 's reports; and 

despite genuine concern manifested b) cenain important figures in European 

Jewry, most of the European Jewish leadership did not pa) murh attention to 

the situation of the Beta Yisrael. In the 1880s, the Alliance sent Dr. A. Rapaport 

to Ethiopia, but after a matter of weeks recalled him for "no good reason,'' 

seemingly smothering the very spirit of Jewish solidarit) the Alliance helped 

to kindle. 2 It was not until the tum of the twentieth cen tury and the entrance 

of Jacques Faitlovitch ( 1881 - 1955) into the Ethiopian Jewry arena that the Beta 

Yisrael had an advocate and champion outside the Hom of Africa. 

1 Hereafter called "The Alliance." 
2 Ephraim Isaac, Jewish Solidari ty and the Ethiopian fews (Becrsheva, Israel: Ben Gurion 
University in the Negev, 1988), p. 8. 
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JACQUES FAITLOVITCll 

Gorn in Lodz, Poland , on January 15, 1881, Jacques raitlcwit r h mo cd to 

Paris as a young man, where he devoted himself to Oriental Studies at the 

Sorbonne. While studying Ethiopian languages under Joseph HaJevy, 

Faitlovitch began t0 take an interest in the ~eta Yisrael. In 1904, he gathered 

language books, maps and diplomatic documents and set out from Paris for 

Ethiopia's Semien Mountains. fren ch banker Baron Edmond de Rothschild and 

the Alliance helped to finanre the Sorbonne scholar 's tri.p. lli s mission al so 

received the suppon of Chief Rabbi Zadok Kahn of Paris} l·o r c ighrec n 

months, Faitlovitr h lived amongst the Beta Yisrael in the Gondar region, 

devoting himself to studying their culture and teaching the Beta Yisrael 

Hebrew ancl Judaica. 

Faitlovitch traveled from Asmara to Gondar \ ia Axum and Adowa. The 

Ethiopian Jews were initial!)' suspicious of Faitlov itch. They viewed him as "an 

outsider'' who called him e lf a Jew, pankularly since some European 

missionaries had used this as a ploy to conven the Beta Yisracl. Despite this 

initial impediment , Faitlo, ·itc·h succeeded in convincing the community that 

he was no t a missionary . At the same time, he won o er their confidence 

because he did not question their Jewishness, but rather, deplored thei r 

"isolation," "poverty," and "ignorance ."4 "Earlier world Jewish desire was to 

counteract evangelization. Faitlovitch combined this with a new social and 

economic object ive as well as a desire of in troducing Ethiopian Jews to 

European Jewish culture and western education."S Education was of primary 

3 Al together, Faitlovitch made six trips to Ethiopia - 1904, 1909, 1913, 1920, 1924 and 
1946. In the trips after 1904, he received the support of other Jewish religious leaders, 
including Chief Rabbi Hertz of England and Chief Rabbi Kook of Palestine. 
4 lewjsh Chronicle. October, 1905. 
S lewish Solidarity and the Ethiooian lews, pp. 9-1 Q. 
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concern - the best means to strengthen the bridge of solidarity between 

Ethiopian and world Jewry. Fai tlovltrh, recognizing the importance of 

training young Ethiopian Jews abroad in Western Jewish education. returned 

to Europe in 1905 with t"''o young Ethiopian Jews, Gete Eremyas and Tamrat 

Emanuel. 6 He enrolled the students in the " Ecole Normale " of the Alliance in 

Paris. Through Faitlo, ·itch' s innuence, the " Hilfsverein cler Dcu1schen judcn " 

decided to sponsor other young Ethiopian Jews to stud ) in Euror<' and at its 

training school in jerusa lcm.7 

Faitlo itc h was r nn\'inred that the Beta Yi racl were trul} Jewi h, and 

tha t unless they were encouraged to resist the missionaries, their \'ery 

survival as a Jewish community was threatened . He concluded that they 

needed education and contact with Jews from the rest of the world. Thus, 

Faitlovi tch attempted tn convince the European Jewish communal 

organizations, espec ially the Alliance. to ta ke a closer lo0k a t the Ethiopian 

Jewish si tuation. 8 When he returned to Paris, FaitlO\'itch submitted a report to 

his patron, Baron Edmond de Rothschild: "You see, M. le Baron ... the FaJashas 

are really Jews. They have the same aspi rations that we <..in; they believe, like 

6 The system of naming in Ethiopia has no parallel in Western societies. Every person, 
both male and female. is known by his or her first name. Rather than being joined to a 
family name, this is joined to the father's first name, which is taken to be a person's 
second name. The father' s second name, which was his father's firs t name, is not handed 
down. It is a faux pas, as well as a basic error in identificatio n, lo call or refer to an 
Ethiopian Jew by his second name. This denies his/ her identity; as it is not him/her who 
is being addressed , but rather his/ her father. Throughout this thesis, in respect to the 
Ethiopian custom o f naming, Beta Yisrael will be referred to by either their first name 
alone, or their first and second names together (for example, Gete or Gete Eremyas). 
Ethiopian Israelis who have assumed Hebraicized names will be referred to by either their 
second name alone or their first and second names together (for example, Elazar or 
Rachamim Elazar). For more on the Beta Yisrael and Ethiopian customs of naming, see :IJ.!g 
Ethiopian Jews' Names and How They Get Them, Dr. Chaim Rosen, written with the support 
of the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, esti mated date: 1985-86; from the 
files of the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York. New York. 
7 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopia n Jews, pp. 9-10. 
8 Marc Shapiro, "Return of a Lost Tribe: The unfinished Exodus of the Ethiopian Jews," 
The World & I, April 1988, pp. 483-84. 
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us, that they are the future of Israel... They are an acti\'e, intelligen t, moral 

people, with a thirst for lea.rning."9 He implored the philanthropi t to e:\'tend 

his humanitarian efforts to the Ethiopian Jews. However, aid ne\'er 

materialized from Rothschild o r the Alliance, neither of whom appeared to be 

interested in helping 'primitive black Jews.' 1 0 

FaHlovitch la unched an aggressive lecture tour to raise funds. 

primarily fo r the purpose of education and the building of a school in 

Asmara . I l faitlm·itch was deeply worri ed b~ the success ti f the Protestan t 

missions, and he appealed to Jews around the world to help presen-e the Beta 

Yisrael. He se1 up "Pro-Falasha" suppor t committees in f.urope and later in the 

United States to help offset the work of the missions. hJ.i tl ovitch moved his 

headquarters from Germa ny to Flo rence, Italy. and successfully recruited 

Samue l H. Margulies. Chief Rabbi of Florence, well-known both as a schola r 

and as an activist in charitable organizations, to head the movcment.1 2 ''They 

expect fraternal he lp from us," Faitlo, ·itch lamented in his I 920 anicle, "The 

Falashas.'' I~ "The) ask us to help them to establish schools and to secure books 

for the m from whi r h their children may get instruction and the knowledge of 

Judaism," 1-aitlovitr h assencd. "They have an ardent desire fo r knowledge , are 

disposed towards progress, and strive to attain per fection.'' Faitlovitch 

9 Louis Ra poport, The Lost Jews (New York: Stein and Day Publishers, 1980), p. 175; and 
Louis Rapoport, Redemption Song: The Story of Operation Moses (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, Publishers, l 986) , p. 39. 
10 The Lost Jews , p. 175. 

11 Interestingly, Asmara had a Yemenite Jewish community, whose history is also deeply 
rooted in Ethiopia. 
12 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews, p. 11. 

13 Jacques FaitJovitch. "The Falashas" (Geneva, Switzerland: University of Geneva, 1920), 
p. 21 [Reprint from the American Jewish Year Book, 5681 , Philadelphia: The Jewish 
Publication Society of America, 19201. 
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concluded: "To preserve lhem from destruclion anr1 from assimilation i!> a dut) 

incumbent upon all Jews." 14 

ln 1906, he go t the signature of forty-four leading European rabbis on a 

letter proclaiming the authenticity of the Bela Yisrael's Jewishness and a 

fervent hope that lhey ""'ould soon be reunilcd in 7.ion. 

A letter bearing the signature of forty-four rabbis and halakhic 
scholars from around the world was sent to the Jews of Ethiopia, 
encouraging them to maintain their faith and not to bend to the 
activities of missionaries ... The letter opens: "Shalom to you, our 
br others. the children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob who live in the 
land of Ethiopia ... You are our flesh and blood ... We your brothers will 
do everything in our powers to send you help." 1 S 

In 1908, Faitlovitch returned to Ethiopia with a translation of the abo,·e 

letter, and a promise from the rabbis to provide books and create educational 

facilities. FaitlO\'itch went to Eritrea, located in the north,.,esterri region of 

Ethiopia, and then under Italian mle, seeking the approval of the Italian 

officials to start a chonl in the capitol of Asmara. lie returned to Europe after 

a year and published his Ouer Durch Abessinien [Tra\ els to Abyssina] in 1909 

in Berlin. lie enrolled Gcte and Solomon Isaac at the "Hil(s, ·crein der 

Duerschen juden " in JerusaJem for further education. /\long with Gete, he 

later establi shed headquarters in Amba Gualit in the Seqelt district of Ethiopia. 

Additionally, faitlovitch established an aid cen ter in Frankfurt-am-Main in 

March of 1 914, where Yona Bogala and Merquria Segay later attended the 

"Klibansky Sch ulerheim " from 1922 to 1923.1 6 Further, in 1914, Faitlovitch 

founded a school for the Beta Yisrael in Begembar; and in the 1920s, he and his 

14 Ibid 

15 Menachem Elon, "The Ethiopian Jews: A Case Study in the Functioning of the Jewish 
Legal System," New York University Journal of International Law and Politics, 1986-1987, 
p . 556. 
16 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian Jews. p. 11. 
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sister Leah set up a teacher training school for Ethiopian Jews in Addis Ababa. 

This boarding school cduc-atcd the children of si' Beta Yii;rael families ' ho 

were brough t to the capital to work for Haile Selassie a builders and 

blacksmiths, and remained open until the It alians ordered it shut in J 936 at the 

beginning of their occupation of Ethiopia.1 7 

Despite his successes, not the least of which was constraining 

missiona ry activities, Fai tlovitch 's rela tionship ""ith the Alliance never 

seemed to nourish and consisted uf mutual di strust. IR O\crlapping with 

FaWovitch's second journey to Eth iopia in 1908. a nd in spite of the 1906 letter 

of the fourry-four leading rabbis reaffirming je\\ish kin hip and common 

destiny with the Beta Yisrael, the Alliance sent Rabbi Haim Nahum to Ethiopia 

10 check on the re ports of Fai tlovitch. 

IA] degree of scepticism remained (in Europe I and not least in the 
ci rcles of the AJliance Israelite Universelle, which not onlr contro lled 
la rge sums of money but was very effect ive in founding and 
maintaining ma ny excellent schools for Jewish communiti es, 
especially in Muslim countries. This powerful organizat ion wa a lmost 
ideally suited to bring educational aid to a backward Jewish 
community but the plight of their Ethiopian co-religionists failed to 
exci te the worthy French Jews who presided over it s destinies .. . The 
Allia nce were Lsic] a t best lukewarm on the whole subjec t. They had 
done nothing to fallow up Halevy's findings and they had shown little 
interest in Fai tlovitch 's proposals. Indeed, they seemed to be 
searching for an excuse not to get involved. They were anxious to 
show that the Falasha problem was marginal and that the numbers 
were minimal.1 9 

In short, the Alliance apparently sent Nahum, a Turkish rabbi, to 

counter increased pressure generated by Faitlovitch.20 Rabbi Nahum differed 

17 The Lose lews. p. 176; and Redemption Song, p. 39. 

18 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews, p. 11 . 
19 David Kessler, The Falashas: The Forgotten lews of Ethiopia (New York: Africana 
Publishing Company, a division of Holmes & Meier Publishers, t982). pp. 136-37. 
20 "Return of a Lost Tribe," p. 484. 
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completely with Faitlo, ·itch, stating categorically that the "Falasha " were no t 

Jewish , that they were happ) where they were, a nd that there "'as no need to 

teach them mode rn Juda ism. Rabbi Nahum even went as fa r as praising the 

wo rk of the Chris tian missionaries.2 I Moreover, Nahum acted on his findings 

by "no t going out of hi s wa) either to find Falashas in remote areas o r to rai se 

their expectations:• 22 Thus, "the Alliance were f sic J let off the hook and they 

naturally followed the advice of their trusted and d istinguished 

represcnta ti vc."23 Faitlovitch, angered by the ind iffe rence nf th ~ Alliance, 

acc used Rabbi Nahum of being overly influenced by the Protesta nt 

missionaries, and lamented the Beta Yisrael's fate, calling them "those ma rt yrs 

of Judaism. 11 24 It is upon his return in 1909, that Fai tlO\ itch wrote the 

aforementioned account of his second journey, Ouer Durch Abessinien , which 

he intended to be a response to the views of the Alli ance.Z S He persisted in 

setting up his own "mission," countering Protestant ron' e r ion efforts, and 

helping to bring the Beta Yisracl into the Jewish mainst ream. "Faitlovitc h 

worked unceasing!) t o persuade world Jewry to come to the assis ta nce of their 

brethre n in Ethiopia. /\t the same time, he sought to close the gap between the 

Beta-Israel and other Jews by raising the ir educational standa rds and 

reforming their religious prartir e. 11 26 

Not unlike rhe role played by certain complacent world Jewish leaders 
during the Nazi era, Nahum failed to see the damage his fal lacious and 
self-serving report d id to Jewish solidarity. To be sure, it generated an 
energy-draining dispute which diverted attention from the central 
issues. It was fortunate, however , that the setback~ he caused in 

21 Redemption Song, p. 39. 
22 The Falashas: The Forgotten lews of Ethiopia. p. 138. 
23 tbid 
24 The Lost lews. p. 1 76. 
25 The Falashas: The Forgouen lews of Ethiopia, p. 139. 
26 Redemption Song, p. 39. 
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Et hiopian and world Jewish solidarity did not dampen the enthusiasm 
of Fait)O\'itch and hi dedicated supponers.27 

In 1913, Faitlovitch traveled to Ethiopia for the third time. On this trip 

he was finally able to establish the first village school with funds he raised in 

Europe. He appointed Gete Eremyas as its teacher. Upon hi return to Europe. 

he visited England and formed a pro-FaJasha committee with the new Chief 

Rabbi Dr J. 'i. Hertz serving as presidcnl.28 Jlowcver, due tu the onset of the 

first World War, the plans of this new committee " ·ere either abandoned or 

postponed. Faitlovitrh during the war years sought rcrugc in Swit'lc rland 

where he lectured on Ethiopian languages at the Linh crsity of Gene\·a. He was 

not able to travel to Ethiopia again for his founh visit until 1920. At that time, 

Tamrat Emanuel and Solomon Isaac returned to Ethiopia from abroad. and 

when Fahlovitch left Abyssinia after three months, he teak with him four 

young boys to be educated in schools in Europe and Eretz Yisraci.29 Among 

them was Yona Bogata, age thirteen, ~,·ho later played a leading rule in 

organizing the Beta Yi racl, educating his people , and acting as a key liason 

with world Je'''T)'. In 1924, l·ail)O\·itch again returned to Eth iopia and 

arranged to open the first Jewish boarding school in Addis Ababa with Tamrat 

Emanuel as the headmaster. 

For over fifty years, Jacq ues Faitlovitch helped the Beta Yisrael not only 

by his contacts with th.: community in Ethiopia, but also by his fund raising 

efforts in Europe, America and PaJestine. Faitlovitch immigrated t0 Israel in 

27 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews. p. 12. 

28 The FaJashas: The Forgotten Jews of Ethiopia. p. I 44. 
As mentioned, Faitlovltch had previously set up "Pro-FaJasha committees" in Italy and 
Germany. A section later in this chapter is devoted to the effons of the "American Pro­
FaJasha Comrninee," which was founded in 1922 by Faitlovitch. 
29 The FaJashas: The Forgotten Jews of Ethiopia, p. 144. 
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1948, and managed to persuade the Jewish Agency's 1 orah Education 

Department to send two rabbis to Asmara in Eritrea. where a boarding school 

for the Beta Yisrael had been established. Unfortunately. the project was soon 

abandoned.30 Faitlovitch devoted his en tire life to the Ethiopian Jews, and 

when he died in 1955, he left his large house in Tel Aviv to the Beta Yisrael 

community. One testimony to Fai tlovitch remarks: 

Tne common thread that ran through all aspens of his program 
on their [Beta Yisrael I behalf was the attempt to bring them closer to 
other Jewish communities. To this end, he sough t to raise their 
standards of education and created a Western-educated elite capable of 
interacting on a more or less equal basis with their foreign Jewish 
counterparts. lie also promoted an image of Ethiopian Jewry that was 
both famili ar and attractive tO European and American Jewish 
audiences. Thus, he portrayed the Beta Israel as an alien Jewish 
element in a strange African environment. .. 

To thi s day the popular image of Ethiopian Jews is largely that 
created by Faitlovitch less than a century ago. perhaps even more 
importantly, many of Faitlovitch's policies and the changes he 
initiated fo reshadowed the more intensive encoun ter of the Beta Isr ael 
with World Jewry mai1) years later.3 I 

30 The Lost lews. p. 177. 

31 Ruth Westheimer and Steven Kaplan, Sutviving Salvation: The Ethiopian Jewish Family 
in Transition (New York: New York University Press, 1992), p. 18. 
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RABBI ABRAHAM ISAAC KOOK 

During the same period as Faitlovitch, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, 

who later became the chief Rabbi of Palestine, wrote many letters concerning 

the Ethiopian Jews. He called them "brothers." who, for historical reasons, had 

been cut off from the remainder of the Jewish people.32 On December 4, 1921, 

Rabbi Kook wrote an appeal to the Jews of the world: 

[S]ave our Falasha brethren from e'.':tinction and ... rescue 50,000 souls 
of t he House of Israel from oblivion. A holy obligation rests upon our 
entire nation to raise funds with a generous hand to improve the lot of 
the Falashas in Ethiopia and to bring the ir r oung children to Jewish 
centers in Palestine and the Oiaspora.33 

Although this forcefu l de<:laration must h ave helped Faitlovitrh to raise funds, 

it failed to create more than a ripple in the Jewish world, " 'here other 

pressing matters were demanding urgent a ttention: namely, pogroms, 

con fu sion foil owing the end uf the Fi rst World War and the birth-pangs of the 

Jewish National Homeland.34 

32 "The Ethiopian Jews: A Case Study in the Functioning of the Jewish Legal System," 
p. 556. 
33 The Falashas: The fo rgotten Jews of Ethiooia, pp. 144-45. 
34 Ibid, p . 145. 
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YONA BOGALJ\ 

Yona Boga ta was born in 1908, in the village of Wallaca near Gondar. 

Yo na studied Hebrew with Faitlovitch every day a fter sunset fo r several 

months whi le the Sorbonne scholar was in Walleca in I 92 1 Yo na's parents 

reluctantly agreed to Faitlov itch's proposal to take Yona, a long wit h some of 

the other students, to Palestine and Europe to be ed ucatcct.35 Yona and the 

other th ree youths were part of the ''student chain" that had begun in the 

1860s. After several years of education in Palestine and Furore. these student 

returned co Ethiopia and ta ught Hc bre'' and spread the mec;sagc of Zionism. 

Vo na studied fo r over two years at a Jerusalem yeshiva ,md then went with 

Faitlovitch to Frankfurt , where he studied German and Yidtlish. In his 

mid teens, he continued his education at a Jewish school in S" itzerland, 

studying French and Hebre~, .36 

After completing hi cdurat1on , Yona Hogala joined Faitlovitch 's very 

first pupil, Tamrat Emanuel. who had become a professor and director of the 

teacher-training school set up by Faitlovitch and his sister in Add is Ababa in 

1924. Yona, as the school's assistant director and head teacher, helped to 

educate dozens of the Reta Yisrael, many of whom walked hundreds o f miles 

from Goodar Province to study at the board ing school. After two years of 

study, graduates o f the program were sent out to stan schools in the main Beta 

Yisrael villages.3 7 

From 1924 to 1935, Faitlovitch and the Pro-FaJasha Committees 

sponsored the education of about forty students in Eretz Yisrael, France, 

Germany, England and other countries. On their return, some of them became 

35 Redemption Song, p. 42. 
36 Ibid, pp. 42-43. 
37 Ibid , p. 43. 
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teachers in the Jewish/ Hebrew schools, and others became emplo) ee in 

Ethiopian government offi ces.38 The Ethiopian clcrg) .mJ the local Ethiopian 

officials reacted negati\·ely to Jc~ish students studying abroad and the 

operation of Jewish schools in the capital , Addis Ababa, and in the Beta Yisrael 

\.illages. The clergy, pushed by Protestant missionaries, petitioned Emperor 

Haile Selassie and provincial go, ·emors to close the schools. Se"eral of the 

schools were shut down, their teachers imprisoned, and their tudents 

dispersed.39 In 1936, when tht: Jtalia ns occupied Ethinpia, Emanuel Tamrat, 

who was on the Fascists' "wanted list," fled to England. Yona, in addition to 

teaching, took over the administration of the college umil the Italia ns shut It 

down. rive of the school's teachers and outstanding students were imprisoned 

by the Italian and later murdered. The Italians also executed thiny-three 

Eth iopian Jews in the Woggera region. where the Ethiopians had carried on a 

guerrilla ,,·ar against the invaders. 4 0 

After the Ita lian destroyed the school, Yona '' cnt to work for coffee 

merchants. He tOok on the burden of financially supporting ~i ty Jewish 

o;wdems from the Gondar a rea who still lived in Addis Ababa after the closing 

of the school. He continued to tutor them in Hebrew and other subjects 

privately in his home.41 In 1938, after the Italians intercepted a letter he sent 

to Tamrat Emanuel in England, Yona became a fugitive. He ned to Wallaga, and 

worked in the gold mines, eventually becoming the chief supervisor of the 

mines. When the Italians withdrew from Ethiopia in 1941, Yona went back to 

the capital and became head of the Education Ministry's Depanment of Schools. 

38 The Falashas: The Foraonen !ews of Ethiopia, pp. 145-46. 
39 Ibid, p. 146. 
4-0 Redemption $ong, p. 44. 
41 Ibid 
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But shortly after Haile Selassie expanded the offi ce to include 
supervision of schools run by the Christian mi sionarics, Yona read a 
report that four thousand Falashas, about one-eighth of the Je.,.. ish 
community, had been baptized in these institutions. He resigned in 
anger and vowed to devote himself to preserving his people's 
identity. ~2 

The Italian invasion of 1936, and the outbreak of the Second World War 

three years later, spelled disaster for the Beta Yisrael educational programs. 

Un til that time, the schools had developed a level of proficiency and success, 

creating a group of Reta Yisracl with a good base in general and Jewish 

education. The war, however, caused delays in essen tial aspects of these 

educational programs. Such delays included the publicizing of the plight of 

the Ethiopian Jews, the creation of essential contacts, and the establishment of 

rescue and relief o rganizations. The ties that were severed required 

reestablishment. This hiatus resuhed in the loss of valuahle time, energy and 

most importantly, lives. 

In the 1950s, with the aid of funds from the Jewish Agency, Yona set up 

and ran a teacher-training school in Asmara, Eritrea, which ''as late r 

transferred to the village of Wuzava, near Am hover, the largest Beta Yisrael 

village. The establishment of this educational institution came at a critical 

time because after his return in 1941, Haile Selassie encouraged the 

conversion of his Jewish population, and the missionaries had actively 

pursued conversions in the Beta Yisrael villages. The school seemed to be the 

needed link to forge a connection between the Ethiopian Jews and their 

brethren in Israel. The school in Asmara opened in January of 1954 with 

fifty-seven students of both sexes. including seven kessim (Ethiopian 

42 Ibid. pp. 44-45. 
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cohanim, o r priests).43 A year later, twent)-Se\'en bo) sand gi rls were sent to 

the children's illage of Kfar Batya at Ra'anana in Israel. most of them 

returned to Ethiopia to teach.44 

Tragically, in 1958, neighboring Chr istians razed the synagogue, 

classrooms, kitchen, and donnitories of Asmara and Wuzava, while the 

Ethiopian government authoriti es did nothing to help tht! Beta Yi sraet. After 

Fai tlovitch's death in Td A\'i\' in 1955, the mild support fo r 1he Beta Yisrael 

that the Jewish Agency had expressed immediately \\'ancd. "Around the same 

time, the Jewish Agency decided to cut off most of its aid tn l·aJasha schools, a 

move that was welcomed by the English evangelica l missiona ry chie f, Eri<' 

Payne.11 4 5 The Beta Yisrael, re lying on thei r own meager resources and the 

guida nce of Vona Boga ta, set up a new central school in Ambover with 

teach ers who had returned from Kfar Batya in Israel. They spent the next 

twenty-five years teaching Hebrew, introducing the Beta Yisrael to the 

customs of other Jews, and waiting fo r the time when the) could return to the 

Promised Land. The Zionist zeal of the Kfar Ba tya vetera ns clearly inspired 

theO younger genera tion, and the introduction of Zionist ideology reinforced 

the Beta Visrael's religious longings for redemption. llowevcr , it was a quiet 

and gradual process in the 1960s, bearing Vona Bogala' s mark.46 

Yona Bogala petitioned the emperor in writing a nd in person on 

numerous occasions - pleading for protection and an end to the violence and 

discrimination directed against the Beta Yisrael. Equally as important, Yona 

43 The kes, or cohen, is the spiritual leader of the Beta Yisrael. Because the Beta Yisrael 
in Ethiopia did not receive the majority of the Oral Traditio n, there have never been 
"rabbis" per se leading their religious commun ity. 
44 The Ealashas: The Forgonen fews o f Ethiopia, p. 149. Following is more on the student 
programs at Kfar Batya. 
45 Redemption Son2, p. 45. 
46 Ibid , pp. 45-46. 
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regularly appealed to prominent rabbis around the ,, o rJd to reach a 

conclusive decision regarding the Beta Yisrael's Jewishness, and in his various 

correspondences quoted the rulings of well-known rabbis such as Radbaz and 

Kook. Yet, his efforts d id not pay off until 1973 when Israel's Chief Sephardic 

Rabbi , Ovadia Yosef, ruled that the Beta Yisrael were Jewish tlccording to 

HaJakhah. 4 7 

The Jewish financial aid Yona Bogala rece ived and di spensed to 

thousands of the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia from the 1950s thmugh the 1970s was 

miniscule, about $30,000 a year, and never exceeded sso.uoo.--'8 Most of the aid 

came from the FaJasha Welfare Association in England, headed by lewish 

Chronicle publisher David Kessler. the American Pro-Falasha Committee and 

the American Association for Ethiopian Jews (AAEJ). 49 In the 1970s, Yona 

Bogala became increasingly critical of the Israeli government for no t moving 

fast enough to recognize the Beta Yisrael as Jews and helping them to 

immigrate. "[B]ut his approach was always diplomauc."c;o Yona belie,·ed in the 

"aJues of "negotiation" and "compromise. 11 5 1 "His primary goal was to educate, 

to prepare hi s people fo r the day when they would be brought to Israel. But he 

learned that the Beta Yisrael would have to push for their aJiyah ... "52 

He encouraged the Ethiopian Jews to ame lio rate thei r own condi tion, by 

such actions as participating in the Setit-Humera Development Project, 

organized by the Ethiopian government with the assistance of the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and the World Bank. "ln the 

47 Subsequent chapters provide more detail on the ruling of Ovadiah Yosef in 1973 . 
48 Redemption Song, p. 47. 

49 More on these groups follows in this and subsequent chapters. 
50 Redemption Song, p. 49. 
51 lbid 
52 lbid 
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absence of any prospect of an organized aliyah Yona a'' in thi scheme lhe 

possibility that his people could once again secure fanning land in their own 

right, free from the oppression of greedy land lords, where they could found 

their own settlements."53 The l 969 projen invoh cd clearing malaria-infested 

lowlands in Western Begemeder, near the Sudanese border, and de eloping 

farms. The Ethiopian Jews initially regarded this as an opportunity to acquire 

their own land and lo grow cash crops. A group of the Reta Yisracl fonned a 

commune, working fo r fi,·e y1.:ars to clear and rulti\'ate some 5000 acres of 

land.54 Despite their efforts, some of rhe Sudanese harassed the Beta Yisrael, 

accusing them of being "Zionist agents." Addicionall). poor climatic conditions 

and the general lack of safety in the area due to the various warring factions 

made life unbearable. Thus, the Ethiopian-Jewish fanners were forced off the 

land when Haile Selassie was deposed in September of 197-t The little 

settlement was caught between revolutionary Marxist troops in Ethiopia and 

countcrre\'olutionar) pro-Royalist forces on the Sudanese frontier.5 5 

From his aliyah in l 978 until his death in August of 1987, Vona lived in a 

modest home in Petah Tikva in semi-retirement, translating and \ riting for 

the Absorption Ministry's new Amharic56 newspaper.57 Despite all the 

suffering his people endured, Yona Bogala expressed thankfulness fo r the 

eventual rescue of the Beta Yisrael in the 1980s through a combined effort of 

many individuals, organizations and governments: 

53 The Falashas: The forgonen tews of Ethiooia. p. 158. 
54 lewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews, p. 19. 
SS The Falashas: The Forgon en Jews of Ethiopia, pp. 158-59; and "Jewish Solidarity and 
the Ethiopian Jews," p. 19. 
56 Most of the Beta Yisrael, those who come from the Gondar region, speak Amharic. Other 
dialects, namely Tigrean (those Jews who come from the province ofTigrey), are spoken by 
a smaller segment of the Ethiopian Jewish population. 
57 Redemption Song, p. 219. 
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fl)t is a miracle we have been sa,·ed. In m)' las t years in Et h iopia, I 
thought our tribe was lost, without hope for aliyah. fa erything -- our 
schools, t he aid projects - everything seemed in \'ain. E ery day, our 
tribe was being reduced, as youths left the , ·illages and tradition broke 
down. Life in Ethiopia was a punishment. Even our liturgical 
language, Ge'ez, was a punishment; we had to adopt it because we had 
lost Hebrew. But suddenly, we have Hebrew again. That is our 
tradition ... We're here, thanks to G-d. Now it'<> up to the people of 
Israel to help our people with what we lack - education. It's not an 
easy task, but I believe it will be done.SB 

Although Yor.a Rogala remained a venerati.:<l figure among the Beta 

Yisrael community throughout his life, after he o pposed .t major 

demonstratio n in 1985 by the Et hiopian immigrants against a ruling by the 

Chief Rabbinate,59 "some o f the militants and their supporters dismissed him 

as an Uncle Tom. 11 60 

Yona, who had been an educator of his people f0r well ovet fifty years, 

belie ed to his last days that the ke)' to successfully in tegrat ing Ethiopian Jews 

in Israel lies in learning. His efforts helped spur the aliyah of the Beta 

Yisrael , and hi w()rds and deeds continue to ser\'e as a ba is for the absorption 

of the Ethiopian Jews. 

58 The words ofYona Bogala, as rendered in Redemption Song. p. 220 and p. 219. 
59 The Ethiopian immigrants demonstrated in the courtyard of the Plaza Hotel in 
Jerusalem, which faces the office of the Chief Rabbinate, protesting the rabbinate's 
requirement that the Beta Yisrael be converted, immersed and circumcised prior to 
marriage in Israel. See chapter eight for more details. 
60 Redemption Song. pp. 218-219. 
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THE AMERICAN PRO-FAl.ASHA COMMITfW I 

After establishing Pro-Falasha committees in lcaly. German y and Great 

Britain, Faillovitch established a chapter in the United States in 1922, dedicated 

to "rehabilitat[ing] our co-religionists."62 Headquartered in New York and 

supported by Jacob Schiff, Louis Marshall. Cyrus Adler, Solomon Schechter and 

Israel Goldstein , the American Pro-Falasha Committee became the hub of 

Faitlov itch's activity and support for the Beta Yisrael. A 1938 information 

pamphlet , i sued by the American Pro-Falasha Committee. entitled "The 

Romance of the Falashas," outlines the purpo e and aetivitic of the 

organiza tion: 

The American Pro-Falasha Committee is compos.:!d of prominent 
religious and lay Jewish leaders who realize the importance of the 
acti vit ies being conducted fo r the rehabilitation of the Falashas and 
who are eager to implement the program of culture and spiritual 
elevation of their Abyssinian coreligionists. They feel that it would be 
utterly disastrous and fatal for the Falashas should world Jewry be 
remiss in fraternal duty towards them. For the tragic history of our 
people has taught the Committee only too well that , owing to the 
indifference and oversight of their fellow Jews, several exotic Jewish 
groups have been permitted in the past to disappear completely. The 
American Pro-Falasha Committee is resolved to spare the Jews of 
Ethiopia that sad fate. 

Since the activities in behalf of our Abyssinian coreligionists 
were initiated in Europe, and during the sixteen years of the existence 
of the American Pro-Falasha Committee in this country , there were 
actively identified with the movement some of the most outstanding 
Jews in the United States, who gave generously of their time and 
means to the furtherance of this imponant work ... 63 

61 Many of these details about the American Pro-Falasha Committee are appearing in 
print for the first time-
62 The kost !ews .• p. 176. 
63 "The Romance of the Falashas,'' pp. 13-14, pamphlet produced by the American Pro­
Falasha Committee, 1938, American Jewish Archives, Cincinnati Campus of the Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, Nearprint File-Special Collection, "Falashas." 
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Another pamphlet of The American Pro-Falasha Committee entitled , "For 

the Educational and Religious Rehabilitation of the J\byo;sinian Jews 

(Falashas)," proclaims as a subheading that the organization is "The Only 

Missionary Enterprise Conducted by Jews among Jew .11 64 While Dr. Cyrus 

Adler fun ctioned as the Honorary Chairman, Dr. Israel Goldstein served as the 

Chainnan, and the tri-continental Dr. Jacques Faitlovitch filled the Executi ve 

Director position, numerous national Jewish religious bodies -- Conse rvative, 

Orthodox and Refonn -- expressed their appro\·al and endorsement of the work 

of the American Pro-Falasha Committee . These organiz.ation included the 

Central Conference of American Rabbis, the Union of American Hebrew 

Congregations, the National Federation of Temple Si terhoods, the National 

Council of Jewish Women, the United Synagogue of America, the Women 's 

League of the United Synagogue of America, the Union of Orthodox Jewish 

Congregations in America, and the Women's League of the: Union of Orthodox 

Jewish Congregations in America.65 

Dr. Cyrus Adler, who at the time was President of the American Jewish 

Committee and the Jewish Theological Seminary, tated, "The jev.•s of the world 

nwe it to themselves that the Falashas be given the opportunit y to recover 

their fa ith . The remnant of this interesting community eagerly d esires 

knowledge of judaism. 1166 Rabbi David Lefkowitz, President of the Central 

Conference of American Rabbis and staunch supporter of The American Pro-

Falasha Committee remarked: "The duty of reclaiming our own should ever be a 

challen ge to the House of Israel. The reeducation of the Falashas in Jewish life 

64 "The American Pro-Falasha Committee; For the Educational a nd Religious 
Rebabilitation o f the Abyssinian Jews (Falashas)," front cover, American Jewish Archives, 
Cincinnati Campus o f the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religio n, Nearprint 
File-Special Collection, "Falashas." 
65 Ibid 
66 Ibid 
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and knowledge is part of this duty . It should have an appeal to every loyal 

Jew.11 6 7 Additionally, Mrs. Rebekah Kohut, President of the World Congress of 

Jewish Women and organizer for the American Pro-Falasha Committee, fe lt 

that "the preservation of this remnant of the tribe of Israel is one of the 

strange phenomena of Jewish history. We must help them to maintain their 

identity, since they have been so providentially preserved these many 

centuries.11 68 

In a summary report of the aeti,·ities of the Amuican Pro-Falasha 

Committee from 1923 to 1927, the goals and activities of the organizat ion. 

namely educational efforts and relief work, were clearly spelled o ut: 

In August 1922, we succeeded in organizing the American Pro-Falasha 
Committee which undertook the responsibility of raising the annual 
budget that we needed to carry on our acth·ities among the Falashas in 
Abyssinia. The budget was devised to cover two purposes: ( 1) to 
continue the work that had been begun in the interior o f Abyssinia in 
1913, and ( 2) to establish a central normal school in Addis-Ababa, the 
capital of Abyssinia, where the ablest of the Falashas could be taught 
for future leadership among their people.69 

George Zepin and the delayed start of the 
American Pro-Falasba Committee 

Relief and education, not rescue, were the focus of the American Pro-

Falasha Committee. Moreover, it took the American Jewish community nearly 

ten years after Faitlovitch 's initial efforts in the interior of Ethiopia in 191 3, to 

recognize and support educational programs in Abyssinia. ln January 1912, 

Rabbi George Zepin, Secretary of the Union of American Hebrew 

Congregations and Director of Synagogue and School fa'tension in Cincinnati, 

detailed in a repon his ambivalence as well as the ambivalence of the 

67 Ibid 
68 fbid 
69 "The Work of the American Pro-Falasha Comminee in Abyssinia: 1923-1927," p. l , 
American Jewish Archives, Cincinnati Campus of the Hebrew Union College- Jewish 
Institute of Religion, Manuscript Collection, Box 61, l / l. 
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American Jewish community toward the Beta Yisracl, Faitlovitch and his 

work.70 After presenting background m.iteriJI on the Ethiopian Jews, Zepin 

critique a plan Faitlo itch proposed upon his return from Ethiopia in 1908 to 

the president of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations to open a 

school in Eritrea. 71 "There is a serious question of pedagogy involved in the 

recommendations of Ors. Halevy and Faitlovitrh. It is advisable to consider ju~t 

what surh a school would undertake to accomplish among the 1-alashas."72 

Zepin proceeds to detail "the status 0f ch ihzation in Abyssinia," 

characterizing Ethiopia as "unsafe," filled with "internal wars." "swamps 

give[ing ] rise to malarial conditions" and "pestilential diseases," improper 

dress, made up of "rude huts of straw," and a "remunerath·e" slave trade.7 3 

Zepin further emphasizes that "the intellectual status of the Abyssinian 

Christian, as well as Falasha. is said by t'-1. Haim Nahum and o ther writers to be 

very primiti\'e."74 Zepin concludes with a quer) based on the 

characterization of the Beta Yisrael as "primitive" people. "We are here 

confronted by a nice question of judgement. When the representatives of an 

advanced civilization undertake to bring education and uplift to a primitive 

people, what shall be their policy?" 7 S 

Answering his own question, Zepin draws a parallel between the Beta 

Yisrael and African-Americans. He stated that wh ile old-fashioned education 

70 "The Falashas: A Report concerning the advisability of establishing a school for 
Hebrew among the Falashas of Abyssinia; Submitted to Committee on Falasha Qµestion," 
prepared by Rabbi George Zepin, Secretary of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations 
and Director of Synagogue and School &.'tension, Cincinnati, January, 1912, American 
Jewish Archives, Cincinnati Campus of the Hebrew Union College- Jewish Institute of 
Religion, Nearprin t File-Special Collection, "Falashas." 
71 Ibid, p. 14. 
72 Ibid 
73 Ibid, pp. 14-15. 
14 Ibid, p. 15. 
75 Ibid 
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is to ta lly demoralizing and improrer for the "averaRe Negro," industrial 

education should be used as the "sane form of schooling adapted to a people of 

primitive mental attainments. 11 76 He felt education should be tailored to the 

circumstances and r perceived] capabilities of a people. Thus, he contended 

that whereas "over-education" is a problem in a country like Germany, where 

"the status of mentality is high," and the \\'Orkingman has become "so learned 

that no one is content any longer to be a worki ngman," the curriculum 

proposed by raitlovitch presen ts a problem ~)f ''wrong education."77 

It is this same wrong education, thi s "book-learning," that is 
contemplated in Dr. Faitlovitch 's plan to start a school for Hebrew 
literature and la nguage in a semi-civilized country. Education should 
be the process of fining a man fo r the life he must lead .. . education is 
purely a nd simply a preparation for fulfilling the duties of his 
station ... Education for people of primitive intelligence must no t be a 
regimen of Hebrew . ..78 

Like The Alliance, Zepin adhered to the 'it!\\ that "a regimen of book­

learning is ruinous to the character of a primitive pco ple."79 Zepin re jec ted 

the idea of Ors. HaJevy and Faitlovitch to establish a Talmud-Torah type school 

for the Beta Yisrael. H<? did, however , question why the AJ!ia nc.-e had not 

opened any school for the Beta Yisrael, even one utili zi ng its own pedagogy, in 

the forty-four years that it had dealt with the issue. Despite recognizing this 

short-coming, Zepin def ends the Alliance's decision not to open a school in 

Ethiopia, citing a number of reasons. First, the hostility of the Abyssinian 

government and church toward fo reign and non-coptic re ligious movements 

was tremendous. Second, there was danger for the Beta Yisrael to travel to a 

76 Ibid, p. 17. 
77 Ibid 
78 Ibid 
79 Ibid , p . 18. 



62 

centrall y located school. Third , the "ralashas" main tai ned "q ueer 

supe rstitions" concerning people who li\'e in other la nds. 1--ounh , the 

construction of the school might have increased Christian missionary acti\·ity 

among 1he Ethiopian Jews.80 Finally: 

Abyssinia is a land of very primitive civili zation ... What e nd would it 
serve to make the Falashas. whose successful efforts at handicraft ar e 
already attributed to magic still more deft in their work, if the rest of 
their Abyssinian surroundings do not make progress with them? ... The 
rest of Abyssinia is not making progres . and better work is not 
demanded nor appreciated. Educ-atinn in /\by sinia must pre pare a 
ma n to live in Abyssinia ... 81 

h1 the cond usion of his January I 91 2 report concern ing the "Falashas" 

and the acti vities of Dr. Faitlo itch and the Allia nce, Zepin s ta tes: 

We are asked to organize a branch of a new international society -
The Pro-Falasha Committee. If this new society is called into existence 
to conduct a work which no other existing society is 0 1 ganized to 
undertake , it would be proper to lend our assistance, if the aims meet 
our approval . If this Pro-Falasha Committee is intended to duplicate 
the work of The Allia nce Israelite Uni\'erselle, it may be wise to delay 
our assistance until we comrnunjcate with the Alliance. We owe it to 
the o lde r organization to ask why it has not seen fit to pursue the work 
ugge~ted. Besides, it is not the pa rt of wisdom to multiply 

inte rnational o rganizations. 82 

In p;trt, the indifference, if not the negati ve outlook of Zcpin toward 

Faitlovitch and the work of the Pro-Falasha Committees in Europe , thwarted 

the committee's arrival to America by ten years. The mission of Rabbi Nahum 

and the sta nce of the Alliance , coupled with exacerbated views of the 

"primitive" nature of the Beta Yisrael and Eth iopia and the "blackness" of their 

co-religionists delayed action. Therefore, it was no t until August of l 922 that 

Faitlovitch and his supporters in the United Sta tes o rganized the American 

80 Ibid, pp. 19-20. 
8 1 Ibid, p. 20. 
82 Ibid, p. 23. 
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Pro-Fa lasha Committee, and n m through the a usp ice llf the Unio n o t 

American Hebrew Congregations. 

The modest beginnings of the school in Addis Ababa and the work. in the 

interio r o f Ethiopia, which were the two majo r goals o f the Amer ican Pro­

Falasha Committee, produced some results. Tamrat Emanuel became one o f the 

o utstandi ng men of Addis Ababa. He was respected by community and 

government circles aJike for hi s educational background and endea\•ors with 

the Beta Yisrael. 83 The American Pro-FaJasha Committee aJso pointed to the 

amelio ratio n of the social and po litical conditio ns affecting the Beta Yisrael. 

As a result o f the schools, "their self consciousness as a group has been 

elevated and a great measure o f pride and self re peel has been inculrated."84 

Aoditio nally, the committee notes that "the previo us rapid tendency of 

com ·ersion to Christianity has been prankally checked," and that '1 Jlebre" 

has been mad e increasingly known to the Falashas, thus placing them in mo re 

direct touch with th e sources o f Judaism."85 In future years, the American 

Pro-Falasha Comminee brought a number of students to study in Europe and 

Palestine. They aJso purchased a permanent h ome fo r the school in Addis 

Ababa, which included a section for girls to live and study. Additionally, they 

published and translated books in Amharic , Ge'ez and Hebrew.86 

The Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 and 1936 greatly curtailed the 

acti ities of the American Pro -Falasha Committee. "Under the Italian rule no 

83 Tamrat Emanuel later became a government official In the Oeparunent of Education, as 
well as a diplomat and advisor to emperor Haile Selassie. 
84 "The Work of the American Pro-Falasha Committee in Abyssinia: 1923-192 7 ," 
p. 7. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Based on various reports of the activities of the American Pro-Fala.sha Committee. 



fo re ign organization can carry on an) program of education independentl~ 

and our activities therefore are to some c'1cnt cunailcd."87 
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Al though the American Pro-Falasha Committee stay~d in existence into 

the 1950s, and fo r a brief time reorganized during the late 1960s, world e,·ents 

kept the Committee out of Ethiopia a fter 1936. After the Italian invasion halted 

activities, the Second World W-ar \'irtually precluded a ny actions on heha lf uf 

the Beta Yisrael. The aftenna th of the Holocaust , a~ well as the birth of the 

Jewish State, pre-occupied American and European Jc." D. Israel's initial 

absorption efforts focused on European Jewry, and Jews from Yemen anJ 

Nonh Africa. Moreover, after Faitlo, ·itch 's death in 1955, pressure on the 

Israeli government diminished. and the American Pro-Falasha Committee lost 

its guiding light. "In retrospect it appears that Faitlo,·itch was far more 

<;uccessful in d rawing attention to the Reta I rael than in sa\'ing or reforming 

them. Although his \'iSits gave the Bet.i Israel new hope and strengthened 

their resolve to resist the missions, World Jewr)' remained largely unmoved by 

his pleas."88 

87 "Conference of the American Pro-Falasha Committee, New York City, Feb. 1, 1938, 
Report of the chairman Dr. Elias L. Solomon," American Jewish Archives, Cincinnati 
Campus of the Hebrew Union College-jewisb Institute of Religion, Manuscript Collection, 
Box 61, 212. 
88 Steve Kaplan et al., The lews of Ethiopia: A People in Transition (rel Aviv: Beth 
Hacefutsot:h, The Nahum Goldmann Museum of the Jewish Diaspora. 1986), p. 21. 
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THE ACTIVITY/ INACT IVITY OF WORLD, PALESTINLAN AND ISRAELJ 
JEWS AFTER THE SECOND WORlD WAR 

After the end of the Second World War, recovery from the Holocaust and 

the strul!.gle for Jewish independence in Palestine initially consumed most of 

the ene rgy o f Western Jewry. Th<!se issues preoccupied individual and 

organizational time and efforts- leaving barely a moment to contemplate the 

Jews in distant Ethiopia. But, in 1948, when word rear hed the Hom of Africa of 

the crea tion of Israel, the Beta Yisrael's ho pes aros~ t hat they would join their 

fellow Jews in their newly regained homeland. Altho ugh Faitlo\'itch,-while 

Ji\ fog from 1945 un til his death in 195 5 in the newly established Jewish State, 

pressed fo r an Ethiopian aliyah, "Jews from other areas o f the world were 

given a higher priority fo r immigration to lsraeJ."89 Faitlovitch felt that 

Israel sho uld now assume responsibility for redeemi:ig the exiled tribes, and 

he looked to the new government and the Jewish Agency, which was 

responsible for the absorption and education o f new immigrants, to undertake 

this task.90 Additionally, the policy of Emperor Haile Selassie. whose 

friendship the Israeli government sought, was hostile to emigration o f 

Ethio pian citizens. Thus, the hopes for aliyah soon vanished , "and the lo ng 

historic romance of the Ten Tribes and the more recent Western Jewish 

encounter with [the] Beta Yisrael appeared fo r a time to pass into oblivion, 

ironically a t a time when the Jewish people found their lung-lost 

independence. 11 91 Moreover, efforts were hampered when speaker of the 

Knesset Yisrael Yeshayahu, who had visited the Beta Yisrael in 1952. suggested 

upon his return, that the Ethiopian Jews convert to Christianity in o rder to 

89 lewish Solidaritv and the Jews of Ethiopia, p. 14. 
90 The fa}asbas: The Eorgoqeo lews of Ethiopia. p. 149. 
91 lewisb Solidarity and the Jews of Ethiopia, p. 15. 
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so lve their problems.92 "The go"ernment and lhe Chri tian community wo uld 

be very happ) and the FaJashas "' ould onl) stand to benefit from such a mo, ·c; 

they would receive their own region."<)3 

In January of 1954, perhaps to appease the assertive 1-aitlo\'itch , the 

Jewish Agency decided to set up the aforementio ned teacher-training 

boarding-school in Asmara, Eritrea, and to restart some of the village classes 

in the Gond::r region. As preYiously di:~cusscd, the r hool in Asmara opened 

with fift y-se, •en students, and in 195 5-SG. twcnty-sc,·c n o f those studen ts were 

sent to Israel to study in the Youth Aliyah village of Kfar Ba tya. The Kfar 

Batya program was shon-lived. With the death o f r-aitlo' itch in 1955, even the 

weak support for the Beta Yisrael in the Jewish Agency waned. No more 

children were sent to Kfar Batya. and two ) ears after Faillo' itch's death, the 

SC'hool in Asmara was dosed. "Ethiopian Jewish eduC'ation was shrinking 

rather than grmving.11 94 PubliC'I), the closures were said to be fiscally, and 

no t political ly related, as "[t]he Jewish Agcnc) pleaded shortage of runds:·95 

ln general, Kfar Bat ya was a disappointment fo r e, •eryone concerned. "The 

s tudent group was never intended, as some Et hiopians thought, to spearhead 

aliyah to Israel. Moreo\'er, the program lacked any definable o bjective. If it 

was in tended to be a training program for service in Ethiopia, it was a poor 

o ne."96 Or . Ephraim Isaac asserts that which the Kfar Batya education stood 

for is mo re difficult to assess than that for which it did not stand: 

It was no t preparatory for higher educatio n. It was not a vocat ional 
training program. It was simply not a fonnal o r p lanned educational 

92 Redemption Song, p . 48. 
93 The Lose lews, p. 196. 
94 lewjsh Solidarity and che lews of Ethiooia, p. 16. 
95 The Falashas: The Forgotten lews of Echiooia. p. 150. 
96 Jewish Solidarity and che lews of Echiopia, p. 16. 
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curriculum. It was not even an experimentaJ program to see how 
Ethiopians would adapt to Israel. Those who had the aptitude for 
college education were discouraged from seeking it, according 10 a 
first-hand report that I receh·ed from one of the participants. One of 
the students, the son of a prominent Ethiopian Jew, sought and 
received Ethiopian government assistance 10 pursue a college degree 
in Israel and a doctorate in France, after being flatly denied any 
assistance by the Israeli Ministry of Education. 97 

Upon their return to Ethiopia, the K.f ar Batya students had difficulty 

utilizing the :.kills they learned in Israel. Although a f ev. of them found jobs 

as village teac hers, they were eventual!) forced, be1' aU!.C n f poor economic 

conditions, to find modest jobs in Israeli companies in Ethiopia. fn particular, 

they found employment in the lncode meat-packing plant and the Sole! Boneh 

building firm. Additionally, a few continued to work as school teachers in the 

Ambo\'er School, to which the Jewish Agency continued to offer modest 

suppon.98 

In Februar) of 1960, following a plea to emperor Haile Selassie to 

ameliorate their situation and stamp out discrimina tion, prejudice and 

\'iole nce, the Beta Yisrael addressed an open letter to Jev. ish o rganizations 

abroad. In the letter, the Ethiopian Jews detailed the difficult situation of the 

Beta Yisrael vis-a-vis the ir indigenous neighbors, and addressed the attitude of 

the monarch towards their community. They were offended because the 

emperor refused them an audience when he visited Goodar in 1959, and 

because the government failed to fulfill numerous promises to the Beta 

Yisrael. "They f the Beta Yisrael] had reached the conclusion that the emperor 

favoured the missionaries and wished to encourage assimilation and, 

therefore, the merging of the Falasha community into the Amhara 

97 Ibid 
98 Ibid, pp. 16-17. 
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majority."99 Perhaps Haile Selassie's policy of "amharization ," a set of 

measures w ensure the Amhara's continuing dominance m ·cr o ther tribes and 

nations in the Ethiopian empire, was an additional reaso n "hy the emperor 

opposed emigration to Israel. If the Beta Yisrael left Ethinpia, it would reduce 

the number of Haile Se!J.ssie's supporters in relatio n to the non-Christians, 

especially the Muslim population. 

The open letter tO the Jewish world expressed the Beta Yisrael's 

disappointment o, ·er the lad. of action on the part of their fellow Jews, 

reques ted medical and educational assistance in f:thiopia, and, most fervent!) 

and importantly, implored for hel p to actualize ali~ ah 10 Israel. "World Jewry 

has cast us forth from the fold of Judaism and is far from willing to help us in 

this last stand agai nst overwhelming factors." 100 

The document ends with an appeal for help and, o nce again, one 
cannot fail to be struck by the dignity of the plea. As o n many 
previous occasiuns this is not a begging letter. a request fo r a lms, 
although it came from a desperately impoverished community, but a 
request fo r help in negotiating with the monarch about emigratio n, 
fo r medical assistance 'in o rder to render us independent of the 
Mission,' for improvement in Hebrew education 'by the establishment 
of a school and boarding-school for thirty young teachers in Addis 
Ababa, and for technical instruction through the ORT 
organization.• I 0 1 

The document reached two of the leading Jewish institutions, the 

American Joint Distribution Committee (AJDC. which later added 'Jewish' to its 

title) and the World Jewish Congress (WJC). These organizations sent Norman 

Bentwich to Ethiopia in 196 1 to visit the Beta Yisracl villages. Bentwich was 

well suited to become an advocate for the Ethiopian Jews. He was a prominent 

99 The FaJashas: The Forgotten Jews of Ethiopia. p. l S 2. 
100 Ibid 
101 Ibid, p. 153. 
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British Jew who acted as a consultant on interna tional relations to llailc 

Selassie during the Second World War. /\dditiona ll y, he met ramrat r.manucl. 

' ho then was an official in the Ethiopian J\linist ry of Ed ucation. on a \'i it tu 

l.:thiopia in 1943. 102 "Rut, after nine~ ears of endea\'Or and three more\ isit'i tu 

Ethiopia. in 1963. 1966 and 1970. he was appalled b) the continuing Jewish 

neglect of the community. lie was s till struggling on their behalf '"hen he 

died , in London, in April 197 1, at the age of eigh ty-eight." I 03 

Bentwir h recognized that the great danger to the rontinucd existence 
of the E:thiopian Jews lay in the ani\'ities of the missionari es, no'' 
busie r than e, ·er, and in the f orccs of assimilatio n. If the community 
was to be saved it needed substantial help from abroad and a 
reinforcement of the tenuous links connecting it wi th world Jewr) 
and especially with the State of Israel. The pa ltr) aid supplied by the 
Jewish Agency, which paid the miserable salaries of half a doz.en 
teache rs in one or two village schools. though better than nothing, 
had to be augmented. Bentwirh threw his considerable prestige and 
authority behind the attempt tO · timula te interest in the su bject. I 04 

l'erhaps as a response to the h~bruary 1960 letter, the Worlc.l .Jewish 

Congress in 1962 sent an Israeli doctor. Oan I lar-F.I and hi wife, to cr\'e in the 

Gondar region for a t\\'O year mission. Har-El administered free ,·acrinations, 

distributed UNICEF supplies and lectured at the Public llcalth College in 

Gondar. The Ethiopian government required that his services be rendered to 

Jew and non-Jew alike and be free of c-harge. Argen tinean born Israeli Dr. 

Mario Felszer succeeded Har-8. providing similar services. I 05 

In short , whi le world Jewish organizations sen t a minimal amount of aid 

to Ethiopia. the Israeli government did no t e en consider itself responsible fo r 

10 .l "Return or a Lost Tribe," pp. 484-45. 
103 The Falashas: The Forgotten Jews or Ethiopia, p. I 53. 
104 Ibid, pp. 153-54. 
105 Redemption Song, p. 48 and Jewish Solidaritv and the lews of Ethiopia, p. 17. 
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sending aid to the Beta Yisracl. "Sc\'cral Jc;raeli medical teams worked in 

Elhiopia in those years ( 1960s).l 06 C\ en in Gondar itself, but no aal ''a 

designated fo r the Beta-Israel. who depended on the English missionaries f nr 

medical care." l 07 ·rnese missionaries, who carried on in the tradition o f 

nineteen th century predecessors such as J. M. I-lad and 1 lcnr) Stern, aved 

many lives ''' ith their medical care. Howe\'cr , the Jews charged that they 

"bought sou ls" with money, medical treatment and 'ario us other 

induccmcnts.108 Roger CC1\\ley, who was the r hkf mic;sinnar) tn the Ethiopian 

Jews between 1963 and 1978, years in which he and hi missinnanc5 ron\'erted 

ome five hundred to o ne tho usand of the Beta Yisrael, \vould sa;. some years 

later that "it is understandable that Jews regard Christian missionary work as 

repuj?nant. As a Christian, I would [now] disapprove of such practices.'' l 09 

Although during the middle l 960s Bentwich enlisted the support of the 

Briti~h OSI: Society f0 r Medical Aid, whnse function "as to bring medical a id to 

impn' cri hed Jewi h communities abroad, and the Jc'' ish Colonisation 

Association (JCA) which encourages agricultural se ttlements in , ·arious parts 

of the '' c,rld, the assistance granted to the Beta Yisracl was modest at best.1 10 

At the end o f May J 96 7, Be;itwkh called a conference of these o rganizations 

and the individ uals who had displayed some interest in the fa te nf the Beta 

106 Israel opened a Consulate in Addis Aba ba in 1956, and in September 1961, Israel and 
Ethiopia exchanged ambassadors. Trade, developmental programs, agricultural and 
technical assistance and student exchanges between Israel and Ethiopia increased during 
and after these diplomatic milestones. Although relations were offi cially severed in 197 3 
after the Yorn Kippur War, serious contacts continued until the Marxist Revolution in 
Ethiopia of 1974. Gradually, over the next fifteen years, lhe two countries resolidified 
their old friendship until diplomatic relations were restored in November of 1989. Many 
of these political intticacies are detailed in subsequent chapters. 
107 Redemption Song, p. 48. 
108 Ibid 
109 Ibid , pp. 48-49. 
110 The Falashas: The Forgotten lews of Ethiooia, p. 154-55. 
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Yisrae l, under an umbrella o rgani zation r ailed the Fa lasha Welfare Association 

(FWA). The FWA's directors took the' iew that "its firs t prioril) was to provide 

aid for the Falashas in Ethiopia while it was also important to encourage 

whatever legal emigration to Jsrael could be arranged." 111 He reported on the 

current situation of the Ethiopian Jews (he had just visited Ethiopia in 1966). 

and called for an increase in financial suppon.11 2 While the British OSE had 

set up three health centers in villages in Gondar, and the JCA enabled the 

numbe r of schools supponed by the Jewish Agenr y to increase to se"en , the 

to tal annual budget for these operations was well below I 0,000 lkitish 

pounds.1 13 All the funds were raised in Great Britain, apart from occasional 

contributions from individual well-wishers, a p romise of $2,500 for each of the 

three fo llowing years from the American (Jewish ) Jo int Distribution 

Committee, and the small Jewish Agency contribution. I 1-i Sadl), the history of 

the previous decades had been repeated in the 1960s. "In relation to the size of 

the problem only the surface had been scratched ... No one connected with this 

minima l programme had any illusions that it would sol\'e the problem but it 

represented a fresh start and it would help to raise the Falashas' mora le." 11 S 

111 David Kessler and Tudor Parfitt, "The Falashas: The Jews of Ethiopia," The Minority 
Righ ts Group Report No. 67 (London: Minority Rights Group LTD, 1985), 
p. 9. 
l 12 Ibid, p. 155. 
113 Ibid 
114 Ibid 
115 Ibid 
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SUMMARY 

Despite the vigorous efforts of a fc.,.. organization and indi' iduals to 

draw attention to and aid the Beta Yisrael, only a thin lifeline between 

Ethiopian Jews and world Jewry had been established and maintained from the 

late nineteenth century th rough the 1960s. The Ethiopian Jews themselves, 

led by Yona Boga.la, the Hebrew teachers and the kessim, and a few Western 

visionaries such as Faitlovitch and the leaders of the American Pro-Falasha 

Committee. knew that the onJ~ real solu tion for the ~eta Yisracl lay in creating 

a bond wi th Israel and pushing for aliyah. However, while knowledge of this 

ancient and exotic community spread to certain circles in the Jc, .. ·j h world, 

maJor stumbling blocks impeded their relief and rescue. Fir~t. the emperor of 

Ethiopia would not allow for a massive exodus. Second, the government of 

Israel was not prepared to admit an Ethiopian aliyah under the Law of Return. 

Third, world Jewry during the twentieth centuf"} was preoccupied with the 

trauma and aftermath of the Hrst World War, the horror of the Holocaust, the 

Second World War and the displaced persons (DPs). and the creation and 

building of Israel. As a result, Israel and world Jewry were basicall y deaf or 

indifferent to the plight and needs of the Beta Yisrael. 

Ye t, despite these impediments to relief and resc ue of l:.thiopian Jewry , 

one may query why Israel, before and after s tatehood , was interested in other 

Jewish communities of the world bu t not the Beta Yisrael. The tremendous 

legal and illegal efforts to bring Holocaust survivors to Eretz Yisrael is 

understandable given the historical period of the birth of the Jewish State. 

However, the building of Israel included not only the active rescue and 

absorption of hundreds of thousands of Jews from Europe, but also from more 

remote regions of North Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and Asia. 
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The most prominent ranor im peding the new Jewish Sta le' interest in 

the immigration of Ethiopia n jc\\'ry was probably the rabbin at~'s l ac~ of 

official approval of this community. llowever, other forces must ha"e been at 

work. Some of these may ha\ e been: I ) This Jewish communi ty fo r the most 

part practiced Biblical Judaism; ( 2) A lac!.. of in terest in rescuing and 

absorbing "primitive' Jews; (3) A genera l ignorance and lack of openness to 

the existence of the Beta Yisrael: (4 ) Raci m a nd the disbelief that a person 

with black skin could he Jewish: and (5) In freq ue nt contans bc t,..,cen the 

Beta Yisrael and non-Ethiopian Jews. 

In short, the relief and rescue of the Beta Yisrael we re t.\ela) ed. The 

patterns established by the anivities of Faitlovitch and the American Pro­

Falasha Commi n ee on the one hand, and the inanh·ity of Is rael and world 

Jewry on the o the r hand, would continually repeat themselves well into the 

1980s. The ne>.1 cha pter foc uses on the cyde of act ivi ty and inacti, ·ity 

,,·;messed in the 1970s up to the election of Menachem Regin in 1977 . 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
THE LATE 1960s 

UP TO MENACHEM BEGIN'S B..OCTlON lN 1977: 
THE CYCLE OF ACTIVITY AND INACTIVlTY CONTINUES 

TII E ETHIOPIAN AUYAH UP TO THE MID-1 970s: A TRJCKl .E OF JEWS 
REACHES ERETZ YJSRA EL 

Until the 1970s, only a few Ethiopian Jews lived in the Jewish Homeland. 

As presented in the last chapter , the small numbers were a direct result o f the 

inactivity o f wor ld Jewr y an d lack of acceptance o f the Beta Yisrael as Jewish 

by the Israeli rabbina te and government. Aside fro m the orcas io nal "falasha'' 

pi lgrim, travele r and student over the cent uries, the first Et hio pian Jews to 

arri e to Eretz Yisrael were a handful of Fa.itJovitch's students during the 1920s 

and 1930s. Ne.>.1, the Beta Yisrael wi es of a few Yemenite traders. who had 

li'ved in Ethiopia before mo ing to Israel, a rrived shortly after l 948. Then, 

seven Ethiopian Jews managed to stay in l sr~el a fter studying in Kfar Batya in 

the 1950s: three boys who moYed to a kibbutz and four girls who became 

nurses in various parts of the country. These small numbers began to be 

upplem enred in t he second half of the decade of t he I 960s by young Ethiopian 

Jews who sneaked into Israel, m ostly by working on Red Sea fish ing boats and 

deserting in Eilat. The first one came in 1965, fo llowed by five in 1966, eight in 

1967. e ight more in 1968 and four in 1969.l 

Yet , despite their s mall numbers in the Holy Land, the Ethiopian-Jewish 

commun ity in Israel was quickly alerted to their n on-Jewish status in the 

Jewish Homeland. In 1966, the Jerusalem Rabbinical Council refused co allow 

twen ty-seven-year-old Benjamin Gitye, one o f the Kfar Ba tya stud ents wh o 

stayed in Israel, to marry a Jewish woman. The rabbina te insisted that 

l Dan Ross, "FaJashas: 'Is Zionism Only for White Jews?'" in Acts of Faith: A lourney to 

the fringes of Jewish Identity (New York: St. Martin's Press. 1982) , p. 161. 
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Benjamin Gitye undergo a conversio n before marry ing the Israeli. Bu t he 

refused, exclaiming: "I'm a Jew just like any other Je,, ... 2 lie sueJ the 

rabbinate for appro\ al of his marriage without the need fo r com crsion. T'''O 

years la ter, in 1968, the ls rael i Supreme Court finally decided against 

Benjamin Gitye. The Court did not rule on whether Benjamin Gitye was Jewish, 

bu t that the rabbinate has the legal autho rity to d etermine " 'ho is a Jew for 

purposes o f marriage and divorce.3 He was forced to undergo the conve rsion 

before he could marry. 

Slowly during the early 1970s the pare of immigration picked up. 

However, permanent residence was always achieved illegally, and never with 

the cooperation o r blessing of the Israeli government. Some. like Zachariah 

Yo na in 1971, whc.. is the son of Yona Bogata a nd secreta ry of the Association of 

l.!thiopian Jews in Israel , came to the Promised Land a s a student and never left. 

Others continued to come on fishing boats and deserted in the Pon of Ei lat. A 

f e"' also managed to arri\'e in the country as tourists, ne, ·cr to return to 

Ethiopia. 

However , the Israeli government not o nly r efused to recognize the Beta 

Yisrael as Jewish, but mad e it nearly impossible for them to o btain to urist 

visas. A Beta Yisrael tourist had to show a round-trip ticket, costing more than 

$560, and $100 cash, before receiving an Israeli visa. Given the fact that the 

ave rage income of an Ethio pian Jew was below $100 at the time, these 

conditio ns were never met.4 Only on rare occasions were these "financial 

impediments" ignored, if an lsraeH citizen agreed to "sponsor" an Ethio pian 

2 !erusalem Post. February 23, 1966. 
3 "Falashas: 'Is Zionism Only for White Jews?,"' p. 161. See also Louis Rapoport, The LoSl 
Jews: Last of the Ethiopian FaJashas (New York: Stein and Day, 1980), 
pp. 204-07, for a more detailed account of the Supreme Court decision. 
4 "Falashas: 'Is Zionism Only for White Jews?,'" p. 161. 
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Jew.S That is how Rachamim Oazar, veteran leader o f the Ethio pian Israeli 

comm unit: · and Amharic broadcaster on Kol Yisrael Radio, arrh cd in Israel in 

1972. An Israeli journalist \\ho had met Bazar in Ethiopia and written an 

article about him in an Israeli magazine,6 sponsored his visit to Israel. Elazar 

never returned to Ethiopia. 

In reacrion to a new wave o f persecutions in Ethio pia during the early 

l 970s,7 the small Beta Yisrael community living in Israel o rganized 

themselves. Zachariah Yona and later Rachamim Elazar led the movement to 

make Israeli s and Jew cver)where aware of the dire si tuation of the Ethiopian 

Jews. In a press interYiew, Zachariah Yona asserted that ''the world Jewish 

organizations knew all about the reports of pogroms but that th e_ either 

refused to belie' e the falashas or said that it would make matters worse if they 

took a strong stand. "8 Zachariah Vona warned that "his people ' ere 

disappearing , that they ,,·ere threatened by the landlords. Christian 

neighbors, poverty, famine, disease, and the missionaries who were 

con' erting growing numbers."9 

5 Ibid 
6 Arnold Sherman, '1Today's Falashas and the Dream of Rachamlm," Israel Magazine, 
September 1972, pp. 45-53. 
7 The persecution of the Beta Yisrael in the early 1970s will be detailed in the nex't 
section. 
8 Louis Rapoport, Redemption Song: The Story of Operation Moses (New York; Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1986), pp. 52-53. 
9 Ibid , p. 53. 
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ETH IOPlAN INSTABILITY DURING TllE 1970s 

The Ethiopia Zachariah Yona and Rachamim Bazar escaped was 

changing. During the early 1970s, the country ~,·as in the grip of social, 

political and economic upheaval. Specificall) for the Beta Yisrael, increa ed 

strife and tensions within Ethiopia resulted in a magnification of the 

persecution of Ethiopian Jews. In May of 1973, a Beta Yisracl in Eth iopia wrote 

lo a n official in the World Jewish Congress tha t: 

the Christians have started to kill us. The) have told us to mo\'e from 
their lands and some of us left the place. The Chri tians are saying ~·e 
are sucking their blood. Many of our people were killed a few weeks 
ago. Please help us as you do the other Jews. If you will not help us 
quickJy, it is evident for e\'erybody we will no t be anymore in this 
world. IO 

/\lthough verification of this report would have been difficult given the 

mountai nous terrain and lack of communication in the area. no attempt was 

made by the World Jewish Congress. At a mirumum, O \ er thirty Jews were 

massacred in a village in the l.asta region, and hundreds of the Beta Yisrael in 

the Wallo, Semien and Woggera areas were evicted from their lands and their 

houses burned in 197 2.11 Israeli officials were skeptical a bout the reports and 

sajd that "the Falashas were probably exaggerating their plight because of 

their desperation to get to Israel." 12 But wasn't that precisely the point? Even 

if the magnitude of the suffering "''as inflated, which evidence tends to 

suggest it was no t, it is clear that t he Ethiopian Jews wanted to be in Israel. 

These Israeli officials ignored the logic and rarnjftcations of their statement -

10 Ibid~ pp. Sl-52. 
11 Ibid, p . 52. 
12 lbid 
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that the Beta Yisrael, like Jews throughout the \\'Orld , \\'anted to be in Israel 

and should be assisted in making aliyah. 

Conditions worsened in J 973 and 197-t A terrible famine, killing 

hundreds of thousands in Ethiopia , fueled political instability and the 

overthr0\,1 of Hctile Selassie on September 12, 197 4. The long reign of the Lion 

of Judah was followed by a succession of Ma rxist milit ary regimes. The 

weakened central gm·ernment was challenged by rcvolut inn in the northeas t 

(Eritrea). invasion in the southeast (f1 om Somalia). and 

counterrevolutiona ries in the northwes t, where the lktJ Yisr1.1e l lived . I 3 

For the Ethiopian Jewish community, which remained loya l to Ha ile 

~elassie throughout his reign from 1916-1 97.+, hi s overth row bro ught terror 

and faJse hope. The community feared that a new ruler or government would 

no t ha\'e a ny interest in the Beta Yisrae l like Hai le Selassie. The emperor had 

de\'eloped a minima l attachment to the Ethiopia n Jews because of his ties with 

Israel a nd personal a ttarhment to legends in the llchrew Ri hle and Ethiopia's 

connect ion wnh ancient Israel. 

Al the same time, the Beta Yisrael hoped the new communist oriented 

regime "'ould be more equitable and less discriminating against the Ethiopian 

Jews. When the new government announced land reforms shortly after 

coming to power in 1974, the Beta Yisrael were hopeful that they could own 

their land for the first ti me in centuries. On March 3, l 97 5, the Land Reform 

Declaration of the Provisional Military Government was issued, nationalizing 

the land and instituting cooperative farms, although farmers were allowed to 

own land up to 25 acres.14 But the central government was too weak to impose 

13 "Falashas: 'Is Zionism Only for White Jews,"' pp. 157-58. 
14 Ephrajm Isaac, lewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian lews (Beer sheva, Israel: Ben Gurion 
University in the Negev, 1988) , p. 19. 
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the refonns in the rural areas, and the landlord class Jed a coumerrc\,olution. 

Some Beta Yisrael were ex-pelled from land the) had tenan t-farm ed for 

gener ations.IS In addition to the r ebellious landlords forming bandit gangs 

and harassing, kidnapping c:lnd even killing the farmers, the a reas inhabited 

by the Jews became ,·eritable battlefields between the gove rnment and its 

enemies.1 6 

There was little difference between the revolutionar) government' s 

view of emigration and that of its imp~ri al predecessor. Tight control was 

exercised over the rights or citizens to rros the frontiers. Wilh the evering 

of relations fo llowing the Yorn Kippur War in 197 3, the State of Israel had little 

leverage over the new Ethiopian government. On the o ther hand, the 

Ethiopians had iiule incentive to let their people go, espedall) if they 

represented an eronomirally valuable, though small. element in the 

population like the Beta YisraeJ. At the same time, the regime was cautious no t 

to offend the Soviets and Cubans who pla) cd a vital role in the defense and 

financial assista nce of the countr)'. Neither of these partners would view with 

favor an) arrangement they thought would benefit rsrael. In addition, 

Ethiopia was perpetua ll y concerned about its relations with the Muslim states 

which surround Abyssinia and who wou ld oppose a ny enrouragement of 

aliyah.17 

The re elution soon degenerated into chaos. peaking in the catastrophic 

years of 1977 through 1979. 

A wave of terror gripped the country. Even the slave trade flared 
anew, one of the last places on eanh where it survives. Murder, r ape, 

15 "FaJashas: 'Is Zionism Only for White Jews,"' p. I 58. 
16 Jewish Solidari ty and the Ethiopian fews. pp. 19-20. 
17 David Kessler, The Falashas: The Forgonen Jews of Ethiopia (New York: Africana 
Publishjng Company, a division of Holmes & Meier Publishers, l 982) , p. 168. 
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and physical mutilatio ns became commo nplace; children were o ften 
sold into slavery. Old tribal animosities were r evived, and Falashas 
were caught in the crossfire. Those in the far north were trapped b) 
the rebellio n of Moslem Eritreans. Thousands o f Falashas fled to 
refugee camps in Sudan and other countries. Others' ere no t so 
fortunate. The most widely quo ted casualty figures ( ~ hich can be 
neither confirmed no r refuted) are that two tho usand Falashas were 
killed and seven thousand driven o ff their land -- one-third of the 
total Falasha population.18 

Equally as important, the modest efforts by the Jewish Agency to 

sponsor t::ducation in Ethiopia were halted . The Marxist government barred all 

fo reign directed educatio nal programs in Fthiopia. The o nly group they 

allowed in was World ORT, 19 a Jewish \'OCational-training organiz..tti o n. ORT 

extended equal serv ices to Jewish and non-Jewish Ethio pians a like, "an 

admirable po licy in peaceful times but [a po licy] which appear[ed I to have 

backfired in fractured Ethiopian society .11 20 The schools fell vinim to e thnic 

animosity, as feuding between the non-Jewish directors a nd the Beta Yisrael 

teachers ended 111 the arre t of six Ethiopian Jewish teachers in December o f 

197 8, and the deaths of t'>' o of them. 21 

18 "Falashas: 'ls Zionism On ly fo r White Jews,"' p. 158. 
19 OKPs programs and the controversy surrounding its presence in Ethiopia will be 
detailed in the next chapter. 
20 "Falashas: 'Is Zionism Only for White Jews,"' p. 159. 
21 Ibid 
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ISRAELI ATTITUDES TOWARD THE BETA, YlSRAEL 

In spite of these problems, Ethiopian Jewish immigration to lsrael was 

no t put on a ny 0fficial Jewish agenda. In fact, the. Israelis not onJy failed to 

facilitate, but altogether ignored the possibility of a Beta Yisrael aliyah. David 

Zahar, the f1rst secretary of the Israeli Embassy in Washington. O.C., stated in a 

1973 letter, that "Jsrael does not regard the L;iw of Return as being a pplicable 

to the Falasha" and "is not enthusiastic about lhe prospen of Falasha 

immigration. 11 22 Israel de eloped a system of priorities in inmigration o,·cr 

the years, placing greater value on olim with advanced education and 

technical training. Yet. the Israeli attitude was motivated by social, racial , 

political and religio us reasons as we ll . 

Skin color and a perception of the Beta Yisrael as "primitive" 

influenced the Israeli attitude. The Beta Yisrael were viewed as lacking basic 

agricultural and technical skills, and had little to off er the growing Israeli 

economy and society. Israeli politician and cabinet mirtister Shulamit Aloni , 

head of the Citizens ' Rights Party, to ld the Knesset in early J 977 that there had 

been a ''conspiracy o f silence" about the Ethiopian Je,vs.23 She blamed the 

"racist attitudes" a mong the National Religious Party and l;ibor officials, who 

had missed a golden opportunity to save the Ethiopian Jews in the months after 

the fall of Haile Selassie, the key figure in Israel's African po licy. 

One source quotes former Prime Minister Golda Meir as having said : 

"Don't we have enough problems? What do we need these blacks forr24 

National Religious Party leader and Religious Affairs Minister Yitzhak. Raphael 

22 Marc Shapiro, "Return or a Lost Tribe," The World & L April 1988, p. 485; and in a 
letter published in Sh'ma, 3147 (February 2, 1973), pp. 54-55. 
23 The Lost lews. p. 188. 
24 "Return or a Lost Tribe," pp. 485~86; and The [.ost !ews, p. 195. 



offered this assessment of the Beta Yisrael: "Israel doesn't need the 

schvartzes ." 25 Interio r f\ li nister and National Religious !'an y powerhouse 
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Yosef Burg mad e no efron to hide his contempt fo r the Ethiopian Jews. ") ou 

could just as well write a book about the Martians,"26 Burg remarked about the 

Be ta Yisrael. Israeli sta tesman and historian Abba Ebban called the situatio n of 

the Eth iopian Jews "a very marginal problem."27 and that '' it Ian Ethiopian 

aliyah] was ne er considered to be an important issue."28 Al the same t ime 

\\hen strenuous efforts ,~·ere being made to bring lc"·s from the fo rmer So\' ic t 

Union to Israel, "one may sympathize with Yona Bogala 's despairing cry: 'If 

our skin would be only a litt le lighter, I am sure World .Jewr: would take a 

greate r interest. 11 29 

Politically speaking, the issue of "Falasha immigration" became a matter 

of government polic~ . The policy was no t to pursue a n Ethiopia n al iyah. Until 

the afterma th of the 197 3 Yorn Kippur War, when Eth iopia under strong Arab 

pressure broke off diplomatic relations with Israel, the Jewish State had 

esta blished \'Cr) close ties with Haile Selassie's kingdom. /\long with a number 

of o ther coun tries in black Africa, a strong d iplomatic mission had been 

created in Addis Aba ba. Trade relations developed and con!>iderable 

agricultural, educational and technical assistance was provided. 

Moreover, Israel appreciated that Ethiopia occupied a key stra tegic 

posit ion, with good harbor facilities on the Red Sea , a nd represented a non­

Muslim state almost surrounded by countries belongi ng to the Arab League.30 

2 5 The Lost !ews, p. 207. 
26 Ibid, p. 212. 
27 "Return of a LosL Tribe," p. 486; and for a more detailed acco unt. see The Los t lews, pp. 
188-190. 
28 The Lost lews. p. 189. 
29 From a lener dated May 10, 1973, as rendered in The Falashas, p. 157. 
30 The Ealashas, pp. 155-56. 



Ethio pia was a cornerstone of Israel 's "peripheT) theory," which ad \'ocate<l 

developing stro ng tics with no n-Arab nations wh ich borde red her Ara b 

enemies. Ethiopia, which boarders Somalia, the Sudan, and the Red Sea and 

faces the Arabian Peninsula, was a key link on the periphcr) alo ng with 

Cyprus, Turkey and Iran. 
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Additio nally, "[plersonal relations between the emperor a nd Is rael were 

excellent and needed to be safeguardect.113 1 The e mperor thought the Beta 

Yi srael was like a fin ge r in Ethio pia's dike, ''ii one trihc leakc<l o ut , all o f the 

vario us peoples would clamor fo r in c1 er endence, a nd the fragile empire would 

collapse. 11 32 Israel wen t alo ng wnh this, while making an all-ou t effort to wi n 

friends in Fast Africa wh ile sacrificing the Re ta Yisrae l. Before the Yorn 

K.ippur War, the ro reign Min istr) claimed that "Is rael has never conducted 

diplomatic rela tions with ano ther nation at the expense o f the Inca) Jewish 

community, especially if it im·olves the ri ght of ali yah."33 llowever , the line 

changed after Ethiopia r ut relations in 1973. Jewish Agency o fficials said it 

was nm "technical!) impossible to help the Fala has -- for example, by giv ing 

them money to pay thei r fares to lsraeJ. "34 The statement is made e en more 

ironic by the fact that Israel required Ethio pia n Jews to come up with over s ix 

years of wages fo r ai r fare and travel expenses before eHm being granted a 

to urist visa. Jewish Agency executive Yehuda Oominitz in 1974 stated: "It's an 

administrative pro blem now - we have no embassy there now -- it's a v icious 

cycle ... 35 Thus, o fficial Israeli discussion with the emperor and later with 

31 Ibid, p. 156. 
32 The Lost Jews, p. 195. 

33 Ibid, pp. 195-96. 
34 Ibid, p. 196. 
35 Ibid 
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Marxist leaders about emigratio n. even of small numbers. was pract icall y 

taboo. 

A confirmauon of this policy can be found thro ugh the actions o f Da,·id 

Kessler , edito r o f London's lewish Chronicle and Norman Bentwich. In an 

audience in May o f 1970, David Kessler ask~d Ha ile Selassie whether he would 

support the establishment of a Beta Yisrael village in Israel to act as a link 

between the two countries. This idea had been discussed for a few years by the 

small circle of Eth iopian Jewish supporters who wen: rnnccmcd wit h the 

plight of the community. The emp~ror replied· 

IT]his may be questionable but there will be no objection. We question 
the importance of this proposal fo r there are other ways to help the 
FaJashas. For example , education and fa rms <;hould be improved 
wit hin their own community. Nevertheless, the choice lies with the 
Falashas and there are many ways to help them. for example with 
financial aid.36 

Bcnt,,•ich also rerordcd that at each audience '' ith Haile Selassie he 

mentioned the desire of some Beta Yisrael youth to go to r rael. The emperor 

was notLd as ha\'ing replied each time that he had no objection.3 7 In spite of 

these personal communica tions, albeit agreements "'i th Haile Selassie by 

leaders o f the British Jewish community, the Israeli government decided to 

subo rdinate the plight of the Beta Yisrael to what were regarded as the 

country 's wider interests. 

Indeed, the government found allies in both religious and lay leaders. 

While the religio us leaders held up the question o f the Beta Yisraet's 

Jewishness, vario us academicians scoffed at the authenticity o f the community 

and held that raising the issue o f mass immigration might endanger Israeli­

Ethio pian relations or hann the Beta Yisrael. Professor S.0. Goite in of t he 

36 The Falashas, p. 157. 
37 Ibid, pp. 156-57. 
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Hebrew Universi ty. an e:qJert on the Jews of Yemr n, spok.e of the Beta Yisrael 

as "those so-taJled Jc"'s of Ethiopia," "hose " belief~ and pranices ha\e \'Cry 

little to do with Judaism."38 Edward Ullendorff, professor of Ethiopian studies 

at London Uni ersit) and a graduate of the Hebrew Uni\ ersity, doubted 

whethe r the Beta Yisrael should be 'dubbed' the Je" s of E:thiopia: 

lT] he Israeli Government... has wisely refrained from all involvement 
in Falasha affairs. Anyone familiar wi th the Ethiopia n scene will 
question the wisdom of pro-Falasha anivities -- however well­
meaning and noble the moti ves may be. The l:thiopian Government is 
ex1remely sensith·e to the encouragement of any tribal forces which 
might conceivably disturb the deli cate fabric of African nation hood. 
An y activity by outside bodies on behalf of the Falashas can only 
weaken their position and Jay them open to discriminatory measures. 
Whe ther the Israeli Government would cheri sh , in those 
circumstances, the ingathering of an ar tificial ly Judaised diaspora, r 
have no means of assessing. Is it either " ise o r politic (and against all 
the historical evidence!) to create a Jewish problem where none exists 
and thus \0 ex'tend gratuitously the range of those lia ble, at some time 
or o ther, to become subject to repressh e mcasures?39 

The opinions of llllendorff and Gonein neat!) supported the Israeli 

government ' tatus quo, do-nothing polit ics. They questioned the Jewishness 

of the Beta Yisrael, and made any action on their behalf an unnecessary. '' I 

agree with Ullendorfrs views - the Jewishness of the Falashas is 

exaggerated," one diplomat said.40 Indeed, many, such as Or. Ephraim Isaac, 

note "that the down playing of th e Beta Yisrael and their authenticity as truly 

being Jewish was one significant factor in the delay of the Beta Yisrael 

aliyah."41 

38 Religion in the Middle East Ed. AJ. Arberry, Vol. 1, p. 228 (1 969). 
39 The Falashas: The fo rgorren fews of Ethiopia, pp. 15&-57. 

40 The Lost lews. p. 197. 
4 1 Personnel interview with Or. Ephraim Isaac, Director of I.he lnsticute for Semitic and 
Afriasiatic scudies at Princeton, New Jersey, May 18, 1992, at his home in Princeton, New 
Jer sey. 
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In the interest of ha rmonious Israeli-Ethiopian relations, no a tte mpt 

was made to 0pen the doors to aliyah. Israel stated that her lack of d iscussions 

and e fforts to fos ter an Ethiopian aliyah were based on a desi re no t to harm the 

Beta Yisrael community through public d isclosures and actions. Later in the 

decade and throughout the 1980s, this Israeli stance berame a battle cry 

against the vocal Ethiopian-support grass roots organiza tions who attempted to 

publicize and even rescue the Ethiopian Jew . 

The Ethiopian jew5 were utilized as a polit ical pawn to placate llaile 

Selassie and keep relations smooth between Israel and Ethiopia. Thus, no 

consideration was given to an Ethiopia n a liyah. Yet even with the best 

intentio ns, it would have been difficult for the government to put out fo r 

people whom the rabbinate did no t regard as Jewish. Increasingly for the 

Labor Party, which controlled the Knesset from the birth of the Jewish State 

in 1948 until 1977, the support of the religious part ies was vital to maintaining 

power. The Labor Party al lowed the religious parties and the Rabbinate to take 

the lead on matters of religion and "who is a Je .... . " Thus, fo r effective changes 

in go e rnmentaJ anitudes toward the Beta Yisrael, the rabbina te first needed 

to recognize "the Falashas" as Jewish. 
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THE BREAKTHROUGH OF 1973: OVADlA YOSEF DEC1.AR£<i THE BETA 
YlSRAEL TO BE JEWISH 

While government officials shunned the Ethiopian Jews for political 

reasons fo r a t least thirty years after statehood, the religious cstablishmen1 

consistently neglected the Beta Yisrael community well in to the decade of the 

1970s. Despite previous halakhic acknowledgement of the Beta Yisrael as 

Jewish by rabbis Kook, Herzog and forty-four other rabbinic authorit ies in the 

twejltieth century,42 and rabbis Radbaz, Castro, and llildesheimer in pre,·ious 

centurics,43 the rabbinate of the State of Israe l failed to consider this ancient 

rommunity. It was not until 197 3 that Israeli Sephardic Chief Rabbi Ovadia 

Yosef thoroughly investigated and commented on the Beta Yisrael. His time 

and activism in large part resulted from the efforts of a newly formed 

commhtee in Israel and one of its members. 

In Israel, a committee was formed in the early 1970s to assist Ethiopian 

Jews. The organization was chaired by Professor Arieh Tartakower, Israeli 

representati\•e of the World Jewish Congress. Its membe rs included Ruth 

Dayan, political activist and Vvife of Moshe Dayan, and Ovadia Hazzi, a retired 

career officer with a distinguished history of service in the Israeli army. 

llazzi, born in Echjopia to Yemenite parents, grew up in Asmara where his 

father had been employed by the local Jewish community. After making 

aliyah, he visited the Beta Yisrael frequently and publicized the plight of the 

Ethiopian Jews to the Standing Committee (on Ethiopian Jewry) in England as 

well as various Israeli officials.44 "An ardent Zionist, he used his extensive 

42 See chapter 2 for information on the rulings of rabbis Herzog and Kook. 
43 See chapter 1 for information on the rulings of rabbis Radbaz, Castro and Hildesheimer. 
44 The falasbas. pp. 159-60. 
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connections in Israeli official circles to do C\·erything in his power lo gel lhe 

recognitio n of Ethiopian Je' s by the autho rities ... 4 5 

Ovadia Hazzi, who was a personal friend of Ovadia Yosef, constantly 

pushed the issue of Ethiopian Jewf) with the Sepha rdic Chief Rabbi o f Israel. 

Hazzi appealed to his spiritual leader to take a stance on this community. It was 

in a February 9, 1973, Jen er to Ovadia Hazzi, which took the form of a 

responsum, that Ovadia Yosef detailed his views on the Beta Yisrael.4 0 

He commenced his Jetter with the following greeting, "Dear Mr. Ovadia 

Hezzi [sic], precio us friend and man o f great action. may peace and sa lvation 

be yours: I have the following commcnls to make in response to) our letter 

concerning the Falashas.11·H Rabbi Ovadia Yosef ruled that "the Falashas" "ere 

Jews. " It is our duty to redeem them fro m assimilation and hasten their 

immigration to lsraet ,"48 he wrote. He justified his ruling by cacegorically 

tati ng chat the Beta Yisrael a re the lost t ribe of Dan. Basing himself on the 

responsa o f rabbis Radba2 and Castro, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef also utilized the 

statements of a number o f prominent sages. including rabbis llildesheimer, 

Kook and Herzog. He concluded: 

that the Falashas are descended from the tribe s of Israel who travelled 
sou thwards to Ethlopia. There is no doubt that the above sages, who 
ruled that they (th e Falashas) are of the tribe of Dan, investigated and 
searched and came to this conclusion on the basis of the most 
trustworthy evidence and testimo ny. I also, a young man among the 
tribes of Israel, investigated and searched thoroughly in the matter 

45 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian fews, p. 23. 
46 Redemption Song. p. 49; "Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian Jews," p. 23; and in an 
interview with Dr. Ephraim Isaac, May 18, 1992, Princeton, New Jersey, who is a personal 
friend of the Hazzl family. 
41 Menachem Waldman, The lews of Ethiopia: The .Beta Yisrael Communitv (Jerusalem: 
Ami-Shav, the Center for Aid to Ethiopian Immigrants, 1985), p. 71. 
48 Howard M. Lenhoff, "Rabbis Embrace Falasha Comrnuity," Israel Toaay, February 16-
29, 1979, p. 3. 
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after their leaders turned to me with a request to be joined to our 
people, the House of Israel, in the spirit of the Torah and the Halacha. 
the Written Law and the Oral Law, wi thout any restriction, and to 
carry out all the precepts of the Holy Torah in accordance with the 
instructions of our great rabbis of blessed memory, by whose 
utterances we live. I have decided that, in my humble opinion, they 
are Jews who must be saved from absorption and assimilation. We are 
obligated to speed up their immigratjon into Israel and to educate them 
in our Holy Torah, making them partners in the building up of our 
land. And the sons shall return to the Holy Land. 

I am certain that Government institutions and the Jewish 
Agency, as well as organizations in Israel and in the Diaspora, will 
help us to the best of their ability in this holy task that you have taken 
upon yourself - the mitzvah of redeeming the souls of our people. For 
whoever saves a single soul in Israel, it is as though he had sa ed a 
\'\1ho le world.49 

Yosef ends his letter to Ovadia l!azzi with a reference to Isaiah's plea ( Isaiah 

11: 11-1 2) that G-d will 

bring back our brethren from Assyria, from Egypt, from Ethiopia and 
from the isles of the seas and that the scattered ones of Israel and the 
dispersed ones of Judah may all be gathered together from the four 
corners of the eanh. May they all come anc.J bow down before the lord 
on the sacred mount in JerusaJem.50 

This statement was the key that opened up the door for an Ethiopian 

aliyah. However, it took many years to find the right door. The importance of 

Ovadia Yoser s responsum is multi fold. The Chief Rabbi of the largest religious 

community in Israel had dissipated the doubts of the Sephardic o rthodox as to 

the Jewishness of the Beta Yisrael. At the same time, he cal led upon the Jewish 

community to rescue them from assimilation and to hasten thei r immigration 

to Israel. Moreover, Rabbi Yosef specifically calls upon the government of 

Israel and the Jewish Agency to facilitate the aliyah of the Ethiopian Jews. 

Rabbi Yosef's ruling was supported by Israel's great Talmudic scholar, 

Rabbi Adin SteinsaJtz. He agreed wholeheartedly with Ovadia Yosers decision 

49 The falashas, p. 161 . 
50 Ibid 



90 

that the Beta Yisrael are Jewish, although he felt "lt]he fact that Hebrew is not 

their holy tongue by itself creates a 'Cf) great difference in perception 

between them and other Jews; and they ''ill have great trouble if they ever 

come to lsraeJ.11 51 Steinsal tz relayed to l.Duis Rapopon in an interview 

following the 1973 decision: "The Radbaz, Rabbi DaviJ Ben Zimra, was quite 

clear about this [the Jewishness of the Beta Yisraelj, while Rabbi Kook was not 

as comprehensive. The Radbaz said that the Falashas are basically Jews, with 

strange customs. This is sufficient, all that is nccdt.:d. It is ~ flrst-clas 

d tcision."52 Steinsaltz got involved in the Beta Yisrael question in the 1 'JbOs, at 

the instigation of former Knesset member Haim Ben-Asher, who had tried to 

force the issue with Israel's religious bureaucracy, the Rabbinate. "But the 

Rabbinate evidently was pressured by the government not to pursue the 

subject." Steinsallz said, "so they didn't want the question of their Jewishness 

opened up." 5 3 Steinsaltz insisted that he tried "to force some haJakhic 

discussion" about the Beta Yisrael, '' but all I got were evasions -- they ju t did 

not want to deaJ w:th it at the time."5-l 

Nevenheless. despite the suppon of Rabbi Steinsaltz, it \Oak. over two 

years before the Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi Shlomo Goren, Ovadia Yosef's 

constan t rival, to e~-press a similar opinion. Rabbi Goren and his National 

Religious Party supponers kept the question of the tribe's Jewishness from 

resolution fo r months in both the religious and political arenas. 

S 1 The Lost Jews, p. 202. 
52 Ibid 
53 Ibid, p. 201. 
54 Ibid 
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THE RFACTION IN ISRAB.. TO OVADlA YOSEF'S 1973 DECREE: MORE 
DELAYS, INACTIVITY AND INDIFFERENCE 

In early 1975, as a result o f lobbying pressure by groups in Israel, 

Europe and America o n the rabbinate , the Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi Shlomo 

Goren agreed to Ovadia Yosers position on the Beta Yisrael. What took Goren so 

long? One reason was that the "other" chief rabbi was the main religious 

patron o f "the Falashas.'' "In most instances, anything favored by Sephardi 

Rabbi Ovadia Yose f is opposed by Ashkenazi Rabbi Goren, \•lho has much more 

influence wit h the religio us po liticians."SS The mutua l aver ion between the 

two rabbis was "sometimes the overriding facto r in Israeli religio us aJfairs."56 

On many occasio ns, Rabbi Goren stated publicly tha t "the Beta Yisrael are no t 

Jews." According to the National Religio us Party Newspaper, Goren cited the 

1968 Supreme Court decision , and not an) religious source, for his o pinion.57 

The question of the Jewishness o f the Beta Yisrael was also complicated 

by the presence of the ''Black Hebrews'' in Israel. This cult o f former 

Am erican Black Muslims who senled in the Negev Desert during the late 1960s 

and early 1970s led to confusion of identity in the Is raeli public whenever the 

issue o f "the Falashas" arose: 

The unfortunate presence of the Black Hebrews may have further 
prejudiced the leadership of Israel against admitting Ethio pian Jews, 
and it might have influenced lsraeLis, who d id no t know each group 
intimately, from accepting either of them. Action by the Israeli 
government in 1 968 and 1969, when the Black Hebrews fi rst appeared 
on t he scene, to force them to return to the U.S. might have hurried 

SS The Lost lews, p. 210. 
56 Ibid 
57 Ibid 



the influx o f tho usands of Ethiopian Jews, if the government really 
wanted these Jews fthe Beta Yisrael] to migrate.58 

The Black Hebrews came to Israel from Detroit, Chicago and New York 

and settled in Negev development towns, especially Di mo na, despite the fact 
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that they had no residence permits. Hundreds of Black Hebrews have settled in 

Israel, many o f whom have criminal records in the United States.59 Their 

leaders \lSe threats and blackmail to control their followers, as some o f the 

Dlack Hebrews live thirty to a tiny two-room apartment pro, ·idcd by the 

government. 60 

The Israeli government has balked at taking action against the Blac k 

Hebrews. They have feared "embarrassment" and charges of "racism " in the 

international are na if the Black Hebrews we re to be thrown o ut. But more 

tragic than the explosive disruptions in the Negev development towns has 

been the impact o n the Beta Yisrael. During the l 970s, the average Israeli 

made no diff erentiatiun between the various groups of blacks in Is rael: the 

one hundred or so American blacks who had legitimately con erted to Judaism 

and m ade aliyah to study in yeshivot in Israel; the few hundred Ethiopian 

Jews: and the Black Hebrews, whose number had grown to fourteen hund red 

by 1979.6 1 Also, "(m)any American Jews confuse the pro blem of the Falashas 

with the cult group .62 They don 't know the difference."63 

58 Graenum Berger, Graenum (Hobeken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1987), p. 
304. 
59 The Lost fews. pp. 213- 14. 
60 Ibid, p . 214. 
61 Ibid, p. 215. 
62 The problem of confusion between the Black Hebrews and the Bera Ylsrael gradually 
decreased In Israel and America d uring the 1980s as information on the Ethiopian Jews 
became more widely d isseminated. 
63 The Lost lews, p. 215 . 
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The Beta Yisrael themselves campaigned to ha ' e the cult expelled from 

Israel. ln a 1977 letter to the Jerusalem Post , Beta Yisracl Yi ti'hak Le, ·y wro te: 

The fate of those Negroes who came from America and caJl themsel es 
Black Hebrews is being d iscussed again. They ha, ·e caused ma ny 
problems. and they are making it hard on us ra lashas in Israel a nd 
abroad . Not only are people confused about who is who, but it seems 
that no less than four times a month, I run into a new group of these 
Black Hebrews, and when I let them know where I stand, I'm given th e 
treatment: I'm to ld that I'm a traHor, an Uncle Tom, a foll ower of the 
white man's religion, etc. If the Israeli government is st ron g, it would 
take decisive act ion. And it would a lso do more to help Falasha Jewry 
We a re Jews just like any Jew from any part of I ht! world. We arc no 
di ffe rent.6-t 

In spite of the difficult ies posed by the Black llebre\\ s and the 

in transigence of the religious establishment , the Beta Yisracl appealed to the 

go em menl fo r immigration privileges under the un of Return. In March of 

1975. an interministerial commission composed of the Religious Affairs, SoriaJ 

Welfare , Interior , Foreign, and Absorption Ministries, .is well as the Jewish 

Age nc) , was fo rmed to d iscuss the issue. The commission declared that "the 

Falashas" are Jews under the Law of Return , entitli ng the Beta Yisrael to 

im mediate Israeli citizenshi p. Additional ly, "the committee urged their 

immigra tion be facilitated."65 At last, the religious statements of the past four 

hundred and fifty years since the time of the Radbaz had been translated into a 

legal measure. Now, at least in theory, the government of Isr ael was officially 

behind an Ethiopian aliyah. A poll conducted by the Hebrew University 

64 Ibid. Even as late as 1992, the issue of the Black Hebrews was not completely resolved, 
although in September of that year, the Israeli Government "decided co grant remporary 
residence status to the community of Black Hebrews, in a move that may resolve the long 
standing dispute." For more, see "Israel Gives Residency to Black Hebrew Sect ," Northern 
California lewish Bulletin , October 2, 1992, p. 44. 
65 Ibid, p. 208. 
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shortly after the interministerial commincc derision showed that most Israelis 

favored immigration of the Beta Yisrae1.66 

As a result of the March 11 , 1975, intermin isterial \O mmittee decision 

and the March 4, J 975, declaration of the nationalization of land in Et hiopia, 

the Beta Yisrael community had renewed hope. Not only might they own land 

for the first time in o er three-hundred and fifty years, but they finally were 

viewed as compatriots by the Jewish State. When the news of the Jerusalem 

government decision reg..trding the Law of Return reached Elhinpia. hundreds 

of the Beta Yisrael sold their meager belongings and came do"' n from the 

mountain villages to await rescue to the Promised l a.nd.6 7 But no Israeli 

personnel or rescue vehicles came, and after waiting for a f cw days, the 

people went back to their huts in Gondar and Tigre). ''Some of the religious 

leaders. after consulting with Yona Bogala, told their people tha t they would 

ha e to wait longer for their redemption, that it was like 1948, a fa lse start. 11 68 

The first attempt to bring a small group of Ethiopian Jews to Israel was a 

fiasco. Koor , the Je\\'iSh State's largest industrial complex, sent a 

representative to Ethiopia with contracts to recruit se,·enty "Ethiopians" to 

work in Israel. The contracts were intended as a means to legally get the Beta 

Yisrael to Israe l, and seven of these Ethiopian Jews were coaxed through the 

Byzantine Ethiopian bureaucracy to "work in Israel." However, the Israeli 

government simultaneously announced to the press that the Jewish Agency 

would pay for some seventy Ethiopian Jews to come to Israel. When the press 

conference informed the Ethiopian government that the Israelis were 

66 Redemption Song, p. 54. 
67 Ibid 
68 Ibid 
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recruiting only Jews, the Ethiopians immediately put the damps on the whole 

operation.69 

On e Absorptio n Minfatry official in Jerusalem expressed shock that the 

o peration had not been kept secret. "[TJhe public announcement was stupid, 

wrong and dangero us t0 the Falashas during a period o f uncertainty in 

Ethiopia." 70 Others hinted that there might have been a conscious attempt by 

some government officials to sabotage the whole plan. "The government's 

deci sion may have come too late to really help the l·alashas anyway, but the 

public announcement of it served to totally undermine the original intention -

it made it impossible for the Falashas to g~t to Israel, and it ma) ha' e sealed 

their fate. 117 l 

One such proof may be found in the words of Jewish Agency executh·e 

Yehuda Dominitz shortly before the interministerial committee decision in 

l 975. "Take a Falasha out of his village, it's like taking a fish o ut of water ... We 

are told that the aliyah potential is tiny- the number that would leave is 

minute. Most of the ones that came to Israel felt lost and they went horne.72 

I'm not in favor of bringing thern."73 

The next year , the Jewish Agency tried another route. Daily, tho usands 

of Ethiopian Christians and Moslems were escaping the revolution and famine 

69 Rescue: The Exodus of lhe Ethiopian Jews (New York: Atheneum, 1987), p. 127. See 
also The Lost fews. pp. 197-98 and Redemption $ong, p. 54. 

70 The Lost Jews. p. 198. 
71 Ibid 

72 To whom Yehuda Dominitz is referring, neither I, nor a number of people to whom l 
showed this quote, have any idea. There are virtually no accounts of Ethiopian Jews going 
back to Ethiopia once they have reached Israel, except the Kfar Batya group who was forced 
back to East Africa. Although a number of Bet:a Yisrael returned to Ethiopia during the 
1980s and early 1990s for a time, it was with the sole purpose of returning to the Jewish 
State with the rest of their family. These Ethiopian Jews traveled back to their birth land 
to rescue the.ir loved ones lO Israel. 
73 The Lost lews, p. 198. 
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by crossing into bordering Ken ya, Djibouti and the Sudan. The Jewish Agency 

would try to rescue Jews through Kenya. Twenty-eigh t ~ oung Jewish men 

traveled across the country. "They reached the border only to be caught by 

the Ethiopian border patrols, arrested, and tortured."74 No more attempts were 

made. 

In the wake of the 1975 aborted Koor-rescue debacle, the subject of 

Ethiopian Jews was pu t under the supervision of the military censor , as is the 

case with other threatened Jewish communities.7) At first, the supporters of 

the Beta Yisrael "generally welcomed this move," but others aid that "the 

censorship would simply make it easier for Israel to delay taking a ny 

substan tive action and to suppress critical press reaetions. 11 76 The supporters 

of an Ethiopian aliyah believed that it had taken a "scandalously long time fo r 

the issue to come to the anention of government leaders," a nd with ti1e whole 

matter "kept secret there would be no way to r ht!ck up on the government's 

efforts."77 The most voral opponent inside and outside of Israe l to milita~ 

censor~hip a nd Israeli indifference and inacti\'ity " as the American 

Association fo r fahiopian Jews (the AAEJ). Accord ing to the MEJ's founder 

Graenum Berger expressed the following: 

All news about Ethiopia and Ethiopian Jews was under strict military 
censorship. 1 had become convinced that censorshjp was not for the 
benefit of the Ethiopian Jews, nor with the purpose of keeping 
Ethiopia, the Arabs, and Soviet Russia in the dark, but rather, to keep 
the Israeli public from knowing more about them or that the 
government was even thinking of promoting their migration . I was 

7 4 Rescue, p. 127. 

75 An interesting side note to the effectiveness of the military censorship was that even a 
one-line item was removed from a feature article about an Israeli-made film - the fact 
that Ethiopian Israelis played the role of some Ugandan soldiers in a movie about Entebbe. 
76 Redemption Song, p. 55. 
77 The kost Jews, p. 200. 
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blockade. 78 

Frustrations with Israeli indifference and inactivity 
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characterized the mood of the AAEJ from its inception. Add itional ly, while 1he 

seeds for actualizing a Beta Yisrael aliyah were planted under the new Likud 

regime of 1977 led by Menachem Begin, the pace and 1horoughness of Israeli 

actions were still far too slow and insignificant in the eyes of the AAEJ. The 

AAEJ was also appalled by the ignorance and insensiti\ ity of the American 

Jewish community and its leadership. In faet. thi s o rgani lation seemed for a 

long t ime to be the only beacon warning the Jewish world to the plight of 

their brethren in Ethiopia and pushing for a Beta Yisracl aliyah. Therefore, 

before turning to the eYolving Israeli awareness and activities on behalf of 

the Beta Yisrael under Begin, it is important to detail the efforts o r the 

American Association for Ethiopian Jews and i1s founder Graenum Berger. 

78 Graenum, pp. 621-22. 



CHAPTER FOUR: 
GRAENUM BERGER AND 

THf: AMERJCAN ASSOCIATION f-OR ETHIOPIAN JEWS 

HOW GRAC!NUM BERGER BECAME INVOLVI!D WITll 
THE BETA YISRAEL 

98 

Born on April 2 1, 1908, Graenum Berger was nunured in an immigrant 

Jewish f~-nily in GloversYille, a small upper New York St~te community. /\ 

world traveler and Jewish professional who devoted his life to Jewish 

communal service in camps, federations, and Jewish Community Cente rs, the 

tenacious and driven Berger first encountered the Beta Yisrael in 1955 . The 

first group of Ethiopian Jewish students had just been brought to Israel. 

Berge r and his wife Emma visited the Mizrachi school at Kfar Batya 1 and the 

thirteen Beta Yisrael youth who were studying Hebre" , contemporary 

Judaism, modem farmin g and medical care. "Emma and I had read about the 

Ethiopian Jews, but this was our first face-to-face mecting."2 From that point 

on , Graenum and Emma Berger attempted to find out more about the Ethiopian 

Jews and have ded icated the rest of their lives co res\ui ng the Beta Yisrael to 

Is rae l. 

One Shabbat during his 1955 stay in Israel, Graenum Berger visited with 

the Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi Isaac Hertog. Berger ment ioned to Rabbi Herzog 

that he saw Ethiopian Jews at Kfar Batya. Herzog to ld him that "they were 

authentic Jews.11 3 ln a lener to the Department of Religious Education and 

l See chapter two for a discussion of the Kfar Bacya program for Ethiopian Jewish youth , 
most of whom were sent back to Ethiopia to help ameliorate their kin's suffering from 
poverty, Illiteracy, disease and discrimination. 
2 Graenum Berger, Graenum (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1987), p. 
317. 
3 Ibid 
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Culture of the Jewish Agency in Jerusalem in March, of 1954, HerlOg s1ated 

that the Ethiopian Jews were "descendants o f proselytes" and urged the State of 

Israel to take action: 

Bring them all under the wings of genuine Judaism and in contact 
with the Chief Rabbinate of Israel and Zion. Have faith in the G-d o f 
Israel... Ann yourself fo r the difficu lt struggle against instigators. Let 
G-d preserve us from them, who like vultures fall upon the remnants 
of our brethren, the Falashas. May the Lord preserve and keep them 
alive in Ethiopia. ft is a holy duty to help in this pious task. We have 
only to purifyl them now, as we accept them and "pcnnit" them to the 
daughters of Israel without <lifficult) .5 

Yet, after the Jewish State established fonnal diplomatic relations with 

Ethiopia in 1955 . Chief Rabbi Her.:og's letter did not innuence the Israeli 

government to pennit the Beta Yisrael to migrate to The Promi ed l~d. 6 

Followin g their enrounter with the Ethiopian Jews at Kfar Batya and 

their interaction with Rabbi Herzog, the Bergers gathered informatio n on the 

Beta Yisrael communit) of America. At the same time, between 1955 and 1965, 

the, never heard a word abou t the Beta Yisrael from the estab li shed Je,vish 

community, no r were the) e\'er "approached to give money to an Et hiopian 

Jewish organization."? Then, in August of 1965, ten years after their initial 

contact with the black Jews of Abyssinia, the Bergers ventured to Ethiopia to 

see the community first hand. No Jewish organization. including the Joint 

4 It is not clear what "purify" means in this context - perhaps a reference to some ty pe of 
"token" conversion? 
5 Ibid 
6 As discussed In the previous section, it was noc until 1973 with Ovadia Yosers 
responsu m and 1975 with Goren's decision, as well as the interministeriaJ committee 
statement relating the Law of Return to the Ethiopian Jews that the Beta Yisrael were 
encouraged to make aliyah. 
7 Graenum. p. 557. 
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Distribution Committee (JDC), would sponsor Graenum l{erger and his wife on 

an exploratory mission. 8 

A hundred Israelis were working in Ethiopia at the time, mostly with 

the embassy in Addis Ababa. The European born and Yemenite Jewish 

communWes in Addis Ababa, along with the Israelis, bad nothing to do with 

the Beta Yisrael, "and they sought to avoid the subject. Not only were none of 

the Ethiopian Jews permitted to worship in their synagogue, but no one had 

ever bothered to visit their villages in the north . None a ppeared to be 

concerned with their welfare:•9 

The Bergers, unable to elicit help from the non-Ethiopian Jewish 

community, visited Gondar and a number of smaller Beta Yisrael , ·illages. 

"Evaluating the scene at first hand, we saw only misery. We came back to 

lsrael and the United States \•.rith a different version of the conditi c n of the 

Ethiopian Jews and '1 vow to help them in Ethiopia, but we were already of a 

mind that the only sahation for them was in aliyah to Israel."1 0 Berger 

further states: 

lt was obvious that the Jewish world had no right to allow Jews to live 
in such horrible political, social, economic, medical and even Jewish ly 
religious and educational squalor ... All the years that Faitlovitch tried 
to improve their lot were for nought , because world Jewry had not 
responded, was not interested in investing any substantial sums in the 
welfare of a black Jewi.sh tribe that was remote from their daily 
presence ... Bringing them to Israel might present difficu lties of 
which I was not yet aware, but it would mean a vast improvement in 
the lives and chances for survival of a small ancient Jewish group ... 
They were physically attractive, apparently intelligent, a nd if they 
could be transported en masse would make a contribution to the new 
and growing state, in need of loyal immigrants. We left Gondar with 
the resolve to foster their migration to lsraet.11 

8 Ibid , p. 396. 
9 Ibid , p. 398·99. 
10 Ibid, p. 400-01. 
11 Jbid, pp. 407-08. 
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They also me t v.•it h Yona Bogala, who was then fifty-sc\'en and 

responsible for recruiting a nd training Jewish teachers and opening up 

schoo ls in the Beta Yisracl v illages. Yo na showed the Be rgcrs aro und /\mbober 

and Tedda, discussed his educational endeavors and related his dream o f 

bringing the community to Is rael. 

Upon their return lo New York, the Bergers sta rted to ra ise mone) fo r 

the clinics and Jewish schools in Ethiopia, re\'ersing the 1rcnd o f previous 

Jewish travelers to Ethio pia: 

Most visito rs we re O\'erwhelmed with the enormity o f the p roblem. 
and after discussing it with officials in the Jewish world, [the Jewish 
visitors] were discouraged and abandoned an y tho ught of providing 
continuing aid as individuals or through their local organizations. A 
few sent money in small amo unts from time to time, but this was never 
for lo ng. Hence the Jews of Ethiopia realized that any promises made 
by visitors were cphemeraJ .1 2 

Sho rtly after his return to the United States, Gracnum Berger recei ed a 

len er dated Octo ber 2"" , I <)65, from Gondar, Ethiopia , which was wrinen in 

Hebrew: 

"Dea r Mr. Berger, 
Ftrst of all we ask about your health and the health o f your family . We 

prayerfully remember your visit with us, despite all the obstacles in making 
your journey. We were joyous in our innennost being, not only that you came 
to see us, but that you also gave us some hope about our future. 

Despite the good counsel of the late Dr. Faitlovitch and the rebirth of the 
State of Israel, our worries have not ceased. Again, we repeat to you, as the 
elders of the community, whose forefathers came to Ethiopia, that this day we 
have not forsaken the religion of our fathers, no matter wha t difficulties we 
had em:ountered. Slowly these unhappy conditions are influencing our 
children, and in the course of time, they are likely to become goyim. We are 
distressed and shed bitter tears that after this generation has passed there will 
be no new Jewish generation to follow. As it is said, "fF you do not sow seeds, 
you will reap no crop.•• 

12 Ibid, p. 401. 



102 

We are therefore requesting you, our honored friend, to extend your help to 
show us the way to return to Eretz Yisrael. We long fo r 1 ler [Israel] day and 
night and trust that in our names ) ou will request World Jewl) to take a ll of 
us. If that is not immediately feasible, save at least a small number of our 
peop le as a remnant. Don't e\'er forge t what we spoke to you about in the 
synagogue, when you were with us. We hope you will fulfill our pleas with a 
full heart. G-d willing, it will be our good fortune to meet together in Israel. 
Amen , Amen, Selah. 

We will be waiting with great longing for your quick response. With our 
fervent prayers. 

(Signed) The Outcasts of Israel 
(Three Kohan im ) 13 

13 £bid, p. 405. The lener was translated for Graenum Berger by Jed Abraham. For more 
on Abraham, see the next section. 
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THE ORIGINS OF T HE 
AM ERICAN ASSOCIATIO N FOR ETHIOPIAN J f;WS 

But how was Berger to help the Reta Yisrael? The organized Jewish 

community in the United States had absolutely no involvement or interest in 

the Ethiopian Jewish issue. Moreover, the American Pro-Falasha Committee, 

founded in 1922 by Dr. Jacques Faitlovitch, had ceased to e>.'ist in the 1950s, and 

no other grass roots group took its place. Thus, upon his return in 1965. the 

money raised by the Bergers for educational and medical programs, took an 

indirect route to reach Ethiopia. Monies were collected and sent to Dr. Aryeh 

Tanakower in Jerusalem. who assumed responsibility fo r transmitting these 

funds to appropriate Ethiopian Jewish sources, primarily Yona Bogala. 

Tartakower subsequently formed the Relief Committee for the Falasha 

Population in Ethiopia, which became the formal instrument for the receipt 

and transmission of such monies as were sent from the United States through 

the Berger's efforts.14 

Then, in 1969, Jed Abraham. an Orthodox Jew who served as a lawyer in 

the U.S. Peace Corps in Ethiopia duri ng the 1960s who had become concerned 

with the plight of the Beta Yisrael, fo rmed the "American Friends of the Beta 

Israel (Falasha) Community in Ethiopia." 15 After meeting Abraham, Graenum 

Berger began using the "American Friends of the Beta Israel (Falasha) 

Community in Ethiopia" as the instrument to disperse monies raised for 

Ethiopian Jewry. Simultaneously, Berger and Abraham appeared at a number 

of meetings and fundraisers together. 

Meanwhile, the American Pro-Falasha Comminee had been reactivated. 

Mr s. A. H. Kavey, who had been an ardent member of the original comminee in 

14 Ibid, p. 557. 
15 Ephraim Isaac, Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian Jews (Ben Gurion University in the 
Negev, 1988), pp. 21-22. 



10 4 

the 1920s, and Martin J. Warmbrand, along with a smal l group of interested 

people restarted the group to obtain money fo r the Selit-llumcra Jewish 

settle ment along the Sudanese boarder.16 At the same time, Gabri el Cohen of 

the Jewish Post and Opinion of Indianapolis solici ted money fo r the 

development projec t, as did Jack Fishbein, editor of the Chicago Jewish 

Sentinel. who had isited Ethiopia. 17 Furthennore , as other American Je" .s 

traveled to Ethiopia, they would immediately contact Berger upon their return 

to lend their support, fi na ncial backing and acth' ism. 

In 1972, Berger traveled to England and met with Da\ id Kessler, 

publisher of the o ldest je\ ish newspaper in the world , the lewish Chronicle . 

Following the death of Norman Bemwich, 18 Kessle r became cha ir of the 

Falasha Welfare Association (FWA). The FWA was a consorlium of several 

British o rganizatiOl"S, which collecti vely raised or gave money to work with 

Jews in Ethiopia. Kessler wrote sympalhet ic articles abou t the Be ta Yisrael, 

and had hopes of creating a world Jewry committee to provide funds fo r the 

fanning projects like the one at Setit-Humera. However, this idea never came 

to fruition. l 9 

Whereas Bentwich believed that "the only solution fo r the Ethiopian 

Jewish problem was immediate aliyah to Israel," Kessler "did not want to 

consider aliyah to Israel as the only altemative:•20 Kessler wanted to focus on 

projects in Ethiopia fo r the Beta Yisrael. He asked Berger in their 1972 

16 For a detail of the project, see chapter two, section on "Yona Bogata." 
17 Graenum, p. 558. See also J. I. Fishbein, "The Plight of the Ethiopia's Black Jews," 
Chjcago Tribune Sunday Magazine. December 1, 1968. 
18 For more information on Norman Bentwich and his efforts on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry, 
see chapter two, section on "The Activities/ Inactivities of World, Palestinian and Israeli 
Jews after the Second World War." 
19 Graenum, p. 531. 
20 Ibid 
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encounter to raise $1 00,000 a year to aid the Ethiopian project . Berger , on the 

other hand, was committed to aJiyah as the only means to help the Beta Yisrael. 

"I promised to see what I could do, since the Ethiopian Jews were like ly to 

remain in Ethiopia for the f oresecable future, as no Jewish world leadership 

wanted to contemplate their settlement in (sraet."21 Despite their subscanttal 

difference of views concerning the amelioration of the plight of the Beta 

Yisrael, Berger and Kessler corresponded and cooperated for several year . 

TI1e consortium which composed th e. FVv/\ in Britain proved bene ficial 

fo r coordinating relief and education efforts. In Amer ica. howe,·er, no 

national established Jewish organization was participating in the plight of 

Ethiopian Jewry. It was only a grass roots effort. Yet, coordinat ion of the 

different groups and individuals was needed and a pooling of resources 

essential to C"reate action.22 Thus, Berger "saw the need to consolidate 

whatever h ad to be done on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry, anJ init iated 

disc ussions .,.. ith the American Pro-Falasha Committee and Abraham's 

organization I the American Friends of the Beta Israel ( Falasha) Commun ity in 

Ethiopia!, out o( which emerged a new body in 197~, the American Association 

fo r Ethiopian jews."23 Berger "stressed the need to use the words 'Eth iopian 

Jews' rather than 'Falashas,' because 'FaJasha' was a pejorative term. It was 

equally important and essential to e mphasize the Et hiopianl']s historic 

connection with world Jewry. 0 24 

21 Ibid, p. 532. 

22 Sadly, coordination and a pooling of human and financial resources did not always 
characterize the Ethiopian rescue effon In America. As future chapters will demonstrace, 
the rescue movement in the U.S. became very fragmented , territorial, competitive and 
uncooperative for a number of years. 
23 Graenum. p. 558. 
24 Ibid 
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MEMBERSHIP AND LEADERSHIP Of. THE AAFJ: 
A BRIEF HISTORJCAL SKETCH OF TllE GROWTH or THE ORGANIZJ\ TJON 
AND THE DIFFERING STYLES Of THE THREE PRF.Sl DENTS OF THE AAEJ 

Graenum Berger notes the initial formation and growth of the 

o r ganization: 

While some pre liminary meetings took place a t Federation I in New 
York City] before I retired in June 1973, the first fo rmal meeting 
occurred in Chicago in November 1974, where a board of directors was 
elected , based on invitations which I had ex1.ended to supporters of 
previous solicitations. the enti re board of the /\me rican Pro-Falasha 
Committee, and new members of Abraham's small group who chose to 
identify with the new association. Apan from Abraham , Jeffrey B. 
Stone, a young attorney, became secretary of the new orga nization, 
and helped arrange the merger of the several societies and to obtain 
IRS tax exemption. I was elected president. Dr. Theodore Norman , 
head of the Baron de Hirsch Fund, was chosen treasure. 

For several years, the annual meetings were held in our home in 
Pelham fNew York). until the change in the presidency and the 
e nlargement of the board membership necessi tated finding lar ger 
quarters. We then met at the Brotherhood Synagogue, where Rabbi 
Irving J. Block, member of the board, officiated. As of the last 
election, in November 198s,25 fifteen of the thirty o riginal board 
members conti nued to serve on the board, which has been increased 
to fifty individuals. The board now meets in hotels in New York, 
Chicago, and Washington, as it s consti tuency has become na tionaJ.26 

Mem bership of the AAEJ during the middle 1970 ranged in the 

hundreds, and by the end of the decade, numbered in the thousands. By the 

middle of the 1980s, membership reached the 30,000-40,000 plateau. By 1990, 

the AAEJ had around 45,000 supporters, and by the Fall of 1991, over 53,000 

adherents. By the end of 1992, nearly 60,000 people supported the 

organization .27 

25 There have been subsequent elections after this statement was made. 
26 Graenum. p. 558. 

27 Compiled from various issues of Release, a publication of the American Association for 
Ethiopian Jews, Highland Park. Illinois and Washington , D.C. 
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The growth o f the M EJ paralleled the leadershir t) lcs of its three 

presidents: Graen um Berger, Professor Howard Lenhoff and Nathan Shapiro. 

Lenhoff, professor o f Biological Sciences at UC lnine, the first vice president 

of the AAEJ and the organization's second president, notes: "Graenum Berger 

kept the AAEJ a smal! group. 1 made it a grass roots organization. I got out the 

information abo ut the Ethiopian Jews in newspapers and contacted rabbis and 

synagogues. Nate Shapiro is able to work with the establishment, land] Nate 

likes using politicians." 2 ~ 

The goals of the AAf;J during the Berger presi dem·~ fo rm 1974 to 1978 

were: "To get the Ethio pian Jews accepted as Jews in Israel: to get Israel to 

commit to Ethiopian Jewry; and to get the American Jewish community 

involved."29 During Lenhoff' s presidency form 1978 lO 1982, the AAEJ 

attempted to keep the issue of the Beta Yisrael on the f orelront o f American 

and world Jewry through increased publicity and utilizatio n o f articles. 

editorial s and advertisements; lobbying efforts: the raising o f funds; a nd 

increasing membership.JO During the Shapiro years, from 1982 to present, 

the AAEJ focused on increasing membership; fostering relations with the 

American Jewish establishment; and creating a political fo rce and vehicle in 

Washington, O.C., to push for a Beta Yisrael aliyah. 

Graenum Berger created a powerful , maverick, indivjdualistic, and anti-

establishment organization. AAE]' Executive Director, Will Recant notes: 

"Throughout the 1970s, it was an issue that the AAEJ was out there alone on. 

28 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff, UC Irvine and second president of the 
American Association for Ethiopian Jews, April 23 and April 26, 1992. 
29 Ibid 
30 Ibid 
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There was no other voice. 11 31 Long time ad\ersar) of Graenum Berger, 

National Jewish Communit) Relations Advisor) Council (NJCRAC) Di rector fo r 

International Concerns, Abraham Bayer notes: "I think he IGraenu mJ is the 

towering figure in thi i sue."32 Lenhoff points to the <"ritical role played by 

Berger and the AAEJ: "No doubt about it. The kc) players in the rescue 

movement of Ethiopian Jewry a re the people of the AAEJ ... Without the earl) 

stuff, there would not be anything in the Ethiopian j ehT) rescue movement.. . 

The AAm created policy and was on the forefront .ill along."33 

Graen um Berger note how his un cssors helped ha pc and alter hi~ 

organizatio n: 

Howard [Lenhoff] was a great successor of mine, "''ith his public 
relation's sense, broadening the whole base of the organization, 
raising money in a completely different kind of fashion. I was one 
who still believed that all 1 had to do was hit the American Jewish 
leadership o er the hea.d and that would transform it. After all they 
were paying for Israel... and could exercise influence. Howard didn't 
go along with it. He said we had to have a broad mass base ... [Then! 
Nate !Shapiro] came along and implemented what I started -- namely, 
organizing the Caucus34 in Washington. O.c.35 

1nus, while Lenhoff turned the AAEJ into a grass roots organization and 

remained at odds with the organized Jewish community, Shapiro focused on 

political connections and fos tering relations with the Jewish leadership. 

31 Personal interview with Will Recant, Executive Director of the American Association 
for Ethiopian Jews, May 19, 1992, at the national headquarters of the AAEJ in 
Washington, D.C. 
32 Personal interview with Abraham Bayer, Director fo r International Concerns for the 
Nadonal Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council, June 18, 1992, New York. New 
York. 
33 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
34 The Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. More on the Caucus is discussed in 
later chapters of this thesis. 
35 Personal interview with Graen um Berger, founder and first president o f the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, June 17, 1992, New Rochelle, New York. 
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Former Executi ve Director of the American Rabbin ic Network for Ethiopian 

Jewry (ARNEJ), Jane Fellman, rema rks: "Nate Shapiro i5 a pO\\erf ul and 

wealthy man. He identified people fo r the Caucus and had many political 

connections. He was not a grass roots person."36 Glenn Stein, former staff 

person with the AAEJ and the Religious Action Center (RAC) of the UAllC in 

charge of Ethiopian Jewry notes that Shapiro also moved the direction of thP 

AAJ;J into a more harmonious position with the established American Jewish 

community: "The AAfj, Nate and Will [Rera nt J, arc real!) dynamic. and they 

went directly to the L1 JJ\ (United Jewish Ap peal I and CJr [Council of Jewish 

Federa tions] leadership in this country , and made thei r case .. . "37 

Under the leadership of Shapiro, Lenhoff and/or Be rger, many ha\ e 

"iewed the AAEJ in a skeptica l and negati\'e light. Claire Safran , au thor of a 

number of works on the Beta Yisrael, characterizes the o rgani ::ation as "an 

act i\' iSt group, zealous and impatient over the Falashas' fate."3 8 She also 

rc ma rh "tha t the AAI:J pressed legisla to rs in Washington and Jerusalem with 

such singlc-mi'ldedness tha t its members were known as 'The Crazies, ' or in 

kinder moments, 'The lone Rangers.' They saw them el\ es as gadOies; 

whenever they felt Israel wasn 't doing enough , they would prod it into 

action." 39 

Lenhoff acknowledges that the M l'il were mavericks and outcasts: 

We wanted to keep them [the Israelis and the American Jewish 
leadership] on the alert. We were gadflys. We did purposely annoy 
and provoke others to take action. We made every Jew in America 

36 Interview with Jane Fellman, former Director of the American Rabbinic Network for 
Ethiopian Jewry (ARNEJ). May 4 and May 10, 1992. 
37 Personal interview with Glenn Stein, former staff person of the AAEJ and RAC assist.ant 
in charge of Ethiopian Jewry, June 18, 1992, Brookl)'n, New York. 
38 Claire Safran, "Secret Exodus, The Story o f Operation Moses," Reader 's Digest January 
1987, p. 179. 
39 Ibid 
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know about Ethiopian Jewry. We lectured, raised money, lobbied. We 
did the first rescues to show that the amateurs could do it. The AAE.J 
got aJI of the governments to act and think it was in their [each 
government 's] best interest. We played all of the governments off of 
each o ther - the Sudan, Ethiopia, Israel and the u.s.-rn 

He also sta tes: "The AAEJ is (was?] ant i-establishment. We a re [we rc?j 

pariahs with the other American Jewish organizations. We did just fine 

without all th e multi-million dolla r organ izations. And this makes them look 

bad and it made them mad that we were able to do things without their help o r 

money." 4 1 At least for the fi rst decade of i t~ existence, ~he AAEJ remained a 

maverick, prodding, "on the cutting edge," and contra" crsial o rganizat ion. 

40 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
4 1 Ibid 
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BERGER'S EFFORTS ON BatALF or THE BEl'A YISRAEL JN 1974 

In the name of Ethiopian Jewr), Berger e>:erted influence on national 

Jewish organizations. Berger was asked to be one of the delegates to the World 

Zionist Conference in Jerusalem in 1974, as a reprcscntati\·e of the Lab0r 

Zionist Organization. I le was prepared to accept the assignment if the 

American delegation would present a strong resolution demanding that the 

government of Israel undertake an immediate anJ massi\'C rescue program 

designed to bring the Ethiopian Jews to Israel. He demands were ref u et.I. 

Realizing that a critical and proacti\·e resolution •·,, ould no t be welcome," 

Berger "lOok this occasion to resign from the labor Zionist Organizatio n."-n 

As a result , h~ wrote an article in the lewish Frontier. enti t led: "An 

Open Letter to the Labor Zionist J\fo, ·ement About the l::th iopian Jews 

( ralasha~)." In the article, Berger gi\ cs a histo rical acrount of the Ethiopian 

Jews, details a need for their expeditious rescue, and criticizes the failure. of 

the Labo r Zionist Movement to act on its published principles.·B This biting 

attack on Labor, Israeli and American Jewish leadership bemoans the neglect 

and inadequate support of world Jewish organizations. 44 lie chastised that 

Israel could have taken out thousands, "on the wings of Eagles," because El Al 

landed in Ethiopia until the Yorn Kippur War.45 Furthermore, he prompts the 

American Labor Zionists to influence their "chaverim" who occupy seats in 

the Knesset and hold cabinet positions, to "advocate a hospitable admissions 

42 Graenum. p. 481. 

43 Graenum Berger, "An Open Lener to I.he Labor Zionist Movement About the Ethiopian 
Jews (Falashas)," lewish Frontier. September 1974, 49:14-19. 
44 Ibid, p. 14. 
45 Ibid, p. 17. 
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and absorption po licy."46 "Only a nod is required fro m either the still 

influential Golda Meir and the ncwl) emerging Yizha~ Rabin to set the 

machinery o f transportatio n and resettlement in mo tio n , instructing their 

foreign legations how to handle the traffic in Ethiopia and the Jewish Agency 

to settle them in lsraeJ."47 Thus, in his eloquent diatribe against American , 

Israeli and in particular Labor Party leadership, Berger fonnalized and 

politicized his resignation from the pany. I le later would state: 

I can state categori cally that the Labo r Zionist movement and party in 
Israel, in control of the government from l 9-t8 to 1977, ne er had the 
slightest interest in the plight of the Ethiopian Jews at a time when it 
could ha e saved all of them ... So I terminated my fonnaJ relationship 
of fifty years. r knew of no better way to sho'"' my disapproval o f what 
I considered an immoral positio n than by severing ties \.\iith an 
organi zation that had the power and should have been in the 
fo refront- on its own initiative, not needing any promptings from m e, 
to sa\'e a beleaguered remnant of an ancient Je"·ish ttibe.48 

Ironically. Berger re turned to Israel in 197-l. but nn t as a de legate for 

the World Zioni t Congress in Jerusalem. lie me t with Ethiopian Israelis, 

members o f the Israeli Ethio pian Jewish Committee, h eaded by Aryeh 

Tartakower, and Israeli government and Jewish Agency officials.49 With each 

group, Berger pushed for an immediate and massive immigration of the Beta 

46 Ibid 
47 Ibid 
48 Graen.um. p. 481. 
49 Graenum Berger notes in his a utobiography, p. 565, that he had contact with Ovadia 
Hazzi. Berger goes on lO srate that in addition to prompting Chief Sephardic Rabbi Ovadia 
Yosef to write a statement concerning the Beta Yisrael, the "actual document was 
incorporated in a letter to Bernard and Frances Alpert, founding members of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, who were in Israel on business and had met Hezzi Ovadia 
[sic]." When I interviewed Mr. Berger, he reiterated this story. However, I have found no 
confirmation in any other document or source anesting to the AJperts being the recipient 
of the letter responsum. It appears that Ovadia Hazzi was the recipient of the responsum. 
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Yisrael. He noted , that although there seemed to be some prospect for aliyah, 

"in the end it once again proved illusory."50 

While in Israel , Berger met with noted authors f\1eyer and Tereska 

Levin.S l The Levins had been involved with the Ethiopian Jewish issue since 

1969, and carried on acth ities for the ne:\.1. two decades.:'2 That year the) 

tl aveled to Ethiopia and filmed and produced a half-hour color d ocumentar) 

called "The Falashas." The piece was sho,,·n on teleYision in France, Israel and 

the United Sta tes, as well as on educational circuits.SJ ''Al l this exposure, 

however, was not enough t0 bring an immediate breakthrough fo r 

immigration," Meyer Levin la mented in his 1975 article, "The Last of tnc 

Falas has7"54 The Levins and the Bergers. after forging their fr iendship the 

summer of 1974, utilized the film to raise fund s and promote awareness a bout 

the Beta Yisrae1. SS 

so Graeoum. p. 574. 
51 My parents in 1989 lived in the apartment of Tereska Levin in Jerusalem while visiting 
Rhonda and me for a month after the birth of our son llan. Her Jerusalem Oat is decorated 
with Ethiopian Jewish artifacts, tapestries, figurines and picrures, as well as photographs 
of her late husband Meyer and herself with Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia. 
S2 In his late seventies, Meyer Levin died in Israel of a bean attack in 1982 when 
covering the war ln Lebanon. 
53 Meyer Levin, "The l.ast of the Falashas7'' Midstream. June/July 1975, p. 48. 
54 Ibid 

SS Graenum. p. 578. 
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197 5 AND BEYOND 

During 1975, the Bergers returned to Israel several times. Of no te, 

Graenum Berger me t with Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi Shlomo Goren. Goren, as 

mentioned, refused to go along with the 1973 decree of Ovadia Yosef regarding 

the Beta Yisrael. Berger stated that his interactions with the rabbi "persona lly 

pe rsuaded [himJ to co-affinn their Jewishness and welcome their immigration 

and absorption."56 Berger says that in a Ji scussion with one of Rabbi Goren' s 

assistants, the aide stated that the Beta Yisrael would be accepted in Israel onl) 

if they convert.57 Berger threatened the aide that he wo uld picket Goren 

whenever he \'isits the United States and wherever he speaks. Furthermore, 

Berger stated that he would go to the IRS and say that Goren heads up "a racist, 

discriminatory organization in Israel, and therefore, no orthodox institution 

''ould be eligi ble to recei\'C tax exempt donations in the future."58 As a result 

of his posturing, Berger was able to meet with Goren. In the subsequent 

meeting, Goren, with his hands raised up heavenward, e''J)ressed: "All of 01)' 

life l have had a vision of the return of the Falasha to Israel, and do you know, 

that three years ago [he wanted to put it a year before Ovadia Yosers decree), l 

wrote a memorandum on the Falashas ..... 59 

During the Summer of 1975, the Bergers, along with Henry and Mildred 

Rosenberg, who later directed field rescue operations in the Sudan during the 

early I 980s, arranged for two Ethiopians to come to Israel with money provided 

by the AAEJ. 60 During the fall, Graen um Berger was at the King David Hotel 

56 Ibid, p. 566. 
57 Interview with Mr. Graenum Berger. 
58 Ibid 
59 Ibid 
60 Graen um, p. 602-03. 
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when he was tipped off that the top leadership of the Joint Distribution 

Committee (JDC) was holding a meeting at the ho tel. He "era hed " the meeting, 

leaving with an agreement to inc-rease financial assistance and set up an 

office in Addis Ababa.61 

later in 1975, Berger traveled from Israel to Ethiopia ia Kenya. lie met 

y,rith Gershon Levy, director of the Falasha Welfare Association's o peration in 

Ethiopia, and with Yona Bogala. They relayed hoy,• the revolutio n had not 

improved the conditions fo r the Ethiopian Jews. Lan<l \' as takL'n from the H~t.\ 

Yisrael, chaos reigned and cnunterre' olutionarie and "shiflas"h2 roamed the 

countryside. 63 Berger pushed Levy and Yuna that "only a \vholesale aliyah to 

Israel would save the Ethiopian Jews, that during the ru rrent political 

turbulence, it might be possible to get many of them out. 11 64 While Yona 

Rogala agreed with Berger , "such a proposal fell on deaf ears, as far as l.c''} 

was conccmed."65 By 1975, Berger was frustrated b) Kessler's and the FWA's 

stance of relief assistance in stead of aliyah as the mean to ameliorate the 

condition of the Beta Yisrael. 

Berger also met with the new U.S. ambassador, Arthur W. Hummel Jr.: "1 

had learned mo re about the area from Levy and Bogala than he and his staff 

knew, because the embassy was fearful of sending anyone into the interior, as 

some fo reigners had been taken hostage in recent \\eeks. 1166 The U.S. 

g0vemment erred in assessing that the revolution was going to be short-lived. 

The failure in judgement in part would lead to the loss of the electronic 

61 Ibid. p . 604. 
62 "shiftas" are Ethiopian bandits who roam, ransack, pillage and terrorize the 
mountainous regions of Ethiopia. 
63 Graenum, p. 610. 

64 Ibid, p. 611. 
65 Ibid 
66 Ibid, p. 610. 
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surveillance bases and a cooling of diplo matic relatio ns.67 Berger, lil-c o ther 

foreigners , was unable to get into the interior o f Ethiopia to c;ondar becau e of 

the political instability and go'"ernment restri ctions. 

Graenum Berger o n his return trip to the states \\.'Cnl back lO Nairobi, 

Kenya. He established contans ,,·ith the local fo reign-bo rn Jewish popula ti o n 

and other individuals in Nairobi. Berger envisioned, that if any Ethiopian 

Jews escaped to Kenya, he needed a network of local supporter in Kenya who 

would facilitate their final immigration to lsrae1.6 8 

In America, Graenum Berger cont inued tO build the American 

Association fo r Ethiopian Jews into a national organization. J\lth ciugh 

membership remained in the hundreds, local chapters sprang up in New York, 

ntinois, Louisiana and Southern California. The organization's first o ffi cial 

publication, Falasha Update. was issued on December 18, l 97s.69 

·Thro ughout the early years o f the AAEJ, publicit) was an essenti al 

rnmponent of the organi zation's acti\'ism. Numerous anides and editorial 

were written, in particular by Professor Howard Lenhoff. His wo rks appeared 

in college newspapers, the pages o f natio nal and int ernational journals ant.1 

ne\ spapers and in the je .... ish press. While detailing the presumed o rigins a nd 

a brief history of the Beta Yisrael, Pro fessor Lenhoff would focus on their 

current plight and need fo r an immediate and massive al iyah to Israel. 70 The 

publi ci ty promoted awareness and increased membership in the AAEJ. Yet, 

67 For a brief account of U.S.-Elhiopian relations, see chapter five, section on '1Menarhem 
Begin, Moshe Dayan and the Aborted Rescue Efforts of 1977." 
68 Graenum. pp. 612-13. 

69 Falasha Update. the firs t publication of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews, 
No. 1, December 18, 1975. The current AAEJ publication, Release, was first published in 
January of 1983. 
70 Beginning in 1975, articles appeared in such publications as the New York Times, Los 
Angeles Times and International Herald Tribune. 
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despite the clamoring of this ma"crick organizatio n, littl e movement in the 

established Jewish community or by the Israeli government ensued. 

This came as a surprise to the Jewish comrnun aJ leader Berger, who had 

participated intimate)~ In American Jewish affairs for decades and frequently 

interacted with Israelis on business and personal matte rs: 

From the start o f my interest in 1955, l did not believe that it was 
necessary to have another o rganization in order to make Israel and 
the Jewish world undertake this task. Ac tually, until 1969, when Jed 
Abraham pe rsonally created the Friends o f the Reta Israel (Falasha) 
community in Ethiopia, and in 197 3(-1: 1. ''hen the American Associ.ition 
fo r Ethio pian Jews was incorporated as the unio n of the a bm ·e 
organizatio n and the rel atively innocuous American Pro-Falasha 
Commi ttee, I had no serious tho ught o f creating a no the r or ganization. 
I f eJt that all that was needed was for a few of us to con ince the 
powers that be in Israel, America and England to do what they must do 
to assist these helpless Je' s get out o f Ethiopia. With Israel as an 
independent state and so many powerful international Jewish 
o rganizations, Jewish Agency, JDC, ORT, etc .. there was no need fo r 
another. Also, such did no t happen, despite all o f our fervent and 
pro,·ocati\·e effo rts and eloquent appeals. Even the tiniest beginnings 
of aliyah did nm ha ppen until 1977. Every Ethio pian Jew, who had 
come to Israel before that came in illegal ly, but f ortunatcly was no t 
sent back, except for those students who came in o fficial ly to study at 
Kfar Batyah. but were forced to return to Ethiopia, except fo r four 
!seven) , " 'ho somehow avoided the a utho rities and remained behind.71 

71 Personal letter from Graenum Berger to Jeff Kaye, dated June 19. 1992. 
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As a result o f the Marxist Re e lution of 1974, relief efforts to Ethiopia 

we re in a state o f nux. The efforts o f t he Briti h. namely thro ugh the Falasha 

Welfare Organjzatio n , \\•hich was the succes o r to the Standing Conference in 

London, while admirable and the only o nes conducting activities in Ethiopia, 

were meager at best.72 A few docwr were sent and , ·illagc schools 

maintained.73 The British organi zatio n decided to send a nnn-[thiopittn 

administrato r to he lp super.·ise the program~ in L·thi Clpia. Afte r the first 

representative failed , Julian Kay, an English Jc" whv had taught for four 

yea rs in the Wingate School in Addis Ababa, worked in Ethio pia in 1974 a nd 

1975, until h e was fo rced out of the country b) the Provisional Rc,·olutio nary 

Go, ·emment in March. 7 ~ 

By 1975, the Ameri can Joint Distributio n Committee (AJDC) "re,·ersed its 

pre' iousl) aloof po licy and derided to pankipate in the task o f sa ing the 

Falashas.'0 75 1 hi s ac-tio n in part resulted from Berger's interactio n wit h 

leaders of the or ganization at the King Oa, ·id llotel. The AJDC agreed to wo rk 

together with the Jewish Colonization Association . Gersho n Le y, a n Israeli 

agronomist with prev ious experience in Ethiopia and o ther developing 

countries, fill ed the position for the AJDC, which was vacated when the FW/\'s 

Julian Kay ..vas expelled. Levy eKpandcd the educational and communal 

p rojects, and in cooperation with the go ernment, worked o n a revel ing 

credit fund for farmers. He also conducted an "incomplete" census o f the Beta 

72 Iewish Solidarity and the Eth.iopian lews. p. 21. 

73 David Kessler, The Falashas: The Forgotten lews of Ethiopia (Africana Publishing 
company a divisio n of Holmes & Meier Pu blishers, 1982), p. 159. 
7 4 Ibid, p. 160. 
75 Ibid, p. 163. 
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Yisrael, finding a total population of 28, 1 R9 consisting of 6,092 famili es in 490 

yilJages.76 While the census covered a " 'idc area, it o mitt ed some remo te 

settlements and was conducted while the state of the cou n try was disturbed a nd 

communicati on was even m ore difficult than usuat.77 

Beginning in Jul) , 1977, World ORT took over the AJDC programs in 

Ethio pia. According to David Kessler, "The progres which had been m ad e b) 

the Falash a Welfare Assoc iation and the recognition o f its importance as a 

mean of meeting the threat \0 th e S UI\ i\·:iJ of th e falash..is had by nm' drawn 

the majo r Jewish bo dy con cerned ''ith technil' al train ing intO the field ."? A 

The program was to be based in the Gondar regio n , "deSi(rned to b enefit all 

secti o ns of the people while payin g spec ia l a ttentio n to the educati onal and 

re ligiou s need s o f the Jewish popula t ion."79 ORT. which had projects in other 

African countries. claimed fami liarit~ with the terrain. Additio nally . 

reputation for its programs in man) pans o f the world would perhaps attract 

large-scale funds from a varie ty of gO\·ernments. including the United States. 

B) the end o f the 1970s, ORT admi ni ste red nineteen village schools with 

about I ,660 pupils, and pro, ·ided Hebrc"' prayer books to the kessim. 80 Clinics 

were also restored in Ambober and Tedda , a clean drinking water fountai n and 

a flo ur m ill were prov ided at Ambober, a nd roads and facto ries constructed. 

But by the late 1970s, ORT came under c riticism by an association of 

Ethio pian Jews in Israel and by the AAEJ in America. Both of these gro ups 

76 Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian Jews , p. 21. Dr. Ephraim Isaac also notes that 
"although the census was private and unofficial, and did not take into account the 
tradition.al Ethiopian suspicion of counting people, il is surprisingly regarded by non­
Ethiopians as the final word." 
77 The Falashas, p. 164. 
78 Ibid 
79 Ibid 
80 Jewish Solidaritv and the Ethiopian !ews, p. 22-23. 
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advocated aliyah as the best way of heiring the Beta Yi':iracl. To Berger, the 

idea of having ORT in Ethiopia instead of the AJIX: seemed enti cing at fir!\t.81 

However, 

[al year later. we (the AAEJ] began to regret supporting chis change, 
because ORT had made the project nonsectarian and no t in the 
exclusive interest of Ethiopian Jewry ... Had I anticipated what would 
befall Ethiopian Jewry under ORT's Ethiopian dominion, I would ha,·e 
counseled a different course. Since I believed in aliyah as the onl~ 
way to save them, I should no t have let another unworth y "loyal ty" 
swerve me from that path,82 

In short, Berger, among other things. wa concerned about the non­

sectarian approach of ORT a~ \\'ell as its leadership in Ethiopia and it impart 

on the future of the Beta Yisrael: 

f/\] non-Jew whom it had appointed w the top level of its 
administration was not favorably disposed to the Jews. Even the 
itinerant executive that ORT sent from Gene,· a to establish and 
supervise the project, while efficient , was not looking with favor on 
the extraordinary needs of Ethiopian Jews. ORT had already been 
assured of substantial support from non-je\\'ish sources, on conditions 
that contractually called for a nonsectarian approach. Because of the 
source of financial support, Gershon and I felt, that ORT would then 
not have to be accountable to the fewish world. 83 

For Berger, an)'thing short of aliyah was deadly. The longer the 

community languished in Ethiopia, the greater the chance for the community 

to become ex'1inct through assimilation, persecution and conversions. This 

view was now also shared by Yona Bogata, "whose long years of frustration 

81 Graenum. pp. 614-1 S. 
82 Ibid, p. 615. 
83 Ibid, p. 619. 
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and disappointment had Jed him to the c;amc ronclusion."8-4 ORT also came 

under Et hio pian go, ·ernmcnt criticism, irnnirall y because some o fficials 

tho ught that it was encouraging aliyah via the Sudan. Eventually, in Octo ber 

of 1981, the government took over ORT'-; program~ except the medical 

clinics. 85 While the anxiety of the Ethio pian government o er a Beta Yisracl 

emigratio n to lsrael may ha e been the catalyst fo r the removal of ORT, its 

actiotts should be seen against the backgro und of o ther internatio nal 

pressures. On the nnc hand , Ethiopia "a bound to her So,· ie t and Cuba n 

partners. Nearer to home. Ethiopia needed to culti vate good rela tions with the 

Suda n and to dissuade her neighbors from assisting the F.ritrean and Tigrcan 

rebel . f\tean'"'·hile, in September of l 981, Ethiopia signed a treaty o f 

friendship with South Yemen and Libya al a time when the latter was at 

extreme tension with the Sudan. "In these circumstances Addis Ababa ma) 

ha\ e concluded that the sacrifice of the Falasha aid program re presented a 

small p rice to pay in o rder to placate simultaneou I) the Russians, the Arabs. 

Colonel Gaddafi and $udan.11 86 

84 The falashas, p. 165. 
85 Solidartty and the Ethiopian Jews. p. 23. 
86 The Fa!ashas, p. 171. 
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SUMMARY 

Internally, the Beta Yisrael recei\'ed a modicum of support in Ethiopia 

during the I 970s through the FWA, the !\JDC and ORT. fa'ternally, no effnn 

were made to facilitate the exodus of Ethiopia n j e\\ S to Israel, or to any other 

country, for that matter. Virtually the onl) Cf) fo r a n immediate a nd 

expeditious Ethiopian Jewf)' aliyah outside of the Beta Yisrael community was 

expressed by the AA~ . This organizat ion began to set up a network which 

eventually would catalyze the emigration nf the Beta Yisrael. 

The raison d'etre of the M EJ from its inception has been "pushing for 

and helping actual ize an Ethiopian aliyah." The momentum of Graenum 

Berger and his o rgani zati<m slowly strengthened during the middle p art of the 

decad e. At the same time, the general ignorance and indifference of world 

Jewry toward the Beta Yisrael was difficult for Berger and the A/\EJ to arcept. 

Moreover . too many false promises and fal se s tarts by Ame rican Jewish 

organ izations and the Israeli go\ emmem had occurred. Thus, toward the e nd 

of the J 970s, the o rganiza tion became more asserti\·e and vociferous. The 

attacks on l~rael and the American Jewish establishment became public. The 

AAEJ even ventured into the rescue business in Ethiopia and the Sudan. 

Berger states: 

None of us thought about being pioneers: none of us thought we 
were heroic; none of us yearned for public plaudits, and certainly no 
such recognition was even or ever given. Instead all of us were 
looked upon as kooks, nuisances or as enemies of Israel. Finally, we 
had to resort to forcing the establishment to take decisive action, 
actions that they did not want to perform even tokenly, fo r a variety 
of reasons, mostly fictitious, others due to sheer official prejudices, but 
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all harmful to the welfare and C\ en the li\ ·e~ of the Llhiopi~n Jc.>\' ish 
community.87 

To these issues, as well as the reaction. aninn and inaction of American and 

Israeli Jewry we tum in the nex1 chapter. 

87 Personal letter from Graenum Berger to Jeff Kaye. 



CHAPTER FIVE: 
FROM MENACHEM BEGIN'S B..ECTION IN 1977 UP TO 

OPERATION MOS~ IN 1984: 
RIBCU E ATfl:"MP'TS. DISPUT~. ANO CHARG~ OF COMPLACENCY 

MENACHEM BEGIN, MOSHE DAYAN AND 
TifE ABORTED RIBCUE EFFORTS or: 1977 

124 

While in power from 1948 to 1977. the Labor Pan) proved indifferent to 

the plight of the Ethiopian Jews. Those concerned with the Beta Yisrael hoped 

a change in government would bring an expansion or .iwarcness, interest and 

effort on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. Thus, it was with high expectations, 

albeit blind hope in any new pany and leadership, that many in the rescue 

movtment looked with encouragement upon Menachem Begin and the Likud 

whe n they came to power in May of 1977. Soon after assuming the position o f 

Prime Minister, Begin became the first major government leader to meet with 

representatives of the Beta Yisrael. These leaders claimed that when Begin 

listened to the saga and plight of the Ethiopian Jews, he became totally 

absorbed in their story.l Perhaps, "ltJhese young Et hiopians struck a chord" 

with the Prime Minister because of the traumat ic loss of hi s entire family in 

the Holocaust.2 In his private discussion with Zachariah Yona, Rachamim 

Bazar and other Eth iopian Israeli leaders, Begin declar ed that "the Falasha 

community is one of the most ancient in the j e\\•ish d ispersion, and we must 

bring them home. 1•3 

Former president of the American Association for Ethiopian Jew's 

(AAEJ), Professor Howard M. Lenhoff, along with AAEJ rescue coordinator 

1 Ruth Gruber, Rescue: The Exodus of the Ethiopian lews (New Yo rk: Atheneum, 1987), p. 
128. 
2 Ibid 
3 Louis Rapoport. Redemptio.n Song: The Story of Operation Moses (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 1986), p. 55. 
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Henry Rosenberg, met privately with Begin during the \\inter or 1977-78. 

Lenhoff ex-pressed his admiration for the Prime Minister in the fare of 

previous Israeli intransigence. "After our earlier e:-..-periences in countless 

meetings with other lsraeli leaders and lesser bureaucrats, we were impressed 

with the sincerity and genuine concern that Begin demonstrated for the Jews 

in Ethiopia."4 Shortly after Menachem Begin's death in 1992, Professor 

Lenhoff wrote the following renecrions about the former prime minister: 

It does not seem strange, to those who knew him, that Begin'<. 
pioneering efforts to rescue the Ethiopian Jews are still hardl ) 
known. He was a true Zionist interested in bringing to Israel all Jews 
in distress. He wanted, and got, results. All that counted was pikuach 
nefesh, the saving of Jewish lives. 

The movement that Begin started during his early months as 
prime minister eventually led to the bringing to Israel from Africa 
virtually the entire community of nearly 50,000 jC\ s.5 

Ethiopian Jews have an equally appreciative \'ision of Begin. Although 

the well publicized Operations Moses6 and Solomon 7 took place afler Begin left 

politics in 1983, his initiative helped place the beleaguered community's 

immigration on the Israeli agenda. "It was Begin who broke down the waJ ls," 8 

said Rarhamim Bazar. ''The issue mattered to him. He believed that Ethiopian 

Je'"-'S are Jews and their place is in Israel. He saw it as his destiny to bring the 

community here."9 "Before Begin, nobody wanted to hear from us," Elazar 

states, "[but) Begin was willing. Operation Moses was a continuation of what he 

4 Professor Howard M. Lenhoff, "Begin Remembered as First to Rescue Ethiopians," The 
American Israelite, April 16, 1992, pp. A-4 and A-1 S. 
5 Ibid, p. A-15. 
6 Operation Moses is detailed in chapter seven. 
7 Operation Solomon is discussed in chapter nine. 
8 "Begin was considered savior of Ethiopian communicy," Northern California Jewish 
Bulletin. March 13, 1992, p. 20. 
9 Ibid 
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started." 10 "For us, Menachem Begin was everythin g," notes Yaacov Babu, 

speaking for the community's umbrella organization, the Uni ted Ethiopian 

Organization in Israel; "he saved a community." 11 Elazar attributed Begin's 

interest in the issue to his lo,·c of the Jewish people. "He didn't care about skin 

color. For him all Jews should be in Israel." I 2 

AAEJ founder and first president Graenum Be rger also had high 

expectations for the new Prime Minister. ''It was my hope that since he was an 

ardent Zionist and believed Israel should be a ha,·en for all Jews, cspeciall~ 

those in jeopardy, he might a lter the do-nothing program of the Labor Pan~, 

wh ich had been in power since l 948, until his succeeding incumbency." 1 3 

Due to Begin's leadership, the flrst rescue operation took place in August of 

1977. 

When Menachem Begin came to power, there were some signs of 

rapprochement between Israel and Ethiopia. Although emperor Hai le Selassie 

severed diplomatic relations with Israel fo llowing the Yorn Kippur War of 

October of 1973, and the Marxist regime failed to reestablish political missions 

following its coup in September of 1974, the t'. ... o countries maintained indirect 

contacts. Tr ade continued, primarily with the sale of Israeli arms to 

Ethiopia.14 Moreover , dramatic events in Ethiopia created a renewed sense of 

urgency to restore some type of ties with this East African nation. 

In February of 1977, the then thirty-four-year-old Lieutenant Colonel 

Mengistu Haile Mariam (Mengistu) became the chairman of the Provisional 

10 Ibid 
11 Ibid 
12 Ibid 

13 Graenum Berger, Graenum (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1987), p. 
621. 
14 Tudor Partin, Operation Moses: The Stop • of the Exodus of the Falasha Jews fro m 
Ethiopia (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985). p. 37. 
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MiUtary Administrative Council (PMAC) aft er a bloody shoot-out among his 

rivals in the Dergue.1 S Until this time, Ethiopia played a strategic role in 

American foreign policy. The United States had sent vast amounts of arms and 

economic aid, and the U.S. army had built a sophisticated communications 

center at Kagnew Station on the outskirts of Asmara. Given U.S. desires to 

contain Soviet influence in the Horn of Africa, and in particular, Somalia, aid 

was sen t to Ethiopia and the communications center was built. This center was 

the only elec tronic listening post in all of black Africa, wi th a milit:ir~ 

garrison of thirty-five hundred Americans.16 As a resu lt of the , ·iolent hoot­

out in the Dergue, President Jimmy Carter announced that furth er military aid 

would be drastically reduced because of the human rights violations and the 

reign of terror. I 7 

In retaliation , the Dergue in April of 1977 shut down all U.S. operations 

except the American Embassy and the Agency for ln ternationaJ Development 

I AID). Four days later, Washington stopped all arms shipments to l::thiopia.l 8 

A month later, Ethiopian government officials, continuing thei r reign of 

terror and furthering thei r lethal crackdowns on potential opposition, 

murdered some two thousand high school students, including man) Beta 

Yisrael, in the "May Day 1977 massacre." That same month, Israeli elections 

brought Menachem Begin to power. Shortly thereafter, Begin met with the 

leaders of the Beta Yisrael community in Israel. 

15 la September of 1974, a shadowy committee of one hundred and twenty military men 
who called themselves the Dergue, overthrew Emperor Haile Selassie in a bloody 
revolution. The new government was strongly Marxist. By 1978, there were only fony 
men left in the Dergue, and Lieutenant Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam (Mengistu) was 
their chairman. For more details, see the section on "Ethiopian Instability During the 
1970s" near the beginning or chapter three. 
16 Rescue. p. 127. 
17 Ibid 
18 Ibid, p. 128. 
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~ehind this backdrop. Begin sent an offi cial communication to 

Mengistu, asking him "to apply humanitaria n considerations to the issue of 

the Falashas and to let them emigrate to Israel if they so wished.'1 19 Mengistu 

did not immediately or directly respond to this request, but instead chose to 

wait fo r a politically expedient moment to reply to the Israeli Prime Minister's 

appeal. 

During the Summer of l 977, on his first visit to Washington D.C. as 

Prime Mini tcr, Begin approached President Carter with an C'-'lensivc agenda. 

Foremost , Begin discussed the thawing of relations with Anwar Sadat and 

future peace prospects with Egypt. He also broached the subject of Ethiopia 

with Can e r Begin played the role of Ethiopia's friend in Washington, in 

hopes of striking a deal with Mengistu. He urged Caner not to turn his back 

on Ethiopia and not to side sol"!ly with Somalia in their border wars. "If the 

free world did not neglect Ethiopia, he argued, she might be lured from the 

communist fo ld."20 While meeting with Carter at the White House. a 

communique arrived through indirect channels fo r Begin from Mengistu. 21 

The communication asked Begin to help secure American military aid 

for Ethiopia In its struggle against Somali forces in the Ogaden. Mengistu also 

stressed the continued need for Israeli arms and American parts from l sra~I, 

so long as this supply would remain secret. Begin promised his help on both 

requests in exchange for Mengistu's cooperation on the Beta Yisrael issue. 

However, Jimmy Carter refused to go along with Begin 's suggestions: "He 

[Carter] considered Ethiopia's human rights record appalling and felt that the 

19 Operation Moses, p. 37. 
20 Claire Safran , Secret Exodus (New York: Prentice Hall Press, 1987), p. 68. 
21 Ibid, p. 69. 
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United States could not support such a regime, howe\'er indirectly."22 At the 

same time, the USSR agreed to ann and train the Ethiopian army. Yet, 

Mengistu still needed military pans from Israel. As a result of the Ouid 

geopolitical and military situation, the Ethiopian authorities turned a blind eye 

to the emigration of the Beta Yisrael to Israel for a few months. 

In August of 1977, an Israeli cargo plane landed at the Addis Ababa 

airport and unloaded its freight, mostt military spare parts. On the return 

trip, sixty-two Ethiopian Jews, mostly young people, filled the rargo bay. 

"Nothing was said, nothing was written on the flight plan, but Ethiopia had 

agreed to tum a blind eye.••23 

A diverging view of how the operation unfolded i given in the Hebrew 

Immigrant Aid Society's ( HlAS) publication, The HlAS Reponer.24 Haim 

Halachmi, HLAS's representati e in Tel Aviv, received a phon'? call from 

Yehuda Dominitz, then director general of the Jewish Agency 's immigration 

and absorption depanment. Dominitz is said to have enlisted llalachmi's 

support, and sent the HlAS official to Ethiopia. Halachmi visited the Beta 

Yisrael in Gondar and Tigre) and delivered letters of reunifi cation, '' intended 

fo r those 150 FaJashas who had relatives in Israel , which he took to the 

Ministry of lnterior [in Ethiopia] ."·25 According to Ha lachmi: 

By August, the Interior Ministry had agreed to six departures on 
humanitarian grounds. But we didn't know whether that referred to 
six individuals or six families. So we chose the largest family we could 
find and brought them to Addis Ababa The Foreign Ministry arranged 
their documents and prepared laissez-passers for them. We ordered a 

22 Operation Moses, pp. 37-38. 

23 Secret Exodus. p. 69. 
24 "1977 to the Present Rescue in Ethiopia," The HIAS Reporter. Summer 1991, pp. 1 and 
7. 
25 Ibid, p . 1. 



130 

plane from Israel, which came by night on a Thursday e\·ening. At 5 
a.m. the ne.x1 morning, we left the country " 'ith 62 immigrants - the 
first ever arranged through the Ethiopian government.26 

This account leaves out an) mention of an anns fo r emigrat ion 

exchange.27 In fact, The HIAS Reporter claims chat it was Halachmi who 

"ordered a plane from Israel ," seemingly to facili tate the humanitarian 

gesture of the Ethiopian government, arranged by this llLAS and Jewish 

Agency offi cic:J. While sixt)'-twO Ethiopian Jews were rescued in August of 

1977, it is clear that these Beta Yisrael were allowed to emigrate based on an 

exchange of military supplies for human beings hammered out b~· Begin and 

Mengistu. However, how these si.>.1y-two individuals were selected does seem to 

be the work of Halachmi. 

Graenum Berger also claims that he had a major role in this first rescue 

mission. Berger was asked ro gh·e an academic lecture on Ethiopian Jewry on 

August 15, 1977, at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. Besides his 

presentation, he arranged for other leading personalities in the Ethiopian 

mo,·emcnt to speak. "In back of my mind was to see what would happen by 

August 15. If no Et hiopian Jew had arrived from Ethiopia by chat date, I would 

change my 'academic, historical' account to an outright accusatory one. 11 28 Dr. 

Aryeh Tartakower, chair of the Israeli Beta Yisrael support group, and other 

members of his committee vehemently opposed such a speech. "I [Berger] 

indicated that it was a personal statement and that I was not asking for the 

committee's sanction. It was at this point that my relations with Dr. 

26 Ibid 
27 The accounts of lhe August 1977 rescue, including those fo und in Operation Moses, 
The Wst Jews. ~. Secret Exodus, and Redemption Song, suggest an arms for people 
exchange worked out by Begin and Mengistu. 
28 Graenum. p. 623. 
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Tartakower began to deteriorate and shortly thereafter \\'ere permanent!) 

broken. 11 29 

No Ethiopian Jews came by the fifteenth of August, and Berger rewrote 

the speech. Two hundred and fifty people attended the lec ture, despite "effort s 

made by Israeli officials to sabotage the meeting,1130 according to Berger. In 

his speech, Berger charged that no serious efforts had e\1er been made to 

bring the Beta Yisrael to Israel, and that until 1977, no Ethiopian Jew had ever 

come to Israel legall}. The tex~ of his speech continued with th t.! fo llowing 

words: 

Even if rescue should eventual!} - even tomorrow - -produce a 
few score - what of the rest of the 28,000? Must they be left behind, 
sacrifi ced and disappear from the face of the earth after 3000 years of 
courageously clinging to the Jewish faith? Is th is their final answer? 

The restoration of diplomatic relations with Ethiopia is a most 
desirable policy fo r Israel. 

The furtherance of trade relations are most desirable 
economically for Israel. 

Permitting Israel to fly O\'er their terri tory is of immense value 
to Israel. 

Continuing to ha"e a toehold on the Red Sea is essential for the 
security of Israel. 

But are all of these valid governmental poli cies inconsistent with 
or even more important than saving 28,000 Jewish li ves? 

Or are there other unspoken reasons why no official bodies in 
Israel or the rest of the Jewish world are not lifting more than a little 
finger to bring them to Israel? 

I leave the answer to that searching question up to you.31 

Despite press coverage of his speech, Berger's dia tribe on Israeli and 

world Jewry's indifference was never reported in any newspaper because of 

censorship laws. Nevertheless, reports of his Hebrew University lecture 

reached the highest echelons of the Israeli government. Then, ten days after 

29 Ibid, p . 624. 
30 Ibid, p. 625. 
31 Ibid 
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the speech, on August 25. the sixty-two Ethiopian Jew arri\·ed in I rael. Who 

gave the order to bring them at this moment? Berger believes that the 

constant pressure on the Prime Minister and the speech that he had made ten 

days earlier, pressured the government to move. ''There was f car that the real 

reason for the long delay~ might be made public [1rom other speeches and 

advertisements Berger would make, and thus, the government acted to rescue a 

token number of Ethiopian Jews]."32 Berger felt that the test of the 

government's sincerity w0uld be a continued fl ow nf L:thiopian Jews. No action 

was taken during the Fal l of 1977. In December. in a lc:ttcr t0 the Prime 

Minister, Berger stated that "a token rescue was not enough ... 3 3 

Once again, ten days after Berger's prodding, in December of 1977, a 

second Israeli plane landed and delivered its military goods. No one will know 

for sure if it \ as a mere coincidence or effective pressure and lobbying. The 

aircraft returned to Israel with its living contraband, another sixty black 

Jews. Yona Bogala, leader of the Beta Yisrael communil) in Eth iopia, was 

exultant. The aliyah was finally coming to fruition. He confided to his wife, "a 

hundred and twenty-one [122] people have now flown to Israel with no danger 

to their Jives. It's aJl legal. We'll be able to get thousands out this way. Maybe 

we can save our whole community.11 34 

But, Yona Bogala's dream faded fast. No Jew was rescued from Ethiopia to 

Eretz Yisrael by the State of Israel in all of 1978. In February, 1978, che secret 

pact between Israel and Ethiopia was uncovered by a slip of the tongue and 

leak by a prominent Israeli official. Foreign Minister Moshe Dayan publicly 

confirmed at a press conference in Switzerland, that Israel had been 

3 2 Ibid, p. 627. 
33 Ibid 
34 Rescue. p. 129. 
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supplying arms to Ethio pia to aid its war against Somalia. Mengi tu ordered 

the clandestine nights o f Ethio pian je\\>S to be s to pped. lne arms sales came to 

a haJt and the idea of a JegaJ emigratio n of the Beta Yisrael from Ethiopia had 

to be abandoned. "Mengistu's ~larxist and enthusiastically ant i-Zionist regime 

was put in an awkward position.•·35 Mengistu was caught red-handed. He had 

no cho ice but to sever the secret agreement, given his dependance on the 

Arab world and growing ties wi th the Soviet Union. "In the Arab and 

Communist worlds, few deeds were \ Onsidered more heino us than trafficking 

with the Zio nist entity."36 

Moshe Dayan efferti\'ely ended the Beta Yisrael's chances to emigrate 

from Ethiopia. In a debate in the Knesset about Israeli arms to Ethiopia, Dayan 

defended his leak and the damaging impact on the Ethiopian al iyah by stating, 

"l told the truth. 11 37 Some lsraeli sources insisted that Dayan 's sli p of the 

tongue wa deliberate since he did not desire an Ethiopian aliyah. Other 

governmental officials insisted that Dayan's leak \\as deliberate -- not because 

he was opposed to Beta Yisrael immigration into Israel -- but rather because he 

was "profoundly uneasy about supplying arms to what he considered to be an 

'evil regime."•38 According to fo rmer Begin aides, the Prime Minister was 

furious at the "gaffe."39 At the same time, Begin was said to be surprised by 

Mengistu 's reaction. Israeli arms sales to Ethiopia had previously been 

reported in a number of African newspapers. Perhaps Mengistu, under Soviet 

35 Operation Moses, p. 38. 
36 Rescue. p. 129. 
37 Ibid 
38 Ooeration Moses, p. 38. 
39 Ibid 
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pressure, used Dayan's statement as a convenient excuse to rid himself of any 

further obligation he might ha,·e fell towards Israel. ..tO 

40 Ibid 
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Dayan's leak resulted in the slamming shut of a door that had finally 

been cracked ajar. It would not be the last time that the Beta Yisrael would 

find themselves trapped because someone spoke out of turn. Later, in March 

of 1978, two Beta Yisrael came out of Ethiopia through the interYe ntion of the 

Swedish government and one through the International Red Cross, bringing 

the total for the year to three Jewish souls.4 I But that " ·as the end of 

humanitarian exits. The next exit routes that the Israelis tri ed led to calamity. 

Jn the late 1970s. a few Ethiopian Jews left Israel and slipped back in to 

Gondar province. Their plan was to load the back of a truck with Ethiopian 

Jewish passengers , then drive south from the Beta Yisrael villages across 

Ethiopia to the border \\ ith Kenya. "They were ne" at this game, a11d the 

operation noundered. A truckJoad of Falashas "'·ere caught and arres1ed.'1-t2 

Then Israeli officials recruited two Frenchman. offering them five hundred 

dollars a head for every Jew they could deliver to Ken ya. "All that happened 

was more arrests. ,.43 As a result of these failed attempts, in addition to political 

instability and the severe famine of 197 8 in Ethiopia, many Beta Yisrael walked 

to the Sudan in hopes of reaching IsraeJ.44 

Meanwhi le, the gO\•ernment of Menachem Begin tried to reestablish the 

links with Ethiopia which had been broken over the Dayan affair. Contacts 

with the Marxist regime were maintained through every possible diplomatic 

channel. According to one source, "Begin asked American industrialist 

41 "1977 to the Present Rescue in Ethiopia," pp. I and 7. 
42 Secret Exodus, p. 69. 
43 Ibid 
44 This e.xodus to the Sudan would eventually push Israel to take action and rescue 
thousands of the Beta Yisrael from the desert refugee camps. More in subsequent sections 
and chapters. 
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Armand Hammer to solicit help, through his connections with the Soviets and 

with Mengistu's friend Fidel Castro, in influencing Marxjst Ethiopia 10 ease the 

plight of Jews. 11 45 However, nothing came of this, and "the Falasha question" 

was transferred from the Jewish Agency to the Prime t-.linister's Office.46 

There were growing pressures on Begin to formulate a po licy. /\s the 

plight of the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia became ~teadily worse,4 7 th<:: 

involvement of the Ethiopian support organizations gre\\'. The AACJ stepped 

up its publicity campaign among American Jews 10 pressure: Israel to take 

action.48 Moreover, in January of I 979, Ethiopian Israe lis dem0nstrate<l in 

front of the Knesset, prote ting over the slow rate of immigration. rhe 

immigrants contended that the Israeli government was stalling on the issue, 

hiding hehind a concern for secreC). As a result of the demonstrations, many 

Israelis learned for the first time that around three hundred and fi fty 

tthiopian je .... ·s were li ving amongst them. 

I\ controversy exists until today as to how the demonstration was 

organ ized. Professor Howard Lenhoff professes that his organization funded 

and organized the rally in Jerusalem in January of l 979. 49 Professor Lenhoff 

remarks that one of his first acts as president of the AAgj was to get the n ames 

a nd addresses of all Ethiopian Israelis (about 1 SO families by the end of 1978). 

Based on this list and networking with the Ethiopian Israeli leadership, 

45 Redemption Song, p. 56. 
46 Jbid 
47 The Marxist Revolution in Ethiopia degenerated into chaos, peaking in the Red Terror of 
May 1977 and the catastrophic years of 1977 through 1979. The Beta Yisrael were gravely 
affected. for more details, see chapter three, section on "Ethiopian Instability during the 
1970s." 
48 More on the activities of the AAEJ will be detailed in the next section as well as the 
nex"t chapter. 
49 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff, second president of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, April 23 and April 26, 1992. 
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Lenhoff said he and other AAEJ officials planned, funded and implemented the 

demonstration in front of the Knesset.SO 

Conversely, Professor Ephraim lsaac,S l who was teaching at the Hebre,\· 

University in JerusaJem at the time, belie' es that the demonstration by the 

Ethiopian Israelis was completely spontaneous, and that the AAEJ had no thing 

to do with the rally.52 

Ethiopians by nature know how to organize. Ethiopians are very 
politically matu1·e. They thought that th is was one way o f getting 
attention. I remember "''hen they were talking about it [organi zing 
the demonstration]. What did the AAEJ do? That demo nstratio n was 
spontaneous. The Ethiopian Israelis were responding to what they 
were feeling, the brunt of the politics in Ethiopia. There was the Red 
Terror in Ethiopia. You have to look at what was happening in 
Ct hiopia... They were worried about their families, their relatives, 
about their people in the Sudan. This [the demonstra tion] really came 
out of hopelessness and despair ... The Ethiopian Jews in Israel wanted 
to do something. They wanted to push the situation. So that's how it 
[the demo nstration] happened. That reaJJy in many ways aw~ened 
the eyes o f the world to the plight of the Ethiopian jews.53 

Will Recant remarks that the demonstration resulted clue to the Beta 

Israel's initiative and the need for organizationaJ help by the AAEJ: 

50 Ibid 

The Ethiopian Jews who came to Israel... they wan ted to protest and 
they wanted to say their piece. They felt that they were being treated 
as second class citizens, and that the Israeli government was not doing 
enough to bring their families to Israel. And how you go about 
changing that is where the AAEJ came in. [The AAEJ) said to them [the 
Ethiopian Israelis], now that you are in Israel, the way to do that [make 
change] is through demonstrations and protests and raising your 
voice. You can't humbly go to the Israelis and make your request -­
you will get nowhere. So it was that combination of their [Ethio pian 

51 For a brief biographical sketch of Professor Ephraim Isaac, see chaprer two. 
52 Personal interview with Dr. Ephraim Isaac, Princeton, New Jersey, May 18, 1992. 
53 Ibid 
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Israeli s'] desire to see the change and us [the AAEJJ gi ing them the 
political techniques to do chat. that formed the demonstration.54 

In any e\'ent, whether the AAEJ o rganized the demonstration or it 

occurred spontaneously by the Ethiopian Israelis, the Prime f\linister's office 

took no tice. A week later, Begin met with four representatives of the Beta 

Yisrael community. In a press conference before the meeting with Begin, one 

of the Ethiopian Israeli leaders e:>rpressed the fol lowing: 

When the Emperor Haile Selassie was in power, they [the Israeli 
government] told us not to make noi~e and to let them handle things 
quietly to keep relations between the two countries frie ndly. They 
also claimed that the emperor refused to let Jews leave, though whe n 
the emperor was asked in specific cases he did give permission. Now, 
with the military go emment in power there lEthiopia], they fthe 
Israeli government] sti ll tell us to keep quiet about it. There has been 
debate here [in Israel] over the past few weeks about whether 
hundreds or thousands of Falashas have been killed o r sold into 
sla ery. Isn't it enough that Jews are being killed and ensla ed? Isn't 
that e nough reason for the Jewish people and the Israeli gO\remment 
to act?SS 

ln response to the charges leveled at the press conference, a Je,vish Agency 

spokesperson said that "a great deal is being done."56 

When Begin met with Rachamim Elazar, another son of Yona Bogala, 

David , and two other leaders, he reaffirmed his commitment to the Beta Yisrael. 

"You are our brothers, our flesh and blood,"57 Begin told them. "So the Israeli 

government has done, is doing and will continue to do its best in searching for 

ways to bring our brothers here to their homeland,"58 Begin related to the 

54 Personal interview with Will Recant, E.xecutive Director of the American Association 
for Ethiopian Jews, May 19, 1992, national headquarters of the AAEJ in Washington, O.C. 
55 Redemption Song, p. 61. 
56 Jbid 

57 Secret Exodus, p. 70. 

58 Redemption Song, p. 62. 
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four leaders. "We a re fully aware of their plight, so we wi ll not let our 

brothers suffer, but the critical problem is lack of direct connections with the 

Ethiopian leader. Despite this. we work very hard to save the Falashas."59 

The Beta Yisracl leaders continued to push government officials and the 

other Israelis to ex'Pedite aliyah. They met with Histadrut chief Yeruham 

Meshel, then Knesset Speaker Yitzhak Shamir, Knesset member Geula Cohen, 

Menachem Begin's wife Aliza. and the press. As the months passed, the 

Ethiopian Israelis becam~ con\'inced that "the Begin "°' crnmcnt was little 

bette r tha n the Labor regime -- bo th go,·ernments relied cm the same Jewish 

Agency bureaucrats and National Religious Party ministers. And the Falashas 

were convinced that these people were no t in the business of a nswering 

prayers:•60 As a result, a second demonstration was organized in October of 

1979. 

This second peaceful demonstration in front of the Knesset resulted in 

another meeting ""'ith Prime f\'finster Begin. The represcntath·cs of the 

community met wiT.h BPgin and urged him to take decisive action. Zachariah 

Yona said: "We ha,·e nothing to lose by trying to make a fuss in public. If we 

keep quiet we may lose the whole community."6 1 The Ethiopian Israelis told 

Begin that Beta Yisrael could be rescued from Ethiopia via the Sudan. But 

precious time was passing. In 1979, the same year in which Israel gave refuge 

to four hundred Vietnamese boal people, only three hundred and fifty Beta 

Yisrael lived in the Jewish State.62 

59 The Lost Jews, p. 21 6. 

60 Ibid, p. 217. 
61 Operation Moses. p. 4-0. 
62 Ibid 
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The pressure con tinued to mount on Begin and the Israeli go, ·emment. 

By the end of 1979, Begin announced the forma tion of an inter ministerial 

committee whose purpose was to coordinate the a bsorption of the Ethiopian 

Jews. The committee consisted largely of immigration and absorption officials, 

and it was not privy to some of "the rescue" decisions that were de bated at a 

higher levet.63 Critics of the committee claimed that it met infrequently, 

excluded the Beta Yisrael leadership from its most important deliberations, 

worked sluggishly to rescue the Beta Yisracl berause of it · bureaucrat ic 

composition, and failed t0 follow up on high level diploma ti c init iatives.64 

A couple of weeks later, Begin pledged his government 's coope ration 

with the recently formed Committee on Ethiopian Jews of the Na tional Jewish 

Community Re lations Ad\·isory Council (NJCRAC)65 in the United States. Begin 

sent a cable to the new committee, stating: "We have done our utmost to sa\'e 

and bring the Jews of Ethiopia to our historic homeland, Eretz Israel. Every 

pe rson of good will should support this campaign for th is basic human 

right."66 Also in November , 1979, the Israeli government , the Jewish Agency, 

and the World Zionist Organization (WZO) announced the launching of a 

worldwide campaign to publicize the pligh t of the Beta Yisrael. Israe l had 

temporarily changed tactics, reversing fo r a brief time its po licy of "quiet 

diplomacy."67 Cabinet Minister Moshe Nissim told the Knesset on November 

14: 

63 Ibid , p. 41. 
64 "Chronology of Events in Ethiopian Jewish (FaJasha) History," Canadian Association for 
Ethiopian Jews (CAE.J) . p. 9. More on CAEJ will be detailed in the next chapter. 
65 More on this committee will be detailed in lhe next chapter. 
66 Ooeration Moses. p. 41 . 

67 The Lost Jews. p. 233. 
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There is no escape but to move from the secret to the known. There 
should be an outcry and action on aU levels. We must approach heads 
of state and international organizations so that they will wake up to 
the question of basic human rights. We must activate the Jewish 
organizations in the world, but first of all the Go' ernment of Israel 
and the Jewish Agency to act. They should not keep sil ent, but should 
pave the way for the coming to Israel of our Jewish brethren from 
Ethiopia, brethren "ho are suffering both mentally and physically.68 

Meanwhile, on November 16, 1979, Yona Bogala, the preeminent leader 

of Ethiopian Jewry, captivated North American J ewr~. lie was able to directl y 

appeal the community th rough a series of quick and d ramatic c,·ent~. 

Through the assistance of the MEJ. Yona and his wife Tourou and daughter 

Judith were brought to Israel during the fall of 1979. While Christia n friends 

in Ethiopia acted as guarantors for Yona and his family to tra\ el to Israel "for 

a wedding" and "return within three months," Graen um Ber ger arranged fo r 

the AAEJ to pay fo r their air fares.69 Upon their arrival at Ben Gut ion 

Airport, a delegation 0f Ethiopians, surrounded b) journalists, photagraphers 

and television cameras cheered the travelers as they stepped off the plane. 

The reporters asked Yona numerous questions. The leader of the Beta Yisrael 

community described the murders and torture of thousands of people. The 

interview was flashed by news services around the world, and it reached the 

Mengistu government. A friend in Addis Ababa called and warned Yona 

"never come back ... your life is in danger." 70 He immediately inquired about 

the guarantors. They had already disappeared and were feared deact.71 

A few weeks after his arrival in Israel, Yona along with one of his sons, 

Rachamim Elazar, and community leader, activist and rescuer Baruch Tegegne, 

68 "Chronology of Events in Ethiopian Jewish (falasha) History," pp. 8-9. 
69 Rescue, p. 133. 
70 Ibid, pp. 133-34. 
71 tbid 
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were brought to Montreal to address the Council of Jewish Federation's General 

Assembly. Through the efforts of the North American Jewish Students' 

Network and the AAEJ, the sessions included the issue of Ethiopian Jewry. 

Yona urged the twenty-five hundred delegates to rescue the remnant of 

Ethiopian Jewry so that they might final ly realize their dream of living in 

Israel. 72 He to ld the representatives of the Jewish fede ration groups that the 

Jewish Agency, ORT and some Israeli officials had obstructed the rescue of the 

Beta Yisrael. "Our final hour is near," the Ethiopian )l!v-.'ish cider to ld the 

overflow audience, "unti l when shall we cry?"7 3 

At the same time, Kol Yisrael Radio announced that Prime Minister 

Begin had said: "We shall appeal to the Ethiopian government to let the 

falashas go."74 Begin maintained that the thrust of his Et hio pian Jewish 

policy would be to influence the Mengistu government to le t the Beta Yisrael 

freely emigra te from Eth iopia w Israel. llowe er, other alterna tives were 

being examined, pnmaril) ruutes through the Sudan . These routes to the 

northwest resulted because of the efforts of Ethiopian Israelis informing 

govern ment offi cials as to existence of the routes as well as the actions of the 

AAEj . 

72 "Chronology of Events in Ethiopian Jewish (Falasba) History," p. 13. 
73 Redemption Song, p. 62; and The Lost Jews, p. 234. 

74 The Lost lews, p. 233. 
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AA~ ACTIVlTJES DURING T HE LATE 1970s AND 1980 

In all of 1979, only five Beta Yisraet75 managed to get to Israel d irectly, 

including Yona Bogala and his family. The official gates ' ere closed. Thirty-

two Ethiopian Jews, however , reached Israel via the Sudan. The Sudan route 

opened up in the wake of the insurgencies that were sweeping Ethiopia. 

Caught in the cross-fire of military and political disturbances, life in Ethiopia 

continued to deteriorate. The drought and famine th.it were afOicting wide 

areas of Africa also contributed to the mass exodus. Man) Beta Yisrael, along 

with Moslem and Christian relj.igees, journeyed from Ethiopia to the Sudan. As 

early as the mid-1970s,76 Ethiopian Jews began crossing regularly into the 

Sudan, and within three years. there were hundreds of them swelling the 

growing numbers of refugees from war-torn Ethiopia. 77 In faet, Graen um 

Berger testifies that he recei\'ed confirmation of dozens of Beta Yisrael in the 

Sudan in 197 8 through an Israeli ronsulate member in the U.S. and letters 

from Ethiopian Jewc; living in the refugee camps in the Sudan.? 8 Berger states 

that on three occasions he passed the news on to Jewish Agency and Israeli 

governmental officials that Ethiopian Jews were escaping to the Sudan, but 

langu ished in th e refugee camp s. These authorities are said not to have 

replied to any contact from Berger.79 Henry Rosenberg also received letters 

from Ethiopian Jews in the Sudan. He traveled with Ted Norman, the Everetts 

and other AAEJ members to meet with Jewish Agency officials. Rosenberg 

75 Ooeration Moses. p. 41. 
76 For example, Bera Yisrael leader Baruch Tegegne escaped Ethiopia in 1975 via the 
Sudan. 
77 Operation Moses. p. 42. 
78 Graenum, pp. 636-37. 
79 Ibid 
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group stating, "we are doing all that "''e can. 11 80 
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While Jewish Agency officials continued to inform diaspora leaders that 

the mo"ement of Ethiopian Jews to Israel via the Sudan ' as impossible, the 

AAEJ undertook its own rescue operation.Bl "The MEJ had made a decision to 

do something about getting those Ethiopian Jews who were now refugees in 

Sudan out of that miserable country ... [S]ince no one rnuld be st irred to rescue 

them from Ethiopia directly, other options had tL) be e>..pl()rcJ.11 82 Baruch 

Tegegne and American Wi lliam Halpern found their way imo the Sud an 

under-cover . Halpern, a Jew, first met Berger in 1976 when researching the 

files of the AAEJ founder for his PH.D. from Berkeley. Halpern's interest in 

the Beta Yisrael spann~d a number of years, and he was the fi rst to convince 

Berger that Elhiopian Jews might be rescued via the Sudan if they ficst became 

refugees in that country. "He initiated the rescue of thirty-two Ethiopian 

Jews, proving first of all that they were there, and demonstrating that they 

could be taken out and e entually land in lsraeJ ."83 Tragically. after the 

rescue operation. Halpern was killed in Kenya in a motor accident. His last act 

there was to arrange for an Ethiopian Jewish woman to leave the country for 

Israel. 

Halpern and Tegegne rounded up a few Ethiopian Jews at a time from 

Eastern Sudan and placed and fed them in a safe house in the Sudanese capital 

Khartoum. Berger received the information and names. passing them on to 

the Jewish Agency via HlAS in New York, "which volunteered to serve as an 

intermediary, although it would take no direct responsibilit_ fo r their 

80 From an interview with Henry Rosenberg, June 18, 1992, New York Cicy. 
81 "Chronology of Events in Ethiopian Jewish (FaJasha) History," p. 8. 
82 Graenum. p. 650 
83 Ibid, p. 613-14. 
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rescue.11 84 Although the AAEJ proposed indirect a irplane routes from the 

Sudan to Europe, and then from Europe to Jsrae1,8S weeks passed and nothing 

happened. Berger related how the Ethiopian je\' S finally a rrived in Israe l 

from the AAEJ safe house in Khartoum: 

On May 15, 1979, A.ryeh Dulzin, head of the World Zionist Organization 
and Jewish Agency, came to New York and wanted to meet me. I 
agreed to see him, providing I could be accompanied by other 
members of the MET board, and took along Henry Everett, Dr. 
Theodore Norman, and Henry Rosenberg, all persona l and generous 
supporters of Israel. Dulzin , with his customar) arrogance, asked us 
why we were so concerned about eight (later he changed it to eleven, 
indicating that he was not properly briefed } Ethiopian Jews in Sudan. 
wh en there were many more important proble ms in Jewish life. I 
temly reminded him that I would be concerned if there was only one 

Jew involved, but there were not the numbers he cited, but thirty-two, 
and they had been waiting for months under our care to be taken to 
Israel. The exchanges became somewhat heated . To placate us, he 
even offered to reimburse the AAEJ fo r our expenses if there were 
more than the eleven. l finally had to threaten him: 'If you don't take 
them out within thirty days, we will tell the story of your inhuman 
indiff crence to these black Jews lO the New York Tjmes ... In June, 
within the thirty-day limit , sixteen were taken out of Sudan by Israel , 
but the price the AAEJ had to pay was to abandon our operation in that 
country. If I had been in Israel when AA EJ representatives agreed to 
that condition. I would have strenuously objected. Israel flew out the 
other sixteen in July. It then claimed that there were no other 
r::thiopian Jews in Sudan.86 

While the AAEJ agreed in the Summer of 1979 not to operate directly in 

the Sudan , it did not promise to cease alJ activities that would save the Beta 

Yisrael. When no more were taken out by early 1980, AA EJ president Professor 

Howard Lenhoff and vice president Nathan Shapiro initiated another rescue 

84 Ibid, p. 651. 
85 No direct commercial nights to Israel \\"ere possible since no diplomatic relations 
between the Sudan and Israel existed. 
86 Graenum, pp. 651-52. While in Israel in July and August of 1979, Berger was able to 
find out from the Ethiopians who nad just arrived that at least ninety Ethiopian Jews 
remained in the Sudan, some of whom who had been in that countty since the revolution in 
Ethiopia of 197 4. 



146 

operatio n. Before discussing the rescue o peration, a brief sketch o f Lenhoff 

and Shapiro will aid the analysis. 

In the Fall uf 1978, leadership o f the AAEJ passed to Lenhoff o f Costa 

Mesa, California, a professor of biology and related sciences at the University 

of California at Irvine. The AAEJ' s first presid ent , Graenum Berger, reflec ted 

o n the change in leadership and the effectiveness of Lenhoff: 

As one who believed in rotatio n o f Jead~rship, I was happy to tum 
over the reins of o ffice ... He wrote well, had a superb public relatio ns 
sense, saw the need for broadening the base of support and making it 
a real national organization ... In the four years that he occupied the 
post, the organizatio n advanced tremendously in the number of 
donors and in its budget. Chapters sprang up, and knowledge of both 
the Ethiopian Jews and the organization spread ... Howard supplied 
something which I either lacked or did no t comprehend. I thought of 
the Ethiopian Jewish problem as one that could easily be resolved by 
Israel and the existing world Jewish communities. All it required , as I 
saw it, was getting the subject on the agendas o f those bodies, 
particularly in the minds of the to p leadershi p. That is where I 
concentrated my energies. Howard saw the need for ha ing this kind 
of pressure exerted not by a few upo n a few, but as a massive assault 
fro m the grass roots o n the indifferent and resistant leaders and their 
organ izations. He had learned something of what large groups could 
do thro ugh his associacion with the Soviet Jewry mo ement. He 
tho ught it could be applied to the Ethiopian Jewish issue as well. He 
was correct. 8 7 

Lenhoff reflects that the early years when he headed the AAEJ were 

crucial. "It pushed the rest to happen."88 The first numbers of Ethiopian Jews 

which the AAEJ unilaterally brought to Israel or pushed the Jewish State to 

bring to Israel established a base of Beta Yisrael who work(ed) as social 

workers and prepared the absorption centers for the massive influx which 

came later. "We (the AAIJ) did the basic research, but did not get the credit,"89 

87 Graenum, pp. 631-32. 

88 From an interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
89 fbld 
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Lenhoff laments. "Like the researchers who disco' ered the po lio virus, they 

did the basic research , but did no t get the credit. Jonas Salk who came up \\'ith 

the vacc ine got the credit, just like the rescuers of the large numbers of 

Ethiopian Jcws."90 

During Lenhoffs presidency, the AA~ remained cri tical of Israel and 

confrontational with majo r Jewish organizations.91 Lenhoff himself views 

the Jewish communi~ of America cri tically: 

The American Jewish community sees tl1emselves as American first 
and Jewish second. The American Jewish community feels if you 
criticize Israel, it is tantamount to cal ling Israel racist. And they feel 
if Israel is portrayed as being racist, then the goyim will see all je .. vs 
as racist. And if Jews are seen as being racist, it would make 
themselves vulnerable and Life unbearable for American Jews. There 
is a Galut mentality by American Jewry. They do not want to be seen 
in a bad light, because they are afraid that it will cause them hann. 
During Lebanon, the American Jewish organizations criticized Israel, 
si nce Jews were doing wrong in the public eye; and the American 
Jewish community wanted to show the world that Israel had nothing to 
do with them. Criticizing Israel was a distancing and a means to 
diffusing potential trouble back home. American Jews were afraid of 
reprisals in their own back yard. A true gheno mentality. The AAEJ 
was seen as a pariah organization by the U.S. Jewish community since 
we attacked Israel. But we were critical of Israel because we loved and 
cared about Israel and wanted the aliyah of Ethio pian Jewry to Israel. 
Our goal in criticizing Tsrael was to push Israel and make it a priority 
of Israel, not to degrade or hurt Israel. The ro le o f the AAEJ was to 
keep Ethjopian Jewry on the top burner since Israel has so many 
problems to deal with.92 

In 1978, Nathan Shapiro, a businessman fro m Highland Park, Illinois, 

became involved with AAEJ. He served as Vice President, and then President 

from 1982 to present. "As his influence grew from year to year, the results 

90 Ibid 
91 A detailed account of the conflict between the AAEJ and major Jewish organizations 
will follow in the n~"t chapter. 
92 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
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were phenome nal in pressure, fund-raising and resc11e."')3 Along with 

Lenhoff. he initiated the rescue operation of Ethiopian .Je' s from the Sudan 

via Frankfurt to Israel. Thousands of Ethiopian refugees neeing the political 

instability and famine were recejving asylum in West Germany; alt hough 

some were brought to the country by businesspeople to ser\'e as cheap labor. 94 

Before the Summer of I 980 when West Germany tightened its immigration 

policies due to the large inOux of foreign ers, the AAEJ utilized the nuid 

movement between the Hom of Africa and Cent ra l l uropc as an esc:ipe route H'l 

Israel. 

The Israeli Embassy refused to grant the fir t sh Ethiopian Jews 

brought to West Germany visas to continue their tr.ivel to the Jewish 

Homeland. Another pair were flown from the Sudan to f-rankfurt , arranged by 

the AAEJ. One was flown to Israel, the other, for une,-plained reasons, was 

returned to Khartoum by Israeli officials' here he committed suicide.95 

Undaunled by these recent mishaps, Berger, Lenhoff and Shapiro 

arranged tickets for fourteen more Eth iopian Jews to leave the Sudan for 

Germany. Fearing that "efforts might be made to prcvenl their departure and 

arrival on any direc t flight from Khartoum to Frankfurt,"96 Berger arranged 

for transportation via Zurich, where the refugees changed pla nes for 

Frankfurt. "This time our agents were told to advise the Israeli s that if the 

refugees were not put on the ne>.'t plane to Israel, we would tell the unsavory 

story from the very beginning to the International Herald-Tribune , so that 

93 Graen um. p. 633. More on Nathan Shapiro will be discussed in subsequent chapters. 
94 "Chronology of Events in Ethiopian Jewish (faJasha) History," p. 10. 
95 Rescue, p. 143. See also Graenum. p. 653-54. 

96 Graeoum. p. 653. 
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the entire world wo uld know h ow Jews treated fellow Jews in jeopard)'. The 

Israelis sped them off to lsrael.11 97 

We I the AAE.l) \ ere then persuaded for a second time to agree that we 
would cease our operation in Europe. We a sen ted on the condition 
that Israel would start a major and continuous rescue operation o ut of 
Sudan, where we believed there were ever-growing numbers o f 
Ethiopian Jewish refugees. I [Berger] questio ned o ur withdrawal until 
refugees actually began to arrive in Israel. Our rescue demonstrations 
and our threats o f e>..-posure had their effect, and 6 79 were taken out of 
Sudan in 1980 [by Israel]. It was still a foo t-dragging exodus We 
never were able to relax our pressing tacti cs. Yet we were heartened 
that the Ethiopian Jews , at great peril , had at last found a way of 
eventually reaching lsract.98 

The AAEJ proved that rescue from the Sudan was pos ible. During the 

Summer of 1979 and again in earl) 1980, the MEJ rescued Ethiopian Jews, 

much 10 the dismay of Israel. As a result, in February of 1980, the Israeli 

go\'ernment took decisive actio n to facilitate the rescue of the Beta Yisrael in 

the Sudan b)' placing its intelligence agency, the Mosad, in charge of 

operations . 

97 Graenum. p. 654. See also Rescue, p. 143. All total, the AAEJ brought twenty-two Jews 
from the Sudan to Germany. Six settled in Germany, one comrnined suicide and fifteen 
we.re brought to Israel. 
98 Graeoum. p. 654. 
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ISRAEU R~CUE EFFORTS DURING THE EARLY J 980s 

All aJong, the AAEJ realized that in no way could they rescue to Israel 

the Beta Yisrael community. Yet, their efforts \\ere no t only designed as a 

humanitarian effort, but also a prod and example to the Jewish State. The AAEJ 

strategy was designed to force Israel to take action immediately. Moree er, if 

"amateurs" were able to save Jewish lives. why could not Israel, with her 

plethora of secret ag'=nts and ex'tensive experience in rescue missions, 

evacuate the community en masse? An escape route via safe houses in 

Khartoum was already mapped out. 

Answerable in turn to Prime Ministers Begin, Shamir and Peres, the 

Mosad was en trusted by the Israeli government with rescuing the Ethiopian 

Jews. During late 1979 and early 1980, howe\'er, a diplomatic initiative 

preceded the Mosad operation. Both American diplomats and Begin asked 

Egyptian president Anwar Sadat99 to talk with Sudanese president Numeiri 

about the Beta Yisrael. "Sadat was successful in his approach and for some 

time Numeiri and the upper echelons of his secret service, the AmnulDawla, 

who v.1ere also involved, were prepared to tum a blind eye to discreet and 

relatively small-scale operations to remove the Fa I as has" 100 from refugee 

camps in the Sudan. Numeiri had been the only Arab leader to back Sada t and 

the Camp David peace process. Nevertheless, while allowing the exodus of the 

Ethiopian Jews to occur, at the same time, "he feared the inevitable 

repercussions in the Arab world if the story became known." 101 

99 The Camp David Accords and the finalization of peace between Israel and Egypt Look 
place in 1979. 
100 Operation Moses, p. 43. 
101 Redemption Song, p. 68. 
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Throughout the first half of the 1980s, conditions for Numeiri and his 

regime worsened. In 1982, he instituted Islamic Law, the Sharia, to placate the 

Moslem fundam entalists. Still, he was significantly challenged by this 

fundamentalist religious element, in particular, the Moslem Brotherhood. His 

drought-ravaged countr} 's economy was sinking faster than the Nile R1ver, 

whose waters were at the lowest ebb in living memor). The festering war 

against Animist and Christian tribes in the South of the Sudan drained 

whatever resources remained. Libya and Ethiopi.l \\ere interfering in the 

Sudan's internal affairs. Saudi Arabian banker c: were exploiting the countr) 

instead of e>."tend ing aid. And hundreds of thousands of refugees from Ethiopia 

and Chad were nowing across the Sudan's border . In other words, Numeiri 

had man) other problems to worry about besides Ethiopian Jews living in 

Sudanese refugee camps. 102 

The Mosad coordinated the activities within the Sudan. Using its own 

expertise and agents, as well as cooperat1 e activities with the United Nations 

High Commissio n fo r Refugees (UNHCR), the Mosad managed to evacua te over 

six hundred Beta Yisrael to Israel in 1980. Most of these Ethiopian Jews were 

taken from the Sudanese refugee camps, namely Gedaref, to Nairobi, Kenya. on 

specially chartered planes. from Kenya, they were fl own directly to Israel. I 03 

However, there were a number of drawbacks to the Kenyan route. By nature, 

lt was a clumsy operation: ''Sudan, approximately the same size as India, is the 

biggest country in Africa. Nairobi is thousands of miles south of the Falasha 

homelands. The problems of transpon and concealment were immense. 0 104 

102 Redemption Song, p. 69. 
103 For a more detailed account of these rescue operations, see Redemption Song, 
pp. 64-94; and Operation Moses. pp. 43-46. 
104 Operation Moses, p. 46. 
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Thus, the Mosad began to favor altemati\le routes to rescue the Beta Yisrael 

from the Sudan. And the Jews of Ethiopia kept coming to the rerugee camps. 

Famine and persecution were not the only reasons that Beta Yisrael 

journeyed to the Sudan. Flight to this East African nation increased because 

the centuries long Zionist dream was finally being rutfilled. News that 

hundreds of Ethiopian Jews had managed to reach Israel filte red back to 

Ethiopia. Occasional visitors to the Beta Yisrael \'illages in the Northwest of 

Ethiopia, including Ethiopian Israelis and Americans, helped w .tccelcratc the 

movement. 

The decision to journey to the Sudan b) no means was an easy one. 

Family, fri ends, cultural attachments and one's birthland were aJ I left behind. 

Moreo\'er, in their grueling trek from the Abyssinian Mountains to the desert 

of Sudan, the Ethiopian Jews raced many hardships. The journe) took weeks 

and was marked by attacks by wild animals, rugged terrain. a shortage of food 

and water . shiftas, cruel border guards, and exploitative guides. llundred s died 

en route to the Sudan, and thousands perished in the squalor of the refugee 

camps.105 Yet , tho usands somehow managed to survive. 

As the Beta Yisrael, along with Moslem and Christian refogees, 

rnntinued to stream into the Sudan, the refugee camps turned into virtual "hut 

cities" with numbers ranging into the tens of thousands. I 06 A few thousand 

Jews languished in the camps by the Spring of 1980, awaiting their rescue to 

the Promised Uind. The Mosad built a network of people who arranged for 

105 The exact numbers will never be known. But il is said that at least fifteen hundred 
d ied en route to the Sudan and at least three thousand five hundred died between the late 
1970s and 1984 in the refugee camps. 
106 Virtually no country would take in these beleaguered people. Under stringent quota 
systems, councrie.s like the United States allowed no more than three thousand Africans 
into its borders each year; and Canada, which demands professional requirements as well, 
even fewer. 
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internal travel permits from the lnterior Ministry and the police, and 

documents from the Red Cross and Sudanese refugee official . These 

documents were easily altered - photograph switched to include whole 

families. and names added abo e the proper stamps. I 07 Small groups of Beta 

Yisrael, between fifteen and forty people, were taken out of the ramps every 

week or so by bus, truck or Land-Rover. Some groups woul<.l spend time in the 

East Sudanese town Gedaref, the hub of the refugee area, before traveling on 

to Khartoum. In the capital city of the Sudan, the Ethiopian Jews would stay in 

a safe house for up to a month until they could be nown <' Ut to some European 

desti nation. Athens was the preferred European de tination. since it was the 

closest European city to Israel. It was imperative to mo\"e the Beta Yisrael as 

quickly as possible for security reasons and to enable them to get needed 

medical treatment as soon as possible. These Jewish refugees were nown, in 

groups of fifteen or thirt) and never exceeding b...1.y, from Khartoum to 

Athens on Olympic Airways, and then from Athens to Israel by Olympic 

Airways or 8 Al. In all, between 1980 and Begin's resignation in 1983, some 

three thousand Ethiopian Jews were brought to Israel. I 08 

Many problems hampered these Mosad led rescue operations. The safe 

houses in Khartoum were constantly discovered by prying neighbors and 

unknowing government officials. New housing, in homes, hotels and 

apartments was constantly needed. Lack of money created difficulties. At 

times, a shortage of money for bribing officials, hiring vehicles and drivers, 

and purchasing safe houses and supplies delayed activities. Also, the monies 

dispersed in the camps to the Jewish refugees by the Mosad agents led to 

problems. Jewish individuals and families argued o er the money, and the 

107 Redemption Song, p. 74. 
108 Ibid , p. 69, pp. 72-78. 
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appearance of the mone) stirred the suspicions of non-Jewish refugees and 

Sudanese personnel in and around the camps. r:urthermore, it took many 

months to work out a successful transpon system. A se\'ere fuel shortage 

plagued the Sudan, and gas had to be bought on the black market at 

astronomical prices. But the most diffi cult task was creating a list of who 

would go when. The three thousand Jews in the camps and in the town of 

Gedaref had organized themsel es and appointed steering committees of five 

persons who dispensed monies and generated lists ol the Hcta Yisracl 

rommunity in the Sudan. f:ach Ethiopian Jew in the camps and Gedarcf wanted 

to be taken first, creating a constant conflict bet\.,·ecn the steering committees 

and the ref ugees.109 I lowcver, this difficult task was executed with amazing 

success. Somehow, the majority of the community pulled together, realiz ing a 

wait was necessary. Tenaciously, they clung on to the belief that the) would 

reach Israel , if no t ne:i.t week, then nell.1 month. 

But each passing week brought suffering and death to the Et hiopian 

Jews. Persecution fr0m other refugees, starvation and dehydration continued 

to take its toll on the Beta Yisrael. The Khartoum route could never exceed 

more than sixty people a week without endangering the whole operation. The 

exodus was not fast enough. Thus, two new routes were forged to faci litate the 

rescue. 

During 1981 a nd early 1982, a sea route was opened. Beta Yisrael were 

gathered to the refugee camp of Tawawa, not far from Gedaref, and then 

trucked four hundred miles to the Red Sea town of Port Sudan.110 ln the 

months it took to prepare this route, the Mosad and frogmen from the Israeli 

Navy charted the entire harbor area of Port Sudan so that there would be no 

109 Ibid, pp. 75-76. 
110 Secret Exodus, p. 72. 
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accidents around the dangerous reefs. [·very sector of the Israel Defense 

Forces was involved. and , as one participant put it. "li lt was the cream of the 

crop - the elite commando units, communications men, pilots, frogmen.''11 l 

The refugees were brought out on a to tal of nineteen Israeli naval \'essels, 

including missile boats, landing craft, speedboats and even submarines.1 1 2 

furthermore, while these rescues were conducted without the cooperation of 

Sudanese officials or the secret police, man) Sudanese were well paid for their 

silence during the operations. All in all, a number or groups of Beta Yisrael 

reached Eilat ia Pon Sudan, totalling in the hundreds, 113 the largest of which 

numbered three hundred and fifty. I H 

In early March, 1982, the Red Sea route came to an abrupt and bloody 

end. Three truc ks had brought more than two hundred Beta Yisrael to Port 

Sudan. 8even boats w<tited offshore to collect the passengers. Two Mosad 

agents and an Ethiopian Israeli were unloading the refugees ' hen a group of 

Sudanese soldiers suddenly appeared. The Sudane~e opened fire , as the 

Ethiopian Jews raced for the boats. The Israelis returned the fire. but several 

Beta Yisrael "ere captured, one was wounded, and the Red Sea operations had 

to be permanently terminated as a resuJt.115 

The second alternative route besides p assage through Khartoum was 

implemented in March of 1982. Shonly after the closing of the sea route, in 

the early evening of March 16, an unmarked Israel Defense Forces C-130 

He rcules transport plane landed in the Sudanese desert between two refugee 

l l l Redemption Song, p. 83. 

112 Secret Exodus. p. 72 and Redemption Song, p. 83. 
113 Ope.ration Moses. p. 5 1. 

114 Secret Exodus, p. 72 and Redemption Song, pp. 83-84. 
115 Secret Exodus. p. 72. 
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camps which housed most of the Beta Yisracl, 1 uwawa and llmm Reh.uba.11 u 

The plane was suproscd to rescue about one huntlred Ethiopian Je\\'S, but r losc 

to a thousand showed up. "The 'list makers' in the camps had gone about thei r 

business too far in advance of the night. E"eryone knew about it, and no one 

wanted to be left behind." 1 1 7 The pilot , 'iewing the panic, decided to take o ff 

when the plane was o nly half full. In the ensu ing ronf usion, an overcrowded 

truck ~arrying disappointed refugees bac h. to the camp o , ·erturned, injuring 

many of the passengers. I I 8 

In addition to the Mosad's problem of reorganizing the ref ugccs to 

prevent a recurrence of such pandemonium. 1t was also clear that the desert 

landings might easilr be disco, ·ered h) the Sudanese army. Thus, it was 

decided to use the ro ute sparingly, even tho ugh the rate of the exodus from 

Ethiopia to the Sudan continued to mushroom.119 Over the ne'\"t two years. Si>: 

Hercules operations took place involving nine planes. On o ne occasio n , three 

planes too~ pan in the action, on another, \\\'O planes. All nine plane · carried 

medical team as well as commando units of eighteen men, who fanned o ut in 

squads o f three to protect the refugees and their rescuers. In the half dozen 

operations, the Israelis ne er had to o pen fire. 120 All together. about thirteen 

hundred Beta Yisrael were plucked fro m the Sudanese desert and airlifted to 

lsraet.121 

In March of 1984, nomadic Sudanese camel herders camping in a dry 

riverbed near the desert airstrip saw two o f the planes take off and reported 

116 Ibid. pp. 76-77. 
117 Redemption Song. pp. 84-85. 
118 Ibid , p. 85. 
119 Ibid 
120 Ibid 

121 Secret E.xodus. p. 77. 
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the incident to the authorities. "Rumors "non swept diplomatic and 

intelligence c-irdes in Khartoum. Ever~ one knew it had c;omcthing to do \\Ith 

the Ethiopian Jews. Rut no one got the story e\:a\ll) straight." 122 

As the number of Beta Yisrael refugees continued to swell, the Mosad 

planned to bring four Hercules plane · twice a week. But as a result of the 

March, 1984 sighting, these scaled up operations were deemed to be too risky. 

Sudanese radar in Gedaref and Port Sudan were not the major problem, since 

"the soldiers v,rho operated the radar were asleep nl tlSt of the time, according to 

Mosad agents,11 12.3 But the nomads prescntcJ a major th rc:at. If the planes 

were discm·crcd again, the)' perhaps would bring the secret police and the 

army. Hundreds of Et hiopian Jews could be killed or the pipeline cut off 

entirely. On f\1ay 4, 1 98-t, what turned out to be the la t of the flights went 

unnoticed b> the nomads, the Sudan ese secret police and the diplomats alike. 

But it \\ ac; a d ose call ne\ erthcles.s: 

Mosad agents dro\'e the trucks to the site and the refugees climbed 
down. As soon as the refugees saw the plane land, though, they 
panicked as before and ran in all directions. It took hours to round 
the Falashas up, and the o rganizers of the operation could find no 
trace of one elderly woman. They left without her. Sudanese soldiers 
found her a day later wandering around in the middle of nowhere. 
They wanted to know how she had gotten there. She said she didn't 
know. They assumed she was suffering from s1m stroke and drove her 
to a clinic in Gedaref. Fortunately, the Sudanese did no t question her 
further. But the risks remained. Later several Falasha refugees were 
arrested outside Tuwawa. No one could be sure that they wouldn't talk 
under torture. The Khartoum rumor mill was buzzing. It was too 
dangerous to continue the flights. When they were canceled for 
security reasons, the stage was set fo r the Mosad to turn to the 
Americans.124 

122 Redemption Song, p. 86. 

123 Ibid, p. 86-87. 
124 Ibid , p. 87. The U.S. involvement in Operations Moses and Joshua will be detailed in 
chapte r six.. 
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By lhe end of 1982. twenty-five hundred Beta Yisracl lived in Israel , 

rescued h) land, air and sea routes. In 1983 and early 1984, eighteen hundred 

"Falasha" refugees were brought from the Sudan to Is rael ia re fuge in 

Khartoum, European airline flights to the north , :i_nd final safe passage to 

Israel. The desert llercules o perations betv.·cen 1982 and I 98-t brought an 

additional thirteen hundred Ethiopian Jews to Israel. /\II told , by the end o f 

Spring l 98-t, the land, sea and air mfasions rescued si:-i thousand Beta Yisrael w 

the Jewish Home la nct.125 In f.att, Israel i agents ha d spirited almost .all the 

Et hiopian Jews out o f the Sudanese camps. They had experted more to fo llow 

from Ethiopia to the Sudan a f cv. at a time. Instead , b) the Summer of 198-t, 

there we re more than ten thousand Beta Yisrael in the refugee camps. 1 26 The 

conditions in the camps were horrific, but particularly so in Umm Rekuba 

where most of the Ethiopian Jews livect.12 7 The Red Sea route was closed. The 

I lercules d esert operat ions had to be abandoned. The rate o f passage thro ugh 

Khartoum to Israel via Europe was much too low. omething e lse drastic 

needed to be done. This rescue was known as Operatio n Moses and Joshua. 

These dramatic events will be documented aft er renccting o n the activities o f 

the Beta Yisrael suppo n groups in Nonh America as "'-'ell as the efforts of the 

major Jewish organizations in the United States during the late l 970s and early 

1980s. 

12 5 Operation Moses, pp. 6 1-63. 
126 $ecret: Exodus. p. 87. 

127 Operation Moses. p. 63. 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
THE PROUrERATION OF ETHIOPIAN JEWlSH SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS 

IN NOR111 AMERICA DURING HIE FIRSr HAU Of THE 1980s 

Although the Mosad secretly rescued six thousand Ethiopian Jews to 

Israel during the fir t four years of the decade of the 1980s, a \'e il o f secrecy 

and censorship shrouded the operations. Jews th roughout the world, 

including those in the Jewish llomeland, "-new little about the gradual aliyah 

of the Beta Yisrael. While some "Westerners" spottl!u "grnurs of blacks" 

traveling to Europe and Israel on \ommercial Oights, and many Beta Yisracl 

appeared literally overnight in absorption centers. the incremental nature 

and relath·ely small numbers involved in the aliyah limited curiosity. 

However, persistence -- a nd also vocal recriminations against Israel and 

American j e\\liSh leaders -- continued to charac terize the stance o r th !.! 

American AsSO(' iation fo r Ethiopian Jews (AACJ). ''ll nhampere<l by censorship, 

the AAl.:J bough t ads in the New York Times, a nd [also in I the Anglo-Jewish 

pres as1dng for contributions and continuing to dee r) Israe l and the 

American Jewish establishment for do ing nothing tn re cue the Jews." l 

1 Ruth Gruber, Rescue: The Exodus of the Ethiopian lews ( New Yor~ Atheneum, 1987), p. 
144. 
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ATfACKS ON ISRAEL 

Thus, as a direct result of Israel's \;ei l of sile nce, the je"' ish Stale was 

beset by charges that they were mishandling the "Falasha question." The 

complaints closest to home came from the Beta Yi rael community in Israel. 

The Elhiopian Israeli community was tired of being neglected. Moreover, the 

insensitive comments of some Israeli politicians embi ttered the rnmmunit}. 

For example. Israeli statesman Ezer Weizman stated in Derembe r, 1979: "Tell me 

the truth -- is this [the aliyah of Ethiopian je\'ry} the most important issue we 

have to fare now?" 2 as well as "I don't need to bo ther "ilh Falas has - Falasha 

Smalasha."3 Beginning in 1979. the Council fo r Ethiopian Jews, a group 

consisting primarily of the Ethiopian olim from the SC\ enties, protested the 

slow ra te of immigration . ..t "The immigrants held that the Israeli go, ·ernment 

was tailing on the issue, hiding behind a concern fo r secrecy."S In 

December , 1981, a few dozen Ethiopian Israelis went on a protesc march from 

Kibbutz Z.ova to the Knesset to stress their sense of identity with their 

brethren in the I lo rn of Afrka and to express their frustration with the 

Limited government efforts. They carried with them a petition consisting of 

thirty-eight thousand signatures.6 Practically all of the Ethiopian community 

had relatives in Ethiopia and the Sudan. One of the community leaders, 

2 Louis Rapoport, The Lost Jews: Last of the Ethiopian Falashas (New York: Stein and Day 
Publishers, 1980), p. 233. 
3 Ibid, p. 23 4; and a Chronology of Events in Ethiopian lewish (Falasha) Histon•, Canadian 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, p. 9. 
4 See chapter five, section on "1978 and beyond." 
5 Ephraim Isaac, Jewish Solidarity and the Ethiopian Jews (Beersheva, Israel: Ben Gurion 
University in the Negev, 1988), p. 25. 
6 Tudor Parfitt, Operation Moses: The Story of the Exodus of the Falasha lews from 
Ethiopia (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985), p. 54. 
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Yitzha.k Etgar, said: "I have an elementary right to see my parents and m) 

brothers."7 Yehuda Avner, then senior adviser to Prime Minister Mcnachcm 

Begin, replied: "For a long time the matter has been given high priority .. . br 

the authorities under the personal supervision of the Prime f\lin istcr 

himself:•8 Unconvinced, a few months later, s ix hundred [;1hiopian Israelis 

threatened to go on a hunger strike if no thing was done "to counter the 

indifference of the Israeli authorities to the genocide of their brothers, .. 9 in 

the words of Simcha Barh~ni, a communit) leader in Israel. 

But no thi ng the Israeli authorities indicated to the Eth iopian Israelis or 

the rest of world Jewry that any practicaJ steps had been taken or that an 

escape route had already been used. Israeli government leaders and Jewish 

Agency officials encountered a great deaJ of criticism. At the annual 

convention of American Jewish Federations in Detroi t in 1980, Begin wa~ 

heckled by a \·uciferous group of acth ists. Charged by the Ml,J wi th a 

"conspiraC) of indifference, racism and neglect," Begin kept silent, telling his 

aides that "once something is out, it will all get out. I \\ill nut utter a word that 

could end this rescue operation." I 0 

The AAEJ continued its incrimination and crit icism of Israel. At the 

same t ime, some such as Tudor Parfitt. Professor at the University of London's 

School of Oriental and African Studies, author of a number of works on the 

Beta Yisrael and reporter on Ethiopian Jews fo r the London based Minority 

Rights Group, claim that the AAEJ when attacking Israel presented an air of 

self-rightousness and used powerful and sensitive imagery: "By their constant 

7 Ibid 
8 Ibid 
9 Ibid , pp. 54-55. 
10 Louis Rapoport, Redemption Song: The Story of Goe.ration Moses (New York: H arcoun 
Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1986), p. 71. 
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and unwarranted use of slogans such as 'black holocaust' o r 'Ethiopian 

genncide,' they invoked and perhaps c, ·en exploited the Holocaust in a way 

that many Jews found offensive. 11 1 I l·or example, in February. 1980, Nathan 

Shapiro, then head of the Chicago chapter of the AAEJ, said: ''The Falashas are 

being slaughtered, tortured and sold into sla,·ery in Ethiopia, yet the Israeli 

government will not do anything to help bring the m to Israel. " 12 Jn J 982 at a 

meeting in New York, Graenum Berger charged that the Ethiopian Jews were 

fac ing "a major holocaust" and that Israel wa!> "playing dm,·n their plight."1.3 

Another MEJ speaker a t the meeting said that the Bct.t. Yisrael were "the 

group of Jews most threate ned today b~ potential genocide and most abandoned 

by the rest of the world." 1 4 

Throughout the early I 980s, leader of the AAEJ asserted that Jewish 

Agency immigra tion official Yehuda Dominilz, and the Foreign Ministry 's 

officia l in cha rge of Diaspora affai rs, Moshe Gilboa, had been "sabotagi ng" any 

significant mo\'ement of Ethiopian Jews to Israe1. IS At the same time, the AAEJ 

through its president Profe1;sor Howard Lenhoff, continued to publish 

advertisements and articles in the secular and Jewish press. depicting the 

plight of the Beta Yisrael a nd Israel's in transigence about alleviating their 

pl ight . 

Simultaneously, the AAEJ , and in particular Graenum Berger, in 

addition to actually publishing advertisements, used the threat of future 

negative ad ertisement campaigns against Israel to gain leverage. For 

example, as 1981 was winding to a close, Berger prepared an ad with the aid of 

11 Operation Moses, p. 56. 
12 Ibid 
13 Ibid 
14 Ibid 

15 Redemption Song, p. 88; and Operation Moses, pp. 56-57. 
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several expens in the ad\'enising field. The AAEj founder w:inted to prod 

l ~rael because the number of Beta Yisrael rescued in I 98 1 was lower than the 

preceding year, despite the information that there were no' thousands of 

Jewish refugees in the Sudan: 

The AAiil threatened once agai n to place and run f ult-page ads in t he 
major newspapers across the land - the New York Times , the 
Washington Post. the Los Angeles Times, and Chicago Tribune -- with 
specific dates for publication listed on the ad itself. The shrieking 
bo ld headlines, surrounding a photo of a r hild with nies al l over his 
face, accused the leaders of l'5racl, American je~''r), am.I world Jew~ 
of failing to rescue Ethiopian Jews in large numbers a nd thus hcing 
accessories to their sufferin g and death. I u 

/\s a result of the proposed ad' ertisement, the Israeli Consulate called 

Berger and a few others o n January 27, I 982. Berger told the Israelis, "in 

order to keep us from printing more ad' ertisements, Israel would ha' e to 

resrue at least three hundred per month." 17 lie states that urh a demand was 

a compro mise o n his par.: "I felt that the) rnuld rescue mo re, but if they 

would take o ut that number, "'e would be partly satisfied. I ga,·e them o ne 

mo nth to s tart the o peration."18 Believing tha t his tactics worked, Berger 

stated that "It] he Israelis, when threatened, a lways came through." l 9 

/\ mo nth later, near the end of February of 1982, three hundred and 

thirty Ethiopian Jews were rescued to Ei lat , ·ia Pon Sudan. Berger s tates: "This 

was another indication that whenever it was forced , Israel performed 

magnificently ... We did not become euphoric, for we had a premonitio n of 

16 Graenum Berger, Graenum ( Hoboken , New Jersey: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1987), 
p. 700. 
17 Ibid, p . 704. 
18 Ibid 
19 Ibid 
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wha t to ex'Pect... As soon as their officials ~aw that we did not print the 

advertisements, the)' lapsed back to their pre' ious foot·dragging tactics." 20 

Berger's tactics may ha' e accelerated the rescue. However, the Israeli 

government can take credit for ha,·ing put in place the Pon Sudan to Eilat 

route.21 Privately, through the printed advenisements and threatened future 

publications, the AAEJ may have gained leverage. Publicly. the AAEJ effo ns 

damaged, in pan, and perhaps unfairly, Israel's image. 

Israel 's ambassador to the United States during the earl: 1980s, Mei r 

Rosenne, was besieged with questions and charges: "'Are these ads true? Why 

is Israel not saving the Jews of Ethiopia?' The ambassador .lnd his aides were 

close·mo uthed. Silence was the imperath e."22 In Jerusalem, Prime Minister 

Begin told his inte rministerial committee. "I'm ready to have everybody accuse 

me of doi ng nothing if. by saying one thing that might glorify me, I might 

harm a single F.lhiopian Jew."23 Al the same time, Moshe Gilboa was bitter: 

"While we're trying to save the Ethiopian Jews. we're being viciously attacked. 

There are t.,, o reasons why Ethiopian Jews are coming here now,"24 stated 

Gi lboa. "Hrst, they dared to remain Jews for all these centuries of suffering. 

And second, Israel opened its doors and its heart to them. The ingathering of 

the exiles is the raison d'etre of our existence. Whoever betrays that betrays 

the essence of the establishment of our state."25 

20 Ibid 

21 See chapter five, section on "Israeli Rescue Efforts During the Early 1980s." 
22 Rescue. p. 144. 
23 Ibid, p. 145. 
24 Ibid 
25 Ibid 
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"HENRY'S BOYS": 
HENRY ROSENBERG, SANDY LEEDER. AND Mf:J RESCUE EFFORTS 

DURING THE EARLY 1980s 

In 1974, Henry anti Mildred Rosenberg got invoh ed with Ethio pian 

Jewry. Meyer and Tereska Levin screened their 1969 documentary o n the Beta 

Yisrael at the Rosenberg's home in New York.26 After viewing the film, 

Mildred Rosenberg teased her husband, "here is a chance to work with both 

Blacks and Jews."27 In the past, Henry Ro.1;cnbcrg had , ·ulunteercd money and 

months o f his life to work with Nati w Americans, African Americans. and ex-

convicts. MEJ founde r Graenum Rcrger \\3S also at the sc reening at the 

Rosenberg's home, which Berger da.ims was one o f his many parlo r 

information and fund raising C\'Cnings.28 After talks with Berger and his 

own research on the subject, Rosenberg decided to journey to Ethiopicl for a six 

month , ·isit. 

Rosenberg tra\'c led to Ethiopia shortly after the Marxist Revolution o f 

September 1974. By a serie of "lucky events and happenings," Rosenberg 

made it to the home of the Beta Yisrael in Gondar and Tigrey Provinces. 

Interestingly, the ambassador of the United States went to see Henry 

Rosenberg before he journeyed to Tigrey Province. The revolution had cut off 

all conventional sources for gathering information. Rosenberg says: "1 found 

all o f them [the Beta Yisrael] wanted to go to Israel , none asked to go to the 

26 For more on Meyer and Tereska Levin and their documentary film on the Beta Yisrael, 
see chapter four, section on "The Origins of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews." 
27 Personal interview with Henry Rosenberg, attorney and real estate developer, former 
Director of Rescue Operations in East Africa for the American Association for Ethiopian 
Jews , June 16, 1992, New York City. 
28 For more on how Berger utilized the Levi ns' documentary to raise runds, see chapter 
four, section on "the Origins of the American Association for Eth iopian Jews.u 
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United States ... I felt the onl) solutio n was [for the Beta Yisrael I to leave.2<J 

Graen um \vas quite right, th.it aliyah was their on l) sol u1 ion: thal Israel had to 

receive them as with the o ther displaced peoples."30 

Over the next several years, Rosenberg spoke at synagogues a nd other 

groups of people who were interested in exotic Jewish communities. He 

recalls: "I met people who said, 'If you eyer do anything real , let me know.'113 1 

Then, in l 97 8, Rosenberg rerei\·ed letters from Ethio rian Jews who were in the 

Sudan. Rosenberg went with Rcrg<.:r, Ted Nonnan, the Evcrcn s and others to 

the Jewish Agency to tell them that some Ethiopian je\,·s '"ere in the Suda n. 

The officials said that "they were doing all that they could. ".n t-. lonths late r. 

Rosenberg received another letter from the Sudan. Ethio pian Jew and Beta 

Yisrael ac tivist and rescuer "Faraday" told Rosenberg that some twenty five 

hundred Jews had made their \vay to the Sudan. 

At this time in 1979, William Halpern. a young American Jew associated 

with the AAEJ, tragically lost his life on an Afr ican road during an a ttempt to 

help rescue some Ethiopian Jews.33 Berger continued to pressure the Israelis 

to rescue at least t\..,·o hundred and fift y Beta Yisrael a month from the Sudan. 

29 By 1974 and 1975, a candid debate had already erupted between Berger and David 
Kessler. Kess ler, chair of the British Falasha Welfare Association. did no t want to 
consider aliyah as the only solution for the. Beta Yisraet. He felt tha t relief programs In 
Ethiopia were of equal or greater importance. Berger, on the other hand, was convinced 
that the only solution to the plight of the Ethiopian Jews was immediate migration to 
Israel. For more details on the debate between Berger and Kessler, see chapter four, 
section on "the Origins of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews." 
30 Interview with Henry Rosenberg. 
31 Ibid. The intent behind lhe use of lhe word "real" is actual rescue a ttempts, not just 
educational programs or financial assistance. Many of these people joined Rosenberg 
years later to run rescue missions in che Sudan, Ethiopia, and Kenya. 
32 Interview with Henry Rosenberg. For more on AAEJ contacts with lhe Jewish Agency 
regarding Ethiopian Jews, see chapter five, sections on "1978 and Beyond," and "AAEJ 
Activities During the Late 1970s and 1980." 
33 Redemption Song. p. 71; Interview with Henry Rosenberg. For more on Halpern , see 
chapter five, section on "AAEJ activities during the late 1970s and 1980." 
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Moreover, the Red Terror was in full force in Ethiopia.34 f\s a result. 

Rosenberg was determined to get bad. to Ethiopia tn reestabli h h is con tacts 

from his stay five years earlier and to establish ne\' re cue routes to fo llow up 

o n the work o f William Halpern. 

Rosenberg traveled to Ethio pia a nJ the !lo rn of Africa during the Fall o f 

198 1. Rosenberg explored options in Djibo uti, a small country on the coast, 

bo rdering Ethio pia and So malia. Ile saw that rescue through the seaports was 

impossible. AJI indications po inted to the Sudan as the mn<.tt feas ible rescue 

ro ute , espec iall y since large numbers of the Beta Yi sracl had migrated from 

the highlands of the Simeon Mountain:; to the desert ref ugec camps. Ile 

surmised, that perhaps the Jews could get out through the south of the Sudan 

in the \'ici nity o f juba.35 

Upon his re turn to the Unit ed States, Rosenberg recruited people to go 

into the Sudan to h elp resrue the Beta Yisrael lO Israel. The new MEJ 

president, Nathan Shapiro, assured Rosenberg financial backing for his 

rescue o pera tio ns. Periodicall) throughout 1982 and 1983, Rosenberg returned 

to the Sudan to create mo re contacts and map o ut rescue ro utes. Rosenberg had 

twen ty- five men work with him in East Africa, most of who m ventured from 

the U.S. to be a pan of saving Jewish lives. These individua ls, dubbed "Henry's 

Boys," ran missions in which they brought small groups o f Beta Yisrael from 

the refugee camps to Khartoum, then souLh nine hundred miles to the border 

city of Juba, and eventually over the Kenyan border to Nairobi. Using 

landrovers to travel the route from Juba to Nairobi, the rescuers traversed 

through dangero us territory in Uganda. On a couple of occasions, members of 

Rosenberg's rescue teams go t arrested in Uganda, mistakenly taken as "white-

34 For more on the Red Terror, see chapters four and five. 
35 lote.rview with Henry Rosenberg. 
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skinned American CIA agents ." Large sums of ma ne) '''ere used lo obtain their 

freedom. On a nothc.r occasion, a landro\·er burned out twc1ny-fi\'e miles 

within Uganda. The group had to sell all of their belongings in order to repair 

their vehicle and reach the Kenyan capital. From Nai robi, the Ethiopian Jews 

were brought to Israel utilizing \·arious routes and methods of documentation. 

Al l together, Rosenberg spent nearly a year in the Sudan from the middle of 

1982 to the middle of 1983, coordinating, funding, and O\ er ecing the \'arious 

amateur American rescue leaders and their small groups of Beta Yi srac1.36 

Of particular note \\ere the actions of Stuart "Sand)" Leeder of Northern 

California. Rosenberg, renecting on the bravery of I.ceder, commented how 

"Sandy did everything. He got a truck. His job was to bring the people to the 

Nile Ri er [which runs through the Sudan and Uganda and its source, Lake 

Victoria, i on the Ugandan-Kenyan-Tanzanian border! . lie drove 'JOO miles to 

the South to Juba without !sufficient amounts of] petrol , and outran the 

checkpost." Leeder became interested in the Beta Yisracl after learning about 

the community while camping in the Sierra Ne ada Mountains of Cal ifornia. 

lie raised funds for the AAF.j, and upon hearing of the night of many 

Ethiopian Jews to the Sudanese refugee camps. he suggested to the AAEJ 

officials to ''break the m out."3 7 Leeder met with AAEJ officials in September of 

1982: "They [said] not to go on but to wait until they call. 11 38 In January of 

1983, Leeder flew to Boston and met with Rosenberg, who had returned to the 

U.S. to coordinate bringing rescue teams to Ethiopia. A decision was reached in 

which the Americans would go over to Africa in teams. Two of Leeder's rescue 

36 Ibid 

37 Sruart "Sandy" Lawrence Leeder, My Personal Operation Moses !March-April 1983}, an 
unpublished diary account and photographs from his rescue missions in East Africa, 
April, 1985, obtained from the author. 
38 Ibid 
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mates tra' eled to East Africa to smut out the territory. Leeder left on March 

31, 1983, the third day 0f PasSfl\ er. 

Leeder Oew to Nairobi, Kenya, via London. In the capital cit) of Kenya , 

he obtained a 'isa to the Sudan through a pay off, rereh ed undercover 

training, and met a dri\·er and pilo t fo r a later part of the rescue operation.3 9 

He flew to Khartoum via Juha on Sudan Air and met with a couple of "Henry's 

Boys" as well as a f cv.i of the Beta Yisrael contacts Jiving in the Sudanese 

capita l city. After buying passports from "street pun!-.<.;'' in Khartoum. Le~<ler 

scouted out the capital city as well as the surrounding c0untryside to "get a 

good lay of the land."40 He then rented a van, purchased c;omc gasoline and 

gas cans, obtained more tra,·el papers, and set plans to get Beta Yisrael out of 

the refugee camps. Two of Leeder's American '' teammates" were "uncovered" 

and left the Sudan under pursuit by security official . 

Leeder, along .,.,;th Reta Yisrael and Christian [;thiopian "operatives," set 

out fo r the refugee camps near Gedaref by van. After dropping off the 

"operatives" at the camp. Leeder returned to Gedaref to finalize preparations, 

buy blankets and malaria pills, and divide money into en\'elopes. After two 

days, he met the "operatives" and Beta Yisrael refugees at a prearranged 

rendezvous point, loaded the group in the van, and set out into the Sudanese 

desert. After four hours, they were stopped by a road block; they managed to 

pay off the soldiers and continued on their southbound journey. After 

another couple of hours, they got a flat tire, but managed to drive to a safe 

house where they lodged for the night. By sunrise, the tire was fixed and the 

an had to continue on becaust: the townspeople began asking questions about 

the group. The next two days were spent driving through the Sudanese desert, 

39 Ibid 
40 Ibid 
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fixing a broken distributor twice as well as another nat tire, obtaining gas 

through the black marJ,et , out-running the police, a nd bribing guards and 

soldiers at check points. ~ entually, the group reached a safe house in Juba. 

Leeder than sent a note to Nairobi via a small airplane pilot acquain tance 

whom he bumped into at the airport , notifying his colleagues that the group of 

Beta Y1srael had reached Juba. Leeder then left the , .an in Juba , returned to 

Khartoum to meet with Rosenberg, and finalized arrangements to bring the 

group the serond half of the ;nurne} frcim Juba tc Nairnbi. J-rom Nairobi the 

Ethiopian Jews were brought to Israel. "This II.ecdcr 's successful mission from 

the refugee camps to Jubal was the breakthrough I I.It h.id bee n \vaiting four 

months for."4 l rn all. Leeder helped rescue eighteen Be ta Yisrael, ranging 

from age two months to seventy-three years of age: eight children and ten 

adults, eight males and ten females, fh·e families and one individual:n The 

re cue missions of "Henry's Bo) s" had commenced. 

In June of 1983, the f\lo ad came to Rosenberg and a ked what it would 

take him to stop the amateur rescue missions in the Sudan. Rosenberg states 

that he ne\·er saw the Mosad as his enemy: "One Mosad person even gave the 

/\AEJ encouragement ,1143 he remarks. While the AAEJ managed to bring out 

over a hundred Beta Yisrael during 1983, three thousand Ethiopian Jews were 

left in the Sudanese camps. The Mosad official promised Rosenberg that by 

January of 1984, they would all be out. Rosenberg says that "[t]he Israelis kept 

their bargain, but we kept bringing people out Lfrom Ethiopia, no t the 

Sudan]."44 

41 Ibid 
42 Ibid, The People, chan profiling the people rescued. 

43 lntenriew with Henry Rosenberg. 
44 Ibid 
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After his dialogue wit h the Mosad, Ro enbcrg concentrat~d on rescuing 

Beta Yisrael fro m Ethiopia. The Israelis did not mind that "Hem) 's Boys" were 

in Ethio pia, so long as they did not operate in the Sudan ' he re the Mosad based 

its operatio ns. He worked on sa, ·ing the tortured Hebrew teachers -

"prisoners of Zion" - out o f Ethiopia. At the same time, Rosenberg 

encouraged the Beta Yisrael to journey to the Sudan. Once the camps were 

cleared by January of 1984, eight thousand more Beta Yisracl journeyed from 

Ethio pia to the Sudan. Between 1982 a nd l 984 , Rosf!nberg made eighteen trips 

between the United States and East Africa. He claims: "I Kept fo rcing the 

Israelis to organize ... Each one of us played a major role."-'S 

Louis Rapo port in Redemption Song remarks that m May o f 1983, the 

AAEJ, led by Henry Rosenberg and his rescue teams, saved o ne hundred and 

twenty Jews and brought them to lsraet.46 Rapoport , in his discussio n o f the 

rescue operatio ns, notes that Howard Lenhoff wrote that "Israel hardly 

rescued a nyone until we showed the way."-'7 An official o f an esrablishmenr 

Jewish organizatio n counters that in the six months fro m November 1982 to 

May 1983,48 the Israelis brought two thousand Ethiopian Jews to the country. 

The official concludes: "The AAEJ leaders simply misrepresented things and in 

fact caused operations to be postponed.'149 The Jewish o fficial continued to 

retort that the Mosad quietly brought out about six tho usand Ethio pian Jews in 

three years, while the AAEJ brought o ut around two hundred "perhaps at the 

expense of hundreds of others.'150 However , he acknowledged that the AAEJ 

45 Ibid 

46 Redemption Song, p. 93. 
47 Ibid 

48 "Henry's Boys," led by Sandy Leeder, brought out the first groups in April/May of 
1983. 
49 Redemption Song, p. 93. 
50 Ibid 
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rescue teams "had often performed courageous!) ."S l J'he leader of the AAEJ 

rescue operations denied that his anh·1tics had e\'er in ter fe red wi th the 

Israeli operations: "Any time we were in connict, we le ft the area. We made 

mistakes, but our people did a mar\'elous job get1ing peorle out , and 

volunteered to go back."52 

In fact, Rosenberg felt that the only thing that the Mosad understood 

was a concrete example of how re cue rnuld be undertaken. We needed to 

"prove that it could be done. They had told me that nobody could come through 

Juba."53 At the same time , he felt that the Mosad was doing every thing in 

their power to rescue the Beta Yisrael. Rosenberg notes his contrasting view 

of the Mosad with Graenum Rerger: 

I disagree with Graenum. r diJn't ever think that there was a 
conspiracy ... There was a great deaJ of indifference. And after-all, the 
Mosad is a handful of men, and they are like the knights of the Jewish 
world - they ha\'e ro defend e\'erything. How many me n d o you think 
they had involved? It was just a couple of men at most times .... r used 
my own money. I had a lo t of advantages .. . l rnuJd do anything I 
wanted because I didn 't have to answer to anybody. 

While parting ways with Berger on Israeli actions and sincerity, 

Rosenberg holds the highest regard for the AAEJ founder and his work: "I 

doubt that the Jews would have e er been rescued without Graenum. I think 

his stick-lo-it-ness, and his sense of urgency and his d ear-sight that doing 

sociaJ work in Ethiopia for them was not going to be the thing, was 100% on 

target. 11 54 However, Rosenberg is highly critical of the role that American 

Jewry played with regard to the endangered Jews of Abyssin ia: 

5 1 Ibid 
52 Ibid 

53 Interview with Henry Rosenberg. 
54 fbid 
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The American Jewish community -- 1 thought they were laughable. 
would never mention names , but I thought they were the most 
laughable group of people. l used to say, 'what do we need with the 
Israelis?' We are six million people Uews in the United States], we 
have all of the resources -- the Israelis had a myriad of problems. If 
th ey [Israel] had just stopped saying that they were the only o nes who 
could do this (rescue the Ethiopian Jews), we would mobili ze the 
American Jewish community to train people to do this [rescue the Beta 
Yisrael]. But the American Jewish community lives like on the edge of 
some terrible disaster. They know every once in a while a tornado 
blows through, but 'it won't happen in my lifetime' .. . Absolutely lthere 
was a concerted effort to keep the issue of Ethiopian Jewry off the 
American Jewish agendal .. The Israelis took all the respo nsibility 
away from them [the American Jewish community!. They [the 
American Jewish leadership] lo\'ed what the Israeli s said . It took all 
responsibility away from them ... They didn 't ha\·c to do anything.5 5 
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AN ANALYSIS OF AAEJ ACTIVITIE.S 

Al least until 1980, the onl) Americans working assiduously on behalf of 

the Ethiopian Jews were the AA[J acth ists. "The establishment Jews had to be 

goaded constantly; and for years, the AAEJ was all alo ne in it s concern for the 

Beta-lsrael."56 Yet, many view the efforts o f the AAEJ to be a mixed bag. For 

example, the late Louis Rapoport, editor of the lerusalem Post, a utho r of two 

books on the Beta Yisrael, and a leading a1.h:ocate fo r the Ethiopian 1.ummunit~ 

thn>ugh his "breaking" article and poignant editorial , gave the o rganizatio n 

a mixed review: 

Its leaders did a great deal of good in stirring interest in the welfare o f 
the Falashas and in pushing fo r action by the Israelis and by the 
American government. But there was also cause for censure o f their 
sometimes intemperate propaganda - such as their trumpeting of the 
fact that thousands of Ethiopian Jews ' ere in Sudan, which was 
technically in a state of war with Israel. Their own operatives had 
managed to ex1:ract a small number of Falashas out o f the !lorn of 
Africa, but Israeli offidals said that the amateurs sometimes impeded 
the big ongo ing rescue effort.11 5 7 

Rapoport does credit founder Gracnum Berger and the group's 

successive leaders Professor Howard Lenhoff and Nate Shapiro with devoting 

thei r personal fortunes and years of their lives to rallying support fo r the 

Beta Yisrael. Equallv as important, he notes that dozens of AAEJ supporters 

risked their lives in the Horn of Africa to rescue Ethiopian Jews. 

56 Redemption Song, p. 88 

57 Redemption Song. p. 88. 
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One U.S. State Department official told Louis Rapoport LhaL the AAEJ 

members were "talking too much" in the days leading up to Operation Moses,58 

and that they "suffered from overzealousness." But he admhs that "the airlift 

would not have happened without Lhem."59 According to the State Department 

official , the MEJ accomplished a great deal, but it did not gi\'e suffi ricnt cred it 

to the Israeli government. Additionally, he claims that ''it shrill polemics 

undermine the importance of the group's more affirmati\'C work."60 "They 

cried wolf too many times. When the wolf was reall) at the door and thousands. 

of Falashas were dying, their warnings simpl) did no t have much e ffect 

anymorc."U l 

The State Department official asserted that the most important 

contribution of the AAEJ came in the earl) 1980s: "The American group 

realized a new approach was needed, and Nale Shapiro led the way. They went 

after ) oung congressmen and iim·emmcnt aides like Tom Lantos, Steve Solarz, 

and Ted Weiss and soon developed a cadre of people on Capitol Ilill who were 

interestcd. 10 62 Other U.S. Congressmen who became im olvcd included 

Representath c Gar) Ackerma n of Ne\ .. York, Senator Rudy Boschwitz of 

Minnesota, Senator Charles Percy of Illinois, and Sena tor Alan Cra nston of 

Cali fomia.63 

The mobilizing of U.S. officials is what started the ball rolling. The 
American congressmen put the pressure on the State Department, and 

58 Operation Moses, which culminated in the rescue of some eight thousand Ethiopian 
Jews from the Sudan to Israel between November 1984 and January 1985, will be 
discussed in chapter seven. 
59 Redemption Song, p. 91. 
60 Ibid 
61 Ibid, pp. 91-92. 
62 Ibid, p. 92. 
63 The effora of these congressmen and the formation of the Congressional Caucus for 
Ethiopian Jewry will be discussed in chapter eight. 
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this in turn is what put the pressure o n the Israelis to meet the 
challenge. There was no high level approach by Israel to the State 
Department until August 198-t fhat was months after peo ple :\round 
here had been energized. 64 

However, a second State Dcpanment official, who was much mo re 

closely involved in initiating Operation Moses. had a different assessment of 

the AAEJ: 

The involvement of the U.S. government had absolutely nothing to do 
with the AAEJ's e ffo rts. The AAEJ may ha,·e done important work 
years ago in arousing public o pinion, but one of their fou l-u ps -- the 
Juba incident -- threatened the entire rescue effort. It's true that the~ 
saved some people, and that's just great. But they were blind to the 
harm they were d o ing to the big operation. The Sudan go\·emment 
was in great difficulty and was very sensitive. Their disrupti eness in 
Sudan was absol utely horrendous. But Shapiro at least listened to 
reaso n and contributed so mething to this who le effort.1165 

During the middle o f the 1 'J80s. an official of an est ablishment 

American Jewish o rgani zation who followed the activitie-.; o f the AAEj sta ted 

that despite the sometimes destrunh·e mo, ·e by ome of the gro up's memberc; 

and "an ino rdinate amount o f egotism and overacting," the AAEJ as a who le 

d eserves "a lot" of c redit.66 Ho\ e er, he did not believe that the MEJ 

innuenced the Israeli government to act: "The AAEJ claimed that o nly whe n 

its ads appeared in the U.S. press did Israel d o anything. This is patently 

untrue."67 

At the same time, other journalists and "neutral observers," such as 

Tudor Parfitt, have maintained that the AAEJ "did much more harm than 

64 Redemption Song, p. 92. 
65 Ibid 
66 [bid, pp. 92~93. 
67 Ibid, p. 93. 
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good."68 Parfitt underscores the hosti le atmosphere generated by the AAEJ 

and the nuisance of their independently mounted resrue missions.69 "They 

developed an obsessive and exclusive interest in the Falashas, which 

frequen tly took the form of an arking Israel and which was more often than 

not accompanied by a measure of self-righteousness ... 70 He states: 

Any criticisms implying that the AAEJ were [sicl creating difficulties 
for the Israeli operation fell on deaf ears. AAEJ members continued to 
argue with some self-satisfaction that if they could get Jews out of 
Ethiopia with their slender resources and only amateur operati\· c~. 
why could the State of Israel "'i th unlimited funds and the Mosad at it s 
disposal n ot get out the whole of the Falasha populatio n? Criticisms 
th at AAEJ members were anti-Israel were sharply rcjected.7 I 

Dr. Ephraim Isaac notes a different concern with MEJ tact ics. lie 

remarks that he told an AAEJ official in 1980: "The al iyah of Ethiopian Jews 

should not be tied just to issues of suffering. We should not just make an issue 

about the suffering of the people; we should make an issue about the 

entitlement of the Ethiopian Jews to aliyah."72 Jsaar states that "some of the 

AAEJ people were not happy \\'ith the position I took on that." 7 3 

Yet, even if some of their activities had a negath ·e effect, the AAEJ 

seemed to serve as a catalyst to Israel's acceleration of its efforts to save the 

Ethiop ian Jews and heightened awareness about the Beta Yisrael in North 

America. In the tug of war between the AAEJ and Israel -- between publicity 

versus secrecy - a number of committees sprun g up. These include the 

68 Ooeration Moses. p. 59: and Redemption Song. p. 90. 
69 Operation Moses, pp. 56-59. 
70 Ibid, p . 56. 
71 Ibid, p. 61. 
72 Personal interview with Dr. Ephraim Isaac, Director of the Institute for Semitic and 
Asiatic studies, Princeton New Jersey, may 18, 1992, Princeton, New Jersey. 
73 Ibid 
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Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews (CAEJ). Ethio pian JewT) di\ isions of 

the social ac tion departments of the , ·arious religious mo\'cmcnts in Nori h 

America , the North American Conference on Ethiopian jeWT)' (NACOEJ), the 

American Rabbinic Network for Ethioptan Jewry(ARNEJ), and the Natio nal 

Jewish Community Relations Ad,•isOT)' Council's (NJCRAC) committee o n 

Ethio pian Jewry. Following is an analysis of these organizatio ns, beginning 

chrono logically with NJCRAC's committee, organized in late 1978 and 1979, 

which also r epresen ted in microcosm the rift between the Ai\F.I and Israel. ...ts 

well as the publicit) versus secrecy dilemma. 



NJCRAC'S COMMITTEE ON ETHIOPlAN JEWRY: THE SIN OR 
SUPERlATrYE OF SILENC87 4 
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It is no t necessarily a crime to be silent. Sometimes to sit and no t do -­
to be a 'shave v'al ca 'aseh ' - is also an action. No question about it. 
Accomplishment is no t achie\'ed only by noisy action ... It has to be 
done in a wa) where there is a confluence between public actions and 
private interventions. It is not either or. It is a healthy mix of the 
two. The imponant thing is never not to do anything. If you do 
nothing ... that's bad. That's inaction. You can't sit by with fo lded 
hands. That's what you can't do. 7 5 

TI1 e National Jewish Communit) Relations Advisor) Counr il (NJCRAC) is 

a voluntary association of Jewish community relations agencies, which work 

in cooperation for the common cause of improved Jewish rnmmunity relations 

in America. 76 National Jewish organizations and Jewish community agencies 

jo intly de termine the is~ues of com em , the positions they should take on 

them, the mo t effecri e methods to carry out those posttions. and the priority 

of issue to be given attention.77 The groups for which NJCRAC serves as an 

umbrella o rganization fo r specific purposes include autonomous lo\.'al Je\,·ish 

agencies such as federations. Jewish Community Relations Councils (JCRCs). 

and Community Relations Committees or Councils (CRCs); as well as national 

o rganizations, including /\merican Jewish Committee, American Jewish 

Congress, B'nai Brith/ Anti-Defa.mation League, Hadassah, Jewish Labor 

74 Much of the following is appearing in print for the first time. 
75 Personal interview with Abraham Bayer, Director of International Concerns for the 
National Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council (NJCRAC). June 18. 1992, New 
York City. 
76 loint Promm Plan for lewish Community Relations: 25 Year Comoendium and 
Cumulative Annotated Index. 1953-1977-78. National Jewish Community Relations 
Advisory Council, New York, NY, October, 1977, p. 3. 
77 National lewish Community Relations Advisory Councjl: Joint Program Plan for Jewish 
Community Relations. 1991-92: Guide to Program Planning of the Constituent 
Organizations, NJCRAC, 443 Park Avenue South, New York. NY 10016-7322, (2 12) 684-
6950, p. 1. 
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Committee, Jewish War Veterans of the U.S.A., National Council of Jewi~h 

Women, Union of American Hebrew Congregations ( UA llC). Union of Orthodo-.: 

Jewish Congregations of America. United Synagogue of America/ Women 's 

League for Conservative Judaism, and Women's American ORT.78 

NJCRAC serves as a facilitator for joint program planning fo r all of 

these local and national Jewish agencies. Each year, NJCR.AC, in consultation 

with its member agencies, pools information, ideas and experience to produce 

a Joint Program Plan: 

The Joint Program Plan seeks to identify and appraise changing 
conditions and trends that have occurred during the year as a basis 
for projecting their potential impact on Jewish community relations 
goals and concerns in the year ahead. It is in light of such 
assessments that priorities and st rategic goals for the next 12 months 
are determined. These broad judgments allow the field to tailor a 
collective national response to changing conditions. Thus, the plan 
that resuJts from this process identifies long-term patterns from 
which specific events emerge, enabling the field to better anticipate 
subsequent developments.79 

The Joint Program Plan is designed to serve as an advisor) guide to member 

agencies in their own program pla nning. "Each agency may accept o r reject , 

modify or expand any of the Plan's recommendations according to each 

agency's particular roles, scope, concerns, resources, priorities. and need s."80 

At the same time, while each agency retains its autonomy, these annual Joint 

Program Plans are the only unified and coordinated policy recommendations 

and the suggested focus of activism for American Jewry as a whole. 

78 Joint Program Plan for Jewish Community Relations: 25 Year Compendium and 
Cumulative Annotated Index, p. 3.; and Joint Program Plan 1991-92, p. ii. 
79 Joint Program Plan 1991-92, p. 2. 
80 Ibid 
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From its inceptio n in l 9-t4 and through the first twenty-two years of 

Joint Program Plans fro m 1953 to 1 <)75, Ethjopian jewf") was never discussed in 

NJCRAC's annual report.Bl Ethiopian Jewry is mentioned for the first time in 

the 1975-76 report, receiving a o ne paragraph update and po li cy 

recomme ndation. 82 The Joint Program Plan fo r the folluwing two years 

inducted similar brief cove rage.83 Interestingly, and in romradistinctio n to 

later NJCRAC policy, the policy recommendation of 1976-77 and 1977-78 called 

fo r a public awareness .:ampaign : 

We recommend that Jewish community re lations agencies join in 
malting known the facts abou t the Falashas, and mobilizing publ ic 
opin io n both within the Jewish community and in the general publ ic 
in fa o r of the resettlement in Israel o f tho e \\,ho elec t 10 go there 
and assistance to those who choose to rcmajn in rebuilding Jewish life 
in Ethiopia.8-+ 

It is al o important to note that when indexed in NJCRAC' 25 Year Compendium 

and Cumulati e Anno tated Index, Ethio pian Jewry and its desire for a liyah did 

not fal l under "Israel" o r "immigration" or even a separate category like 

"Soviet Jewry;" but rather , it is located under "Other Areas o f Concern."85 

The statements in the annual NJCRAC Joint Program Plans from 1975-76 

onwards were translated into a "Committee on Ethiopia n Jews" by 1979. In the 

words o f NJCRAC's Director of lnternational concerns, Abraham Bayer: "The 

fi rs t thing was to find out what the problem was. The second was to find the 

means by which to assist them ... Nobody knew anything about the subject. It 

81 !oiot Program Plan for Jewish Community Relations: 25 Year Comoendium and 
Cumulative Annotated Index. 
82 Ibid, 1975-76, p. 24. 
83 Ibid, 1976-77, p. 15; 1977-78, P- 20. 
84 Ibid 
85 Ibid, contents page and indices. 
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was a shadowy subject which nobody knew anything about. Like with all 

important things, the first thing vou do is educate yourself. And [education] 

itself is an important action."~6 Responding to the years it wok to form a 

NJCR.AC committee on Ethiopian Jewry, Bayer stated: 

It took some doing to find out that Ethiopia was not a country or a 
government that was easily influenced - for one, there was 
revolution going on; for two, after the '73 War, relations with all of 
Africa and Israel obviously were strained and broken; the location was 
quite problematic- they \\ere separated and spread out over 2000 miles 
and 400 different villages and mountains - how d o you get them out? 
Not so simple; a communist country, there were 30,000 Cuban troops in 
Ethiopia. The secret police was staffed by the f.ast Germans. There 
were four thousand Soviet ad,·isors. Just to find that out took some 
doing as well, it wasn't always published in the Washington Post or the 
New York Times. Establishing relationships with the appropriate 
desks in the State Department was a problem.87 

While Bayer contends that the committee was established to provide a 

voice urging the aliyah of Ethiopian JewT'), Gracnum Berger believes that the 

group was founded solely to keep the AAEJ in check and to provide Israel with 

a loyal and tame mouthpiece in the U.S.: "He fBayerJ did everything possible to 

frustrate us. Whene\'er I I Berger) was invited to speak somewhere, he [Bayer) 

would go there the night before to counteract it."88 In the wo rds of Berger: 

ln the fall of 1978, the National Jewish Community Relations Advisory 
Council, which had only added the word Jewish to its title a few years 
before, assembled representatives of various Jewish organizations, 
which eventually led t0 the formation of a committee to deal with 
matters concerning Ethiopian Jewry. It was composed, on the basis of 
a ttendance, mostly of professionals from the major Jewish 
organizations. It did not become formal until the spring of 1979. 
During its initial stages, [ was never invited , but when meetings were 
held, 1 appeared, welcome or not. When the committee was formally 

86 Interview with Abraham Bayer. 
87 Ibid 
88 Interview with Graenum Berger 
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established, the AAfj was asked to be a member. We preferred, at my 
instigation, to attend only as observers. as we did not want to be bound 
by its decisions. It was evident that the committee had been set up to 
contain the AAEJ and not to advance the rescue of the Et hiopian Jews. 
A member of the Israeli consulate in New York attended all meetings 
and sat at the head table. Every other member of the committee, with 
the exception of the AAEJ observers, deferred to him. Instead of 
dealing with the crucial issue of how to save Ethiopian Jews massively 
and ex'Peditiously, the representatives usually attacked the AAEJ for 
being too activistic and public about its positi0ns, and for raising 
money that properly belonged to the United Jewish Appeal (although 
UJA had no program to raise funds for the relief, rescue, or 
resettlement of Ethiopian Jews) ... 89 The AAEJ did not attend meetings 
thereafter. The two organizations became not merely adversaries. but 
sworn enemies.90 

Some support fo r Berger's blistering attack come from one State 

Department official who was sharply critical of the Jewish establishment 

organizations, contending: "NJCRAC, the national body of U.S. Jewish 

community councils, was an unabashed tool of the Israeli government, 

discrediting the AAEJ and insisting -- when it wasn't true - that Israel was 

doing everything possible." Professor Howard Lenhoff remarks that Abraham 

Bayer and NJCRAC set up their "Comminee on Ethiopian Jews" because of the 

threat posed by the AAEJ: "NJCRAC did not like us, sinrc the AAEJ was raising 

competing amounts of money. The major Jewish organizations were scared 

and angry since the AAEJ was raising funds."91 GJenn Stein, who has worked 

with the Religious Action Center of the UAHC on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry, the 

CRC of Phoenix, Arizona, and the AAEJ in Addis Ababa from May of 1990, until 

Operation Solomon in May of 1991,92 had this assessment of Abraham Bayer: 

89 The first UJA fund raising effort specifically designated for Ethiopian Jewry occurred 
in conjunction with Operation Moses during late 1984 and early 1985. 
90 Graenum. p. 652. 

91 Personal interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
92 Operation Solomon will be discussed in chapter eight. 
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He did a good job for a long time o n Soviet Jewry, but his mission as it 
got interpreted to me on Ethiopian jewl) was to support the Israelis 
and oppose the MEJ. In fact , the first office they created ... was to 
fight the AAEJ. That " ·as their Ethiopian program. Why [set up an 
organization sole ly to oppose another group]? Because the AAEJ 
attacked Israel, and there was nothing worse to the establishment 
than Jews attacking Israel and embarrassing Israel. And UJA felt that 
this would give people who were donors an excuse not to donate - and 
it was bad for the Jewish community and it was bad for world public 
opinion... It was unthinkable for the establishment fo r most of them 
to think that Israel wouldn' t do everything that it possibly could to 
rescue endangered Jews of any color ... And when Israel would say to 
them, 'I can't tell you, its secret, trust me,' most of them lthe 
established Jewish rommunity] went for that... It \,·as also 
embarrassing to the JDC and the UJA when they are saying to the 
Jewish world 'we're taking care of C\'erything, the JDC is pro\'iding 
and e\'erything is under control,' and then the MEJ is coming in and 
saying 'everythinR is n ot under control. •93 

When Bayer was asked if NJCRAC's Committee nn Ethiopian Jews was set 

up to keep the AAEJ in check, he responded, "Nah, it was designed, l think, to 

establish rontact with the United States govemmeut and to exercise our rights 

as citizens in pushing the United States in doing whate\'er it could ... I don't 

kn ow, r think that's m) line, always was, when Jews were: in pain in Ethiopia 

and anywhere, then it was our obligation to echo that pain with the Jewish 

community."9-l When asked NJCRAC's policy vis a\ is Israel, Bayer responded: 

Our po licy was to beat the Israelis up from every turn that the Jews 
were suffering, and they had to be gotten out , and we had to do 
everything possible to get them o ut , and they had to do everything 
possible, and I never spoke to them in any soft version, but I spoke to 
them privately and clearly. I was forceful, I was energetic, and I was 
relentless, because I was driven by the sight of those people. But I was 
no t driven to t he po int of publicly attacking the State of Israet 95 

93 Personal interview with Glenn Stein , in charge of Ethiopian Jewry for the Religious 
Action Center of the UAHC, MEJ field worker in Addis Ababa between May, 1990 and 
May 1991, CRC staffer in Phoenix, Arizona; June 18, 1992, Brooklyn, New York. 
94 Interview with Abraham Bayer 
95 Ibid 
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Whether or not the Israeli government created and / or pushed for the 

fonnation of the C0mmittee on Ethiopian jC\\'r )", o ffi cial!> in the Jc" ish State 

were elated to ha, ·e a group to work with othe r than the MEJ. Shortly after 

the inception of the committee. Prime Minister Begin sent a telegram to 

NJCRAC, stating: 

We have don e our utmost to bring them f thc Reta Yisrael] to our 
his to ric homeland, Er etz Yisrael. . We a re happy with the fo rmation of 
the American committee to act on this grea t huma nitarian issue wi th 
v.•hich our interdepartmental committee wil l roopcrate.96 

Publicity seems to have been the primary ini tia l e ffo rt of NJC RAC's 

Committee on Ethiopian Jews. As stated in a NJCRAC memo da ted February 7, 

1980, "[w]e in the NJCRAC have been moving to meet this urgency [the dire 

condi tions of the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia] by raising Ethiopian Jews to a 

prio rity posi tion on the Jewish community relations agenda, and in a ny way 

possible ass isting the responsible parties in their rescue."97 The same 

document lists six guidelines for future programs/ policy recommendations to 

communit ies: 1 ) The Ethiopian government should no t be condemned or 

criticized publicly either about Falashas or about limits on their emigration, 

lest there be tragic results for Ethiopian Jews. This position is subscribed to by 

all interested panies: Falashas, Israelis, NJCRAC and its member agencies, the 

American Association for Ethiopian Jews, the Students Network and other 

activist groups in the ll.S.A. ; 2) As our first prio rity, NJCRAC will sponsor an 

96 The Lost !ews, p. 233 . 

97 NJCRAC memo dated February 7, 1980; to NJCRAC and CJF (Council of Jewish 
Federations) member agencies; from Daniel S. Shapiro, Chainnan of NJCRAC's Committee 
on Ethiopian Jews; regarding Update on the Campaign for Ethiopian Jews, p. 1. Fro m the 
Archives of the Religious Action Center of the UAHC, Washington, D.C. 
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accelerated educational campaign within the Jewish rnmmunity ... ; 3) CRCs 

should initi ate a local educational campaign to impact on \ ::uious secto rs 

within the Jewish communi\y ... : 4) Communication may be sent by top Jewish 

community leadership to Prime Minister Menachcm Begin wh ich should 

commend the Israeli government for its new initiath·e and public effurt on 

behalf of Ethiopian Jews ... ; 5) Letters from CRC leadership to the Chairmen of 

the Committees o n Africa of the House of Represe ntatiYes and the Senate are in 

order . These should express Jc.,..ish rommunit) concern for l·alashas and ask 

that they explore ways within our government to assist their l!arliest 

emigration to Israel. Similar letters to sympathet ic local Congressmen are 

appropriate; 6) Communications along the same vein may be sent to the 

Secretar) of State ... and to the Assistant Secretar) of State for African 

Affairs ... 98 lbese recommendations were based on a background paper on 

Ethiopian Jews entitled "The Falashas."99 

Yet, at the same time, the publicity desired b) NJCRAC was to be so lely 

internal and limited in scope. In a letter dated February 2 1, I "J79, the E.xecuti ve 

Vice President of NJCRAC stated: 

What we have been seeking is to increase the awareness of Jewish 
leader ship about the jeopardy facing approxi mately 28,000 Falashas. 
We do not intend to launch a public campaign on behalf of the 
Falashas. We do believe that giving this problem inc reased attention 
within the Jewish community has contributed to fostering increased 
sensitivity to it by both the Israeli government and the Jewish 
Agency. I 00 

98 Ibid, pp. 3-4. 
99 The Falas has: A Background Paper on Ethiopian Jews: prepared at the request of the 
NJCRAC Commjttee on Ethiopian Jews by Abraham Karliko'" Director, Foreign Affairs 
Department of the American Jewish Committee in consultation with the Strategy 
Subcommittee of the NJCRAC Committee on Ethiopian Jews, January, 1980. From the 
Archives of the Religious Action Center of the UAHC, Washington, D.C. 
100 Lener from Albert D. Chemin, Executive Vice Chairman of NJCRAC to Mr. Stanley B. 
Horowitz, Executive Director of the Jewish Community Federation of Cleveland, Ohio, 
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NJCRAC operated under a dilemma, if not a stated rnmradiction. 

FA.lucation was their goal ; yet the organization was not ad,·ocating a public 

campaign on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. The word on the pligh t of the Beta 

Yisrael had to get out: yet silence was essential. "The idea .,.. a to educate the 

Jewish community, but not to seek publichy,"10 1 relayed Bayer . He further 

states: 

There is no way in which you can conduct [such a campaign of 
education without publicity]. that \·vas our dil emma. It was almost an 
irreconcilable and exquisite dilemma. How do you conduct an 
educational campaign without using the maximal of public e>.posure ... 
and that's why it required enormous e>.-pansion of my own personal 
energies ... This is our dilemma [it is not necessarily true] that noise or 
even education leads to something.... That was the whole dilemma. 
Education towards what? It was not clear that a public stance could 
change the physical condi tion of Ethiopian Jews. It was not clear 
because if these people were spread out over 2000 miles, ·tOO hundred 
different villages -- there was no way of physically extracting them 
without the gm·emment. The go cmment was impervious to 
leverage. The United States had no leverage, as a matter of fact, had no 
trade with Ethiopia. It was zero ... The question was will noise make a 
difference. So we didn't know who the cnem) was. So we thought, 
well , if you pressure the Israelis, they'll do more in that respec t. But 
they are American allies also, in that respect. And the re was still thi s 
hard core residual problem in [srael of thei r recognition, even if the 
chief rabbis were jn favor of it. The biggest problem was the fact that 
Ethiopia was in the pocket of the Soviets. Getting everything they 
wanted from the Soviets - they really didn't need the Americans. 
They couldn't care less, even in the famine ... What did they care if a 
hundred thousand died ... less mouths to feed would be in their favor, so 
even that was not a leverage point. So we had all these things against 
us. The Jews were separated, fragmented , isolated. The Soviets were 
there. There was silence everywhere in the world. There was a 
problem in recognition still with large segments of Jews ... lt was not 
an easy job ... If anybody told you that the reason that we weren't able 
to mobilize [was] because of racism - that was not true. The deepest 
alUes we had on this issue were people in the Reform Movement, who 
had a sense of Social Justice. I 0 2 

February 21 , 1979. Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distri bution Committee. New 
York, NY; "Appeals for Help to Falashas: 1977-1984," p. L 
101 Interview with Abraham Bayer. 
102 Ibid 
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On numerous occasinnc;, the local Jewish teder.illuns, ) nagogues, JCRCs 

and CRCs f eh frustrated over the push for education and the demand for 

secrecy. For example, the Jewish Federation Council of Greater l.os Angeles in 

July of 1979, came out \\ ith a strong resolution urging Israel and American 

Jewish leadership to immediately actualize an Ethiopian aliyah. I 03 The 

Brotherhood Synagogue of Manhattan in December of 1979 addressed the 

Jewish leadersh ip of America as follows: "There are man) '"ho are rapid!) 

coming to the conclusion tha t neither Israel , nor the Jewish Agenc). nor the 

world and domestic Jewi ·h o rganizations have concerned themselves 

sufficiently with rescuing the Black Ethiopian Jews." I 0 4 

The Jewish Federation of Seattle, Washington, in January of 1980, went 

so far as to demand special United Jewish Appeal funds (tlj/\) to be allocated for 

rescue of the Beta Yisracl. They stated: "The Jewish rornmunit) of Greater 

Seattle urges the United Jewish Appeal to expend funds from community 

allocations to UJA for the rescue and resettlement of r:alasha Jews in Israel. We 

urge the Jewish Agency to immediately take concrete steps to ex'Pand the 

rescue and resettlement efforts to bring Falasha Jews to Israel." 1 OS 

103 Resolution of lhe Jewish Federation Council of Greater Los Angeles Concerning 
Ethiopian lewrv, July 26, J 979. Archives of lhe American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee, New York, NY. "Appeals for Help to Falashas: 1977-1984." 
104 Letter from the Brotherhood Synagogue of Manhattan, Abraham Weinstein, Board of 
Trustees, Irving J. Block, rabbi; to Mr. Donald Robinson and the America n Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee, December 10, 1979. Archives of the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution CommHtee, New York. NY. "Appeals for Help to Falashas: 1977-1984," 
p. 2. 
105 Board of Directors of lhe Seattle, Washington, Jewish Ft'Cieration statement, found in a 
letter from Murray Shiff, Seattle Jewish Federation Board member to Ralph I. Goldman, 
Executive Vice President of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. Archives 
of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York, NY. ''Appeals for Help to 
Falashas: 1977-1984." 
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A February, 1 981 le tter from the Connecticut Jc.:wish Commun it) 

Relations Council to NJ\.RAC with an accompanying resolution o f the 

community regarding the Beta Yisrael, provides an e"en more po ignant 

example o f the frust rations felt by local Jewish organizatio ns. The Connecticut 

JCRC initiated its own nationwide campaign o n behalf o f l:t hio pian Jewry. The 

letter. in part, states: 

The Connecucut JCRC passed the enclosed Reso lutio n to indicate our 
fecUng of frustrati on regarding the rescue o f the Ethio pian Jewish 
community ... The recent NJCRJ\C Plenum worksho p indicated littl e 
progress and no real plans fo r actio n. We ha\ e sent copies of our new 
Resolution to Federatio ns and CRC's across the country with the ho pe 
tha t they will aJso adopt the Re olution, and a uni\'er aJ 'Call fo r 
Anion" will come forward. There was sentiment by many for [an) 
e\·en stronger statement. l 06 

The endorsed resolution of the Connecticut Jewish Community Relatio ns 

Council. which was disseminated througho ut the count!) , wa e'en more 

fo r ceful : 

The circum tances of Ethiopian Jewr) are terminal. We are 
standing by a Jews are being decimated. One yea r ago we spoke of 
28,000, then 20,000, now 10,000 jews.107 Even at I 980's high 
immigratio n o f 600 souls, the o ern1helming po rtio n o f Ethiopian 
Jewry now living will ne er get to Israel. There is evidence that some 
Ethiopian Jews have been in refugee camps for up to six years, and 
that some of these people have given up and gone back to Ethiopia. 
Yet there is every indication that these Jewish lives can be bought for 
the price of $2,000 a head. We tried working through the system and it 
has not mo ed. We must set a task force co mobilize the st rengths and 
allocate the funds of our communjty and state in new and dramatic 
ways so that as much as needs to be done, is done. We must help save 
these beautiful people who quickly became [sic] fine Israelis, and who 
by their very presence are the best response to the unjustified canard 
of racism. 

106 Letter from the Connecticut Jewish Community Relations Council to Dan Shapiro, 
Chair of NJCRAC's committee on Ethiopian Jewry, and Jacqueline Levine, Chair of 
NJCRAC's department of International Concerns, February 2, 1981. Archives of the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York, NY. "Appeals for Help to 
Falashas: 1977-1984." 
107 The accuracy of these figures are highly questionable. 
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We, the 120,000 Jews of Connecticut organized in nine 
Federations, call for immediate action by the Council of Jewish 
Federations, United Jewish Appeal, the Joint Distribution Committee, 
th e Jewish Agency and the Government of Israel to dedare and so act 
that the rescue of Ethiopian Jewry be deemed of highest priority. I 08 

The len er which accompanied the resolution challenged its recipient wi th the 

charge that "[w]e still argue h eatedly about whether World Jewry is or is not 

answering to its responsibility," and cal led for "ln)othing less than the 

traditional Jewish solution ... (ofl rescue ... is sufficien t." l 09 The le tter was sent 

to over two hundred redcrations and their CRC offices, Prime l\linister Begin, 

the Israeli Embassy, the UJA, the Jewish Agency, the AJJDC, the AAEJ and 

NJCRAc.110 The Jetter ended with the following appeal: "We ask that your 

CRC/Federation endorse th is call or write a similar one and send copies to the 

above list." 111 The nationwide campaign of the Connecticut JCRC had some 

effect, at least in promoting awareness in other local Jewish communit'i es. For 

example, jess than a month la ter, the Jewish Cummunit~ Council of Erie. 

Pennsylvania, passed the exact <>ame "A Call to Action" resolution on behalf of 

Ethiopian Jewry .112 

Even secular political organizations were persuaded 10 take action to 

push the American Jewish leadership, Israel and the U,S. government. In 

108 A Call to Action. Resolution of the Connecticut Jewish Community Relations Council, 
January, 1981. Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York, 
NY. "Appeals fo r Help to Falashas: 1977-1984.'' 
109 Letter from the Connecticut Jewish Community Relations Council , Martin Gant. 
president. Bernard Levy, chairman of the Ethiopian Jewry Task Forcei to U.S. Jewish 
communi ty leaders, January 29, 1981. Archives of the American Jewish Joint 
Oisuibution Committee, New York, NY. "Appeals for Help to Falashas: l 977·1984." 
110 Ibid 
111 Ibid 

112 A Call to Action. Resolution of the Jewish Communi ty Council of Erie, Pennsylvania, 
February 23, 1981. Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New 
York, NY. "Appeals for Help to Falashas: 1977-1984." 
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January of 1983, th e Chicago Cit y Council pas ed a resolution urging the rescue 

of the Beta Yisrael. l 1 3 

An April 1980 Perspecth·es poli cy study of the National fewish Resource 

Cente r synthesizes the problem. The d etailed twent y-four page analysis of the 

history, customs, religiosity and efforts to help the Beta Yisrael. The Falashas: 

Histor y and Analysis of Policy Towards a Beleaguered Communit\" concludes 

with policy recommenda tions.I 14 These include NJCRAC's educati on a l 

campaign of providing lite rature and audio-,·isual matcri:ils , as ,,e lJ as 

creating community level committees for Ethiopian Jcwr} . 1 l S Bu t th e policy 

study further states th at "these policies !which NJCRAC has undertaken] arc 

important, but whether the) go far enough in ameliorating a tragic situation 

can be questioned. There is a real danger that despera tely needed energies 

will be diffused into exchanges of informatio n that do not result in improving 

t he situation." 11 6 

Mor eover, the po licy tudy recommended th at Diaspora communities 

exercise a more vocal appeal and critique of the role of Israel, "particularl y 

when the matters at issue concern the welfare of a Diaspora Jewish 

community." 117 Israel employed a ''sha-shtil " (''be-quiet") poli cy. What was 

needed, perhaps, was press ure o n Israel and Ethiopia through media attentio n 

tn resolve the issue. Therefore, "several of the policy recommendations of the 

113 "President Reagan and U.S. Congress Urged to Assist Ethiopian Jews in Their Freedom, 
Rescue and Reseltlement ," Journal - Citv Council - Chicago , January 18, 1983. 
Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York, NY. "Appeals 
for help to Falashas: 1977-1984." 
114 Diane Winston, "The Falashas: History and Analysis of Policy Towards a Beleaguered 
Community," a Perspectives policy study of the National Jewish Resource Center, April, 
1980, New York, NY. 
115 Ibid, p. 19. 
116 Ibid, pp. 19-20. 
117 Ibid, p. 19. 
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AAEJ are additionall y offered." 118 These include in\'Olving Ethiopian Israelis 

in policy d ecisions in a meaningful way· sending Reta Yisrae l shl ichim into 

Ethiopia and other Africa n countries to prepare the Ethiopian Jews fo r aliyah 

and to raise the community's morale: appointing a n Israe li officia l, 

responsible to the Prime t--lin ister, to work solely on this issue; and preparing 

absorprton worke rs in Israel to receive the Beta Yisrael. 1 I 9 The policy stud} 

emphas ized one fin al conclusion: 

American [ewish leaders should voice their concern d irectly and 
uneguivocallv and press for immediate Israeli act ion. Americans must 
know that they do not necessarily want to be prhy to Israeli top­
secret efforts; they only want to see results. ff results are no t 
apparent after a reasonable amount of time (four to six months), 
American Jews could take several actions. One would be for UJA 
contributions to be earmarked fo r subsidizing Falasha rescue (pidyon 
shvuyim) ... American Jews should also explore wha t types of support 
they could receive from their elected officials ... Lastly, [e]mpowering 
the American Jewish community to make se rious policy suggestions 
might well help the eme rgence of a more ma ture policy discussion 
between Israel and the Oiaspora.1 20 

Simultaneously, NJCRAC received numerous pleas and petitions from the 

Beta Yisrael community in Israel. These included the r eques ts of individuals as 

weU as Ethiopian Israeli o rganizations such as the Council of Ethiopian Jews 

and the Ethiopian Jews ' Association. The pleas underscored the plight of the 

Beta Yisrael and the lack of action by Israel and America n Jewish 

leadership.121 

118 Ibid , p. 20. 
119 Ibid, pp. 20-21. 
120 Ibid, p. 2 J. 

121 Letter from the Council of Ethiopian Jews to NJCRAC, Daniel Shapiro, chairperson of 
the committee on Ethiopian Jewry, and Abraham Bayer, Director of International Concerns, 
March 14, 1981. Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New 
York. NY. ''Appeals fo r Help to Falashas: 1977-1984." Also, letter from the Ethiopian 
Jews' Association to Daniel Shapiro, chairperson of the Committee on Ethiopian Jewry, and 
Abraham Bayer, Director of International Concerns, March 29, 1981. Archives of the 
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As a result of the perceived inactivity and silern-c~ or NJCRAC, the AAEJ 

withdrew its participation in the Committee on Ethiopian Jews. In his August 

10, 198 l letter to NJCRAC Commi ttee on Ethiopian Jews' chairperson Daniel 

Shapiro, then MfJ president Howard Lenhoff withdrew the partic ipation of 

the AAEJ: "We find that the committee is not only ineff cctive, serving n o 

useful purpose in aiding t he Jews of Ethio pia, but anu:illy, k.nowingly or 

unknowi n gly, is partaking in the cover-up and rout dragging by world Jewish 

'leadership' th a t will ultimately alJ()w the dcstruc•.io n n f Jewr y 's most ancient 

community." 122 

Our d ecision is based upon your committee's: (a) inability to take 
any d eciSi\'e action , (b) sole reliance o n Israeli government 
apologists for its in formation , (c) re luctance to seek out information 
from the Ethiopian Jews , (d) failure to organize a fact seeking 
mission to Ethio pia and surrounding countries, 123 (e) publication (in 
May, 198 1) o f an inaccurate cover -up for the Jewish Agency on the 
state o f current aliyah and klita of the Ethiopian Je' s. (f) re luctance 
to pressure for the rushut 124 as requested b) the Falasha leadership, 
and (g) f ailurc to keep American Jews informed about the changing 
situations o f the Et hio pian Jews. 

We will never fathom your bureaucratic sta tements of 
"m o nitoring" t he situatio n . Does that mean you a re satisfied with 50 
Falashas arriving a month , with non e arriving during rhe last two 
m onths, with unfulfilled promises o f be tte r things to com e, with 
excu ses of the difficulties involved , with figures of over 2,400 of our 
p eople In r efugee camps under d eplorable condition s (when 2 years 
ago numbers as low as 15 were refuted). or what? 125 

Amertcan Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York. NY. "Appeals for Help to 
Falashas: 1977-1984." 
122 Letter from Howard Lenhoff, then President of the AAEJ to Daniel Shapiro, 
chairperson of NJCRAC's Committee on Ethiopian Jews, August 10, 1981. .Archives of the 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Co mmittee, New York, NY. "Falashas 1980-81," p . 1. 
123 NJCRAC's nrst mission to Ethiopia did not occur until 1982. 
124 Perhaps a reference to full hpermission" (i.e. religious recognition and rights) as 
Jews? 
125 Lener from Howard Lenhoff to Daniel Shapiro, p. 1. 
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The AAEJ pulled out of NJCRAC's Committee nn Ethiopian Jews and 

con tinued its vocal attacks on the American Jewish establishment and Israel. 

In large part because of the pressure exerted by the AAE.l and the accusation 

of failing to monitor the situation adequately, NJCRAC finally sent a fact 

finding mission to Ethiopia and Israel fro m March I 0-26, 1982. The group of 

fo urteen men and women was comprised o f representatives of NJCRAC's 

national and community member agencies as well as other major natio nal 

organizations.I 26 The "decision to go to Ethiopia gre" nut of the conflicting 

reports within the American Jewish community rega rding the conditions of 

Ethiopian jews.11 127 

The conclusions of the missio n were favorable 10 the efforts o f Israel 

and down-played the ho rrific conditions faring the Jews of Ethiopia. The 

Commission Report stated: "The Mission is convinced that very substantial 

effo rts are now being made by the Israeli governmen t for the rescue of 

Ethiopian Jewry." 1 28 The Report further concluded that "Israel is dedicated to 

the rescue o f Ethiopian Jews. In word and deed it has demonstrated its 

readiness to use it s resources in a vigorous and daring effort to realize this 

goal."129 

Also, in contradistinction to other organizations, the NJCRAC Mission 

Report cited the cooperation o f Israel's intenninisterial committee o n 

126 Report of NICRAC Mission to Ethiopia, March 10-26, 1982. Based on the Presentation 
of Bennett Yanowitz., NJCRAC Chairperson, to NJCRAC Consultation on Ethiopian Jews, 
April 16, 1982. Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New 
York. NY. "Ethiopia 1982,'' p. 1. 
127 Ibid 
128 Ibid, p. 8. 
129 Report of NICRAC Mission to Ethiopia March 10=26. 1982: Major Findings and 
Conclusions. sent with an accompanying letter to all NJCRAC and CJF Agencies, May 27, 
1982. Archives of lhe American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York, NY. 
"Ethiopia 1982." 
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Ethiopian Jews to openly exchange views and judgment regarding the 

effective means of assuring the rescue and relief of Ethiopian Jews. 1 30 The 

report also concludes that a ll efforts on behalf of Ethiopian jewr) must be 

"fully meshed and coordinated with the intenninisterial committee on 

Ethiopian Jews," and that '' (a]ny independent operation outside that framework. 

would jeopardize our Ethiopian brethren." 13 1 

The NJCRAC mission, in contrast to most previous missions and 

individual trips to Ethiopia during the previous decade, conc luded that 

"Ethiopian Jews are not faced with the danger of physical annihilation ... 

Descriptions of the situation of the Beta Yisrael in tenns of 'llolocaust' and 

'Genocide' are inaccurate and a disservice." 132 AAEJ activists and o thers 

involved in the Ethiopian Jewry movement such as Ephraim Isaac, charged 

that such optimistic reports like the NJCRAC Mission Report "swept facts under 

the rug ." 133 Isaac also asserts that other independent groups of North 

American Jews who tra,·eled to Ethiopia supported the daims of the AAEJ, 

stating that the Beta Yisrael faced "pressure to assi'11ilatc, closing of schools 

and discrimination.'' 134 

The NJCRAC Report also stressed the existence of the same tension which 

characterized NJCRAC's stance vis a vis Ethiopian Jewry over the past few 

years -- education, yet no publicity: "[A] public campaign wi th all its 

attendant publicity about aliyah and the rescue effort cr>uld undermine that 

work and thus should be avoided.'1135 At the same time, the Report called fo r 

130 Ibid 
131 Ibid 
132 Ibid 
133 Ephraim Isaac, Jewish Solidari ty and the Ethiopian Jews (Beersheva, Israel: Ben 
Gurion University in the Negev, 1988), p. 27. 
134 Ibid 

135 Report of NJCRAC Mission to Ethiopia, p. 8. 
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immediate education: "The American Jewish communit) must be educated 

a bout Et hiopian Jewry, their history, the discrimination they are facing and 

the eff on s being made to assist them." 136 The commission concluded that 

"special stress should be put on the unique difficulties att ending the currenl 

situation and its implications for rescue and relief and the ro le of the 

American Jewish community." 13 7 

The dilemma persisted. Were Israel and the Jewish establishme nt doing 

all tha t the) could to aid Ethiopian Jewry? The anar l-.s on lsr1cl and American 

Jewish leadership continued because information wa dcemell so sensitive that 

it could not be disseminated. Yet, there was a s tro ng desire to educate the 

American Jewish populace about Ethiopian Jewry. Ho, .. e\ er . for the most pan, 

the American Jewish community remained ignorant of the plight of the Bera 

Yisrael. The withholding of information played right into the hands, 

toncem and fears of the anh·ists a nd organizations o;uch as the MEj. They 

wanted to see tangible results, not merely be to ld that C\ crything possible was 

being done to help the Ethiopian Jews. 

In March of 1983, Rar hamim Bazar. leader of the Beta Yisrael 

community in Israel and then secretary of the Public Com mittee for Ethiopian 

Jews in Israel, summarized the situation best in a letter to Abraham Bayer: "I 

support aJI efforts that will bring the attention of the plight of our people to 

world Jews, that will put pressure on those responsible for rescuing our people 

and helping them absorb, and that will rescue even one single Jew from their 

suffering in Africa.11 138 

136 Ibid 
137 Major Findings and Conclusions 
138 Lener from Rachamjm Ela.zar, leader of I.he Beta Yisracl commun ity in Israel and then 
secretary of the Public Committee fo r Ethiopian Jews in Israel, to Abraham Bayer, 
Director of International Concerns for NJCRAC, March 10, 1983. Archives of the Religious 
Action Center of the UAHC, Washjngton, D.C. 
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THE REr-ORM MOVEMENT ANO OTHER RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS 
TAKE ACTION 

Beginning in 1979, Reform Judajsm in the Uni ted States pushed the issue 

of Ethiopian Jewry. In June of 1979, the Commission on Social /\rtion of 

Reform Judaism began distributing infonnation on the plight of the Beta 

Yisrael via its CHAI/ IMPACT newsletter. 139 The newspaper detailed 

background information, discussed the essential issues, and suggested actions. 

Whereas NJCRAC refrained from pressure and criticism 1)f ls1 acl a nd American 

Jewish o rganizatiuns, the Reform Movement was more openly critical. The 

letter s tated the Reform Movement's position: " It is impcrath e that American 

Jews demand that Israel and Jewish relief organization (such a ORT) and 

American Jewish leaders act more forcefull) to save the remnants. and that we 

publicize their " orsening plight." 140 

More aggressi\ e measures of the Rcf orm Mo\'cmen t are e\'idenced by 

the Resolution of the Pacific Association of Reform Rabbis (PARR) as adopted 

in the resolutions at the 34th Anni;al Convention f rnm January 6-1 O. 1 980. The 

adopted resolution on "Falasha Jewry" called for its members: 

1) To use all possible means to inform our congregants and other 
constituents of the existence and pligh t of the Falashas; 2) To call 
upon our Temple and Auxiliary Boards to draw up petit ions on behalf 
of the Falashas and send them to Prime Minister Begin. Chairman 
Aryeh Dulzin of the Jewish Agency and the National UJA office; 3) To 
call upon our congregants to mail their own personal letters to Prime 
Minister Begin, Mr. Dulzin and to the UJA; 4) To encourage the 
formation of a pro-Falasha action committee in every synagogue; S) 
To u~e the CCAR [Central Conference of American Rabbis] to adopt 
and publicize a similar resolution; 6) To ask the UAHC - CCAR Social 

139 "Action Alert The Jews of Ethiopia Face Extinction." CHAI/ IMPACT. June 4 , 1979, 
A service of the Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism. 
140 Falashas. letter of the Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism, June 15, 1979. 
to Social Action Chairmen: Commission on Social Action; Rabbis; Congregational 
Presidents; UAHC Board of Trustees; Sisterhood Board; Youth leaders. Archives of the 
ReUgious Action Center of the UAHC. Washlngton D.C. 
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Action Committee to keep all Reform rabbi and congregations 
regularly informed as to the current status of the Falashas; and 7) ro 
cooperate with the American Associat ion for Ethiopian Jews in 
sponsoring a lecture tour of a Falasha spokesperson within our 
region.141 

Simultaneously, the Conser\'ativc Movement LOOk action. Then 

president of the Rabbinical Assembly, Saul I. Teplitz, encouraged hi s 

colleagues to act on behalf of the Beta YisraeJ: "I hope that yo u will use your 

influence and that of ;•our congregation tn exert whate,·er pressure possible 

on the government of Israel and upon the American Jewish 1)rganizations to 

spare no effort to free falasha Jews from lithinpia as we did in encouraging the 

ri sing wa,·e of e migration of Soviet Jews." 1 -l2 

The Ne\ York Board of rabbis, composed of Onhodox. Conservative and 

Refonn rabbis, appealed to its colleagues in Onoher of I q79 on behalf of 

Ethiopian Jewry. They publicized the plight of the Beta Yisrael with rabbis in 

New York state and called for a "Solidarity Shabhat with Ethiopian jewry:il-U 

The New York Board 's efforts continued fo r the nell."t number of years. 

The invol ement of the Reform Movement continued t0 escalate. In 

1982 and 1983, the UA HC and the National Federation of Temple Youth (NITY) 

set up programs whereby synagogues and yo uth groups could adopt villages in 

Ethiopia and raise funds to provide material and financial aid for the Beta 

141 Resolution on Falashan Jewry, Pacific Association of Reform Rabbis, Resolutions 
Adopted at 34th Annual Convention, January 6-10, 1979, p. l. Archives of the Religio us 
Action Center or the UAHC, Washington, D.C. 
142 Letter from the President or the Rabbinical Assembly, Saul I. Teplitz, to his 
colleagues regarding the plight of Ethiopian Jewry, June, 1979. Archives of the Religious 
Action Center o r the UAHC, Washingron, D.C. 
143 Lener from the New York Board of Rabbis to thei r colleagues, October 22, 1979. 
Archives of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York, NY; "Appeals 
for Help to Falashas: 1977-1984." 
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Yisrael o f Ethiopia.1 44 In earl) 1984, the UAllC spo nso red its first mission to 

Ethiopia. Glenn Stein , who worked wi1h the Religious Anion Center in 

Washingco n, D.C .. and Rusty Frank, Regional Direnor of the CaJ ifomia 

Federation or Temple Youth , t raveled to Ethiopia "to meet with as many 

Ethiopian Jews as possible in order to give them moral support, some much 

needed educatio naJ material s, religious objects and financial assistance." 145 

Before traveling to Ethiopia, Stein and I rank made a sto p in Israel to 

meet with Haim llalachmi, the Jewish t\gcncy pn inl p t:r ' on at the time. In the 

wor<ls of Stein, "[Halarhmi told us] that if ,,·c got up to the \'illage , we should 

give the message to the 'Ethiopian Jews, that if the) wanted tu go to the Sudan 

and take the risk, they would be rescued within three months." l-l6 At the 

beginning or 1984, o nl y a few hundred Ethiopian Jews v. e re left in the Sudan 

since the Israe lis had a lready cleared the ref ugec camp . 

Stein recalls, "They lthc Israelis] tho ught tha t if mo re people didn't 

come, the program Ito save Ethiopian Je"'-S) '"o uld be O\'cr, so they wan ted to 

encourage people I Ethiopian Jewsl to come, and they in fact had sent Mosad 

agents in through the Sudan to the villages [in Ethiopia] themselves to pass o n 

the word , and they asked travelers who were goi ng Ito Ethio pia] whom they 

felt would be trustworth y, to pass on the word.'' 147 Stein and Frank went into 

the villages of Gondar a nd looked for young, strong, responsible people and 

gave them mo ney and told them that they could put together a group and go to 

th e Sudan. During their nine day visit to Ethiopia, they visited seven v illages. 

144 Ethiopian Jewry Update: A Report on the Recent UAHC Trip co Ethiopia Januan• 24-
February 2. 1984, authored by Glenn Stein, then working fo r the Religio us Action Center 
of the UAHC. Arrhives of the Religious Action Cenler, Washinglon. O.C. p . 1. 
145 Ibid 
146 Interview with Glenn Stein. 
147 Ibid 
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Stein says, "We would go into a village and gi\ e this message quietly, and those 

people in the \'illage would tell other people - and they felt if some white 

pe rson ' ;as going to shlep all this way to tell us - this really must be the time 

to go - and the next day half the village would get up and lea\'e." 148 Stein and 

Frank never realized the full effect of their interaction in the villages of 

Gondar on the fi nal rescue of Operation Moses. llowe er, their message and 

that of other travelers and the Mosad agents in large pan caused the nood of 

thousands into the refugee camps., pos.,ibl) creating the favorable conditions 

for the rescue operation.149 

14 8 Ibid 
149 It is important to note that Stein's trip also resulted in the creation of the UAllC's 
medical aid program to Ethfopia, called Project REAP. In a personal in terview in 
Brooklyn, New York, on June 18, 1992, Stein reviewed thee ents leading up to the creation 
of REAP. Upon his rerum in February, 1984, Stein reponed to the UAllC Commission on 
Social Action that the Ethiopian Jews were sick and needed immediate medical treaonent. 
At th is point, Stein says that the AJJOC had talked about setting up a clinic, but had yet 
to undcn.ake such action. The Religious Action Center of the UAHC decided to move ahead 
without the AJJDC, and sent a couple of doctors on tourist visas to travel to the Goodar 
region and adminiscer medical treatment to the Eth iopian Jews (the RAC received the 
blessings of the AJJDC). The UAHC also sent a number of doctors on NACOEJ missions 
during the middle and lace 1980s. Eventually, the medical school in Gondar wanted to 
establish a relationship, according to Stein. Officials in I.he UAHC hoped a presence there 
would allow access to the villages. The RAC decided to establish a program with the 
medical school in Gondar under the name, "Surgical A.id to Children of the World 
(SACOW)." It was headed by two New York Jews and its board was 90% Jewish. While the 
UAHC raised all the money to fund the program, the doctors and nurses a nd 
physical/occupational therapists ~ent to Ethiopia did some teaching at the school. Bul a ll 
along, the goal of the program , according to Glenn Stein, was to get into the Jewish villages , 
although Stein laments their goal was rarely accomplished and even then visits were brief. 
He says, "And in the end after spending considerable money, the truth was that we d idn't 
help many Jews. We d id create a presence there, we did create a base ... bu t it was a very 
negligible benefit." Shordy after the UAHC established its medical presence in Eth iopia, 
the AJJDC set up a medical presence in Ethiopia. In a personal interview with Dr. Ted 
.Myers in New York City on June 18, 1992, Myers discussed the events and circumstances 
surrounding the JDC medical involvement. According to Dr. Myers, head of the AJJDC 
medical program in Ease Africa during the 1980s, they got permission in 1984 from 
Mengistu to come into Ethiopia, and by 1986, they set up offices in the country. The 
programs were to be non-sectarian in nature. Myers says, "We did not do anything which 
violated the sovereignty of the Ethiopian government. ... to get into Ethiopia was a great 
accomplishment, they [the AJJDC] did not want to do anything that would risk their 
position and access in the country." When asked if the AJJDC was involved with rescue, 
Dr. Meyers responded that the AJJOC's concern was to have access to the villages and 
provide medical treatment. He says, the "JOC's position is that it is our responsibility to 
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These and other factors leading up to Operation Moses will be 

analyzed in the next chapte r. It is impo rtant to note the intricate polit ics of 

rescue, before moving o n to other North American actidty on behalf of 

Ethiopian Jewry during the early l 980s. The UAHC Commissio n o n Social 

Action worked with, and often through, the AAEJ. The two organizatio ns often 

coordinated educational and fund raising p rogra ms. relief activities, a nd 

medical services. However, such an alliance was not publicized to minimize 

criticism and increase funding Glenn Stein says, "The reason up to very 

recently that I was so successful was that I was a ble to o perate under the UAJ IC 

cloak which was a trusted organization and wasn't a pan o f 'that t>nemy, the 

AAEJ.' We intentionally kept the relationship between the UAHC and the AAl;J 

as quiet as possible." 150 

take care of Jews wherever they are. .. whatever the needs may be. And emigration and 
aliyah ls really the responsibility of the Jewish Agency. Our rescue, If you want ro call it 
that, was more o ne of keeping people alive - we rescued them In that sense." Glenn St:ein 
contends that the UAHC cooperated with the JDC in medical relief programs, but "with 
hostility." He added that the JDC is "very conservative" and takes "the long v iew" and 
does not want to do anything to mix up the tong plan. Stein concluded that Project REAP 
was "a lot of effort, not a whole lot accomplished ... The JDC during this period also didn't 
accomplish much." 
150 Interview with Glenn Stein. 



THE CANADIAN ASSOCIATION FOR ETHIOPIAN JEWS (CAEJ) 

Modeled after the AAEJ. the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews 

(CAEJ) was established in 1980. CAEJ's vocal stance vis a vis Israel a nd the 
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established community of North America was similar to the AAEJ, as was the 

Canadian o rganization's tactics and vocal attacks on these groups. CAEJ, like 

the AAEJ, focused its efforts on rescue of the Beta Yisrael, and on a couple of 

occasions even made their own attempts to rescue Ethiopian Jews in the llorn 

of Africa. CAEJ's Board of Directors consisted of business pe0ple, Jewish 

student activists, professionals and members of the Canadian Jewish 

Congress. l S l Starting in 1982, CAEJ issued a quarterly and sometimes semi-

annual newsletter entitled Ethiopian Jewn· Report. which continued into the 

early 1 990s. 

CAEJ was the only organ izauon in Canada devoted exclusi cly to aiding 

Ethiopian Jews. Activities of CAEJ included educational campaigns, relief work 

including clothing drives for new immigrants to l~rael and medical missions 

to Ethiopia, fund raising through the sale of Ethiopian Jewry note cards and 

parlour meetings, lobbying of Canadian governmental officials, and rescue 

operations in Ethiopia. Funding came from large and small donors, 

synagogues, foundations and corpor ations. In t 982, CAEJ had three thousand 

members. By 1984, CAEJ had fifteen members on its Board of Directors and a 

constituency of twelve thousand Canadians. The national office was located in 

Toronto, with chapters in Calgary, Montreal and Ottawa, an afftliate office in 

Ramat Gan, Israel, and a coordinator in Ethiopia. Their staff consisted of both 

151 "New CAEJ Board," Ethiopian lewry Repon, published by the Canadian Association 
for Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Spring, 1982, Vol. 1, No. l, p. 2. 



full-time and part-time workers, as well as over one hundred and fifty 

'olunteers.152 The organization describes itself as follO\"S: 
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CAEJ is a small, publicly-funded charity l 53 struggling to achie\'e a big 
aim: to save Ethiopian Jewry from extinction. Our objectives are to 
make the saving of Ethiopian Jewry a number one priority of the 
Government of Israel and World Jewish leadership: to directly rescue 
Jews in Ethio pia and take them to lsrael; to pro\ide relief assistance 
for Ethiopian Jews in Ethiopia, Sudan and Israel; and to educate the 
Canadian public about the desperate plight of Ethiopian Jewry. I 54 

CAEJ's policy statement from 1982 set out the fo llowing goals, functions 

and commitment of purpose: 

( 1) The sole function o f CAEJ is to promote the welfare o f Ethiopian 
Jews. The physical condition of Ethiopian Jewry makes it the most 
threatened Jewish community in the world. Alleviation of its plight 
must be a top priority of the Jewish people; (2) In order for those who 
enjoy freedom as Jews in Israel and in the Diaspora to be of help to 
Ethiopian Jewry there must be community education on the nature of 
the problem, and coordinated efforts by all those concerned .. ; (3) 
CAEJ views its role as (a) an advocacy group within the Jewish and 
general community on behalf of Ethiopian Jews; (b) a vehicle fo r 
educatio nal programs; (c) a catalyst for promoting increased efforts to 
provide assistance to Ethjopian Jews; and (d) an instrument for aid to 
Ethiopian Jews; (4) CAEJ endorses the "Jerusalem Program." Heeding 
the tenet that "Ther e is no Zionism but for the saving o f Jews." CAEJ is 
committed to aliyah for Ethiopian Jewry; (5) Although all Jews are 
responsible fo r one another, the State of Israel has the mandate of 
both history and contemporary organized Jewry to assume the lead in 
aiding an oppressed Jewish community. CAEJ therefore strives to 
conduct a dialogue and to coordinate its efforts with Israel on the 
matter of Ethio pian Jewry; (6) CAEJ acknowledges not o nly the 
existing interest of, but the need fo r further involvement by, major 
Jewish community or ganizations in educational and programmatic 
efforts on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. CAEJ strives to maintain a 
dialogue and coordinate activities with such groups; (7) The plight of 
the Jewish community within Ethiopia, and particularly in Gondar 

152 "What is CAEJ," Etbjooian tewrv Report. published by the Canadian Association for 
Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Nov./Oec. 1984, Jan. 1985, Vol 4, No. 4, p. 3. 
153 I assume the use of "public" here is to convey the sense of popular as opposed to 
governmental suppon. Funding primarily came from private sources, and the group was a 
non-profit organization. 
154 "What is CAfJ." 
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province, is a human rights issue and should be accorded publicity in 
the international arena, in accordance with the view o f Ethiopian 
Jews themselves; and (8) Acti,·itics o n behalf o f Ethiopian Jewry must 
be carried out in close consultation "'dth Ethiopian Jews 
themselves.1 SS 

It appears, at least in this 1982 policy statement, that the CAEJ officials 

went to great lengths to talk about dialogue and coordination and cooperat ion 

with Israel and world Jewish leaders and organizations. Perhaps this position 

ls a reaction to the often ballistic confrontation o f the AAl!J with these panics, 

through the printed media, speeches and policy statements. Additionally, this 

policy statement also broadens the role of CAEJ to the general welfare o f 

Ethiopian Jewry, including educational programs and relief wo rk. But the 

po licy differences between CAEJ and the AAEJ are more subtle than this 

diplomatic wording might lead one to think. Moreover , the elements of 

confrontatio n are contained within the document. Point o ne underscores that 

Ethiopian Jewry must be the top priority of the Jewish people. Point four calls 

fo r an immediate rescue of Fthiopian Jewry to Israel. Point five dramatizes the 

need for Israel to take more assenive and decisive actio n. Point six cal ls upon 

the established Jewish community to get more involved. Point seven pushes 

for a public campaign on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. Most assuredly, these 

were also the major goals of the AAEJ. 

Susan Pollack Shechtman, long time Executive Director of CAEJ, and 

later, rescue coordinator for the AAEJ, poignantly summarized the role of CAEJ 

while indicting Israel and world Jewry in the following statement in 1984: 

"The Jewish world watches in silence while hundreds die each month. We take 

1 SS "Policy Statement [of CAEJ]," Ethiopian Jewry Report. published by the Canadian 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada. Spring, 1982, Vol. 1, No. l , p. S. 
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the wo rds 'neve r a gain ' very seri ously. We will not betray Israel's ideals by 

talting orders from Israeli bureaucrats. We \\ill save "homevcr ' e can." I - 6 

Others involved with Ethio pian Jewry \"iewed CAEJ a s milita nt and 

ineffective. Claire Safran. autho r o f Secret fa.odus, characterized CAEJ as 

"milita nt. " 157 She adds, however, that "fl]ong before the mai n-line Jewish 

organj zations took up the cause. these people led it. In the years when Israel 

and America I 58 both were struggling with so man. other crises, they [CAEJ 

and the other Ethiopian support organ izations] would no t a llow 1he lost Je" s tn 

be fo rgotten o nce again." 159 The actions of the AAEJ 's counterpa rt 

orga nization , the Canadian Association fo r Et hiopian Jews, were criticized as 

"reckless and incompetent," in the words o f one Canadian newsperson who 

accompa nied a group of CA[J members to Ethiopia. 160 The efforts o f the CA~J 

me mbe rs failed , and they were thrown o u t o f Eth iopia by government 

authoritics.1 6 1 

1 udo r Parfitt, author or Operation Mo cs: The Stoa · o f t he Exodus of the 

Falasha lews f rom Ethio pian. describes CAEJ as "extremely vocal and 

o utspo ken" a nd a "potentiaJ danger" to the Mosad's rescue operations in East 

Afri ca.1 62 Pa rfitt no tes that "la] number of unofficia l e missaries were sent to 

the North American groups [CAEJ and AAEJ] to persuade them that Israel was 

taking action on behalf of the Falashas and that independent rescue missions 

were bo th unnecessary and harmful to the overall operations." 163 Further, 

156 Simcha Jacobovici, "Ethiopian Jews Die, Israel Fiddles," an opinion/ editorial piece in 
the New York limes. Saturday, September 15, 1984. 

157 Secret Exodus, p. 49 . 
158 America here is referring to North America. both the United States as well as Canada. 
159 Secret Exodus. p. 49. 

160 Redemption Song, p. 91. 
161 fbid 

162 Operation Moses, p. 46. 
163 Ibid 
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he claims that "[c]ompletely unconvinced , they f CAEJ and AAE.J] said that they 

had heard the same argument from a numher of Israeli o fficials and that the 

discreti on being urged upon them was no more than a ruse to conceal Israeli 

inaction. 11 164 

Another parallel to the AAEJ ex'Perience was the reaction by the 

established Jewish community of Canada to CAEJ's acth·e involvement on 

behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. In early 1982 , the Canadian Jewish Congress 

formed a National Committee on Ethiopian Jews. This group's leadership 

included a number of CAEJ members.1 65 All in al l, it appears that th e National 

Commi ttee on Ethiopian Jews was not fanned so much to contain CAEJ as it was 

to provide a vehicle and central agency to disseminate information o n the Beta 

Yisrael. 

Of particular importance was a documentary film made by CAEJ Board of 

Directors member Simcha Jacobovic i. Jacobovici was born in Rumania, 

educated in Israel and later migrated to Canad a, where he completed his 

doctoral studies in International Relations at the University of Toronto. A 

leader in the North American Jewish student movement who was deeply 

touched by the plight of the Beta Yisrael, Jacobovici wrote numerous articles 

and editorials for the Globe and Mail and the New Yo rk Times concerni ng 

Ethiopian Jewry. In his docum entary, he filmed and interviewed Beta Yisrael 

in Ethiopia, the Sudan, and Israel, as well as various players in the rescue 

movement on bo th sides of the Atlantic Ocean. During 1983, the film , entitled 

164 Ibid 

165 ''CJC Committee [on Ethiopian Jews]," Ethiopian lewty Repon, published by the 
Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Spring, 1982, Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 4. 
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falasha: Exile of the Black Jews. was shown on telc\'ision in Canada and the 

U.S., and appeared in commercial theaters across the continent.166 

The film was highly critical of the lack of efforts and indifference of 

Israel and world Jewish leadership. According to Graenum Berger, ''Officials 

in je\'.,rish organizations and Israel considered it anathema, tried to keep it 

from being shown anywhere, and boyconed it before audiences over which 

they had control." 16 7 However, Berger also notes that despite the efforts to 

prevent its showing, the film received considerable ana fa, orablc coverage in 

the press. Critics in the Toronto Star, Varictv dnd the Los Angeles Times 

desc ribed it as "passionate," "hea rt rending," "remarkable,'' "moving," 

"searing,'' and "incisive." 1 68 

Others, such as Louis Rapoport and Tudor Parfitt , viewed the film in a 

negative ligh t. Parfitt states that Jacobovici was "one of the most outspoken of 

the American-based activists." 169 Parfitt further notes that jacobovici 

claimed "that the only impediment to Falasha emigration was Israeli 

' racism. '" 1 70 A Sudanese minister was interviewed in the film and stressed 

tha t, as far as he was aware, there were no difficulties preventing the Beta 

Yisrael from leaving the Sudan; the only problem was Israel's reluctance to 

take them.1 71 The hostile atmosphere generated by the publicity surrounding 

the film goaded the Israeli authorities into a reaction. "One spokesman said: 

166 Compiled from various sources including CAEJ's Ethiopjan Iewry Repons, Graenum. 
by Graen um-Berger, Operation Moses, by Tudor Parfitt and Redemption Song, by Louis 
Rapoport. 
167 Graenum. p. 728. 

168 Graenum, p. 728; and "Falasba ftlm premiers in Toronto," Ethiopian Jewry Report. 
published by the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews. Toronto, Canada, Winter, 1984, 
Vol. 3, no. l, p. 2. 
169 Operation Moses. p. 58. 
170 Ibid 
171 Ibid 
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'Thousands are on the way -- the process is on. But it gets blocked up by these 

self-righteous people who don't care if a thousand are lost, just as long as they 

can say that they saved a hundred people while Israel did no thing."' 172 

Rapoport also cites the same interview clip with the Sudanese officia l as 

being highly damaging to Israel and world Jewish leadership. He claims: 

"This created a completely false impression of the reality in Sudan but gave 

credence to claims by American and Cana<.lia n activists that Israel and world 

Jewry were simply letting the Fala~has die when they :ould have gotte n them 

out." 173 Rapoport also questions Jacoboviri's credibility. Rapoport tags him as 

an extremist, and cites Jacobovici's writings and sensat ionalism in the secular 

press as cause for scrutiny of his works. He no tes that "questions arose about 

jacobovici's credibility because of the fantastic conspiracy charges he made 

in ... [an] article agai nst some Israeli o ffi cials, who in fac t had nothing to do 

\.\ith rescue policy." 174 

Of Simcha Jarobo\'iCi's articles, probably the most controversial is his 

September. 1984, opinion/ editorial in the Ne" York Times, entitled "Ethiopian 

Jews Die, Israel Fiddles.11 175 The editoriaJ commences: "At least L.300 black 

Ethiopian Jews, mostly children, have died in the past five mon ths in refugee 

camps outside Ethiopia in the Hom of Africa. In Israel, the Action Committee 

fo r Ethiopian Jews, re presenting about 7 ,000 of them living there, c harges 

that the Government and world Jewish community could have saved them. 

They are right. The inenia is a scandal." 176 jacobovici continues co indict the 

172 Ibid 
173 Redemption $ong. p. 139. 
174 Ibid, p. 112. 
175 "Ethiopian Jews Die, Israel Fiddles," editorial in the New York Times, Saturday, 
September 15, 1984. 
176 Ibid 
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Israeli government for its indifference and Jack of activity, citing that the 

political climate has been ripe for a rapprochement with Ethiopia. He blames 

the religious establishment in Israel for causing delays by insisting on "ritual 

recircumcision," and blames all major Jewish organizations, including the 

World Jewish Congress and Joint Distribution Committee, for causing the death 

of the Ethi0pian refugees in the Sudan by "choos[ing] no t to provide any 

financial, mediral or food aid."177 The editorial concludes with the follow"ing: 

Throughout the world, mainstream Jewish apathy may be att ributable 
co an unwillingness to go against Israeli policy and to lingering 
doubts about the Jewishness of the Eth iopians. But that is beside the 
point. What is needed, without further delay, along with medical and 
food relief is a mass rescue airlift from the camps and from Ethiopia. 
This \\rill occur only if it is demanded in Israel and abroad. Jewish 
leaders must be held acrountable for their inaction.17 8 

On November 15, 1984, six days before Operation Moses commenced, the 

opening session of three thousand members of the General Assembly of the 

Council of Jewish Federations i(l Toronto 1 79 was broken up by a group of Beta 

Yisrael activists led by Simcha Jacoboviri. l 80 " Jacobovici, holding an 

Ethiopian child in his arms, reiterated his view that Israel could have saved 

the two thousand Jews who had died in the camps that summer. His group 

carried signs saying 'Action Now' and 'More Can Be Done."' I 8 1 Rapoport 

relates that "[a] Jewish State Department official who was intimately involved 

in Operation Moses and who was at the meeting tried to persuade Jacobovici 

177 Ibid 
178 Ibid 

179 "The General Assembly of Jewish Federations," Ethiopjan Jewry Report, published by 
the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews. Toronto, Canada, Nov./Dec. 1984, Jan. 1985, 
Vol. 4, No. 4, p. 7. 
180 Redemption Song. pp. 139-40. 
181 Ibid, p. 140. 
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that something important was in the works and that he should lea e, but it was 

to no avail. The plenary session was called off when it became impossible lo 

a ppease the demonstrators." 182 At a subsequent session of the Toronto 

assembly, the head of the Jewish Agency, Aryeh Dulzin, who found himself 

under attack for no t doing enough at a time when he knew the airlift was 

about to be launched, fell that he had to at least allude to the secret. In a 

speech to the assembled Canadian and American Jewish leaders, he "revealed 

that a secre t operation was about to be launched." 183 Dulzin said, ironicall)', 

"that any publicity would be ruinous and swore everyone to secrecy." 1 84 

In 1983, CAEJ rescued twelve people fro m East Africa to Israel, and in 

1984, nearly forty were brought to the Jewish State by the Canadian 

organization. CAEJ raised most of its funds with the AAEJ program of r aising 

$3000 co save a life. After Operation Moses and Joshua, CAEJ continued its 

rescue programs, generally through legal exit means. Advocacy campaigns 

continued, direc ted at the Canadian government. Additionally, the 

organization arranged for relief efforts with medical missions, food and 

clothing supplies, and religious items to be brought into Ethiopia. A B'nai 

fvtitzvah t\vinning program was also launched.185 

182 Ibid 
183 Ibid 
184 Ibid 

185 Compiled from various CAEJ Etbiopjan lewrv Repons. 
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BARBARA RIBAKOVE GORDON AND T HE NORTll AM ERICAN 
CONFERENCE ON ETHIOPIAN JEWRY ( NACOEJ) 

In October, 1981, Ba rbara Ribako\·e Gordon, medical writer and senior 

editor of Health Magazine. and eleven other American Jewsl 86 ventured to 

Ethiopia on a fact finding mission , sponsored by the Jewish Federation Council 

of Los Angeles.18 7 Gordon lacked any knowledge of the organizational politics 

plaguing the Ethiopian Jewry iss ue; nor did she ha, ·e a specific function o n 

the trip like o ther members in her group.188 She chose to go to Ethiopia out of 

a sense of adventure, a concern for endangered Jewish communities, and 

because her previously scheduled trip to Israel was cancelled.189 The group 

traveled to Addis Ababa, Gondar City and the Jewish village of Shewada: 

At first, the villagers did not believe we were Jews, and they did not let 
us into the village which had a barricade around it. Then Bret ... who 
spoke Arnharic convinced them that we were Uewish) ... and they let us 
into the village and t hey took us into their synagogue which was a 
stone hut ... they went to the home of the kess and brought the Torah to 
the synagogue ... We asked wha t parasha they were reading, and they 
were r eading p arashat Noach that week, and we were reading 
para.shat Noach that week. It was an extraordinary moment, even for 
those who never set foot in a synagogue. It was a remarkable m oment, 
and all of the barriers fell away. There we were at this little village at 

186 These incl uded Peachy Levy, Dick <rt?isberg, and Middie Geisberg, all of whom bave 
been very active on the West Coast with NACOEJ activities; AAEJ activists Rabbi Steven 
Kaplan and Henry Rosenberg; Steve Bowmen, director of CAEJ; and Berry Weiss of the Los 
Angeles Jewish Federation who subsequently took an active role in Ethiopian Jewry and 
became a head of NJCRAC's committee on Ethiopian Jews; and Bret Goldberg, a PHO 
candidate in Semitic languages. 
187 "First North Amen can Group in S Years Visits Ethiopia," Ethiopian Jewrv Report. 
published by the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews (CAEJ), Toronto, Canada, Vol. I , 
No. 1, Spring, 1982, p. 1. 
188 Uke Henry Rosenberg, who traveled to Djibouti and the Sudan to investigate rescue 
routes. For more details, see the section "Henry's Boys" earlier in this chapter. 
189 Personal interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon, Executive Director of the North 
American Conference on Ethjopian Jewry (NACOEJ) and former Senior Editor of~ 
Magazine, June 17, 1992, at the NACOEJ office in New York. NY. 
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the back of beyond ... we were in this other end of the world in a 
synagogue that did not look like a synagogue, with a Torah that didn't 
look anything like a Tora h, with Jews who didn't look like any Jews we 
had see n before, and here we were reading the same parasha. That 
was a powerful moment... The sanctity of time transcended the 
sanctity of place ... It was a life changing e>.'Perience. l 90 

The group went on to Israel from Ethiopia and met with "all of the key players" 

except Menachem Begin: 

There were those who did n0t put one momem of faith in what the 
Israelis were saying, and there were those of us who did. My feeling 
at the end of the trip to JsraeJ is [was] that the Israelis had made a 
serious commjtment to the rescue of Ethiopian Jews; and that their 
'sha-sh tH ' attitude which they held very strongly was no t, as the AAEJ 
felt, a cover-up for total inaction or actual prevention of the arrival of 
Ethiopian Jews, but was a possibly exaggerated but legitimate belief 
that any ki nd of talk would endanger what rescue they were doing.191 

When asked what made her trust the Israeli o ffi cials and believe the 

sinceri ty of their statements, Gordon responded: 

190 Ibid 
191 Ibid 

They talked to us about the situation in the Sudan in which they were 
already bringing Ethiopians [from the Sudan to Israel] ... Ethiopia was 
an extremely hard nut to crack. The Jews in Ethiopia were very 
largely powerless against any serious action that could be taken 
against them. As time went on, I came to rea}jze how good they were at 
manipulating the scene and surviving. But , they were h elpless 
against any kind of formal attack, and helpless in the hands of the 
local authorities. I had been qu ite convinced that Sudan was a very 
dangerous place, and was the only exit route we knew of at the time; 
and that the Israelis were making an effort to bring out those who 
were in the Sudan - but that it was very difficult, very risky and that 
you couldn't hold their feet to the fire and expect them to do it faster, 
if the Mosad felt that things were too shaky. And I believed in the 



sincerity of some of the people that we met, many of whom I got to 
know bener o er the course of years.192 
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Upon her return from Ethiopia and Israel. Barbara Ribakove Gordon 

began to talk to various groups, mostly Jewish woman's organizations like 

AMIT, EMUNAH, NAAMAT and Hadassah, about her ex-periences and the plight 

of Ethiopian Jews. She was surprised that people kept trying to give her 

money after the talks. "This was my first experience of organized Jewish life ... 

I had no idea tha t the response of committed Jews when they heard about a 

problem affecting Jews was to ge t out their checkbooks." 193 Con lon did not 

want the money, since she did not know what to do \vith it; she could not send 

or take it into an Ethiopian Jewish village, a req uest made b) many of the 

donors. Gradually, several friends including Cyrus Abb), a Jewish 

professional in New York, Danny Mars, the founder of Lincoln Square 

Synagogue, and Fredj Seidel from the Network of Children of Holocaust 

Survivors began to teU Gordon that she needed to form an organization. 

192 Ibid 
193 Ibid 

And the only thing I knew about Jewish organizations was tha t there 
were too many of them; and there al ready was an organization , the 
AAEJ. However, I was by then very uncomfortable with the AAEj. I 
could not cope with the idea of being involved in raising money and 
finding that ads were being taken out accusing lsrael of racism, 
which was happening at th at time [early 1980s]. I met with a number 
of people in the AAEJ speakers group. They would come and rehearse 
their speeches for me, and the speeches they were giving ... were 
nothing but long diatribes against Israel. A number of women in my 
synagogue, when they heard I was involved with Ethiopian Jewry, 
commented to me that they had a speaker on the subject, and all the 
speaker did was rant and rave about Israel, and that if you had to 
choose between Israel and Ethiopian Jews, they would pick Israel, and 
so they were not interested in the issue. Gradually, people began to 
tell me there is a need for another organization which will present a 
different point of view and that will be designed to work in 
cooperation with Israel and the American Jewish establishment, 



which had been accused of being in a conspiracy with Israel to 

prevent Ethiopian Jews from reaching lsraeJ.1 94 

214 

A high ranking and long term member of NACOEU. who asked to remain 

anonymo us, added the following: "Because of the AAEJ's attitude toward the 

establishment and toward Israel -- they were at the time the only spokespeople 

for this issue - there was an ext rem et negative feeling in many 

establishment organizations, that if you came on behalf of Ethio pian Jews, you 

were coming with a hatchet to attack. And in additio n to that, there was very 

much the Israeli 'sha-shtil' policy."195 As a result, Gordo n notes, she and 

NACOEJ had no difficulty getting the suppon of the established American 

Jewish community . While Gordon ran NACOEJ out of her apartment for the 

first few years, the organization moved into permanent quarters o n the floor 

of the New York office of the American Jewish Comminee in 1985. NACOEJ has 

its m ajor centers of activi ty in New York and Los Angeles. NACOEJ's 

membership blossomed from a few thousand pre-Operation Moses in 1984 to 

over 45,000 by 1990, 53,000 by the Fall of 1991, and over 68,000 by the end of 

1992. 196 NACOEJ has a slightly larger membership base than the AAEU. 

The North American Conference on Ethiopian Jews (NACOEJ) was 

founded during the late Winter of 1982, with Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, then of 

Lincoln Square Synagogue, as honorary chair of the organization. Lincoln 

Square Synagogue allowed NACOEJ to hold monthly open meetings in its 

194 ttfid. Although NJCRAC, who supported Israel and refrained from any criticism of the 
Jewish State, formed an Ethiopian Jewry committee in 1979, people felt the need for 
another lay led, grass roots pro-Beta Yisrael group. 
19 5 Anonymous interview at the NACOEJ office in New York, June 17, 1992. 
196 Compiled from various issues of Lifeline, a publication of the North American 
Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York, New York; "Operation Solomon Was a Beginning, 
Not an End," an advertisement by NACOEJ in Moment Vol.17, No. 6, December, 1992, pp. 
20-21; and a flier from R.C. Direct, Inc., entitled "NACOEJ Chooses RC Direct For List 
Management & Brokerage," November 5, 1992. 
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facilities and use it as their mailing add ress. Until the organization obtained a 

tax exempt status, the synagogue funnelled al l of NACOEJ 's funds through its 

auspices. Gordon states: 

Like every other organization that takes an unpopular cause, we 
attracted some fringe, difficult, unstable people. But on the whole. we 
attracted wonderful people, wonderful people ... One of the other 
differences between the AAEJ a nd us is that our board, which was then 
a 'iteering committee and met every week and ran the organization, 
was not made up of rich, powerful , fam ous. well-connected people. It 
was made. up of ordinary people with a passion fo r thjs issue, and a 
willingness to work incredibly hard on it. We were entire!) 
volunteer . 197 

Ruth Gruber , author of Rescue: The Exodus of the Ethiopian lews, 

characteri zes NACOEJ as "less adversarial than the AAEJ and working quiet!), 

was able to cooperate with the Jewish Agency and the foreign Ministry in 

Jerusalem." 198 Claire Safran dubbed NACOEJ as "calmer" and "more 

cooperative" than CAEJ or the AAEJ. l 99 Tudor Parfitt states that Israel favored 

NACOEJ because it presented a less vocal alternative to the AAEJ: "For a time 

Israeli officials tried to bypass the AAEJ by r ecognizing a less aggressive pro-

Falasha group as the 'official organization in the Uni ted States representing 

the Ethiopian Jews.' 11 200 Thus, NACOEJ was favored, because it ''had already 

demonstrated a less critical and aggressive stance."201 However, Parfitt adds, 

Israel's ploy of recognizing and supporting the work of NACOEJ "had no 

noticeable success.11202 

197 lnterView with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 
198 Rescue: The Exodus of che Ethiopian lews, p. 145. 

199 Se<:ret Exodus. p. 49. 

200 Operation Moses. p. 58. 
201 Ibid 
202 Ibid 
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On the other hand, Graenum Berger contends that NACOEJ was created, 

just like the NJCRAC Committee on Ethiopian Jews, to placate Israel and sen e as 

a tool of the American Jewish establishment to counter the AAEj. 203 Barbara 

Ribakove Gordon flatly denies Berger's accusation: "No, we were not formed 

by the organized Jewish community and Israel to counter the AAEJ. Most of 

the organized community and Israel thought fo r ages that we were the AAEJ -

we had to keep explai ning that we were not111 204 "We created NACOEJ in my 

living room," continues Gordon, ''and the only pc0ple involved were Danny 

Mars (founder of Lincoln Square Synagogue), Fredi Seidel {from the Net\vo rl-; 

of Children of Holocaust Survivors), June Muller (a close friend of mine, not 

Jewish}. and me:•205 "Rabbi ShJomo Riskin of Lincoln Square agreed to be our 

l lonorary Chairman, and his name opened a few establishment doors to us. We 

had zero money, no creden tials except Rabbi Riskin's name, and no help from 

anyone rich , powerful o r 'established'.11 206 

Since its inception, NACOEJ has ent eigh teen formal missions to Ethiopia, 

all with the "strong appro\·al of the Israeli foreign Min istry and the Jewish 

Agency.11 207 NACOEJ's founding charter had four goals: I ) To help the 

community survive in Ethiopia; 2) To help the Ethiopian Jews get to Israel: 3) 

To assist in absorption in Israel ; 4) Cultural preservation in Israel. Cordon 

adds 

203 Interview with Graenum Berger. 
204 Letter from Barbara Ribakove Gordon to Jeffrey Kaye, dated June 25, 1992, responding 
to follow-up questions to the interview of June 17, 1992; including a re.articulation of 
Graenum Berger's statement concerning the formation of NACOEJ. 
205 Ibid 
206 Ibid 

207 Interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 
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After a while, as rescue became not just a fantasy, bul something we 
were actively involved in, we Slopped entirely talking about it [some 
ti me in J 983]. We felt it should be secret. And we never mentioned il 
after that. Whereas the AAEJ talked about it a great deal, raised their 
funds on the basis of it we raised ours entirely on relief. and we 
recognized that we were giving up the sexiest fund raiser of them all. 
But we felt, certainly the Israelis fel t, that if it was a clandestine 
operation, it should not be talked about. Now, the AAFJ has 
maintained, and possibly correctly, that their publicizing ne\'er did 
any harm. This may be something absolutely true, but it is something 
we will never know. But we made our choice, and they made theirs, 
and that was thaL 208 

Although NACOEJ was invol"ed in reSl' ue, its thrust, unlike the AAFJ, 

emphasized aid and relief work in Ethiopia and Israel. NACOEJ in its \'arious 

missions to Ethiopia brought food , clothing, Jewish ritual objects and medical 

supplies to the Beta Yisrael. In Israel, the o rganization has established 

numerous cultural preservation programs, educational and vocational 

projects , an adopt-a-studen t program, and medical, optical and dental care for 

olim from Ethiopia. NACOEJ has also implemented a B'nai Mitzvah twinning 

program and a classroom adoption/ exchange between classes in the United 

States and Israeli schools with a large Beta Yisrael population. 

ln February of 1983, Gordon and June Muller made the first trip to Israel 

as NACOFJ representatives. The Foreign Ministry set up meetings with the 

Ethiopian Jewish leadership, anthropologists, Jewish Agency officials, Foreign 

Ministry members, as well as absorption center visitations. Gordon recounts: 

"They couldn't have been more gracious or more decent about it. As the guy 

who set up the meetings said to me after the meeting with the leadership, 'you 

see, 1 didn't invite only the people who would say that Israel is doing 

everything and is wonderful. I invited all the leaders including those who 

criticize us very harshly.' And indeed, he had. 11 209 

208 Ibid 
209 Ibid 
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They aJso met with Ethiopian Israeli Solomon Ezra, who was then in the 

Israeli air force, ac the Pre~idenl Hotel in Jerusalem. Gordon say~: ''He told us 

that it was possible to rescue people. He pulled out... documents to show that he 

was doing it, and that he could do it again, but that he needed funding ... 

Everything had been worked through a particular office, a particular person 

in Israel... June and I were stunned to learn that this young kid, this skinny 

kid was doing this, and that what he needed was simply small amounts of 

money."2 10 When they returned to New York, Ezra c:ill cd and told Gordon h0\' 

much money he needed for rescue. ~f ichacl Sabin, in charge of rescue for 

NACOEJ, worked with Solomon Ezra on his small scale operations. Additionally, 

as a result of the February, 1983 trip to Israel, and NACOEJ's mission to Ethiopia 

in January of 1984, the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry set up 

a permanent presence m Israel. 

Gordon remarks that a good deal of NACOEJ's funds in the early years 

were raised by speaking engagements. Although a speaker's f ec was never 

charged, the organizations and individuals who heard Gordon and the other 

NACOEJ representatives uwere deeply touched and gave donations."211 With 

the famine of 1984 and the increased publicity of the refugees in the Sudanese 

camps and the plight of the Beta Yisrael, "money was pouring in."2 12 With the 

onset of Operation Moses and then Operation Joshua, Gordon was used by the 

United Jewish AppeaJ to raise funds.2 13 She did not mind being util ized by 

UJA: 

210 Ibid 
211 Ibid 
212 Ibid 

213 More on these Operations and the dollar amounts raised by UJA will be detailed In 
the next chapter. 
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The money for the rescue had to be raised. AAEJ and NACOEJ were not 
going to finance it ... While certainly we [NACOEJ] need money, and I 
feel we play an extremely important part in this entire issue and will 
continue to play a \"ery important part in Israel; none theless, the fact 
of the matter is we independent organizations cannot handle all of it, 
and we need the activities of the major organizations as well ... I don 't 
have illusions about it. In a sense, Ethiopian Jewry gets a ttention 
when it can raise funds for the major o rganizations. Then it sinks 
back into obscurity. But, we need them [the major Jewish 
organizations]. 214 

During the fi rst half of the 1980s, NJ\COEJ remained firmh en trenched 

in the established American Jtwish communit)'· Its acti' ities were not 

designed to make waves with the leading Jewish organizations. Its publicity 

and fund raising efforts were not intended to embarrass o r push certai n 

desired actions. At the same time, NACOEJ remained in Israel 's sphere of 

influence and cooperated with the Jewish State whene\"er possible. Gordon 

sta tes: 

There had been a long penod of time when the Israelis were ve ry, 
very angry at the AAEJ [especially between 1982 and 1984, when the 
AAE.1 was running their own rescue operations in East Africaj, 21 S and 
told us [NACOEJ] in no uncertain tenns that if we wanted their 
cooperation with us. that we were to stay away from the AAE.1 - don't 
talk to them, don't have anything to do with them ... [W]e followed those 
orders, because we were designed to work with IsraeJ...216 

ln the tug of war over how best to aid and rescue the Beta Yi srael, 

NACOEJ, along with NJCRAC, represent the anchors of quiet diplomacy, 

cooperation with American Jewish leadership , and compliance with Israeli 

demands, tactics and activities. 

214 Interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 
215 The last section in this chapter will present the MEJ's rescue operations in the Hom 
of Africa during the early 1980s. 
216 Interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 



JANE FEU.MAN AND THE AMERICAN RABBINIC NElWORJC FOR 
ETHIOPIAN JEWRY (A RN EJ) 

Jn I 955, Rabbi Alfred Wolf of the Wilshire Boulevard Temple in Los 

Angeles showed a slide show about Ethiopian Jews at Camp Hess Kramer in 

Southern California . Among the campers was an impressionable thirteen-

220 

year-old young woman. Jane Fellman did not hear about "the Falashas" again 

until the 1970s, but she carried with her that first ex'J)Osurc some twenty years 

earlier . Fellman became involved with advocacy on beh:ilf of the Beta Yisrael 

as a result of the social action work she did with oppre sed peoples during the 

1 960s and 1970s; as a reaction ta the horrors and inactivit) surrounding the 

Holocaust; and in response to an article on Ethiopian Jewr) she read in 

Hadassah Magazine by Professor Howard Lenhoff.2 17 A college and adult 

education teacher , Fellman had no connect ion with the organized Jewish 

community until she started the Organization for Eth iopian Jewry (OE]} at the 

beginning of the decade of the 1980s. Fellman states her sentiments about the 

Jewish community as fallows : 

The organized Jewish world tends to be elitist and does not speak to 
things of concern to Jews like social change. I am mad that the Jewish 
community is mad at the world fo r not saving the Jews during the 
Holocaust. And now, the world Jewish community is not doing 
anything to save their own people, the black Jews of Ethiopia.218 

Fellman, stimulated by the Hadassah Magazine article, wrote Professor 

Lenhoff, who connected her with a speaker from the Los Angeles Jewish 

Federation. Fellman gathered twenty-five friends at her home to hear the 

217 Interview Jane Fellman, Executive Director of the American Rabbinic Network for 
Ethiopian Jewry (ARNEJ), May 4 aod May 10, 1992. 
218 Interview with Jane Fellman. 
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presentation on Ethiopian Jewry. "I was impressed with his presentation and 

how he: portrayed the Ethiopian Jews in Ethiopia and Israel nor as primitive, 

but advanced people."2 19 Fellman arranged for another presentation with 

more people in attendance, and at that meeting, the group decided to fo rm the 

OEJ. The purpose of the group was education and advocacy, not fund raising. 

There was no philosophical difference with the AAEJ; rather. its inception was 

a matter of practicallt). Throughout its history, the AA~ has not had local 

r hapters and has not concentrated oh rcgionaJ organi1.auon. 

According to Fellman, during the early 1980s. the Los Angeles OEJ and 

the AAEJ presence in Southern California were frustrated by the newly 

established NACOEJ group in Los Angeles and the Jewi h Federation of Los 

Angeles. She says: "We received no funding or help and were viewed as 

pariah organizations." At the beginning of 1983, Fellman talked to Rabbi 

Larry Goldmark. She recalls: "lie relayed that past !less Kramer people would 

be at the CCAR220 convention. We decided to ha\'e aln Ethiopian Jewf) 

infonnationJ table with a bam1er. Rabbi Allen Krause of Cal ifornia showed 

slides. It was clear that the rabbis did not know about the Ethiopian Jews."221 

Also in 1983, Rabbi Krause and Rabbi Steven Kaplan of Northern Califom.ja 

conducted a petWon campaign, collected ten thousand signatures, and for the 

first time, helped to network rabbis across the country on behalf of Ethiopian 

Jewry.2.l2 

219 Ibid 

220 Central Conference of American Rabbis (Conference of Refonn Rabbis). 
2 21 Interview with Jane Fellman. 
222 Repoa on the Activities of the American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian lewry: 
January 1987 - September 1991 , Jane Fellman, Executive Director of ARNEJ, Pasadena, 
California, p. 3. 
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In I 983, Rabbi Daniel Zucker of Southern Califo rnia, who worked 

independently on behalf nf Ethiopian Jewry, joined the OEJ. li e suggested that 

Fellman set up an Ethiopian Jewry booth at the Rabbinical Assembly (RA) of 

Conservati e Rabbis. The OEJ did not '"ant to fund Fellrnan's trip to the RA. 

Thus, she called Ladena Schnapper, long time AAEJ activist and rescue 

coordinator, and formally established a relationship in which Fellman would 

represent the AAEJ at the Rabbinical Assembly. Fellman remarks: "I was 

becoming more and more concerned and upset at the a pathy of American Jews. 

The rabbi s were not the moral voice in World War II, and I was com cmed this 

was happe ning again regarding Ethiopian Jewry." 2 2 3 

In January of l 984, Fellman represented the MEJ at the Pacific 

Association of Reform Rabbis' (PARR) conference in Palm Springs, California. 

She also represented the AAEJ at the next RA meeting in 1984. She discussed 

,,;th Schnapper the idea of pro\ iding rabbis and congregations wi th the name 

and brief biography of a Beta Yisrael whom the) would help rescue with the 

commitment to raise $3000. This new technique for fund raising and publicity 

attracted the interest and involvement of rabbis. 

In May/ June of 1984, Fellman attended the CCAR national convention 

and mer Rabbi Phil Posner of Southern California. They had numerous 

discussions, and Fellman told him, "Phil, we need a vehicle to organize the 

rabbis regarding Ethiopian Jewry. 11224 At that CCAR convention, Fellman and 

Rabbi Posner created a "challah prayer" in solidarity with Ethiopian Jewry for 

the convention banquet. "At the banquet attended by more than 500 rabbis ... 

Poser [and Fellman] ... led a blessing over a special challah baked by Ethiopian 

Jews and prayed that it be a symbol of the Ethiopian Jews' swift deliverance to 

223 Interview with Jane Fellman. 
224 Ibid 
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JsraeJ."225 This marked the first time Fellman initiated a conference-wide 

activity, thereby increasing Ethiopian Jewry ..inivism be~ ond an informa tion 

booth. In June of 1984, as a reaction to the conference. r:ellman and Posner 

decided to fo rmal ize a vehicle for the rabbinate to express its voice on the 

Ethiopian Jewry issue. The organization was called the Rabbinic Net,vork for 

Et hiopian Jewry (ARNEJ). The new group was designed to produce mass 

mailings, educate rabbis and congregations about the Beta Yisrael, and raise 

money for rescue. Fellman says: ''rW)e were frustrated that there \ as no 

attention in the t\merican Jewish community <om t..!rni ng Etltiopi :rn jt!ws. The 

Soviet Jewry activist people told us That it took them years \U capture the 

attention of American jewry."226 Thus, Fellman sought to saturate Jewish 

religious professionals and their constituents as a mean of educating 

American Jewry to the plight of the Beta Yisrael. 

Of particular interest is the fact that Fellman, a layperson, forged the 

creation of a netv.•orl- of rabbis: 

Rabbis do not stan organizations; they start movements. Rabbis 
choose the rabbinate for other reasons. They do not ha e the time to 
create an organization. They might encourage others to start an 
organization, and people tend to Usten bener to a rabbi rather than a 
non-rabbi when dealing with a moral issue. If you want to create 
attentjon, you need someone who already demands attention. That's 
why a group for rabbis needed to be started. 227 

Before ARNE.] hired a professional staff in 1987, the organization 

represented the cause of rescue at national, lay and rabbinic conferences. 

produced three major mailings to rabbis, and raised $60,000 in rescue funds 

225 "MEJ Presence at Rabbinical Conferences," Release, a publication of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, Highland Park. Illinois, Vol. 2, No. 2, Summer, 1984, p. 4. 
226 Ibid 
227 Ibid 
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with a volunteer staff. In 1987. ARNEJ o pened a full time o ffice in Pa!\adena, 

California, and hired an Executive Director and part time sccretary.228 

The Board of ARN EJ established ftve goals in its I 987 missio n sta tement. 

These goals also reflect the philoso phy and activiti es o f the organizatio n 

between 1984 and its professionalization in 1987. The goals were as follows: 

( 1) ARNE] will p rovide an organizational structure through which 
the rabbinate of all four movements o f Judaism will e"-'Press the mo ral 
voice of the Jewish co mmuni ty on behalf of the rescue o f Clhiupian 
Jewry; ( 2) Rabbis and congregations will ad\·ocate fo r the 
reunificatio n o f Ethiopian Jews with their Israeli families; (3) An 
international netwo rk of rabbis and activ ists will be deve loped to 
promote ARNEJ goals within activist' geographic and organizatio nal 
communities; (4) Education abo ut Ethiopian Jewry will be promo ted 
within the rabbinate and congregatio n community o f all four 
rabbinic and congregational movements. ARNEJ will incre ase the 
v isibility of the cause o f rescue within the rabbinic and congregation 
community; and (S ) Fund raising will provide Ethiopian Jews exits to 
IsraeJ.2 29 

Over one thousand rabbis , s tudent rabbis, and re ligio us school educato rs 

have financially contributed to ARNEJ. Most of its membership com es fro m 

the Reform and Conservath e mo\·ements. Through ARNEJ rabbinic and 

congregant o rganizing, tho usands of petitions and letters have been sent to 

relevant political bodies on behalf of Ethio pian Jewry's rescue and re lief. 

Rabbinic delegations have lobbied Capito l Hill, and two ARNE.I rabbinic groups 

have traveled to Ethiopia. More than a quarter of a million do llars has been 

donated for Jewish exits to Israel. ARNEJ has circulated numerous 

informational mailings, fund raising requests, and programs adapted for 

rabbis and congregants. ARNEJ also initiated and nationalized a B'nai Mitzvah 

twinning program in 1987, which matched an American youth with a young 

228 Reoort on the Activities of the American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry: 
lanuarv 1987 - September 1991. p. 1. 
229 Ibid, pp. 1-2. 
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Beta Yisrael counterpart of Bar/ Bat Mitz\'ah age. This enabled the American 

youth to publicly affinn the Ethiopian youths' status as B'na.i l'-litzvah because 

the Ethiopian youlh was unable to make such an affirmation in Ethiopia or the 

Sudan.230 

William Recant, Executive Director of the AAEJ since J 986, has a 

different assessment of the origins and effectiveness of ARNEJ: 

I have a lot of difficultks with ARNEJ. ARNEJ came directly from the 
AAEJ. ARNEJ was formed bl.:!cause the AAEJ was viewed as a pariah 
organization, and we thought it would be easier if there was a rabbinic 
organization for rabbis to go to their colleagues and taJk about the 
issue. ARNEJ was formed by the AAEJ ... We gave them the money to 
start the organization; and rabbis that sat on our board became the 
board of ARNEJ and the president of ARNEJ; and Jane, who was on our 
board becan1e the director of ARNEJ, because she had been the one 
who had been representing AAEJ at rabbinic conferences on a 
volunteer basis before that. So it became more formalized . What 
happened was that we would send Jane to the RA or the CCAR as an 
AAEJ representative. For years, she would go, and we would pay for 
her expenses and pay for the booth and everything else. Then, in 
l 986,231 we decided that it would be better to make that [the activities 
of Fellman at the various rabbinic conferences and with 
congregations) a separate ann ... attached to the AAE.J; so that if a rabbi 
had a problem with the AAEJ, they would still give to ARNEJ. The 
reason being, rescue was everything at lhat time. Sa ing Jewish lives 
was everything. We thought it would maximize the effort if there was 
a specifi c rabbin ic group dealing with it. It rARNEJl was not a 
subsidiary because it [ARNEJ] would be seen as a subsidiary of AAEJ.232 

Recant claims, that "(e]ven with ARNEJ in existence, the AAEJ raised 

more money in congregations then ARNl;J ever did. 11 233 "[Tlhe feeling was 

that we had created them [ARNEJl so that we could raise more money for rescue 

- that's the-reason that they came into existence - for rabbis to talk to other 

230 Ibid, pp. 2-6. 

231 ARNEJ was formed in the Summer of 1984 and it was incorporated in January of 1987. 
232 Pe.rsonaJ interview with William Recant, Executive Director of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, May 19, 1992, in the Washington D.C. National 
Headquarters of the AAEJ. 
233 Ibid 
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rabbis. 11 234 Recant adds that "ARNE! ~·as not administered properly, was no t 

run properly, and therefore was nm as e ffcc ti\'e a· it sho uld have been in 

raising funds for resr uc. 11 235 

Fellman responds to Recant's acc usation about ARNEJ's effectiveness b) 

citing the plethora o f Beta Yisrael support organizati ons \\'hi ch were 

0 perating during the l 980 : ''TI1ere has been o rganizationaJ confusio n caused 

by the number of Ethiopian Je~ish groups. AAEJ and NACOEJ mailed directly to 

Jews who were congregants of the synagogues and rabhis tn \.\htch ARNE.I did 

their mailings. AAEJ and NACOEJ ha\'c a relatively small tlono r base o f around 

45,000 members each, and ARNEJ's base was relati\·ef) no n-existent. 11236 

Fellman also asserts that ARNEJ's "~vork generated a lot of money for the o ther 

organizations. We didn't build in c ·tensive fund raising procedures, because 

in social action , you want to actualize your goal and mo\'e on withou t 

institutional constraints. 11 23 7 

Fellman, in assessing the role of ARNEJ in relauo nship to the other Pro-

Beta Yisrael organizations. c>mphasized ARNE.J's push toward education with 

rabbis and their congregatio ns, advocacy on Capi tol Hill. and rescue of the 

Ethiopian Jews to Israel. These goals dovetailed wit h the AAEJ -- whether or 

not ARNEJ was a creation o f the AAEJ - or inspired and supported by the 

American Association for Ethiopian Jews, but created by Fellman and Rabbi 

Posner. Many ARNEJ members were involved with the activities of the AAEJ , 

and a number of AAEJ supporters helped ARNEJ endeavors. However, the 

connection between ARNEJ and NACOEJ was much less tangible. 

234 Ibid 
235 Ibid 

236 lntetview with Jane Fellman. 
237 Ibid 
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These interactions between the ' 'arious Pro-Beta Yisrael groups and the 

acth·iries of each individua l organi7.ation form an imponant barkdrop to the 

events concerning the Reta Yisrael during first half of the I 980s. Moreover, 

these groups, in part, helped push and create the climate for the massive 

exodus of the Ethiopian Jews from the Sudan known as Operation Moses. It i~ to 

these dramatic events we turn in the nex't chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN; 
EXODUS, REFUGEE CAMPS ANO RJ::'SCUE.: 

OPERATIONS MOSES AND JOSllUA 

Many facets of Operation ?\loses parallel the character o r the biblical 

exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt nearly thirty three hundred years ago: a 

wandering through the desert; a massive transfer of a population; and a 

miraculous intervention. The drama of Operation Moses is unprecedented 

amongst the numerous rescue operations by the Jewish State, perhap 

surpassed only by the thirty-six-hour "Operation Solomon" seven years later. I 

Numerous books have been written on the eventful fin al months of I 98-t and 

early 1985.2 Jn a matter of "'eeks, Israel airlifted a significant segment of the 

Beta Yi rael community from the Sudanese desert to the Jewish I lomeland. The 

majority of world Jewry became aware of this ancient community for the first 

time, as millions of dollars was raised to finance the secret rescue operations 

and subsequent absorption process in Israel. 

Ope ration Moses could only have happened because thousands of the 

Bt:ta Yisrael traveled from the mountains of Eth iopia to the desert refugee 

camps of the Sudan. The horrific famine in the Hom of Africa in 1984 

heightened this massive flight. Yet , while climatic conditions hastened the 

I Operation Solomon will be discussed in Chapcer nine. 
2 Many of these books, such as Secret Exodus. The Return. Treacherous tourney: My 
Escape from Ethiopia. and Rescue: The Exodus of the Ethiopian Jews, cake the form of a 
narrative, following through the story of one individual, family or group o f Beta YisraeJ as 
they fled from Ethiopia to the Sudan, languished in the refugee camps, and eventually were 
rescued by Israel to the Jewish state. Other works on Operation Moses and Joshua, such as 
Operation Moses: The Story of the Exodus of the Falasha Jews fro m Ethiopia and 
Redemotion Song. take an historical and analytical approach to the rescue operations. 
Additionally, a number of children's books on the rescue and absorption of the Beta 
YisraeJ have been produced, including My Name is Rachamjm and Falasha No More: An 
Et.hjopjap Jewish Child Comes Home.. 
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creatio n o f an art ific ial Jewish community of some eight to ten tho usand 

Ethio pian Jews by the middle of 198-t , the u ltima te impetus and goal o r the 

exodus was the dream of Jerusalem. Additionally, the massiYe movement was 

spurred no t o nly by the spreading o f messages in the Beta Yisrael illages b) 

travele rs,3 Mosad agents, and Ethiopian Israelis that Ethiopian Jews were 

being rescued to Israel via the Sudan, but also by the expro priati on of Beta 

Yisrael land a nd the fear of consc ription into the various government a nd 

rebel ann ies. By the Fall of 1984, world media and pnJitical a ttenti o n focused 

on the regio n. The American Association fo r Et hio pian Jews (AAEJ) and the 

Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews (CAEJ) continued their a ttacks o n 

Israel and world Jewish leadership. The small scal e rescue o perati ons 

conducted by Israel the previous four years4 would n01 be Cl'.'pcdient or 

sufficient to save the gathered thousands. A much la rger a nd mo re 

compre hensive operatio n was needed. 

3 Glenn Stein was one such traveler who spread l.he message l.hroughout seven Beta Yisrael 
villages in January and February of 1984 . See chapter six, section on "Activities on 
Behalf of the Beta Ylsrael by the ReHgious Movements." 
4 These rescue operations are discussed in chapter five. 



THE BCTA YlSRAEL EXODUS TO THE SUDAN 

'Did you not come because of the famine? ' l !author Tudor Parfitt] 
asked . He [a Beta Yisrael] smiled: 'In my life I have seen much 
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fam ine. Some year there is food [in Ethiopia) , some years there is 
none. Also there is no food here fin the Sudanese camps],' he gestured 
at the camp around us. 'No, we came here because the time has come 
for us to join our people in Israel. •S 

More often than not, the Beta Yisrael journeyed to the Sudanese refugee 

camps because of a desire to reach rsrael. ''Asrcss ," d twcn t)-six year old 

Ethiopian male Jiying in Israel, \\ ho was eighteen a t the t ime of hi s c~odus to 

the Sudan in May of 1 98~ , relays a characteristic Stof) of why the Be ta Yisrael 

left Ethiopia for the Sudan and how the journey unfolded: 

In 1984, I stopped my studies and told my family that we should 
try to reach Eretz Yisrael. They agreed that the t ime had come for 
Ethiopian Jews to try to leave for Israel in order to fulfill the Biblical 
dream of returning to Zion and Jerusalem. After the group from our 
village set out, the [Ethiopian] government officials forcibly returned 
al l of the villagers and jailed many of our people. I managed to escape 
with five others to the mountainside. Our group of eighteen to 
twenty-eight-yea r-olds met up with other young Jewish men and 
women along the way who were fleeing their villages in the hopes of 
reaching Israel. Although we encountered many problems along the 
way, like lack of food and water , shiftas [bandits] , and wild animals, we 
had strength in our numbers. With the help of a guide we hired and 
because we were young and strong, we reached the Sud anese border 
by foot in less than two weeks. Although there were no Ethiopian 
soldiers at the border, we had to contend with Sudanese guards 
patrolling the a rea. 

Once we reached the check point, the Sudanese soldier s asked us, 
'Who are you and where do you come from?' Knowing how the 
Sudanese feel about Ethiopia, we responded, 'We think the Eth iopian 
government is no good , and we are therefore fleeing the oppressive 
rule in order to come to the benevolent coun try of Sudan. ' They 
checked us at the border fo r two days, and once they saw we were 
hannJess and had no weapons, they let us pass through. Then trucks 
came and took us to the re fugee camp ... They placed the Jews in a 
separate area of the camp. For the first week or two, we were treated 

S Tudor Parfitt. Operation Moses: The Story of the Exodus of the Falasha fews from 
Ethiopia (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985), p. 64. 
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well and had enough food and drink. Howe,·er, more and more 
refu gees from Ethiopia streamed into the Sudan -- Jewish, Christian 
and Muslim -- and conditions and relations deteriorated rapid ly in the 
refugee camp. Ouring the six months I stayed at the camp, I saw 
hundreds and hundreds of people die. The Jews were placed in the 
most squalid location of the camp, received the least amount of food 
and medical attention, and were subjected to wanton and vicious 
attacks by the other refugees. After six months, I was rescued rrom 
the disease- infested, starvation-plagued, sweltering refugee camp to 
Israel. I arrived in peace tO our Promised Land, just like my 
grandfather to ld us every Shabbat in Ethiopia, like Moses and the 
children of Israel in their exodus from Egypt.6 

For Asress, Zionism was the sole motivating factor fnr his journey to the 

Sudan. For other Beta Yisracl, Zionism remained the chief impetus fur their 

exodus to the Sudan; howe' er, the timing of their depanure from Abyssinia 

resulted from a combination of factors. Although the famine did not hit 

Gondar as hard as some o ther areas of Ethiopia, beginning in l 982, the drought 

became a serious factor in the province. The pastures were all but lost, 

thousands of head of cattle died and the crops began to fail. 7 Millions of people 

in Ethiopia fared death b) starvation bcC"ause or drought ' hich caused food 

shortages and an economy shattered by civil war. According to then United 

Nations Secretary General Javier Perez de Cueller and the World Food Council , 

by the beginning of 1984 ten million children wer e starving in East Africa. 

They estimated: "Half of them will die this year and the remaining five million 

will be crippled for life due to malnutrition and hunger."8 Because of their 

"inferior status" in Ethiopian society and the "far-flung rural location of their 

6 Interview and discussions with "Asress," Spring of 1989, Jerusalem, Israel (translated 
from Hebrew to English by Jeffrey Kaye); as reproduced in Voices of Olim, a paper by 
Je~y Kaye a nd Andrea Weiss for the HUC-JIR Jerusalem class entitled, "The Land and 
People of Israel," Paul Liptz, instructor, April 12, 1989, pp. 5-7. 
7 Operation Moses, p. 6 7. 

8 " 150 Million Face Famine in Africa in 1984," Ethiopian lewrv Report, a publication of 
the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Winter, 1984, Vol. 3, No. 1. 
p. 1. 
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villages," the Beta Yisrael arc especially Yulnerable to the food shortages. 

"<iometimes peo ple [Beta YisraclJ ha, ·e to walk for three days t0 ge t to a food 

d istribucion center."9 

Explaining why he left Gondar Pro, ·ince, one Beta Yisrael remarked: "I 

wanted to go to Jerusalem and , in addition , my crops had fail ed." I n Ano ther 

commented : "The dro ught came to the mountains and there .. ,·as no rain. Fo r a 

whole year there was no rain. Our lands were no good to u ." 11 According to 

the American Jewish Joint Distributio n Committee (AJ JDC), h) the <i.ut umn o f 

I 984, nearly half a millio n people in Gondar faced star.ation .iS a result o f the 

drought.12 Furthermore, the Beta Yisrael in the rem0te emien \'illages on the 

bo rde r with Tigrey suffered more from the drought than those closer to 

G<>ncJar.1 3 

Another factor prompting the Ethio pian Jewish exodus to the Sudan was 

the encroachment by neighboring ge ntiles o n Beta Yi rae l la nd. Oft en , 

peasants from the no rth, who themselves \\ ere neeing the drought , 

expropriated Beta Yis rael land. "The Falashas were unable to protect 

themselves and by now the local autho riti es were in no mood to do anything 

for them. Their houses and synagogues were burned down o r taken over, 

their cartle and o ther animals were stolen , their lands ex'Propriated; they were 

left with no choice but to join the other members o f the villages who had made 

the lo ng trek. 11 14 

9 Ibid . See also "Drought Conditions in Ethiopia Remain Critical," Release, a publication 
of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews, Highland Park, Illinois, Summer, 1984 . 
Vol. 2., No. 2, p. 6. 
10 Ooeration Moses, p. 6 7. 

11 Ibid, pp. 67-68. 
l 2 Ibid, p . 68. 
13 Ibid 
14 Ibid 
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The threat of consc:ription pro, ·ided an additional incentive for 

Ethiopian Jews to leave the ir 'illages. The deteriorating military si tuat ion in 

the north and the heavy losses e'-pericnced by government fo rces Jed the 

Dergue (the rul ing Ma rxist inner circle of the Ethiopian government) to 

extend conscription e'en to the most remote illages. Additionally, the various 

rebel armies operating in Ethiopia, including the Ethiopian People' 

Revolutionary Party (EPRP}. the Ethiopian Democratic Union (El.JO), the 

Eritrean liberation Front (ELF) and the Eritrean People 's Liberation front 

( EPLF), I 5 forcibly conscripted Reta Yisracl youth as young as thirt een and 

fourteen. A British aid worker in Tigrey Pro ince stated: "Their !Beta YisraelJ 

desire to go to Israel was genuine enough. But [they also] had a great fear of 

conscription and the drought looterc;." l 6 In 1984. a Beta Yisrael in a Sudanese 

refugee camp remarked that conscription was "the government's la test way of 

solving the Falasha problem ... J 7 

ln response to the drought , the fear of looters and the military draft. the 

exodus began to take on its ov.n momentum. Man) of the) ounger and 

st ronger members of the 'illages had already left Gondar and Tigrey and had 

been successful in gening to the Sudan or even to Israel. As the exodus 

progressed, the Beta Yisrael emissaries working for the Mosad, 18 Ethiopian 

Israelis who managed on their own to inftltrate back into their birthland, 1 9 

1 S "Politics in the Hom of Africa," Ethiopian !ewry Report. a publication of the Canadian 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, Spring 1982, Vol. 1, No. l , p. 3. 
16 Operation Moses. p. 69. 
17 Ibid 
18 [bid, pp. 66 and 70. 
19 One such individual was Solomon Ezra, a Beta Yisrael and Ethiopian Israeli who worked 
with NACOEJ for a number of years. In addition to rescuing a number of his people, Ezra 
undertook his own missions in Ethiopia in the Beta Yisrael villages to spread the word of 
rescue routes through the Sudan. For more on Ezra. see chapter six, section on "Barbara 
Riba.kove Gordon and the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry." 
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non-Ethiopian travelers to the region,20 and letters written by Ethiopia n 

Israelis to their family members in Ethiopia, urging them to undertake the 

journey to the Sudan, brought back news of the successful journeys across the 

mountajns to the remain ing Jewish vi llagers. 

It is important to note. o nce again, that throughout the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. for virtually all of the Beta Yisrael who journeyed to the Sudan, 

the underly ing cause for exodus to the desert region wa5 a desire to some ho\' 

reach Zion. The other fan o rs - drought, ex1Jropriation of land and f car o f 

conscription -- sen·ed as a catalyst fo r the exodus and hastened the Beta 

Yisrael's own actions to actualize their dream of aliyah: 

Why did the Falashas lea e? The famine, the wars and the years o f 
oppression all p layed their pan. But perhaps the most important 
facto r was the sense that their community had come to the end o f the 
road and that their existence and u ltimate 'redemption ,' poli tical and 
rel igious, cou ld on ly be assured by going as a community to the 
promised land. As more and more Falashas were successful in gett ing 
to £srael over the years. those that were left behind were spurred o n to 
follow them.2 1 

Many of the Beta Yisrael gro ups were Jed through Ethiopia to the 

Sudanese border by Ethiopian Israeli Mosad agents.22 Occasional ly, a Christian 

guide would be utilized to take them across the mo untain passes for a payment 

of $100, an amount which nearly matched the average Ethiopian per capi ta 

income of $12Q.23 These guides would lead the group of Beta Yisrael to the 

Sudanese border. However, not all of the guides were reliable. A number of 

Ethiopian Jews '' had been deserted by their guides once they had received 

20 Two of these individuals were Glenn Stein and Ru.sty Frank. See chapter six, section on 
"Activities on Behalf of the Beta Yisrael by the Religious Movements." 
21 Operation Moses. p. 70. 

22 Ibid, pp. 69-72. 
23 (bid, p. 74. 
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their payment. Other guides 'sold' their charges to shiftas or Ethiopian arm)· 

units."24 

The Beta Yisrael encountered numerous difficulties in their exodus from 

Ethiopia to the Sudan. Some traveled for weeks; others trekked for months. 

They crossed hundreds of miles of mountainous terrain and arid desen 

landscape. The Ethiopian Jews ventured through areas of rebel acti\.ity and 

occasionally vinual war zones. The groups traveled at night to avoid army and 

rebel units and gangs of sh1ftas, yet were often robbed nf their money, 

imprisoned. raped and conscripted into the 'arious military units. The Beta 

Yisrael confronted numerous diseases and lacked sufficient food and water. 

Natural predators funher complicated the exi t routes. And the non-Jewish 

guides often robbed the refugees of their meager possessions. "Like the exodus 

of the Israelites from Egypt, the migration of the Falashas from Ethiopia is a 

mL,1.ure of tragedy aru:i heroism which should stand as a monument to thefr 

determination to create a ne\' future in the Land of Israel." 2 S 

24 Ibid 

25 Ibid, p . 75. 
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The refugee camp called "Umm Rekuba," "Mother o f Shelter" in Arabic, 

lies about fo rty miles from the Ethiopian bo rder. The c..irnp was established in 

the mid-1 970s for two tho usand Ethio pian refugees. but by mid-1984. about 

twenty tho usand were liv ing either in tukels (grass huts indigenous to the 

East African regio.1) or te m s. "Th e camp. with a fe•' pan-roofed sh o ps, a 

clinic, a school, and a church , was d e fac to di\'ided into two. between Christian 

and Jewish Ethiopians."26 Umm Rekuba was adminis:ered by the Sudan 

Commissio n fo r Refugee and the country's Coun cil o f Churches, in 

conjuncti on with the offi ce of the United Nations High Commissioner fo r 

Refugees (U NIICR). UN llCR was entirely responsible for adminis tering the 

d istribution of food supplies with the help of two Swedish evangelicaJ 

mis5ionaries. Umm Rckuba \\as the m:iin habitatio n o f Ethio pian Jewish 

refugees. who were aJso housed in Tuwawa and smaller camps in the Gedaref 

area.27 

When the Ethiopian Jews arrived at the Sudanese refugee camps after 

jo urneying for periods ranging from two weeks to over three months, they 

were dehydrated, weak from hunger and terrified . The drastic change in 

climate from the highlands to the desert region h ad weakened them further. 

Sadly, "the facilities at Umm Rekuba were thoroughly inadequate, and two 

thousand Jews would die there.'•28 

One officiaJ who worked in Umm Rekuba remarked: 

26 Louis Rapoport, Redemption Song: The Storv of Operation Moses (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1986), pp. 106-07. 
27 Ibid, p. 107. 
28 Ibid 
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The Falashas arrived in a rather bad state. T"he) were generall y worse 
off than the other refugees and, according to the accounts they gave, 
rather mo re than ten per cent of them d ied on the way. Usually it was 
the older women and children who died o n the journey. Some died of 
ma laria, some were bitten by snakes, some were sho t by government 
forces o r attacked by other refugees. Some of the women had been 
raped by shiftas or government troops. Often they had run out of food. 
However , unlike the other refugees, most of them turned up with 
yellow plastic water containers which in some cases still had water in 
them. The clothing o f the Falashas was usually in a worse condition 
than that o f the other refugees and the children had very little 
clo thing at all. They all arrived carrying long sticks which they had 
used to stop t hemselves [from] stumbling on the mountain tracks. 
They had onl) \.valked at night bcl"ausc thC} ,.;e re afraid o f being 
at tacked by the Ethiopian air forcc.2 9 

By November o f 1984, shortl_ before the beginning o f Operatio n Moses, 

nine thousand Beta Yisrael lived in Umm Rekuba. 30 Around twelve tho usand 

Beta Yisrael resided in the camp during the summer of 198-t However, many 

succumbed to d isease, starvation and d ehyd ration . Camp figu res sta te that the 

Beta Yisrael arrived at Umm Rekuba at the following rates: 1, 11 3 in March; 

2,523 in April; 2.125 in May; 1.627 in June; 2,500 in July; and 2,012 in Augusc. 31 

TI1ey usually arrived in groups of around fifty a day, although d uring May, 

1,000 arrived in just two days.32 

During the Spring and early Summer of 1984, the Ethio pian Jews were 

the o nly refugees to arrive in this part of the Sudan in any numbe rs, although 

a substantial Christia n refugee population from the 1 970s still lived in the 

camps. The Beta Yisrael began arriving some six mo nths before the greater 

flow of refugees from famine-struck Tigrey and Eritrea.33 By August, the 

29 Operation Moses. p. 7 3. 

30 Ibid, pp. 7 6-77. 
31 Ibid, p. 87. 
32 Ibid 
33 lbld, p. 77. 



238 

Christian and Moslem refugees far outnumbered the Bern Yisrael, which 

created additional problems for the Ethiopian Jews. l rauitionaJ hatred and 

persecution of the Jews did not stop at the Ethiopian-Sudanese border. Jews in 

the camps were subject to wanton acts of discrimination, accusations of being 

1'budda (Amharic word for 'evil eye').'' physical acts of \'i olence, and charges 

of being "Christ kille rs" as well as "Jews who caused the African famine and 

the pestilence."3 -t 

Additionally, the Beta Yisrael's own dietary regulations contributed to 

their plight in Um m Rckuba and the o ther refugee camp . Throughout I 98~, 

the only cooking oi l which was avai lable in the camp ,,·as Norwegian " hale 

fat, which the Ethiopian Jews would not use because it is no t kosher. "The 

Falashas refused to compromise their religious laws even when they were 

starv ing. They were suspicious of all foods with which they were unfamiliar, 

perha ps because the} were not sure if they were 'permitted' or no t. "35 Their 

will to comp! ) with the Jaws of kashrut was stronger tha n their fear of 

starvation. 

For the Beta Yisrael, Umm Rekuba hardly proved to be much of a refuge. 

"The physical condition of most of the newcomers actua.11) deteriorated while 

they were in the carnp:•36 Many of them died. Until November of 1984, the 

Western world failed to focus its anention on the decade-long drought in East 

Africa. "Relief agencies tried despera tely for more than two years to awaken 

the world to the severe food shortages that drought, civil war, and difficult 

34 Redemption Song, p. 109; and Operation Moses, pp. 81-82. 

35 Operation Moses, p. 83. 
36 Ibid, p . 77 . 
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transport were causing."37 Finally, in Novembe r or 198-L lhe wo rld respo nded 

with an emergency airlift of food . However, for man~ , the effort \\as too late. 

A report from lhe office of the U.N. Disaster Relief stated: '' Despite a massive 

relief effort b} natio nal governments and the international community, there 

is no end in sight fo r the silent suffering o f what is undeniably the worst 

human disaster in the recent history of Africa." 3 8 

A young Beta Yisrael girl in the Umm Rekuba camp wrote: 

I thank G-d for being alive so far. Because o f this place C\'eT) day 
people are dy ing. That is why I never feel I will leave Sudan alive. Up 
to now 800 people have died from 10,000 Beta Israel refugees. We are 
suff erin~ fro m hunger, thirst, rlisease. It will be a miracle if I 
survive. ~ 9 

Ro bin Townsend, a British Project Trust ' olunteer who was working 

with the Beta Yisrael in the Reception Center of Umm Rckuba from MarLh to 

August of l 98~. states that the Ethiopian Jews were d ying at an a,·crage of 

eight e,·ery day, and on o ne day in June, over fifty died ... m lie estimates that by 

the end o f August. abou~ fourteen hundred Beta Yisrael had perished. Tudo r 

Parfitt remarks tha1 o n a visit to the camp in November of 1984, he counted 

one thousand six hundred crudely built stone cairns, "which sen·ed as the 

final resting-place for the FaJasha dead ."41 A New York Times article noted 

that a makeshift Beta Yisrael graveyard was built on a hillside on the outskirts 

of Umm Rekuba: "Hundreds of stones piled on to p o f mounds of earth, covered 

37 "Famine Finally Draws World Attention," Ethiopian Jewry Repon. a publication of the 
Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Nov./Dec. 1984, Jan. 1985, Vol. 
4, No. 4, p. S. 
38 Ibid 
39 "Excerpts of Letters from Ethiopian Jews in Refugee Camps in Sudan (translated from 
Amharic)," Ethiopian lewrv Repon, a publication of the Canadian Association for 
Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Nov./Dec. 1984. Jan. 1985. Vol. 4, No. 4, p. S. 
40 Operation Moses, p. 77. 
41 Ibid, pp. 77-78. 
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by a few twigs, marked the spots where Ethiopian Jews were buried."42 A 

refugee worker remarked that the Beta Yisrael were o ften too weak to carry 

the bodies up the small hilJ, " ls)o five or six of them \ ould get together to 

carry one corpse and build the tiny monuments."·B 

According to the camp records, in July a lone, four hundred and eighty-

on e Beta Yisrael died, and in August, three hundred and ninet. -seven 

perishect.44 In all, Umm Rekuba officia ls state that one thousand nine 

hundred and thiny nine Eth iopian Jews died bet"een April and No ember 

1984, and tha t one thousand two hundred and two of these Beta Yisrael were 

under fifteen.45 The New York Times provides additional confirmation of the 

high Beta Yisrael death toll: "At least 2,000 Ethiopian )e\\1S have died in 

refugee camps in th e eastern Sudan since their exodus from Ethio pia began 

last spring, according to Sudanese officials and relief workers."46 Mo reover, 

when Congressman Gary Ackerman of New York made his first relief and 

investigation mission to Ethiopia in November of 1984, he and his aide David 

Feltman received woru from the Beta Yis rael that four thousand Ethio pian Jews 

had died on t he march to the Sudan and in the refugee camps (t\\o thousand 

died o n the way, and t:\\10 thousand died in the camps).47 

4l "2,000 Jews Die in Sudan Camps," New York Times. Sunday, January 20, 1985. 
43 Ibid 
44 Ooeration Moses, p. 78. 

45 Claire Safran, Secret Exodus (New York; Prentice Hall Press, 1987), p. 120; and 
Ooeration Moses, p. 78. 

46 "2,000 Jews Die in Sudan." 
47 Personal inteJView with Congressman Gary Ackerman, Democrat from New York. May 
20, 1992. Also, Operation Moses. p. 78. More on the activism of Congressman Ackerman 
and other congressional officials on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry will be discussed in 
chapter eight. 
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THE AMERJCAN CONNECTION 

lly the middle of 1984, the increasing num bers of Beta Yisrael in the 

Sudanese desert and the rising death toll of Ethiopian Jew in the refugee 

camps created a grave problem for Israel and the Sudan. The Israeli 

government \\as committed to bringing the Beta Yisracl to Israel. Numerous 

small scale operations had rescued some six thousand during the previous four 

years. But the Ethioµian Jews were dying in the refugee camps faster than 

they could be brought out. A discreet and gradual operation was no longer 

enou gh. 

The Sudanese realized that the large innux of Reta Yisrael changed the 

scope of the Israe li operations and posed a risk of f unher atten tion being 

focused on their presence in the Sudan and their passage to I rael. The 

Numciri regime controlling the Sudan replaced the Sudanese officia ls who 

were in charge of the camps, and deported the Canadian Physicians fo r 

African Refugees, \,•ho were showing "too keen an interest" in the Beta 

YisraeJ.48 At the same ti me, the Sudanese tried to stem the nood of Ethiopian 

Jews crossing the border. The army was given the task of sealing the frontier 

area. 49 Moreover , Nurneiri refused to allow the Israelis to undertake any 

large·scale action to rescue the Beta Yisrael from the camps. "The poli tical 

risks, it was argued, were simply too great. 11 50 At this juncture, Israel turned 

to the American government co apply pressure on the Sudan at the beginning 

of the Summer of 1984. 

The Israelis had been in the Sudan fo r many years before the 

beginning of the influx of Ethiopian re fugees. According to Lo uis Rapoport, 

48 Operation Moses. p. 89. 
49 Ibid, p. 90. 
50 Ibid 



242 

the Beta Yisrael were not Israel's only interest in the Sudan, and the Mosad 

agents who were based in the country had many other tasks to perfonn besides 

the rescue operations: 

Sudan -- strategically located between Egypt and rad ical Libya to the 
north and Soviet-backed Ethiopia to the southeast, and just across the 
narrow Red Sea from Saudi Arabia - has Jong been considered to be of 
major importa nce to the Israeli intelligence community. A spy 
master's dream, it was a listening post and a crossroads where vital 
information concern ing the Hom of Africa and the Middle F.ast wns 
gathered by various intelligence services ... The) !also ) trained 
insurgent Christian and animist black tribes in the south in an 
a ttempt to weaken Arab domination o, ·er Africa's largest coumry.S 1 

Rapoport asserts that Israe l "and the Mosad turned to the Americans fo r 

help a t this crucial moment [becausej they hoped to preserve the carefully 

built-up Israeli intelligence structure in Sudan , which included a secret base 

of operations, sophisticated communications systems, C\ en a thriving business 

operation ... 52 However, it soon became obvious, that a ny major action to save 

the Beta Yisrael, whether spon~ored by the United States or not, would 

probabl) put an end to the Israeli intelligence operations.53 

Shortly before Yitzhak Shamir left the office of Prime Minister in the 

Summer of 1 984, he instructed Ambassador Meir Rosenne at the Israeli 

embassy in Washington to appeal to the White House to intervene with 

Sudanese president Numeiri and to help the Mosad arrange an airlift of the 

Beta Yisrael in the camps. "It was a request that was fraught with problems 

for the U.S. administration, which did not want to see its excellent relations 

with Sudan damaged. On the other hand, it was a major humanitarian 

S l Redemption Song, p. 118. 
52 Ibid 
53 fbid , pp. 118-19. 
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campaigning for some time for a rescue invol\'ing the United States." 5 4 
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Shimon Peres fo rmed a new government during the Summer of l 984. 

But Shamir, who became vice Prime Minister and Foreign Minister in the 

national unity coalition government, continued to be in charge of the Beta 

Yisrael aliyah. Shamir visited Washington for talks with American Secretar) 

of State George Shultz. Among the various topics on the agenda, Shamir 

brought up the desperate situation of the Ethiopian Jew~ in the Sudan. Shamir 

argued that the huge population movements in the Sudan and Ethiopia cau ed 

by the drought and the famine "would enable the FaJashas to be e:-.1.ricated 

from the country without anyone being any the wiser. "55 Movements of 

refugees through Khanoum Airpon were alread) cornmonplaC"e, and it would 

be difficult to distinguish ''Falashas" from any o ther Ethiopian refugees. "The 

famine provided the perfect co er. Shultz agreed to bring American pressure 

to bear on Numeiri. 1156 

Within the Mosad, a sharp difference of opinion emerged between the 

group of twenty agent in the field in the Sudan and the Mosad's operations 

chief in Jerusalem. "The agents pressed fo r a massive fsraeli airli~ in the 

brieiest period possible - several planes every night for a week in the desert 

outside Gedaref. 11 5 7 But this was exactly what the Americans were afraid of, an 

event which might cre;ue an international incident that could destabilize the 

Numeiri regime or cause a rupture between the United States and the Sudan. 

The Mosad operations chief vetoed the "Entebbe-type plan" suggested by his 

54 Ibid, p. 119. 
55 Operation Moses. p. 91. 
56 Ibid 
57 Redemption Song. pp. 119-20. 
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agents, saying that "it was simpl) too risky and that if it were interrupted for 

any reason , it might also derail American cffor•s to rescue the Falashas 

'quietly. "•58 

Both the U.S. tatc Department as '''ell as the Israeli government and the 

Mosad take credit for the concept of a large scale coYert operation which 

would be more comprchensin: and expeditious than the pre' ious Israeli 

rescue effort~ "According to State Department officials. the initiative fo r 

Operation Moses did no t come from the Israeli s. but rrnm the department itself. 

Israeli sources adamantly deny this. They insist that the Musad took the 

lead.''59 

ln ei ther case, the United States played a crurial role in structunng the 

rescue operation which was carried out skillfolly by the Mosad. Commencing 

in March and April of 1 98~. a number of State Department meetings took place 

to discuss the situation in the Sudan. Among those taking part were Eugene 

Douglas, U.S. coordinator fo r Refugee Affairs and ambassador a t large; Richard 

Krieger , then assistant coordinator of Refugee Affairs; Princeton Lyman, then 

deputy assistant for East Africa; Eliott Abrams, then assistant secretary for 

Human Rights; a nd Arthur Dewey and James Purcell of the Agency for 

international Development (AID).60 The United States had a stake in the Sudan 

and a certain amount of leverage over the Numeiri regime. The strategic 

position of the Sudan created a security concern for the United States. Also the 

· U.S. friendship with Egypt and enmity for Marxist Ethiopia and Khadaffi 

controlled Libya pushed the Americans for even closer ties with Numeiri. 

Because of these concerns, the Sudan had been receiving more U.S. aid than 

58 Ibid, p. 120. 
59 Ibid 
60 Secret Exodus , p. 88. 
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any other African nation e-.:cept Egypt. The United States was pro\ iding 

thirty-five to forty pcrrent of the LINHCR budget to the Sudan, whi le sending 

additional food and medicine th rough the AID bureau.61 

The State Department meetings continued through the Spring. Yet, a 

rugh level of frustration arose because of the contradictory reports on the 

conditions of the Bela Yi rael which surfaced. The AAfJ reported starvation, 

disease, persecution and mass death of the Ethiopian Jews in the refugee 

camps. Simultancousl), Jcrr) Weaver, America's rcf ugcc oflke .. at 1 he 

Khartoum embassy, cabled the U.S. with reports that the Beta Yi5racl incurred 

fewer difficulties than the AAEJ reports claimed, and cut back the death toll 

from thousands to hundreds. The Israeli Mosad reports fell somewhere in 

between the others. 62 Weaver, a former Uni\'ersity of California at Los 

Angeles professor, 1-.nnwn as an "undiplomat ic cowboy" in Khartoum, and 

"erroneous[ly)" thought b) many to be the ClA rhief in the country,63 was 

regarded b) many as "bright but frequently undisciplined and of questionable 

judgment. 11b-+ But Wea\ er kne"' the Sudan. According to Eugene Douglas,65 

"he [Wea\·er) \•;as there lin the Sudan] when we needed him. He had a streak of 

romantic adventurism that can produce extraordina r) achievements, or 

monumental disaster. 1166 

61 Ibid 
62 Ibid 
63 Redemotion Song, p. 120. 
64 Ruth Gruber, Rescue: The Exodus of the Ethiopian lews (New York: Atheneum, 1987), 
p. 150. 
65 Ruth Gruber characrerizes Douglas as "a friendly cosmopolitan from Wichita Falls, 
Texas ... a commander in the U.S. Naval Reserve; a linguist fluent in six languages; a 
conservative Republican close to the inner court around [former] President Reagan; a 
Protestant determined to rescue Ethiopian Jews." Rescue. pp. 148-49. 
66 Rescue, p. 150. 
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Months after the initial Spring repo rts of Wea'ver, Richard Krieger, a 

political appuintee who came with a background of le\' ish communal 

service, 6 7 learned that his best source of informatio n had been the AAEJ.68 

Weaver had d own-played the disaster. Weaver sent a "wrong, falsely lo\ death 

count; he had belie ed that little, if any thing, could be done about the 

situation, and he didn't want to excite people or e ncourage further risky free­

lance rescues by the AAEJ."69 Weaver made another trip to the Umm Rekuba 

refugee camp, where he saw overcrowding, stan .ition, disease, J.ppa ll ing 

san itary conditions. growing violence against the Ethio pian Jews, a nd the 

"incredible" numbers of dead Beta Yisrael. "Finall~, he I Weaver] reported the 

gr im truth to Washington. 1170 

Kriege r and o thers at the State Department desired a Beta Yisrael rescue; 

but it \vas clear that the American government could not take part in a 

select ive rescue. The) could not favor the je\'S 0 ' er a n) othe r group. 

Because the U.S . relatio n with the Sudan were sensit i\'c, rescue could o nl) 

occu r with the consent, however tadt , of the Sudanese go"ernment. 

Moreover , it \''as imperative that the U.S. role take the fonn o f humanitarian 

aid. 

On a morning in mid-June of 1984, Krieger met with a Sudanese o fficial. 

The o fficial wan ted more American aid, listing the Sudan's problems including 

67 Ruth Gruber notes that Krieger was born in the Bronx, and after working fourteen years 
as a Jewish Federation executive as well as a six mon th stint in 1981 with the Republican 
National Committee, was invited to join Ambassador Douglas and the Reagan 
administration. "A maverick in the State Department, he could be soft-spoken or strident, 
courteous or demanding, diplomatic or aggressively firm, and always pragmatic." Rescue, 
pp . 148-49. 
68 Secret Exodus. p. 88. 
69 Ibid, pp. 88-89. 
70 Ibid, p. 89. 
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economic cri is, the Marx:i t go' emment on its southern nank. the nood or 

refugees. "and on top of that, those Jews aJ"a~ s making trouble:•7 l 

Krieger nodded, his expression neutral, but with a nash of hope he 
saw an opening. Playing on his visitor's prejudices. Kri eger, himself 
Jewish, pretended to sympathize. 'You're right, and we'd lik(! to help 
you get those Jews out of your country.' he said. 'You don't need them 
making trouble.'7 2 

Krieger and Douglas met again with the Sudane"c C>l'firtal that aftemoun, after 

checking with his boss Eugene Douglas, Chester Crnr kcr, head of the African 

Burea u , and with Hume Horan, the ambassador in Khartoum. 7 3 Krieger 

<.Jangled the advantages of removing the Beta Yisrael in front of the Sudanese 

official. '' If the Falashas were gone, the Sudanese would have 10,000 fewer 

mouths to feed. The disturbance of unmarked planes landing on sporadic 

resc-ue mi sion would end [Israeli Mosad operation I -- and the 'Crazies f AAEJl' 

would be gone too:·7-i Krieger continued to pla) on the man's prejudices: "You 

know how Jews stick together ... and you know the power of American Jews ... 

You know the) control everything ... the banks, the media, the Congress ... If 

Sudan wants more American aid, you' ll need my Jewish friends on Capitol Hill. 

Think what th ey could do fo r your country if they thought you were helping 

these people get out.11 75 

Eventual ly, aid to the Sudan grew by $50 million, for a total of $250 

miUion for fiscal year 1985. However, the U.S. government insists that the 

71 Claire Safran, "Secret Exodus: The Story of Operation Moses." Reader's Digest. January, 
1987, p. 185. 
72 Ibid 

73 Secret Exodus, pp. 90-91. 

74 "Secret Exodus," p. 185. 
7 5 Secret Exodus, p. 91. 
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increased aid was not a payoff for Sudanese cooperation in the Beta Yisrael 

exodus. Yet, 1....rieger later said, "I wasn 't si tting arros from Raoul Wallenberg 

(the brave Swedish diplomat who saved thousands of Jews during the 

Holocaust]. There had to be something in it for Sudan."76 

The disrussions between Krieger, Douglas and the Sudanese official 

result~d in a workable plan. A memorandum outlining the concept of a Beta 

~~escue was sent to and quickly approved by President Reagan and 

Secretary of Sta te George Shultz. Krieger was then dispatched to Jerusalem w 

meet with Yehuda Dominitz, head of the Jewish Agency, and Mol>he Gilboa of 

the Foreign Ministry. After briefing the Israeli officials on Jul) 7, Krieger 

flew to Geneva and met with Douglas and the Sudanese official at the 

International Conference on African Relief Assistance (lCARA). The Sudanese 

official relayed the news that his governme nt had agreed to the exodus of the 

Beta Yisrael with detai ls to be worked out later.77 Ile warned, however, that 

"those in\'olved would have to devise a plan that would not embarrass the 

Sudan in the Arab world."78 

A great deal of speculation surrounds the role of third party influence 

on the Numeiri regime -- in that millions of dollars in cash greased the palms 

of the Sudanese officials. Rumors abounded~ that huge sums of money had 

been made available by a Sudanese born Jewish tycoon, Nessim Gaon, wh o lives 

in Geneva; that Saudi billionaire Adnan Khashoggi, known to be a close friend 

of Numeiri , acted as an intermediary; and/or that the "paymaster" had been an 

American Jewish lawyer with interests in the Sudan.79 The Mosad did spend 

perhaps three million dollars in the Sudan ov~r a four year period during the 

76 Ibid 
77 Ibid, p . 92 . 
78 "Secret Exodus," p. 186. 
79 Redemption Song. p. 122. 



early 1 980s. "Rut the only cash im·o)\,ed in Operation to. loses itself was $1 

million that the Israelis would give to jerry Wca,·er to pend o n transport, 

supplies, and communication systems."80 
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Reports in the press ... suggested that the Sudanese were persuaded to 
co-operate by 'hard cash - about $60 million raised by Jewish 
benefactors in the United States. ' Other reports suggested that Israel 
had supplied Sudan with arms in exchange for which Numeiri had 
agreed to tum a b lind eye to t he airlift. Neither Jewish money nor 
Israeli arms were involved. The carrot was increased American aid. 81 

Chester Crocker and Prinreton Lyman joined Krieger in fonnulacing 

the rescue plan. They obtained the agreement of Ambassador Hume Ho ran in 

Khartoum. According to one informed source: "Lyman's knowledge of the 

workings of the department - he handled the red tape -- and the willingness 

of men like Crocker and Horan to risk their careers by pushing Krieger's plan 

is what made it aJI happen ... It was a proposition the Israelis couldn't 

refuse." 82 Arrangements for Opt>ration Moses were made at a relatively low 

State Department level, although the support of Deputy Under Secretary of 

State Richard Murphy, who was in overall charge of Middle East diplomacy, 

and the tacit approval of Secretary of State George Shultz were gained by the 

end of June.83 In the field, Jerry Weaver became the U.S. connection on a 

p lanning and oper ations team that included a Sudanese security expert and 

wor kers from the National Refugee Organization. He p lotted every detail and 

80 Ibid, pp. 122-23. 
81 Operation Moses, p. 95. 

82 Redemption Song, p. 123. 
83 Ibid 
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planned for c er) contingenry. He orchestrated ho''' people would be moved, 

how many at a time. when and along what route.84 

Horan and Weaver began a series of mee tings with General Omar el-

Tayeb, ice-president and head of state security in the Sudan. ''They met again 

and again. Al l summer, a workable plan seemed to elude them. Then, in 

September, the American diplomats in Khartoum were talking once more to 

their Sudanese counterparts ... [and decided toJ tum the problem over to 

someone else. 11 85 /,n international refugee organizat ion would be rcspon!>ible 

fo r the destiny and destination of the Reta Yi racl. Technically, the 

o rganization's eff ons relieved the Sudanese of any f u1·thcr respon ibility. 

At the same time, while co er for the Sudanese was achieved, a viable 

rescue route needed to be solidified. "The easiest and cheapest way of moving 

10,000 people quickly rrom eastern Sudan to Israel is by sea via Port Sudan. 

Numeiri found th is suggestion pol itically unacceptable because it involved a 

direct journey from Sudan to Israel. and such a movement of people .. ..,ould 

ha.-e been highly visible within the Sudan."86 Additionally, the idea of a mass 

airlift was also rejerted on political grounds as was the use of Israeli ci\·il or 

milita ry aircraft. 8 7 

Weaver, together with the Mosad and the Sudanese secret police, came 

up with the operation plan in October of 1984.88 They had decided to move the 

Beta Yisrael overland from the refugee camps to Khartoum, and by air from 

the Sudanese capital to Israel. Because a fleet of planes would attract too much 

attention , o ne plane load at a time would be flown out of Khartoum. They 

84 ''Secret Exodus," p. l86; and Secret Exodus, p. 95. 
85 Secret Exodus, p. 94. 
86 Operation Moses, p. 94. 
87 Ibid, pp. 94-95. 
88 Redemption Song, p. 126. 
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calculated that four bus loads of peo ple wouh.I fill a plane. Gcdarcf, which is a 

fi ve hour drive from Khartoum, was chosen as the staging area for the buses , 

even though there is o nJy one good road between Gedaref and Khartoum, and a 

number of police checkpoints dotted the route. The planes could u can 

isolated sectio n o f the runway at Khartoum airport. However , the Suda nese 

officials stipulated that the ai rcraft may no t direct!) ny in from Israel a nd 

must be the air carrier o f a natio n other than Israel. Thus, it was determined 

that chartered aircraft, no t military planes, would fl) the refup,ecs to l:uropc 

and then on to lsraet.89 Weaver acquired four buses and fi\'e Qthcr long­

range , ·ehicles, black market fuel , food. blan~ets, and communiC"ation gear, as 

well as a list of safe houses in Gedaref and Khartoum.90 "The f ul.!1, costing 

$175,000, was safely stored in an abando ned bottling plant in Gedaref. They 

stocked a wareho use in Khartoum with 250 blankets, bottles o f water, and 220 

pounds of dried biscuits."91 

The Mosad arranged fo r the planes. Belgium's Trans Euro pean Airways 

(TEA). owned by Georges Gutelman an o rthodox Belgian Je~ , was the perfect 

choice because Gu tel ma n ''as a friend of Israel and his airline had close links 

wi th the Sudan. For years the charter company TEA had been Dying Muslim 

pilgrims from the Sudan and other North African countries to Mecca, so the 

sight o f TFA planes flying in and out of Khartoum wouJd surprise no one.92 It 

should also be noted that many of the Israelis invol ed in the disc ussio n were 

observant Jews, "but they agreed that the planes could fly o n the Sabbath."93 

89 "Secret Exodus," pp. 186-87; and Redemption Song, p. 126. 
90 Redemption Song. p. 127; and "Secret Exodus," p. 193. 
91 Rescue, p. 163. 

92 Operation Moses, pp. 95-96: and Redemption Song, p. 127. See also Operation Moses, 
pp. 96-97; and Rescue, p. 164. 
93 Secret Exodus., p. 99. 
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Simultaneously, in Is rael. Yehudah Dominitz, Micha Feld man and other 

Jewish Agency o ffi cia ls a le rted their key immigration speciali sts. These 

immigration officials commenced preparations to absorb the huge inOux of 

Ethiopian Jews. 9-l " I-rum Dan to Beer hcba and on to Ei lat, hotels and unused 

buildings were cleared out , empty apartments and abandoned school buildings 

were painted and repaired, and social workers , health workers, e igh teen-to-

twenty-year-old women soldiers, and veteran Ethiopian immigrants '''ere 

corral led ... 9 5 

More Israeli agents, mostly Ethiopian Israelis, were brought int(.) the 

Sudan to facilitate the rescue o peration. These agents spread the word to the 

Beta Yisrael in Umm Rekuba. as well as Tuwawa and Wad et He luw refugee 

camps and the squalid suburbs o f Gedaref, that rescue was imminent. 

''According to some reports, at the height of the o peratio n the re "' e re e ighty 

'spotters' in Sudan locating Falashas and getting them ready to be transported 

to Israel. "96 Additio nally. these indi\'iduals, as well as other Mosad agents, 

arranged for Beta Yisrael in t!le Sudan to r reate lists o f all of the Jewish 

families and individuals in the refugee camps.97 

By the third Y.1eek in November, hundred s of Beta Yisrael had been 

brought o r had made their own way to Tu wawa, o n the outskirts o f Gedaref, 

which was only a few minutes dri ve fro m the main Gedaref-Khartoum roact.98 

This was to be the staging area and starting point for the rescue o peratio n . 

94 ''Secret Exodus," p. 193. 
95 Rescue. p. 164. 

96 Operation Moses. p. 97. 
97 Seqet Exodus, p. 102; and Redemption Song, pp. 132-33. 
98 Operation Moses, p. 97. 
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OPERATION MOSl3 

The airlift was et for November 1, then postponed to Nm ember l 0, and 

fmally t<) November 20, due to local considerations, ur h a rnordmation with 

the Sudanese secret police and the condition of the roads. 99 On No\'em ber 20, 

1984, as the sun was setting, the four rented buses made their way across an 

open field and parked at the edgt! of the Tuwawa refugee camp. Sudanese 

security officials fanned out to pro tect the loading zone from the Sudanese 

police, Beudoins and lower- level &O\'emment official s. Onl}' the highest 

ranking Sudanese government officials and the specia l securit y forces kne\,. 

of the operation. An Ethiopian Is raeli mingled with the increasing masses of 

Beta Yisrael who had gathered at the rendezvous point. 1 li s task was to seleet 

the mo l \'ulnerable people for the first transport -- childre n, the sick, and the 

cider!). "But e eryone "-'anted to be sa\'ed; everyone wan ted to be first." 100 

Desperate, some of the Beta Yhrael shoved past thei r brethren as they forced 

their way om o the bus. I 0 I 

Jerry Weaver recalls the panic and confusion: 

By now it is six o'clock and dark. The Sudanese are nervous, I'm 
nervous, and obviously, the people getting on the buses are very 
nervous ... By about 6:30, we have packed no one knows how many 
people aboard the buses, and we try to leave. People are running after 
us. Total pandemonium. In the confusion, we take the wrong road. 
We are driving on a dirt track parallel to the Gedaref-Khartoum 
highway, but we can't seem to get to it. So we stop the caravan, tum 
the whole damn thing around, and go back toward the camp and get on 
the highway. Now this is our maiden voyage. We've got a five hour 
drive ahead of us. We had driven about fifteen or twenty minutes, and 

99 Redemption Song, p. 128. 
100 "Secrel Exodus," p. 196. 
101 Secret Exodus, pp. 124-25. 
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we come up to two policemen. They nash their light, and the convoy 
commander stops. The two cops come up and start asking who are you 
and what're these buses and who' re these people ... ?" I 02 

Through bluff and persistence, they managed to get through the 

'arious checkpoims. l 03 Complete silence reigned on aJl four buses in contrast 

to the near riot at Tuwawa. 104 Around midnight, the com oy arrh ed at a 

security checkpoint ten miles from the Khartoum airport. The Sudanese secret 

police met the group and alerteJ them that the airplane had yet to arrive. 

Finally, at l :20 a.m., it landed. They entered the airport area through a bad. 

gate and boarded the Belgian lTA airplane at an unused part of the airport. 

The Boeing 707 was soon packed with two hundred and eighty-three Ethiopian 

Jews. The Belgian pilot did no t want to take off with so many passengers, since 

the aj rcraft normally had a maximum capacity of f\' O hundred and twenty. 

"BU\ after an angry exchange with Weaver, the pilot relented. Operation 

Moses got off to a bumpy start as the first flight cleared the runway at 2:-+0 A. 

M., Nm·ember 2 1, 1984." 105 It is also important to no te, that "[o]f the 

Westerners 106 co-operating with the airlift, jerry Wea er was the only one 

allowed anywhere near the Belgian planes." l 07 

The route for the first and al l subsequent flights during the next six 

weeks was the same: Khartoum to Brussels, where the planes refueled, and 

then on to Tel Aviv. The empty Trans European Airways charter planes flew 

102 Redemotion Song, p. 134. 
103 Ibid 
104 "Secret Exodus," p. 197; and Redemption Song, p. 134. 
105 Redemption Song. pp. 134-35. 
106 "Westerner" does not include the lsraeli officiaJs, rather, only refers to an American 
presence. While the Sudanese secret police provided cover for the operation, Israeli 
Mosad agents also helped out on the ground in the Sudan, and Israeli medical personnel 
accompanied each flight. 
107 Operation Moses, p. 98. 



255 

back to Khanoum via Athens. An Israeli medical team offering assistance to 

the weathered Beta Yisrael accompanied each flight. Ben,cen the last week of 

November of 1984, and the first week of January of 1985, TFA nc" thirty fh e 

flights between Khanoum and Tel A,·h·. l 08 At first, there was o ne flight from 

the Sudan every forty-eight hours. However, in late December, the rate was 

increased to every twenty-four h ours.109 Some seven thousand five hundred 

Beta Yisrael were brought to Israel ia Operation Moses, I I 0 also known by its 

Mosad code name "Gur Aryeh Yehuda [the lion cub of Judah ~ a reference to 

Genesis 49:91." l 11 

The Israel Defence fo rces' radio sta tion desc ribed the arri' al o f one 

p lane load of Beta Yisrael a t Ben-Gurion Airport as fo llows: 

First o ff the plane were two children who were attached to transfusion 
tubes. They were put into a mbulances with their parents. The 
Ethiopians arrJ\·ed destitute. At first they were ' 'er) frightened, but 
when they realized that they had arrived in the Holy I.And, they asked 
the direction of Jerusalem and knelt on the runway, ki ssing the 
ground , praying towards the Holy City . Almost all the children wh o 
got off the plane were barefoot. Some were naked except fo r a T-shirt. 
The only possessio ns that some brought with them " 1ere yellow water 
containers.112 

After the ro ugh start to the ai rlift, the kinks io the o peration were 

gradually smoothed ou t. The loading of the buses in Tuwawa was more o rderly. 

Th e Sudanese state security agents accompanied the buses al l along the ro ute 

fro m the rendezvous point to the airport to avoid any delays at the 

108 Ibid , pp. 98-99. 
I 09 Redemotion Song, p. 136. 
110 The term "Operation Moses" was coined when the United Jewish Appeal launched a 
special fund-raising campaign in the United States at the time the airlift began. More on 
UJA efforts Is discussed in the next section. 
111 Secret Exodus, p. 134; and Redemption Song. p. 135. 
112 Operation Moses. p. 99. 



checkpoints. The Mosad rnntinued Lo keep watch OYcr C\ er) a pen of the 

operation. l I 3 

While Lhe main airlift was going on, small groups of Ethiopian Jews 
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continued to be brought out via the original Mosad route which had been in 

operat ion the previous four year s. Commercial Oights from Khanoum to 

Athens, and then on to Israel wen;! utilized, rescuing groups of th irty to fifty 

Beta Yisrael at a time.114 On the first day of Operation Moses, forty-three 

Ethiopian Jews were rescued using thi s route, and four da)· later, another 

thiny-si x were saved. I 15 

All totalled, the dramatic six week operation exceeded the rescue of six 

thou sand Ethiopian Jewish souls in the four years between 1980 and 1 984. 

Asress, seeing an airplane fo r the first time, ca ll ed the aircraft he ,,·as 

rescued on "a miracle from heaven. . . It was just like the prophets said, we 

''ere returning home 'on the wings of eagles.'" 11 6 But not a ll uf the Ethiopian 

Jews languishing in the Sudan "'ere rescued. International politics and press 

leaks tragically halted Operation Moses before its completion. 

113 Redemption Song, p. 136. 
114 For more on the Mosad rescue operations previous to Operation Moses, see chapter 
five, section on "Israeli Rescue Efforts During the Early 1980s." 
115 Redemption Song. p. 135. 
116 The words of "Asress" as expressed to Jeffrey Kaye in Jerusalem, Israel, Spring, 1986 
(translated from Hebrew to EngUsh by Jeffrey Kaye). 



THE OPERATION IS HAL TED: 
PUBLIC CRJTICISM, PRESS LfAKS AND 

THE UNITED JEWISH APPEAL CAMPAIGN 

257 

While the various exoduses in 1984 were e:\'traordinaril) well guarded 

secre ts in the Sudan, the covert rescue operations were not being as well kept 

elsew•here. By the Summer of 198..t, the exodus from Ethjopia was cc.immnn 

knowledge, at least among Jewish groups in the United States. In its Summer 

1984 issue Reform Judaism reponed: 

[H]undreds [of Beta Yisrael] are currently leaving via a dangerous and 
illegal e ight-day walk into neighboring countries, where they wai t in 
refugee villages for covert Israeli military rescue. Israel has more 
than doubled it s rescue effon s recently and is n ow bringing out more 
than 300 Jews each month. 11 7 

fhe Fall l 9R4 issue of the AA[j publication Release. noted the American 

organization's own rescue effons and how they spurred increased lsraeli 

actions on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. 

In recent months the AAEJ has rescued and brought to Israel over one 
hundred Ethiopian Jews, most of whom have been in refugee camps 
for three years. These new immigrants are mostly women, small 
children and elders ... The recent AAEJ successes have stimulated the 
Israelis to accelerate their Falasha rescue program which for the past 
year was nearly at a standstilJ. 118 

117 Reform Judaism, Summer, 1984. 

118 Release. a publication of the American Association fo r Ethiopian Jews, Fall, 1984, 
Vol. 2. No. 3. 
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Throughout the Summer and Autumn of I 98~. the Israeli gO\·ernment 

maintained its po licy of silence. [·ven at the height of Operation t-lnscs, \ .. •hen 

hundreds of Ethiopian Jews were secretly arri\'ing in Israe l e\ ery day, the 

gove rnment refrained from breaking its veil of silence when anacked.11 9 

The success of Operation Moses depended on and was conditional on secrecy. 

In no way could the Sudan be portrayed as helping sa\·e Jews. This 

predominantly Muslim nation feared her standing vis-a-\'iS he r Arab 

neighbors. Internally, any perceived cooperation wi th Israe l by the Muslim 

Brotherhood and other fundamentalist groups would be dangerous and 

pe rhaps even fatal for the Numeiri regime. Thu , the great fear throughout 

the airlift was tha t premature pubHcity \ ould force Numciri to bring the 

rescue operation to an abrupt end. 

The criticism of the AAEJ and CAEJ continued \ ell into the Fall of 198-t 

In September of l 98~ . when the Israeli government and the U.S. State 

Department were \\•orking on the logistics of the rescue, Simcha jacobovic1 

wr ote his biting opinion/ editorial in the New York Times, ''l:thiopian Jews Die, 

Israe l Fiddles ... J 20 

Two months later, Jacobovici appeared at the General Assembly of the 

Council of Jewish Federations in Toronto. On November 1 S, six days before the 

first flight of Operation Moses, Jacobovici and his group of Canadian Jewish 

students managed to disrupt and force the cancellation of lhc opening plenary 

session. 121 U.S. Ambassador Eugene Douglas, who played a major coordinating 

and facilitating r o le in Operation Moses, was scheduled to address a session that 

119 Operation Moses. pp. I 00-01. 
120 For more on the editorial and the reaction it created, see chapter six, section on "The 
Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews." 
121 Rescue, p. 183; and Operation Moses. p. 101. For more on Jacobovici's disruption of 
the pie.nary session, see chapter six, section on "The Canadian Association for Ethiopian 
Jews." 
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e' ening de\ oted entirely to the plight of the Ethiopian Jc' s. Douglas tried to 

dissuade Jacobo' ici from disrupting the meeting, and even "rc,·ealed lo him in 

private that important events were about to take place. Jacobo,·ici ref used to 

listen." 122 The pleading of Ambassador Douglas was not enough co dissuade 

the activists who believed that previous pledges and promises for rescue were 

only empty words intent on placating the pro-Beta Yisrael groups. 

/\bout an hour later, two thousand people packed the forum se sion on 

Ethiopian Jewry. During his talk, Douglas turned to Jacobo\ ici: "Simr ha, as 

you know, because J\·e told you, if you will only hold } our water for about si:\ 

weeks, everything will be resolved in our favor." 123 Few outside of the 

convention heard about the demonstration and Douglas' prest!ntation. The 

press honored the request fo r secrecy. 

Later, perhaps riled by jacobovici's editorial and charges of ''Ethiopian 

Jews Die, Israel Fiddles," Je,,ish Agcrn..·y head Ar) eh Dubin, ··confided the 

senct lo some fi"e hundred American and Canadian Jewish leaders.'' 1 2-l lie 

announced: "One of the ancient tribes of Israel is due to return to its 

homeland ... When the true story of the Jews of Ethiopia is to ld, we will take 

pride in what we have already achieved in this most difficult and complex 

rescue operation." 125 Dulzin's indiscreet remarks were included in a press 

release sent out from the New York office of the World Zionist Organization 

(WZO). According to an official of the WZO, Dulzin was given the opportunity 

to stop the press release, but decided against doing so.126 The press release 

122 Rescue, p. 183. 
123 Ibid , p. 184. 
124 For more on Aryeh Dulzin's speech, see chapter sb:. section on "The Canadian 
Association for Ethiopian Jews." 
12 5 Rescue. p. 184. 

126 Operation Mose.<;, pp. 102-03. 
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occasioned by Dulzin's dramatic words was pirked up b) the New York Jewish 

Week on November 23. The headline ran "Reveal Plan for the Rescue of the 

Falashas," which was followed by the explicit statement: "A dramatic mass 

rescue of thousands of Ethiopian Jews and their transfer to Israel is scheduled 

to begjn soon after Jan uary l ." 127 On December 6, the Washingto n Jewish 

Week gave even mo re details: ''TI1e rescue of a su bstantial number of 

Ethio pian Jews has begun ... an operation far more systematic than p revious 

efforts is under way." 128 

The secular press picked up the rescue story on December I 1. The New 

York Times ran a fron t page article which revealed that a massive airlift wa 

in p rogress. The headline trumpeted: "Airlift to Israel is Reported Tak ing 

Thousands of Jews From Ethiopia." 129 Ironically, the prominent anicle states: 

"The stepped-up movement of the Ethiopian Jews to Israel, which has not been 

publicized in Israel out of concern that Ethiopia might bloc}.. it, involves an 

airlift through third countr ies." 130 The article also no tes the Washington 

lewish Week article, and includes quotes from Jewish Agency chair Oulzin.1 31 

fa en more details appeared the following day in the Boston Globe. It repo rted: 

"The United States acted as intennediary in getting Sudanese officials and 

Israeli agems together t0 set up the complex logistics for the huma nitarian 

mission."132 Moreover, the anicle quoted an American official as saying: 

"We've got to get them out as quickly a5 possible before it comes to public 

127 Ibid, p. 104. 
128 Ibid 
129 "Airlift to Israel ls Reported Taking Thousands of Jews From Ethiopia," New York 
~Tuesday, December 11. 1984, p. 1. 
130 Ibid 
131 Ibid 
132 Operation Moses. p. 104. 
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attention and the whole thing collapses." 13 3 Like the New York Times s to r) , 

the Boston Globe's article ensured that the operation did come to publk 

attention when it was wired to media outlets throughout the world. The three 

most delicate aspects of the operation had been mentioned: the numbers 

involved, the cooperation of the Sudan and the United States '' ith Israel, and 

the escape route.134 

However, and for apparently nc good reason, the l>tory died: 

In Belgium, where newsmen knew what was going on, no t a word ,,·as 
written. Israeli d iplomats and American State l)epartment officials 
managed to get Jewish newspapers to leave the story a lone. In Israel, 
the newspapers kept quiet. In Sudan, the revelations in the New York 
Times had not caused too much of a stir because the impression had 
been given that the airlift had been conducted out of Ethiopia. The 
Boston Globe report made no particular impact and was probably 
missed by the Sudanese authorities. The airlift was not interrupted 
and the men on the ground in Sudan felt that the crisis had passed. 
Their attention turned again to the [Senator Edward] Kennedy visit [to 
the Sudanese refugee camps]. 135 

Ruth Gruber in Rescue states that despite the leaks, the Sudan and Ethiopia 

took no action to stop the airlift. "Ne" spaper stories. TV reports - these could 

be overlooked. So long as no thing official came from the governments of 

Israel or the United States, Numeiri and Mengistu could pretend they knew 

nothing."136 

Another potential danger to the serrecy of Operation Moses came from 

the United Jewish Appeal (UJA). The UJA initiated a massive campaign to raise 

the money for the rescue and absorption of the Beta Yisrael while the 

133 Ibid 
134 For more details on the leaks in the Jewish and secular press, see Redemption Song. 
pp. 140-47. 
135 Qoeration Moses. pp. 10~5. 
136 Rescue, p. 185. 
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operation was still under wa). Israel estimated that the exodus am.l the first 

)'ear of absorption would c0st S 100 million; and the goal for the United State 

alone was $60 miJlion, w be raised by the UJA.137 

On the day the airlift started, a high ranking Israeli official met in 

secret with the top leaders of the UJA at the Israeli Consulate in Manhattan, 

and told them to gear up for a massive emergency fund raising carnprugn. 138 

Then, on Wednesday, No\'ember 28. a mere week after the first air night from 

Khartoum, three UJA officials flew to Israel. Martin Stein , J. f\lilwaul-ce 

pharmacist who later became chairman of the ll JA, Alan Shulman, a veteran 

UJA leader from Palm Beach, and Eton Kerness, the UJA senior \'Ke president 

were called to the Jewish State to plan and coordina te the fund raising. After 

witnessing the dramatic arri\'al of Beta Yisrael at Ben Gurion airport and after 

a briefing by Jewish Agency and Mosad officia ls, the three Americans 

returned within a few days to the United States. On December 1, at the La 

Guardia airport Sherawn Hotel , leaders of all the major communities of 

America and Canada assembled along with the national officers of the UJA. 

During thi s meeting the slogan "Operation Moses" was roined to raise funds for 

the Mosad's "Gur Aryeh Yehudah (the lion cub of Judah)" and the subsequent 

absorption process.139 F.ach leader pledged a fund raising goal fo r their 

community. In the next days and weeks, in parlor meetings and synagogues, 

"an army of lecturers, swearing their audjences to secrecy, descr ibed the 

world's newest biblical exodus with such passion that the Jewish community, 

which had been responding generously to the agony of all Ethiopians --

137 Ibid 

138 Redemption Song. p. 137. 

139 Secret Exodus, p. 135. 



Christians and Moslems as well as Jews - raised no t $60 million but S65 

million.'' 1 40 

Yet , "serious questions would be raised about the timing of the fund 
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raising, which by it \'Cr) nature made news leaks more likely, and with them 

the likelihood that a po litically embarrassed Sudan would halt the 

operation."141 In short, the campaign involved speeches. public meeting , 

and broad distribution of infonnation that inevitably reached the press.142 

Why did the UJA officials fed compelled to rai se funds during Operation ~ loses 

and risk blowing the serrecy of the entire rescue operation? f\\'O ma in 

reasons ma) be cited. First, the UJA fch that once the Ethiopian Jews got to 

Israel, the appeal for funds would lo e its edge. ''This was because it had been 

decided to run the campaign as an appeal for funds, no t to help in absorption. 

but rather to save lives." l -H Thus, by its nature, such a campaign had to be 

conducted before the Beta Yisrael were sa\'ed. Second , the "fund r aiser 

understood that their best chance to raise funds wa · in the days a nd weeks 

hcfore December 31 , when most tax deductible donations arc made." 144 

Additiona lly, it might be stated, tha t many Jewish and Israeli causes compete 

for Am eri can Jewry 's money. "Who knew what new crisis might n ot blow up 

in Israel o r e lsewhere and divert funds needed for settling the Falashas?" 145 

The timing of the UJA campaign had an additional negative meaning for 

AAE;J-founder Graenum Berger. Not only did it jeopardize the entire rescue 

operation, but it also cased a mistaken no tion as to whom was responsible for 

140 Rescue, pp. 185-87. 

141 Redemotion Song. p. 13 7. 

142 For a detailed analysis of lhe UJA rampaign, see Redemption Song. chapter seven, 
"Paying for it,'' pp. 152-170 . 
143 Ooeration Moses. p. 103. 
144 Ibid 
145 Ibid, p. 104. 



264 

the rescue e ffo rt. l·or Berger , the time!)' LI JA campaign, whirh pla)'ed o n the 

drama o f Operation ~loses and brought the plight o f the Beta Yisracl to the 

masses of American Jewry for the first time, sl ighted the efforts and years of 

involvement of the AAEJ. Al the same time, he perceived that the United 

Jewish Appeal leaders and other American Jewish o rga nizations took credit fo r 

saving thousands o f Ethiopian Jews: 

What I resented more than an) thi ng was the unwarranted credit 
every organization was taking , heaping fulso me praise on the mselves 
because of what they claimed to ha,·e done for the Ethiopian Jews. 
when the objeeth1e e\'idencc in my files was to the contrary. 
Regretfully, history will be rc\\rittcn , as it usually has been. to jus tif) 
"irtuous conduct that was ne\'cr e '1libited. I do ubt whether the M~ 
and some of us perso nally will get the proper recognitio n for our 
sustained efforts. 146 

Dr. Steven Kaplan and Dr. Ruth We theimer no te the irony o f the t iming 

a nd public nature of the UJA campaign: "The rather dubious decisio n to 

conduct a fu ll -scaJe public fund rai sing campaign 10 finance a h azardous and 

aJlegedly clandestine o peration made many true attempt at concealment a 

jol-..c.'' 147 

Con,·c rsely, Louis Rapoport has praise for the UJA o ff1 r ials a nd the 

spec ial campajgn they orchestrated. In fact, he goes so far as to say their role 

in Operation Moses h as been ma ligned: 

In generaJ, one found highly intelligent and well mo tivated people 
involved in the UJA efforts. They have been much underrated, 
dismissed as corny by nonestablishment Jews in the United States: 
taken for granted or entirely ignored by Israeli Jews. By any 

146 Graenum Berger, Graenum. (Hoboken, Ne' Jersey: Ktav Publishing llouse, 1987) , p. 
769. 
147 Ruth Westheimer and Steven Kaplan, Surviving Salvation: The Ethiopian (ewish 
Family in Transition (New York.: New York University Press, 1992), p. 25. 



standards, their participation in Operation Moses was a noble 
acruevement by American Jews.1 4 8 
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Despite all of the publicity surrounding the UJA campajgn, no major 

news stories about Operat ion Moses came out of North America. However, 

re,·elations from a seemingly innocuous article on page six of an obscure 

Hebrew periodical, Nekuda (Point), whose miniscule circulation was among 

West Bank senlers, ha!ted the 0~1eration. l-'9 Yehuda Oominitz, head of the 

immigration department in the Jewish Agency, told the newspaper "off the 

record" that a majority of the Ethiopian Jews in the Sudan were in Israel. 

"Nekuda wrote up the story, sensationalized it a bit, and , in defiance of 

regulations, did not submit it to the Israeli military censor ." 150 For some 

reason, the Nekuda article was taken by two Israeli tablo ids as marking the end 

of the embargo on the rescue operation. On January 3, 1985, Maarh· and Yediot 

Achronot, ran front page stories quoting Dominitz and published numerous 

photographs of Ethiopian Jews lhing in Israel. IS l /\ serious oversight had 

occurred m the censorship office. The Associated Press and Reuters 

immediately picked up the story , embroidered it with reports from elsewhere 

in the world, and sent it off with explicit mention of the airlift.152 On January 

4, Prime Minister Shimon Peres held a press conference "in which Israeli 

officials tried to deflect anention to questions about the integration of 

Ethiopian Jews into Israeli society. 11 153 But the cal ling of the press conference 

148 Redemotion Song, p. 170. 

149 Rescue. pp. 187-88; and Operation Moses, p. 105. 

1 SO Re.demotion Song, p. 147. 

151 Operation Moses. p. 105: and Redemption Song, p. 147. 
152 Ibid 
153 Re.demotion Song, p. 147. 
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had in fact put an official stamp on the stories about the airlift. On January S. 

1985, the Sudanese go emment put a haJt to the operation. 

The press conference became the focus of recriminat ion between 

political gToups within the Knesset: 

The Likud threatened Peres with cl commission of enquiry. Few 
people seemed to be satisfied by the government's argument that the 
press conference had been a last-ditch attempt to divert public 
attention from the rescue mission to the problems of absorption. U.S. 
officials and many others believed tha t the operation could hu.ve 
continued for another rwo weeks as long as the Israeli government 
had held back its confirmation of the story. It has been claimed that 
Peres' decision to make a public statement originated in the inter­
pany rivalries of the ruling coalit ion government and that h e wanted 
t o take the credit for the operation before anyone else did. Darker 
suggestions have been made acc using Israel of deliberate ly bringing 
the airlift to a halt to prevent any more blacks from getting into the 
country. I 54 Neither argument is remotely persuasive. 

On the other hand, the Prime Minister's attempt to 'focus 
attention where it should be and divert it from delicate aspects' was 
cenainly not effective. It was also misguided because, as the 
Jerusalem Post put it, ' the press corps in Israel , or anywhere else, 
whether foreign or local, can't be channelled in such a manner.' 1S 5 

Aryeh Dulzin. the man who had ini tiated numerous leaks over the past 

two months, was asked on Friday, January 4, by BBC Radio if he regarded "the 

leaking of the information at this point as being any son of disaster." 156 He 

replied: "I wouldn't say a djsaster. l would say it is a little risky. But I do 

154 The chief proponent of such a suggestion was AAEJ founder Graen um Berger. He 
states in his autobiography: "Some blamed the Jewish Agency's leaders for talking too 
much, and the United Jewish Appeal for permitting a public campaign for funds for the 
absorption of the newcomers in Israel, which additionally revealed the existence of the 
rescue operation. Others blamed the Sudanese government, the Arab world, and Ethiopia. 
The fau lt lay entirely with the Israeli government. Prime Minister Peres made the 
decision. If Israel really wanted them, it could have made standby provisions with o ther 
airlines, when the Belgian-Jewish owner of the airline bowed out of the con tract. It was 
whispered out loud that Israel had enough Ethiopian Jews. It had been totally unprepared 
to receive them on their arrival in November. Why, if the plans had been in the offering 
for months, was there so much initial negligence? ... " Graenum, p. 763. 
155 Ooeration Moses. p. 106. 
156 Redemption Song, p. 149; and Operation Moses, pp. 107-08. 
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believe lhat while the news came out in the open, very f cw will dare to stop it 

today, because it is such a great humanitarian operation that it would c-reate an 

enormous scandal in the world if somebody would dare stop it." I 57 The 

following day, January 5, the Sudanese stopped Operation Moses. 

One State Department official told Louis Rapoport: "Leaks in the 

American Jewish press and from the Israeli government are costing Je"'·ish 

lives ... I can't understand the lack of control by the Jewish Agency and the 

Israel i govcrnment."158 The officiaJ, a key man in the pl.inning of Operation 

Moses, said that he thought Aryeh Dulzin should be fired, a nd that "the 

government press conference was by far the worst blunder in the whole 

affair. 11 159 He also noted that the UJA fund raising should not have taken 

place when it did. He states: "We had thought that there would be no fund 

raising until after the rescue operation was over. The State Depanment had 

that distinct impression. I appreciate that the UJA may ha, ·e needed the drama 

for the fund raising, but how could they do it? They didn't ha,·e to do it. The 

money was there.'' I 60 

In Israel, the Beta Yisrael community was distressed. Et hiopian Israelis 

charged the news media: "It is because of you that our families are suffering 

and may never get here.'' Another exclaimed: "We just do no t understand why 

the Israelis spoke out as they did about our escape. I have a father and brother 

still in Ethiopia, and I am afraid that now I will never sec them again ." 161 No 

one was certain how many Ethiopian Jews were stranded in the camps. 

157 Ibid 
158 Redemption Song, p. 151. 
159 Ibid 
160 Ibid 
161 Ibid, p. 150. 
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Estimates ranged from one thousand to three thousand.162 The stranded Beta 

Yisrael in the Sudan was a humanitarian concern , but also had become a 

diplomatic problem, and top American officials, including then President 

Ronald Reagan and Vice President George Bush, put it on their agenda. 

162 Ibid, p. 151. 
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OPERATION JOSHUA 

The media can be a powerful tool. Press report s are aid to ha' e caused 

the cancellation of Operation Moses. Only a few hours later, newspaper 

reports and radio and television broadcasts alerted the world to the dramatic 

and heroic rescue operation. Israel was receiving favorable press for the first 

time since it invaded Lebanon in 1 982 in "Operation Peare for Galilee." The 

New York Times reported: "For the first time in histo ry, thousands of black 

people are being brought into a country not in chains but as citizens." Th e 

English newspaper Guardian stated: "No other country would have had the 

nerve to grab many thousands of people from the moun tains of East Africa a nd 

fly them to another continent. .. As a famine relief operation , no thing could be 

more convincing than to gather up the victims and take them ''here there is 

plent) of food." E en in Africa, a continent where Israel made and then lost so 

many fri ends, the Weekly Review of Nairobi, Kenya, said: "lA] major reminder 

of Israel's commitment to the unity of the Jewish nation and the fact that the 

Falashas are Africans canno t be ignored , even by a nti- Israel critics who have 

in the past equa ted Zionism with racism." Similar bravos were uttered in the 

Jewish press. The Jewish Chronicle declared: "Once again Israel has given 

Jews cause for pride."163 

While the West ern World cheered the rescue, the Eastern world 

denounced it. In the Soviet Union, Operation Moses was attacked as a plot "co 

colonize occupied Arab territory." Ethiopia blamed bo th the Sudan and Israel. 

Mengistu stated that "the Falashas" were not really Jews but Ethiopian citizens 

163 Compiled from Secret Exodus, p. 138: and Ooeration Moses. pp. I 08-11. 
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who had been "abducted." In an interview with the Canadian Broadcasting 

Company, Mengi tu said: "The e people were forced from our territ0ry, from 

parts of Ethiopia where we do no t have very tight security. They were almost 

dragged against thei r will to go to Israel. This act is illegal and inhuman, and 

indeed it is an indirect fonn of slavery." ln Khartoum and throughout the 

Arab world, media reports accused Numeiri of "collaboration with the Zionist 

enemy."164 

An interesting note on th e. psychologirnl mntivnt ing f..inors for 

Operation Moses, which can be broadened to the entire movement to rescue 

Ethiopian Jewry, comes from a Saudi Arabian daily paper, Sharak a l-Awasat. 

published in London: 

What is the source of the IsraeLis' interest in this community of 
Falasha n [sic] Jews? It emanates from the importance the Jew attaches 
to his Jewish brother - ideologically and nationally. 

A Jew, even in E.skimoland [sic), is always a Jew, and it is 
incumbent upon 'the state of his destination' to ta ke a n interest in him 
and to take care of him until he returns to what is called the Land of 
the Bible, \\there he will enjoy its protection. 

The issue of the intrinsic worth of the human being, or his 
humanity - that is the source of their strength ... and the source of 
our weakness. 165 

ln the euphoria in the West surrounding the operation, the media for 

the most part neglected the remaining Beta Yisrael languishing in the 

Sudanese refugee camps. But the Israeli and United States governments were 

hard at work planning a follow-up rescue. Tragically, however, in the two and 

a half months it cook to plan, negotiate and orchestrate Operation Joshua, 166 

164 Compiled form Secret Exodus, pp. 138-39: and Ooeration Moses. pp. 110-lS. 
165 Secret Exodus, p. 139. 
166 The American - Israeli rescue operation of March, 1985, Operation Joshua, is also 
known as Operation Sheba (for the Ethiopian Qµeen of King Solomon fame). 
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hundreds of Beta Yisrael succumbed to disease, star \'ation and dehydration. 

Additionally , during the last few weeks of December, more Reta Yisrael crossed 

over the Sudanese border from Ethiopia, only to find themselves stranded in 

the camps. Tragically, the international reverberations of the leak also caused 

the border between the Sudan and Ethiopia to be tightened. thereby trapping 

the remaining thousands of Beta Yisrael in their villages in Gondar and 

Tigrey, or on their exodus to the Sudan. 

For those ensnared in the politics, drought, topograp hy and 

discrimination of Ethiopia, the late Winter of l 985 brought little hope fo r 

rescue. Rut for the Beta Yisrael who c;omchow managed to sur\'i,·e the squalor 

of the refugee camps of the Sudan, international publicity and concern 

offered a modicum of hope. In Washington, one hundred senators, led by Alan 

Cranston of Cal ifornia and Alfonse D'Amato of New York, signed petitions to 

President Reagan urging the gO\ernment to use American intluence to rescue 

the Jews caught in the Sudan.16 7 Nathan Shapiro, president of the AAEJ, 

rallied influential congress ional officials to the cause.168 Furthennore, 

President Reagan and Vice President Bush were persuaded to take action on 

behalf of the a ncien t communir_, 169 "[a]nxious, perha ps, to mollify Jewish 

16 7 The next chapter will discuss in detail the Involvement of Congress and the U.S. 
government on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. In particular, the fo rmation of the 
Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry in 1986, as well as its leadership and 
subsequent activities, will be analyzed. 
168 As with Operation Moses, a number of AAEJ leaders, especial ly Graenum Berger, 
believe it was their pressure and persistence which pushed the Americans and Israelis to 
take action in Operation Joshua. Berger notes in his autobiography that AAEJ 
advertisements in the Jewish and secular press, an AAEJ letter writing campaign to 
congressional officials, and the AAEJ rescue operations out of the Sudan convinced the 
U.S. and the Jewish State that thousands of Beta Yisrael were dying in the Sudan and that 
massive rescue operations were needed immediately. Graenum, pp. 744-47. 
169 Rescue, p. 189. 
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voters, who had overwhelmingly vo red against him I them 1 in the No,·ember 

elections." 170 

On March 7, Bush new to the Sudan and met with Numeiri: "The 

Sudanese president agreed to the new airlift on condition that it be carried out 

rapidly, with a total blackout of news. Any press leaks could overthr0w his 

[already tenuous! government." 171 Numeiri also stipulated that the Israelis 

should have nothing to do with the operation; fl should be kl!pt an absolute 

secret; and the flights should not go directly from the Sudan tu Israel. I 7 2 

f.o llowing the meeting, the United States released $15 m ii lion of us pended aid 

to the Sudan, which had been delayed until it "rnuld show it wa instituting 

economic reforms." I 73 

A number of factors affected Numeiri's decision to go along with the 

follow-up rescue operation: 

In the first place, the international reaction t o Operat ion Moses had 
been far les fierce than he might reasonably have feared and he had 
gained considerable credit from the Americans for going along with 
it; secondl), there was good chance that this opera tion. which was to 
be planned and carried out within the space of a couple of weeks,174 
could in fact be done clandestinely; and thirdly, Numeiri had no 
choice. Without more American aid he was finished.I 75 

170 Operation Moses. p. 11 7. 
171 Rescue. p. 189. 

172 Operation Moses. p. 118. 
173 Rescue. p. 190. 

17 4 The operation, in fact, rescued the refugees in a matter of hours. 
17 5 Ooeration Moses. pp. 118-19. In fact, Numeiri's days were numbered, and his 
sixteen-year rule of the Sudan, was overthrown shortly after Operation Joshua. During 
the previous months and years, Numeiri narrowly escaped numerous assassination and 
over-throw attempts on the government. In April 1985, Numeiri traveled to Washington 
for his yearly physical exam and to ask for more financial assistance. His absence from 
che Sudan may have helped his downfall; but it undoubtedly saved bis life. The day he 
left, bread riots erupted in the streets of Kha.rtoum. The protesters included students, 
laborers, professionals and religious fundamentalists. Numeiri counted on Major General 
Omar Mohammed el-Tayeb, his vice president and security chief, to handle the situation. 



The rescue of the remaining refugees was nearly a complete}~ 

American o peration . Code named "Operation Sheba" by the Centrdl 
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Intelligence Agency (CIA) , the missio n became more commonly kn own by the 

name "Operation Joshua," The operation was directed by the CIA and 

coordinated with the U.S. Air Force, the State Department , the Sudanese 

security police and Israel. Beta Yisrael Mosad agents had the responsibility o f 

ensuring that the Jews in Tuwawa were ready to lea\ c .Jnd that the) were 

indeed Beta Yisrael. In Washington, Israel's Ambassallor, Meir Roscnne, and in 

Tel Aviv, American Ambassador Samuel Lewis, were dns<>ly invo lvect .176 

Operation Joshua rescued far fewer Ethio pian Je,vs than the numbers 

previo us ly estimated. Many perished due to th e elements and horrific 

conditio ns. Some Beta Yisrael refugees began to trek back to Ethio pia to find 

relatives and bring them to the Sudan. Othe rs were stranded at the border. 

Several Ethiopian Jews ''ere kidnapped by Sudanese. I 77 Additionally, regular 

internatio nal nights out of Khart oum were utilized to sa,·e several hundred 

Beta Yisrael ben,•een January and March of 1985 .17 8 

On the night of March 21. 1985, the Ethiopian Jews scattered in the 

various camps were gathered and brought to an assembly po int o utside of 

However, on the day Numeiri tried to return, April 6, 1985, his government was 
overthrown. During a stopover in Cairo on the way home, Numeiri learned chat a military 
commjttee had seized power from him. He asked for political asylum from che Egyptian 
government. Meanwhile, in the Sudan, el-Tayeb and four aides were imprisoned and 
charged with treason and spying, instigating war against the State, and undermining che 
constirution. Their four-month triaJ became a puppet show broadcast nightly on Sudanese 
television. In January, 1986, el-Tayeb was found guilty and given a thirty year prison 
term and a life sentence, to be served consecutively. Pressure from t:he West prevented 
his hanging. On April 11, 1987, a Sudanese court reduced his sentence lo ten years 
(compiled from Secret Exodus, pp. 149-50; and Rescue, pp. 213-14). 
176 Rescue, p. 190; and Operation Moses. p. 119. 
177 Rescue. p. 190. 
178 Operation Moses. p. 120. 
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Tuwawa. The group was then taken to an airstrip eight miles north of Gedaref. 

During the early morning hours, nine U.S. turbo-prop C- J 30 transport planes, 

crammed with food, water. blankets, medicine supplies, doc tors, and Ethiopian 

Israelis, flew from an American base near Frankfurt to a military base outside 

of Elat, and then on to the Sudan. The "hannattan," a dry, dust-laden wind, 

which had swept across the desert on the night of March 21 and threatened to 

disrupt the airlift, died do' n the nex't morning. Beginning about six o'clock in 

the morning, the C- 130 transport planes filled with the remnant of Operation 

Moses took off abou\ every half hour. Four hundred am.I eighty Beta Yisrael 

'"ere rescued. Si ~ of the airplanes landed in Israel with the human car go. 

Three returned to Hlat empty because all indications pointed to a larger 

number of Beta Yisrael remaining In the Sudan. I 79 

Prime Minister Peres and Ambassador Lewis st0od in the desert ai rstrip 

near Eilat awaiti ng the arrival of the Beta Yisrael. The two men entered the 

first plane '''hi ch arri ved. A '"·hite-ha ired old man sho, .. ed them the precious 

thing he managed save throug h the whole trek from Eth iopia to the Sudan, 

during his sta) at the refugee r amp, and then on his journey to Israel. It was 

an ancient holy book, so iled and wrapped, but beautifully handwritten on 

goatskin in the liturgical language of Ge'ez. "Listen," the old Ethiopian 

addressed the Prime Minister, "these are the things of Moses. We have 

arrived." 180 

Over eight thousand Ethiopian Jews arrived in Israel thanks to 

Operations Moses and Joshua, bringing the Ethiopian Israeli population to 

179 Compiled from Redemption Song. pp. 188-89; Operation Moses, p. 119; and Rescue. pp. 
190-91. For a more detailed analysis of Operation Joshua/Sheba, see Secret Exodus, pp. 
140-48; Redemption $ong. pp. 179-89; and Operation Moses, 
pp. 116-21. 
180 Redemption Song, p. 189; and Rescue. p. 191. 
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around six1.een to seventeen thousand. The refugee ramps in the Sudan. for 

the most part , had been cleared of the Ethiopian Jew . The majority o f the 

Jewish and Gentile worlds thought that a!J of the Ethiopian Jews had now been 

saved. However , contemporary estimates noted that somewhere between ten 

and thirty thousand Beta Yisrael remained behind in Eth iopia. Families were 

separated. Couples were thousands of miles apart from each o ther. Parents 

were separated fro m their children . Siblings were pulled apart. Friends were 

d istanced from one another. The dramatic events of 1 <)8-t and 1985 were not 

the closing chapter of the movement to rescue Ethiopian Jewry; but rather, 

one of the many powerful clim~ cs of the story. In fact. because of the 

massive family separations they created, the events of the mid-decade of the 

1980s heightened the need to bring the remainder back home. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 
THE POST OPERATION Ma>ES ERA OF l 98S TO l 989: 

FAMILY REUNIFICATION, RESCUC: LISTS AND 
THE CONGRESSIONAL CAUCUS FOR l;THIOPLAN jl::WRY l 

Operations Moses and Joshua rescu ed nearl) eighl thousand Beta Yisrael 

to Israel. By the middle of 1985, sixteen to se\'enteen thousand Ethiopian 

Israeli s resided in the je\ .. ;sh Homeland. While lhe country celebra ted the 

massive rescue operation , the sudden influx of Ethiopian Jews created a 

myriad of problems for Israel and the Beta Yisrael. The first issue was the 

enormous amoun t of medical treatment needed for the malnourished, 

dehydrated and disease-plagued Beta Yisrael. Because of thl.! great numbers of 

olim , Israel faced a housing shortage, and the Ethiopian immigrants were sent 

to absorption centers and hotels scattered all O\'er the count{") . During their 

first weeks and months in Israel. the ne" immigrants tonfrontcd c ulinary 

differences, the llcbraicization of Amharic and Tig rean names, 2 and the 

learning of the I lebrcw language. I.Ack of religiosity and desecration of the 

Shabbat by ome Israelis shocked the Beta Yisrael. The racism of a small 

element of Israeli soc iety jolted some of the new immigrants. Also, cultural 

differenct!S were at times jarring,3 social patterns and fam ily dynamics had 

been disru pted ,4 and the technological gap had to be bridged.5 

1 Much of this material is appearing in print for the first lime. 
2 See Dr. Chaim Rosen, The Ethiopian lews' Names and How They Get Them. written with 
the support of the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry (estimated date: 1985-
86), from the files of the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York. New 
York. 
3 In particular, Ethiopian Israelis mention food, the desecration o f the Shabbat, bad 
manners, intolerance, pushiness, and the denigration of Israeli leaders, teachers and 
paren ts as the most difficul t cultural differences to overcome. 
4 See Dr. Chaim Rosen, Questions About Ethiopian Culture and Behavior, research funding 
from Hadassah W.l.0.A., November, 1986, files of the North American Conference on 
Ethiop ian Jewry, New York, New York; Dr. Chaim Rosen, The 'Rist' Ideology: "He Owes Me 
My Share." Ethnographic Essay Ill, research funding from Hadassah W.Z.0.A, October, 



/\dditionall), the rabbinical demands on the Beta Yisrael and the 

Ethiopians' adamant refusal to undergo any ritual ccrcmon), set the 

immigrants at loggerheads \\ith the Chief Rabbinate. Until the start of 

Operation Moses in No\'ember I 984, the rabbis required hataf at dam6 o f 

Ethiopian males to ensure their Jewishness. Sho rtly ciftcr\\'ards , the Chief 
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Rabbinate d ecided that an "immersion-in-water" ceremo ny would be enough 

for both Ethiopian ft!males and males , aJthough the males would still be 

checked for proper circumcision. The rahbina te feared thac "some 

interminglin g with non-je\vs may have orcurred in the course of time and 

that no legal con,·ersion may have taken place." The majority o f the Ethiopian 

community viewed the "renewal of the co,·enant ceremo ny" as highly 

"insulting," "demeaning," "a threat tu their dignity," and "unnecessary."? 

In Jul) of 198-, Prime Minister Shimon Peres held a series of meetings 

\\ith the chie f rabbis and representatives of the Beta Yisrael community, and 

worked ou t a fo rmula to get around the impasse O\'Cr immersion. But the 

agreement, under which the rabbinical courts would determine the personal 

status of Ethiopian Jews applying to get married, did no t ho ld because the chief 

rabbis backed o ut. In la te Summer of 1985, hundreds o f Ethiopian Jews 

intensified their struggle by staging a sit-in across the street from the Chief 

1987, files of the Nonh American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York. New York; Dr. 
Chaim Rosen, Some Enduring Aspects of Amhara Perspectives on the "Setr' and the 
"Other." Ethnographic Essay II, research funding from Hadassah W.Z.0.A., October, 1987, 
files of the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York, New York. 
5 The Beta Ylsrael were often mislabled as "primitive" or "backward." More correctly, 
differences between Israel and Ethiopia, between twentieth century industrial practices 
and rural norms, had to be bridged. For a detailed discussion on the extent of the 
technological gap (pp. 198·99) as well as the other difficulties facing Ethiopian Jews and 
Israeli society due ro the large influx of Beta Yisrael, see Louis Rapoport, Redemption 
Sonsz: The Story of Operation Moses (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 
1986), Chapter nine: "Homecoming," pp.190-221. 
6 A ritual drop of blood drawn from an already circumcised penis. 
7 See Redemption Song. pp. 201--09. 
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Rabbinate in Jerusalem. For v. eeks, the Beta Yisrael camped out in front of the 

Plaza Hote l, a ttracti ng growing support from secular I Taelis and liberal 

po liticians who saw an opportunity to strike a blow at the rabbinate. 8 The 

strike fi nally ended in September after Peres worked out a compromise 

formula. The plan required members of the Ethiopian Israeli com munity 

wishing to be married to apply to their local rabbinit' al marriage r egistrar, 

who would the n examine their per<;onaJ status "accordi ng to our holy Torah ." 

Once again, the issue of "renewal of the cnvenant" had been deferred unt il 

marriage. With in weeks, howe\'er, the agreement broke down, and the two 

sides we re again e mbroiled in connict.9 

Among the most significant factors impeding a smooth absorption 

process inco Israeli society were the rrauma and shod, of the fa mily 

sepa rations. While the drama and successes of Operations Moses and Joshua 

we re heralded aero s the world. the news accounts neglected to mention that 

the rescue missions left the Beta Yisrael community di\ ided as some l 0,000-

30,000 Ethiopian Jews remained in F.ast Africa.I 0 While atte nding ulpanim, 

receh ·ing voca tional t raining, caring for family mem bers and frie nd s. 

8 The debate over conversion reflected some of t.he deep splits amongst Jews in Israel and 
elsewhere. 'The secular Citizens' Rights party said Peres should not have bargained with 
the rabbinate, and by doing so was "relinquishing the government's legal authori ty" and 
making the Orthodox rabbis the sole judges of "who's a Jew and who's a half Jew." Other 
anticlerical groups, such as the lefti st Mapam and centrist Shinui parties, claimed 
"solidarity" with the Ethiopian Jews. Rabbi Alexander Schindler, leader of the Union of 
American Hebrew Congregations, condemned the rabbinica l authorities fo r insisting on 
ritual conversion. The right wing Tebiya party was split between Knesset member Geula 
Cohen, who described the Chief Rabbinate as "cruel," and her colleague Rabbi Eliezer 
Waldman, who defended the cnief rabbis <Redemption Song, pp. 206-07). 

9 Compiled from Redemption Song, pp. 201-09. 
10 See the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews' Ethiopian Jewry Repon. a publication 
of the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Vol. S, No. 1& 2, Spring 
& Summer, 1985, which notes how both the Jewish and non-Jewish press ignored a large 
segment of the Beta Yisrael community that was left behind in Africa waiting for rescue. 
"In the furor of the 'lost tribe returning home,' much of the pu blic received the nustak.en 
impression that aJI the Ethiopian Jews had been brought to Israel," p. 1. 
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training for the Israeli Defense Fo rces, or studyin g .u o ne o f Israel's 

uni e rsitjes, t he Beta Yisra el in Israel were o ften d i trancd by the separatio n 

fro m family a nd friends. The distance was u nbearable. f\1oreo\'er , the lack of 

communicatio n between Israel and the Horn of Afri ca , wh ich resul ted in the 

constant fea r fo r the safe ty, health and well-being o f Jm ·ed ones, greatly 

magnified the problem. Ethiopian Israelis would go months and even years 

witho ut knowing if family members were d ead or ali ve. I I Often news of the 

d eath o f rc la ti \'es only ca me when new grou p of Lth inpian J1;:' s managed to 

reach Israel. 

Equa lly as powerful in impeding abso rption were the Israeli 

community's intense feelings o f "surYivor guilt." 12 f\ luC"h like some surv ivo rs 

of the Ho locaust , many Ethio pian Jews fe lt guilt y that ch c:y were li ving and. 

mo reover, living in good heaJth and with food in the Jewish llomela nd. They 

q uestioned wh ) the} had been fortunate enough to escape Cthiopia; to outrun 

th e hiftas (band its ), border guards and armies: o utlive th e refugee ca mps; and 

1 l Often, my wife Rhonda and I would serve as intermediaries for communication between 
Ethio pian Jews in Israel and the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia. Until rcce ntlr, the lack of 
diplomatic relations between Israel and Ethiopia resulted in poor, infrequen t and 
in terminen t postal service between the two counoies. In fan, a majority of the letters 
sent betwe\:!n the Hom of Africa and the Jewish State never reached their f'ioal destination. 
Ethiopian Israelis would send us letters and sometimes money to be forwarded to family 
and friends stranded in their birth land. Since the envelope bore an American stamp and 
postmark. the success rare of delivery was greatly enhanced. We would issue an 
international money order for the cash, thereby increasing the likelihood that the money 
sent from Israel would be received by the family members and lhwarting interception by 
thieves (American dollars could bring in double their worth on the black market in 
Ethiopia). 
12 On numerous occasions during my year-long residences in Israel in 1985-86 and 
1988-89, as well as a winter visit in 1987-88, my Ethiopian Is raeli fri ends discussed at 
length their feelings of survivor guilt. Some of these dramatic encounters are caprured on 
my home video footage. AdditionaJly, I have literally dozens of leners dating from 1986 
to 1991 fro m Ethiopian Israeli friends which dramatize their guilt, obsession and 
questioning of why they are living and have been rescued to Israel while the rest of their 
families either died enroute ro the Sudan or in Ethiopia, or are languishing in Ethiopia. 
See also "The Pain of Separation,'' The JerusaJem Post Magazine, Friday, March 10, 1989, 
pp. 8-10. 
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to receive safe passage to the Promised l.antl. They were preoccupied with 

thoughts of their brethren who died in Ethiopia or while trying to nee to the 

Sudan. Dr. Ruth Westheimer and Dr . Steven Kaplan note the profound impact 

this had on the community: 

Man) of the new arrivals had not on1y lost loved ones but had also 
bee n unable to properly bury and mourn them in the camps. Thus 
they carri ed with them a double measure of guilt , bo th for having 
survived and for havi ng fai led to fulfill their spiritual obligations. In 
some cases, complete funeral ritua ls were performed only yea rs later , 
when conditions in Israel made thi s possiblc.13 

The Ethiopian Israelis rescued b) Operations ~loses and Joshua and 

during the preceding years focused on the plight of their fam ily and friends 

who still languished in Ethiopia. Although they made great strides in 

absorption intn Israe li soc iety and provided significant contributions to the 

Jewish Sta te, the im migration process would not be complctcl) successful until 

families were reunited and all Ethiopia n Jews " e re brought to Erctz Yisrael. 

13 Ruth Westheimer and Steven Kaplan, Smviving Salvation: The Echiooian !ewish Family 
in Transition (New York: New York University Press, 1992), p. 27. 
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FAMILY REUNIFICATION 

The passage of time was detrimental t0 the Beta Yi racl. The community 

in Ethiopia suffered from harsh political, social and climatic conditions. The 

strain of separation from loved ones hindered absorption in Israel. Those 

concerned with the plight of Ethiopian Jewry, both in and outside of Israel, 

recognized the importance of completing the Beta Yisrael aliyah as soon as 

possible. At th e same time, the different parties involved with Ethiupian 

rescue each took credit fo r highlighting the difficulti es o f fa mily separation 

and coining the term "FamHy Reunification." 

In June of 1985, some two months after Operation Joshua, Dr. Ephraim 

Isaac ventured to Israel on a trip sponsored by the joint Distribution 

Committee (JDC) to observe and comment on the absorption process of the Beta 

Yisrael. In "The Absorption of Ethiopian Jews in Israel: A JDC Consultation 

Report," Isaac states that the most significant psychological problem afflicting 

the Beta Yisrael olim is the dispersion of families: 

Perhaps the most acute psychological problem existing now is the 
dispersion of families. lt is a cause of depression which ne:gatively 
affects the stability of the community. It has led to some su'icidal cases. 
It generates agony and anxiety, and if not checked soon it can rock 
the bottom of the whole ship of the integration of Ethiopian Jews in 
Israel. l would say that my discussions about education and economics 
with my fellow Ethfopians were rational and calm; discussion about 
missing families, however , were marked and accented with tears and 
emotion. 

JDC should do whatever it can to work with the Israeli 
government to establish contact with Ethiopian authorities (perhaps 
through Sweden or another third party) in the name of humanity to 
make family reunions possible soon, before it becomes too llate ... 
Complex as the issues involving it may be, it is one which should be 
taken most seriously for consideration. According to my fellow 
Ethiopians, it is the number one issue.14 

14 Dr. Ephraim Isaac, The Absorption of Ethiopjan !ews in Israel: A IDC Consultation 
Reoort of June 2-30. 1985, Princeton, New Jersey, July, 1985, pp. 25-26. 
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Will Recant, Executive Director of the American Association for 

Ethiopian je·.vs, states that it is hard to pin down specifically where the idea of 

Family Reunification came from: 

When we used to talk about rescue, we would talk initially about the 
need to rescue all of the Ethiopian Jews and bring them to Israel. 
Then, by 1 985, after Operation Moses, when you had families being 
separated, is when you really came to Family Reunification. That is 
when AAEJ began to use the term, Kasa Kabede [the Ethiopian 
government minister] in Ethiopia used the term when he would talk tn 
Americans, and American diplomats would use the term following 
Operation Moses ... So that is when people started to talk about family 
reunification in l ')85 and '86.l 5 

Dr. Isaac n otes that the when the AAEJ heard about his report, they 

wanted a copy right away: "JDC did not want me to distribute it, but l gave it to 

a few important people... AAEJ got their idea from the report.'' 16 Isaac states 

that he only sent the report w AAEJ founder Graenum Berger. who "sent it to a 

couple of other people.'' "So they I the AAEJ) e>.'traned .. . and ferreted this Lthe 

idea of Family Reunification) out of the report." 17 Isaac remarks that h e 

"really d idn't complain,'' si nce the AAEJ "put it lthe idea of Family 

Reunification] to good use."1 8 However , he further commented that the AAEJ 

activists "sometimes really do not operate in a kosher way, as l see it. They 

want to gel the credit for everyth ing.'' 1 9 

15 Personal interview with Dr. Will Recant, Executive Director of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, May 19, 1992, AAEJ national headquarters, Washington, 

D.C. 
16 Personal interview with Dr. Ephraim Isaac, Director of the Institute for Semitic and 
Afrioasiatic Studies, May 18, 1992, Princeton, New Jersey. 

17 Ibid 
18 [bid 

19 Ibid 
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Recant, who h ad been an act ivist fo r Russian Jews, counters th a t the 

term "Famil) Reunificatiun '' had been used in terms o f m iet Jewry since the 

mid-1970s: " It is not that far a stretch that it " 'as used fo r Ethiopian Jewry 

after Op era tion Moses. because that is what the issue beram e very clearly."20 

He also notes that since Ethiopia refused t o let the rema ining Jews out en 

masse, the a ppeal t0 the Ethio pian government a nd the in ternational 

community could focu s on allowing families to come tc gether. "Part of the 

reason that the words 'Family Reunifiration ' were used i'i because of the 'UN 

Univer al Declaration on Human Righ ts•2 l o f which Et hiopia is a signature." 

"One does not need to be a geni us to come up with the tcnn 'Family 

Reunifi catio n' when half of the comm unity is in o ne place, a nd half is in 

another, and use it to appl~ to wo rds which are known by in ternational 

huma n rights gro ups. 11 22 

Mi chael Strum. former Assoc iate Director fo r Relief and Family 

Reun ificatin n for the North Am e rican Conference on Et hio pian Jewry 

(NACOfj). belie\•es tha t ex1ernal pressu res and poli tical con sideration s paved 

the wa) for Famil y Reunificatio n: 

When we INACOEJ. AAEJ and CAfj ) started to meet with the larger 
Jewish community,23 we were told that 'we f the activist groups] did no t 
d o rescue, rescu e could only be d one by the Israeli government; and 
that we should no t talk about rescue -- that is an insult to the 
Et hiopian government to talk about rescue of !Ethiopian Jews].' So we 
were 'officiall y' r eunify ing families. so we C'hanged the name ... Family 

20 Personal Interview wilh Will Recant. 
21 One of the basic elements of the "UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights" is 
"Family Reunification" and the necessity of all signature countries to allow for and 
facilitate the reuniting of families who are separated or dispersed because of war, famine, 
persecution or political difficulti es. 
22 Personal interview with Will RecanL 
23 More on these meetings and the coordinated efforts of the North American Ethiopian 
je'l'tTY acch·ist groups ~ill be detailed in the next section. 
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Reunification is also a political tenn, because it is not considered an 
attack co a country, whereas talking about rescuing people from a 
country is an attack. When you talk about reunifying families , you 
are talking a bout somethi ng that is guaranteed by the UN chaner, and 
Ethiopia was a si~natory. Also, by 1987, the AAEJ also stopped using 
the term rescue. 4 

The first mention of "Family Reunification'' in the various publications 

of the Ethiopian Jewry activists in North America occurs in the late Spring 

and early Summer of 1985. The Spring and Summer of 1985 issue of the 

Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews' (CAEJ) newsletter, Ethiopian lewn. 

Report. gives several references to the need fo r 'Fami l~ Reunification. ' In 

urging efforts with North American, Israeli and Ethiopian gn ernment~ to 

intercede on behalf of Ethiopian Jews, CAEJ officials stated: "Family 

reunification is a legitimate reason fo r exit under Ethiopia's strict e migration 

policies, but advocacy is necessary to put it into motion ."25 Additionally, while 

noting the success of Beta Yisrael activism in bringing about the recent 

rescue missions, the publication states: "Family re unification is recognized by 

the regime as a legitimate rea5on for immigration, but dO('.S not have any 

motivation for doing so. Advocacy was largely responsible for Operation Moses 

and the subsequent U.S. airlift. 11 26 

The AAEJ publication Release mentions "Family Reunification" in its 

Summer 1985 issue. The cover story states: "/\s it continues to save individuals 

and families, the AAEJ is urging the U.S. and other governments to implement 

a famijy r eunification program, to take the remaining Ethiopian Jews to 

24 Personal interview with Michael Strum, former Associate Director for Relief and 
Family Reunification for the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, currently 
owner o f City Sights Tours in Wasblngton, D.C., May 19, 1992, in Washington, O.C. 
25 "Still 8,000 Left in Ethiopia," Etbiooian lewry Report. Vol. 5, No. 1 & 2, Spring & 
Summer (May), 1985, p. 2. 
26 "Update on Rescue," Ethiopian lewry Report. Vol. S, No. 1 & 2, Spring & Summer (May). 
1985, p. 6. 
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lsraet. 11 27 In summation, the article exclaims: "The Jews left behind in 

Ethiopia a re imperi led unless they are allowed to rejoin their families in the 

West." Likewise, The American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry 

(ARNfJ), in a June 1985 infonnation sheet called "Update," calls fo r 

synagogues to assist "in reunifying a family o r individual with loved ones in 

lsrael."28 

Thus, before the publication of Dr. Ephraim Isaac's JDC sponsored report 

in July Of 1985, the term "Family Reunification" was widely utilized by the 

North American activist groups for Ethiopian Jewr)·· While by the beginning 

of L 986 the o rganized Jewish community a nd Israel employed the public 

awareness campaign and fund raising technique of referring to the needed 

completion of the Beta Yisrael aliyah as "Family Reunification:•29 CAEJ, AAEJ 

and ARNI;J had already been highlighting the need for month . Perhaps this 

Is another instance of how the activists led the call fo r rescue and hastened 

rescue operations. While too small in numbers , financial backing and 

capabilities to mount massive rescue operations. these groups triggered 

sensiti ity to the issue through public awareness campaigns and their own 

small rescue operations. In turn, the organized Jewish world and Israel were 

prompted to action. 

27 "Conditions Worsen in Ethiopia: AAEJ Expands Rescue," Release, Vol. 3, No. l, Summer 
1985, p. 1. 
28 American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry, June 1985 "Update" information 
sheet, files of the American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry, Pasadena, California. 
29 For instance, on July 27, 1987, over three thousand Ethiopian Jews and native Israelis 
gathered for a "dramatic show of solidarity for the reunification of Ethiopian Jewish 
families with their relatives In Israel." The event, called "If Not Now, When7 
- Popular Assembly for the Reunification of Ethiopian Jewish Families," included 
participation by Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir and Natan (Anatoly) Sharansky. See 
"3000 Participate in Unprecedented Show of Support for Family Reunification of Ethiopian 
Jews ," Eth!oolan Jewry Reoort. Vol. 7, No. I & 2, Fall & Winter 1987188, pp. 1 & 3. 
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RESCU E AND REUEF: 
AAEJ, CAEJ AND NACOEJ ACTIVITIES: 

A COORDINATED EFFOR"J? 

The AAEJ, CAEJ, ARNE] and NACOEJ called for "Famil) Reunification" 

shortly after the succe sful lsraeli Mosad and American ClA operations of late 

1984 and early 1985. The groups recognized that the aliyah was not complete 

beca use a significan t portion of the community remained in East Africa. 

ARNEJ concentrated its acti\'ities in synagogues across America to raise funds 

for "Family Reunification." AAEJ and CAEJ lobbied North American political 

officials, created public awareness campaigns, and undertook their own rescue 

operations, all in the name of "Family Reunification." NACOEJ rn.ised funds for 

relief work in Ethiopia and absorption in Israel, while helping to faci li tate 

"Family Reunification" fo r Beta Yisrael from Ethiopia to Israel. 

Throughout the second half of the 1980s, AAEJ, CAEJ and NACOEJ rescued 

Beta Yi rael through "legal means." Generally, the c Ethiopian Jews were 

rescued individually or in small groups. Various documents and permits were 

obtained for work or schooling o erseas. Often, "sponsor " outside of the Horn 

of Africa were used as guarantors and facilitators for the rescue process.30 

Michael Strut:l remarks that "we [North American activist gr oups) were using 

American documents of all kinds - adoption documents, high school, summer 

camp we tri ed unsuccessfully, college documents -- I was basical ly in charge 

of getting those documents from schools and getting the sponsors to sign the 

affidavits ... 31 Sometimes the papers were obta ined legally, sometimes they 

were manufactured or doctored, and sometimes they were purchased. 

Addi tional ly, in Eth iopia, money pay-offs of local authorities, government 

30 On a number of occasions, Rhonda and I served in such a capacity. 
3 1 lnterView with Michael Strum. 
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utilized to \.:nsure the rescue.32 
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Funds were solicited on a "money sa,·es a life" basis. The MEJ titled its 

money collection effon. for rescue as the "CHAI Campa ign."33 lndi iduaJs and 

groups were urged to give three thousand dnllars to re cue a Beta Yisrael. 

"Three thousand dollars is what it costs the AAEJ to save one Ethiopian Jew. To 

each one of them, $3,000 is CHAI, life.11 34 The AAEJ also used the slogan 

''Unfinished Exodus" to collect dollars for re ... cuc. 3 S /\RNL-.J aho used specmc­

dollar amounts to raise funds for family reunifin 1lion in Israel -- $5,000 for a 

family, $3000 for an adult, and $500 fo r a child . The organi n tion callt!d their 

appeals and fund raising ventures by various names including "Operation 

Miriam,"36 "Operation Matzah," 37 and "HINENlJ." 38 Along with the AAEJ. CAEJ. 

32 Much of lhis information is still very sensitive. I am not at llbert) to pro\ ide an) more 
d erai ls on lhe specifi cs of how lhe documents " 'ere procured, what types of papers were 
utilized and who facilitated lhe "legal" rescue operations. These successful exit methods 
may be used to save Jews from olher countries in the future; lhus total di sclosure of the 
particulars is not advisable. 
33 One such parlor meeting o n the 9th of May, 1988, raised over $60,000. Mrs. Loulette 
Samuels, wife of lhe late Howard Samuels. hosted the evening in which Representative 
Steven Solan of New York spoke, and letters from Senator Edward Kennedy of 
Massach uset ts and Representative Benjamin Gilman of New Yo rk were read. See ''New York 
Bene fit for Ethiopian Jews," Release. Vol. 6, No. 2, Spring, 1988, p.3 . In lhe Spring of 
1989, Senator Kennedy and Representative Gary Ackerman oi New York joined another 
"Save a Life" benefit at lhe home of Lou lecte Samuels in which more than $90,000 was 
raised. See "Loulette Samuels Hosts Successful Benefit for Ethiopian Jews," Release, Vol. 7, 
No. 2, Summer, 1989, p. 2. 
34 "AAEJ Resumes CHAI Campaign,"Release, Vol. 5, No. 2, Fall , 1987, p. 1. See also 
"AAEJ CHAJ Campaign Continues," Release, Vol. ~. No. 3, Winter, 1986, p . 1; and "When 
Jews are Suffering and Dying, it is Time to Act!: MEJ Resumes CHAI Campaign," AAEJ 
fund raising appeal letter of August, 1986; as well as numerous olher issues of Release 
between 1986 and 1991. The August, 1986 fund raising appeal letter noted when and why 
the CHAJ Campaign was originally organized: "Disa ppointed with the sporad ic nature and 
s lowness of Israel's activities," the MEJ CHAJ Campaign was initiated in 1981 "to 
increase the number of the Ethiopian Jews bei ng brought out from Sudanese refugee 
camps." 
35 American Association for Ethiopian Jews' appeal letter of April, 1987, in conjunction 
with Passover, mailed from the new Washington D.C. office. 
36 "Operation Miriam," American Rabbinic Network for Ethiop ian Jewry's mailing of 
February 7, 1987, to rabbis across North America, Including a cover letter, liturgical 
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and NACO~J, ARNI;) raised funds for rescue through an Ethiopian Jewry B'nai 

Mitzvah Twinning Program.39 CAEJ raised funds based on a program of 

"Family Reunification. 11 40 NACOEJ continued to raise funds based o n relief and 

medical programs and missions m Ethiopia, as well as absorption effons in 

Israel, while keeping their rescue efforts and the monies raised to finance 

them covert.41 

According to CAEJ, in l 985 more than one hundred and eighty-five 

Eth iopian Jews were rescued by the efforts of independen t North American 

materials, synagogue action program, sample appeal letter, congregant co mmitment card, 
Ethiopian Jewry info rmation sheet. and a sample press release. 
37 "Operation Matzah," Pesach appeal of the American Rabbinic Networl.. for Ethiopian 
Jewry, mailing of March 10, 1988, to rabbis across North America. including a cover 
letter, a Manischewitz Matz.ah box altered to say "This box co ntai ns Mitzvahs, not 
Matzahs," a readi ng fo r the 'ransoming of the Alikomen & Ethiopian Jewry.' sennonic 
materials, and an update information sheet.. 
38 "H INENU," American Rabbinic Network fo r Ethiopian Jewry's September, 1988, mailing 
to rabbis across North America, inc-luding a co,·er letter, a sennon on Ethiopian Jewry, a 
sample "Hinenu" announcement, and variou~ petitions to be sent to U.S. government 
offi cials. 
39 Th<: following is an example of how this program wori...ed: As srudent rabbi of 
Congregation Shir Ami in Castro VaJle}', California. I obtained a name and biographical 
sketch of a Beta Yisrael youth in Ethiopia fo r a Bar Mirzvah student of mine. The student 
contacted the Ethiopian • outh's family in Israel, wrote leuers to the }'OUth in Ethiopia, 
wrote to Callfomia congressional officials urging them to work fo r 1-amily Reunification, 
a nd raised money for rescue. The student put his twin's name on his Bar MitzVah 
invitation and a brief message explaining the plight of his Ethio pian peer. AJso, he 
displayed a blow up picture of his twin on the bima during the ceremony. Add itionally, 
the student donated a substantial percentage of his Bar Mi tzVah gift money lo the rescue 
efforts. 
Various publicatio ns of the four activist gro ups note their Ethiopian Jewry Twinning 
Program. A B'nai MitzVah is given a name and biographical sketch of a Beta Yisrael peer 
who is unable to hold a public ceremony because of religious restrictions In Ethiopia. 
Monies raised through donations of the Bar or Bat MltzVah and his/ her guestS were 
utilized to help rescue that individual and their family. NACOEJ matched No rth 
American youth with their Ethiopian counterparts in Is rael. In particular, see "Mazel 
Tov, Maze! Tov! NACOEJ 'Twins' Twins for Bar Mirzvah," Lifeline, a publication of the 
North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York, New York. Summer, 19 89, p. 1. 
Also, see "Bar Mitzvah Twins American & Ethiopian Jews," Release, Vol. 4, No. l, Spring, 
1986, p. 6. 
4-0 Noted from various CAEJ Ethiopian Jewry Report publications from 1985 to 1990. 

41 See the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry's Newslerrer, Lifeline, which 
began publicadon in 1986, for details of the relief work o f NACOEJ, and an absence o f any 
indication of their rescue operations. 
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hundred and six1y Beta Yi srael during the eighteen mo nths fo llowing 

Operations Moses and Joshua: ·B By the end of December, 1986, the AAE.) 
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clctimed that they had rescued three hundred Beta Yisrael since the airlift s 

ended in March, l 985, two hundred o f which were saved in 1986 alone . ...W The 

organization also stated that these numbers represented 80% of all Ethio pia n 

Jews who had succeeded in reaching Israel since Operati on Joshua. 45 By the 

middle o f 1987, CAEJ repo rted that th ree hundred a nd twenty Ethio pian je" 'S 

were rescued to Israel by Nort h American acti vist groups via "legal" means 

since the cessation of Operatio ns Moses and j oshua.46 By the Spring o f 1988, 

th e AA£ J no tes that it had rescued four hundred Beta Yi srael since the Spring 

o f 19 85, sixty-eight rnming in the first few mo nths of 1988.47 As o f June o f 

1989, the AAEJ claimed that it had rescued to Israel six hundred Beta Yisrael 

since Ma rch , 1985, bringing the total sa, ·ed by the activist organizatio n since 

1977 to eight hundred. Additionally, the gro up sta ted that the six hundred 

Ethio pian Jc"' s represented 90% of those Lrought di rectly from Ethio pia to 

Israel since Operation Joshua ended:~8 

~L "Update on Rescue," Ethiopian lewry Report. VoJ. 6. No. I & 2. Spring & Summer 1986. 
p. 2. 
43 "AA[J Resumes Chai Campaign." 
44 A Report from AAE I: lanuarv 1986 - December 1986, American Association for 
Ethiopian Jews, Highland Park, Ulinois. By the end of 1986, the AAEJ stated that the}' 
had rescued five hund red Beta Yisrael since 1977. 
45 American Association for Ethiopian Jews mailing of December 1, 1986. The letter 
advertised that the AAEJ desperately needed funds since the rescue of the three hundred 
Beta Yisrael since Operation Joshua has cost the organization S900,000 ($3000 to save 
each of the three hundred souls equals $900,000). 
46 "Update on Rescue," Ethiopian Jewry Report , Vol. 7, No. l & 2, Fall & Winter, 1987 / 88, 
p. 3. 
47 "Message from the President [Nathan Shapiro]," Release, Vol. 6, No. 2, Spring, 1988, p. 
1. 
48 Unfinished Exodus: When Jews are Suffering ... it's Time to Act!, American Association 
for Ethiopian Jews information pamphlet, Washington, O.C., Summer, 1989. 
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Publicly, NACO~ cominued to focus on relief eff ons in f:l hinria and 

absorption in Israel. During the second half of the 1980s, the NACOUJ 

quarterly newsletter. Ufeline ,49 never mentioned its involvement in sa\'ing 

Beta Yisrael nor did it print ankles on the rescue of Ethiopian Jews.SO 

Instead. Lifeline pages \,·ere filled with anit'les on the histor) of the Beta 

Yisrael, NACO~'s missions to Ethiopia, its medical missions to Goodar, cl imatic 

and political updates of Ethiopia, cultural pre er\'ation programs in Israel, 

adopt an Eth iopian lsraeli student program, clothing c.lrivcs for tthiopian 

Israelis. and pictures of Beta Yisracl anc.l Nl\CO[J representatives in l:thiopia 

and JsraeJ.51 

Privately. NACOEJ helped facil itate rescue to Israel. NACOEJ was not 

solely dedicated to relief and absorption. Michael Strum, whose interest in 

Ethiopian Jewry was first sparked when he went to Ethiopia in January of 1984 

on a NACOEJ sponsored trip led by Barbara Ribako\'e Gordon. notes that the 

perception that N/\COEJ \\as not ln,·ol\'ed wi th rescue "is a misconception, but 

4'} Even the name of each organization's q uan erl)'/ semi-annual publication was indicative 
of that particular group's emphasis. NACOEJ. which focused on relief, saw its work as 
sustaining Jewish lives, and thus called its newsletter Lifeline. The AAEJ concentrated 
o n rescue and the freeing or Beta Yisrael from their bondage in Ethiopia. and thus named 
its publication Release. ARNEJ saw itself as the moral conscience of American Jewry and 
in particular the rabbinate vis-a-vis Ethiopian Jewry, and pushed for accountability, and 
thus called its newsletter Heneinu "We Are Here." And CAEJ, which focused both on 
relief and rescue, gave its publication a more generic name, Ethiopian lewry Report. 
SO Lifeline. a quanerly publication of the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, 
New York, New York. 
5 l The only mention of "Family Reunification" or rescue in Lifeline from 1986 through 
the end of 1989, came in the Spring, 1989 issue, p. 7: thanking its members for sending in 
postcards to U.S. government officials "urging them to see to it that Ethiopian Jewry has a 
high priority on the agenda when the U.S. and Ethiopia discuss improving relations:" and 
the Summer, 1989 issue, p. 6, remarking that the postcard campaign is "raising 
consciousness on this issue .. " On the same page, ''Family Reunification" appears in small 
type as an issue President Bush should bring up with the Ethiopian government. A change 
in the public discussion of rescue came during the Summer of 1990 as thousands of Beta 
Yisrael journeyed from the Semien Mountains to Addis Ababa. The Lifeline newsletter 
beginning with the Summer 1990 issue reflects that change. 
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it was an intentional misconception.'·52 Strum , who in May of 1985 took o, ·er 

the rescue ponfolio from Michael Sabin 53 and convinced the NACOrJ sta ff that 

he should work out of Washington , D.C .. sta tes: 

Our (NACOEJl po licy was that we would never talk about rescue 
publicly, only \ ith small groups of people fund raising or whate\'er , 
but never in a big speech or never in any of our publications. This 
made life very difficult for us politically with AAEJ because they were 
raising much more funds than we were and getting much more credit 
than we were - politicizing their work here [Washington, D.C. j on the 
Hill and doing a lot of lobbying work , which I felt was ne<.:essary, but 
not all of NACOEJ favored the work that they were doing .. . So they 
[AAEJ] would go around fund raising along with the Canadian 
Association [CAEJ) and ARNEJ saying '$3000 buys a life. ' And at that 
point we would not do that. So, \o\ C had to collect our money fo r relief 
for Israel and more surreptitiously for the rescue. It was difficult no t 
to get any credit .. . From the first trips fNACOEJ missions to Ethiopia) we 
were aJread)' giving money to people and the docume nts and attempted 
adoption process in which we tried to get people through. We even 
had a modus vivendi with AAEJ, that ra ther than have them say that 
we did nothing, which they often did, but when we were on good terms 
they would say 'that NACOEJ is in\'olved with r elief more than we are, 
and with Israel, but we are in\'olvcd with advocacy a nd with rcscuc.'54 

Soon after Strum started to .... 0 1 k for NACOEJ in Washington, D.C., he 

began tal king with Lisa Freund. Freund, who had been an AAEJ act ivist since 

1984, set up the AAEJ's office in Washington, O.C. in 1985. She also he lped 

recruit Will Recant to be in charge of fund rajsing for lhe AAEJ (who later 

became the Executive Director of the AAEJ ), and helped run the AAEJ's 

52 lnceiview with Michael Strum. 
53 Michael Sabin had to leave his NACOEJ position ac the beginning of 1985 because of a 
family crisis. In 1987, Sabin died at the young age of thirty-two years. See "Michael 
Sabin," Lifeline, Spring, 1987, p. 8. See also "Falasha ," a memorial to Michael Sabin and a 
poem be wrote on the Beta Yisrael , The Jewish Week.. Inc., January 2, 1987, p. 2. 
54 Ibid 
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National Resource Center until 1987.SS Strum met with r·reund in 1985 in an 

attempt to coordinate rescue efforts. 

NACOEJ founder and Executive Director Barbara Ribakm·e Gordon also 

saw that the time was right to coordinate efforts on rescue with the o ther 

North American acti\'iSt groups: 

As our (NACOEJ's] rescue involvement got greater and greater, and we 
were going back and torth to Ethiopia, and managing to meet with a 
number of the people we were working on, and we had begun to semi 
in substantial amounts of monev for relief -- it became ridiculous -- it 
became very clear that in many-cases we (NACOEJ, CAEJ, AAEJ] were 
each working on the same cases, and other people were falling 
through the cracks. l began to realize as well that the Israelis had 
begun to talk to the AAEJ, and that was only right... So I went to the 
Israelis and said 'this was lis} ridiculous, I'm going to ask the AAEJ to 
meet with us on a regular basis so that we can compare our lists, 
compare our methods, if we ha\'e something that works that they could 
use, why shouldn't they use it , and the same the opposite di rection.'56 

Strum note~ that Gordon and NACOEJ al~o wanted to coordinate efforts 

with the je\,·ish leadership and main<>tream Jewish organizations of North 

America. "We thought, if the national organizations o r international 

organizations got invol\'ed, they could get people all over the world invol\'ed 

and coordinate theil efforts on 'this paper thing [the faci litation of rescue 

through various documents!.' We tried to call such a meeting in 1985. It was 

quelled."5 7 Instead, what resulted was a smaller group composed of the activist 

organizations and a few other national groups. 

SS "Thank you Lisa," Release, Vol. 5, No. 3, Fall, J 987, p. 4; and Personal interview wilh 
William Recant. 
56 Personal interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. Executive Director of the North 
American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, former senior editor of Health Magazine, New 
York, New York, June 17, 1992. 
57 Interview with Michael Strum. 
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Beginning in Januar) of l 986, represcntali\ cs from AAEJ, CAEJ, NACOEJ. 

the Union of Ameri. an I lebre"' Congregations ( llAI IC) and Israel began 

meeting e ery other month to exchan ge information and coordinate projcns 

fo r rescue, relief a nd advocacy. In March, the Jewish Immigrant Aid Socie ty 

(JIAS) of Canada joined the meetings. and in t-.lay, the llcbrcw Immigrant Aid 

Socie ty (lllAS) of the United States joined the group.58 The National Jewish 

Community Rela tions Advisory Committee (NJCRAC) a lso joined the group. At 

firs t, the meetings were held in Gordon' s t-.1an hanan a partment until the 

location was moved to the HIAS office in New York. Ry 1 989. the meetings 

dwindled and eventually sto pped, ince the grou ps were now functin ning in 

Ethiopia itself with the Beta Yisrael communit) .59 1-rom 1986 to 1989, cx-tensi\ e 

phone contact between the "summit conferences'' was utilized to update the 

o ther o rganizations on their rescue li ~ ts and family Reunificatio n c ff ons.60 

lne meetings became quarterly , and JI,\$, under pressure from l lIAS, 

\\a~ e\ entuall~ asked to lea\ e the group. HIAS charged that JIAS had n o right 

b ringing Ethio pian Jews to North America. "JLAS continued to do so as the arm 

o( the Canadian Je'"i h community because the Canadia n Jewish Congress 

derided that if they rould rescue a family-~ mo t of whkh I they rescued] were 

58 "In Brief," Ethiopian Jewrv Report. Vol. 6, No. 1 & 2, Spring and Summer, l 986, p. 6. 

59 The rt:newal of relations between Israel and Ethiopia in November, l 989, allowed fo r 
the groups to have a presence on the ground in ~ast Africa. The on-again off-again 
coordination of efforts for rescue between the various group~ continued in Ethiopia. For 
more on the subject. see chapter nine, "Operation Solomon," section on "Lists, Medical 
Aid, Education and Aliyah: The Beta Yisrael in Addis Ababa from May 1990 to May 
1991." 
60 Between 1986 and 1991, dozens of my Ethiopian Israeli friends' families remaining in 
Ethiopia were on these lists. A number of times a month, I would call the AAEJ (Ladena 
Schnapper) and NACOEJ (Michael Strum) offices to see where my friends stood in the 
rescue pipeline and how I could help to facilitate the process. Often, I would update the 
AAEJ and NACOEJ offices with information I received from Israel and Ethiopia vla letters 
from our Beta Yisrael friends and their family in Abyssinia. I would also send copies of 
leners I received from Ethiopia to the AAEJ and NACOEJ o ffices, which provided 
additional names, ages and information on Ethiopian Jews waiting to be rescued to Israel. 



295 

intermarried couples-- they should do so. JIAS wa con~idered as a \ery anti­

Zionist group 11 6 l CAEJ, AAFJ and NACOEJ "ere all official!) against )IAS's 

policy of bringing Ethiopian Jews to North America. "The most infamous case 

was JlAS bringing two bro thers who were well educated and spoke Hcbre'' to 

Canada. Eventuall) , JlAS stopped coming to the meetings. 11 62 

The major players in the meetings to discuss and roordinate case load s 

included Gordon and Strum from NACOEJ, Susan Pollack Schechtman of CAl'ij 

and Recant and LaOena Schnapper of the AAl:J. Shortly a fter Chic..tgo:rn 

Nathan Shapiro became president of the Ml-J in the early 1980.;;, he hired 

Schnapper , a former Peace Corp w0rker in Ethioria wh n wa~ nuent in 

Amharic. to be in charge of the rescue operations in F.lhiopia.63 C:arol 

Lud.-erman and Haim Halachmi represented lllAS and Israel. f\li chael Strum 

r emarks: 

Carol Zuckerman from HIAS was ,·ery easy to work ~onh , (also] 
because HlAS was in charge of Israel 's rescue effort. llaim Halachmi 
'"as both a HlAS and Jewish Agency employee, so that made Carol 
Zuckerman his boss ... Haim Halachmi's work was \'Cry secret. He 
worked in a very small office, with two assistants and he had this vast 
number of cases he was working on from the beginning. Ours, AAEJ's, 
CAEJ's and a much larger list of his own . From the beginning he was 

61 Interview with Michael Sabin. 
62 In terview with Michael Sabin. Virtually all o f the Beta Yisracl were brought to Israel. 
The number of Ethiopian Jews living in North America is minisc ule. About one hundred 
Beta Yisrael live in Canada, most of whom reside in Montreal. A few dozen Ethiopian Jews 
live in the United Sunes. In the San Francisco Bay Area, I belonged to a group which 
helped the dozen or so Beta Yisrael who resided in Northern California (next to 
Washington, D.C., San Jose has the second largest Ethiopian rnmmunity in the U.S.). "The 
Ethiopian Jewry Outreach Committee" was formed in 1986 to help identify Ethiopian Jews 
in the area, to address some of their problems on an individual basis working in 
conj unction with the Jewish Family and Children's Service and Jewish Vocational Service, 
and to help incorporate them into the Jewish community of the Bay Area. Additionally, 
free medical service was provided by physicians in the group (my father, Dr. Ronald Kaye. 
was one such individual), and the various professionals and business people facilitated 
educational and career related contacts and opponunities. 
63 For more on LaDena Schnapper, see "National Coordinator Named," Release, Vol. 1, No. 
1. January, 1983, p. 2. 



296 

our contaet person, and the na mes had to be approved by him. The 
reason we went to him for appro,·aJ [was] because we were not 
supposed to take in anyone who was not technically Jewish. He \\as to 
give the approval. I do no t know if the fl naJ 'hechsher ' came from 
him. This we will never know. When ther e was trouble, he blamed it 
on the [Israeli} Interior Minist ry, and they do have the ultimate 
authority. But I'm no t sure how much was delegated to him and how 
much was not ... He is the one who met with the Ethiopian leaders ... 

Recant notes that while friction continued with the Israelis, HlAS and 

NJCRAC, the Nonh American activist groups suspended previous a nimosit) and 

worked for the rescue of the Ethiopian Jews. "There was a sha red goal. and 

tre mendous cooperation at all times on that lcycl."b~ Recan t furth er sta tes: 

Between us, NACOI;,J and CAEJ, whatever frictions there were, were a ll 
just internal; it never got in the way of wha t was done in the field. We 
had different philosophies. The AAEJ d idn 't like NACOEj's d ifferent 
missions goin g over into Ethiopia. We thought that was negati\'e and 
not helpful. They didn't like some of our political stances. But that 
never carried over as far as providing reli ef or the pa pcn"ork to get 

I 65 peop e out .. . 

64 Interview with Will Recanl. 
65 Ibid 
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THE ACTIVITIES OF TiiE 
AMERICAN RABBINIC NE'TWORK FOR C!THIOPIAN JEWRY 

During 1986, AR.NE] managed to increase the participation of Refo rm, 

Conservative and Reconstructioni st rabbis in aiding Ethiopian Jews: "As a 

result o f the Network's activities, both the Conservati\'e Rabbinical Assembl) 

(RA) and the Reform Central Confe rence of American Rabbis (CCAR) ... passed 

resolutio ns at their annual meetings calling upon their leadership and 

constituencies to assign the highes t priority to the rescue of the Jews 

remaining in Ethiopia."66 ARN EJ utilized the CCAR com cntion in Jul) to 

announce that a "Rabbinic Call to Conscience fo r Ethiopian Jew ry" would be 

held in Washington, D.C. on September 17th. ARNF.J co-founder Rabbi Phil 

Posner stated: 

As the situation in Ethio pia continues co worsen, we must call attention 
to the pleas o f our fellow Jews to join their families in Israel... That is 
why the Call to Comcience is being held in Washington D.C. Because 
the establishment o f a reunification process will no doubt depend o n 
government intervention, we the leadership o f the religjous 
community must keep the plight of Ethiopia11 Jews before our elected 
o fficials. 6 7 

Over fifty rabbis from across the country met in Washington, D.C. on 

September 17 for a day of briefings and lobbying o rganized by ARNEJ. the 

AAEJ , and the Religious Action Center of the UA HC. Orthodox, Conservative, 

Reform and Reconstructionist rabbis came together to encourage Congress and 

the State Department to help the Ethiopian Jews immigrate to Israel. During 

briefing sessions with officials from the State Department and Israeli 

Embassy, "the rabbis requested that every effort be made to implement a 

66 "Rabbis Take Actioo for Ethiopian Jews," Release, Vol. 4, No. 2, Fall, 1986, p. 3. 
67 Ibid 
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family re unification process. In addition, they encouraged the U.S. and Israeli 

officials to solicit the suppon of governments fricndl) with Ethiopia. "68 

Following the Call to Conscience, a group of ARNEJ and AAgj people met 

at the Religio us Action Center (RAC) amt decided that /\RNEJ should beco me a 

professio nally formalized organization with a hired director. A power play 

ensued. as RAC officials wanted ARNI;J to be based on the East Coast and staffed 

by RAC personnel. Jane Fellman and Rabbi Phil Posner , co-founders o f ARNEJ. 

pushed for the organization to continue to be based in Los Angeles "so that th<.' 

Ethiopian Jewry rescue movement would ha\·e a bi-rocl tal presence, and o the 

group wo uld be energized and directed by those \\ho conceived o f the 

organization."69 Three options were a ailable: to base ARNEJ in Washington, 

D.C. with o ne full-time director; to run the o rganization fro m Los Angeles wi th 

one full-time director; or to ha\'e two part-time directors on both the East and 

West coasts. After much discussion. the Los Angeles alternative was selec ted 

because "Los Angeles is the second largest Jewish community in the wo rld ; the 

largest Jewish po pulation shift is to the Southwest; to make a Jewish 

organization successful, you need to go where the leadership energy is - to 

take awa~ the organization from the vision and work of the founders is cruel 

and unwise; and l I Fellman] was sa\'i ng office e:\.-penses by doing work out of 

my home."70 

In January of 1987, Fellman stopped teaching and started working full-

time as the executive director of ARNEJ. She worked with a core o f one 

hundred and twenty-flve rabbis, most of whom were from the Reform and 

68 "Rabbinic Call to Conscience a Success," Release, Vol. 4, No. 3, Winter, 1986. 
p. 2. 
69 Interview with Jane Fell man, Executive Director of the American Rabbinic Network for 
Ethiopian Jewry, May 4, 1992, and May 10, 1992. 
70 [bid 
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Conservative movements, and a few from the Reconstructionist and Orthodo'>; 

streams of Judaism. The first appeal as a professionalized organization was 

?assover, 1987.71 This and all subsequenr mailings had three external goals: 

Education about Ethio;:>ian Jewry; Advocacy; ai1J Money for rescue. "The 

mailings were directly to the rabbis in the hopes that they would bring it to 

the attention of the congregation for educational and fund raising 

purposes." 72 The internal goal of the mailings "was to develop a network of 

rabbis and active congregants across the coun try, and to ha\'c all three 

movements represented in every major Jewish population center."73 

On April 12, 1989. a second Rabbi nic Call to Conscience was held in 

Washington, O.C., sponsored by ARNEJ. Entitled "Hinenu (Here We Are)," 

rabbis from across the country gathered on Capitol Hill for briefing se5sions 

and meetings with their states' representatives and senators.74 The fifty 

rabbis brought petitions with twenty-five thousand signatures on behalf of 

Family Reunification which were collected over a two month period by rabbis 

and synagogues across the continent.75 "The HENENU campaign, which 

brought all of the signatures to O.C., also raised $60.000. We educated people by 

71 "Operation Miriam," American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry's mailing of 
February 7, 1987, co rabbis across North America, including a cover letter, li turgical 
materials, synagogue action program, sample appeal letter, congre.gant commitment card, 
Ethiopian Jewry information sheet, and a sample press release. For more e."3mples of the 
various ARNEJ mailings, see the notes in this chapter on "Operation Matzah" and 
"HENENU." 
7 2 Interview with Jane Fellman. 
73 [bid 

74 "Capitol Hill: lOlst Congress," }{elease, Vol. 7, No. I. Winter, 1989, p. 2. See also the 
American Rabbinic Netwbrk for Ethiopian Jews' mailing regarding the second Call to 
Conscience, "Henenu," February, 1989l from Pasadena, California; and the schedule & 
itinerary of "The Second National Call to Conscience for Ethiopian Jewry," Wednesday, 
April 12, 1989. 
75 Report on the Activities of me American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian lewrv: 
lanuary 1987- Semember 1991. ARNfJ, Jane Fellman, Direcror, Pasadena, California, pp. 
2-3. 
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obtaining the signatures, and increased our donor base from three hundred to 

seven hundred people in the process."76 

In addition to the two Calls to Conscience in Washington, O.C., ARNEJ 

sent two missions to Ethiopia in 1990 and 1991. Through the past years. ARNE) 

has also instituted educational campaigns about El hiopia n Jewry within the 

rabbinate and congregational communiti es, orga nized the rabbinic 

community on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry, designed letter campaigns to 

governmental officials, and raised rescue fund s in the synagogue, rabbin1e · 

conve ntions and rabbin ical seminar) scttings.77 Rabbi across the country 

were estab lished as coordinators for inf unnation programs aml fund raising 

in the synagogue and beyond the congregational sening. In total, sevcnt~ -

seven rabbis and a few rabbinic studcncs78 served as roordinawrs. "Only a fe,, 

76 Interview with Jane Fellman. 
77 Report on the Activities of the American Rabbinic Nctwori.. fo r Ethiopian lewn •: 
lanuap 1987· September 1991. pp. 2-3. 
78 I was one such ARNEJ rabbinic student coord inator. Upon my return from my first 
year of rabbinic school in Israel in 1989, I became involved with ARNEJ (my activities 
.,..,ith AAEJ and NACOEJ and WUJS' Ethiopian Jewry campaign go back to 1985. The World 
Union of Jewish Students, based in Arad and Jerusalem, ran a number of projects to 
promote awareness about the Beta Yisrael and push fo r the completio n of their aliyah. One 
projen in particular, which I helped faci litate while in Israel in 1985 and J 986, was a 
"Reunify Ethiopian Jewry" bracelet campaign. For a donation, an individual would receive 
a bracelet engraved in Hebrew, Amharic and English with the words ''Beta Yisrael'' on the 
front, and "Reunify Ethiopian Jewry" on the back, as well as a biographical sketch of an 
Ethiopian Israeli scudenl in Israel and the names, ages and relationship of a ll fami ly 
members left behind In Ethiopia). During the Winter of 1989/ 90, I organized and 
conducted an Information and fund raising campaign on all three state-side HUC-J IR 
campuses. The appeal lener to raise funds for 1-amily Reunification was distributed ~o 
faculty, administration, staff and students. The drive raised $3325, mostly based on 
contributions of SlO, Sl8, S2S, and $36. The Cincinnati campus raised S2 I 33, with the 
highest single donation of $500. The Los Angeles campus raised $754, with the highest 
single donation of SlOO. The New York campus raised S438, with the highest single 
donation of S200. 
During the Spring of 1990, my bi-weekly student pulpit congregation, Shir Ami, in Castro 
Valley, California, raised $784. The largest donation o f the forty-three family unit 
congregation was $100. Two children raised S45 over a three month period specifically 
for Ethiopian rescue. The religious school raised $73 through tzedakah collection and 
various projects. 
Also, the same year, I obtained a SlOOO donation from a philanthropic family in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. 
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actually did the call ing of colleagues. ll was asking a lot o f the rabbis to be a 

fund raiser too.11 79 Sensing the urgen r) ol the plight o f Et hio pian Jews, 

ARNE.I and the other Non h American aetivist groups t'Ontinued to develop new 

p rograms fo r re lief and rescue.80 Simultaneously, conditio ns for the Beta 

Ylsrael in Ethiopia during the last third o f the 1980s continued to worsen. 

B 1987, civil war, rebel armies, conscription , e\"J)ropriation of land, 

disease, malnutrition , inad equate medical rare and the destructive famine 

which c laimed over three hundred thousand [·thiopian lh•es during the 1980s, 

were no t the o n ly threats to the Beta Yisrael living in Gondar and Tigrey. The 

Marxist regi me o f Ethiopia initiated a massi\ e .. , illagizatio n" program, 

de1'igned co relocate millions of peasant fanners o nto sta te-run cooperatives. 

Many Ethiopian and Western analyists believed vi llagization was 

"impleme nted to increase the po\ e r of the state by marshalling people in 

mo re contro llable grou ps. It 1s lwasj also seen as a means to assimilate Jews 

and o ther distinctive ethnic people.118 I Relocati ons se' ere l; d isrupted Jewish 

life. The go emment placed "ten to fifteen Jewish families in \"ill ages made 

up of four to five hundred non-Jewish families. fo r the first time in their 

In the Spring of 1987, I conducted a service in solidari ty with Ethiopian Jewry at 
Con gregauon Beth Am in Los Altos Hills, California. An evening of creative lirurgy, the 
presentation and sale of Ethiopian Jewish artifacts, a v ideo presentation on the plight of 
the Beta Yisrael, led to the raising of enough money to save two Eth iopian Jewish brothers. 
$405 was raised from the sale of the artwork. Most of the eighty-nine donations were 
between $25 and $1()(). The highest single contribution was Sl 50. 
79 Interview with Jane Fellman. 

80 The religious movemenrs as well continued their efforts on behalf of Ethiopian JeWT)·. 
For example, the Religious Action Center of the Refonn Movement in 1989 issued an 
"Ethiopian Jewry Resolution" which contained background info rmation, an analysis of 
changing conditions, and strategic goals for the American Jewish community to aid in 
Family Reunification. Also, the Winter, 1989 issue of Refonn Judaism. Vol. 18, No. 2, 
d evoted three short articles to the Beta Yisrael , "Waiting in Gondar," "Project REAP," and 
"Letters Across the Abyss." 
81 "Villagization Threatens Ethiopian Jewry," Ethiopian !ewry Report. Vol. II. No. 1. 
Spring/Summer, 1990, p. 3. 
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history, the Ethiopian Jews are [were] segregated from eac:h other. "82 The 

Jews who were forcibly moved "were no t given any resources to reconstruct 

their new homes; they were forced to leave their Jewish villages to resettle 

among non-Jews who resented their presence; and their new villa,ges are 

(were] under greater government scrutiny.1·83 

Thus, in response to the increasing peril and t o ex-pedite the r escue 

process, the activist groups, mainly th e AAEJ, increasingly turned to a ne' ' 

avenue to facilitate rescue. The political realm became a n important too l to 

actualize Family Reunifkation and complete the aJiyah o f the Beta Yisrael. 

82 fbid 
83 "Famine and Villagization Program Threaten Ethiopian Jews," ReJease, Vol. S. No. 2, 

Summer, 1987, p. 1. 
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POLITICAL ACTIVITIES lN THE UNlTED STATES ON BEHAl.f OF THE 
BETA YlSRAEL AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CONGRESSIONAi. 

CAUCUS roR CTlllOPIAN JEWRY 

The AAEJ Factor 

The American Association for Ethiopian Jews recognized the importance 

of White House, Congressional and State Department activities in Washington. 

D.C. In 1 C)8S, the o rganization set up a Washington D.C. office. In time, the 

nation's capital became the national headquarters of the McJ, with rescue 

coordination still being handled in Highland Park, Illinois, near Chicago, b) 

laDena Schnappcr. Rescue remained primary for the /\AEJ, and fund raising 

continued to be essential. Bu t Capitol Hill politics increasingly became a 

vehicle to facilitate I-amity Reunificat ion. Ukewise, throughout the second 

half of the 1980s, CAEJ lobbied Canadian governmental officiab .84 

Buildi ng on the contacts establic;he<l by Lisa Freund in Washington, 0.C., 

and the political clout and connections of MEJ president Nathan Sh..tpiro, the 

innuence of the AAEJ on Congress, the State Department and the White House 

rnntinued to increase under the tutelage of its only and current e'ecuti\'e 

llirertor. The son of Holocaust survivors, Will Recant s tudied at the Ramaz 

Yeshiva in New York through the eighth grade, attended the Unin:rsity of 

Louisville on a baseball scholarship, and received his master's degree in 

Political Science from the same university. In 1982. he received his doctorate 

in political science from George Washington University in Washington, D.C. 

During his studies, Recant taught at George Washington , worked fo r Soviet 

Jewry organizations, and was an aide for Washington State Senator Henry 

84 See various issues of CAEJ's Ethiopian lewry Report between 19 85 and 1990. CAEJ's 
involvement with governmental officials is not within the scope of this thesis, and thus 
will not be detailed. 
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Jackson, co-autho r of the jdckson-Vanik amendment. which impacted the 

emigratio n o f So\'ic t Jews. 

In 1986, Lisa Freund infonncd Recant of a job opening for a fund raiser 

for the AAEJ, and she connected him with MEJ president Nathan Shapi ro. 

Recant met Shapiro in Texas congressman Mic l..ey Le land's o ffke:8- "We 

talked about the [Ethio pian Jewry] issue and the o rganintion. and I sa\ .. just a 

complete commitment to rescue. No holds barred. Whatever it takes we han' to 

help get them o ut. And what it takes right now, at the time, was m o rn:). And 

witho ut mo ney .,..,e can't do an) thing, and with mo ney we can rescue more 

people. So fund raising became a pas ion for rescuc."R<> After meeting with 

the secretary and treasurer of the o rgan izati on , as well as AAEJ founder 

Graenum Berger and the original treasurer. Ted Nonnan, Recant was hired as 

AAEJ fund raiser. Recant was successful in his fund raising effo rts and found 

"ays to c-ut costs and save the organization monc). After l;reund le ft fo r 

graJuate school in the Summer of l 987, Recant wa<; made e:xerutivc director. 

Before she left, a majo r accompli hment of Freund, Recant a nd the MEI was to 

help establish the Congressional Caucus for Et hiopian Jewry. 

Yet, congressional invoh ement by indiv idual reprcsentath es and 

senators in the Ethiopian Jewry issue commenced a numbe r o f years before 

the establishment o f the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian j ewr) in 1 986. 

This involvement, for the most part, was also elicited by AAEJ members. 

Veteran legislative aide for Senator Alan Cranst0n o f California, Naomi Baum, 

notes the lone presence o f the AAEJ in Washington D.C. on behalf of Ethiopian 

Jewry : 

85 More on Mickey Leland's involvement on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry " 'ill be discussed 
later in this section. 
86 Interview with Will Recam. 
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The AAEJ from lhe oulset was our main Link with the je,,·ish 
communily lon this issue]. We had very minimal Other contact with 
the Je,~ish community. My contacts with NACOEJ were "er) limited . 
Their presence in Washington was just not as great. .. We had \'irtually 
no contact with the established Jewish community. AAEJ was our 
contact, and we were not lobbied by anyone else on that issue as far as 
I know.R7 

Veteran legislative aide for Congressman Benjamin Gi lman of Nt:w York. 

Debbie Bodlander, remarks how the AAEJ played a ke) coordinating rnle 

hetwccn Capitol !till. the State Department a nd the White House: 

AAEJ has the mobility to caucus "''it h State Department and 
Congressional officials. People on the Hill and at the Sta te are stuck 
and it is hard to get out. There is no mobility between the State 
Department and the Hill. AAEJ had the mobility since they are in the 
advocacy business. They played a major coordinating role and made 
things much easier for all parties involved. They helped facilitate the 
' hole rescue process ... NACOEJ only one or two times came to our 
offices in Washington, O.C. The · ne er liaisoncd with the Caucus88 
nor had a Washington presence.89 

Congressional Activities on Behalf of Ethiopian Jewry between 
1979 and 1986 

Senator Rudolph (Rudy) Boschwitz of Minnesota was the first on Capito l 

Hill to be involved with Ethiopian Jewry. Boschwitz was a friend of AJ\Ej 

87 Personal inteiview with Naomi Baum and Robyn Lieberman, legislative aides for Senator 
Alan Cranston of CaJifomia, May 20, 1992, in Senator Cranston's Washington, D.C. office. 
Baum held the portfolio in charge of Ethiopian Jewry and helped facilitate the 
Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry for four years. Lieberman currently holds the 
Beta Yisrael portfolio. 
88 The Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. More on the Caucus is presented later 
in this section. 
89 PersonaJ Interview with Debbie Bodlander, legislative aide for Congressman Benjamin 
Gilman of New York., May 21, 1992, in Congressman Gilman's office and in the discussion 
room of the House noor. She held the portfolio ln charge of Ethiopian Jewry and helped 
facilitate the CongressionaJ Caucus for Ethiopian Jews since its inception . 
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activis t William Halpern. 90 In 1979, before he journeyed to the Sudan to 

investigate ho" he and the AAF.J could rescue Ethiopian Je\'•,:s, I lalpem a nd 

Grae num Berger met with Boschwitz in Washington . D.c .9 1 After meeting with 

the two AA EJ representati\'eS, Boschwitz set up a meeting with the new Israeli 

Ambassado r , Ephraim Evron . which pro\'ed unproducti\ c. Then , Berger 

arranged with Boschwit ~ a meeting of Jewish congressio nal o ffi cia ls: 

Such a mee ting fin~ly lOOk µlace o n June 7 [I 9791. The NJCRAC and 
the Israeli EmbaSS)' learned abo ut the session and asked w he present. 
They were invited . The meeting was attended by Senato rs Roschwitz, 
Sto ne, Metzenbaum, Ribicoff, Wo lpe. Severa l m her enato r sent their 
aides. Also present was Co ngressman Stephen Sola rz. The meeting 
turned out to be disastrous for NJCRAC and the Israeli po int of , ·iew. 
Ther e was sharp criticism o f the Israelis lac k of helpfulness over the 
years. I had informed the legislato rs about the thirty-two Ethiopian 
Jews we had assembled in Sudan , who had not yet been nown to Israel. 
The Israeli representative replied that his governme nt neve r did 
anything illegally. Metzenbaum reproached him: 'Then how did you 
and so many Jewish refugees ever get to Israel? Was it always so 
legal?' Each o f the o fficials in his own way addressed the Israelis, 
insisting that somethi ng had to be d one.92 

In 1 ~82 . the AAEJ announced a "major effo rt '' to genera te support 

a mo ng members of Congress.93 On August S, 1982, the Cnngrcssio naJ Sub-

committee o n Human Ri ghts held hearings on the plight o f l.thiopian Jews. 

Congressmen To m L.antos of California, Steven Solarz o f New York and Barney 

Frank of Massachuse tts, as well as an Rachamin Yitzha k, an Ethiopian Jew 

brought o e r from Israel by the AA EJ who provided a n eyewitness report of 

90 For more on Halpern. his rescue involvement, and his cragic death in Kenya crying co 
save an Ethiopian Jew, see chapter five, "Menachem Begin's Election in 1977 up to 
Operation Moses in 1984: Rescue Attempts, Disputes, and Charges of Complacency," 
section on "MEJ activities during the late 1970s and 1980." 
91 Interview with Will Recant. 
92 Graenum Berger, Graenum (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1987). 
pp. 656-57. 
93 "Pro-Falasha Lobby in Congress," Heritage, Friday , May 2 l. 1982. 
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Ethiopia and the re fugee camps in the Sudan, all tc t ificJ on the tragedy. 94 

Lantos stated : "As one who fought against one of histor) 's most .iwesome and 

criminal acts of pe rsecution . th e Holocaust , I am determin ed not to witness as a 

passive bystander yet anothe r annih ila tion of a ,·cry special and unique 

branch of the Jewis h people."95 By the Spring of 1983. AAEJ Natio na l 

Legislative Coordinator Marilyn Diamond, and AAEJ Con gressionaJ consultan t 

in Washington, D.C., David Feltman , noted tha t O\'Cr fi fty rcprc entatives and 

twen ty sena tors had "taken an ac ti\'e interest in F.th1()pian lcwr) ... <)b 

What prompted congressional interest in the Re ta Yisracl? fo r some, n 

was a sense of true huma nit arianism; for o thers, pragmati sm: for still others, 

an awareness created by the activist groups or the lessons of one' re ligio us 

upbri nging and the Holocaust. Legislative Assista nt and African Amer ican , 

Vale ri e Mims, notes why her boss, Represent ati \'e Stephen Sola rz, became 

involved with the Ethiop ian jcwr) issue: 

This info rms his feelings as a member of ~ongress in gene ral. .. All his 
life he has studied the Holocaust and how it came about, and that is 
why he wanted to play such a strong role in the Cambodi a situa tion ... 
because it was again the idea of the Holocaust ... This idea also carries 
through to Ethfopian Jewry ... He always quotes the Mishna, the phrase 
that says 'He who saves one life, it is as if he h as sa ed the whole 
world.' He really does take it to heart in terms of the Holocaust, that 
Jewish people have to do whatever they can to save the o th er Jewish 
populations around the world, the beleaguered communities ... He has 
been very active in the Syrian Jewry movement as well to ge t them 
greater freedom of movement and emigration.97 

94 "Congress Hears Sole Voice," Release. Vol. l , No. l , January, 1983. p. 2; and "Two U.S. 
Government ReportS Published: Falashas Discriminated Against," Release, Vol. 1, No. 3, 
Fall, 1983, p. 4. 
95 "Two U.S. Government Reports Published: Falashas Discriminated Against." 
96 "AAEJ Push on Capitol Hill," Release. Vol. 1, No. 2, Spring, 1983, p. l. 
97 Personal interview with Valerie Mims, Legislative Assistant for Representative Stephen 
Solarz of New York, May 20, 1992, in Congressman Solarz's office In Washington, D.C. She 
was in charge of the Ethiopian Jewry portfo lio and helped fac ilitate the Congressional 
Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. 
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On No ember 17, 1 <J83, the Senate passed Senate Concurrent Resolution 

55 which was introduced on Jul) 19, 1983.98 The Reso lution urged President 

Reagan to express to relevan t foreign go emments the United States' concern 

for the welfare of Ethiopian Jews, in particular their right to emigrate freely. 

Senator Paul Tsongas stressed the impo rtance of the legislatio n at a time when 

"the Jews of Ethiopia continue to suffer from extreme pri\·ation , isolation, 

discrimination, and sometimes brutal rnistreatrncm ."9<) In /\pri l o f l <)83, 

Representative Stephen Solarz introduced House (;() ncurrcn t Re nlution 107, a 

no n-binding resolution "expressing the gra,·e rnnrcrn o l the Congress 

regarding the plight of Ethiopian Jews." 100 Q\·er fift) nt h er reprcsentati\·es 

co-sponso red the Resolution, and by September l S, l 983, one hundred and 

thirt) -six had signed o n as co-sponso rs. 10 I 

On a related from, AAEJ members Rabbi Ste,·en Kapl.m and Rabbi Allen 

Krause, both o f Calif omia. on October 31. I 983, pre cn ted Speaker of the I louse 

Tip O'Neill with an Hhiopian jC\\'fY petition. The Ad line Rabbinic Committee to 

98 "Senate Concurrent Resolution SS - Relating to the Plight of Ethiopian Jews," 
Congress ional Record, Proceedings and Debates of the 98lh Co ngress. First Session, Vol. 
129, No. 102, Washington, D.C .. Tuesday, July 19, 1983, Senate, from lhe 11les of the 
Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
99 "AAEJ Success on Capitol Hill," Release, Vol. 2, No. I , Winter/ Spring, 1984, p. 6. 
100 "A concurrent resolution expressing the grave concern ol the Congress regarding the 
plight of Ethiopian Jews," Office of tbe Clerk document, U.S. Ho use of Representatives, 
detailing the sponsors, dates of introduction into the various comminees including the 
Foreign Affairs, Human rughts, lntemationaJ Organizations and Africa: and names and 
dates of when the cosponsors signed o n: files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 
Jewry. 
101 "A concurrent resolution expressing the grave concern of the Congress regarding the 
plight of Ethiopian Jews.'' See also letter from Congressmen Barney Frank and Stephen 
Solarz to their colleagues in the House, June 24, 1983, urging co-sponsorship of House 
Concurrent Resolution 107, from the fil es of the Congressional Caucus o n Ethiopian Jewry, 
Washington, O.C.; as well as "AAEJ Active o n Capitol Hill" and "M EJ Successful on 
Capitol Hill." 
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Rescue Ethio pian ]ewryl 02 collected ove r ten thousand signatures fro m mnrc 

than twenty-five s tates. The te'\1. 0f the rclltion reads: 

We, the undersigned, call on you as a member of the United States 
Congress to employ every means a t your disposal to assist Ethio pian 
Jews who suffer daily from persecution and neglect. In particular we 
ask for your suppo rt for House (Concurrent ) Resolutio n 10 7 
(Solarz/ Frank) and its equivalent in the Senate fo r any legisla ti on 
ai med at p rotecting the human rights and the ,·c~ su1-Yival of this 
a ncient religious mino rity . I 03 

The year o f 1 9~3 also sa, .. -Senator Charles Pen) (I( Illinois Jnd Senator 

Tsongas introduce Senate Reso lutio n 55, on July 19 at the request o f the AA~J. 

'" hir h called for disaster relief and supplemental food programs fo r 

Ethiopia. I 04 Also, cnrnuraged b) the MEJ, on December 16, 1983, o ne hundred 

and two members o f Congress sent two leu ers to Peter t--kPhcrson, direcwr of 

the Agency fo r Interna tio nal OeYelopmcnt (AID). rect)mmcnding that the U.S. 

increase it rate and Je,cl rJ( response to the famine in /\frifJ.. 10'\ 

rhroughout I C)8-', the AAEJ informed Capitol I !ill ubnut the increasi ng 

n umbers of Jewish and non-Jewish refugees in the Sud.inc ·c camps, as well as 

the starvatio n , death, and disease plaguin g the area Na than Shapi ro made 

several tri ps to Washington, D.C.. to urge Is raeli Ambassador t-- tei r Rosennc, 

10 2 The Ad Hoc Rabbin ic Comminee to Rescue Ethio pian Jew!") is a prototype and 
precursor to the American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry (ARNEJ). For more on 
the activities of rabbis Kaplan and Krause, see chapter six, "The Proliferation of 
Ethiopian Jewish Support Organizations in North America During the Fi rst HaJf of the 
1980s," section o n Jane Fellman and the American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian Jewry 
(ARNEJ). 
103 "Ethiopian Jewry Petition Presented to U.S. Congress," Release, Vol. 2, No. l , 
Winter/ Spring, 1984, p . 9. 
104 "Thank yo u Senator Percy," Release, Vol. I , No. 3, Fall, 1983. 

105 "AAEJ Successful on Capitol Hill." See also letter from Peter McPherson, Director of 
the Agency fo r International Development (AJD) in Washington. D.C., to Congressman 
Barney Frank, July, 1983. from the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, 
Washington, D.C.: as well as "Senators and Representatives who signed o n to the McPherson 
letter," from the files of the Congressional Caucus for ELhiopian Jewry, Washingto n, D.C. 
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members of Congress anJ State Department officials to initia te a massive 

rescue operation. The Washington AAEJ office also arranged for a 

congressional briefing with a refugee camp relief wor~cr. In August, at the 

AAEj's urgi ng, thin y-one rnngressional representati\'cs sent a letter to 

Yitzhak Shamir, calling attention to the "arrival of large numbers of Ethiopian 

Jews in the refugee camps ... and the fact that on ly a small number of Ethiopian 

Jews arrived in Israel sinrc May." I 06 In September, the !louse passed 

Concurrent Resolution l 07, urging the Reagan aJministr.nion to assist the 

beleaguered Fthiopian Jewish community. I 07 

The Fall month~ or I 98~ and the Winter months or I 985 saw the AAEJ 

facilita te Congressional, White !louse and Sta te Department support, funding 

and planning for Opcratinns Moses and later Operation Joshua. In panicular, 

after the suspension or Operation Moses, Nathan Shapiro contacted Senator 

Alan Cranston of California and other "key'' members or Congre s, a well as 

Sta te Department offirials and Israel Toda\ publisher Phil Blazer, in an effort 

to find a nother solution. With the assistance of the M[J. Senator Cranston 

obtained the signatures or all one hundred members of the Senate and 

included them in a letter "requesting the immediate resumption of the airlift" 

delivered to President Reagan immediately before Vice President Bush's trip to 

the Sudan on March 3, 1985. These effor ts ensured that the airlift was a top 

priority for the Reagan administration, which along with the ClA and the 

Mosad, helped design and implement Operation Joshua ome cwo and a half 

weeks later.I 08 Also early in 1985, Senator Dennis DeConcini of Arizona, 

106 "Capitol Hill Update," Release. Vol. 3, No. 1, Summer, 1985, p. 4 . 
107 See also Ephraim Isaac, lewish Solidarity and the lews of Ethiopia ( Beersheva, Israe l: 
The Ben Gurion University of the Negev, 1988), p. 28. 
108 "Interview with Senator Cranston ," Release, Vol. 3, No. 1, Summer, 1985. pp. l and 6; 
and "AAEJ a Catalyst for Airlift," Release, Vol. 3, No. I. Summer, 1985, p. 2. For more 
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Sena to r Paul Tribl e of Virginia and Represcntath·e Gary Ac~crman of Ne\' 

York traveled to the Hurn uf Africa and spent several days in Ethiopia's Goodar 

Prov ince. After as essin g first hand the s ta tus of the Reta Yisrael, the 

congressional delegatio n upo n their return pushed fo r rarnil) Reuni fi ca tion 

and f arnine relief. I 0<) 

Congressmen Ac kerman a od Leland 

For Ackerman, the 1985 trip was one of many , ;sits to the I fu rn o f 

Africa. All in all. Congressman Ackerman tra\'eled to C.thiopia si\ ti mes 

between 1984 and 1990, and declined a fateful seven th trip in 1989. Ackerman 

first tra\'eled to Ethio pia in November of I 984, the same day Operatio n Moses 

commenced a few hundred miles to the northwest. : le traveled with 

Congressman Mickey Leland of rexas. The duo ha<l two purposes fo r their trip; 

hunger and famine relief, and to investigate the Jews <>f Eth iopia. Ackerman 

nOt..!s: " It hit me autnmatirall~ "hen I sa\' them I the Reta Yisrael] that they 

are Jewish." 1 l 0 l le climbed the Simien ~1ountains and obsef"\ ed Segcd ("to bow 

down" in Ge'cz) with the Ethiopian Jews, a Beta Yisracl ce lebratio n marking 

the renewal of the covenant bet>,1een G-d and the Jews after the Babylonian 

Exi le. I I l Arkerman became "enamored" with the Ethio pian Jewish com munity 

details o n congressional involvement in Operation Moses and Joshua, see chapter seven, 
"E.xodus, Refugee Camps and Rescue: Operation Moses and Joshua,'' sections on "Operation 
Moses" and "Operation Joshua." 
109 Letter from Congressman Gary Ackennan of New York to Henry Taub, President of the 
American Jewish Jo int Distribution Committee, New York, New York, February 7, 1985, 
from the fi les of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. See also, 
"Congressional Visit Confirms Difficul ties," Release, Vol. 3, No. 1., Summer, 1985, p. 6. 
110 Personal Interview with Representative Gary Ackerman of New York, in Congressman 
Ackerman's Washington, D.C. office and in the discussion room adjacent to the floor of the 
House, May 20, 1992. 
111 Seged has special significance for the Ethiopian Jews, especially in a generation 
which has seen the retum of its people to JerusaJem. Seged is observed with a day of 
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and their plight: " 1 committed m) elf Lo be supportive and hclpf ul of the Beta 

Yisraet. 0 I l 2 /\C'kerman, who rerhaps more than ctn) o ther congressio nal 

o fficial has dedicated ser\'icc for the Beta Yisrael, was no t a co-chair of the 

Congressional Caucus for Ethio pian Jewry. Debbie Rodlandcr s tates ' hat she 

feels was the reason: "The) \.\anted to keep the parity between the number of 

Democrat am.1 Republicans and Ho use and Senate member . /\I o , ince he was 

not a chairperson, Ackerman was c1.ble \CJ work and act more freely without 

cons1raints. 11 l 13 

On each o f his subsequent trips, in February uf 1981. April tJf 1988, the 

Spring of I 'l89, August of 1989, and April of 1990, he traYclcd to (;ondur and 

/\ddis Ababa. In the capital o f Et hiopia, he met with f\fcngistu on six differen 

occasio ns and pleaded with the Marxist ruler the ca e of "free emigration for 

the Beta Yisrael." /\ckerman no tes that the response to the pica was alwa) a 

"loud and , ·orifcro us 'No!' The Ethiopian officials '''ou ld Sa) that Ethio pia is a 

great mosaic of tribes and peoples and personalitic . The fabri r ''ill be ruined 

fasting, a sign of mourning over the dcso-uction of the Temple and a remembrance of the 
exi le to Babylon. Seged ends with an evening of feasting, celebrating Lhat the prophecy of 
returning to Jerusalem has suslained the community through the centuries. Most of Lhe 
anrienl Jews of Babylonia rerumed from exile to Zion, and one da) soon, lhe Beta Yisrael 
would rerum from their exile to Jerusalem. 

Seged is the twenty-ninth day of the eighth month (Hes hvan), a da)' of convocation. 
Sefore daybreak, the villagers gather together in one place. In the morning, sti ll fasting, 
they climb a mountaintop led by the kessim, prostrating themselves repeatedly along the 
way. Once on to p, the kessim would read from the Torah. adding scclio ns from Ezra, 
Nehemiah and other books. The congregation recites prayers and remembers the dead, and 
the kessim give sermons on preserving the Torah and tradition. In the late afternoon, the 
enti re congregation rerums to the village and breaks the fast after sunset with feasting 
a nd dancing. Today, Ethiopian Israelis celebrate Seged in the hills of Jerusalem and at the 
Western Wall in Jerusalem. 

According to tradition, Seged originated in the days of Ezra and Nehemiah at the time 
when all Jews were assembled in Jerusalem, and, by fasting and confessing, made a 
covenant with G-<1 to uphold the Torah. Seged also has a symbolic significance in recalling 
the covenant into which the Israelites entered when they received the Torah at Mount 
Sinai. 
112 Interview with Congressman Gary Ackerman. 
113 Interview with Debbie Bodlander. 
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if '"e le t th em go. Resides, fahiopia is a workers paradise .'" 11 ~ On a number o f 

the trips, he a lso tra,·eled to the Sudan . Kenya and Israel. When in the je ..... ·ish 

State on one o f his many trips to Israel alone, or as a stop-over h ome from the 

Horn of Africa, Ackerman s poke to the Prime Minister and Jewish Agency 

head s about Ethio pian Jewry . I IS 

Ackerman's travel partner . Congressman Leland, was a personal friend 

of Mengistu . Leland, chairman of the Select Committee on Jlungcr, pushed fo r 

and implem ented many famine relief programs and a irlifts for l:thinpi..i. and 

the Ho m of Africa. Also on his trips to Addi s Ababa, Leland tried w bolster 

suppo rt for t he Beta Yisracl by re laying w tvfcngistu tha t 'the enemy o f your 

en em y is your friend. ' Ackerman remarks that he and Le land ''played the ch ii 

war card with Mengistu, in that we told him that the rebels are armed fro m the 

Ar abs. There is a common threat and enemy of the Arabs and the Red Sea Coast 

falling into Arab hanlis." I 16 

Ru t Leland was not on l) concerned about the sccunty of the t-.tengistu 

regi me and ho lding in chct' k Arab expansionism. He was a gen uine friend o f 

the Beta Yisrael and a prominent member o f the Con gressio nal Caur us for 

Ethiopian Jew ry . After the airlifts were halted in 1985. the African American 

congressman berame a n outs poken leader on t he issue of Famil ) 

Reunification . "Congressman Leland recognized the unique pain and 

suffering within this small community. He v isited Jewish v illages in Gondar; 

he saw parents cradling the pic tures of their children wh o had go ne to Israel. 

When in Israel, he visited youth villages where h e met some of the very 

I 14 Interview with Congressman Gary Ackerman. 
115 Ibid 
116 Ibid 
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children whose parents remain in Ethio pia." l I 7 Micke) Leland served as J. 

bridge betwee11 the Uni ted States, Israel and l:thiopia, and "on each of his 

,;sits, he brought with him the ho pe that a large-scale program of fami ly 

reunification wou ld be instituted." 118 

Leland and Ackerman planned another trip to Ethio pia, Kenya, the 

Sudan and Israel f nr August of 1989 . At the last moment, Ackerman backed o ut 

of the trip so he could spend time with hi s fam ily over the Summer recess. A 

few days before his trip, on August 3, the four en-ch a irs nf the Congressional 

Caucus for Ethio pian Jewry, Boschwitz , Cran ·ton , Gi lman and Solarz, addressed 

a letter to Congressman Leland regarding his "imend ed \'isit to Ethiopia during 

the August recess." 11 9 The co-chairs highlighted that the government o f 

Ethio pia was e ngaged in high-level negotiatio ns with Israe l concerning the 

plight of the remaining Jews before the coup attempt o f May o f 1990: ''We ask. 

tha t ) ou [Leland) urge the Ethiopian go' ernment to take step to resume these 

'Ital and p ositive negotiatio ns:• l 20 

The letter also implored Lt lanc! to raise the humanitarian issue o f 

f-amily Reunification with Mengistu , and to "en courage the Ethio pian 

government to rela.x travel and communication restriction s to these [Gondar 

and Tigreyl areas. '' 121 The four co-chairs concluded th e letter by saying: 

117 William Recant. "Congressman Mickey Leland; Beta Yisrael Loses a Friend," 
Washington Jewish Week, August 17, 1989, Opinion Section. 
118 Ibid 
119 Letter from Senators Boschwicz and Cranston, and Congressmen Gilman and Solari, co­
chairs of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, to Congressman Mickey Leland of 
Texas, dated August 3, 1989, from the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 
Jewry, Washington, O.C. 
120 Ibid 
12l 1bid 
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We support your active commitment to improved U.S.- Ethiopian 
relations. The Congressional Caucus on [for] Ethiopian Jewry has 
made human rights and family reunification its highest prio rity. We 
hope that these concerns will receive your most serious consideration 
as well , and we wish you a most productive trip. 1 22 

The trip had a tragic and fatal twist. On August 7. I 989, a mall plane 

carrying Congressman Micke) Leland and fifteen other passenge rs failed to 

reach its destination. The plane '"'as headed for Fugnido, a refugee camp on 

the Ethiopian- Sudanese bnrder.123 On August l 0, Congre sman Gan 

Ackerman led a U.S. delegation to find the airpla ne of his friend and co lleague. 

On August 13, Ackerman spotted the wreckage of the lost plane in mountainous 

terrain twenty miles from the refugee camp. There were no sur\'i\'Ors. l 24 

Leland died "while trying to ensure that human beings would be fed and 

that families tom asunder would be made whole." 125 After finding Leland's 

plane crash, Mcngistu summoned the Congressman from New York to his 

palace. They exchanged regrets, and then ~ lengili tu said to Ackerman: "We do 

not ha\'e man) other friends in th~ U.S. Congress." 126 Ackerman notes: "As I 

carefully chose my words to place special emphasis on the Ethiopian people, 

and not the Ethiopian go\'emment , I said: '(Do not woIT) ,] I will continue to be 

a friend of the Ethiopian people.'" 127 On August 20, Ackerman returned to the 

Uni ted States. 

The Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry 

122 Ibid 

123 "Congressman Mickey Leland : Beta Yisrael Loses a Friend." 
124 Interview with Congressman Gary Ackerman. 
125 "Congressman Mickey Leland: Beta Yisrael Loses a Friend." 
126 Interview with Congressman Gary Ackerman. 
127 Ibid 
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The level of Congressional involvement on behalf of the Beta Yisrael 

steadily increased during the 1 980s. Thu . hy the cconJ half of the decade, it 

was only natural that a fo rmalized group to push for family Reunifi cation 

should take shape on Capitol I fill. Moreo\'cr, the political rontaets and efforts 

of AAEJ president Nathan Shapiro throughout the late 1970s and first half o f 

the 1980s, and later AAEJ faecuth•e Di rec tor Will Recant , had paid off. A 

plethora of caucuses o rganized around groups, issues and people alrcauy 

existed in Washington, D.c. 128 One rallying suppon for the Jews of Ethi up ia 

would not go against the grain of D.C. politics. l\lon:o\'cr, it would prn\'idc th~ 

needed publicity, legislative awareness and proacth e measures. In 1 985, the 

AAEJ discussed the fo rmation of such a group with their political allies. In 

May of 1986, Senators Boschwitz (Republ ican) and Cranst0n (Democrat ), 

together with Representati ves Solarz (Democrat) and Gilman (Republican ), 

established a Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry: 

The main objective of the Caucus is to help promote the reunifi cation 
of the Jews left behind in Ethiopia with their families in Israel. 
Members of the Caucus work with the United States, Israeli and other 
governments. In addition, the Caucus a rranges regular informational 
briefings ..., ith relevant Jewish groups and relief agencies working in 
Ethiopia. l 29 

Shortly after the inception of the o rganization, Senator Cranston, a co-

chair of the Caucus, pledged that : 

The Caucus will be raising the issue of Family Reunification with the 
U.S., Israeli and other governments which might be in a position to be 

128 Most of the caucuses are set up around ongoing issues such as the "Plumber's Caucus" 
and the "Police Officer's Caucus," as opposed to specific issues which can have a 
ri!solution of some sort. 
129 Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, document detailing the sponsors, 
objectives and members of the Caucus, March, 1990. from the mes of the Congressional 
Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington. D.C. 
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of assistance ... We have already begun to make ome o f these contacts. 
Many o f them are private, but our strategy is to keep raising the issue 
and to demonstrate that awareness, concern and a willingness to 
cooperate e'.\.;st in Congress.130 

The Jewish State reacted negatively to the f ormau on of the Congressional 

Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry. Congressman Gilman's aide Debbie Bodlander 

states, "that the Israeli government said that Ethiopian Jewry is not a 

legitimate issue o f Congress, and there is no need for a caucus." 131 

Bi-partisan and bi -cameral in nature. rh il. nrganiza1inn dc:dirnted 10 the 

welfare of Ethiopian Jews had fifty members by July of 1986.132 By the middle 

of 1987, sixty-five Congressional officials were members of the Caucus, I 33 and 

by the beginning o f 1989, the Caucus was composed of o ne hundred and tweh·e 

members. 134 By March of 1990, forty senators and ninety-five 

representatives "'·ere members of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 

jewr:. 13 5 Bv the Summer of 199 l, the Caucus had one hundred and fifty-three 

m~mbcrs - fort) -three in the Senate and o ne hundred and ten in the 

I louse. 136 

1he Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry is t he o nly bi-partisan 

and bh.:arneral caucus in the h istory o f Capitol I I ill ; ne\ er before has there 

been bi-cameral cooperation on aJ1 issue.1 3 7 Co-founder and co-rhair 

Congressman Gilman notes: "Not much was being done in Washington on the 

130 "Rabbinic Call to Conscience a Success." 
131 Interview wit}\ Debbie Bodlander. Perhaps Israel did not want its chief ally to be 
meddling in the "internal affairs" of the Jewish State. 
132 "Capitol Hill Update," Release, Vol. 4, No. 2, Fall, 1986, p. 2. 
133 "Capitol Hill Update," Release. Vol. 5, No. 2, Summer, 1987, p. 1. 

134 "Capitol Hill: lOlst Congress," Release, Vol. 7, No. 1, Winter, 1989, pp. 2 & 4. 

135 Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian tewn1. 
13 6 Members of the Caucus for Ethiopian Jews, Summer, 1991 , from the fil es of the 
Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jews, Washington , D.C. 
137 Interview with Debbie Bodlander, and Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Iewry. 



3 18 

Ethiopian Jews' behalf. The Caucus did meetings, briefings and pushed the 

administration and the Israeli officials." 138 Also inc luded on the age nda of the 

Caucus were more general issues of famine relief a nd humanita rian issuci.. 

Recant, summing up the role of the Caucus, remarks: 

Here is a group of congressmen who care and are concerned about 
this issue, and who are looking out for this issue, and therefore if a 
message needed to be sent to the Israelis or to the Ethiopians, it was 
usually through the Caucus that the messages were sem. Whether it 
was urging the Secretar) of State to do more, or urging the Ethiopian 
government to let people go, or urging the Israelis to bring more or 
work faster - that's what they would do.139 They \\lould ha\.e 
meetings with the Israeli a mbassadors to tal k about the ir concerns or 
[had meetings wi th] the Eth iopian charge d 'affa.ircs. l -W 

Bodlander, who traveled to Israel in Apri l of 1987 on behalf of t he 

Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian jewry, 14 1 suggests that one reason the 

Caucus was so" iable," was the range of congressional offi cials who joined the 

organi zation: 

For the Caucus to be , ·iable, it not only needed to have the in terest of 
the members of Congress who have a large Jewish popula tion in their 
d is trict, but also members who d id not have a large Jewish population. 

138 Personal Interview with Congressman Benjamin Gilman of New York, co-chair of the 
Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry, May 21 , 1992, in Co ngressman Gilman's office 
and in the discussion room next to the House noor. 
139 For example, in February of 1987, leaders of the Caucus met with Israeli Prime 
Minister Yitzhak Shamir during his visit to Washington D.C. to push for immediate Family 
Reunification. In May of 1987, the Caucus co-sponsors met privately with Israeli Minister 
of Immigrant Absorption, Yaacov Tsur, expressing concern for the welfare of the Jews in 
Ethiopia and the members of the Caucus' willingness to be of service to the Israeli 
government should it initiate a reunification program. In April of 1987, Debbie 
Bodlander, legislative aide for Congressman Gilman, visited Israel on behalf of the 
CongressionaJ Caucus for Eth.iopian Jewry. See "Capitol Hill Update" from the Summer 
1987 issue of Release. 

140 Personal intetview with Will RecanL Since the Uni ted States and Ethiopia did not 
have any formal relations, the highest ranking Ethiopian official in Washington was the 
.:harge d 'affairs. 
141 "Capitol Hill Update" of Summer ofl 987. 
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This occurred through the efforts of che AAEJ urging its members to 
meet with their members of Congress across the country at the same 
time the four co-chairs of the Caucus wer e appealing their fellow 
representatives and senators. That's why the Caucus was able to 
attract those [members of Congress! who previously had not known 
about the Ethiopian Je~ish issue, but who had a sense of 
bumanitarianjsm and/ or had je"ish constituents.142 

The major activities of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry 

between 1986 and l 989 were to increase the membership in the Caucus, write 

letters to the White House and State Department officials, :ind hold briefings 

for fellow Congressional offirials. 143 ln particular, m the aftermath o f 

Operation Joshua, the Caucus tried to get the White House in\·ol\'ed in 1-amil~ 

Reunification. Bodlander recalls that the official line of the Reagan 

administration was as foUows: "We are committed to Ethiopian Jewry. It is a 

priority. But unless the Ethiopian Jews are in physicaJ danger, we could not 

expect ro see another major airlift situation." 144 She notes that this reanion 

was in large pan due to the White House's concern over Sutlane e instabilit)' 

created in the aftermath of Operations Moses and Joshua.145 

One example of lener "riting to the White House and State Department 

came on February 7, 1989. Senators Cranston and Claiborne Pell, and 

Representative Ackerman, sent a lener to Secretary of State James Baker, 

bearing the signatures of seventy members of the Congressional Caucus for 

Ethiopian Jewry. The letter states: "As you formulate your policy on h uman 

rights in Ethiopia, we urge you to place the plight of the Jewish community 

142 ln(E?View with Debbie Bodlander. 
143 fbid 

144 fbid 

145 For more on the i:rutabjjjcy of the Sudan and the Numeiri regime in the aftennath of 
Operations Moses and Joshua, see chaptET seven. section on "Operation Joshua" and 
footnote on Numeiri. 
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lhere at che top of your agenda." I 46 The Caucus members noted that improved 

U.S.- Ethiopian relations was predicated on Ethiopia impro,·ing its human 

rights abuses. The Congressmen and Congresswomen implored: "We strongly 

believe that an essential element of this change must be an improvement in 

Addis Ababa's treatment of its Jewish population. This is a crucial huma n 

rights issue that must be addressed before relations can be normalized." 14 7 

The letter stresses that "the first priority for Ethiopian Jewry is family 

reunification," and that the Addis Ababa government must be urged to <' hange 

its policy of refusing emigration, \'isit s and free tra\'eL 148 

Resides the letter "'riting, lobbying, briefings anu increased 

membership, the number or co-chairs strengthened the Congressiona l Caucus 

fo r Ethiopian jewf). Bodlander remarks: "The beauty of having four co-

chairs is that the staff persons would get together regularly about the issue, 

combine forces and split up the work and detai ls." 149 She al o notes that "a 

Congressman's time is a h0t commodity, so it ···•as to the Caucus' benefit that 

there were four member and all of the staffers to split up the work.."150 

By the la te l 980$, there were so many requests for information a bout 

the Beta Yisrael on Capito l Hill, thal the Caucus requested the Congressional 

Research Service (CRS) of the Library of Congress to prepare an issue brief. 

The thirteen page CRS "Issue Brief' entitled Ethiopian lews. is continuously 

updated, :ind includes sections on l ) "Issue Definition:" 2) "Background and 

146 Letter from Senators Alan Cranston and Claiborne Pell and Representative Gary 
Ackerman to Secretary of State James Baker, including the signatu res of seventy members 
of the Congressio na.I Caucus for Ethiopian Jews, February 7, 1989, from the files of the 
Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
147 Ibid 
148 Ibid 
149 Interview with Debbie Bodlander. 
l 50 Ibid 
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Analysis," detailing the Origins of Ethiopia's Jews: /\re the) Jewish?, Past 

Efforts fo r Migration: Operations Moses and Joshua and The Foreign Polk) 

Dimension; the Current Conditions of the Ethiopian Jews; Current Efforts at 

Migration: Ethiopian Jews in Israel; U.S. Policy Concerns: Humanitaria n 

Issues, Foreign Policy Concerns. and the Role of Congress: Current 

Developments; and U.S. Role: Long Term Implications; and 3) 

"Legislation." 15 I 

~gislati\·e a ide for Senator Cranston, Naomi Baum, remarks that b~ 1989 

the Caucus seemed to be gening burned out and needed a different relationship 

'"'ith the AAEJ. She no tes that before 1989, the MEJ ''as keeping the list of the 

members of the Congressional Caurus for Ethiopian Jewr) and that during that 

year the Caucus undertook responsibility for the list. Also, prior to 1989, the 

AAEJ handed the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry finalized letters to 

be sent out to all Congressional officials on behalf of the Caucus. After 1989, 

the AAF.J sugge ted drafted lt!tters and did not actua l!) a) "here is the Jetter." 

J\d<litionally, 1989 brought in a new group of legislath e aides ''ho were in 

charge of the Ethiopian Jew~ portfolio fo r two/three of the four co-chairs of 

151 CRS Issue Brief: Ethiopian lews, Congressional Research Service (CRS) of the Library 
of Conbrress, Foreign Affairs and National Defense Division, updated at least on June 26. 
J 990, and August 5, 1991. From lhe files of lhe Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 
jeWf)', Washington, D.C. Naomi Baum, legislative aide for Senator Cranston, no tes: "There 
were certain people in the African politics world who resented our focusing on the 
Ethiopian Jewish issue. You will see in the Issue Brief fan Ethiopian Jews] that the 
original author wrote to the effect that 'there are those who feel that focus on the 
Ethiopian Jewish issue detracts from human rights issues in general and progress In 
Ethiopia in general.' We got a draft of the report and we were asked to give comments on 
it, and I said 'and there are others who feel that our focus on Ethiopian Jewry Is the only 
focus. Anyway, [the focus on Ethiopian Jewry was) the only way of pushing them 
[Ethiopia) on human rights. In the end I think that was right, because that was really the 
only avenue they were being pushed on. No one else reaJly cared. There are lots of human 
rights violators in the world. Valerie [Mims, legislative aide for Congressman Stephen 
Solarz in charge of the Ethiopian Jewry portfolio) and 1 went to a toe of luncheons on 
Ethiopia which had nothing to do with Ethiopian Jewry to ... make an effort to keep up with 
what was going on." 



322 

the Caucus. Baum states: "When l came into the job. there c;eemed to be the 

d)'namic that AAEJ would ay, 'Caucus, you need to do X.' Hut \\'C lthc Caucus] 

needed to be taking the lead here, and we needed to be deciding what is 

appropriate to be done. The MEJ reacted Ito the changed dynamic of 

interaction]. 'Oh, OK. ' We [the CauC" us] were willing to take over a new role, \"'e 

were new blood, we were ready to go."152 She also remarks that "once we 

clarified things, we had a fabulous relationship with the /\AEJ." I 53 

By the end of the decade of the 1980s. geopolitica l changt.:~ npcnctl up 

additional avenues for the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jc:ws. Valerie 

Mims, a Legislative Assistant fo r Representati ve Stephen Solar'l in charge o f 

the Ethiopian Jewry portfolio notes: "The Caucus would try to work with the 

administration \\/hen there "''ere opportunitie like before U.S.- So,·iet summits 

to get the issue put on the agenda. We would ask them to raise this issue in 

tenns of the Cold War winding down ... and this wa an is uc lO be dealt with to 

help further relieve tensions." 154 

Baum underscores an additional focus of the Congressional Caucus for 

Ethiopian Jewry: 

152 Interview with Naomi Baum. 
1 53 Ibid 
1 54 Personal in terview with Valerie Mims. Mims, an African American, renects after 
Operations Moses and Solomon, how the Jewish effort to rescue their brethren, regardless 
of color, impressed her greatly: "I am impressed by the Jewish community in America and 
in Israel and the people on the ground in Ethiopia, the whole Jewish community, the 
tremendous efforts they would go through to get this community to Israel... People would 
tell me that 'oh, the Israelis have cynical motives.' And I would respond to them, 'the 
Israelis must have such a cynical motive to take tens of thousands of people out of a 
country, and the way the whole thing was organized. And this idea of ransoming, J think 
of this song: 'Oh come, Oh come Emanual,' [where] there is a line about 'ransom captive 
Jsrael.' I would talk to Will [Recant] about this on a philosophical level, about the idea of 
ransoming people ... I was so impre.ssed by the way the whole community pulled together to 
help the Ethiopian Jews who are black. To me it tied in with this whole question of 
equating Zionism with racism ... There was an incredible depth and willingness and feeling 
about saving Jews around the world regardless of race; and that was very impressive to 
me." Ibid. 



323 

Part of our role was damage control. We didn't ' ant the issue of 
Ethiopian Jewry to be a ,·chicle fo r Ethiopia bashing in the Senate; 
and there were enough people who didn 't like the Men gistu regime, us 
included, who were going to use that issue for Ethiopia bas hing. So we 
did quite a lot of trying to get people away from the Ethiopian Jev,1y-y 
issue if there sole purpose was to just bash the Ethiopian 
government. .. There were often people who wo uld try to do resolutions 
o r initiatives, and .... e would work wi th them to either tone down their 
language, o r modify thei r language ... It would be cou nter productive 
in terms of working with th e Et hiopian government. .. The Ethiopian 
governme nt was very precarious and unpredictable as to how it would 
react to pressures from Congress. Pressure was importan t , but it had 
to be very focused, timed appropriately, and we had to th ink a bout our 
language. 1 SS 

Furthennore , Baum notes: 

We also saw our role as not only to be active on the issue of Ethiopian 
Jewry, but to make it clear tha t "'e were the address fo r anyone 
interested in other issues relating to Ethiopia. So we made it a point to 
be educated on Ethiopia, to be doing letters on the famine situation, 
looking a t the question of Ethiopian Jewry in the context of human 
rights overal l... And it was very effective and we got a lot o r calls ... and 
we requested a CRS report ... Part of that [the tremendous response] was 
al so that simultaneo usly the grass roots lobbying effort was 
inc reasing, so offices were getting letters and calls from const ituents 
saying 'we want you to get more active in the issue,' and people 
[Congressional officials and their staff] were calling us and saying, 
'how do we get more active?' l 56 

In June of 1 989, Senator Pete Wilson of Califo rnia, along wi th Senators 

Boschwitz and Cranston, introduced a Sense of Congress Reso lution, 

conditioning a ny improvement in U.S.- Ethiopian relations on bette r 

t reatment of the Beta Yisrael. Re presentati ves Gilman and Solarz introduced a 

similar House resolu tion. The Wilson-Boschwitz-Cranston resolution calls fo r 

the United States to insist that ther e be "tangible progress in the human rights 

155 Personal interview with Naomi Baum. 
156 Ibid 
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conditions" of Ethiopian Jews including the freedom to emigrate, tra\'e l and 

observe the religious holida) s. I 57 

The resolution also called for "the cessation of the vi llagization program 

and all other activities that divide, impoverish, or quarantine the indigenous 

Jewish community."158 It urged U.S. officials in international o rganizations to 

help facilitate the reunification of separated Ethiopian families. It specifically 

called for the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations to petition the U.N. World 

Food Program, the U.N. Secul'ity Cound l. and the U.N. General Assembly "to 

exert diplomatic and political pressure on the Ethiopian gon~rnment to 

develop and implement a poli cy for the sustained emigration of Ethiopian 

Jews. 11 159 

In the House version of the legislation, brought t0 the noor of the House 

of Representath ·es on June 2 2, 1989, Gilman and Solarz in their remarks 

outlined the plight of the Beta Yisrael, efforts to rescue the community, 

r urrent dangers facing the Jews remaining behind in Ethiopia, and the 

absorption process in rsraei. I 60 Solarz petitioned his fe llo" Congressional 

Re presentati\'es: 

This resolution which I introduce today expresses the sense of 
Congress that these fundamental rights to free emigration and family 
reunification must not be denied. My friends, there is indeed a place 
fo r quiet diplomacy. But behind-the-scenes negotiations cannot be a 

15 7 "Senate Resolution Calls for Family Reunification," Release. a publication of the 
American Association for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, D.C., Vol. 7, No. 2, Summer, 1989, 
p. 2. 
I 58 Ibid 
159 Ibid 

160 "Plight of the World's Forgotten Jews," Congressional Record - Extension of Remarks, 
June 22, 1989, remarks of the Honorable Stephen J. Solarz and Benjamin A. Gilman, pp. E 
2269- E 2270, from the flies of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, 
o.c. 
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substitute for a public campaign against repressio n and religio us 
persecutio n. We must respond courageously and n1 mpassio nately ... I 6 I 

Presiden t Bush Meets with Ethiopian Jewry Rescue Leader s 

On March 13th, 1989, two months after his inauguration, President 

George Bush and NationaJ Security Advisor General Brent Scowcro ft met with 

three leaders of the the mo\'ement to rescue Ethiopian Jewry. During a private 

fifteen minute meeting. Rachamim Bazar, chairman nJ the Natir.1na l Council or 

Et hiopian Jews in Israel , AAEJ Executi\'C Director Will Recant, and AAEJ Board 

member John Cohen, presented an update on the current situation faci n g 

Ethiopian Jews. President Hush expressed hi "concern and interest" for 

divided Ethiopian Jewish f amilics and pledged hi s commitment to help reunify 

them.162 

The meeting with Pres ident Bush was not obtained through no rmaJ 

l' hannels, but "through a letter to the White llouse saying that an Ethio pian 

Jewish leader [Rar hamim Bazar} was going to be in the I lnited States and he 

would like to give a gift to the President for his role in Operatio n Joshua. Based 

on that, they got back to us and we had the meeting." 163 Recant n0tes that had 

the AAEJ 'ldone it through normal Jewish channels, it never wou ld have 

happened. And I was chastised after that meeting for meeting with lhe 

President on Ethiopian Jewry." 164 

161 Ibid, p . E 2270. 
162 "President Bush Meets Ethiopian Leader and Director," Release, Washington, D.C., Vol. 
7, No. 2, Summer, 1989, p. 1. 
163 Personal interview with Will RecanL 
164 Ibid 
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At a meeting with NJCRAC, l lRecant] was to ld , 'Don't you think the 
organized Jewish world could have gotten a meeting with [Preside nt 
Bush about] Ethiopian Jews if we had wanted to. We have to use our 
chips very sparingly with the President.' I said, 'I don't ha\'e a ny 
other issues. Ethiopian Jew!) is the only chi p I ha , ·e on the table. 
Don 't you think it is sinful that you haven't met with him if you have 
the ability to?' That summed up our whole relationship with the 
establishmem.165 

Recant states tha t the outcome of the meeting wa to create a "sensitivity 

of the President on the issue, and to put it on the agenda with an upcoming 

summit meeting with the Soviets, and to h::l\ e the So' icts tell 1'1engistu that 

everyone is watching ti.is [his human rights abuses, espclially against the 

Beta Yisrael), and that he should do something about the i sue." 166 The four 

co-chairs of the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jews c,·en sent a let te r of 

commendation to President Sush for having met with Rachamim 8azar.1 6 7 

Operation Solomon, in large pan according to Recant, resulted because Bush 

and Scowcroft and State Department official like Robert I loudekl 68 were 

sensi tized to the plight of the Reta Yisrael and as a result personalized their 

commitment and im·olvcment: 

165 Ibid 
166 Ibid 

If we didn't lay the foundations earlie r, Sco.,.,croft could not have come 
to this issue from the clear blue from the time that the Israelis were 
coming and saying 'ai rlift (199 l]. ' But because he knew about it three 
years earlier , there was a lot more understanding and compassion. 
And that's what the AAEJ was all about. To make sure people knew 
about it, and when the opportunity arose, to do \\'hatever they could. 
So the meeting with Bush was in exactly the same vein.169 

167 Letter from Senators Boschwitz and Cranston, and Representatives Gilman and Solarz, 
co-chairs of che Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, to President George Bush , 
March 31, 1989, tha nking the President: for meeting with Rachamim Elazar , from the files 
of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington , D.C. 
168 More on the efforu of Robert Houdek and the State Department will be detailed in 
chap ter nine, "Operation Solomon." 
169 In terview with Will RecanL 
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Thus, the year l 989 saw increased acth·ity b) the MFJ and the 

Congressional Caucus fo r Lthiopian Jewry. The AAF.J continued to faci lita te 

pro-Beta Yisracl Capitol Ifill acti\'i m between the White !louse. Congress and 

the State Depanrnent, as well as its own methods of rescue. North of the 

border , CAEJ pushed for 1-amily Reunification. During the same period , NJ\COF.J 

provided medical aid , ritual items, food and clothing through its mission , and 

coordinated rescue lists, while P.RNEJ coordinated rabbinic and congregati nnal 

involvement on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. 

These developments ser"\'e as a backdrop to the C\ ents of late 1989. 1990 

and 1991 discussed in the next chapter. Conditions fo r the Beta Yisrael of 

Ethiopia continued to t.letcrio rate. At the same time, relations between Israel 

and Ethiopia were warming up. During 1990, thousands of Reta Yisrael 

descended from the Scmian Mountains of Gondar and Tigre) to Addis Aba ba, 

thcreb~ establishing a Jc"ish refugee communit) in the capital of Ethiopia. 

One year later. Operation Solomon was launched. 
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CHAPTER NINE: 
NOVEMBER OF 1989 TO MAY Of l 99 l: 

T llE FORCfS WHJCll CRFATED OPERATION SOLOMON: 
EXODUS, REFUGE AND ALJYAJll 

The year J 989 was another turning point for the Beta Yisrael residing 

in Ethiopia. The community and the movement to rescue it were impacted b) a 

number of political, demographic and climatic forces. These included both 

internal and external factors, such as the wi :1ding d own nf the Cold War anJ ::i 

reduction o f Soviet aid to Ethiopia. a failed coup attempt .tgainst the Mengistu 

regime, 2 a continuation of the devastating dro ught and famine in the !lorn of 

Africa. a stepped up program o f "villagization" in Gondar and Tigre) ,3 and a 

''arming of relatio ns between Israel and Ethiopia. In Washi ngton, newl) 

inaugurated President George Bush was setting up the agenda for hi s 

forthrnming term in o ffke. On March 13th, Bush met" ith three leaders o f the 

mo\'emcnt to rescue E:thiopian Jewr). Valerie Mims, l.cgblative Assistant tu 

Representati,·c Stephen Solarz of New Yo rk., remark:.: 

There are always issues and prioriti es fo r the President . The fact lis] 
that the President rook the time to meet '"ith Racha mim Elazar, and 
that Herman Cohen always seemed to be respo nsive. I think at that 
time [ 1989) it (Family Reunificat ion of the Beta Yisrael] got as much 
attentio n as it cou ld have ... Lgivenj the geostrategic impo rtance of 
Ethiopia and the competition between the US ant.i the Soviet Un io n ... 4 

l Much of the infonnation in this chapter is appearing in print for the first time. 
2 See "Coup Attempt Effect on Jews Uncertain ," Release, a publication of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, D.C., Vol. 7, No. 2. Summer, 1989, pp. 1 & 2. 
3 For more on Ethiopia's villagization program, see chapter eight, "The Post Operation 
Moses Era of 1985 to 1989: Family Reunification, Rescue Lists and the Congressional 
Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry," section on "Activities of the American Rabbi nic Network for 
Ethiopian Jewry." 
4 Personal In terview with Valerie Mims, Legislative Assistant fo r Representative Stephen 
Solarz, facilitator of the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry; May 20. 1992, in 
Representative Solarz's office in Washington, D.C. 
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During I 989. Et hiopia\\ as drawing more and more attention. C1"il war. 

famine, and an ea~ ing of C() ld War po litics vdth all o f ils ramifications fo(' usc.:c.J 

attention on the Ho rn of t\frka for IJ .S. and world lead ers, as well as news 

watchers. 



NOVEMBER 7, 1989: THE RENEWAL or: DIPLOMATIC RELATIONS 
BETWEEN fSRAEL AND bTHIOPlA 
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A triangular relationship between Israel, Ethiopia and the United Stares 

was established by 1 CJ89. Due to Perestroika and the "inward constriction" o f 

the U.S.S.R., Ethiopia lo t \'ast amou nts o f financfaJ and military aid from the 

former Soviet Union, and therefore turned to Western rnuntrics for suppon.5 

The U.S. Congress continued to introduce legislation t.lccl) ing the human 

righ ts abuses in Ethiopia and calling fnr 1-amil) Reunificatio n. Senate 

Concurrent Resolutio n ~I , introduced o n June 2, 198'), h) Pete Wilson o f 

California, called for impro\'ed human right s condit ion<; for Jews in Et hiopi ~t. 

llouse Concurrent Resolution 160. introliuced on Jul) 3, l 989, by Stephen Solarz 

of New York, pushed for Family Reunification as one measu re to improve 

human rights abuses in Ethiopia.6 In August, /\s istant Secretary of State 

Herman Cohen met with Colonel Mengi tu Haile Mariam ( ~lengistu ) to discuss 

human rights and famine relief efforts. In September, in the wake o f the 

failed coup d 'etat attempt in t-. !ay, former President Jame Carter organ ized the 

first round of talks bet,, een the Go,·emment of Ethiopia and the Eritrean 

People's liberatio n Front (EPLF) in Atlanta. Altho ugh no breakthrough was 

achieved, both sides agreed to a second round of talks.7 

During the same lime, Israel and Ethiopia increased contact and 

communicarion. On November 3, 1989, Ethiopia announced the resumption of 

S "Recent Events," Ethiopian Jewry Repon. a publication of the Canadian Association fo r 
Ethiopian Jews, Toronto, Canada, Vol. 2, No. 1, Spring/Summer, 1990, p. 6. 
6 "Ethiopian Jews," CRS <Congressional Research Service) Iss ue Brjef. Congressional 
Research Service of the Library of Congress, Foreign Affairs and National Defense 
Division, Updated March 22, 1991, "Legislation," p. 13; from t.he fi les of the Congressional 
Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. 
7 Chronology of Key Recent Events Concerning Ethiopian lewry, prepared by Valerie Mims, 
legislative assistant in charge of the Ethiopian Jewry portfo lio for Congressman Stephen 
Solarz, March 22, 199 1: from the fiJes of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. 
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diplomatic relations with Israel, which were sc\'ercd in the aftermath of the 

1973 Middle l:.ast War. The decision of the Ethiopian Go,·e rnmcnt to rene" ' 

relations resulted from a romhination of factors: pressure on Ethiopia from 

the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry , the State Department , and the 

White House: increasing isolation of Ethiopia by African and /\rab nations; a 

need to finance its war against various rebel groups; a need fo r parts, 

ammunition and weapons to fight the insurgents: a need for increased drought 

re lie f and famine aid b) the U.S. Go\'c rnmcnt and \'ario us h•1m.J.n itarian 

groups based in /\m~rica; and a need for increased support at the U.N. through 

ameliorating its human rights abuses. 

Kassa Kabede, 8 a top Ethiopian political aide whe n , ·isiti ng Israel, sta ted 

that Family Reun ification "is a basic human right that has to he respected. "<) 

Jlowe\'er , Kassa Kabcde remarked that ''ther e will nm be another airlift 1milar 

to Operation Moses." I 0 Sime ha Oinit7., L"hair of 1 he Jc\\'ish Agency, 

commenting nn the ren<.:" al of ties no ted: '' I hope that this will e nable u to 

reach an agreement !with the Ethiopian Government! that will end the tragic 

situation that has sp lit families and separated parent from children. 11 l l 

Israeli Foreign t-.li nister Moshe Arens said: "The renewal of ties will favorably 

affect our a bility to bring here the remnant of Ethiopian Jewry." 12 fn the 

jewi:>h State, Eth iopian Israelis were "jubilant at the prospens of the new 

developments," 13 but their hopes were tempered with caution. The various 

8 More on Kassa Kebede is presented later in I.his chapter. 
9 "Ethiopia and Israel Re-€Stablish Diplomatic Relations," ReJease. Vol. 7, No. 3, Fall, 
1989, p. l. 
10 Ibid 

11 " Israel and Ethiopia Renew Diplomatic Ties,'' Ethiopian lewrv Report. VoL II, No. l, 
Spring/Summer. 1990, p. l . 
12 Ibid 
13 Ibid 



Ethiopian Israeli groups held a joint press conference ''p raising the 

resumption of ties, lbutl they rerninJed both governments that family 

reunification must be high on the agenda.11 14 
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Throughout 1989, a trail of Beta Yisrael moved fro m the mountains of 

Gondar and Tigrey to the capital of Ethiopia. Jews traveled to Addis Ahaba to 

seek refuge from Ethiopia's civil war, it.-; villagization program, and the 

drought and famine. Life necessities are several times more e:-..-pensive in the 

capital c ity than in the rural villages. Many Jews were "wanderin g 

desperately from place to place in search of food, shelter and clothing." 1 S B> 

the end of the year, the Jewish community in Addis Ab~ba numbered in the 

hundreds. The renewal of diplomatic relations between Israel and Ethio pia 

rejuvenated the hopes of those Beta Yisrael stranded in the Horn of Africa to 

see jeru~alem in the near future. This further intensified the movement 

between the two regions. By Spring of 1990, three thousand F.lhiopian Jews 

lived in the capita l rit).16 But this was only the begin ning of an c\,en greater 

exodus down from the mountains. 

14 "Ethiopia and Israel Re-establish Diplomatic Relations." 
15 "CAEJ Supports 100 Jews in Ethiopian Capital," Ethiopian Jewry Reoort. Vol 2, No. I. 
Spring/Summer, 1990, p. 6. 
16 "AAEJ Director Visits Ethiopia," Release. Vol. 8, No. 2, Spring, 1990, p. 1. 
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AN EXODUS BEr-ORE THE EXODUS: 
SUSAN POLLACK AND ·n1E MIGRATION OF TllE ETHIOPIAN J EWS TO 

ADDIS ABABA 

After a fourteen year hiarus, Israel reopened its cmbass) in Addis Ababa 

in January of 1990. By the beginning of the same year, the civil war 

completely engulfed Goodar Pro\ ince. At the same ti nae, the Sudan was n o 

lo nger a country o f refuge because the bo rders had bcc:n sc.iled to pre\·ent the 

migration of various peoples int,) its terrirnry. Whil e the t.lesires of the Rct.i 

Yisrael for aliyah continued to strengthen, the pressures o n the cnmmunit) in 

Ethjopia intemified. Where were the Je,, s to nee? Through which route could 

they find safe passage to Israel? 

In part spurred by the renewal of relations bet"''ecn Ethiopia and 

Israel, 17 and in part prompted by the deteriorating si tuatio n in Gondar due to 

the civil war, villagization, and famine, the American As. ociatio n for 

Ethio pian Jews (AAl:J) mad e a decision at its annual board of directo rs meeting 

in November o f 1989, to send a representati\·e to Ethiopia to survey the 

situation. Glenn Stein, coordinator between t 98-t and t 9 81) for the Reform 

Movement's Rcligiou Actio n Center's ( RAC) Ethiopian programing and 

medical aid missio ns to Eth iopia, ent itled Project Rf.AP, 18 and ground 

representative for the AAEJ between May 1990 and May 1991 , cites another 

reaso n fo r seeking a penn:ment presence o n the ground in Et hio pia. Stein 

notes that the lack of success by any of the American programs for famine 

17 Even the AAEJ recognized that the dramatic now of Jews to Addis Ababa and then on to 
Israel would not have been possible if it had not been for the renewal of officiaJ 
d iplomatic relations between Israel and Ethiopia in late 1989. See "AAEJ Helps Care for 
Thousands of Jews in Addis Ababa," Release. Vol. 9 , No. 1, Winter, 1991, p. 3. 

18 For more details on Project REAP, see chapter six, "The Proliferation of Ethjopian 
Jewry Support Organizations in Nonh America During the First HaJf of the 1980s," 
section on "The Reform Movement and other Religious Organizations Take Action," 
including extensive footnotes. 
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relief and medical aid during the mid- l 980s, such as Project RfAP and the joint 

Distribut ion Committee' s ( JDC) efforts, led to the del ision to set up an office in 

Addis Ababa.1 9 Susan Pollack ($chechtman)20 was chosen fo r the task and 

became residcm director of the AAEJ in Addis Ababa. 

Raised in a small \' ill age in a remote part of Maine in \\ hich hers was 

the only Jewish family , Pollack "felt an instincti\'C empathy for the Ethiopian 

Jews -- poor farm ers <' ut off from Jewish soriety - ever since first hearing a 

lec ture abo ut them in 1981. 11 21 Two years later, while li\'ing in Toronto, she 

became invol\'cd with the Canadian Association for Ethiopian je\\S (CAEJ) , and 

shortly thereafter became executive director of the organization.22 0 Yer the 

next several years, she periodically tra,·eled to Ethiopia bringing medicine 

and teams of doc tors to remote Jewish villages in Gondar. fa entually, her trips 

we re made under the au pires of the AAEJ. Pollacl.. no tes: "I found myself able 

to mane uver in L-lhiopia , 1 just had a feel for it ."13 

By 198q, Pollack became resident director of the AAEJ in Addis Ababa 

Gondar was an ac th e hattleground a!ld life in the Prm·ince was untenable: 

19 Personal lnten 1iew with Glenn Stein. former coordinator of the Reform Movement's 
Religio us Action Center's (RAC) advocacy on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry, as well as the 
medical program, Project REAP, aiding Beta Yisrael vi llages; and coordinator in the field 
for the AAEJ in Addis Ababa between May of 1990 and May of 1991: June 18, 1992, 
Brooklyn, New York. 
20 Susan Pollack went by Susan Pollack Schechtman when married to Rabbi Schechtman, 
and subsequent to their di\'Orce goes by Susan Pollack once again. Thus, in early chapters. 
whe n she is still married, she is referred to as Susan Pollack Schech1:man. lo this chapter, 
she is referred to as Susan Pollack. 
21 "Down From the Hills," by Abraham Rabinovich, The lerusalem Post Magazine, 
International Edition, Week ending June 6, 1992, p. 10. 
22 For more on Susan Pollack (Schechtman's) role with CAEJ, see chapcer six, "The 
Proliferation of Ethiopian Jewish Suppon Organizations in North America During the 
First Half of the 1980s," section o n "The Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews 
(CAEJ)." 
23 "Down From the Hills.'' p. 10. 
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Law and order had disintegrated and on her \'isi ts to the area her 
driver had to check e\'ery morning which roads were free of fighting. 
It seemed apparent to her that abandonment of the a rea by the Jews 
was inevitable since they were the most vulnerable clement in a 
silUation approaching totaJ chaos. Jews \ ere increasingly the target 
of bandits and entire Jewish villages were being abandoned. Some of 
the Jewish illagers were burned b) neighboring Christian \'illagers 
who ·wanted their land. 

With the fighting going on in the mountains, the escape route to 
Sudan, which thousands had taken over the past decade, was no" too 
dangerous. In any case, Sudan had begun expelling refugees from its 
overcrowded border camps. This left Addis Ababa as the most 
promising refuge for the Jews.24 

The Ethiopian government barred mmcmcnt hct''ecn pro,·inces 

without special permission. Yet, by this time, three thou and Jcv.s had already 

reached Addis Ababa on their own, having sold their oxen and other property 

to pay bribes for travel permits. Another two thou and had gathered in 

Gondar City, capital of the Pro,·ince, Y.<liting to lo llm' . 

It is at thi s time that the AAEJ requested from l'ollac\... a repon on the 

current situation of the l~thiopiclil Jews. She told cxccuti\ c dircetor Will 

Recant and president Nathan Shapiro: "l think that the: people can tan to 

mo,·e soon, I don't think it is impossible. I think that it is time we have a full 

time presence on the ground in Ethiopia to monitor what goe on.11 25 The 

reopening of the J:;raeli embassy in Addis Ababa was essential for Pollack's 

decision to bring down the remainder of the Beta Yisrael community in 

Ethiopia: "By placing 20,000 Jews on the doorstep of the embassy, she hoped to 

prod Jerusalem into taking greater action than that already in progress to get 

Ethiopian Jews to JsraeJ. 11 26 

24 Ibid 

25 Personal interview with Dr. Will Recant, Executive Director of the American 
Association for Ethiopian Jews, May 19, 1992, in the national headquarters of the AAEJ in 
Washington, D.C. 
26 ''Down From the Hills," p. 10. 
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An additional factor for bringing the Ethio pian Jews dov. n rro m the 

mountains to Addis Ababa resulted from a deliberate misconceptinn or the 

Ethiopian Government as to whom Family Reunification applied. The U.S. 

government and the international communit) continued t o press Ethiopia t o 

allow for free e migration and Family Reunifirati on. 1\m,eYer, only three 

t housand Jews resided in the capital cit) b) J 990. The Ethiopian GO\·emment 

said that Famil) Reunification referred onl) to the Je'' ~ living in Addis Ababa, 

and n ot the bulk 0f the <1Jmmunity in Gondar: "The o chers up in th<.:ir \illagcs 

are behind rebel lines, we don't kn m' ho\\' many there are, we d o n't know 

\\here they are. so we are not e'en talking .ibo ut them." 27 

So, [according to the Ethiopian Go, ·ernmenlj, ,.,..c I the AAF.J] were 
talking about allowi ng for the Famil) Reunification of onl. three 
tho usand Je" s. We ''anted to mak.e Ethiopian je,,·s into a pol iti cal 
foo t ball, and let the internatio nal community '' hich was in Addis 
Ababa kncm tha t it is no t three tho usand r eople, it i a larger 
communit~ • .rnd the~ .iJI "ant to be rcr.itri.Hcd with families in 
lsrae1.28 

mass transfer of a population. "foreign Ministr) and Jewish Agen cy officials 

wanted to limit the n ow of Je.,.;s 10 Addis Ababa so that the numbers wou ld 

go\·emment fo r departure." 29 B~ che end of I '.)89. a f e" dozen Beta \ 1srael a 

mo nth were o fficially gran ted permission an<l d ocument w lc:a\'c Ethio pia for 

27 Interview wi1h Will Re<"ant . 
.!8 l blJ 

29 "Down From the Hills," p. IO. 
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villages and letting them fester in the crime- ridden slums uf the capita l. 

Add itionally, there were no medical o r soc ial faci lities to su pport such a 

population in Addis Ababa for an indeterminate period of time.30 

Pollack, however, felt that the Israelis were nm familiar with the 
conditions on the ground in Gondar and thus did not apprec-iate the 
immediate danger to the Ethiopian Jews. She was determined to effect 
the transfer regardless of the Ethiopian government's edicts and the 
Israelis' advice. It became too dangerous for her to go north herself, 
but thrc.:e Ethiopian members of her staff were sent into the 
mountains to notify Jewish villages that transporta tion was being 
or ganized ta bring them to the capital. The news quickl y spread by 
wurd of mouth to the two hundred and !1rty \'illagc in which Jews 
resided .3 1 

What was the reaction of the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry 

to the AAEJ inspired exodus? Vale rie Mims, Lcgisla ti\'e Assistant for 

Representati"c Stephen Solarz of New York. and facilita to r of the 

Congres ional Caucus fo r l:thiopian Jcwr~ , note hn" the Ca ucus reacted: 

30 Ibid 
31 Ibid 

In early 1990, certain events were happe ning in the North lof 
Ethiopia] ... which were fairly ominous ... It was clear that the situation 
in the North was gening worse, and the re was a real fear that the 
Ethiopian Jews were going to get trapped, and that they may be made 
hostages ... At the time it [the exodus from Gondar to Addis Ababa] 
seemed the thing to do. If you wanted an ai rlift, everyone needed to be 
in a cen tral location; and obviously the easiest place to do it from is 
Addis where the government is still in control, at least until that last 
moment when Mengistu fled [in May of 1991] ... Also, the developing 
famine was good enough reason to bring them down ... You could have 
very easily had a situation with a large number of Jews in Addis, and a 
large number stranded in Gondar ... [Once the Jews had started coming 
down] it wasn't really Congress's role to criticize. We had to ask 'what 
can we do now, what needs to be done, we obviously need to talk and 
put more pressure on the State Department and talk with the 
government of Israel about what is going to happen with these 



people ... and ma ke sure that this is becoming an increasing 
prio rity.'32 
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Logistics for the operation were handle.d by a committee of twenty-two 

Ethiopian Jews working fo r Pollack. She states: "The) made the decisions and 

did the work ... [T]hey hired the trucks to bring the people down from Gondar 

and they 're the ones who found housing for them in /\ddis Ababa C\ en when it 

was illegal to do so. I pushed hard fo r the transpnn program but I didn't plan 

it; they planned it. .. 33 After recciv:ng apprO\ nl from the Ml.J offtc:iaJ<; in the 

United States, transport hegan earl y in Januar) of 1 <)<)Cl. rrucks and buses 

hired by the AAEJ team pick~d up Je, .. s in Gondar Cit) and hrought them south, 

mo' ing most!) at night. Often, the main route v.as r ut off by rebels, so the 

drivers turned to gra'•el roads. Difficulties in acquiring gasoline and the 

frequent necessit) of changing "ehirles resulted in the refugees waiting for 

day along the" a), and it tool.. about n' o v.eek<> t0 complete the journey. 

Jl.1any of the Ethiopian Jews arrh·ed in Addis /\baba after having been 

expelled from the Sudan and making a two week joume) from the Sudanese 

desert intn the mountains of Gondar before rommcn c:i ng once again, this time 

to the capital city. In /\ddis Ababa, the MEJ compound became a refugee 

processing center.34 The Ueta Yisrael were brought in at dusk when there 

were few people on the streets. They were under strict instructions no t to 

light fires o r congregate outside. The Ethiopian authorities were nevertheless 

well aware of what was happening and the interior minister at one point 

summoned Pollack to his office and threatened to round up all the Jews in 

32 Personal interview with Valerie Mims. 
33 "Down From the Hills," p. 10. 
34 More on the AAEJ compo und and the programs it set up in Addis Ababa throughout 
1990 and 1991 , as well as the relief efforts of NACOEJ in the capital city, is detailed in 
the next section. 
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Addis Ababa and send them back to Gondar. "llowcvcr, the office of di ctator 

Haile Mariam Mengistu and the Ethiopian foreign mini try, anxious nm to risk 

angering the Americans, stayed his hand."3 -

J\AEJ Executh·e Director Will Recant went to Ethiopia for Passo\·cr of 

1990. Recant intended to visit Gondar, but the region was cut off by rebel 

forces. Instead, he and Pollack met with Ethiopian Jews who had come down 

from the mountains to Addis Ababa on thei r ovm , a committee of about t'"'cnty 

indi iduals: "And thi s committee said that the war 1s t' riss rros~ing through 

the region, as soon as it moves out of Gondar, we thi nk that we can go up and 

move people out of the villages, but it's going to rnst a lot of moncy."36 Recant 

returned lO the Uni ted States and talked to MEJ Pre ident Nathan Shapiro 

about the finanr ial requirements to make such a large population transfer : 

"Shapiro committed himself: he said he wo uld do \,•hate' er it takes' to get the 

Je'' s o ut of Ethiopia."·n The AAl;J arranged for each member o f the C'Ommittee 

uf Eth iopian j cwl:. ro receh e SS,000 to SI 0,000, and " the~ went up to different 

villages, and told the \'illagcs 'come do'''n to Addis.' And the people just 

nocked. We thought a few tho usand would come. And within two la few] 

months, 20,000 people showed up."38 Between t-.lay and July of 1989, nearly six 

thousand Beta Yisrael a month journeyed from Gondar Province to Addis 

Ababa. The Jewish community in the capital city now topped some twenty-two 

thousand people.39 

Representative Ac kerman's trip to Ethio pia in April of 1 990 

35 "Down From I.he Hills," pp. 10-11. 
36 Interview wit.h Will Recant. 
37 Ibid 
38 Ibid 
39 "Down From the Mountains," and Interview wit.h Will Recant. 
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Representa th·e Gary Ackenna:i of New York a lso pla) ed a ro le in 

facilitating the e'odus from Goodar to Addis Ababa. At the beginning of 

Passover in I 9'JO, Ackerman received a ca.II from John Ouray, leader of the 

Sudanese Peoples's Liberation Army (SPlA), a rebel group in the Sudan with 

tie~ to the Mengist\J regime. The Ethioµian government sponsored the rebels 

since they were black, Christian and/ or animist a nd were against the Arab 

government which wanted to impose sha'a ria nn th<! bl..tck Sud..tnC!iC . Duray 

said he wanted to speak with Ackerman about the peace talks invol\'ing the 

different groups in the Hom o f Africa. The State Department did not want 

Ackerman to negotiate, hut he decided to go despite the oppo ition. Duray 

wanted to meet in Kenya or Ethiopia, then narrn"'·ed hi choice down to Addis 

Ababa. Ackerman arri ved in Abyssinia on April I Oth.·H> 

Ac1'crma n met with Duray and his Dinka tribesmen in a safe huuse in 

the capital cit). lie asked Ackerman fo r mone) to insti tute educational 

programs fo r the child ren in the refugee camps in the Sudan. Ackerman 

knew that there must ha' c been a nother reason for the rebels bringing him 

"urgently tu Addis to meet with the Sudanese rebel leader. So I rAckermanJ 

clear ed the room and the two of us talked in private. John Ouray eventually 

relayed that Mengistu needed something from me ... 4 I Although Mcngistu 

asked to see Ackerman, the New York Congressman, according to proper 

Ethiopian diplomacy, had to ask Mengistu's government if he could have an 

audience with the President. 

40 Personal Interview with Representative Gary Ackerman, Congressman from New York, in 
his Washington , D.C., offi ce, and in the discussion room next to the Ho use noor, May 20, 
1992. 
41 Ibid 
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The ne~1. da), Ackerman met with Mengistu and ''pressed the standard 

line U.S. concerns and issues" \\ ith him. l\ lengistu tol<l Ac kcnnan "tha t he was 

going to win the war ("''ith the various rebel forces! and tha t he was n c\'cr 

going to ced e the ports in Eritrea." Ackerman onrc again realized that it must 

have been some thing else that prompted his urgent i1witation to Ethiopia, so 

he asked all o the rs present in the room to leave. l\lengistu , in private, 

ex-pressed to Represent at I\ c Ackerman: 

That he wanted additional help from the Israelis, and that he wanted 
the U.S. to look the other way if he did deal in gs with the Israelis [i. e. 
fo r anns] . ..t2 Mengistu wanted the Jewish community of America to 
understand the integrity and importance of Eritrea to Ethiopia, and 
that the American Jews who are powerful should pressure the U.S. 
government to aid Ethiopia since they have clout."-l3 

Ac kerman responded to Mengistu tha t the l .S. government and citizens 

will not get '"' oh·ed since "Americans do not kno" art) thing a bout Ethiopia 

accept that the) !Ethiopians] figh ~ while their child ren die. This will be an 

e pitaph if you do not change this." Congressman Ackerma n then proceeded to 

push the is ue of free emigration and impro' ed human rights as a means of 

be ttering relations with the U.S. Ackerman tied in these measures with the 

need of the Mengistu regime for hard currency. Ackennan brought up the 

fact that cwo flights a day from Gondar to Addis Ababa re turn empty after 

dropping off goods in the Provincial capital . Ackerman to ld Mengistu: "There 

are people who v.•ould be willing to pay money to get on the flights which 

42 VirtuaJly all sources point to lhe fact that Israel at no point in time during 1990 and 
199 L gave, sold , or exchanged arms with Ethiopia. However. rumors were rampant during 
these years that Israel was supplying Ethiopia with cluster bombs that were being used on 
the Eritrean and Ttgrean rebels. For more on lhe issue of Israeli anns sales to Ethiopia, 
see the section on ''Operation Solomon" later in this chapter. 
43 Ibid 
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would give you hard currency. Also, there are buses from Gondar to Addis 

[Ababa] that go empty. Then. these people could go from J\<.ldis Ababa 

elsewhere on Eth iopian airlines, which would gh e you more hard curre ncy." 

Ackennan notes that "Mengistu seemed to like the idea," and that he fla ttered 

the Ethiopian leader by saying , "this would gi' c you a place in his tory; you 

would be the one who stood up to the Arab interest."~-' 

After meeting with Mengistu, Ackerman briefed the Israeli ambassador 

to Ethiopia a nd then traveled from Ethiopia to Israel to brief the Israeli 

government , the Mosad , and the Jewish Agenc) . ll pon hi return to the United 

States, he met with offirials of the J\AEJ in Washington, D.C. 

Ackerman was "very depressed" that the idea to get the Jews from 

Gondar to Addis Ababa worked so well that thousands migrated to the capital 

cit), yet , were not able to continue the e-.:odus to Israe l and we re liv ing in 

squalid conditions and uprooted from the ir homes. lie: recalls: "I felt a 

tremendou gu ilt trip that L took people out of their l\' ent) -fh·c-hundrcd-

year-old ho me \\he re they were able to provide fo r themselves aml had shuls 

and S\.'hools; and now, the) were barely survi\'ing in J\udis [Aba ba] and 

nothing was happening [to get them to Israel]. "-+ 5 

Corroboration for Ackerman's April of I 990 meeting with Mengistu 

came from the State Department. Robert Houdek, the current Deputy Assistant 

Secretary of State for African Affai rs, was the charge d'affaires in Ethiopia 

. between 1988 and I 991 . He noted in both a personal interview and 

correspondence that his records showed that Ackerman took a trip to Eth iopia 

in April of 1990. He noted that Robert Frasure, deputy charge d'affaires at the 

American Embassy, accompanied Ackerma n when meeting Mengislu, but was 

44 Ibid 
4 5 Ibid 
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asked to leave the two officials who subsequently talked in private for twenty 

minutes. The State Department records also shmved that Acl..crman then 'vent 

to brief the Israeli Ambassador Meir Yoff e about the meeting. The Israeli 

Consul GeneraJ stateside then raJled Robert Houdek and asked the U.S. charge 

d'affaires about the deal Ackerman made with Mcngistu. Houdek also received 

a cable from Israel. Houdek had no idea about an) deaJ which Ackerman and 

Mengistu had made, and the Israeli s were skeptical of any such agreement and 

thought it was an Ethiopian ploy. Houdek :ilsn noted that Ethiopian diplom.u 

Kassa Kabede, sympathetic to the Beta Yisr .. u:I, ,.,as in Washington, D.C., at the 

time.46 

Ackerman credils the AAEJ for moving in with great fo rce into Ethiopia 

and Addis Ababa to assist the Beta Yisrael. Yet. it is hard to detennine the 

extent to which Ackerman's discussions with t-.lengistu helped facilitate the 

migration. In addi tion to vehirlcs rented by the MEJ. buses and on at least t"o 

occasions airplanes were used to ferry Ethiopian Je" s \0 Addis Ababa:H 1 his 

would have given the Ethiopian Go\'ernmem some needed hard currency. 

Moreo er, it i likely that the conversation with Mengistu helped persuade the 

Marxist Go,·ernmcnt to turn a blind eye to the migration and encampment in 

the capital city in hopes of repairing relations with the West and bettering its 

human rights slate. 

46 Personal interview with Robert Houdek, current Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for 
African Affairs, charge d'affaires in Ethiopia from August 1988 to June 1991. During 
these years, he was the chief in I.he field and highest ranking official in Ethiopia since no 
diplomatic relations or ambassadors were exchanged between the United States and 
Ethiopia. The in terview was conducted on May 21, 1992, at the Oeparonent of State, 
Washington, D.C. Information also derived from a personal letter from Robert Houdek to 
Jeffrey Kaye, May 22, 1992, which specifically provided information on the Ackerman 
trip to Ethiopia. 
47 "Down From I.he Hills," p. IO. 
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Israel's view of the exodus from Gondar to Addis Ababa: 
Negative at first, positive in hindsight 

As mentioned the Israeli establishment in /\ddi~ Ababa perceived tha t 

the migration o f the Beta Yisracl in to the capital endangered Israel's newly 

r estored rela tions with Ethiopia. The Israelis also blamed Pollack for 

exacer bating the problem of the Felas J\lora.~8 the Ethiopian Jews who a J optcJ 

Christianity, by indiscriminate!~ helping 1hem rc1c h Addi Ababa.--l9 The~ 

also felt that the Ethiopian Jews themseh cs \\ Crc endangered by coming e n 

masse into an artificial en ironment '~ith out an adequate infrastructure. 

During the first few months, there was a high mortality rate among the Je\\'s 

in Add is Ababa. approximately two hundred and fifty in a three month period, 

mo t of them children.SO Between June and August of I <)90, around one 

hundred Beta Yisrael a month perisheJ. l·rnm September through November, 

about twenty Beta Yisracl a month died due to disease , srnf\ ·ation, dehydrat ion, 

and malnutrition .51 

So, we moved them down to Addis IAbabaj, and when the) moved down 
to Addis, you had the same crisis and emergency situation simila r to 
that of the famine. You had displaced people, living in an 
o ercrowded city - no housing, no food, no medical care, no thing -
some Ethiopian Jews died shortly after having arrived in Addis. The 
Jewish world heard ahout this and was incensed. The Israelis. the 
Jewish Agency and the Join t Distribution Committee immediately sent 

48 More on the problems surrounding the Felas Mora will be discussed in the next section 
and in the Epilogue. 
49 The AAEJ made it a poli<.)' not to help the Felas Mora in Addis Ababa, while NACOEJ 
provided medical 5ervices, housing, employment. and education to this group. More in the 
next section. 
SO "Down From the Hills," p. 11. 
51 CRS Issue Brief: Eth jopian Jews. Congressional Research Service of the Library of 
Congress, Foreign Affai rs and National Defense Division, Updated version from March 12. 
1991. 



345 

docto rs and started the programs. Rut it wa bringing them to Addis 
which was the main thing .5 2 

Operatio n Solomon would ne'er ha' c been possible. unless the Beta 

Yisracl community had migrated from the mountains to the capital city. A 

senior Israeli 1-oreign Ministry official intima tely in\'Oh cd with Operation 

Solomon stated: "The operation could ha\'e been staged onl) if the Jews were 

concentra ted in Addis Ababa ... To 3usan' c1cc.1it it must be said that she 

managed it. 11 53 Recant notes that Jewish /\gen<') o ffi cial and Operatio n 

Solomon coordinator Micha Feldman f ailecJ tn rccognii'e publidy th e key role 

of the AAEJ bringing down the Beta Yisracl to Addis Ababa, but privately had 

great praise fo r the instrumental effon s nf the organ ization: 

It is' Cr) dishcanening for the AAEJ that no acknowledgement about 
anything ever I occurred] . In prh ate, great stuff. !They heard from 
Israeli officials and heads of Federatio ns] 'You had the moral high 
ground fo r al l o f those years and you were right and we were wrong.' 
But in public, nothing. Micha Feldman said. 'you were right in 
bringing people down [from Gondar to Addis Ababa.I. I wish the 
!Jewish) Agency had done it, I wish the Agency would have let me <lo 
it .' But you'll never read this [congratulatory and apprec iati e 
statcmcnt l> abou t the effons of the MEJI anywhcre.54 

Uri Lubran i,55 coordinator of Operation Solomon, acknowledged that the 

operation "would not have been logistically feasible had Pollack no t taken it 

upo n herself to bring the Jews of Ethiopia down from the mountains, where 

they had resided for thousands of years, in order to meet their destiny in Addis 

52 Interview with Will Recant. 
53 "Down From the Hills," p. 11. 
S4 Interview with Will Recant. 
SS More on Lubrani occurs in the next section and later in this chapter. 
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Ababa."56 The exodus before the cxodu:c. wa' \'ital. The exodus from Gondar to 

Addis Ababa created the opponunit~ for the qn.il rt:tlt:mption tO Israel. But it 

also created new problems of pro\·iding relief an<.l serYicc to thousands nf 

refugees in an alien environment. 

56 "Down From the Hills," p. 11. 
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Assistant Secretary of State for Af riran /\ff airs, Robert Houdek, notes 

that Susan Pollack was the "spark plug \0 bring the Ethiopian Jews down from 

Gondar to Addis Ababa. 11 57 The senior U.S. diplomat, a Gentile and one of the 

unsung hcros of Operation Solomon, remarks that the Tigrean People's 

Liberation Front (TPLF) was advancing in from Tigre) . and there was an 

expansion of fighting in the Gondar region. There was a f celing that the Beta 

Yisrael could get cut off and their lh es would be e ndange red. There was also a 

fear o f re tribution being taken against the communit). Although Houdek did 

no t share these two concerns to the same degree as the American activists, he 

liked the idea that "the MEJ \ as forcing and pressing the issue ... Don't tell 

people with the histo ry of the Jews, which includes pogroms, discrimination 

and the Holocaust, 'no,' and that they stiould not be concerned with the safety 

and well being of their peoplc."58 Houdek. adds that once relations were 

reestablished between Israel and Eth iopia, and after the first people made it 

successfully from Gondar to Addis Ababa, '' there was a spontaneous movement 

of people from the mountainous region to the capital city, which was 

facilitated by the AAEJ.' 159 

In Ethiopia, the charge d'affa.ires, Robert Houdek, and the deputy 

charge d'affaires at the American Embassy, Robert Frasure,60 made 

57 Personal interview with Robert Ho udek. 
58 Ibid 

59 Ibid 
60 Personal Interview with Robert Houdek. 
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emergency food aid, aJong with blankets and fi rewood. available to the 

Ethio pian Jews arriving at the M EJ compound. The duo provided tents to the 

Beta Yisrael seeking refuge in Addis Ababa, ten ts which were used by the 

search pa rt) fo r Congressman Micke) Ll!land 's airpla ne in August o f 19 89. 6 l 

The AAEJ no tes the generosity of the American Embassy when the expectetl 

hundreds turned into thousands: "Their response was immediate and 

generous. They sent perso nnel O\'e r to the AAEJ rompo und where they e rected 

two large tents to house new arri vals." Th e tr.nts hnuscd the Ethiopi an Jc" s in 

the AA EJ compound until housing elsewhere in Addis Ababa ...... as lorated.62 

Representative Gary Ackerman o f Ne .. , York noted : "Th e conditio ns of squalo r 

the Ethiopian Jews face [in Addis Ababa j a re a mong the worst I have scc.n 

an)""here on the planet . They are poor and ha ' e gi"en up almost e, ·crything 

to get to Addis ... ()3 

Th e MEJ was the first to establish a compound in the capital r ity. 

Ourmg his Passove r 1990 trip w Ethiopia, Will Recant a nd Susan Pollack rented 

a compo und fro m the Coptic Church around the rorner fonn the Is raeli 

Embassy. Sho rtly a fterwards, the compo und became known as "Susan's 

Compound" in recogniti on of the woman who facilitated the exodus , registe red 

the Ethiop ian Jews, and arranged for medical aid and relief supplies. 

By the end o f June, so me fifteen th ousand Beta Yisrael descended on 

Addis Ababa,64 and by the end o f the Summer, some twenty -two thousand 

6 l For more on the tragic loss of Representative Leland and lhe search for lhe wreckage of 
his airplane, see chapter eight, "The Post Operation Moses Era of l 985 to 1989: Family 
Reunification, Rescue Lists and the Congressiona l Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry." 
62 From personal interviews with Robert Houdek and Will RecanL 
63 "Confusion Reigns over Ethiopian Cutbacks in Jewish Emigration," Washington Iewish 
Weekly. July, 1990, pp. 7 and 33. 
64 "Strain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews," New York Times, July 14, 1990. 
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Ethiopian Jews lived on the capital ci t~. 65 A Ne,,· York Times art icle of mid-

Sum mer states: "Many of the Jews arrh ·ing from Gondar seek ouc a house I the 

com pound run by the AAEJ] in Addis Ababa run b) the ac;sociation fAAEJ], 

where two tents in the garden pro\'idcd b) the American Embassy are used fot 

overnight shelter. lligh-pro tein bisruit s pro\'ided by the Uni ted States Agcnc) 

for International Development IAlDI are given to the lcw thcre."66 While the 

migr ation and immigration of the Beta Yisrael raised questions a nd 

resentment among all levels of Ethiopian soci et ~ ,c,7 the population tran .;fcr~ 

received support from some governmenta l officials. t-. lcngistu ' · half brother , 

Kassa Kabcde ,68 who was educated in Israel anc..i speaks llebrew, enabled the 

AAEJ and Reta Yisrae l presence in the capital city. "Through t-.t r . Kassa , the 

American Association fo r Ethiopian Jews set up its opera t ions in Addis Ababa 

"ithout ha\'ing to go through the normal Go\ cm ment channels of the relie f 

and rehabilitation commission."69 

Also in 1990, the AAEJ set up what has been tlccmcd "the la rgest Je" 1sh 

school e\·cr a n) where."70 While in Ethiopia during April of 1990, Recant 

attended a dinner party at the American Embassy, in the Israeli Ambassador 

65 "AAEJ Helps Ca re for Thousands of Jews in Addis Ababa." 
66 "St:rain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews." 
67 See "Attacks Against Ethiopian Jews on lhe Rise," Washington lewish WeekJ y, July, 
1990, p. 7. 
68 I met Kassa Kabede at a meeting on May l 9 , 1992. in lhe reception room of the Rayburn 
House office building in Washington, D.C., honoring those who helped facilitate and make 
Operation Solomon a reality. Kassa Kabede has a tremendous presence - an air of dignity 
and sophistication. His soh spoken manner and tremendous stature are most 
impressionable. Following the rebel cake-over in Addis Ababa in May of 199 1, Kassa 
Kabede sought political asylum in Israel and the United States. 
69 "St:rain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews." 
70 Interview with Will Recant. See also Tad Szulc, Secret Alliance: The Extraordinarv 
Story of the Rescue of the Jews Since World War II (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 
199 1 ), chapter on "The Black Jews," p. 300. By the end of l 990, four thousand five 
hundred Beta Yisrael attended the elemental)' school in Addis Ababa. 
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Meir Yo ffe and his wife Mina also attended. Recant no te h ow the idea for J 

Jewish school for the Beta Yisrael youth got started: 

We (Mina Yoffe and Ret'antJ v.ere talking in llebrew ... and s he had 
taught at Ramaz Yeshiva in New Yori-. !where Recant attended as a 
youth]. and I told her 'that I didn't know that you were a teacher. We 
now have two thousand Jewish children who have come here from 
Gondar. Wouldn't it be nke to start a school for them?' Sh e said, 'sure, 
talk to Meir. ' ... So, I talked to Meir ... and he said if you want to d o it, I'll 
let Mina help ... And that is when we rented the compound to start the 
school. 

Su an Pollack no tes tha t despite the: tc:ns1on be tween her dnd the Jsraeli 

establishment in Addis Ababa, " there was da)-to-da) cooperation," 71 including 

wo rk on the sch ool. Som e of her "harshest'' c ritics came to the compound to 

help proce the a rri als and run the chool. "The) 11 raelis living in the 

capital cit) I gm right down into the mud <i.nd helped o ut. "72 The school was 

established in August and f\lina Yoffc " as the first teac·hc r rec ruited. 7 3 After 

the Israeli Embass) took over the schonl, the) oper ,ne<l it on the AAEJ 

compound. Then a new school was built on the Israeli Fmbassy compound with 

sh ower , a kitchen, and twenty-seven tukcl s ( EaM African huts} , each of 

which was a classroom.7 -' 

Simultaneous to the exodus from Gondar 10 Addis Ababa and the 

establishment of the Jewish school in the capital city, the MEJ acquired 

ho u sing for the Beta Yisrael and provided them with medical care. Houdek 

notes, that after temporary refuge in the AAEJ and later the NACOEJ 

71 ''Down From the Hills," p. 11. 
72 Ibid 
73 "AAEJ Helps Care for Thousands of Jews in Addis Ababa." 
74 Personal interview with Michael Strum, former Associate Director for Relief and 
Family Reu nification for NACOEJ, currently owner of City Sights Tou rs in Washington, 
D.C., May 19, 1992, io front of the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. 
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compound,75 the American groups would then lease houses or rooms or stables 

for the Ethiopian je' s.76 Recant states: "We started bringing peo ple down and 

finding them ho using and providing them with medicine and medical care .. . 

We had an American doctor from Boston ... and hired non-Jewish Ethiopian 

doctors to take care (of the Beta Yisrael I and do the medical treatment as they 

were coming down. We also started a feeding program.'·77 The living 

conditio ns o f the Ethiopian Jews in Addis Ababa consisted of abject squalor 

and included cramped unh ealthy and unsanitary hO\·ct housing fifteen to 

twenty Beta Yisrael in one room; Jack of employment; and fear o f their 

Jewishness being discovered by hostile Gentile ncighbo rs.7 B 

By late Spring of l 990, the AAEJ sent O\'er another full time American 

employee to assist Po llack. Glenn Stein, who tra"cled to Ethiopia in early 1984 

and coordinated until l 989 the Reform f\lo\'ement 's Religious Action Center '.;; 

( RACJ L:thiopian je.,., ry ad\"ocaC'y project • a \\Cll a its medical program in the 

Beta Yi racl 'illagcs, Project RFAP. met with Will Recant in Washington, D.C., 

in J\1arch o f I 990 about AAEJ job opportunities in lsraet.79 Recant suggested to 

Stein , who wa interested in aliyah, that he first work in Ethiopia on his way to 

Israel, incc Po llack was planning on leaving the Horn o f Africa. Relatio ns 

between Pollack, the Ethiopian Government, and vario us Israeli officials in 

75 More on the NACOEJ compound will follow later in tltis section . 
76 .lnterview with Robert Houdek, 
77 Interview with Will RecanL 
78 For more on the living conditions of the Beta Yisrael in Addis Ababa, see Rabbi Jerome 
Epste.in, "Unimaginable Living Conditions of Ethiopian Jews," Release. Vol. 8, No. l. , 
Winter, 1990, pp. 4-5; and Rabbi Avis Miller, "If Not Now, When," Release, Vol. 8, No. 1.. 
Winter, l 990, p. 2. 
79 For more on Stein's 1984 aip to Ethiopia and his efforts with the RAC and Project 
REAP, see chapter six, "The Proliferation of Ethiopian Jewry Support Organizations in 
North America During the First Half of the 1980s," section on "The Reform Movement and 
other Religious Organizations Take Action," including extensive footno tes. 
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Addis Ababa were noc always cordial 80 After meeting with Pollack in New 

York City and recehing her approval, Stein was off crcd a position in the 

Ethiopian capital city. He artived in Atldi Ababa in late la) of 1990, the ft.rsl 

days when the trick.le of Ethiopim Jews turned into hundreds of Beta Yisrael 

descending o n the capital city on a daily basis. Along v.ith his friend Jo}ce 

Miller, a journalist and photographer who accompanjed tlim to Ethiopia, he 

worked in and managed the AAEJ compound fo r a ~car through Operation 

Solomon in May of 1991. Stein returned to the United Sta~es 'ia Israel on one 

of the last flights out of Addis Ababa befo re the rebels t0ok over. Later, l..aOena 

Schnapper from Chicago joined Stein in the Ethiopian capital city.81 

Primarily, Stein was involved in running the AA~ compound. 

reg istering new refugees from Gondar. and manctging the AAEJ's large 

caseload of Beta YisraeJ living in Addis Ababa. Over the years, and particularly 

as a result o f the exodus to the capital cit) . the AAEJ bad taken responsibilit) 

fo r the care and maintenance of hund red s o f Ethio pian Jewish families.82 

Along with Pollack, Stein would meet with these people, see to ho using needs, 

coordinate medical services and provide financial assistance. Each day, the 

80 Pollack did not leave immediately in Ma}' or 1990. In fact, she managed to stay in 
Ethiopia another live months. By mid-Summer, Pollack was forced ro relinquish control to 
the Israelis the operations and facilities for the Beta Yisrael in Addis Ababa. "Pollack 
stepped down from the operational center of activities with a sense thac she had won her 
battle. Once the Ethiopian Jews were concentrated in the city, she was confident that the 
Israelis would do what had to be done to get them out." A few months later, io September, 
she was flown back to the United Scates co recuperate from typhoid and a bad bronchial 
infection. She remained in bed for four mo nths. In January of 1991, stte flew to Israel for 
the AAEJ to assess the absorption of Ethiopian immigrants who had arrived in Operation 
Moses. Upon her return to the United States in May, she viewed the reports of Operation 
Solomon with her colleagues at: the AAEJ office in Washington, O.C. "The Israelis, she 
thought, had done jwt what Israel was founded to do: pluck Jews ouc of danger. The 
broadcasts gave the Israelis their due credit but none mentioned Susan Pollack ("Down 
From the Hills," p. 11)." 
81 Perso nal interview with Glenn Stein. Currently, he is working for the Reform Movement 
in New York as director of the Endowment Fund. 
82 Before the. massive influx of May-July 1990, the AAEJ was already supporting eight 
hundred families. 
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Beta Yisrael lined-up at the AAEJ compound offi ce, waiting fo r hours in queues 

rangin~ in the hundreds before meeting with the MEJ officials. Additionally. 

the casework and lists served as a basis for procuring documents and 

actuaJj zing Family Re unification.83 

"The Treaty of Jerusalem" 

After the AAIJ had been ma naging the relief and refugee operations 

fo r a couple of months. a summit meeting was c,.dl cd in Israel between the 

AAEJ and Israeli officials. In July, Susan Pollack tra,·cled from Ethiopia to 

Israel, and Will Recant journe)ted from Washingtnn, D.C. to Jerusalem to meet 

with Jewish Agency, governmental and JDC officials. In what Robert Houdek 

deems "the Treaty of Jerusalem," the Israelis agreed lO take O\'er the 

responsibility o f the Beta Yisrael who came do .. ,•n from the mountainous 

Gonda.r region. 84 It was agreed upon \0 hi ft respon ibil it)' fo r care of the 

burgeoning Jewish community in Addis Ababa from the activist groups to an 

Israel-based division of the Joint Distri bution Committee, Al maya (Aramaic for 

"the world"), 85 which already had a smaJl ope ration in place in Ethiopia. The 

Jewish Agency took over registration and processing of the arrivals from the 

AAEJ. "Building on the foundations laid down by Pollack's o rganization , the 

· 83 Compiled from Glenn Stein's personal diary and daily/weekly reports to the AAEJ 
offices in the United States, earmarked for Will Recant and Nathan Shapiro. The diary and 
repon:s provide a wonderful account of the day-to-day successes, struggles, and 
challenges faced by the AAEJ staff in Addis Ababa; case profiles; as well as AAEJ 
compound activities, coordination with NACOEJ, JDC and lsraeU officials, interchanges 
with Ethiopian officials, housing crisis, funding shortages, rescue activities, medical 
programs and death rates. 
84 Personal interview with Robert Houdek. 
85 More on Almaya (a special organization set up by Israel in 1990 and based in Addis 
Ababa to coordinate rescue attempts of the Beta Yisrael from Ethiopia) and the Jewish 
Agency and their role in Addis Ababa will be discussed later in this section. 
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Joint and Jewish Agenc) did prodigious work d uring the coming year in 

creating a city-with in-a-cit) sef\"ing the 20.000 lp lusJ Jews then residing in 

Addis Ababa; they were eventually responsible for imple mentation of the 

Addis Ababa end of Operation Solomon." 86 

Glenn Stein remarks, that once the Israelis cook control of the AAEJ' 

operations, the AA~ set up a monitoring structun.:. If the American activist 

group saw a problem or that the Israelis were not holding up to their end of 

the bargain, "the AAEJ would report it to the lsrac.: li s or take act1on 

themselves.'' The Israelis hired the AA EJ sta ff, a nd the MEJ hired a new staff 

and "used them as the eyes and ears to check programs." In short , "the 

working relations with the Israelis would go up and down. I [Stein] had a bad 

relationship with the Israelis. That's why I was no t the person to work in 

Israel for the /\AI::j." 8 7 

I loudek notes that the agreement "helped put a n end to the ri\'alry and 

bickering. 11 88 He further states that the AAEJ mai ntained a monito ring role 

which was ''exressi\·e at times. T tried to ca lm them down a t times. There was 

no need fo r things like a doctor's second opinion when the AAEJ officials felt 

differently about a patient from the physicians recommendation. At the same 

time, the American Jewish groups pushed the Israelis to devote a sufficient 

number of personnel, and the JDC did a great job with medical care."89 

Recant no tes how the summit meeting in Jerusalem unfolded: 

They [the Jewish Agency and Israeli officials] tell us [Recant and 
Pollack], 'thanks, you brought everyone down, you did a great job of 
taking care of them, now you are to go away because we are going to 

86 "Down From lhe HiUs," p. 11. 
87 Personal interview with Glenn Stein. 
88 Personal interview with Robert Houdek. 
89 Ibid 
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take care o f everything.' ... Micha Feldman was sitting o n that side of 
the table nex"t to Haim Halachmi , and I am sitting o n the othe r side. I 
[Recant] told [them] that 'we will go a\vay, we will close down as soon 
as you demonstrate the ability to take care of these things. Not just sa~ 
you are going to do it , but as soon as you are there doing it.' [They 
asked Recant] 'Will you cooperate wi th us?' [Recant responded to 
them) 'We will give you everything. Susan [Pollack], you are to open 
every book, you are to show them everyth ing. You are to give them 
every facilitator.' [The Israelis asked Recant) ' How lo ng before you 
leave7' 'As soon as you are ready to take over.' 'How long before you 
are ready to take over?' And then they posed it to Micha who is the 
one who is in charge of everything in Addis. And Haim Halachmi is 
whispering 'machar [tomorrow], machar , machar' Just as I am 
reading his lips across the table, Micha says "shevuayim" "two weeks." 

A month and a half later [end of August- beginning o f 
Septe mber] t hey are finally there, Almaya is set up and established as 
ano ther arm of JDC to handle this stuff. Micha is there and they take 
over the school and the medical program, etc. But again, it is one o f 
those things [implying that the MEJ started and initiated things] .. But 
we never went away, and we told them that we will tum over al l of the 
operations to you, but we will remain as 'observer status,' quote­
unquote, to which Micha said, "ma zeh 'observer, ' what are you going 
to be doing, standing o er my shoulder at all times?" ... But tha t is how 
it stayed until the end. We stayed as observer status. There was [we re] 
a couple o f things that they didn't do, that we felt should be done like 
the medical transport program. Take the Jews fro m the houses they 
were living in to the clinic.90 

JDC and AJmaya relief and rescue e ffons in Addis Ababa 

The JDC staffed and operated the clinics in Addis Ababa, headed by Dr. 

Rick Hodes. Western volunteer doctors and nurses ''were appalled at the 

physical conditio n o f t he malnourished Gondar refugees. Yellow fever, 

malaria, typhus, bronchitis and other d iseases were rampant."91 Medical care 

was o f primary concern to the JOC. The organ ization had two pieces to their 

operatio ns in Ethiopia - an ongoing program of assistance since J 984, 

90 Interview with Will Recant. For more on the AAEJ medical transport program, in which 
the AAEJ established a medical shuttle-bus service to help transport many of the Jewish 
refugees who were afraid, too weak, or unfa.miliar with Addis Ababa to get to the JOC 
sponsored clinic; see "Mgj Transports Jews to Cli nic," Release, Vol. 9, No. 1, Winter, 
1991,p.l. 
91 "Down From the Hills ," p. 11. 
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following a hiatus when ORT was ou ted from the country; and coordination 

with Almaya. The JIA.: saw their effort~' el") much as resl:uc -- the sustaining 

and saving of Jives through medical pmgrarns and famine relief. Ted Myers. 

Director of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee's (AJJDC) medir aJ 

programs to F.ast Africa during the 1980s and early 1990s remarks: "Our 

rescue , if you want to call it that, was more of one keeping people alive; we 

rescued them in that sense."92 

After ORT was expelled during the lute 1970s and early 1980s. "it tool.. a 

few years I for the JOCJ to get in Ito Ethiopia]."9.~ Gideon I aylor. Director of 

Special Projects fo r AJJDC, notes that the non-sectarian programs began in 

1984, primarily in , ·illages in Gondar. The ongoing programs of "care and 

maintenance," including health , medical. blankets, education, crops and 

agriculture, and economic ass istance; \vas staffed by the AA[:J and NACOEJ, "but 

JOC financed."94 The work. was primaril) in the \-illagcs in the Northern 

92 Personal interview with Dr. Ted Myers, Direnor of the America n Jewi sh Joint 
Distribution Commi ttee's (J\JJOC) Medical Program to East Africa d uring the 1980s and 
early 1990s: June 17, 1992, AJJOC headquarters in New York. New York. 
93 Perso nal interview with Gideon Taylor, Director of Special Projects, American Jewish 
Joint Distributio n Co mmittee (AJJOC), June 17, 1992, AJJOC headquarters in Ne" ' York, 
New York. 
94 Ibid. See also, The Se.cret Alliance, p. 297. fl is with great reservation that The Secret 
Alliance is used as a source. This work of late 1991 by Tad Szu\c details the rescue of 
Jews from Eastern Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East since World War II. Each 
chapter focuses on the rescue of a different community . In his twenty-three page chaprer 
on Ethiopian rescue, in particular Operation Solomon, he distorts, omits and white-washes 
numero us facts, figures, organizations and significant historical events vis-a-vis the Beta 
Yisrael aliyah. This is a prime example of AAEJ founder Graen um Berger's fear of a 
Revisionist History regarding the movement to rescue the Ethiopian Jews. In a letter dated 
June 19, 1992, Berger expressed to me; "Now that everybody is on the band wagon, there 
is already a rewriting of history. There is a total omission of what was done in the past 
[by the AAEJ, CAEJ etc.). There is total omission of what was not done in the past [i.e. 
inaction by the American Jewish leadership and Israel] . There is only a record of 
tremendous latter day elation and achievement. The past thus is obliterated." It is 
apparent that Szulc only researched the rescue and conducted interviews with the Hebrew 
Im.migrant Aid Society (HlAS), the Joint Distribution Com.mi nee (JDC) and Almaya and 
Jewish Agency officials. He includes only one brief mention of the AAEJ, and fails to 
consider the complete role played by that organization. Moreover, he does not even 
mention once the role played by NACOEJ . CAEJ, ARNEJ, the Congressional Caucus for 
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region of Ethiopia until the exodus to Add is Ababa. Ta> Jor states: "Because of 

the well establi shed credentials with the go\'emment, when the Jews started 

coming down to Addis Ababa. the JDC after a long negotiating process was able 

to get permission to look after the Jews in Addis."95 The J DC set up ''care and 

maintenance" programs in the capital cit), including medica l care, food 

d ist ri bution, cottage industries, and running the school. 

The second piece of JDC activity in Ethiopia, aided by their involvement 

and contacts in East Africa, was with Almaya. Taylor •cma rks: "We funded and 

ran and operated an ann [of the JDC! that '' as ronnerted 't-\'ith the Israel 

Embassy land the Jewish Age ncy] called 'A.lmaya,' wh ich was entirely a JOC 

Ethiopian Jewry, and the U.S. State DepartmenL Thi~ most recent account on the Jews of 
Ethiopia refers to the community as "Falasha," a tenn which for at least lhe past ten years 
has been known co be offensive and insulting to the Beta Yisrael. l lis lack of knowled ge 
about the Ethiopian Jewish community is shown by numerous errors. First, the 
fabrication that "(f]or more than thirty years the Falashas in Ethiopia - black Jews -
were a concern of Israel as we ll as HlAS and the Joi nt ... the Falashas were the 
bene ficiaries of countless secret operations to bring th em to Israel (p. 290). Second, the 
erroneous st.atemenl that:: ''Today's Falashas speak the Ge'ez language, derived from 
Amha ric, and they say their prayers in Amharic, a Semitic language [Ge'ez is the 
li turg ical language, Amharic is the everyday language of speech, readi ng a nd writi ng), (p. 
291) ." Third , he remarks that Israel attempted "to wi n freedom of emigration for the 
Falashas during the 1950s and 1960s [when7 how7) (p. 292)." Fourth, he wrongly states 
that "1 3.000 black Jews were rescued through Operation Moses rbetween seven and eight 
thousand were saved] (p. 298)." In a personal interview, Wii i Recant noted: "He [Tad Szulc l 
didn't do thorough research on this subject. And by not doing proper research in getting 
the full story, he relied very heavily on whal Haim Ha lachmi and HIAS had to say to him. 
For the book, Tad didn't interview or talk to the AAEJ. He also implied [in the chapter on 
the rescue of the Beta Yisrael] that the U.S. government had no role." Recant further 
speculated: "When he wrote the book, he probably only talked to Hai m Halachmi who 
shared the glory with no one." Conversely, Dr. Ephraim Isaac stated in a personal 
inte?View that Szulc is correct in streSsing the JDC and the Jewish Agency involvement in 
the rescue, since their clToru and financial support brought the majo ri ty of the Beta 
Yisrael co Israel, while the AAEJ and NACOEJ only rescued individuals and families. 
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJJDC) official Gideon Taylor asserted in 
a personal interview that the substance of what Tad Szulc wri tes in the book is a-ue, bu t he 
did not conduct wide research or extensive interviews. It is in the light of this last 
comme nt that I use The Secret Alliance - in that what is contained in ics pages a bout the 
Jewish Agency, HIAS, JDC and Almaya is true, but that it constitutes only a part of the 
whole picrure of the movement to rescue Ethio pian Jewt)' and the historical background to 
Operation Solomon. 
95 Personal inte?View with Gideon Taylor. 
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venture, JDC staff and so on; but fo r a variet~ of reasons, we found it uscf ul to 

have two o perating arms, each doing different part~ of the puzzle."96 Ta) lor 

also no tes, that the JDC through Almaya was involved with "the logistics o f 

Operatio n Solomon; to inform and manage the people on the day of the airlift, 

along with the Jewish Agency staff. 11 97 Perhaps because of the JOC's stance as 

a "humanitarian, non-sectarian , non-political" organization , it needed a 

separate en tity to be invo h·ed with the the po liti\s a nd logistics of rescue to 

Israe l. 

Tad Szulc in The Secret Alliance: The Extraordinao· Stoo 1 o f the Rescue 

of the lews Since World War II, notes that the JOC's New York headquarters and 

its Jerusalem o ffi ce, JOC/ lsrael "secret!~ crea ted a separate organizatio n to 

oversee new attempt to rescue the Falasha 0 98 E1i Eliezri, an o fficial o f the 

JDC/ Israel o ffice and \'eteran of earlier secret enterpri ses, was appointed 

chafrperson of Almaya. The new o rganization .,.. as to o perate close!) with the 

Jewish /\gene) in Jerusalem and the the JOC's office in Is rael and 

headqua rters in New York.99 

In the Fall of 1990, Prime f\1inister Yitzhak Shamir ·elected Uri Lubrani 

to be in charge of overall o perations in Addis Ababa. Lubrani, the Israeli 

government's coordinator for Lebanon and one o f the country 's top 

negotiators and political operatives. new to Addis Ababa, where he met with 

President Mengistu in direct secret negotiations that would stretch over eight 

months . I 00 Lubrani also met with Jacob "Ko bi" Friedman, the JDC/ Almaya 

96 Ibid 

97 Ibid. More on Almaya's role in facilitating rescue and Operation Solomon will occur 
later in this chapter in the section on "Operation Solomon." 
98 The Secret Alliance. p. 299. 
99 Ibid 
100 Ibid 
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representative, who had been dispatched to the capital city in June of l 990 to 

supervise relief efforts and preparations fM rescue. Friedman, a specialist in 

covert ope rations, had been given th e: cover of \·ice-con ul a t the Israeli 

Embassy: " His task, which kept him busy around the clock, wa5 lO ready the 

Falashas for emigration, as soon as Lubrani's negotiations were completed and 

Mengistu gave the green light for departures. This process, however , would 

be long, tedious, a nd nerve-racking, lasting a full year." l 0 1 

8iezri and Almaya deputy chairperson, Ami Rergman, opened a $150,000 

operational account at the National Bank of Ethiopia in Ma~ of I 990. The 

money came from an initial $250,000 transfer from the JOC's New York office 

co the Almaya team in Ethiopia. sent \'ia banking channels in Basel. 

Swi tze rland. I 02 Initially, the Alrnaya group aeted openly, using JDC funds for 

housing and medical aid to the Beta Yisrael. "The fMengistu] regime welcomed 

their pre cnrc, presumabl) not a,,·arc that preparations fo r a mass flight of 

Jews ·ere underway." l 03 ~loreo\'er, the JDC was building on "seven years of 

goodwill earned with its humanitarian efforts on behalf of the Falashas and 

non-Jewish Ethiopians. It spent about $7 million an nually in Ethiopia, 

operated a clinic, and provided food assistance." I O~ The medical programs 

brought down the Beta Yisrael mortality rate from 39 per 1,000 to 7 per 

l ,OOo.105 Whereas one hundred Fthiopian Jews died per month between June 

and August, 1990, around twenty Beta Yisrael died per month in Addis Ababa 

between September and November. I 06 Stein, who also kept extensive records 

101 Ibid 
102 Ibid, pp. 299-300. 
103 Ibid, p. 300. 
104 Ibid 
105 Ibid 

106 CRS Issue Brief: Ethiopian lews. Updated March 22, 199 1, p. 13. 
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on the mortality rate o f the Ethiopian Jews, note that over half of the deceased 

were children. I 07 

Michael Scrum, Assistant Director fnr Relief and Family Reunification 

for NACOEJ, notes that no non-Ethiopian was allowed in the JDC clinics: "MEJ 

and NACOEJ were kept out. The staff t hey had were non-Jewish Americans, 

who had no idea of what our I N/\COEJ and AAEj's 1 goals and purposes were. 

They were shocked that all these people [the Beta Yisraclj were in Addis, they 

felt that they were better o ff in Gondar. and rnuldn't understand why these 

peo ple should leave the country when the o ther ~S mill ion can't.' ' l 08 Strum 

also remarks that the JDC was not helping the Beta Yisrael to get out o r 

Ethio pia: "This has never been their functio n in this [Eth iopia! o r any othe r 

country ... We knew from the Ethio pian staff who were all no n-Jewish that 

they were resentful o f the Beta Yisrael." l 09 

The JDC/ AJmaya organization took o er control of the Jewish 

elementary school in Addis Ababa from the AAEJ. Additionally, it provided 

daily cash payments for food for the Reta Yisrael in the capital city and for the 

additional thousands who \,·ere still s tranded in the remo te villages of Goodar . 

The JDC/ Almaya group helped establish a "veritable Falasha town in the 

Ethiopian capital, complete with a ll facilit ies -- including a synagogue." 110 By 

107 Graph of Death Totals of Beta Yisrael in Addis Ababa between July 1, 1990, and 
October 6, 1990, prepared by Glenn Stein , showing a weekly total of the mortality rate of 
Ethiopian Jews, and a breakdown of the children between ages in fant through five years of 

. age, and six through twelve years of age, who perished; from the personal files of Glenn 
Stein, Brooklyn, New York. 
108 Personal interview with Michael Strum. See also "Strain on Ethiopian City: Stranded 
Jews," which relates how some Western diplomats and relief workers "question why an 
entire culture should be uprooted from Ethiopia. They say that the land the Jews 
cultivated, as well as their houses, have been quickly occupied by others and are now 
irretrievable to the Jews. There is a strong possibility, several relief workers suggested. 
that Jews unused to city life will be stranded in Addis Aba ba." 
109 Ibid 
110 The Secret Alliance, p. 300. 
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the end of 1990, of the 22,000 Beta Yisrael which lived in Addis Ababa, 

JDC/ Almaya employed some 2,000 on its local payroll as security guards, 

schoolteachers, health personnel, sorial .,.. o rkers , and construe-ti on crews who 

built housing for the new arrivals. I 1 1 

The JDC also was involved with political activism in the United State~. In 

December 1990, Lubrani came to the JDC headquarters in New York City and 

said "that he needed coordination with all of the Jewish organizations in 

America along with Congress and the State Department." Ta) !or remarks that 

Lubrani "asked the JDC 10 take the coordinating role.'' 112 The JDC called a 

meeting with the "Jewish establishment" along with the AAEJ and NACOEJ. The 

JDC was the rontact link with the group, and Lubrani and Taylor talked daily. 

Taylor also notes, that Michael Schneider, Executi e Vice-President of JDC, 

"was a key party in holding together a ll of these o rganizations, harnessing the 

combined energy of American Jewry toward the goal of .,..,..o rking with the 

administration in order to achie\ e that lthe rescue of the Beta Yisrael]." 113 

Taylor also credits the AAEJ efforts in Washington , O.C., with facilitating this 

process, because of their superb re lations with the State Department, the Bush 

administration and Congress. Furthermore, the JOC opened relations with the 

Ethiopian and Eritrean rebels, and met in Washington, D.C., with 

representative of the various groups on two occasions; and conferred with 

the State Department about pressuring the rebel groups from holding off 

coming into Addis Ababa until the Beta Yisrael issue was resolved.114 

11 1 Ibid 
112 Interview with Gideon Taylor. 
113 Ibid 
114 Ibid. In May of 1991, the rebel groups did hold off from entering Addis Ababa, thus 
allowing for Operation Solomon to take place. This chapter will also detail AAEJ efforts 
on Capitol Hill and the various discussions with the Ethiopian and Eritrean rebel groups 
preceding Operation Solomon. For more on JOC efforts in Addis Ababa, see IOC Challenge 
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NACOE.J r .:!lief and rescue efforts in Addis Ababa 

By the Spring of 1990, NACOEJ had a presence in Addis Ababa. During 

the Summer of that year, the organization set up their own compound in the 

capital city, largely due to the AAEJ's policy , ·is-a-vis the Felas Mora. Until 

that time, NACOEJ officials had been working out of the AAEj compound, which 

removed Felas Mora from its environs. Michael Strum remarks why his group 

opened up their own facilities: "I was terrified what was happening to the 

Felas Mora. By the Summer, the MEJ rompound .... ·as being used by Almaya and 

the Jewish Agency. The AAEJ staff was di,·ided ron what to do with the Felas 

Mora]. So we set up our own compound." Will Recant , while glossing over why 

NACOEJ established their own compound, focused on the timing of the 

acquisition of their counterpart's facilit y: "In so man) instances, NACOEJ rode 

our coattails ... Three months after we rented a compound, that's when NACOEJ 

opened their compound.'' 1 l 5 He also states th.it NACOEJ wa not on "the cutting 

edge," rather, the organization "came about later after it was all done, after the 

risks had been taken." 11 6 Glenn Stein notes: "The AAEJ and NACOEJ were 

coordinating lists. The AAEJ was willing to help NACOEJ so long as the AAEJ 

maintained control." 117 Robert Houdek remarks that 1'NACOEJ's compound did 

complementary things to the AAEJ compound like education and crafts 

'91: Suooorting Iews in Distress in Addis Ababa, The American Jewish Joint Distribu tion 
Committee (A.JJDC) newsletter of eight pages devoted to the relief effort in the Ethiopian 
capital city, May, 1991. 
115 Personal interview with Will Recant. 
116 Ibid 
117 Personal interview with Glenn Stein. 
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programs. This was essential since once the Ethiopian Jews were down from 

Gondar, their social life was disrupted." 1 18 

Once again, ideological d ifferences caused a rift between the AAEJ and 

NACOEJ. However, the cooperation of the two activist groups to coordinate 

rescue and relief lists in their New York summit meetings between 1986 and 

1989 continued in 1990 and 1991 in Addis Ababa. After the warming of 

relations and the resumption of ties between Israel and Ethiopia in 1989. the 

MEJ moved rescue coordination from Chicago tn Addis Ababa, am.1 NACOCJ 

moved Its efforts from Washington, D.C.. to the Ethiopian capital city. Personal 

contact with the comm unity was essentia l in helping facili tate the relief and 

rescue effort. At the same time, to eliminate duplication of efforts on 

individuals and families, and to ex-pedite the process. the AAEJ and NACOEJ met 

on a regular and frequent basis. This time in Ethiopia, the groups coordinated 

the procurement of exit papers and facilitation of the final exodus to Israel, as 

well a s assistance to the Beta Yi srael community in the capital city. 

Additionally, it is important to no te th..tt NACOEJ worked out of the AAEJ 

compou nd months before they established their own facilities. 

During late Winter of 1990, a "big meeting" was called wi th the National 

Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council (NJCRAC), Haim Halachmi, the 

Federations, and the North American Ethiopian Jewry Activist groups. Strum 

notes that the AAEJ and NACOEJ were demanding more accountabili ty on the 

part of the Israelis: "They were always thwarting our efforts. Whenever we 

worked with Halachmi, or [when we were] trying to process the papers 

[documents for "legal" emigration out of Ethiopia]. they were always saying, 

'why don't you get out of the business.' The subterfuge and the Byzantine 

118 Personal interview with Roben Houdek. 
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operations of this decade were incredible." l 19 The meeting held in Israel 

included Pollack from Ethiopia: Recant, Strum and Barbara rubakove Gordon. 

Executive Director of NACOEJ, all from the United States; two United Israel 

Appeal (UlA) representatives; Jewish Agency personnel; and a rcw Ethiopian 

Israelis, "thanks to Will's [Recant] pressuring." 120 "For the first time, the 

Israeli officials were telling us that they wanted us rNJ\COEJ and AAE..I] to 

continue doing what we were doing, and they had arknowledged that we had 

been doing something helpful. But that (Israeli stance] didn't last vcr)' 

long." 121 

Strum new directly from fsrael to Ethiopia in t-larch of I 990 "to 

determine what NACOEJ should do and see if NJ\COEJ should set up an office [in 

Addis Ababa]." 12 2 He assessed that it would be more effecth e for the 

organization to process the papenvork and facilitate rescue and relief effort 

'' ith an Ethiopian office. Strum met \\lith Micha Feldman from the Jewish 

Agency, who shared a secretary with the Israeli Ambassador, "had no staff, 

and was overwhelmed." Strum notes. that while the AAEJ "forced the issue," 

NACOEJ \ orked more quietly and with a less concentrated effort then Pollack's 

operation. "We helped individuals and famHies and multi-family groups - we 

did not arrange for trucks and buses and so on f to take the Beta Yisrael from 

Gondar to Addis Ababa]. We did help them (the Beta Yisrael) with some of the 

arrangements [to make the migration I once we were there [based in Addis 

Ababa].11123 

Feldman allowed Strum to work out of his office in March of 1990: 

119 Personal interview with Michael Strum. 
120 Ibid 
121 Ibid 
122 Ibid 
123 Ibid 
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He allowed me lO have my cases come. The whole separation of my 
case, yvur cases, the Israelis never really accepted it -- their 
philosophy was that al l the cases belonged to the Jewish Agency. If 
we wanted to duplicate the Jewish Agency's effort by making them our 
cases too, we could do t hat. .. We [NACOg)) maintained as d id the AAEJ 
that fo r years the Jewish Agency was not doing what they were 
suppose t0 be doing. and that is why we got into the business in the 
first place and that is why we had our O\vtl cases. And the o nly reason 
that they were yours, mine and ours is because we went through them 
fo r approval and we allowed them t o give us permissio n. The AAEJ to 
some extent, lADena to some extent, acted a lot more unila terally than I 
did. I was under o rders to no t hand!~ cases that were no t approved by 
Haim Halachmi. Sh~ was supposed to do the same, bu t she wou ld often 
handle people not approved. 12-t 

A NACOg) board mem ber replaced Strum in Ethiopia d uring the Spring. 

He assis ted Pollack and set up an office in the AAEJ compound, "and listened to 

the NACOEJ cases and d ispensed money as he saw needed." 125 In late May, 

NACOI;.J sent Solomon Ezra, 126 an Ethiopia Israeli who had lived in Israel and 

the United States, to supervise the NACOEJ caseload. "He had tho usands coming 

to him e e ry day, and he could speak to them in Am haric which was a b ig help 

fo r the cases a nd also fo r Susan [Pollack], and Solomon ' as respected and he 

knew a lo t of the Addis staff. " 127 In early Summer, NACOl:J sent another 

Ethiopian Israeli, Samuel Meheret from Ashdod , son of a kess, to help with 

relief and rescue. At the same time: 

124 Ibid 
125 Ibid 

NACOI;.J was debating whether or not to have a place o f their own, why 
sho uld we have our own place. [Reasons against establishing a 
separate compound included the fact that] We [NACOEJ and AAEJ 

126 For more on Solomon Ezra, see cha pter six. "'The Proliferation of Ethiopian Jewish 
Support Organizations in North America During the First Half o f the 1980s," section on 
"Barbara Ribakove Gordon and the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry." 
127 Interview with Michael Strum. 
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officials] are sitting at desks near each other, or in separate rooms, so 
people can 't fool us ... which they did once we had a separate office. 
They would go to Susan [Pollack] in the morning and to me [Struml in 
the afternoon and vice , ·ersa and to Micha lFddman] in the evening ... 
We also had discussions about airplanes and buses, and what we should 
do about transporting people etc. We found when we got there 
[Ethiopia], Susan had already made contact and was very much on top 
of things and was even ahead of the Israelis in do ing things.128 

Strum returned to Ethiopia in July, and managed the NA\.OE.J activities 

until September. During this time, he set up the NACOfj compound. a much 

smaller facility than the AAEJ compound, and assembled a staff of ~ix 

individuals. Immediate!) preceding Strum 's arrival, the Israelis had agreed to 

take over the responsibility for the Beta Yisrael in the "Treaty of Jerusalem." 

However, no NACOEJ representative was present in Israel. Only the AAE.J took 

part in the discussions and agreement, and not NACOFJ. Micha Feldman met 

with Strum when he arrived in Ethiopia, and briefed him ahout the meetings 

in Jerusalem. Fe1dman and the other Jewish Agency and Israeli officials 

wanted NACOEJ to accept the agreement that the AA EJ had made -- that the 

AAEJ no longer would d o case work, and that they would tum over aJI of their 

cases to the Jewish Agency. However, NACOEJ still gave out money to their 

specific case load for people to go back to Gondar to bring their family 

members back down and also paid some non-Jewish Ethiopians to go back to 

the mountains to bring other Jews down.129 Strum states: 

128 Ibid 

It was ex'Pected that we would follow since we were the more tacit 
organization and expected that we would not put up a fuss . WelJ , we 
were shocked that the AAEJ had made this agreement, because we did 
not usually agree with the AAEJ's noisiness, but we also didn't feel that 
the Jewish Agency had enough staff people there [in Ethiopia], that 

129 Ibid. Some of these Gentiles helped rescue the Beta Yisrael: others ran away with the 
money. 
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Micha [Feldman] was capable of taking care of everyone, that people 
were falling through the cracks; and we weren't about to do it !agree 
to the "Treaty o f Jerusalem]. So, in essence, we never really made the 
agreement. After being in Ethiopia a month, I reported back that it 
was ridiculous since double dipping was going on and it was confusing 
fo r the Ethiopian Jewish population that there were two addresses to 
come to. I pushed my board into giving up our individual cases. But 
that doesn't mean we all stopped working. It meant that we all had 
different functio ns serving the entire community instead of NACOEJ 
serving their people and AAEJ serving theirs and so o n. So we divvied 
up responsibilities as much as the Israelis would allow, and if they 
didn't, we took cenain responsibilities.130 

In August, Solomon Ezra rejoined the NACOEJ staff in Ethiopia, and 

stayed in the country until late Spring or I 991 when all 1.thio pian Israelis 

were ad\'ised to leave the count~. Also that Summer, Strum's assistant , /\nd) 

Goldman came over to Ethiopia. Goldman "put the Ethiopian Jews to work and 

did projects with them. I le took the small NACOEJ compound which was a room. 

rented the entire ho use plus the yard plus the compound next door, and set up 

the arts and crafts program, an after school program, and adult educatio n." 131 

The school the AAEJ established and later the Israeli Embassy operated, 

educated a certain segment o f the Beta Yisrael populatio n. Yet, "the problem 

was that some of the younger kids were n't in the school. and that the olde r kids 

only went to school half a day, and had no thing to do in the afternoon. So, 

NACOEJ set up an after school recreation program with sports, games, Hebrew 

~tudies: plus programs for the adults. 11 132 

130 Personal interview with Michael Strum. For more on the activities of NACOEJ in 
Addis Ababa, see "With the Jewish Refugees in Addis Ababa," Lifeline, a publication of 
the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry, New York, New York. Summer, 1990. 
pp. 1 and 8; and "From Addis With Tears," Lifeline, Fall, 1990, pp. I and 7. 

131 Personal interview with Michael Strum. 
132 Personal interview with Michael Strum. For more on Goldman's achievements, 
including the establishmenl of cottage craft indusuies, see "Do You Recognize This 
Picture," l.ifellne. Fall, 1991, pp. 1 and 8. 
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Goldman also stancd a circus in Addis Ababa with the Beta Yisrael youth, 

with juggling and clowning; and he got the leading comedian of Ethiopia 10 

wo rk with the group, as well as a teacher of gymnastics at the American 

embassy to teach them acrobatics. Strum notes, "any way to keep them sane as 

they were waiting for rescue." The circus was dubbed: "The NACOEJ Circus -

The Humblest Show on f.arth'': 133 

And the most po ignant thing was as the) were gcni_n g on the plane 
[during Operation Solomo n] , the kids said to Andy [Goldman], 'what 
about the circus?' Because Sunda) !the day after the rescue] was to be 
their debut, the premier of their circus, and they had to leave behind 
their balls and all of their stuff. And if you go to the absorption 
centers, even today, you will see kids walking around juggling ... 13+ 

Goldman o rganized a Chanukkah celebration for four tho usand Beta 

Ylsrael c hildren in December of 1990, at the Israeli Embassy. Because he did 

work for the Em bass) as a professio nal pho tographer , he had sperial 

pennission 10 be at the compound. Amplifiers and speakers for the pany were 

obtained from the U.S. Embassy. Other holiday obser\'ances fo r the Ethiopian 

Jews were sponsored by NACOEJ. In the Spring of 1991 , NACOEJ board members 

"ent over to Ethio pia and put together a Passover Seder for six hundred people 

at the rompound.135 

NACOEJ not only assisted the Beta Yisrael, but also the ''Converses" of 

Ethiopia. The felas Mora who tra,·eled down from Gondar to Addis Ababa were 

not receiving any help; the only aid coming from what their Jewish relatives 

shared with them from what they received from the various agencies. NACOEJ 

staned to register the Felas Mora names after they were turned down by the 

133 "Do You Recognize This Picture," p. 8. 
134 Interview with Michael Strum. 
135 Ibid 
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Israeli Embassy and che MEJ. Before Strum left Ethiopia in September, 1990 , 

NACOEJ decided unilaterally that it would help the Felas Mora. It was also 

decided that the JDC would provide medical care and Almaya would pro"ide 

food. NACOEJ provided the Felas Mora as well as the Beta Yisrael with clothing, 

which was purchased every morning in the Addis Ababa market.136 NACOEJ 

also felt that the felas Mora needed money for housing. Strum notes: "This 

wasn't Gondar. Where were they going to live? Eventually, Almaya and JDC 

took over providing the Felas Mora with monev ffor housingj.137 

But the Beta Yisrael remained the focus of NACOI;J. Strum asserts. that 

"hundreds of the Ethiopian Jews were falling th rough the cracks, and that the 

Israeli f.mbassy was pushing some awa). At times, they i...ept telling the AAEJ 

and NACOEJ go away." I 38 Jewish Agency official Micha Feldman , who worked 

out of the Israeli Em bass) , once told Strum that "there are no Jews that can't 

get into the Embass). lf so, you bring them to me." Strum the nc•a day 

marched up sixty-five people to the gate of the Israeli Embassy, '\ inually all of 

whom had been denied entry earlier, and later were c hecked out by Feldman 

as being Jewish. Strum, frustrated by the sometimes Byzantine-like 

bureaucracy, remarked: "The Holocaust might be too extreme [an analogy], but 

it was like li ving in a communist country, living behind the Iron Cunain, in a 

total bureaucracy. It was Kafkaesque, totally Kafkaesque ... like the opera 'The 

Consul' by Gian Carlo Menotti. which takes place outside the consulate and 

people are trying to emigrate." 

136 Andy Goldman would show up at the muddy Addis Ababa market at 5:00 am every 
morning to buy sets of clothes to put on the Jewish youngsters. Over twelve thousand sets 
of clothing were purchased. See "Do You Recognize This Picture." 
137 Personal intetview with Michael Strum. See the Epilogue for more on t:he Fetas Mora. 
138 Personal interview with Michael Strum. 
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For Strum and othe rs, the Israelis were scrutinizing too s tri ct ly when 

determining who to place on the rescue Ii ts fo r the Jewish State: 

The d ifference between the Jewish Agency and our group (NACOEJ) 
was that they were loolting fo r the people who didn't belong, that 
shouldn 't be able to make aliyah. I think the emphasis should be the 
other way; that everyone should be allowed to make aliyah unless we 
find some reason that they can't make aliyah or shouldn't make 
aliyah. Let's assume everybody is Okay and Jewish. Let our personnel 
look for the shred of evidence that they are Jewish, rather than look 
for the shred of evidence th.:u they a1 e not Jev . .iish.J 39 

At times, questions of ''who is a je\' " and ""ho i entitled safe passage to 

lsrael" became problematic. But reli ef efforts. housing, food programs, 

medical attention, educational projects, and ex1.racurricular e nrichment 

activities were always of major concern to NJ\COEJ as well as the AAEJ. JDC and 

the Israelis. MoreO\ er, aliyah always r <tmained primary fo r all of the groups. 

The pare of aliyah nuctuated greatly throughout 1990. 'The numbers of Beta 

Yisrael emigrating from Addis Ababa to Israel under "legal" means ranged 

from zero to a few hundred a month. Changing political conditions altered the 

mood and attitude of the Ethiopian Government toward the Ethiopian Jewish 

exodus. Bu t the burni ng desire of the Beta Yisrae l to return to Zion remained 

constant. 

139 Ibid 
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THE EXODUS OF THE BETA YlSRAEL FROM ADDIS ABABA TO ISRAEL 
BETWEEN THE RESUMPTION OF RELATIONS IN NOVEMBER OF 1989 AND 

OPERATION SOLOMON IN MAY OF I 991 

By the middle of 1990, nearly tv. enty-two tho usand Ethiopian Jews had 

found ref ugc in Addis Ababa. Until the end of 1989, only a few dozen Beta 

Yisrael found safe passage to Israel from the capital city under "legal" means. 

However, as che rate of Ethiopian je\\ s making the exodus from Gondar to Addis 

Ababa increased , so too did the number of lkta Yisrael making the final i:!xodus 

to Israel from the capital city. Hy the beginning of 1990, the number o f 

Ethiopian Jews making their final journey of redemptio n numbered in the 

hundreds per mo nth. Yet, by the middle o f the year, the number was cut to 

zero, perhaps as a punishment fo r Israel refusing to ann the Ethiopian 

Government. By the Fall of 1990, emigration picked up once again, but it ' as 

clear that it wo uld take years to sa' e the Jewish comm unit~ of Ethiopia at such 

a rate . The civil war was closing in on the capital cit); thus, o nl) a massh e 

rescue operatio n would save the Beta Yisrael belore utter chaos ensued in 

Addis Ababa and a new regime, likely antagonistic to Israel , tonk over. 

After the resumption of relations between Israel and Ethiopia in 

November of 1989, the rate of emigration to the Jewish State increased. 

/\\cordi ng to a New York Times anicle, "reJmigration for Ethiopian Jews was 

part of the pact between Ethiopia and Israel when the countries resumed ti es 

. in November after 16 years." l 40 The "Issue Brier· o n Ethiopian Jews o f the 

Congressional Research Service of the Library of Congress cites that between 

January and March of 1990, a total of four hundr ed Beta Yisrael were rescued 

from Addis Ababa to lsraeI.141 A conflicting number is reported by the 

140 "Strain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews." 
141 CRS Issue Brief: Ethiopian lewrv, p. 13. 
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American Association for Ethiopian Jew . The AAEJ reported tha t in the first 

quarter of 1990, <.. total of eight hundred and twenty Ethiopian Jews were 

re united with their r elatives in Israel, 80% of whom were assisted by the 

AAEJ. l-i2 The to tal s of Beta Yisrael making aliyah fo r the Spring and earl) 

Summer months include approximately fi\'e hundred in April , five hundred 

and fifty in May, and five hundred in June.143 

However, in July, no Ethiopian Jew was repatriated with family 

members in Israel. Tbe New York Times reported on July 14th: "llln the last 

several weeks the authorities ha \·e stopped issuing the exit permits that 

allowed 500 Ethiopian Jews to leave for Israel each month.' ' 144 Reprcsentati\'C 

Howard Wolpe, Democrat from Michigan and chairperson of the House 

Subcommittee on Africa, assened that the Ethiopian government was ho lding 

up the e xjt permits as a , .. ay of pressing the Israeli Government to supply 

weapons to Addis Ababa, reportedly including cluster bombs. 145 Western 

diplomats in Addis Ababa said they agreed with the assessment, stating: 

"Mengistu has upped the price." 146 Pen\agon officials stressed that Ethiopia's 

beleaguered dictator, Mengistu Haile f\1ariam, was holding the Ethiopian Jews 

hostage to demands that Israel supply him with a massive infusion of arms to 

fight advancing rebel movements.147 Mengistu expec ted Israel to replace the 

inward focusing Perestroika Soviet Union , once the Ethiopian regime's main 

arms supplier. 

142 "AAEJ Helps Care for Thousands of Jews in Addis Ababa." 
143 CRS Issue Brtef: Ethiopian lewrv. p. 13. 

144 "Strain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews." 
145 Ibid 
146 Ibid 
147 "Confusion Reigns over Ethiopian Cutbacks in Jewish Emigration," Washingcon Iewish 
Weekly. July, 1990 pp. 7 and 33. 
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Wolpe and Representa li\'e Arkcnnan stated chat Mengistu \' isi ted Israel 

on July 4th 3nd Sth with a long list of mili tary assistance he needed in his 

battle against two guerrill a groups. However , "I tlhe Israeli Government and 

the Ethiopia n Government ha e strenuously denied tha t Colonel Mengistu 

visited Israel." 148 Moreover , charges were made that Israel sold cluster bombs 

to the Mengistu regime. Some Pentagon and Bush administration officials 

believed that Israel could have had an indirect role in the sale of cluster 

bombs manufactured outside of the Jewish State. 14') Bu t most agree that Israel 

had no direct ro le in the manufacture and sale of the bomb . Raoul Sohar, :i 

Chilean journali st who has wri tten a book on the Chilean defense industl") . 

asserted that the Chilean weapons man ufacturer ''Cardoen" had sold cluster 

bombs to Ethiopia in Octobe r of 1989. l SO Additiona lly, congressional sources 

maintained that U.S. intelligence experts had retrie ed and examined 

fragments of Ethiopian cluster bombs and found them to be from Chile rathe r 

than Israel. I S 1 Furthermore, '' Israelis ha\·c also denied that they ha\ e 

provided Ethiopia with milita ry assiHance since the resumption of 

relat ions." 1S2 Also, a State Department official e~-pressed his belief that the 

Eth iopian Government was punishing Israel and the Beta Yisrae l because the 

Jewish State did not provide "arms for hostages. 11 153 A State Depanment 

official asserted: "This cut by the Ethiopian Government [no t] to allow 

Ethiopian Jews to emigrate was a result of Israel NOT gjving arms or money to 

148 "Strain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews." 
149 ''Confusion Reigns over Ethiopian Cutbacks in Jewish Emigration ," p. 33. 
150 Ibid , p. 7. 
15 l Ibid 
152 "Strain on Ethiopian City; Stranded Jews." 
153 More on the notion of "arms for hostages" will be discussed later in this chapter in 
the section on "Smte Department Activities on Behalf of the Beta Yisrael." 
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Ethiopia." 15~ At the same time, Israel had some type of military relationship 

with Ethiopia: "Informed Li.S. officia ls said that Israeli military e\-pens are 

training and ad,ising the Ethiopian military. Jn order ro protect Israel, these 

sources said, the Israeli ad,·isors are acting as chi lians. " 155 

Meir Yoffe, Israeli Ambassador to Ethiopia at the time, pro,·ided a 

different explanation tu the halt in the exodus. He noted that the .. recent 

suspension in issuing exi t permits was a Joint decision b) the Ethiop ian 

Go' ernment and the Israeli Go' emment. " I 56 Israel had reached an 

agreement \\it h Ethiopia to temporari l) suspend the issuance of ne\,. exit 

permits to the Jews, since borh countries were concerned that numerou non-

Jews .... ere slipping in among the emigres to escape worsening conditions in 

Ethiopia.157 Yoffe notes that "fojnce we real ized non-Jews were using the 

channel to leave Ethiopia \\'e were alarmed ... There have been some cases of 

non-Jews arriving in Israel." 158 Yoffe stated, that since the point o f the 

tmig ration was Family Reunification, ''applicants to emigrate to Israel would 

be mo re car efully scrutinized b_y the Ethiopian and Israe li a'.lthorities to make 

sure the people leaving were Jews and had relatives in Israel." I 59 

154 Personal interview with a State Deparonent official in May of 1992, who requested to 
remain anonymous. 
155 "Confusion Reigns over Ethiopian Cutbacks in Jewish Emigration ," p. 7. 
156 ''Strain on Ethiopian City: Stranded Jews." 
157 "Confusion Reigns over Ethiopian Cutbacks in Jewish Emigration," p. 7. 
158 "Strain on Ethiopian Cit)': Stranded Jews." 
159 Ibid. See also an editorial in the Washington lewish Weekly in July of 1990, "The 
Ethiopian Cry," pp. 10 and 27, which criticizes Yoffe's statement as endangering the Beta 
Yisrael population and "has uncomfortable racisl undertones, particularly given Israel's 
attitude toward the Soviet aliyah." The editorial states: "Israel is worried, he 
[Ambassador Meir Yoffe] said, about the supposedly large numbers of Christians who are 
claiming to be Jews in order to leave Ethiopia. Imagine this: tomorrow lsrael announces a 
similar agreement with Soviet authorities and insists on more careful screening of visa 
applicants to confirm their Jewish identities. After all, an estimated 25 percent of these 
immigrants [Russian] are non-Jews. The Jewish communitY would raise a thundering out­
cry on behalf of a long suffering community whose window of opportunity for emigration 
could end at any time. The situation is even more grim for Ethiopian Jews." 
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Another theory as to why the Beta Yisrael emigration was h alted during 

July of l 990 \vas put forward by AAEJ Executive Director Will RecanL Recant 

notes that the Mengistu regime sought tO avoid arousing Arab diplomats 

arriving in Addis Ababa for the annual meeting of the Organization for 

African Unity (OAU).160 The OAU meeting ended the second week of July. 

During the end of June, the previous rate of emigration of one hundred and 

thirty to one hundred and fifty Beta Yisrael a week, was reduced to about thin y 

Eth iopian Jews per week. This reduction was in antic ipation of the OAU 

meetin g the beginning of Jul_. During the meetjngs, Jewish emigration came 

to a complete hall. The theory concludes that it then took several weeks after 

the OAU meeting to resume emigration levels to the pre-OAU meeting 

figures.16 1 That is why in July of l 990, Reran t was "assured that the 

emigration cutback was merely a temporary measure."162 

Some s uggest a link between th e timing of the halt in th e emigration 

coinc iding wi~h the OAU meeting, and Israeli concerns over non-Jews 

reaching Israel. Congressman Ackerman notes that Ambassador Yoffe's 

ex-planation about the fear of non-Jews mixing in with the emigres might 

have been a diplomatic way of acknowledging to Mengistu that the exodus 

needed to stop while Arab diplomats met in Addis Ababa for th e OAU 

meeting.163 

The OAU meeting might have prompted the halt in emigration. Once the 

Arab delegates had left the country, the exodus could resume. Israe li and 

Ethiopian concerns over non-Jews being rescued to the Jewish state might 

have cut the level of emigration. Once tighter control of who exited the 

160 "Confusion Reigns over Ethiopian Cutbacks in Jewish fanigration ," p. 7. 
16 1 Ibid 
162 Ibid 
163 Ibid 
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country was in place, the Ethiopian Jewish aliyah could resume. And anger 

over Israeli refusal to arm the Mengistu regime might have pu t a halt to rhe 

e 'odus. Once the Ethiopian leader realized that arms for hostages would not 

wo rk, he allowed for the Beta Yisrael to resume their journey to Israel. 

Whichever the case may be, emigration levels did increase by the beginning 

of the next mo nth . ln August, slightly over two hundred Beta Yisrael were 

rescued to Israel; and in September, nearly two hundred were saved. However , 

in October, levels dro pped dramatically once again to a few dozen. November 

saw a dramatic increase to ove1 fi\' e hundred and fifty indiv iduals, and 

December's rates also ranged in the hundreds. l 6 4 

Altogeth er in 1990, about f 0 ur thousand Beta Yisrael e migrated rrom 

Ethiopia to the Jewish State.165 The AAEJ claims that of thi s numbe r, three 

thousand were bro ught by Israel , and "one thousand by the AAEJ." 166 In 

January of 1 991, the monthly emigration figures ranging in the hundreds 

jumped to around one thousand. Although at times the now of Ethiopian Jews 

out of Addis Ababa was interruptt!d, between January and Operatio n Solomon 

in late May, abo ut one thousand Beta Yisrael a month were "legally" rescued to 

lsraeJ.167 The AAEJ takes credit for haYing rescued three tho usand of these 

164cRS Issue Brief: Ethionian lews, p. 13. 
165 See CRS Issue Brief: Ethiopjan lews, p. 13 and "AAEJ Helps Care for Thousands of 
Jews in Addis Ababa." 
166 Appeal letter from Nathan Shapiro, President of the American Association for 
Ethiopian Jews to members of the organization, December, 1990; from the archives of the 
American Association for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, O.C. 
16 7 "Rescue in Ethiopia: 1977 to the Present," The HIAS Reporter, a publication of the 
Hebrew Immigrant Ald Society, New York, New York, Summer, 1991, p. 7. See also Glenn 
Stein's reports fTom Addis Ababa to AAEJ president Nathan Shapiro and Executive 
Director Will Recant. wbich detail the number of Beta Yisrael rescued on a daily and 
weekly basis. For example, 1034 made aliyah in January, 1991, 1008 in April of the 
same year, and 838 between May lst and May 15th of 1991, immediately preceding 
Operation Solomon. 
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individuals. 168 Thus, over eight thousa nd Ethiopia Je' were reunited with 

their famil y members in the Promised land between the resumptio n uf 

relations between Israel and Ethiopia in No"ember of 1989. and Operation 

Solomon in May o f 199 1. By Operation Solo mon, nearly thiny thousand Beta 

Yisrael li ved in Israel. However , over fourteen thousand fh e hundred Beta 

Yis rael remained in Addis Ababa by late Spring of 1991 , in additi on to a few 

tho usand in the remote mountainous regio ns of Gondar. Even at the 

accele rated rate o f one thousand per month , the cxodu<i of the Ethiopian Jews 

would take months. if not years. The rebel armies were clos ing in on the 

capital city. A massacre of the Jewish population in Addis Ababa was becoming 

a distinct possib ility. At that point, only a massive evacuatio n wo uld ensure 

their safety. 

168 Appeal letter from Nathan Shapiro, President of the American Association fo r 
Eth iopian Jews to the organization's members, April, 1991: from the archives of the 
American Association for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, D.C. 



SCUD MISSILES, GAS MASKS AND RESCUE: 
THE BETA YlSRAEL CONTINUE THEIR EXODUS DESPITE 

THE PERSIAN GULF WAR 

Lronically, January of 199 1, the month the Persian Gul f Wa r 

commenced , turned out to be the best month fo r Ethiopian aliyah ince 
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Operation Moses ended six years earlier. More than one thousand exit visas 

were issued by the Ethiopian GC'vemmen:, and Ethiopian Jews filled ever) 

available seat on planes leaving Addis Ababa. Moreo\·er, an amazing highlight 

to thi s Beta Yisrael exodus was the high rate of aliyah in the face of SCUD 

missile anacks on the Jewish State. Despite its numerous milita ry and civil 

defense needs at a time of crisis, Israel continued to allocate substantial 

huma n, financial and material resources to bringing the Jews of Ethiopia, as 

we ll a s the Jews of the fa rmer Soviet Republics, to the Promised Land. While 

the country donned gas masks and lived in sealed rooms, hundreds of Israeli 

social workers, construn ion worke r , medical personne l, educators, military 

personnel, and government officials facilitated the exodus. Defense 

preparation s for and during the Persian Gulf War cost Israel millions of 

dollars: yet , hundreds of thousands of dollars were pumped into the Jewish 

emigration from Ethiopia and Russia. While the country was on a state of 

heightened military alert, aircraft and personnel were sent to the Horn of 

Africa. 

Moreover, despite the war and missile attacks on lsrael, not one Jew in 

the capital city refused to come to Israel. Jewish Agency workers took gas 

masks to the Israeli Embassy compound in the capital city to show those 
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waiting to emigrate what to expect in rsraei.1 69 TI1e NACOEJ staff in Ethiopia 

remarked: "Not a single Jew in Addis Ababa has turned dmm the c-hanc~ to 

leave for Israel. They would think an yone who suggested such a thing was 

crazy.11 170 Glenn Stein no tes chat he and his staff notified the Ethiopian Jews 

of the Persian Gulf Wa r, the missile attacks on Israel, and the need fo r gas 

masks. Despite the warnings and suggestions that it might be best fo r the 

community to wait a while before departing for the Jewish Sta te , the Beta 

Yisrael responded: "No way. We are going to lsr::i.el. We arc going tn die if 

Israel is going to die. We a re going to fight if Israel is going to fight." I 7 I 

NACOEJ Execucive Director, Barbara Ribakove Gordon states: 

During the Gulf War not a single Ethiopian Jew turned down a plane 
ticket. In our compound, we had a couple hundred [Beta Yisrael] 
needle workers to whom we gave jobs. Andy [Goldman] and Solomon 
[Ezra) always brought a casette to the compound every day to play as 
background music. The day that they got word that SCUDs were falling 
on Israel, a delegation of the workers came up tO Andy and asked him 
to tum off the music, because they would not liste n to music again 
until Israel was safe. And they didn't. It was that deep an 
identification and sense of belonging. 1 72 

The Ethiopian Jews abstained from music, one of their rare and precious 

pleasures, as an intense, prayerful vigiJ for their country, we ll in to early 

Spring when the Persian Gulf War ceased and Israel was no longer in 

imminent danger.1 73 

169 Despite. Threats of an Iraai Attack. Ethiopian Jews are Relieved to Finally be in 
~ press release of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews, February, 1991, as 
reported from Israel, Ethiopia and the Unlted Scates. 
170 "Are Ethiopian Jews Going to Israel Despite the SCUDs?," LifeJine , e.xtra edition of 
March, 1991, p. 1. 
171 Personal interview with Glenn Stein. 
172 Personal interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. See also "Are Ethiopian Jews Going 
to Israel Despite the SCUOs?" 
173 "Are Ethiopian Jews Go ing to Israel Despite the SCUDs?" 
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ln February of 199 l , Kess tvfenasse Zimru, at age 86. the most senior 

spiritual leader of Ethiopian Jewry, made aJiyah. As he landed in Israel, Iraqi 

missiles were being launched at the Jewish State. But Kess Zi mru did not 

regret his decision to emigrate: " It is better to die as a free Jew than to 

continue living in exile in Ethiopia." l 7 4 When asked ' hy he came to Israel 

during the war, Kess Menasse Zimru responded: "There has always been war 

in Israel. If I was young, I would fight with a rifle aJongside the soldiers to 

defend Israel. But I have another rif1e - my prayer. I will pra) . And that's 

no t less than standing aJongside the soldier .11 175 The Kess am.I the o ther one 

hundred and nineteen olim were greeted at Ben Gurion Airpo r1 with a song, a 

flower, a sandwich and a gas mask.176 

174 Oespjte Threats of an Iraqi Attack. Ethiopian lews are Relieved to Finally be in 
J.1rul.. 
175 Ibid 

176 Kol Yisrael radio was the central information source for the Ethiopian community in 
Israel during the war. The Amharic broadcasts were expanded from fifteen to forty-fi"•e 
minutes twice a day for those who had not yet Jearned Hebrew. As soon as the sirens 
sounded, air raid instructions were broadcasted in Amharic including how ro use the gas 
masks. In the absorption centers, since most of the olim did not own a radio, a relay 
system between the new immigrants was set up. Ethiopian elders listened to the 
absorption center radios and called out instructions, often through megaphones. 
Community members would then go through au of the rooms to ensure aJI the residents 
found refuge in a sealed room. 
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CONGRESSIONAL SUPPORT FOR FAMILY REUNIFICATION 

The AAEJ facilitated the movement of th e Beta Yisrael within Ethiopia 

from Goodar Province to Addis Ababa. This organization, in conjunction with 

NACOEJ, the JOC, Almaya and the Jewish Agency, provided the needed medicaJ . 

educationaJ, and sociaJ services for the community as it waited for aJiyah. 

Israel was an gered that Pollack and the AAEJ encouraged the movement of the 

Ethiopian Jews to the capitaJ city. But by the middle of 1990, it was a given 

reality that the vast majori ty of the community based in Ethiopia found refuge 

in Addis Ababa. On the American front, the North American activist groups 

tried to convince the United States government that Famil) Reunification, 

especiaJly given the large refugee population in the capital city, was a critical 

issue. The CongressionaJ Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry facilitated this process. 

Du ring early 1990, a five year annh ersary of Operations Moses and 

Joshua observance, sponsored by the AAEJ, was marked in Washington, D.C. 

Members of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Israel i Embassy 

officiaJs, nationaJ Jewish leaders and Ethiopian Jewry activists gathe red at a 

reception in the Capitol, in which the four co-chairs of the Caucus, Cranston, 

Boschwitz, Gilman and Solarz were honored.177 ln March of 1 990, the Caucus 

sent a letter to Secretary of State James Baker urging t hat he put the need for 

free emigration of Ethiopian Jews on the agenda of the impending U.S.-Soviet 

talks. The letter included the signatures of eighty-six members of the 

CongressionaJ Caucus for Ethiopian j ewry.17 8 In a letter from the Department 

177 "Congress Remembers Operation Moses," Release. Vol. 8, No. 2, Spring, 1990, p. l. 
178 Letter from the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry to Secretary of Slate James 
Baker, March 30, 1990, concerning the upcoming U.S.-Soviet talks and the need to place 
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of State to the Caucus, it was noted that in meetings between Baker and Soviet 

Foreign Min ister Shevardnadze. the Yarious issues ro nceming Ethiopia were 

raised. 179 Also in the Spring, on April 25th, members of the Caucu introduced 

House Resolution 384, ''expressing the sense of the Congress regarding the 

urgent famine situation in Ethiopia." 180 ln April, five hundred Ethiopian 

Jews were permitted to leave for Israel. In May, fh·e hundred and fifty Jews 

left Addis Ababa.1 81 

Duri ng the Summer of 1990. the Congressional C.lucu f nr Ethinpian 

Jewry kept up the p ressure on the State Department and Bush Administration 

to maintai n the Beta Yisrael aliyah as a top priority. In June, when fi\'e 

hundred Ethiopian Jews left for Israel , the U.S.-So\'iet talks included 

discussions about Ethiopia and free emigration for the Ethiopian Jews.182 In 

July, Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger met with Ethiopian 

Foreign Minister. Tesfa)e Dinka, to discuss numerous issues, incfoding 

Ethiopian jewry.183 While the rate of emigration for Ethiopia slowed to a 

trickle , the four co-chairs of the Caucus sent an appeal and information letter 

Eth iopia on the agend a; from the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jews, 
Washington, D.C. 
179 Letter fro m Janet G. Mulli ns, Assistant Secretary for Legislative Affairs at the 
Department of State, to Representative Stephen Solarz, received on May 14, 1990, 
concerning Pentagon effom on behalf of famine, peace talks and emigration out of 
Ethiopia; fro m the files of the Congressional Caucus for Elhiopian Jewry, Washington , D.C. 
180 House Resolution 384, Expressing the sense of the Congress regarding the urgent 
famine situation in Eth iopia, April 25, 1990, lOlst Congress, Second Session, referred 
jointly to the CommJctees on Foreign Affairs, Banking, Finance and Urban Affairs, and 
Ways and Means; from the fil es of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, 
Washington, D.C. 
181 Chronology of Key Recent Events Concerning Ethiopian lewry, prepared on March 22, 
1991, by Valerie Mims, Legislative Aide for Represen tative Stephen So lari of New York 
and facilitator for the Congressional Caucus for Ethiop ian Jewry; from the files of the 
Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C., p. 2. 
182 Ibid 
183 Ibid 
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to all of their colleagues in Congrcss.l 84 In August , two hundred and sh: Beta 

Yisrae] made aliyah from Addis Ababa and the JDC launched its medical 

outreach program.185 

During September , a month in which one hundred and eight) -four Jews 

were allowed to leave Ethiopia, Tesfaye Dinka met ""ith Bai..er in New York City 

concerning the internal Ethiopian issues and the looming Persian Gulf 

crisis.186 In October, Ethiopian Government offic ia ls and the Eritrean People's 

Liberation Front (EPLF) met in Washington, O.C., untlcr the aegis of the Sta te 

Department to discuss peace negotiat ions. In October the emigration level also 

dropped once again to a few dozen Beta Yisrael. In response, the Congressional 

Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry sent a letter with eighty-11\·c Congres ionaJ 

signatures to President Mengi'itu expressing dissatisfaction over Jewish 

emigration levels. peace negotiations. and famine relief. In part, the letter 

states: 

We are deeply concerned over the current disappointing level of 
Ethiopian Jewish immigration. In May and June of this year, we were 
encouraged when approximately 500 Jews a month were given 
permission to emigrate for the purpose of reuni ting with their 
families. However, contrary to explicit guarantees that Congress and 
the Administration received in July from high-ranking 
representatives of your government, the emigr ation of Jews has in 
fact decreased in recent months... This has occurred , we wish to 
emphasize, at the same time that Ethjopian Foreign Minister Tesfaye 
Dinka had the opponunity to meet with Deputy Secretary of State 
Lawrence Eagleburger in July, and more recently with Secretary of 
State James Baker Ill . 

184 Letter from the four Co-chairs of the Congressio nal Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, 
Senators AJan Cranston of CaJifomia and Rudy Boschwitz of Minnesoca, and 
Representatives Benjamin Gilman of New York and Stephen Solarz of New York, co their 
colleagues in Congress, regarding lhe cut in emigration of the Beta Yisrael from Ethiopia 
In July of 1990, dated July 31 , 1990: from lhe files of lhe Congressio nal Caucus for 
EthJopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
185 Chronology of Key Recent Events Concerning Ethiopian Iewry , p. 2. 
186 Ibid 
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In recent months, the Ethiopian government has ex-pressed its 
desire for improved diplomatic relations with this nation, as well as 
favorable treatment by the United States in various multilateral 
financial institutions. The Jack of substantial progress in peace 
negotiations and human rights, howe\'er, has made it , ·cry difficull 
for those of us in Congress concerned about the plight of the 
Ethiopian people to support these political a nd economic initiati\'es. 
Therefore, it is our firm consensus that any upgrading of U.S.­
Ethiopian relations will depend upon significant impro\'ements in the 
areas of human rights and family reunification and progress toward a 
negotiated settlement of Ethiopia's internal \ ars.18 7 

In response to the letter, the Gm·ernment of EthiopiJ., the Gm·e rnme nt 

of Israel, the Bush Administration and the State Department entered into a 

serious of negotiations to hammer out an understanding about the Beta Yisrael 

emigration from Ethiopia. At the same time, in No,·ember, the rate of 

Ethiopian Jewish emigration shot-up to four hundred and thirty-eight. in 

December, the same number of Beta Yisracl were granted exit permits.188 But 

the numbers soon rose eYen higher, largely due to the efforts of the 

Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. On December 17, I 990, Et hiopian 

Foreign Minister Tesfaye Dinka responded to the October 29th letter of the 

Caucus and highlighted a new immigration agreement. The letter states: 

You will be pleased to know that recent ex'tensive discussions with 
Senior Israeli Officials have enabled us to reach an understanding on 
the implementation of the family reunifi cation mechanism which 
both governments initially agreed upon. This mechanism now 
provides for the orderly and smooth reunification of the divided 
Ethiopian families of Jewish faith on a regular basis. The 
representatives of the U.S. Go ernment who have been briefed by 

187 Lener from the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry to President Mengistu of the 
People's Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, regarding the lack of Jewish emigration and 
peace negotiations, October 29th, 1990; from the files of the Congressiona.1 Caucus for 
Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
188 Chronology of Key Recent Events Concemin2. Ethiooian Jewn1, p. 3. 
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agreed arrangements have expressed satisfaction. 1 89 
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In January, one thousand thirty-four Jews emigrated to Israel, and in 

February, over a thousand Beta Yisrael cont inued their exodus to the Jewish 

State. The Go emmen t of Israel and the EPLF held talks on peace negotiations 

mediated by Assistant Secreta ry of State Herman Cohen between February 22-

23. At the same time, the EPLF launched an offensive toward Addis Ababa, and 

the Tigrean People's Liberation Front (TPLF) launched an off ensi\'c toward the 

Port of Assab.190 Once again, in March of 19'.ll, the GO\ emmcnt of Ethiopia 

stopped Jewish emigration. Press reports indicated tha t the Mengist u regime 

was seeking mil itary assistance from Israel. Also, the Go\'ernment of Ethiopia 

accused Israeli officials of "cheating" on immigration fonns. 19 1 

ln response, the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewr) sent a le tter 

to Secretary of State James Bak.er on t- larch 1 Sth expressing ronccrn over the 

cessat10n of flights a nd the intensifica tion of the military r ri is. The letter, in 

part, states: 

.. . Unfortunately, time is of the essence. There is increasing 
concern about the fluid military situation created by the rebel 
offensive which began in February, and the Ethiopian governmen t 
has temporarily suspended fli gh ts fo r Ethiopian Jews out of the 
country. We urge you to raise this maner with the Ethiopian 
government and seek assurance that flights will resume immedia tely. 

Our government was act ive in facilitating the large-scale airlifts 
of the 1980s. If such an opportunity arises in the coming weeks, we 

189 Letter from Tesfaye Dinka, Foreign Minister of Ethiopia, to Representatives Stephe n 
Solarz of New York and Benjamin Gilma n of New York, co-chairs of the Congressional 
Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, December 17, 1990, regarding the Caucus' letter and requests 
from October 29th , 1990, for increased levels of emigration and peace negotiations; from 
the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
190 Chronology of Key Recent Events Concerning Ethiopian lewry, p. 3. 
191 Ibid 
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begin again.192 
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Legislative aide for Representathe Benjamin Gilman of New York, and long 

time facilitator of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Debbie 

Bodlander, notes that the personal appeal to Baker and the White House was 

made to create an airlift: "The idea of the airlift was in the conte:-..'t o f a rebel 

victory since Mengistu would no t allow a massive airlift. The Caucus felt that 

the slow rate of the Ethiopian exodus on regularly scheduled nights nut "r 

Ethiopia would take mon i hs, if not years." l 9 3 

Following the Caucus' letter, the "U.S. State Department [sent! a blunt 

demarche demanding Jewish emigration be resumed." 194 Additionall) in 

March, Deputy Assistant SecretaT) of State Irving Hicks raised the issue with 

Foreign Minister Tesfa) e Dinka and Kassa Kebede. The State Department noted: 

"Hicks emphasized serious U.S. concern over any interruption in cmigraUon. 

The [Ethiopian] 1-oreign Minister assured us that the GO\·ernment of Ethiopia 

had not decided to end Jewish emigration." 195 Jewish emigration resumed the 

week after the Caucus' letter to Baker. Two hundred Beta Yisrael left Ethiopia 

the week of March 18th, a.nd another five hundred departed the week of March 

192 Len:er from the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian jewr) to Secretary of State James 
Baker tu , March I Sth, 1991 , concerning the suspension of exit pennits for Ethiopian Jews: 
from the fi les of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, O.C. 
193 Personal interview with Debbie Bodlander, Legislative Aid to Representative Benjamin 
Gilman of New York. and long time facilitator of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 
Jewry; May 21, 1992, in Representative Gilman's office and in the conference room next to 
the Floor of the House, Washington, D.C. 
194 Chronology of Key Recent Eye:nts Concerning Ethjypjan lewry , p. 4. 
195 Lener from Assistant Secretary of State for Legislative Affairs, Janet Mulli ns, to 
Representative Stephen Solan of Ne\\1 York. Co-chair fo r the Congressional Caucus for 
Ethiopian Jewry, April 12, 1991, regarding the Caucus' letter of concern to Secretary of 
State James Baker over the cessation of Jewish emigration from Ethiopia; from the files of 
the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry, Washington , O.C. 



387 

2Sth. l 96 April and May realized equal rates of emigration as the last two weeks 

in March. 

Continuously throughout 1990 and 1991, the Congressional Caucus for 

Ethiopian Jewry was e ff ecth e in putting pressure on key pla) crs in the 

United States, Ethiopia, and the former Soviet Union regarding Family 

Reunification. The Caucus continued to inform and brief their colleagues in 

Congress, and encourage their support on behalf of Ethiopian Jewry. The 

Bush Administration and the State Depanmer.t were sucrcssfully urged t0 

bring up the issue of the Beta Yisrael with both the Mengistu regime in Addis 

Ababa and Washington, D.C., and Soviet officials at summit meetings. The 

Government of Ethiopia was successfully petitioned to loosen-up restricrions 

on Ethiopian Jewish emigration from the capital city to Israel. Yet, the rate of 

the exodus, even at a level of fh:e hundred or one thousand per month, would 

ha e taken additional months if not years to rescue the remnant of the 

community. Deliberately, the Mengistu regime pro tracted the emigration. 

Insights from the State Department help explain wh y the Ethiopian ruler did 

not allow all of the Beta Yisrael out in a short period of time. 

196 Ibid 
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The rate of the exodus of the Beta Yisrael from Addis Ababa greatly 

nuctuated between November of 1989 and May of 1991, ranging from zero to 

one thousand per month. However, a massive rescue operation was no t a 

possibility until late Spri ng of 1991 . /\number of factors affected the rate o f 

Jewish emigration from Ethiopia for the eighteen month period commencing 

with the reestablishment of diplomatic relations between Israel and Ethiopia. 

Central to the State Department's analysis of Ethiopia during thi s pe riod " 'as 

Mengistu's desire to utilize the community a a bartering chip for money and 

weapons, and later for bener relations with the United States. t\lso, the 

departure of the Beta Yisrael was proof that Ethiopia's communist endeavor 

was a failu re. Additionally, there was a notion of xenophobia and perhaps ..1 

f car that the mosaic of Ethiopian society was being shattered. 

faternally, the Mengistu regime me ntioned to U.S. State Department 

officials fear of reperc ussions with neighboring Arab st.:nes as the cause for a 

highl)' controlled Beta Yisrael em igration policy. As pre,·iously noted, the 

exodus of the Ethiopian Jews was constricted to a trickle in July of 1990 due to 

the convenin g of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) in Addis Ababa. 

john Hall, Country Desk Officer for Ethiopia between July of 1989 and July of 

1991,197 notes that Mengistu told the State Depanment "that the Ethiopian 

government supported the right of free emigration if it was done legally, but 

it was difficul t to support the right of the Beta Yisrael because of the 

197 The Counoy Desk Officers are the work horses on a specific counoy and its policies 
for the State Department. They create briefings for higher up officers and are che centraJ 
contact for various agencies and groups. They are the best informed Srate Departmen t 
officials on a given coun oy. The Counoy Desk Officers are based in Washington, O.C., but 
frequently make oips into the field, especially to their coun try and region of special ty. 
The Couooy Desk Officers seTVe two year stints. 
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ramifications from the Arah states who didn't like Jews emigrating to Is rae l; 

and this would make Ethiopia's life difficuh. 11 198 The State Department was 

skeptical of chis point. In fact, the Pentagon felt that the charges tha t Is lamic 

and Arab nations were supporting the rebels in Ethiopia who we re fighting 

the Mengistu regime were not true. There were no overt anio ns b) the Arab 

countries against Ethiopia. I 99 

For the Department of State, fear o f Arab and t-.luslim ramincatio ns was 

not a vaHd reason for m ost ricting the Ethiopian Jewish e'odus. Primaril), 

Mengistu wanted to ho ld onto the Et hiopian Jewish community as a barte ring 

chip. One State Department o fficial speculated that "he [t-.tcngistuJ \>\as ho lding 

out for weapons o r money. Bu t Mengistu eventually realized he c-ould no t 

barter for these things so he stopped asking fo r them. Instead, he perhaps was 

bartering for better relations with the United States. 11 200 llall no tes that the 

classic Ethiopian interna l argument was not a causal facto r: "It [the 

restriction of emigration] "as no t o ut o f fear that if the Ethio pian Jews a re 

alJowed to leave. then other ethnic groups would \\/ant to Jca\'e and the mosaic 

of Ethio pia would be to rn apart. 1'1engistu was already in do mestic strife and 

the country was already being pulled apart with two ci,·il wars and 

famine." 20 1 However, Hall asserts that an element similar to the dynamics of 

the former Soviet Unio n did come into play. The Ethiopian Government did n ot 

want to let the Beta Yisrael leave, because their emigration would be proof that 

198 Personal interview with John Hall, Country Desk Officer for Ethiopia from July of 
1989 to July of 1991, now with the Intelligence and Research Division of the State 
Department, May 20, 1992, Department of State in Washington, O.C. 
199 Ibid 

200 Personal interview with a State Deparonent official who asked to rem<tin anonymous, 
May 20, 1992. 
201 Personal interview with John Hall. 
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Ethiopia and r--tengistu's communist endeavor ,,·a~ a failurc.202 Hall , while aJso 

no ting that an element of xenophobia rnntributed to the policy, states: 

"Mengistu was not able to cut a deaJ. He allowed a few out . but kept a sizable 

Jewish population so he could use them for something if the opportunity arose 

in the future.11203 

What was the Washington angle on the Ethiopian po li cy vis-a-vis the 

Beta Yisrael? Hall remarks: "The goal was to ma ke clear to the Mengistu 

government that they could not expect serious improvement in relations wi th 

the U.S. until they cleared their own road blocks."20-l llall repeated ly gave the 

Ethiopian Go\'emment a list of how they could impro,·c relations with the 

United States. These included: 1} peace and political accommodation with the 

rebels; 2) efforts to relieve the famine and c('\operate with Interna tional 

Relief Organizations; and 3) improved human rights performances, chief of 

which was free emigration of the Ethiopian Jews to Israel. 

Concerning the last point . Hall states: "It !free emigration of the Beta 

Yisraell was a concern of the administration from the start and from the top. 

There was no disagreement on it being a key issue. Perhaps there was a 

disagreement on tacti cs. in that the best way to push for immigration was the 

most frustrating - to not blow up the issue - but rather, to apply slow and 

constant pressure. 11 205 In 1990, John Hal l met with his Ethiopian counterpart, 

an official in charge of North American affairs caJled "!lead of the Americas 

Organization." 206 That official said that the Ethjopian Government was 

202 Ibid 
203 Ibid 
204 Ibid 
205 Ibid 
206 The structure of the Ethiopian equivalent to the U.S. State Department is much 
smaller. Therefore, whereas each country in the U.S. structure has a person in charge 
(like John Hall serving as the Ethiopian Desk Officer), serving under a Deputy Assistant 
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frustrated and wanted improved relations with the U.S., "but they didn't kno'" 

how to do it." HaJI responded: "No one single a~: t could d Cl more good will for 

Ethiopia then to al low for free emigration of Ethiopian Jews. "207 John HaJI 

was not opposed to the Ethiopian Jews rnrning to Addis Ababa ''here they could 

be cared fo r, and he realized that when the time came, a massive rescue could 

be launch ed much more easil) from the capital city.208 

As previously mentioned, in July of 1990. in the Uni ted States, Ethiopian 

Foreign Minister Tesfaye Oink.a met with Deputy SecretJ.T"} of State l.awrc:nce 

f.agleburger; and in the Fall, the Ethiopian Foreign l'\linistcr met with 

Secretary of State James Baker Ill. The September meeting of the two 

counterparts was conducted as a result of Ethiopia's scat on the Security 

Council of the United Nations. The primary objective of their meeting wa 

containment of Iraqi aggression. but they also discussed bilateral relations 

between the two nations. A State Department offkial \\'a aware that Baker told 

Tesfaye Oink.a that his count£") needed to imprt1,·e on the peace process with 

the rebels, facilitation of the famine relief, and human rights abuses, before 

U.S.-Ethiopian relations wnuld warm up.209 Tesfaye Dinka did not d ispute 

these three needed areas of improvement. The Ethiopian Foreign Minister 

noted: "lt was Mengistu and the other ministers who were the ones resisting 

the improvement. They thought they could trade Ethiopian Jews for better 

relations with the u.s. 112 10 The State Department official further stated: 

Secretary of State for a region of a continent (like Robert Houdek for East African Affairs), 
and an Assistant Secretary of State for an entire continent (like Herman Cohen for African 
Affairs), and a Secretary of State (James Baker). In Ethiopia, one official was in charge of 
a continent (like the Head of the Americas Organization for North American affairs) who 
served under the Foreign Minister (Tesfaye DinJca). 
207 Personal interview with john Hall. 
208 Ibid 
209 Personal interview with a State Department official who requested w remain 
anonymous, May 20, 1992. 
210 Ibid 
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Mengistu thought that close cooperation during the Fall of 1990 with 
the U.S. J1 the Security Council of the UN vis-a-vis Iraq would 
translate into some U.S. give regarding Ethiopia and its policies. He 
was wrong. The U.S. Government did not give Ethiopia any more give 
because of these cooperations. However, the cooperation in the UN 
showed that the U.S. and Ethiopia could cooperate.2 11 

Another State Department official in formed me of the psychological 

dynamics of the Ethiopian Jewry issue. He saw it as a hostage situation. "You 

need to keep pressure on the hostage takers and remind them that their life 

will become easier if they release the hostages. while at the same time not 

wanting the Ethiopian Government to think that the release of hostages and 

the free right of emigration will be the key ticket to riches rrum the u.s. 11 212 

He noted that the U.S. State Department and Bush Administration did not want 

Mengisru to think that his regime could extract a high price like weapons 

systems or money if they let the Beta Yisrael leave. "No one ever suggested 

trading weapons for Ethiopian Jews including the Israeli Government."213 He 

also remarked that the cessa tion of emigration in July of 1990 "was a result of 

Israel not giving money or arms to Ethiopia. In a sense, the Ethiopian 

Government was punishing Israel and the Beta Yisrael for not providing arms 

for hostages."2 14 

During his two year stint as Country Desk Officer for Ethiopia, John Hall 

saw four major players in the issue concerning the free emigration of the Beta 

Yisrael: The U.S. Government, the Israeli Government, the Ethiopian 

211 (bid 

212 PersonaJ interview with a St.tte Department official who asked to remain anonymous, 
May 20, 1992. 
213 Ibid 
214 (bid 
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Government, and private groups like lhe AAEJ and NACOEJ. "None of the four 

groups told all of the other three groups all that they were doing, but that was 

O.K."21 S He also notes lhat after the renewal of relations between Israel and 

Ethiopia in November of 1989, "they [Israel] conducted their own dialogue. 

This was helpful that they had their own separate channels of 

communicarion."216 A senior State Department official remarked that the 

American Jewish community is not monolithic, and was "even surprised to 

find that there existed an inner rivalry." He noted that he "had lO talk to all 

the different groups when he needed to give briefing," and that "working the 

issue was a four comer play between the U.S. Governmtmt, the Ethiopian 

Government, the Israeli Government, and the American Je"'ish community, 

which had its own various participants and groups:•2 l 7 lie also stressed that 

"the key importance of the American Jewish groups is that they put the issue 

lof Ethiopian Jewry] on key people's agenda and made it a priority issue.11 2 18 

A senior State Department official repon ed to me "an irony when 

relations were reestablished between Israel and Ethiopia." This official 

expected that '' Israel would pick up the Beta Yisrael issue." Instead, he became 

the arbiter between the American Jewish groups, the Israelis and the 

Eth iopian Governmem .2 1 9 The official remarks: "The American groups 

thought Israel was not aggressive enough; Israel was suspicious of the 

workings of the American groups. Israel had o ther fore ign policy objectives 

in Ethiopia besides the Beta Yisrael, and the American Jewish groups were 

215 Personal interview with John Hall. 
216 Ibid 
217 Personal interview wich a senior State Departrnent official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 21, 1992. 
218 Ibid 
219 Personal interview with a senior State Department official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 21, 1992. 
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doing private mee tings with Ethiopian Government officials on their own. 11 220 

The Israeli Ambassador in Ethiopia at one time told American charge d 1a ffaires 

in Addfa Ababa, Robert Houdek, "They are Americans, try to get them under 

control." Houdek retorted : "It [the aliyah of the Beta Yisrael) is an important 

issue. Keep it a top priority. u221 

Houdek, before coming to Ethiopia in 1988, served in Kenya from l 980 to 

1984, and Uganda from 1985 to 1988. lloudek's transfer from Uganda to Ethiopia 

was unique. He new with former President James Carter on :\ugust 16th, 1 988, 

to confer with Mengistu in Addis Ababa. At the meeting, they rai sed the is~ue 

of the Beta Yisrael. During his three year stint, Houdek had more contacts 

with the Mengistu regime than any other Western charge d'affaires or 

ambassador, around every three months. Each encounter always included 

discussion about free emigration for the Ethiopian Jews to lsraet.222 

Throughout the latter half of the 1980s and the early 1990s, Beta Yisrael 

were rescued from Ethiopia through the procurement of documents, since the 

Ethiopian Jews were not accorded free emigration. The State Department 

disagreed with the policy of Israel, the AAEJ and NACOEJ of rescuing Ethiopian 

Jews through obtaining documents to get them to Israel, "since the State 

Department felt that people shouldn't need documenta tion to get out of their 

own country." A State Department official further notes: "However, we were 

willing to go along with these procedures and processes. 0 223 

By the Summer of 1990, the Beta Yisrael were streaming into Addis 

Ababa. The North American activist groups expressed three areas of concern 

220 Ibid 
221 Personal interview with Robert Houdek. 
222 Ibid 
223 Personal interview with a State Deparunent official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 20, 1992. 
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to the Stare Department. First, if the rebels took over the capi taJ city, the 

insurgents would attack and massacre the Ethiopian je\vS s ince false rumors 

had spread that the cluster bo mbs used by the Mengistu regime were sold to 

the Ethiopian Go ernment by Israel. A State Department official remarks: "We 

[the Department of State] did not put much stock in this since we thought that 

the insurgents were not backed that much by the Muslims, and when we held 

meetings with the insurgent groups [of Ethiopia], the. e\'Pressed that they did 

not hold a grudge agaj nst the Ethiopian Jews."224 Second, the Jewish 

population o f Addis Ababa might have been subject to reprisals b) their 

neighbors who em ·ied their lifesty le and the assistance they were receiv ing. 

The same State Department official noted that the State Department "did not put 

much credence in this concern either , since the Et hiopian Jewish condition 

was not much better than their non-Jewish neighbors. There was nothing for 

the non-Jewish neighbors to be jeaJous of. However, the State Department did 

not totalJ y dismiss this concem."225 Third, the AAEJ, NACOEJ and eventually 

Israel were concerned that in a general upheaval o f civil war and domestic 

strife in and around Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian Jews would get caugh t in the 

cross-fire. The State Department official notes: ''This was a legitimate and 

major concern that the State Department shared with the private groups."226 

By the Spring of 199 1, this situation materialized in earnest. The rebel 

armies were closing in o n Addis Ababa. Panic reigned in the Ethiopian capital 

city. Chaos and anarchy was a distinct possibilities. The Beta Yisrael had only 

a matter of weeks, if not days, before a new regime was to take control o f their 

environs. U.S. o fficials were unclear how the situation in Addis Ababa would 

224 PersonaJ interview with a State Department official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 20, 1992. 
225 [bid 

226 Tbid 
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unfold and how il would impact the Ethiopian Jews. The medical, relief and 

educationaJ efforts of Lhe JDC, AA[J and NACOEJ were in danger of being 

silenced. Israel, the Jewish Agency and Almaya were faced with another crisis 

situation like lhe Sudanese refugee camps of 1984. Qµick and dramatic action 

needed to take place in order to sa\ e the remnant of one of the oldest Jewish 

communities in the world. 



397 

CHAPTER TEN: 
OPERATION SOLOMON 

The famine of the first half of the 1980s had accelerated the Beta Yisrael 

exodus to the Sudan and enabled Operations Moses and Joshua to take place. 

Similarly, the civil war, famine, villagization and the efforts of Susan Pollack 

and the AAEJ accelerated the exodus of the Ethiopian Jews to Addis Ababa and 

made possible Operation Solomon. /\ crisis si t~ation developed. Some twenry­

two thousand Beta Yisrael were placed on the door step of the Israeli Embassy. 

The attention of the Jewish world was drawn to the pligh t of the rural Jewish 

farmers and craftspeople living in the squalor of the over-crowded capital 

city. 

f\lorcover, Israel felt a real sense of urgency because of the civil war 

and advances made by the rebel annies, especially around the capital . Some 

type of massive rescue operation needed to be manufactured: 

The Israelis saw what was happening in the civil war in Ethiopia, and 
they had become of the same mind as the rest of us I the AAEJ, NACOEJ, 
CAEJ and perhaps U.S. officials in the field in Ethiopia] that the 
Mengistu regime could not hold on much longer, and that when the 
rebels would come in, no one had any idea what the rebels would do to 
the Jews. Israel had supplied Ethiopia with some kinds of assistance ... 
And you can just imagine the false rumors that Israel having supplied 
Ethiopia with cluster bombs when heard by an Eritrean or Tigrean 
rebel, bombs which were being used on their houses and families -
that when they come into Addis [Ababa] and find this vulnerable 
community of l 5,000 Jews who want to go to Israel - there was fear of 
another Kristallnacht -- that there could be another Kristallnacht in 
Addis Ababa the day after the rebels came in. So fueled by that fear, 
there was the urg.ency for what resulted in Operation Solomon. l 

1 Interview with Will Recant. 
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Glenn Stein notes that Israel feared severe repercussions for lhc Beta 

Ylsrael in the capitaJ city b) the advancing rebel forces.2 In fart , "Israel had 

a military plan the last weeks of May, 1991. if lthe disintegrating Mengistu 

Ethiopian Government, which had approved the rescue operation] 'Operation 

Solomon' did not work out."3 

2 For more details, see "Rebels Push Closer to Ethiopian Capital ,'' Washington Post May 
19, 1991. 
3 Personal interview with Glenn Stein. 
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CREATING Tll E GROUN DWORK f-OR nm OPERATlON 

On March 13. 1991, Uri Lubrani , in charge of O\·erall operalions in 

Ethiopia for Israel. flew lo New York for consullalions wilh the JDC's Execullvc 

Vice President, Michael Schneider. "There lhey agreed lhal a committee of top 

American Jewish leaders should be fonned to press President Bush to appoint a 

personal e missary to persuade Mengistu to free the jews."-t The following 

week, Lubrani and Elicz.-i went tu Palm Beacb . Florida, \\'here they mel " 'ith 

t-.fax Fisher , a Detroit industrialist who had been a1.h'ising the Nixon. Reagan 

and Bush administrations on Jewish affairs since the earl) 1970 . Valerie 

Mi ms no tes: "The big 'machers' began to weigh-in near the end when it 

became clear that things were going to happen and an eKtra push needed to be 

made. 11 5 Fisher passed on the request to the White House. "but on April I the 

envo)' from Israel "ere informed that President Rush had turned down the 

proposal to sen d a personal representative to Addis Ababa."6 

Thereupon. leaders of lhe American Jewish community fo rmed a special 

committee, with ~lic-hael Schneider acling as coordinator , to urge the 

administration to act before it was too late. Hennan J. Cohen. the Ass istan t 

Secretary of State for African Affairs, attempted to negotiate a cease-fire 

between Mengistu's fo rces and the rebels to bring about a bloodless transfer of 

power. "He had 'isited Addis Ababa during the wi nter, and finally helped 

persuade Bush that the White House should become d irectly involved in saving 

the Falashas."7 Bush picked Rudy Boschwitz, a former Republican senator 

4 The Secret Alliance. p. 303. 
5 Personal interview with Valerie Mims. 

6 The Secret Alliance. p. 303. 
7 Ibid 
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from Minnesota , rn~chair of the Congressional Caucu for Ethiopia n Jev.-r). 

and a Jew.A to undertake a secret mission lO Eth iopia to rnm·ince both 

Mengistu and the rebel chiefs to allow the Beta Yisrael to emigrate to Israel 

before the ci,·il war reached its critical moment. 

From the even ing or Thursday, April 25 th, to the evening of Monday, 

April 29th, 1 991. former sena tor Rudy Boschwi tz ' as engaged in meeting in 

Ethiopia. Accompanying Boschwitz were Irving Hicks. the Assistant Deputy 

Secreta ry fo r East Afri can Affair.s, Robert h asure, d irector of African Affairs 

on the National Securit) Council, and John Hall, l:thiopia Desk Officer.t) The) 

me t with Mengistu , the fo reign minister ·1 esfayc Dinka, a nd o ther 

governmentaJ official . as '"ell as various rebel leaders. The ll.S. de lcgauon 

to ld Me ngistu: "From a U.S. perspecth•c. it looks like your government is in a 

difficult situation. You need to take drastic action and make a n agreement 

with the rebels. You need to share po,,er ' ' 'ith them and fo rm a joint 

go emme m. And, ir you hope to save yoursel\'es, you need to better your 

standing in the international comm un it) by a llowing fo r rree emigration ." 10 

Ha ll no tes that Bo chwi tz then went nn to tell Mengistu: 

1Let 's get the Ethiopian Jewish issue behind us so we can get on with 
our relationship and other issues.' Mengistu re plied, 'this would cost 
us our rela tionship with the Islamic countries around us.' We [the 
State Department and rhe U.S. delegation visiting Ethiopia in April of 
199 1] did not accept this statement to be true, but even if it was true, by 
letting five hundred go a month , Ethiopia was hurting themse lves 

8 Boschwitz first got involved wilh Ethiopian Jewry in 1979. See chapter five, "From 
Menachem Be.gin's Election in 1977 up to Operation Moses in 1984: Rescue Attempts, 
Disputes, and Charges of Complacency," section on AAEJ Activities in the Late 1970s and 
1980." 
9 For more details, see "U.S. Team Seeking Exodus of Ethiopian Jews," The New Yonc Times 
International , Thursday, May 2, 1991 , p. A 15; and "Boschwitz Sees Hope for Emigration in 
Talks with Ethiopian Leaders," Washington Jewish Weekly. May 9, 1991, 
p. 4. 
10 Personal interview with John Hall. 
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mor e because it prolonged the issue in the eyes of the Arab and 
Islamic world instead of being hurt only once by letting aJI of the Jews 
go at once. The group did not come away with a signed guarantee. but 
left with the feeling and signals that Mengistu was seeing that his best 
use of the Ethiopian Jews was to let them go, and that hi s government 
wanted to be rommitted to human rights. The committee then relayed 
aJl of this information to the Israeli Government. We told Mengistu 
that the Israeli Government was ready to open up the gates. We told 
the Israeli Government to talk directly with the Ethiopian 
Government, and that they do not need to get people out with 
documents anymore; and that there might be a wholescale exodus in 
the \'en · near future. Intense con' er ation · ensued, but no t much 
progrcs.s was made. I I 

llall , a Chri stian, remarks that "duri11g m) Ariril '91 trir. 1 hatl t.1 sense of' 

religious purpose. Our trip coincided \\'ith Pas&ovcr and Easter. I f cit that " 'C 

' ere once again fulfilling the Biblical propher~ of helping the Je'' cross the 

Red Sea to the Promised land." 12 The sea had not) et parted, but the wate rs 

were beginning to stir. Heeding the ad ict> of the U.S. officials and 

recognizing the advances made by the rebels, Mengistu agreed to resume 

negotiations with the Israelis. lie instructed Kassa Kabetle, the former 

ambassador to Swit1.erland and former stuJent at the llebrew University -...·ho 

spoke I lebre" , IO rondurt the talks.1 3 

On l\1 oncfay, May 20th, Lubrani and a three person JDC/ Almaya team 

arrived in Addis /\baba to try to iron out a deal with Kassa Kabede to authorize 

the immediate depanurc of the Beta Yisraet.14 However. that same day, 

Mengistu fled to Zi mbab'> e. John Hall notes: "The Ethiopian Government 

realized that it was not going to stand much longer." 15 A senior State 

Department official no ted the imponance of this event: "A crucial factor 

11 Ibid 
12 Ibid 

13 The Secret Alliance. pp. 303--04. 
14 Ibid 

1 S Personal interview with John Hall . 
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leading to Opera tion Solomon was Men gistu ' depa rture. He saw the Beta 

Yisrael as a commodity, something he rnulo queczc and extract. Mengistu 

wanted guns for the Ethiopian Jews. He IMcngis tu) wanted the U.S. State 

De partment inOuence to get the rebel into the peace process." 16 The o fficial 

further explains. that "a linkage or parallel momentum had to be made with 

Mengistu, that in o rder to get U.S. help on the peace process with the rebe ls, 

progress had to be made on letting the Ethiopian Jews lea\ c." 17 This did no t 

happen under Mengistu, has tening his demise and need to nee Ethio pia. 

Mengistu ruled Marxist Ethiopia fo r sc:vcntecn years. Upon h1 

departure, Tesfaye K.idia n became the new ar ting presidem.1 8 John Ha ll 

remarks that the new president "tho ught it was best for Ethiopia to ha' e the 

Beta Yisrael question behind them; so tha t is why he agreed to let the 

Ethiopian Jews go.'' I 9 The same day he assumed office, Tcsfaye Kidian called 

Rohen Houdek into his office and said: "J need your help to end the war."20 

Charge d'affaires Houdek went thrciugh the: h i tory of U.S. policy vis-a-vis 

Ethiopia, and talked with him a bout the importa nce of "a parallel momentum 

on the 'Falasha ' issue."21 Houdek also relayed in fo rmatio n a bout the recent 

end of April Boschwitz mission to Ethio pia to the new acting president. He 

underscored the need fo r the Ethiopian Governmen t to make an 

accommodatio n with the rebels - to share pO\ver and form a new government 

-- and to gain standing in the international community by allowing for free 

16 Personal interview wilh a senior State Deparunem o ffi cial who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 21 , 1992. 
17 Ibid 

18 "Ethiopian President Flees Country; New Leader Said to Seek Cease-Fire," Washington 
fQ.ll, May 22, 1991 , pp. Al and A25. See a lso "Ethiopians Rejoice at Fall of Rulers," New 
York Times , May 24, 1991, p. 1. 

19 Personal interview with John Hall. 
20 PersonaJ interview with Robert Houdek. 
21 Ibid 
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emigration of the Beta Ylsrael. Houdek noted to I eslaye Kidian "that this is 

something that can be done tuda) or tomorro\' Ito oh c the Ethiopian Jewry 

issue]."22 Houdek states: "As a milit<l0 man, T\!sfaye Kidian said that it should 

be no problem. 11 23 

John Hall notes: "The State Departme nt and Israel realized that things 

were in a fluid situation and that things could be done quickly. Talks were 

held with the insurgents, the Tigreans in particular, \vho told the State 

Department that they had no objection to a mass exodus nf the Ethiopian 

Jews:•24 

/\ senior State Department offici.U noted that aftc t Hobert lloudek 's 

meeting wi th Te fa_ e Kidian on May 20 th, the American charge d'affaires 

rela)1ed the agreement to Washington, D.C., and remar~ed that "he [Tesfaye 

Kidian] needs an e:\tra nudge. There needs to be a Jetter from the president 

!Bush] to Tesfayc Kidian talking about the peace process and firming up the 

rel ease of the Beta Yi srael. 11 25 President George Bush sent uch a letter 

immediately, and Robert lloudek took it down to the acting president 's office as 

well as copies to f·oreign Minister Tesfaye Dinka and diplomat Kassa Kebede. 

Kassa Kabede then called Houdek and said that "the letter of understanding 

between President Bush and Tesfaye Kidian worked."26 Simultaneously, 

Houdek met with Uri Lubrani at least a haJf a dozen times a day to coordinate 

details with the Israelis. 

22 Ibid 

23 Ibid 

24 Personal interview with John Hall. 
25 Personal interview with a senior Stale Oeparonent official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 21, 1992. 
26 Ibid 
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or importanc-e was the monetary compensatio n to the Go' emment o f 

Ethiopia. ln the past, when the Beta Yi rae l left Ethiopia fro m Add is Ababa, the 

departures gave the go, ·ernment much needed hard currency thro ugh a irline 

fares. Thus, if a m.:iss i\'e airlift materialized , this income to the Ethio pian 

Government would be Jost. Therefore, it was imperatin:! tha t the Is rae li 

Governme nt guarantee th is amount of hard currency for the mas exodus 

which would equal what it would ha,·e cost o n an indiv idual basis fo r the 

nights o n the commercial airline flights. Sta te Depart men t o ffiri.;1. l Jo hn lla ll 

points out that this deal was "not money fnr hostage , rather , mon<.~ ) \ hich 

was compe nsating potential lost income whir h would ha, ·c come from seats on 

the domestic night. "27 He further interjects that "Is rael and the LJ.S. 

government agree that you can ' t trade peo ple for anything. The Ethiopian 

]e\vS needed to ha\'e the right for free emigration \\'ithout an} co nditions 

a ttached .'128 Both Israeli, Am erican and Jewi h leade r ag reed tha t the 

mo netaJ) transfer " ·as not a ra nso m, but compensatio n fo r lo t revenue on 

co mmercial nights. 

On Tuesday, Ma) 2 1s t. Lubrani opened negotiatio ns with Kassa Kabede, 

who initi a ll y asked for $1 00 millio n fo r the Beta Yisrael. "Lubrani refused 

what he called 'bazaar dealings,' and told Kabede the am o unt was out of t he 

question. Kabede went down to $85 millio n, then to $5 7. 5 million, finally 

accepting Lubrani's offer of $35 million."29 The rebels were now on the 

o utskirt's o f the capital. That same day, in Addis Ababa, NACOEJ Executive 

21 Penonal interview with John Hall. 
28 Ibid 
29 "Dangerous Liaisons: Uri Lubraoi: Israel's Trouble Shooter," Israel Scene. distributed 
as a supplement to the Jerusalem Post International Edition, July, 1991, p. 4; and "The 
Secret Alliance, p. 304. 
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Director Barbara Ribako,·c Gordon notes the impaC'l of lengistu 's dep.irture 

and the advancing rebe ls: 

At noon, an Ethiopian government car pulled up LO the INACOEJ) 
compound and a n army major jumped out. In Amharic, he told Solomon 
[Ezra] that he himself was a Jew and he advised us to pack up and send 
everyone home. 

Andy !Goldman] and Solomon had rehearsed the compound people 
for evacuation. Qµietly, they put down their embroidery and weaving. 
packed up the materials , threads, vo!Jey balls and other equipment , 
locked it up and left for the slums There were 800 people in the 
compound a t the time. That night we heard the tanks rumbling under 
our windows for hours. The next day, the mob had torn down the huge 
statue of Len in in the capital while Mengistu's portrait had quietly 
disappeared from the Hilton's fhmel ) waJl.·rn 

Addi tional dynamics created the proper climate fo r Operation Solomon 

to occur. Vale ri e Mi ms notes that "in Ma) right before Operation Solomon, the 

fear wa that the I Ethiopian] Government was going to fall, and the question 

was who would be the ne'' go' cmment and \\hO are the) ."3 I She remarks 

that Uri Lubrani , \\ho had heen stationed for Israel in o ther countries whe re 

the governments ha\'e fallen like Lebanon and Uganda, was particularly 

concerned about the advancing rebel armies.3:L Mims adds that the 

congressional offiriaJs feared what the atti tude of the adYancing rebels toward 

the Jews would be, "so we better take care of this now. 11 33 Mengistu could no 

longer hold onto power and the contracting Soviet Union had cut financial 

and mili tary ass istance to the Marxist regime. 

30 "Fateful Countdown in Addis," The Jerusalem Post Magazine, International Edition , 
week ending June 6, 1992, p. 88. 
31 Personal interview with Valerie Mims. 
32 Ibid 
33 Ibid 
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Naomi Baum, Legislath·c Assistant fur former Senator Alan Cranston of 

CaUfomia and lo ng time facilitato r of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 

JeWT) notes that "for three years we heard that 'an) day now the f\ lengis tu 

Government is go ing to fall. 11•34 She states that the Caucus '''as concerned that 

the Israelis refused to meet with any or the rebel groups. "which we felt was a 

very important gap. They had contact only with Mengistu, and if everyone 

was saying that Mengistu was going to fall, we thought that dealing with 

Mengistu alone was Yery dangerous. "35 The 1sraclis rnuntercd. that ha\·ing 

just reestablished relations with Ethiopia fnr the first time in cvcnteen yea rs, 

it was ver) risky meeting with the rebel groups. lne Congrc ional Caucus for 

Ethiopian Jewry established con tact with all of the rebel groups, including the 

T igrean Peo ple's Liberation Front (TPLFl and the Eritrcan People's Liberation 

Front (EPLF). and met with them a number or times each. Baum remarks: 

.A.nd " e let them kno"' that thi s issue-. a& reaJI) impo rtant to us. fhere 
was a lo t of anger that Israel had just reestablished ties with the 
Mengistu regime. because it was a conf"idcncc building measure for 
the [MengistuJ regime tha t the Israelis were going to he lp them out. 
We had Yer)• mixed feelings. On the one hand, it was an improvement 
that the Israelis had an address to talk to, and they had a presen ce 
there; but on the other hand, we were concerned that the Israelis 
were putting a ll o f their eggs in one basket, and that they were going 
to jeo pardize the future of the [Beta Yisrael) community sho uld the 
government fall very quickly. So we wanted them I the rebel groups] 
to know that there were people who cared abou t Ethiopia, because n o 
one in Congress [at that time seemed tol really care about what was 
going on in Ethiopia.3 6 

34 Personal interview with Naomi Baum, Legislative Assistant fo r Senator Alan Cranston 
of California and long time facilitator of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, 
May 20, 1992, in Senator Cranston's Washington, D.C. office. 
35 Ibid 
36 Ibid 
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The State Depanmenl also played a major role ,,·Ith lhe rebel groups. 

During lhe faleful d ays leading up to Operation Solomon, Robert I l oude~ 

discussed with lhe rebel leaders the plans fo r the Beta Yisrael exodus, and "got 

their assurance that they wo uld hal t their ad' ance into Addis Ababa until after 

the evacuation , and got their assurance that the) \\ Ould not shoot a t the Israeli 

[rescue] airplanes."3 7 The rebel groups reli\?d heav ily on the U.S. brokered 

agreement between them and the disintegrating Ethiopian Government. T he 

rebels kept their word not to advance into the capita l r ity until after the 

evacuation was complete "because they did not want to ha\'c to ma rch into 

Addis and ta.kt! casualties. They "'anted a forma l peace process and the 

Government of Ethiopia to surrender without bloodshed."3 8 The rebel groups 

also wanted "to put the Falasha problem behind them.<~ <) In short, progress on 

the Beta Yisrael i sue was linked to the peace process, and the orderly 

establishme nt of a new rebel-led gove rnment in Ethiopia was linked t0 the 

Ethiopian Jewish aliyah. 

The finalized deal fo r the exchange of monc) to compe nsate for the lost 

revenue of Jewish ai r travel was struck on Thursday, l\1ay 23 rd . Lubra ni 

rushed to London the next morning to plead \\'ith Herman Cohen to delay the 

pla nned U.S. sponsor :::d cease-fire conference with acting president Tesfaye 

Kidian.40 "To ensure safe completion of Opera tion Solomon, Israel convinced 

Washington to postpone the London conference between the Ethiopian 

government and the rebels."41 Lubrani "needed enough time to let the 

37 Personal interview with a senior State Department official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 21, 1992. 
38 Ibid 
39 Ibid 
40 "Lubrani Says U.S. Delayed London Talks to Save Jews," lerusalem Post, May 28, 1991. 
41 Ibid 
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Falasha evacuation take place. and Lubrani feared the a irport in Addis Ababa 

might be closed down if the rebels took the cit~. Cohen obliged Lubrani and 

effected a postponement over the weckend .... n 

42 The Secret Alliance, p. 304. 
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THE THIRTY-SD< HOUR RESCUE OPERATION CALLED SOl.OMON4 3 

Al 10:00 a.m. on Friday, May 2..t, the first Israeli ai rcraft, two Air Force C-

130 Hercules transports and two 8 Al Boeing 707 ai rliners. took off from Tel 

Aviv for Addis Ababa. Tad Szulc in The Secret Alliance notes: 

Haim Halachmi was aboard the first plane with a gro up o f Hebrew 
speaking Ethiopian1> to help the ground operation. In the capital , 
however, the new finance minister could no t find the number o f the 
Ethiopian account at the Federal Reserve Bank in New York, and 
therefore 8iezri could no t instruet the Join t to make the transfer. He 
I the finan ce minister] was er roneously giving the number of the 
bonds accoum instead of the cash account. Meanwhile, th~ airlift 
planes were denied pennission to land, a nd had to circle over the 
airport until the confusion in Addis Ababa, o f which t he pilots knew 
nothing, was resolved. Finally, the mJnister produced the account 
number an hour later, and at I :00 p.m., Ethiopian ti me (6 a.m. in New 
York), a $35 million payment was transferred to the New York account 
of the National Bank o f Ethio pia by the Federal Resen·e Bank. The 
money, in keeping with the Joint's h istory, came mainly from 
American Jewish organization .44 

Over a thirt)-six hour period between Friday, f\lay 24th, and Saturday, 

May 25 th , thirty-two Israeli and one Ethiopian aircraft new 1-t,500 black Jews 

fro m Addis Ababa to Israeli airports. A Boeing 7..+7 airliner, built to transport 

four hundred passengers, brought out a record one tho usand o ne hundred 

eighty Seta Yisrael. Seven babies were born during the operation, and several 

were removed from planes in incubators. A Jewish Agency spokesperso n, 

Yehuda Weintraub, said the airlift operation had cost $7 million, and that the 

total cost of resettling the Ethiopians over the next year would exceed $100 

43 Operatio n Solomon was an appropriate name for the rescue o peratio n which 
brought to Israel thousands of Ethiopian Jews who, according to Beta Yisrael 
legend, are the descendants of the Qµeen of Sheba and King Solomo n. For more 
details, see chap ter o ne, section on "The Origins of the Beta Yisrael. " 
44 Jbid 
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million.45 As the fi rst arrivaJs reached Jsrael, l·oreign Minister DaYid Levy 

exclaimed: "The ingathering of the exiles is what we are about.. . This is the 

history of Israel, yesterday, toda_ and tomorrow."46 

Robert Houdek notes: "It was a good fai th effort on aJl parties invOIYed. 

The U.S. State Department set up details with the Ethiopian GO\'emmcm , 

Lubrani detailed the Israeli nights, and the American Jewish groups 

facilitated the processing and boarding of the airplanes." 4 7 From the AAEJ, 

Glenn Stein and Joyce Miller , and from NACOEJ Barbara Ri bako\·e Gordon, 

Andy Goldman, a nd Solomon Ezra, participated in Operation Solomon. The 

group was stationed at the initia l gate when the Beta Yisrael fi rst assem bled at 

the Israeli EmbaSS)' compound after the word was released early Friday 

morning that the exodus was immine nt. They took the Eth iopian Jews' extra 

parcels, a st ipulation b) the Israeli official to accommodate more refugees on 

the airplanes, and money, a stipulation by the Eth iopia n Go"ernment. The) 

also C"hecked for proper Identification. 4 8 Gordon state : 

And then came the most poignant moment, the most painful. The Jews, 
who had just been informed they were leaving, had packed up all 
their meager possessions in linle bundles. They didn 't own much , but 
what they did was very precious. We had to tell them to leave behind 
these linle bundles. So they began pu tting on extra shamas [Ethiopian 
dresses] and pants, wearing on their bodies wha tever they could. I 
thought to myself: Our people are leaving like refugees everywhere 
else in the world. As one Israeli pilot later described it: They came 
with nothing but their children in their arms.4 9 

45 "Israel Evacuaces Echioplan Jews: Airlift Begins as Rebels Close In," Washington Post, 
Saturday, May 25, 1991. pp. I and 28; and "Israel Completes Ethiopia Airli ft," Washington 
£91!. Sunday, May 26, 199 1, pp. 1 and 44. 
46 "Israel Completes Ethiopia Airlift," p. 44. 
47 Personal interview with Roben Houdek. 
48 Personal interview with Michael Strum. 
49"f ateful Countdown in Addis." For a v isual account of these dramatic events, see the 
AAEJ video, "Operation Solomon, the Lase 24 Hours." 
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The Beta Yisrael were bused in groups of o ne hundred and n inety to the 

airport, whe re they were loaded on military and commercial aircra ft that had 

been whitewashed of markings and, in some cases, hastily converted fro m 

their usual roles as fuel tankers or freighte rs.SO Along with l\licha Feldman, 

the Jewish Agency o fficial who handled the operatio n on the ground in Addis 

Ababa, Beta Yisrael and NACO EJ worker Solomon Ezra checked people right 

before they boarded the aircraft , ensuring thei r identity as Ethio pia n Je" s.51 

The las t a ircra ft to make the three and a hal f hour flight fro m Addis 

Ababa to a military airfield near Tel Aviv arrived at 4:00 p.m. Saturda) 

afternoon. The Israeli Government had o btai ned special d ispensatio n fro m the 

Religious ~tablishment of the Jewish State to fly o n the Sabbath. At the 

height o f the o peration , more than one tho usand Jews per hour and twenty-

eight a ir craft were fly ing simultaneously. A security force of abo u t o ne 

hundred and fi fty elite Israeli commandos was deployed in Addis Ababa, but did 

no t face any ser ious challenges.52 A senio r Israeli o fficial said "that in 

addition to money, Tesfaye ( Kidjan) demanded that Ethiopian planes participate 

in the airlif1. that Isra eli planes be d isguised so his government could claim to 

have carried o ut the entire operation, and that the airlift be kept secret unt il it 

was completect."53 

On May 24th, just as the operation commenced, CongressionaJ Caucus for 

Ethiopian Jewry co-chair Representati e Stephen So larz hailed the rescue 

mission: "The interminable wait for Lhe thousands who were separated, 

SO "Israel Completes Ethiopian Airlift," p. 44. 
51 Personal interview with Michael Strum; and "Fateful Countdown in Addis." 
52 "Israel Completes Ethiopian Airlift," p. 44. 
53 Ibid, p. 1. The Israeli press, in contra.st to Operation Moses, used great restraint in 
reporting the secret exodus until it was complete on Saturday evening. 
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brothe r from sister, husband for wife, parent from child. is about to come to an 

end. After years and years of del.iy. after countless false hopes and dashed 

dreams, the Promised Land is finally in sight for Fthiopia's beleaguered Jewish 

community."54 

On Sunday, May 26th, the day after the airlift, the rebels entered Addis 

Ababa. and the airport was closed. Kassa Kabede ned aboard one of the last 

Israeli Air Force planes, and then requested and received political asylum in 

Israel. It is unclear who in Ethiopia obtained the $35 million in New Ynrk.55 

AAEJ E.xecuti\'e Director Will Recant,56 notes that during and after 

Operation Solomon, due to anxiety over the rescue operation. recent p ersonal 

losses, and the stress of the preceding weeks, he did not sha re in the joy of the 

airlift: 

Friday night I'm getting ready fo r Shabbes at home, the airlift had 
started that morning East Coast time, and (Uri) Lubrani cal ls and says 
'we have a problem. Eight thousand have left, and [well over] four 
thousand are still at the [Israeli] Embassy and there have been shots 
fired outside the Embassy. Can you go to Assistant Secretary of State 
Hennan Cohen, and have him send a cable to the U.S. charge d'affaires 
and see what's going on.' So at 10:00 at night I had to call Cohen at 
home to take care of it, and he did; but that night was a sleepless night. 
The next morning I get calls from Israel that everyone was out... I also 
didn't feel the sense of accomplishment because the nex't call l got on 
Saturday was from our facilitator in Addis, 'what do I do with these one 
hundred and ninety people [who missed the airlift (actually 350)]. 
while the rebels are preparing to march into the city and everything 
is boarded up.?•57 So, I d idn't have that exhilaration that everybody is 

S4 Reo. Solarz Hails Operation Solomon, news press release of Congressman Stephen J. 
Solarz'.s office, May 2 4, 1991, from the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian 
Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
SS The Secret AUiance, p. 30S. Tad Szulc notes that the S3S million paid by Israel worked 
out to $2,427 per Beta Yisrael, roughly what Ceausescu charged in Romania for an exit 
permit for a Jew. 
S6 For WiJJ Recant's account of Operation Solomon, see Will Recant, "The journey Home: 
An Insider's Account of Operation Solomon," The B'nai Brith lnremational lewish 
Monthly, June-July, 1991, pp. 12-l S. 
S7 They were brought out of Addis Ababa the following weeks in the follow-up rescue 
operations to Operation Solomon. 
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out, job's done ... I didn't feel the intense joy, the intense anything. I 
had lost my father Purim two months before. Coming out of the thirty 
days [of intense mourning of shloshim] was right into [the planning 
and preparations for] Operation Solomon day and night for months ... 
When I went to Israel in August of '91, it was with the intention that I 
was going to say goodbye to everyone, the Ethiopian a nd Israelis I had 
been working with, and that J would be leaving the AAEJ at the board 
meeting in November. It was kind of like the fareweU tou r that I was 
going to say goodbye to everyone. Because my feeling was that our job 
was done, the rest will come ou t of Ethiopia in an orderly manner and 
that will be that, and we won't do absorption work. That is when ' e 
[the AAE.J and NACOE.J] were asked to stay around [in Ethiopia ]. So I 
changed my opinion and my recommendation to Nate [Shapir o, 
president of the AAEJl based on that trip to Israel... It has been 
tremendously draining. The AAEJ had the fate of the twenty thousam.1 
people who had moved from Gondar to Addis o n our shoulders. That 
was on our head .... And, it is onl~ · no, ... · !May of 19921. a year later, that 
I really am starting to feel the sense o f arcomplishment.S 8 

In New York, Michael Schneider of the JDC informed to p American 

Jewish leaders that Operation Solomon "was made possible by a combination of 

outstanding operations in the field , the leadership of the organized American 

Jewish community, the suppon o f the U.S. Go"ernment, a nd the efforts of the 

Israeli Government , and the Jewish Agency in lsraet."59 Ralph Goldman, the 

former head of the JDC, cabled a friend: "The role of the joint in the 40s in 

Europe was repeated in the 90s in Ethiopia. "60 

Many, like the AAEJ's Recant, profess that Operation Solomon direct!) 

resulted fro m his organization's actions of bringing down the Beta Yisrael 

from Gondar and the "emergency crisis situation Israel o perates under best. 

Emerg~ncy prompted Israeli effons all along, including Operation Solomon.'16 l 

What was the role of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry with 

Operation Solomon? Naomi Baum notes: 

58 Personal interview with Will Recant. 
59 The Secret Al liance, p. 306. 
60 Ibid 
61 Personal interview with WiJI Recant. 
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By the time the high level interest came into being, there was not 
much for us [the Caucus] to do. The people were read) to do it final!) ... 
The role of the Caucus in Operation Solomon was laying the 
groundwork for interest. It was keeping the issue aJive when a lo t o f 
people were not interested. And it was being infonned and to be able 
to infonn people on the issue, and also letting the administration knov. 
that we were watching on the issue, and making them reaJize that we 
were so interested, that they should be interested too. So that b the 
time that we got everyone interested, they [State Department, Bush 
Administration, Israel] took care of it. We were not involved with the 
logistics of Operation Solomon - organizing planes and the like ... The) 
[State Department, Israelis] had access to resources that ,,·e didn 't 
have.6 2 

A concerted effort b) a number of o rganizations and agencie created 

Operation Solo mon. The North American acth ist groups, in accord \\·ith th e.: 

JOC/ Almaya, the Israeli em bassy, and e\'en the American charge d'affaires 

provided relief, educational and medical services to the j e\.vish refugee 

community in Addis Ababa , making life to lera ble during the year-long \\'ait 

for final redemption. The AAEJ. NACOEJ and the Jewish AgenC} procured 

documents fo r hundreds of Beta Yisrael a month, c reating "legal'' transpon of 

these individuals to Israel. In Washingrnn D.C .. the CongressionaJ Caucus fo r 

Ethiopian JewT} pushed the Bush Administration, State Department, SO\·iet 

officials and representath·es of the Ethiopian Go,·ernment and , ·arious re bel 

groups to allow for free emigration of the Ethiopian Jews. The U.S. State 

Department, on both Jo\\· and high Je,·els, conducted meetings v.ith various 

pJa,;ers which allowed for the rescue operation to take place. Rnally, due to 

the encircling of the rebels around Addis Ababa, Mengistu's departure, a ftnal 

push by President Bush, and negotiations by Uri Lubrani with the acting 

president Tesfaye Kidian, Operation Solomon got the go ahead. Designed and 

62 Personal interview with Naomi Baum. 
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executed b) the Jewish Agency, Alma) a, the I racli Mosad, and the Israeli 

Defense Forces, with support from the l l.S. (,o, cmment and the N0nh 

American acti\'iSl groups, fourteen thousand fi\'c hundred Jews ,,·ere rescued 

to Israel. 
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f-Oll.OW-UP OPERATIONS TO MAY OF l 991 

The thirty-six hour operation virtually dcared the capital city of it · 

Jewish refugee popula tion. Yet , some three hundred and fifty Jews d id no t 

make it to the airport in time fo r the airlift.63 Also. Israeli sources noted that 

between "2,000 to 3,000 Jews remained stranded in rebel-held Gondar 

Province."64 However , the initial estimates of Beta Yisrael stranded in the 

Horn of Africa would be revised upwards as new communities were 

rediscovered in the remote reaches of the Semien Mountains. Israeli Prime 

Minister Yitzhak Shamir no ted: "There arc still Jews in Ethiopia who want to 

immigrate, and we must make every effon to ma ke this happen."65 

As soon as Operation Solomon wa over . the activist groups, the Israelis 

and the Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jews continued their advocacy fo r 

a completed Beta Yisrael aliyah. On Wednesday, Ma} 29th , 1991. Representative 

Benjamin Gilman addressed the llouse of Rcpresen tati\'es regarding the 

Ethiopian Jews rescued by th<! airlift and the need tO bring th e rest of the 

comm unit) tu Israel. 66 On June 19 th, House Concurrent Resolution 171 was 

int roduced by Solarz. Gilman and Ackerma n which commended the Bush 

Administration, the Government of Israel, and the dedicated priva te voluntar y 

o rganizations who played vital roles in the successful execution of Opera tion 

Solomon. The bill also recognized that thousands remained in Ethiopia and 

urged swift reunification of the remainder of the Beta Yisrael, as well as 

63 "Jewish Agency Team Going to Ethiopia to Arrange Transit of Those Left Behind," ]Th 
June 11. 1991. 
64 "Israel Completes Ethiopian Airlift," p. 1. 
65 "Shamir Says 'Thank You' for Operation Solomon," lerusalem PosL May 28 , 1991. 
66 "Ethiopian Jews Rescued by Airlift," The Congressional Record of the Proceedings and 
Debates of the 102 Congress, First Session, House of Representatives, Vol. 137, No. 81, 
Wednesday, May 29, 1991, remarks of Represearative Benjamin Gilman of New York. from 
the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
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famine relief fo r the millions o f st an·ing Ethiopians.67 On June 26th, the 

three co-chairs of the Caucus68 addresseo President Bush by letter express ing 

appreciation fo r his role in Operation Solomon and urging support to complete 

the exodus: 

Although Operation Solomon was a dramatic success in bringing more 
than l ~.000 Ethiopian Jews safely to Israel, many were srill left 
behind. On behalf of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jews 
[sic), we respectfully urge you to e nsure that the new government in 
Ethiopia fulfills its commitment to allow the expedited departure of the 
re maining Jewish population at the earliest possible opportunity ... The 
exodus brought about by Operation Solomon can only be complete 
upon the arri val in Israel of all the Beta Yisrael."69 

Once again , on July 29 th , the House of Representatives took up House 

Concurre nt Resolution 1 71 , \\"ith supporting remarks offered by Solarz and 

Gilma n.70 Likc"'ise, on August 2nd, Horida representati\'e Lawrence J. Smi th 

0 7 House Concurrent Resolution 17 L ''expressing the sense of the Congress relating to the 
rescue of approximately l-t,000 Ethiopian Jews to Israel, and to the current famine in 
Ethiopia;" introduced on June 19, 199 1, 102 Congress, First Session, by Representatives 
Stephen Solarz, Benjamin Gilman and Gary Ackerman; from the files of the Congressional 
Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. See also the appeal letter to the members of 
the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry to support House Concurrent Resolution 171 
and its co unterpart legislation in the Senate, July 19. 1991; from the files of the 
Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry. 
68 Rudy Boschwitz was not reelected in 1990 and ended his term as Minnesota Senator in 
1991. Thus, he was able to rravel to Ethiopia in April of 1991 as a civilian negotiator 
bearing a direct request from the President of the United States. The Congressional 
Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry decided not to fill the vacant co-<:hair spot, and shortly 
thereafter, Senator Alan Cranston was forced to withdraw from political life due to 
allegations surrounding the "Keating Five" financial debacle, reducing the leadership of 
the caucus (0 two. 
69 Letter from Senator Alan Cranston of catifornia, Representative Benjamin Gilman of 
New York and Representative Stephen Solan of New York, co-chairs of the Congressional 
caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, to President George Bush, June 26th, 1991 : from the files of 
the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
70 See "Rescue of Ethiopian Jews from Ethiopia to Israel," The Congressional Record, 
Proceedings and Debates of the 102 Congress, First Session, Vol. 13 7, No. 117, Monday, 
July 29th, 1991, remarks by Representatives Stephen Solarz and Benjamin Gilman; from 
the files of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, O.C. 
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pushed for the resolution on the floor of the Jlouse.71 Throughout the Summer 

and Fall of 1991, the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian je\Vf)' continued to 

push for the final redemption of the remaining Beta Yisrael to Israel. 

The Beta Yisrael in the remote Ethiopian province of Gondar stan cd to 

make their wa_ to the capital of Addis Ababa shortly after Operation Solomon. 

JDC officials helping lO care for the Ethiopian Jews in the capital city said that 

they hoped "that the new Ethiopian leader · who came to power after rebel 

t roops toppled former President Mengistu ... wi ll allow the old family 

reunification program to resume.•·72 The airport in Addis Ababa, as well as 

the JDC clinic in the capital city, reopened b~ the week of June 10th, giving 

"hope to expediting" the remainder of the Ethiopian aliyah.7 3 Meanwhile. the 

question of whether the thousands of Jewish converts to Christianity would be 

dllowed to immigrate to Israel remained an issue the Israeli Government and 

religious establi hmcnt had to dccidc.7 .... 

A State Department official noted that the post Operauon Solomon 

process lO bring the Beta Yisrael t() Israel \\'as a lengthy one. Not only did the 

Jews have to be hrought down from Gondar to Addis Ababa, but emigration was 

based on an individual and not a group or family basis. The official remarked: 

"The issue was one of laissez passer, a tra\'el document, which helps speed up 

the emigration process. The Ethiopian Government didn't want the Eth iopian 

11 "House Concurrent Resolution 171, ro Commend Assistance to Ethiopian Jews," 
Congressional Record. Extension of Remarks, August 2, 1991, remarks by RepresentatJve 
Uiwrence J. Smith of Florida, p. E 2928; from the files of the Congressional Caucus for 
Ethiopian Jewry, Washington, D.C. 
72 ''Jews Left Behind in Gondar Province Making Their Way to Ethiopian Capital,'' .IIa. 
June 13, 1991. 
73 fbid 

74 Ibid. Until today, the issue of the Felas Mora has yet to be resolved. See the Epilogue 
for more on these Ethiopian Marranos. 
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Jews to emigrate by groups, but rather individually. This was more acceptable 

to the E1hiopian Government."75 

Throughout the Summer months, between one hundred and one 

hundred and fifty Beta Yisrael a week arrived in Israel from Addis Ababa. At 

the same time, Jewish Agency emissaries "' ere active in the Gondar region, 

trying to organize the departure of the remaining Ethiopian Jews to Addis 

Ababa before the fina l exodus to lsraeJ.76 By late August, five hundred Jew 

remained in Addis Ababa, who arrived in Israel during September, and 

75 Personal interview with a State Department official who requested to remain 
anonymous, May 21, 1992. 
This official also noted that the talks in London in May of 1991 brought about a care-taker 
government, and that the Ethiopian anny completely disintegrated. A conference was 
helped in July of 1991 to fonn a transitional government, which is currently in power. 
The head of the transitional government is Meles Z.enawi. He is t.he leader of the Ethiopian 
People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), which is a coalition of parties, the 
strongest of which is the Tigrean People's Uber.nion Front (TPLF). Ethiopia is in the 
process of writing a new constitution and will be holding new national elections targeted 
for the end of 1993. 
The official noted: ''The U.S. currently has excellent relations with the new govemmenL 
They realize that socialism does not work. Between 197 4 and I 991 , Ethiopia was held 
together by force. Now , the) are trying to fonn a democratic government. utilizing 
negotiations instead of force.'' 
The St.ate Departmenl offi cial also made an assessment of the three major U.S. policies 
mward Ethiopia as put forth by the State Department in the middle of 1992: 
" l ) Human Rights: Human rights have improved dramatically in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian 
Jews were allowed to leave in the airlift of May '92 and in smaller groups after that 
However, people from the Mengistu regime are still being detained in jail without charge. 
2) Famine Reli.ef: In theory, there is now free access of food distribution. However, in 
practice, problems still exist. Bandits and ethnic groups take advantage of the absence of 
police (until the regional elections are held during the Summer of 1992, there are no 
government officials on a regional basis). This causes a security problem for the 
distribution of food. 
3) Civil War and peace process: The civil war has ended, regional elections are to take 
place, a new constitution is being written, national elections are projected to take place al 
the end·or 1993, and they are beading toward democracy. Until recently, there were 
legislative restrictions on aid packages to Ethiopia because of their policies. Now, they 
have been lifted, and a new development fund has been started out of the Development 
Fund for Africa. Agency for International Development (AID) funds from the U.S. 
Government will reach $40 million for economic recovery, democratization , and 
technology advancements." 
See also "Recent Political Developments in Ethiopia and Somalia," CRS Repon fo r Co ngress. 
Congressional Research Service of the Library of Congress. 
76 "Remaining Ethiopian Jews Expected to Arrive in Israel Within 6 Months," .1Th June 
22, 1991. 
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another two thousand Beta Yisrael cattt:red in 'illages in Gondar and Qµara 

followed during the Fall months. The e~odu of these Jews to the capital cit) 

had to be delayed until the end of the rain) season in early October , because 

the mud-ftlled roads were nearly impassable.77 

By the end of October, due to the cessation of the rainy season and 

rece nt losses of the rebel armies in Gondar, Jewish Agency emissaries were 

able to establish contact in the remote regions of the province and discovered 

new communities of Beta Yisracl. A few days after Jewish Agency head Sim r ha 

Dinitz told the Zionist Executi ve that 22()0 Beta Yisrael remained in Eth iopia, 

Micha Feldma n , in cha rge of Ethiopian Jewry for the Jewish Agen cy, pushed 

this number up to four thousand. The difference, Feldman said, "has to d o with 

Jews in the Quara region, a remote part of Gondar that was until very recently 

unde r rebel control." 7 8 Over 2500 Beta Yisrael were r ediscovered in Qµara. 

The Jews from Qµara, a five tO ten day wall.. f'rom Gondar Cit)' , were bro ught 

down to Addis Ababa on buses, thirt)' to fony at a time. on transports arranged 

by the AAEJ.79 

The exodus takes an arduous but familiar path: 

Entire v illages are on the mo e, uprooting themselves and waJk.i ng 
through the hostile climate to remote a bsorption centers set up by the 
Jewish Agency and the Jo int Distribution Committee. Barefoot, with 
young children on their backs, Lhe elderly m oving mo re slowly with 
the aid of walking staffs, they arri e exhausted at these o utposts. Food, 
water and basic medical care are available before the migrants are 
transported to a larger m ore cent:raJ a bsorption center in the city of 

77 "Ethiopia's Last Jews Expected Soon," Internatio nal lerusalem Post, Week ending 
August 24, 1991, pp. 1 and 4. 
78 "More Jews Found In Remote Ethiopia," Nonhem California Jewish Bulletin, November 
I. 1991, p. 6; and "2,000 More Jews 'Discovered' in Qµara, Ethiopia," The Jerusalem Post 
International Edition , November 2, 1991, p. 5. 
79 "Report from Ethiopia," by AAEJ representative in the field LaDena Schnapper, 
Release, Vol. 10, No. 1, Winter, 1992, p. 3. 
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fedah. From there they are dri\'en lO Addis Ababa and then nown to 
lsraeJ.80 

Al the same time as the disco\'ery o f the population in Qµara, around one 

hundred Ethiopian Jews a week arrived in Israel from Addis Ababa.81 In 

November of 1991. Rachamim Bazar told the Near F.ast Report that as man) as 

seven thousand Jews still resided in the more remote regions of the country.82 

AAEJ field representative La.De na Sl'hnappcr noted in early 1992, that I 79: 

Beta Yisrael had arrived in Israel from Qµara, I 500 remained in the Qµara 

region of Gondar, and 683 were in transit to Addis Ababa and lsraeJ.83 

One year after Operation Solomon dramatically spirited 14,500 Beta 

Yisrael out of Addis Ababa to Israel, the effo rt to rescue the remaining Jews 

continued. By the end of May of I 992, it was clear that at least five thousand 

Ethiopian Jews were not in Addis Ababa at the time of the airlift . Amo n 

MantYer, Director General o f the Jewish Agcnc y's lmmigratfon and Absorption 

Department noted during the late Spring of 1992 that "[t]wo thousand three 

hundred of them have since been nown to Israel " ia Rome at a rate o f thirty to 

seventy a week. The rest should be here I Israel I by Summer."84 These 

operatio ns were coordinated with an Ethiopian Government which considered 

the immigration a process o f Family Reunification and which was eager to 

reestablish the good relation~ with Israel that existed before the Marxist 

takeover in 1974.85 

80 "Rescue of Jews Remaining in Echiopia Continues," The American Israelite. Vol. 138, 
No. 44, Thursday, May 21, 1992, p. A-28. 
81 "More Jews Found in Remote Ethiopia," and "2,000 More Jews 'Discovered' In Qµara." 
82 "Still More Jews Found in Ethiopia," Near East Reoort, Vol. 35. No. 47, November ZS , 
1991, p . 4. 
83 "Report from Ethiopia." 
84 "Rescue of Jews Remaining in Ethiopia Continues," p. A-1. 
85 Ibid , p. A-28. 
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The current coalition government [in Ethiopia] has placed no 
obstacles to Jewish emigration, according to representatives .of Je,,·ish 
groups facilitating the departures. In contrast to conditions under 
Mengistu's military regime. Jewish visitors are now able to travel 
freely around the countf). 86 

A report in June of 1992 stated that one hundred and fifty Jews a week 

were boarding commercial fligh ts from Ethiopia with che fin al destination of 

Israel. 87 During the end of Jul y, Jewish Agency chajr Simrha Dinitz saiJ "that 

the regular nights that have been bringing Jews from Addis Ababa are to 

end ... The last night is to caIT)' some forty immigrants."88 Dinitz noted that 

three hundred Beta Yisrael were still thought to be living in the villages of 

Northern Ethiopia, and that "they "'ill be located and brought to Israel in small 

groups starting in September [of 1992). when the rainy season there end s and 

the roads become passable."89 Between September of 1991 when special 

commercial nights were utilized to facilitate the exodus, and July of 1992, -W35 

Beta Yisrael were brought to Israel at a rat~ of aoout one hundred per week.90 

Additionally , hundreds of Ethiopian Jews immigrated to Israel between 

Operatio n Solomon in May of 1991 and September of that same year. 

These commercial airlifts, free of the chaos and uncertainty that led up 

to their desiF;ned rescue, signaled the final phase o f the saga o f the movement 

to rescue Ethio pian Jewry. These relatively ove rt and tranquil operations 

86 "Jews Qµletly Leaving Ethiopia," The Northern California Jewish Bulletin, June 12, 
1992, p. 32. 
87 Ibid 
88 "Ethiopian Jewish Exodus co End Formally," The Northern California Jewish Bulletin. 
July 24, 1992, p. 6. 
89 Ibid 
90 Ibid 



marked the end of hundreds, if not thousands of) ears of Jewish presence, 

glory and degradation in Ethiopia. 
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Postscript 

As late as December of 1992, reports were filtering out of Ethiopia that 

hundreds of Beta Yisrael are still lost, stranded and left behind in Gondar, 

Tigrey , Eritrea and Addis Ababa. Some were stranded behind rebel lines. 

Others were raised and protected by righteous Gentiles when the Jewish 

parents were either imprisoned, executed, rescued to Israel, or died from 

starvation or disease. Many are young men who we:re conscripted in to 

Mengistu's or the rebel armies and then released or escaped fo llowing the 

collapse of the Ethiopian Government in May of 199 I . Some Ethiopian Israelis 

managed to scrape up the money for a plane ticket from Israel to Ethiopia to 

search for their lost relatives in the capital city and remote countryside. The 

North American activist groups provide the needed money, housing and travel 

documents for the Ethiopian Israelis' stay in the Hom of Africa. 9 1 

91 See "Searching fo r Lost Jews in Ethiopia," Lifeline. Winter, 1992-93, pp. 1-2. By the 
beginning of 1993 , I was still receiving letters from Ethiopia from Beta Yisrael (as well as 
Fetas Mora) trying to fl ee the country and immigrate to Israel. They request fi nancial 
assistance and the fac ilitation of the proper documents to reach Israel; as well as prayers 
and moral support. NACOE,,J and Solomon Ezra, as well as the AAEJ, are assisting in these 
cases. 
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SUMMARY AND EPILOGUE 

By the beginning of 1993, virtually the entire Beta Yisrael community 

lived in Israel. They arrived in the Jewish State from Gondar and Tigrey, via 

the Sudan, Kenya and the Red Sea, and from staging points in Europe and Addis 

Ababa. A few dozen are veterans of ove r twenty-five years, Beta Yisrael who 

married Yemenite Jews or smuggled their way into Eilat aboard foreign 

shipping vessels. Like their predecessors who also entered Is rael "illegal!)." 

some have lived in the Jewish State for over fifteen years. after entering the 

country on touriSt visas or posing as students. A larger segment of the 

population, some seven thousand individuaJs, has lived in the Promised Land 

around ten years, having come to Israel between 1979 and 198-t Operation 

Moses and Joshua rescued over eight thousand Beta Yisrael to the Jewish State 

in 1984 and 1985. Family Reunification programs succeeded in bringing a few 

thousand Ethiopian Jews from Ethiopia to Israel between 1985 and 1990. 

Between the exodus of the Beta Yisrael to Addis Ababa in May of 1990 and the 

following Spring, around nine thousand Jews immigrated to the Jewish State. 

ln May of 1 991, Operation Solomon saved another fourteen thousand five 

hund red Ethjopian Jews. Follow-up operations in 199 l and 1992 have rescued 

an additional five thousand Beta Yisrael. Throughout the years, thousands of 

Ethiopian Israelis have been born Sabras in the Jewish State, raising the Beta 

Yisrael population in Israel to over fifty thousand. This figure represents 

roughly one percent of the Jewish population of Israel. 

Many organizations, individuals and countries contributed to the aliyah 

of Ethiopian Jewry. Most assuredly, the exodus was desired, encouraged and 

facilita ted by the Beta Yisrael themselves. The Israeli Government, t he Mosad, 
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the Jewish Agenry. the Israeli Defense r:orccs and Almaya planned. 

orc hestrated and ac:uaJized the \'arious aliyot of the Ethiopian Jews. The North 

American activist groups, including the AAEJ, NACOEJ, CAEJ and ARNEJ played 

a major role in sensitizing the je' ish and Gentile communities to the plight of 

the Beta Yisrael, while spurring and organizing rescue operations. The 

Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian je"1ry, the U.S. State Department, the 

Central In telligence Agency (CIA) and the Reagar. and Bush administration 

applied needed pressure and created the proper envi ronment for rescue, .is 

well as participated in some of the rescue operations. American and world 

Jewish organizations such as the Organizat ion fo r Rehabilitatio n through 

Training (ORT). the Nat ional Jewish Community Relations Advisory Council 

(NJCRAC). the Council of Jewish Federations (CJF). the Joint Distribution 

Committee (JDC) and the American Je .... ish Joint Distribution Committ ee (AJJOC) 

also played a role in relief and rescue. While o rn e interpreted rescue as 

SUl>taining the Reta Yisrael medically, educationally and social ly in Ethiopia, 

others, perhaps a majority, interpreted thi~ imperath e of rescue as the 

facilitation of aliyah from the Hom of Africa to Israel. 

The roots of the movement to rescue Ethiopian Jewry can be traced to 

the pioneering work of Joseph Halevy in the second haJf of the nineteenth 

century and Jacques Faitlovitch in the first half of the twentieth century. 

These t\vo individuals "rediscovered" and "reintroduced" the Beta Yisrael 

community to world Jewry. In response to their efforts, during the first three 

decades of the twentieth century, "Pro-Falasha" Committees sprang up in 

Europe and then the United States. They served primarily as relief and 

educational organizations, and received the support of the American Jewish 

establishment, unlike most of the Beta Yisrael activist groups later in the 
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century. However, a number of decades pa scd before the cause of Ethiopian 

Jewry would surf ace o nce again. 

The remo te locatio n o f the Jewish communities in Ethiopia was o ne 

facto r for the delay. Yet, while the intermitte nt nature of contacts with the 

Beta Yisrael during the preceding centuries can be attributed to diffi culties in 

exploration and communication. modem techno logy, modes of travel and 

avenues o f communication can not solely explain the decades-lo ng hiatus in 

the awareness about and anivism on behalf of the Beta Yisrael during the 

second third of the twentieth century. rherefo re. o ther factors must be 

considered. The Second World War. the Holocaust. and concern fo r displaced 

persons in Europe, as well as the birth of l~rael , the ingathering o f 

immigrants from other lands, and the lack of religious recognitio n by the 

Israeli rabbinate postponed interest by wo rld Jewry and Israel in the Beta 

Yisrael. 

A mO\ ement to rescu e the Jews of Eth iopia did not coalesce until the 

work o f Gracnu m Berger in the late 1960s and early I 970c;. Until that time. 

neither ls rael no r any Jewish group had launched an effort to save Ethio pian 

Jewry. AAEJ fo under Graenum Berger notes that his o rgani zation was a lone 

voice for many years: 

I was one who o nce believed that unless Jewish leaders were wilUng to 
at least acknowledge or outrightly confess their remissive acts in 
rescuing a significant historical Jewish group, there will never be a 
true accounting. Now that everybody is on the band wagon, there is 
already a rewriting of history. There is t0tal omission of what was not 
done in the past. There is only a record of tremendous lauer day 
elation and achievement. The past thus is obliterated . A relative small 
number of us gave of ou r unending time , our total energy, our modest 
fortunes and perhaps even possibly risked our lives (certainly those 
that went into Sudan to save them) to insure the rescue of Eth iopian 
Jews. lt was imperative to put their cause on the front burners with 
the gas o r electricity turned on, rather t han await the foot-d ragging 
willingness o f leaders in Israel and world-wide to come around when 
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it pleased their fancy. I've been told by eminent Jewish leaders in the 
last year that my "timing was wrong." I believed, what is more, I 
know, that we literally forced them all to do things that they didn't 
wam to do, but finally had to do, because as you said to me, they had a 
"Jewish conscience," but I believe that they could no longer con tain 
o r conceal their guilt for having allowed this historic community to 
Jive in poverty, illiteracy, discrimination and persecution for 
centuries, had to undergo the most ex1reme kind of suffering and 
death and broken families b) the thousands in our recent life-time, 
when it could have been completely avoided ben••een 1948-73 , [as well 
as between] 197 3-9 t...1 

It was only in I 973 that Sephardic Chief Rabbi Ovadia Yoscf rc\0gnizcd 

the Beta Yisrael as Jewish. And it wa until t\\'O years later that Ashl-enazic 

Chief Rabbi Shlomo Goren validated the community as Jewish and an Israeli 

intenninisterial commission declared "the Falashas" Jews under the Law of 

Return , entitling the Beta Yisrael to immediate Israeli citizenship. 

While Israel sputtered and faltered in attempting a few small-scale 

rescue attempts during the second half of the 1970s, the AAEJ was active in 

publicizing the plight of the Beta Yisrael a nd creating its own rescue 

operations. MEJ second president, Professor I loward Lenhoff, responds to the 

r riticism of the amateur nature of the rescue operations as follows: "We arc 

amateurs. Do you know what amateurs means? It means to love and to care. 

We cared what we were doing."2 

Ethiopian Jewry scholar and chair of the African Studies Department at 

the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Steven Kaplan, briefly addressed the role 

of the AAEJ in a review of various works on the Beta Yisrael. While noting the 

omission and/or minimization of the efforts of the Ethiopian Jewry activist 

organizations in numerous books and articles, Kaplan notes: 

1 From a letter dated June 19, 1992, from Graenum Berger to Jeffrey Kaye. 
2 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff, UC Irvine, second president of the MEJ, 
April 23 and April 26, 1992. 
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No history of Operation Moses or the even ts surrounding it would be 
cnmplete without the consideration of the role played by the 
n umerous pro-Beta Yisrael pressure groups that were active from 1974 
onward. There can be little question that these groups, most no tably 
the American Association for Ethiopian Jewry (AAEJ) and the Falasha 
Welfare Association (FWA),3 played a vital role in educating the 
Jewish and Israeli public and in pressuring successive Israeli 
governments to act on behalf of the Beta Yisrael. There is perhaps no 
greater testimony to thei r tenacity and ultimate success than the fact 
that, by t he early 1980s, the issue was no longer if Ethiopian Jewry 
should be helped, bu t how and at what speed.4 

E"en lo ng-t ime AAE] adversary and Director for International ConC"erns fo r 

NJCRAC, Abraham Bayer, no tes that the MEJ "probably played a ef') 

imponant stimulus role. More than that, I do not k.now."S 

The success of the AAEJ is in large part due to the energy and stro ng 

pe rsonality o f its leadership. Througho ut its life as an organ ization, the AAEJ 

has had three different presidents. each of whom was well suited to the times 

and need of the Ethiopian Jewish rescue movement. Graenum Berger kept the 

group a small yet \'Ocal organization bct".,ecn 1974 and I 978, a time when few 

had heard a bout the beleaguered Jewish rommunity of Ethiop ia. Professor 

Howard Lenhoff. who served from 197 8 10 t 982, pu blished n u merous articles 

u n the subject, d isseminated information , and established the AAEJ as a true 

grass roots organization by attracting new members and loca l chapter 

3 The FWA played a major role in promoting awareness about the Beta Yisrael during the 
1960s and 1970s. However, after the death of Norman Bentwich in 1972, David Kessler 
became head of the FWA and focul~ more on relief efforts and less on efforts for aliyah. 
For more on the FWA, see chapter two, "Activists and Inactivity: Jacques Faidovitch, 
Yona Bogala, tbe American Pro-Falasha Committee and World Jewry Between 1900-1970," 
and chapter four, "Graenum Berger and the American Association for Ethiopian Jews." 
4 Steven Kaplan, "The Two Zions and the Exodus from Ethiopia," Studies in Contemporary 
~Vol. 7 (1991), p. 302. 
S Personal interview with Abraham Bayer, Director of International Concerns fo r the 
National Jewish Community Relations Advisory Committee (NJCRAC), June 18, 1992, New 
York, New York. 
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organizations at a critical time when the plight of the Beta Yisrael needed 

wider attention. The third r.nd current president, Nathan Shapiro, a successful 

businessperson with ex1.ensive political contac-ts, worked more smoothly and 

ably with the Jewish establishment, created the critical AAEJ presence in 

Washington D.C. and facilitated the prominence of the Congressional Caucus 

for Ethiopian Jewry. Additionally, the AA(j's Executive Director based in 

Washington, D.C., Will Recant, has guided the organizatior. with e>.-peni e and 

powerful elegance. The organization ha been charal:terized by man) rescue 

heros -- William Halpern. Henry RtJsenberg and Sandy Leader in che llom of 

/\frira -- and LaDena Schnapper, Susan Pollack., Glenn Stein and Arlene 

Kushner in the United States and Ethiopia. 

Howe\'er. as Kaplan remarks: 

The role of these groups [Pro-Beta Yisrael activist organizationsj, 
particularly the militant AAEJ, in the 1980s is the subject of 
considerable controversy. By that time, so much distrust had 
accumulated between the AAEJ leadership and the Israeli government 
that little room existed for cooperation. The direct involvement of the 
AAEJ in rescue attempts further exacerbated these tensions. In 
!Tudor] Parfitt's opinion [pp. 55-61 of Operation Moses]. the AAEJ's 
contribution in the buildup to Operation Moses was primarily negative 
- their bungled rescue attempts and failure to recognize th e genuine 
shift in Israeli policy detracted attention from vital, in some cases life­
or-death, matters. Needless to say, the MEJ and their supporters do 
not share this view. Scholarly analysis of Operation Moses will in the 
future have to clarify this issue.6 

This thesis, in part, has anempted to shed light on this controversy. 

Israel d ramatically rescued thousands of Beta Yisrael from the Sudan 

and Ethiopia in Operations Moses and Solomon. Lenhoff remarks: "Israel is 

the best in the world at dramatic rescue. When push comes to shove, Israel 

comes through like no other country in the world. A lot of Israelis have given 

6 "The Two Zions and the Exodus from Ethiopia." 



up their lives to save, protect and rescue people. It was the politic ians and 

egos which got in the way. and the' needed to be pushed to take action."7 
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However, during the early 1980s, Israel staged rescue operations of the 

Beta Yisrael from the Sudan under a , ·eil of secrec). U!ck of d isclosure 

resulted in heightened charges of complacency and indifference. Secrecy was 

a political necessity. Going public. in the eyes of the Jewish State, \vould ha, ·e 

jeopardized the various operations, endangered the Beta Yisrael, and hampered 

o ther interests in the Hom of Afri ca. At the same time, the fact that Israel 

pursued diplomacy and a fostering of rel ations with Ethiopia. as \\ Cll as a 

desire not to off end governmental and rebel interests in the I lorn of J\f ri ca, 

affected the rate, timing and method of rescue operations. Rescue operations 

were delayed from the mid- l 970s onwards. and some type of "quota" ystem did 

seem to be in place during the early 1980s. 

The Israeli stance of silence and preference for covert operations m ·er 

public campaigns had its effect. Leaks like the 1975 Koor rescue fidSCO, the 

rebruary of 1978 press conference of Moshe Dayan, and the January of 1985 

Nekuda report and subsequent other Israeli press releases on Operation Moses 

all halted operations. Public re\'elations had political reverberations, 

including the toppling 0f the Numeiri regime in the Sudan in 1985. Yet, the 

posi tion of Israel, shared by the American Jewish establishment, curtailed 

awareness of this ancient Jewish LOmmunity and efforts to rescue it. 

Moreover, it stymied the pace of aliyah . The Israeli and American Jewish 

establishment calls for secrecy stalled much needed political pressure and 

financial backi ng to actuali ze th e rescue. 

7 Jnterview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
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In the political realm, the efforts of the United States Go"emment were 

essential in creating Operations Mo~es, and moreover, Opera tion Josh ua aml 

Operation Solomon. However, beo u e of the stance of the Government of 

Israel and organized American Jewry, such effort s did not materialize until the 

mid- I 980s instead of the mid-1970s when the plight of the Beta Yi rael \,·as 

first publicized by Graenum Berger, Howard Lenhoff and the AAEJ. Perhaps 

the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian jewr) and the State Department in 

Washington, D.C .. were motivated to take such Cl\'1.ensi\ e anion be-:a usc of ' l.S. 

negligence in the past - the inactivity and neglect of the Jews during the 

Second World War by the U.S. Government. At the same time, just as the ME] 

pushed Israel to create rescue operations, it also innuenced the State 

Department, the Reagan and Bush Administrations, the CIA and the 

Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewry to promote awareness about the Beta 

Yisrael :ind foster operations to rescue the community. Regarding financial 

backing, moneta ry support for the North American acth·ist o rganizations 

until late I 984 wa~ on a small scale. Only with the massive publicity campaigns 

surrounding Operation Moses did the AAEJ, CAEJ and N/\COEJ raise larger sums 

of money, a nd the United Jewish Appeal (UJA) was able to raise $35 million for 

rescue and absorption by early I 985. 

In Canada, CAEJ was successful throughout the 1980s in pressuring 

Canadian Governmental officials to support Family Reunification, attracting 

funds, and promoting awareness about the Jews of Ethiopia. Additionally, CAEJ 

had an impact on relief and rescue in the Hom of Africa. Increasingly during 

the second half of the 1980s and the early 1990s, NACOEJ played a significant 

role in relief and rescue of the Ethiopian Jews under the leadership of Barbara 

Ribakove Gordon. Michael Sabin and then Michael Strum coordinated rescue 
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lists for NACOEJ stateside, and And) Goldman and Solomon Ezra brought 

significant healing and hope to the Beta Yisrael community in Et hiopia. 

The RAC of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAllC) 

promoted awareness about the community and designed a speciaJ medical aid 

program to Ethiopia enti tled project REAP. J ane Fellman and J\RNEJ sensitized 

rabbis and congregations throughout North Ame ri ca to the plight or the 

Ethiopian Jews. Also, the American Je,'1ish establishment periodically a ided 

tne cause of reli ef and rc~cue, 

For the American Jewish establishment, just as for Israel, silence wa a 

major issue. But the dilemma pla) cd itself out diff eremly on the North 

American continent. Israel's need for covert operations was based on securit y 

interests, political concerns and gcostrategic considerations. The major 

Jewish organizations, spearheaded by NJCRAC, insisted on sile nce bccau e it 

was a demand of the Israeli s, rouplcd with a genuine belief that publicity 

\>. Ould endanger the lives of the Beta Yisrael in Ethiopia. At the same time, the 

es tabli shment desired to heighten awareness about the community and rai c 

funds fo r relief, rescu e and absorption. llowever, this was nearly impossible 

because of the overriding tenet of sec recy. Therefore. until Operation Moses 

in late 19 84, the Beta Yisrael remained a low priority on the American Jewish 

agenda and an "unknown, totally unkno" n"8 subject. Abraham Bayer no tes: 

"The idea was to educate the Jewish community, but no t seek publicity. There 

is no way in which you can conduct lthis]. that was our dilemma. It was almost 

an irreconcilable and exquisite dilemma. How do you conduct an educational 

campaign without using the maximal of public exposure ... 11 9 

8 Personal interview with Abraham Bayer. 
9 Ibid 
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By the second half of the 1980s. the various players and organizations in 

North America cooperawd on the relief and rescue of the Bela Yisr:Jel. 

However, the scars of the previou ) ear's fighting ran deep. Barbara 

Ribakove Gordon r emarks: "One of the things that has been most d ifficult for 

me in this whole time ... [is] that there has been blood feuds with other Jewish 

organizations. Those have been pure agon), pure agony. To work. together is 

worth a lot. 11 10 

It is important 10 reiterate that from the s tart , it has been the Reta 

Yisrael themselves, more than an) other group or organi1.ation, \\ho ha' c 

pushed fo r and' orked toward aliyah. The rnmmunit) needed the C\'ternal 

help of the Nonh Am erican activist organizations to facilitate the e.\odu1.. rhe 

Beta Yisrael required the political clout of the U.S. Government. The Ethiopian 

Jew could only have been rescued en masse with the dramatic effort of the 

State of Israel. However , if it were nm for Yona Bngala, Rachamim Bazar, the 

k.cssim and lileraJly thousands of other unsung Reta Yisrael heros, the Jews of 

Ethiopia would no t be in Israel toda) . 

Therefore, the movement to rescue Ethiopian jewr) has been a type of 

network. Many elements have interacted, been fitted and pieced together to 

bring about the aliyah of the Beta Yisrael. Although a t times unnecessarily 

and tragically slowed, the network which brought about the presence of fifty 

thousand Ethiopian Jew~ Jiving in rsrael has functioned a t precisely the right 

junctures in time. 

Will the network disintegrate now that the community resides in Israel? 

What will happen to the North American activist o rganizations now that the 

Ethiopian aliyah is complete? At the same time, questions still remain as to 

10 PersonaJ interview with Barbara RJbakove Gordon. 
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whether the aliyah is act ually complete because of the ambiguous stat u~ of the 

Felas Mora and their desire to reach Zion? Wh~ is it that the Beta Yisrae l han.• 

come en masse to Israel without an) d rop out or attrition rate like o ther Jewish 

communities, in panicular Russian Jews, who have emigrated from their 

ho meland si multaneously with the Et hiopian Jews' exodus? And n ow that the 

Beta Yisrael have been rescued to Israel, how long will the absorpt ion pron• s 

take and to what extent will the integration of the Ethiopian Jews be 

successful? The summary and epilogue now address these Si5'7.n ific.in\ 

ques tion s. 



436 

FELA S MORA 

The Felas Mora are the "Marranos" or "Convcrso ·• of Elhiopia. rhis 

community of converted Jews relinqu ished thei r faith due to discrimina tion in 

educational and govern mental opponunities, religious hatred and persecu tion, 

intense missionary efforts, pre judice in o" ning land and farms, and 

someti mes to r economic ad ancement. Over the past decades and centur ies, 

these former members of the Beta Yisracl community com·crted to 

Christia nity. E.stimates of the number nf l·clas t-. lora range from l \\ Cl1l) 

thousand to the hundreds of thousands. I I Haggai Erlich, an expcn nn moliern 

Ethiopia a t the Tel Aviv Universit) clai ms: "There are hundred s of tho usand 

of Felas Mora in Eth iopia, some three to four thousand of ,,•horn have family in 

Israel and want to be reunited with them :ind return to Judaism." 12 The la rge 

disparity in numbers depends on ho\' ma n) years a nd generat ions are 

caJrula ted into the si1e and to tality of the communi ty. 

rhe Felas Mora practice certain vest iges of Juda.ism, and the amount of 

Jewish religious practice dep ends on the individua l and proximity in years lO 

conversion. However, because of the integra tion of Jewish re ligiou pranices 

in the gene ral Ethiopian society and Eth iopian Copt ic Church, 13 it is hard to 

determine prec isel_ to what e>.1ent the Jewish practices of the Fe las Mora are 

11 "Ethiopia's Remaining Jews Expected to Immigrate by Ju ne," The lerusalem Post 
Lnremational Edition. The Week ending May 9, 1992, p. 28. 

12 "Rescue of Jews Remaining in Ethiopia Contin ues," The American Israelite, Vol. 136, 
No. 44, Thursday, May 21, 1992, p. A-28. The three to four thousand he is referring to are 
those encamped in Addis Ababa. The numbers of Fetas Mora desiri ng to reach Israel 
ranges in the tens of thousands. 
13 The Saturday Sabbath, the circumcision of male children on the eighth day after birth 
and the observance of biblical prohibitions arc only a few of the customs that have 
traditionally linked Ethiopians, whether Christians or Jews, to the cultural world of the 
Hebrew Bible. See "The Two Zions and the Exodus from Ethiopia." 
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due to t heir Jewish roots o r submersion in Ethiopian culture.1 4 Ne\·erthelcss. 

each generation of Felas Mora has been <;tigmatized and set aside as a separate 

caste and class like their counterparts in Medieval Spa in. "fF]cw, if any. 

appear to have actively practiced Christianity." 1 S Most never went to church. 

even to make a "public statement and showing," and the vast majority married 

o nly amongst themselves. 

No one knows the history o f the term Felas Mo ra, which d eri,·e frnm 

the Amharic ~ ords fo r "horse fat."16 Whi le unkn mHl tens if not hundreds o f 

thousands re main in the Semien to.fountains, about three thousand l·elas Mora 

gathered in Addis Ababa prio r to Operation Solo mon from their vi ll ages in 

Gondar and Gojam Provinces of Northern Ethio pia. I 7 The) were not permitted 

to lea' e during the May 199 1 resc ue operation because of doubts as to their 

Jewishness. The Israeli Embassy d isaYows any responsibility fo r them, leaving 

provision fo r their welfare in the hands of o thers. They are being provided 

for by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJJDC) and the 

North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry (NACOE.J) in a n encampment 

in Addis Ababa, while another one thousand Felas Mo ra are said to be 

la ngu ishing in poverty in the slum areas of the capita l city. 18 Executive 

14 Chris tian influences have also affected the Jews of Ethiopia. Beginning in the fifteenth 
century, monasticism filtered into the religion of the Beta Yisrael. Fo r more on the 
Ethio pian Jewish monks, see Steven Kaplan, The Beta Israel (falasha) in Ethiopia: From 
Earliest Times to the Twentieth Century (New York.: New York University Press, 1992), 
pp. 69-73 and afterwards. 
15 "Some Ethiopian Jews Still Praying to Leave.'' Los Angeles Times. Sunday. April 19, 
1992. 
16 Ibid 
17 ''Jews Quietly Leaving Ethiopia," The Northern California lewish Bulletin , June 12. 
1992, p. 32. 
18 "Minister Den ies Rumor that Fetas Mora to be Kept Out," The lerusalem Post 
International Edition , Week ending December 12. 1992, p. S. 
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Di rector of NACOEJ. Barbara RlbakoYc Gordon, notes why her organization 

helps the Felas Mora: 

We lNACOgj) are not halakhic dccisors. We do not attempt to say who is 
a Jew. We leave that up to the rabbis. We are not the State of Israel, ·we 
are no t even Israelis - we are Americans. And therefore, it is no t up 
to us to tell Israel who is eligible under the Law of Return , which is 
no t a hala khic law. Therefore, we are not in a position to tell Israel 
whom they should take of the Felas Mora -- some, none, all. lt is not up 
to us, it is up to them. [Howe\'er ," ther e are two things we decided to 
take as positive commitme nts. Number one, to try to get Israel lO make 
a decision on these people. Number two, thoc:e that came to Addis 
[Ababa! with the o ther Jews during the Summer of 1990 -- we did nm 
want them to starve to death while Israel was deciding whether they 
were Jews or no t. Simple as that.. . The Fclas Mora issue has repeated!) 
been determined by the board lof NACOFJ I as being a humanitarian 
one at this point. I 9 

[)()nations from abroad help pa) the rent of the relas Mora living in 

Addis Ab.tb.t in apartments around the NACOi=.! rompound. Hnancial assistanrc 

from the United States also prO\ ides them with food and some clothing. They 

ha\·e ac('Css to a donor funded medical rlinic, and NACOEJ and the AJJDC emplo) 

seven hundred and fifty Felas t-. lora spinning cotton into cloth used to fashion 

trad itional garments. The community's seven hundred a nd fifty children are 

educated in the compound, and enlisted by Andy Goldman in another 

makeshift circus.20 

An Israeli Government commission in 199 1 declined to give a blanket 

ruling on their eligibility for immigration , recommending instead that their 

applications be considered on a case-by-case basis. llowever , the case-by-case 

consideration of the Felas Mora never materializect.21 It took until the late Fall 

19 Perso naJ interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 
20 "Some Ethiopian Jews Sti ll Praying to Leave." 
21 Ibid 
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uf 1992 for another commission to be dispatched to Ethiopia tO consider the 

Felas Mora community. To complicate matt ers further , lead ers of the Ethiopia n 

Orthodox Church ha e made it clear to the Israelis tha t they would 'iew 

ha rshly any a ttempt to convert Ethiopian Chri ·tians to Juda ism to faci litate: 

their emigration.22 Moreover, Ethiopian inter im President ~lellis Zena'"e 

made it clear that he does not want the Felas Mora to leave hi s country fo r 

Israel, and that Israeli efforts to allow recom ·ersion of the r:e las Mora 

"threaten" relations between the two countri es.L3 Melli s Zenawe states: 

"Every Ethiorian from Addis Aba ba north wards ran rlaim that he is a Jew who 

converted to Christianity ... Do you therefore in tend to wander a bout our 

country and d ecide who we are? To remove anyone in search of Western 

standard of liv ing and deprive him of his Ethiopian ide ntity?"2~ The delays in 

the \'arious Israeli commissions a re a d irect result of lcllis Zenawe ·~ 

\\:lmings. Moreo\'er, the Jewish Agenc) is not only ,,•o rried about 

cndangcri,1g relations with Eth iopia, but that the issue o f the t e las Mora will 

jeopardize the immigration of the remaining Jews in the country.25 At the 

same t ime, a large segment of the Reta Yisrael, primarily those who ha\'e Felas 

Mora relati ves, d esire to see thi s communit. brought t0 Israel. 

An e4uaJly as potent impetus to the delays is concern over the po tential 

opening of the n0od gates to tens of thousands of Ethiopians claiming Felas 

Mora status and willing to undergo conversion in order to flee to Israe l. A Los 

Ange les Times article notes: "Among the obstacles to admitting the Felas Mora 

22 Ibid 
23 "Ethiopian Leader Wants Felas Mora to Sta~ on," The lerusatem Report, October 24, 
1991 , p. 8. 
24 Ibid 
25 "Olim Protesters Try to Rush PM's Office," The lerusalem Post International Edition, 
Week ending October 3 , 1992, p. 5. 
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are Israeli concerns that they represent the thin end o f the wedge: that 

behind this relatively smaJl i:; roup of e\'en modestly Christianized people lic5 a 

multitude."26 The article further states: 

Because as many as o ne million Ethiopian Jews converted to 
Christianity around [byJ the tum of the century, hundreds o f 
thousands of Ethio pians today could claim relatively recent Jewish 
heritage. In fact, given Ethiopia's unique history as a crossroads o f 
Africa-Middle Eastern travel a nd trade, many histo ri ans believe that , 
traced far enough , aJmost e\'ery nonhcrr Ethio pian 's ances try would 
·show Jewish blood.27 

Thus, the Israeli Government a nd r<.:ligi ous estahlishment is faced with 

four altemati\'eS. First, it could ignore the Felas f\1ora completely, thereby 

rem0\1ing a potential o bstacle to relations with Ethiopia and fear of o pening up 

the flood gates to immigration. Second , it couJJ reconvert the existing Felas 

l\l ora romrnunity and bring them to Israel en masse. Third, it could try to find a 

clear criterion by which individuals can be accepted o r rejected as Jews. 

T-ourth, the least difficul t o ption , it could treat each ::-a e as a questio n o f Family 

Reunificatio n , meaning that those "'·h o can ho'" they have immediate family 

in Israel -- parent , children, o r siblings ·· would be permitted to join them. 

Periodicall y since 1991. Ethiopian Israelis have demonstrated and 

petitioned the Israeli Government and Jewish Agency to deal exrpedi tio usly 

with the Felas Mora issue.28 According to Yehuda Etzion , head of the South 

~ing to Zion , an "ingathering and absorption association ," 60 to 70 percent of 

the more than fifty thousand olim have relatives in Ethio pia.29 Jn 1991, an 

26 "Some Ethiopian Jews Still Praying to Leave." 
27 Ibid 

28 "Ethiopian Immigrants Active on Behalf of Vie Fela-; Mora," Jerusalem Post 
In ternational Edition, Week ending January 11, 1992, p. 24. 
29 "Olim Protesters Try to Rush PM's Office." 
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intenninisterial and rabbinic commission determined tha t the Fclas t-1ora are 

no t eligible to immigrate unde r the La\\ or Return. At that time , it " 'as decided 

that the Felas ~lora would be judged on a case-by-case basis, and that a 

"lengthy return ing to Judaism" program be administered in Ethiopia by Israeli 

emissaries over a period of years.30 In October of 1992, in pan due 10 the 

pressure of the Ethiopian Israelis, the Israeli Cabinet established a high level 

committee to deal more comprehensive ly with the issue of the Felas Mora. 

"The committee, which included the minister!\ of justice, interio r, religion .i.n<l 

foreign a ffairs, as well as the chair of the Jewish Agency, will examine in 

depth the origins of the sect , its Jewish status and the possibilities of ali yah."3 1 

In January of 1993, the interministerial committee on the Felas Mora 

recommended that family reunifications on a humanitarian and indi idual 

basis be permitted under the "Law of En try to Israel," ' hich does not entitle 

person to immigrant rights.32 The committee '\ jjd not nnd itself competent to 

decide on the controversial issue of whether the Felas Mora a re Jews under the 

I.aw of Return, [committee chairperson Yair} Tsaban said . It therefore d ecided 

to deal with the distress of the se parated families."33 Many of the members of 

the Ethiopian community in Israel \••ere upset and vowed to submit a petition to 

the High Court of Justice and •twould not rest untH the last of the ... Felas Mora 

are brought to lsrael."34 One community leader stated, "by corning here under 

30 "Israel Sets up Panel to Study Status of Fetas Mora," Northern California Jewish 
Bulletin, October 9. 1992, p. 7. 
31 Ibid 
32 "Felas Mora Panel Recommends Family Reunification," The Jerusalem Post 
International Edition, week ending January 30, 1993, p. 20. 
33 Ibid 
34 lbid 



the Law of Entry, Felas Mora 'could not feel that the) belong to the Jewish 

people."' 35 

Just as the interministeriaJ committee was about to announce its 
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decision, a group of veteran Israeli citizen publicized that they would "bring 

all the Felas Mora to Israel, regardless of what is decided."36 Describing its 

group as non-partisan, its founder and former leader 0f the Jewish 

underground, Yehuda Etzion , said that "they will come as Jews. There is no 

decision in the world that will prevent thcm."·n Etzion stated that severa l left­

wi ng activists and organizations had j ~Jined the group.3 8 

The work of the Protestant missionaries of the late I 700s, 1800 and 

1900s has come full circle. The Christian miss ionaries brought to the attention 

of the Jewish world the existence of the ancient and fo rgotten community of 

the Beta Yisrael. At the same time. the missionaries con erted hundreds of 

thousands of the Ethiopian Jews. Thus, the missionaries in part and indirectly 

deserve credit tor the rescue of the Ethiopian Jews, but are also responsible fo r 

the problem faced by the Felas Mora. The Fetas Mora :u-e suspended in limbo. 

One community member living in Addis Ababa cried: "We can never go back to 

Gondar. We'll die here. fo llowing our ancestors ' dreams."39 

35 Ibid 
36 "Group Vows to Bring Fetas Mo ra," The lerusaJem Post International Edition, Week 
ending December 19. 1992, p. 6. 
37 Ibid 
38 Ibid 
39 "Some Ethiopian Jews Still Praying to Leave." 
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THE CHALLENG~ OF ABSORPTION 

After Operations Moses and Joshua in late 1984 and early 1985, the major 

challenge to absorbing the Beta Yisrael community in Israel was the strain of 

family separation and feelings of "survivors' guilt." During the next six and a 

half years, the absorption process proceeded despite the persistence of these 

feelings and harsh familial realities. Operation Solomon and the program of 

Family Reunification whirh preceded ~1ay of l C)C) l allc' 1ated many of these 

deep rooted concerns, as many parents and childre n, husbands and wives, and 

siblings were reunited. However, the sun hors' guilt persisted, especially 

when news of a deceased relative in the Hurn of Africa filtered back to 

Jsraet.40 

The overwhelming majority of Israeli citizens have welcomed the 

Ethiopian olim with an outpouring of' armth and acceptance. The quasi-

governmental Jewish Agency has provided housing, medical care, food and 

lh'ing e>o.-penses fo r Lhe Beta Yisracl community. Yet, the challenges of 

absorption post Operation Solomon arc immense. Fifty thousand Beta Yisrael 

live in Israel, over half of whom ha c immigrated since 1990. The primary 

debate surrounding the absorption of the Ethiopian Jews since Ope rat ion 

Moses is whether to plare the community in absorption centers for a n 

extended period to bridge the technological gap and provide a support 

structure with other Beta Yisrael immigrants, or to integrate them as fast as 

possible in housing with veteran Israelis. This is in sharp contrast to the olim 

40 For more on the strain of family separation and the feelings of survivors' guilt, see the 
beginning of chapter eight, "1985 to 1989: Developments Leading up to Operation 
Solomon." 
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from the fonner Soviet Republics \\ho arc immediately integrated into the 

Israeli soc ial milie u. 

ll o using 

As of July of 1 C)92 , over twenty-four thousand Beta Yisrael were still 

living in temporary housing. Over eleven thousand are living in caravan 

sites, similar to the tent cities utilized in the 1950s to absorb new immigrants 

from North African and Near Eastern countries. Around eight thousand are 

liv ing in absorption centers, and nearly five thousand reside in hotels. Of the 

more than fourteen thousand five hundred who arrived in Israel during 

Operation Solomon, about five hundred had moved into permanent housing.·H 

Carl Alpen notes that the Beta Yisrael ha,·e been isolated 

"lp]resumably ... to protect them from too sudden and sharp a change in their 

wa) of lh·ing -- a change which has hridged a civilization gap of five hundred 

years, at least fo r those who have come from the remote villages."42 In 

panicular, the artificial isolation created in the ho tels is problema tic. Rabbi 

Steven Kaplan of Fremont, Califo rnia, who has devoted over a decade of service 

to rescue e ff on s on behalf of the Beta Yisrael, relays what a social worker 

expressed to him when touring a hotel facility housing Ethiopian olim: 

''There 's no thing for people to do, there's no cooking, families can't be 

together, there is no control over the children.114 3 Kaplan also remarks that 

41 "Ethiopian Jewish Exodus to End Formally," Northern California Jewish Bulletin, July 
24, 1992, p. 6. See also "Agencies Share Blame for Lack of Real Housing for Ethiopian 
olim," Northern California Jewish Bulletin, August 14, 1992, p. 7. 
42 "Ethiopian Students Fully Integrated at Kfar Batya," The American Israelite, Vol. 138, 
No. 44, Thursday, May 21, 1992, p. A-5. 
43 "Fremont Rabbi is Seeking Aid for Ethiopian Absorption," The Northern California 
Jewjsh Bulletin. March 27, 1992, p. 25. 
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the Housing Ministry has established a timetable for moving the ne\\ 

immigrants out of the hotels. In at least one of the four resettlement regions, a 

commitment has been made to stop placing the Beta Yisrael in hotels. Kaplan 

says: "They are sensitive to the problem ... They know hotels are no t the 

answer."44 

Beta Yisrael olim have also been placed in mobile home caravan 

neighborhoods. lmntigrant leaders say that isolating Ethiopians in trailer 

sites will forestall their integration into S(lciety. Avi Bitaw, a leader of the 

United Ethiopian Jewish Organization. an immigrant group, remarks: "Mobile 

homes are better than hotel rooms, but they could become transit camps of the 

year 2000, neighborhoods for blacks.00 45 Moshe Satar, Negev coordinator for 

the United Ethiopian Jewish Organization, states: "If the Ethiopians remain in 

the cara an parks for long, it will tum into a tragedy for generations."46 

Bo th the Housing Ministr~· and immigration officials agree that the 

Ethiopian olim need real homes where they can live a normal family life. 

They no te that the communal-style living characteristic of the hotels and 

absorption centers disrupts the family hierarchy and deprives the new 

immigrants of pri"acy. Micha Feldman, head of the Jewish Agency's 

Department of Immigration for Ethiopians remarks: "Our goal is to move every 

immigra nt into permanent housing by the end of the year. Whether we can 

do so wUJ depend on ho" many units the Ministry of Housing makes available 

to us. So far we've filled every apartment that has come our way."47 

44 Ibid 
45 "Exodus to Isolation: Ethiopians Endu re Hardships," New York limes International, 
Saturday, July 11, 1992, p. 2. 
46 "A Year After Airlift, Ethiopians Told its lime to Get to Work," The Nortbern 
Californja Jewish Bulletin. August 14, 1992, p. 7. 
47 "Agencies Share Blame for Lack of Real Housing fo r Ethiopian Olim." 
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In August of 1992. over six hundred Beta Yisrael olim, upset wilh the 

lack of permanent h ousing and the slow process of mo' ing the new 

immigrants out of the absorption centers, hotels and mobile homes, set out 

from Ashkelon on the Mediterranean coast to Jerusalem in the Judean 

Mountains. Many of the group were also fasting as a sign of protest. ·H~ The 

march was called off after an appeal from Absorption Minister Yair Tsaban 

that the group, wh!ch had already walked 1 8 miles , return to their dwellings. 

Tsaban drove from Jerusalem to meet the demonstrat0rs outside the Or Etzion 

Yeshiva. He promised t o bring the issue up with Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin 

and that he would coordinate efforts wi th Ephraim Cohen, a senior ministry 

official and representative of the Jewish Agency. Tsaban a lso added, in 

contradistinction to Micha Feldman's pledge of pennanenl housing by the end 

uf 1992, that it would take up to three years to provide pennanent housing for 

the olim who had come in Operation Solomon and the surrounding rescue 

ope rations. Tsahan remarked: "It 's not something that can be done quickly. 

We're talking about a solution in stages."49 

In September of 1992, the Jewish Agency handed responsibility fo r 

over 12.200 Ethiopian olim living in trailers over to the Israeli Government. 

But those remaining in the hotels, as well as the 7600 in the a bsorption 

centers, remained under the auspices of the Jewish Agency.SO The housing 

issue of the Beta Yisrael remains a social and political "hot-potato." 

The same dilemmas surrounding housing and absorption have 

accompanied the education of the Beta Yisrael youth. Debates persist as to how 

48 ''Ethio pian Jews Protest," Davton Daily News, Tuesday, August 18, 1992, p. A-2. 

49 "Tsaban Persuades Ethiopian Olim to End Protest March," The lerusalem Post 
International Editiog, Week ending August 29, 1992, p. 24. 

50 "Ethiopian Protest Tums Violent." The Jerusalem Post International Edition, Week 
ending September 12, 1992, p. S. 
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long the Ethiopian Jews should study Hebrew, Judaira and ecular studies in 

their own classes before integration in the various Israeli sch ool S)'Stems. The 

Ethiopian Israeli community, as well as Education Minister Shulamit Aloni , 

have called for the admittance o f Beta Yisrael children into the regular 

schools despite their residence in temporary housing in a bsorption centers, 

ho tels or caravan sites.51 

Social Disruption and Culture Shock 

Equally as significant a problem for the absorption process is the social 

stress caused by the journey from remote fanning villages in northern 

Ethiopia to Addis Ababa and then to Israel. In the move, families were divided, 

village communities broken up, and traditional hiera rchies destroyed. "Men 

who had been masters of their houses -- self-sufficien t farmers, black.smiths 

a nd weavers 

- were reduced to dependence on outside help. Their wi\'es, subservien t back 

home, were encouraged to study, seek work and open bank accounts, ending 

the men's monopoly on family finances.11 52 Additionally, school-aged 

children sent to Israeli boarding schools or public education learned Hebre w 

and adapted quickly, gaining a cultural edge over their parents.53 Rabbi 

Steven Kaplan notes: "In Ethiopia, where there was linle central authority, 

the family and the house was the basis of the community, but in Israel that's in 

tatters." 54 

SI For more on this debate and the efforts and antics of Aloni , see "Haifa Mayor Allows 
Ethiopian Caravan Kids into City Schools," The Jerusalem Post International Edition. Week 
ending September 12, 1992, p. 20. 
52 "Exodus to Isolation: Ethiopians Endure Hardships." 
53 lbid 
54 Ibid 
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Thrust from isolated illages without electricity o r running water into 

the "urban bustle" of modem post-industrial society, Ethiopian Jews ha,·e seen 

their family relationships radically transformed. "The authoritarian, 

patriarchal, e>aended family units were blown apart into nuclear and single­

parent fragm ents that gave far greater authority to women and children. 11 55 

A conversion toward an egalitarian society is occurring which tremendously 

complicates the process of assimilatiun: 

The women, traditionally no t allowed to po~scss wealth separate from 
their husbands', found that in Israel they can work and have bank 
accounts of their own. More Ethiopian women than men have jobs in 
Israel. This causes tremendous friction within the family unit. 
Ethiopian children learn Hebrew faster than their fathers, further 
diminishing adult male authority.56 

The Beta Yisrael also observed a form of religion based on the Hebrew 

Bible-. hi ch included customs such as the isolation of " omen during 

menstruation, long abandoned by Jewish communities elsewhere in the 

world. 5 7 Jewi h life in Israel leaves little room for such practices, thereby 

further creating greater dissonance between the old and new places of 

residence. These issues and many other socialization and absor ption dile mmas 

are discussed in Surviving Salvation: The Ethiopian Jewish fam ilv in 

Transition. by Dr. Ruth Westheimer and Dr. Steven Kaplan.58 

SS "Surviving Salvation: The Saga of the Ethiopian Jews," promotional sheet for the video 
of the same name produced and d irected by Dr. Ruth K. Westheimer. 
56 fbid 
57 "Surviving Salvation: The Ethiopia n Jewish Family in Transition," publicity sheet for 
the book by the same name by Or. Ruth Westheimer and Or. Steven Kaplan. 
58 Ruth Westheimer and Steven Kaplan, Survivjng Salvation: The Ethiopian Jewish Family 
in Transition (New York: New York Universi ty Press, 1992). ln May of 1992, I attended a 
special gathering in Washington, O.C., at which Or. Ruth Westheimer first screened her 
video Surviving Salvation: The Saga of the Ethiopian lews. and promoted her book co-



449 

Religious /\m bi va le nce Toward the Beta Yisracl 

Another issue hindering absorption s ince the day'> of Operatio n f\lol>CS 

has been the Israeli religio us establishment's failure to accept th\.'. Hcta Yisrael 

as fully Jewish. Prior to 1 C)~S. the community was required to undergo 

conversion. In the mo nth followi ng Operatio n Moses, the new immigrants 

demonstrated in Jerusalem for full rabbinic rccngnition. On a rr.ll· tiral lc\'cl. 

this meant the community desired to marr) without first hadng to undergo a 

symbo lic- ron\·er ion. Onl) one rabbi , Netanya Sephardic Chief Rabbi l)a\ id 

Shlo ush , has the a uthorit) from the r.ibbinatc to ma rry Ethiopian immigrant 

witho ut demanding the m m e rsion to shed any do ubt of their a ncestry. Seven 

years lat e r, in 1 ')92, a new generation of Rc:ta Yisrael olim alo ng with veteran 

autho red with Hebrew Ll ni,·ersity p1 ofcssor Dr. Steven Kaplan. Surviving Sal\ alion: The 
Ethiopian lewish Famih in Tradition. "Dr. Ruth " was o moYed hy Operatio n Solomon and 
the saga of the Ethiopian Jews that she spent the next six months during the Summer and 
J-all o f 1991 on !oratio n in Ethio pia and l~rael , doing research on and fllming o f the Bet.a 
Yisrael community. She notes: "When I saw the images of those Fthiopian people leaving 
their homeland anti follo\.\ing their dream. I decided in two seconds this would be my 
project for the year." During the toursc of 1992, she wrote the boo\... with Kaplan and 
produced the \'ideo. wh1r h is narr.ited b) Raymond Burr and dedicated to the memory of 
Congressman Mickey Leland. There is a personal motivation for "Dr. Ruth" a!> well. Dr. 
Ruth, whose entire family perished in the Holocaust, was sent to Switzerland from 
Germany by her parents in I <)39 at the age of ten. She moved to Israel at the age of 
seventeen. Dr. Ruth remarks: "They fthe Beta Yisrael) left everything. If some of those 
German and Austrian Jews, like my parents, had been willing to leave thei r belongings and 
get out, they would have been saved." One revie\-\1 of the film states: "The documentary 
reflects both her deep commionent to the Ethiopian Jewish community and the knowledge 
of her. co-worker, Kaplan. It is a quiet film, mercifully free of the bombastic self­
congratulatory air of so much Operation Solomon footage released in Israel and abroad. It 
also contains many scenes of Ethiopian village life never before seen by Israeli 
audiences." The evening in May of 1992, co-sponsored by the AAEJ and Representative 
Gary Ackerman, was attended by many U.S. Congressional officials. State Dcparonent 
officers, Israeli dignitaries and Beta Yisrael activists. The evening a lso ho nored some of 
the major players in Operation Solomon. Dr. Ruth charmed the audience, and admitted that 
the works "do have a li ttle bit about sex in them." She mingled with those in attendance, 
embracing and joking with all she encountered. See also "Surviving Salvation: Or. Ruth 
Studies the Ethiopian Aliyah ," Jerusalem Post International Edition, Week ending 
November 7, 1992, p. 15. 
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Ethiopian Israelis demonstrated onn~ again o\'er the same issue. They 

protested to demand the same treatmen t as all 0 1 her Jc''<;· .i" well as a nc\' goal 

- that the kessim be given the same right'i as all officiall~ recognized rabbis 

in the country.59 

Though the chier rah bis claim rn ha\ e recognized the Beta Yisrael as 

full and complete Jews, "the immigrant acth·ists say this is in word, nm deed." 

E\'en immigrants from the former So\'iet Union -- up to 3 "%of whom are non-

jC\\.'S according to some absorption officials - do not h.l\·c to undergo th is 

symbolic conversion before marrying. (iO J\rter the long .ind tr.wmat ic prcitest 

in 1 98", nothing was re olved; the demonstration sub idc<l Jue tn the 

negotiations surrounding an interim agreement . Both !\ides interpn:tcJ the 

agreement as a vict0ry: "The immigra nts read the agrt:cmcnt to mean that the 

i.~ mbolk com ersions would be done awa) \\'ith, while the Chier Rabbinate 

read it to mean that a committee would lonk into the m..tttcr , a special in titute 

to r the kcssim would be '>Ct up, and that the symbolic 1 on,·crsions 1vould 

rnntinue."Cll In actuality , s: mbnli r conversion was onl) Jel.iyed until an 

[ thiopian Jc\'' J esircd to get married -- an institution ' ' hir h is rnmplctely 

controlled h~ the Rabbinate - as J requirement for J rah bi 10 perform a 

marriage of a Beta Yisrael. 

Since nothing was resolved and the institute wa ne'er established, the 

issue went to the High Coun or Justice, which in 1988 ga' c Rabbi Shlnush of 

Netanya the authority to marry the immigrants without requiring 

con ersion. 62 But, neither the High Court of Justice nor the religious 

59 "The Ethiopian Olim: How Jewish are The)?," The Jerusalem Post International 
Edition, Week ending Onober 3. 1992, p. 9. 

60 Ibid 
61 Ibid 
62 Ibid 
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establishment granted a n) other rabbi permis~ion . l::quall) a crucial. o ne 

rabbi could not sen ice the entire Reta Yisracl rnmmunit) Ii\ ing throughout 

the Je-.vi h State. A"i Riww, roordinator o f the umbrella United [ thiopian 

Organizatio n, notes that o f the Ethiopian olim, rirteen thousanJ han~ 

undergone symbolic cunn:rsion to facilitate pcrmissibilit) o f ma rriage, and 

three thousand live in Netanya and can be married by Shloush. Rut this still 

leaves the remainder of the community without a rabbi to marr) them if they 

do no t undergo the S)mbnlic cnn\"C.Jn.inn. ).iacm Rabu. Spnk.cspcr'\on fo r the 

Un ited Ethiopian Organization rem.irks: '' Wh) should o.1 rouple frnm Kiryat 

Shmona ha\·e to tra\'el to ·etan ya to get married. We pa) ta, c!o.. " c are Jews, 

we want to be able to walk into an) o ffi ce o f the rabbinate in the country to 

get married."6 ~ In January o f J 99L, Shlnush said that "other duties precluded 

him from rnntinuing" doing the Beta Yisrael marriagcs.6-4 Thu , at present, all 

Reta Yisrael couples de iring tu get marrkd require S) mho li c com e rs io n in 

1>rdcr to get m..u-ried. /\II \'nu pies seek.ing J dh orrc must come to .i special 

court in Jerusalem. 

!"he protest of 1 C)<)2 induded the surfacing of an additional demand that 

the ke s im be rec<>gni7.cd as rabbis with the clutho rit) w register marriages. 

The Chief Rabbinate's positio n is that the kess im must firs t stud y the Oral Law 

exte nsive!}' before assuming the position of rabb is with all o f t he ri ghts and 

privilcges.65 The kessim c.-ounter that the Oral Law was no t known in Ethio pia 

except in recent years, and as such does not have great significance for the 

Beta Yisrael. The Jewish community in Ethiopia was fo r the most part 

63 "Ethio pians May Protest Over Marriage Problem," The lerusalem Post Interna tional 
Edition, Week ending March 28, 1992, p. ~. 

6~ "Ethiopians May Protest Over Marriage Problem." 
65 The exclusivity of the Rabbinate vis-a-vis the Beta Yisrael parallels lhe religious 
establishment's stance toward non -Orthodox Judaism such as the Reform ('Progrt>.ssive' in 
Israel) Movement and lhe Conservative ('Traditional' in Israel) Movement.. 
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crupulo us in it s adhere nce to the l.i,, s of the l o rah, but una,, are of the later 

Ora l Traditio n. One ..irt:.:- le in the Jerusalem Post IJ.mentc;: " II the rabbis don't 

trul) tackle the q uestion of whether the immigrants a re Jews in deed and no t 

just by proclamation and if the kessim don't decide whether the) wan t to 

integrate in to the S(Kict) . in deed a ml not ju t b) prndamaticm. the n the i sue 

will remain an ugl y, festering wound."66 

After a seventeen da) sit-down-strike in front of the Prime l\ lini ste r' s 

office in Septe mber n f J ')92, the gm crnmcn1 established an intcrmi ni"lc riJl 

committee to study the problems of the kcssim. In earl) December, the 

'-·ommittee report ed tha t the kcssim \\'ill be able to per fo rm marriage like all 

o the r ra bbis in the countr) aft er undergoing a study period of) ct 

undete rmined length. The rommittec did no t mal..c a cleci ion '' hether the 

kcssim wi ll al o be able to gra nt di\ o rccs, '>omething that "'ill likcl) lead to 

fu tu re fr it' tion hct"'ecn the kes~im and the rabbi n.itc.67 

Despite a ll of the difficulties facing the Lthiopian je\d1>h rnmmunity -

in pan irular. the connirting theories on J bsorption, 1snlatcd ho using 

a rra ngeme nts and the absence nf permanent facilities, a nd the lac k o f 

rabbinical acceptanrc of the Jewishness o f the Beta Yi srnet and the authority 

o f the kcss im -- the absorptio n has proceeded well. The outpcJUring o f Israeli 

wa rmth , coupled with the determination, ded ication, v ork ethic and 

personability o f the communit) has resulted in great strides being made by 

the Ethiopian olim. Membe rs o f the community are s tudents at various 

universities across the country, members of the Israeli Defense Fo rces (IDF), 

66 "The Ethiopian Olim: How Jewish are They?" 
67 "Ethiopian Leaders Win lhe Right to Perform Weddings in Israel," Northern California 
lewish Bulletin, December 4, 1992 , p. 44. 
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factory workers, lab technicians, health r .irc provider~. or ial wor~crs. 

teachers, 0 /\I night attendants and mo~l rcrcntl) tr.tining tn bcu>me 

pro fessionals.68 As o f No\ ember l<J 9 1. mo re than three hundred Ethiopian 

students were enrolled ir. uni,·crsities and rullcgec;, .rnd more than fifteen 

hundred BPta Yisrael wen' ser\'ing in the ini:.69 

Most Hct.:i Yisrael arc apprcciati\c of the efforts o f Israel on their 

behaJf, and see their re idcnre in the Jewish State a a miracle. Rowket 

Ralmishe. an Ethiopian ]C\\'ish farmer Ji\·ing in .1 ho tel rcmarl-..'i: "t-. ly 

fo refathers dreamed for hundreds of years to immigr..tte to this niuntry. ant! 

nm .. here I am, in the lloly City."70 Rar hamim lJ•:r1.ar stutc!I th..tt the 

atc~ptancc of the , ·eteran lsraetls and the absorption and integration o f the 

Reta Yisracl i. an ar hie' ement: 

0\ er fourteen thousand peo ple \\ere brought here rtiuring Operation 
Solomon I. they all haH:' food and shelter and there is no 
ho melessness ... They' re gh en oppo rtunities. Ethiopians who came 
se"eral ~ears ago can be found in arm) combat units, studying in 
unh·ersitie and working in industr). rhey weren't nuclear scientists 
o r engineers [perhaps a reference to the olim from the former Soviet 
ll nion ], just people, and they were brought here simply because they 
were Jews ... Operation Solomon was a miraclc.71 

68 In October of 1992. a twenty-one rear old Beta Yisrael become the nrst Ethiopian to 
enler medical school at Ben Gurion University in the Negev. 
b9 "Still More Jews Found in Ethiopia," Near East Report, Vol. 35, No. 47 , November 25, 
1991 , p. 3 (p. 207); and A Curriculum Guide on Ethiopian lewry, compiled by Arlene 
Kushner, the American Association for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, D.C., l 992, p. A4. 
70 "Exodus to Isolation: Ethiopians Endure Hardships." 
71 Ibid 
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The MEJ 

On Jul) 29, 199 1, Rerrc entati\ e Stephen Sol:irz o f Ne" Yurk noted to the 

Ho use o f Represcntati\'cs the critic-a.I role pld.yed b) the /,/\[j in th e rcsruc.: 

effort of the Reta Yisrael: "In particular. I want tn c· i1c the d<1 <.1ic·a1cd .tnJ 

tireless e fforts of Nate Shapiro anJ Will Rec.mt of the /\meriran /\s-.oria ti n n 

fo r Ethiopian ]C\\S, who ha,·e \\ (}rkeJ clod) with the C1mgrcssio1rnl Caucus 

fo r Ethiopian Jewry o n this issue sin ce.! 1986."72 Less tha n a \\'eek la ter, 

Rcprescntath·e Lawrence Smith of Florida remarked in the I lo use o f 

Reprc en ta th cc;: "There arc man) \\ h0 desen e specia l prai <.: ••• Inc /\merican 

A sociation for Ethiopian Je'' "· "' hi ch did o mur h of the: ficlJ wnrl.. in 

l·thio pia, and ''hose leaders ronrei,·cd of the program to bring the refugees 

from Gondar to the capital l)f J\ddis J\baha, thus fac ilitating a c;peed:- cxodus:•7 3 

A'!> witnl!SScu h) the L1 .• . Congress, the Ml.j played a significant role in the 

aliya h r>f ~l a) of 199 1 an<.1 rre\'io us rescue efforts since the late I <J70s. 

Ope ratio n Solomo n reunited virtually all or the remainder o f the Beta Yisrael 

community o f F.1h10pia with family in Israel. The rescue o f Ethio pian Jewry 

was now nearl y complete. The stated mission and purp0sc of the first No rth 

Ame rican acti vist organization from its very inceptio n with Graenum Berger 

72 "Rescue of Ethiopian Jews From Ethiopia to Israel," Congressional Record - Extension 
of Remarks, dated July 30, 1991; remarks of Stephen J. Solarz of New York. in the House of 
Representatives, Monday, July 29, !<}91; from lhe archives of the American Association 
for Ethiopian Jews, Washington, D.C., p. E 2760 . 
73 "House Concurrent Resolution 171, to Commend Assistance to Ethio pian Jews." 
Congressional Record - Extension of Remarks , August 2, 1991; remarks of Representative 
Lawrence J. Smith of Florida in the House of Representatives, Friday, August 2, 1991; from 
the archives of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews, Washingto n, D.C., p. E 2928. 
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was nothing but rescue. What no .... i tn bccnme of the organization gi\"C!n the 

attainment of its goals after nearly l\\ent_ year~ of work? 

lmmediatel) follo\\ing Operation Solomon, the MEJ had a hoard 

meeting in Washington. O.C.. "which was partiall) a celebration for the 

accomplishment, and partially to a) 'what ne:-.t. ... 7 4 At that time, it was 

decided that a presence should be kept in Ethiopia because of the remaining 

Jews In Addis Ababa who missed Operation Solomon and the potential nf o ther 

jews in I he remote areas of the country. In particular, an AAl.:J presence in 

Ethiopia was needed because of Jews returning f;om a rmies nn both sides o f 

the rivi l war ronnict and making their way back to their , ·illagcs am.I Addis 

Ababa. a h'ell as the rediscovery of the Jewish communit) in C1ua ra and o ther 

outlying areas of Gondar and their sub equent exodus to the capital city. AAF.J 

faerutivc Director Will Recant notes that in early Summer of J ')<J 1 "we I the 

bnard of the AJ\EJ] <.lcrided that \\'C \\ill sta) in Ethiopia fo r the immediate 

futu r " .md help the thm.c Jews remaining in the rountr). "7t) 

Al the annua l b0ard meeting of the AAl:J in NO\·embcr of 19<) I, the 

future of the /\/\LJ was di cussed once again. Recant tates: "At that time there 

were till se\'cral thousand jeh'S left in the \'i llages. and we decided tha t so 

long as they remain there, we will stay in cthiopia. LaDena [Srhnapperl is s till 

there as well as our Ethiopian facilitators."76 Schnapper works with the AJJOC 

and the Jewish Agency to help find and transport the remnant of the Jewish 

communit)' to Israel. 77 At the same meeting, AAEJ founder and first president 

74 Personal interview with Dr. Will Recant, Executive Director of the American 
Associatio n for Ethiopian Jews, Mar 19, 1992. in the national headquaners of the AAEJ in 
Washington, D.C. 
75 Ibid 
76 Ibid 

77 "Memories of a Miracle," Release, a publication of the American Association for 
Eth iopian Jews, Highland Park. Illinois. Vol. 10, No. 2. August, 1992. p. 3. 
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Graenum Berger slrongly expressed his desire for the disbandmcm of lhe AAEJ 

now that the r emnanl of the Reta Yisracl communit) re ide in Israel. Berger 

re marks: "I recommended lasl ~ear [No,·ember of I C)9 l J at the board meeting lO 

be one of the Jewish o rganizations I that actuaJI) clo c down once it has 

fulfilled its missio n and purposel."78 Conversely, Lenhoff remarks wh) the 

group should stay in business: "We h ouldn't di band. We need to focus n n 

lJita !absorption) . The AAEJ should st::iy in business. We an: the great s uccess 

swry of mod em Je"'ish histor~. We ha"c accnmrlishcd mnrc th.rn :.rny other 

grnup nr o rganization."79 

Recant also m et with the JDC, the jcwi h /\gcnC) ..tnd Jc:" ish ethni c 

group including the Syrians and the Yemenites. and S.l\\ "that thin~s ,,·ere 

being handled p roperly, and that there ,,·as no neecJ for an '/\rncri ran 

As ociation for F.ndangered Jew · ,' so "e [the MEJI decided that lhis !Ethiopian 

Jewry! 1s n ur o ne thing and that is ho" 1l '' ould remain .'• 80 Rec.int secs the 

AA[ I di banding after the inillal absorptio n of those rc!>cucd in Operation 

Solomon, around a three year period , sometime in 199-t The group d oes not 

plan to wor~ with the 1-elas t-.lnra. Rerant remarks: " W<: arc constantl) 

rce ' aJuating what the MEJ should dn a nd when it should disband.'1 I le also 

notes that "m·er the nex1. two yealS there should be one Cthiopian Jewish 

or~anization in the United States, but I am n ot sure that \\'C ran get t0gether 

with NACOEJ."81 

78 Personal interview with Graenum Berger, founder and firs t president o f the American 
Association fo r Eth iopian Jews, June 17, 1992, at his home in New Rochelle, New York. 
79 Interview with Professor Howard Lenhoff. 
80 Personal interview with Will Recant. American Rabbinic Network for Ethio pian Jewry 
(ARNEJ) fou nder Jane Fellman altered her organ ization into an "Endangered Jewry" group. 
More on Fellman and ARNEJ occurs later in th is section. 
81 Personal interview with WiJI RecanL 
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At the same time. during the.: earl) J ')90s the MlJ has commenced 

e~tensi\ ·e programming in Israel to .. ml the ab orption procec;<>. After a hiatus 

of around fi e years, the AAEJ reestablished a full time presenc-e in the Jewish 

State. Susan Pollad. became Direnor nf Israel Programs fo r the organization. 

One appeal letter notes: " ... fTlhe lnint Oistribution Commillec, the je\\ ish 

Agency, and the Council of je,,·ish Federations asked us to rontinue to raise our 

\ ·oice and help \\'ith the resettlement proress."82 In panirular, the 1\1\I:I 

activities have targeted housing, education, cmplq)·menl, reli ef .tid and 

r ullural preservation. 

ro r those Beta Yisrael fortunate enough to find permanen t housing, the 

Israeli gO\ emment provides a generous aid package " 'hi ch r m crs in loans 

am.I grants ninty-eight percent of the rmt of a mortgage. 1-ifty percent of the 

price is pro,·ide<l in grants and fort~ -eight percent in Jm, interest lo.ins. 

'' I lo,,e, er. man) times the Ethiopi.m cannot afford the remaining t'' o percent, 

which i<. all th..tt is needed for them w own their O\.\ n r>lace.'·83 Pental 

apartmcnt'ii are scarce in Israel. The AJ\l::J, togc::thcr with the Israel Free Loan 

/\ssociat ion ( IFl.J\ ), has created a loan program to help the Reta Yi racl olim. 

/\s with the Chai family Re unification campaign, the target amount is $3000, 

this time to ensure a housing loan for a Hcta Yisrael family. By April of 1992, 

the AAEJ had provided more than $200,000 in housing loans to one hundred 

Ethiopian Israeli families , enabling them to leave the absorption ren te rs, 

ho tels and caravans and enter into permanent housing situations. 84 By 

82 Appeal len er of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews to rabbis across the 
United States, dated January 15, 1992, from the archives of the American Association for 
Ethiopian Jews, Washington, O.C. 
83 William Recant, "Absorption in Israel: A Unique Afric:an Experience," The ws 
Angeles lewish lournal, Passover, 199 2. p. I 0. 
84 Ibid 
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August 0 f I 992 . O\'e r $300,000 in loans had been exte nded b) lhc M l:J.RS K) 

Decem ber , O\ er one h u nd red and fift ) famili es we re he lped - a lO t .. ll o f 'ii \ 

hundred a nd fi ft) pcople.86 B) the e nd of 1992, th e Israeli go , ·e rnme nt was 

scheduled to cancel its mortgage assistance program. 8 7 

In the fi e ld of educatio n , th e AA EI instituted a program for Be ta Yisracl 

youth to facilit a te completi on of high schoo l. in conjunn io n with the I.co 

Bacd. Ed ur atio naJ Ce nter in lla ifa . The p rogr a m includes in te n h e ll c t"lre w, 

cultural e nrichment , re ligio us tra inin g, leadership rlasc;es, a nd arud':mi c 

d asses geared tm,·ard passage of the matricul a tio n test. the "bagrut .'' Du n ng 

its fi rs t year , o\'cr rwcnt ~ stude nts pa rticipated in the p rogram.8 8 

Additionally, the M EJ ubsidized the tudics of fifteen ke sim at f\lac hon f\ le ir, 

a yeshi va in Je rusale m . to h e lp them learn abo ut "modern" judaism.89 Also. 

the AAEJ is assistin g the Masuni tm·cmcnt (Conser \'ath t.'.) of Israel in a 

85 Appeal le tter o f the American Associatio n ror Ethiopian Jews to their memhers 
.i<.ld ressing the need fo r mo nies for housing loans, dated August 1. 1992. written by Susan 
f\, llad .. Directo r of Israel programs for Lhc AAEJ. 
!:l b Appeal le tt er from the Am erican Assoria l.ion fo r Ethiopia n Jews to iLS members, 
written by AAEJ president Nathan Shapiro, dated September 8, 1992. 
87 Sec "Loans on Hold ,'' Release. a publication of the American Association fo r Ethio pian 
Jews, lli ghland Park. Illino is, Vol. 10, No. 4 , p. I. The failure o f the Bush Administration 
in 1991 to a pprove the S l 0 billion in loan guarantees to Israel significantly impacted the 
Israeli housing crisis and the absorption effort in the Jewish State. The aid package was 
not grants or Joans, rather guarantees to ensure the Israeli Government lower interest 
rates fro m U.S. and world banks. Although Bush subsequently signed the package, the 
numerous delays in aiding the absorption of Ethiopian and fonner Soviet Union Jews 
following the Persian Gulf War had reverberations throughout the Israeli ho using market 
and economic system. In the Fall of 199 1, I traveled to Washington, D.C., along with the 
Columbus, Ohio delegation, to petition the Bush Administration and the U.S. Congress to 
approve the loan guarantees. Over one U1ousand Jews from across the coun try assembled 
on Capi tal Hill that day. In a meeting with one of Bush's aides, the question was raised as 
to why the President was so helpful in bringing the Beta Yisrael to Israel, yel fell short in 
truly making them at home. "Now that they are at home, why not help give them a home?" 
Bush's humanitarian efforts were limited. Politics overrode the concern for proper 
absorption. The pleas of the mission to Washington, D.C. , during early Fall of 1991 fell on 
deaf ears, and Bush for a second time vetoed the loan guarantee requesc. 
88 Programs fo r Ethiopian lews in Israel. a publication of the American Association for 
Ethiopian Jews, Arlene Kushner, d irector of programs. p. 1. 
89 Ibid 
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vocat ional training program.90 Another program initiated b) the AAEJ is the 

"l.a'Yeladim Fund," which sends promi ing L:thinrian )Oungstcrs bet"·cen the 

ages of eight and thirteen to participate in a science enrichment program run 

by the Communit) Center in Lnd, '' ith the intent of helping the Beta Yisrael 

compete in the science fie lds. 91 

To combat the unemplo) mcnt and lack of aCli\'itics for the Ethiopian 

olim in temporary housing, the AAEJ established an embroider) project fo r 

one hundred Beta Yisrael women near Beers he\ a ''so that they can use thc:ir 

traditional s}Jlls and adapt them to modem rnarkets."92 The Ml:! started a job 

bank providing employmc01 referrals to alle,·iate the high unemployment 

rate. The relief efforts o f the AAEJ in Israel include the funding of translators 

of Hebrew and Amharic t o wo rk in hospital emergency room , the distribution 

of se,·en hundred and fift) jackets for winter . co ting S 1 1,000, a dental 

rrogram. and the donation of S7S.OOO worth o f eye implant to two hundred 

fthio pians ''ho suffer from glauroma and other disease _<)3 

1 he cu ltural presen·ation programs indude the building o f tukkels . 

t:thiopian '' ot1d and grass hut . throughout Israel. These structures help meet 

the needs o f the Beta Yisracl community in the mobile home parks - serving 

as synagogues, school rooms and sleeping quarters - and prese rYC their 

unique culture. 94 

90 Ibid 
91 "Creating Future Scientists," Release. Vol. IO, No. 2, August, 1992, p. 1. 

92 "Absorption in Israel: A Unique African Experience." 
93 Programs for Ethiopian lews in Israel. For more on the eye implant program, see 
"Seeing Clearly," Release, Vol. 10, No. 2, August, 1992, p. 2. 

94 See "Tukkels Bring A Touch of Ethiopia to Israel," Release. Vol. l 0. No. 2, August, 
1992, p. ~;and "AAEJ Opens More Traditional Tuk.kels," Release. Vol. 10, No. 4, August, 
1992, p. 3. 
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The Interplay between the MFJ and ARNf:J 

Starting in January of 1992, the /\/\l.J hcgan to target rabbis , Jewish 

educators, and synagogues to promote a" arcness, encourage partic ipatio n in 

projects, and attract funds. Although the) v>erc formerly the d omain o f the 

American Rabbinic Ne two rk fo r Eth inpian J~wry (ARNE]), the MEJ sem 

numerous maili ngs to congregatio ns thro ughou t North America througho u t 

1992.95 The MEJ created a rabbinic ( abinet for ad"i rc and .id' oracy. Rabbi 

/\vis t-.liller became chair of the Rabbinic Ad' iso ry Board of the AA l:J, and 

/\rlene Kushner took the positio n o f Di rertor of Congregatio nal Ou t reach and 

/\/\EJ Synagogue Prog rams for Israel for the organi zatio n. B) late Summer of 

1992, the AAEJ managed to take O\ er the program a nd duti es of /,RNEJ: "In a 

spi rit o f coopera tio n and increased cffirienc), we f the AA[.) I ha' e just assumed 

all o f the Ethiopian jc\\'ry p roject that operated under the au pices of the 

o rganization fo rmall ) kno"n as the Americ . .rn Rabbini c Nc t" n rk fo r Eth io pian 

Jewr) (ARNCJ), now the Rabbinic Coalitio n for Jewish Su n ·i,·al : •9() 

Since No\'embcr nf J ')91, the /\/\EJ targeted buying out ARNI~) s in rc the 

Washington , D.C.. and Chicago based group \\as planning to d o their own 

congregational work. ARNEJ was or iginally created by the MEJ in the early 

1980s as a separate entity to attract congregational support from rabbis, 

educator s and synago gue presidents who might have been apprehensive of 

suppo rting the ''antagonistic" and "pariah" AAEJ /\t the same AAEJ board 

meeting in November of I 991 which decided that the organ ization would stay 

95 Some of the da tes of the mailings inr luded Januar) 15, February 20, March 25 , and 
September 8. 
96 Appeal letter of the American Associatio n for Ethiopian Jews tO rabbis, written by 
Rabbi Avis Mille r , chair o f the Rabbini c Advisory Board of the AAEJ a nd Arlene Kushner . 
Director of Congregational Outreach, dated September 8, l 992. 
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in business to help with absorption in Israel, the leade rship of I he group 

decided to bring ARNEJ under its umbrella. Will Recant notes: 

We were hoping to go to ARNEJ and sa) 'come into our umbrella, ~,·c 
will maintain a rabbinic cabinet, you can O\'Crscc what it is going to 
do, what educational programs are given out, what programs the 
congregation outreach program will be, and we will he lp administer 
it, and we will be here to help pay the salaries. And we said to Jane 
lFellman, fonner Executive Director of ARNEJ]. we will gi\'c you a 
year's compensation and allow you to transition out and help us work 
things out and provide your lists to us and \.\'e will fo llm" up in ways 
that you don't... And they balked and they said that they didn't want to 

do it 97 

ARNEJ resisted the mo,·e to bring its organization "under the AACJ 

umhrella." Throughout the early 1990s, ARNEJ increasi ngly mo, ·cd its 

activities toward absorption. By the end of J 99 I , ARNEJ specifical ly dc,·clopcd 

three absorption programs for the Beta Yisracl in Israel under its Exccuti"e 

Director Jane Fellman. At the same time, the rabbinic leadership of the 

organization during l 991 changed hands on se"eral occasions. Rabbi Barry 

Tabachnikoff of Miami , Florida, assumed the leadership of ARNEJ from Rahbi 

Mark Weiner of New York and Rabhi Ste' en Kaplan of Fremont, California. 

Tabachniko ff s tates that the AA I~) umbrella offer was not a merger, but rather, 

a hostile takeover. "The goal was to freeze ARNE.) and undercut its fund 

raising."98 Tabachnikoff also remarks that he helped influence the ARNEJ 

board to reject the takeo, ·er offer during the Fall of 1991, e na bling the 

organization to stay in business. However, the group remained in commission 

only a sh ort time thereafter. The American Rabbinic Network for Ethiopian 

Jewry exited the Beta Yisrael activist movement some ten months later. 

97 Personal interview with Will RecanL 
98 Interview with Rabbi Barry Tabachnikoff of Bet Breira. Miami, Florida, February, 1992. 
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Nevertheless, the o rganization did not disband. Rather, it assumed a 

new identity. The group became the Rabbinic Coalition for j e\\·ish Suf'\ i\ al. 

Jane Fellman felt that her group was "now available to help oppressed Jew in 

all lands. 11 99 She notes that the Yemenite and Syrian communities had come to 

her fo r help. The Rabbinir Coalition for Jewish Sun h al. also known as the 

Rabbinic Coalition for Worldwide lcwr., will also be in,·oh·ed with anti-bias 

curricula, peace movement ani,·ities and human relatio ns mc:tterial.100 Rabbi 

Tabachnikoff also notes that the group might be inwi l \'(~d in fas1cm Furore: 

"With the breakd<m n of the former SO\ iet Un ion and l:astern [uropc. \\'e want 

to keep the Network [ARNL:J, now the Coo.!itionl aJi,e and cont .. u:ts open."IOl 

NACOEJ 

While /\RNI.:,] reorganized and the AA[J ref ocu!)ed Jts energies from 

rescue to absorption relief. NACOi:) remained unchanged in its purpose and 

acti\'i tics -- \\ hich includctl re r ue, as \\·ell as relief and absorption. In the 

wnrd~ of NACOlJ l:xecuti\ c Director Barbara RibakO\ e Cordon, NACOEJ did not 

have a n identit) crisis like the AAl:J after the rescue of the Beta Yisrael 

community: 

The consensus was very strong not to attempt to gu to another 
endangered community , and not to go out of business, but to remain 
for absorption and cultural preservation ... The big question here is 
going to be can we fund our work without the powerful draw of a 
starving and oppressed Jewish community. That is an unanswered 
question, and it came to us at a ti.me when American Jews and 
everyone else are in the middle of a bad recession. and charitable 
contributions are off all over, so we don't know yet what the answer 

99 Interview wiUt Jane Fellman. 
100 Ibid 

101 Interview with Rabbi Barry Tabachnikoff. 
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is ... Our essenlial a tci lude ha~ been ''"~ ,,·iJI sta) in business] as long as 
we are needed. I 02 

Michael Slrum , lormer Associale Di ren11r fo r Relie f and l·amil) 

Reunifi cation fo r NACOCJ. a lso no tes tha t his organization wa~ not posed the 

same dilemmas as the M EJ once the Beta Yisracl aliyah was complete: 

We always felt that our job is both in Ethiopia and Israel, and that has 
been our focus all along. We felt that you cari't take th2se people out 
of the country [Ethiopia], shove them into Israel and leave them. And 
just as the Jewish Agency let them fall lhrough the cracks in Ethiopia, 
as well as the JDC, likewise in a huge country wirh sc, ·craJ thou sand 
Russian immigrants and all its other economic and political problems. 
it's very likely this group [the Beta Yisrael olim l will ha, ·e a tough 
time ... Our board members are getting tired , as are the /\AEJ board 
members, but we always felt, unlike the AA EJ and Graenum Berger, 
tha t once they are out, the o rganization's job is no t done ... We have 
had an unpajd staff person in Israel since 1984, paid since I 985, and an 
office since 1989, and they (the AAEJ) just established an office no\\'. 
And fo r the first time they are rcall) doing projcet work; ,,•hereas 
be fore th eir staff people were doing aliyah case work and advoracr 
lalone].l 03 

Strum, \\ ho in October uf 1 IJCJ I returned to Addis Abab.i w help 

administer the NACOl~J compound and do ocial ..-.·ork, went up to Gondar and 

saw the firs t Je,,·s rnming out of Quara. He sta tes that both NACOEJ and the 

AA EJ are monito ring the Jewish situation, but that "the Al\[J is doing cry 

linle in Ethiopia." and LaDena Schnapper is working out of the NACOE.J 

compound: "AAEJ is there because they do no t want to cell their people that 

they have left the country before a ll of the Jews are out.•• I 04 

102 Personal in terview with Barbara Ribakuve Gordon. 
I 03 Personal interview with Mi chael Strum, former Associate Director for Relief and 
Family Reunification for the North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry and current 
owner of City Sights Tours in Washington , D.C., May 19, 1992. in front o f the Library of 
Congress in Washington , D.C. 
104 Ibid 



464 

Current!) in Lthiopia, NJ\COEJ has set up a full time school along with 

1he JDC for the remaining Beta Yisrael aml 1-clas Mora li\'ing in Addi~ Ababa; 

and adults are employed by these two organizations in the arts - basket 

ma king, wea\·ing , spinning, embroidery and needle poim -- as well as 

farming, teaching, guarding and office worl... 

In Israel, NJ\COEJ set up "Project VISION" in I 99 I , a response to the 

urgent needs o f Ethiopian Jews with eye problem5 ranging from the need for 

prescription glasses to surgery 10 cure total blindness. rn l:t hiopia, <.;urger)· lo 

cure blindness from ratarans and glauroma L-; not .l\ .iilablc.1 OS l'he 

organization also !>Cl up "The NACOEJ Oental Projc<"t," which rrcl\'1dcs J cntal 

care to Ethiopian o li m. Although Beta Yisr:u.:I teeth arc in e..;rellcnt conditio n 

upon their arri,·al in Is rael, they d eterio rate rapidly due t0 the high-sugar 

Israeli diet and the newcomers' un familiaril) with modern dental hygiene. 

Dental care is n<n pro"idcd b) Israel's sori .. lli1cJ medical program . and is very 

cxpensi\'e -- far beyond the Eth iopian immigrants' ability tn pa). Den tal 

equipment, fin ant ial support and 'oluntecrs are sent to Israel , in particular, 

Youth Ali\·ah centers I 06 ~ . 
The 1-.dm' ational dntl Vocational Trajning programs of N/\CO!=J in the 

Jewish State got a boost when the hair stylist and philanthropist Vidal Sassoon 

ga' ea large grant from the Vi dal Sassoon Foundation. An "adopt-a-stude nt" 

program provides moraJ and financial support for Beta Yisrael stude nts in 

lsraeJ.1_07 Another program, entitl ed "Beinci'nu ," pairs classes and schools in 

105 "I Can See! I Can See!," Lifeline, Fall, 1991. pp. 4-5. See also "To See! To Learn!,'' 
Lifeline. Winter, 1992-93, p. S. 

106 You Can Make a Di fference in Israel. a pamphlet on the "NACOEJ Dental Project in 
Israel," the Nonh American Conference on Et:hiopian Jewry, New York, New York. 
107 "VidaJ Sassoo n AdoplS 'Adopt-a-Student,"' l.ifoline, Fall, t 991. p. 6. See also ''Adopt 
a Student -- Please!," Lifeline. Winter, 1992-93, p. 8. 
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North America with classes a nd schools in Israel th.at h.J\ e large Ethiopian 

p o pula tio ns. The f\.\i nn ing p rogram is in tended w promo te awareness abo ut 

the n ew immigr an ts 1-1:h ile pro\ iding much needed e'\1ra financial assistc1.nce 

to Ethio pian youngsters in Is rael's o , ·er burdened econom:. I 0 8 A B'nai 

Mitz\·ah twinning p rogram 109 a nd cu ltural presen a ti on endea\ o rs in Is rael 

also characterize NACOEJ acti \'i ties In the Jewish State. 

Barbara Ribakove Gordo n no tes: "Israel , t ha t is "'·here the great 

chall enge is. That is whe re the miracle will be fulfilled, or it 's not a miracle. 

rsrael is broke, our people need a tremendo us amo unt of he lp, and we d idn't 

bring them to 1srael to see them fail to achie\'e their ri g hr to a place there. " 1 l 0 

The Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry 

The future of the ot her major players in the m<wcmcnt to rescue 

Et hio pian Jewry is an0 ther q uesti o n of interest. Ob,·ious ly, the \·ariou s 

agencies o f the Go\'e rnm e:tt of Israel a nd Gc.wernment nf the United Sta tes 

have a multitude o f other concerns a nd acti vities to keep them in business. 

Likewise. the major Ameri can Jewish establishment o rga nizatio ns and the J DC 

have a continued missio n. Howe er, the Congressio nal Caucus for Ethiopian 

Jewry is in a state of flux, much like the AAEJ. The organizatio n was designed 

to promote awareness about the Beta Yisrael and to apply criti cal political 

pressure on the White House, State Department, Israeli Government and 

Ethiopian Government to ensure and actualize Family Reunificatio n of the 

108 "Beinei'nu!," Lifeline. Winter, I 992-93, p. 3. 
109 See "Bar/ Bat Mitzvah Twin ning Growing Tremendously," Lifeline, Winter, 1992-93, p. 

s. 
110 Personal interview ~1ith Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 
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Ethiopian Jew . No,,· that the remnam of the rommunity has hcen reunited in 

Is rael, of what purpose is the organization? 

Fi r st of all, the Congressional Caucus for Eth io pian Jewry is c.1. unique 

caucu s on Capital llill because it is o rganized around a specific issue -

something that can actually be resol\'ed - as opposed tn an ongoing issue or 

group 's concern. 1 I 1 f\loreover, the Caucus is unparall e led in the histOry of 

Washingto n, D.C., because of its bi-camera! and bi -partisan leadership, 

constituency and support. The Congressional Caucus fo1 Ethi opian jC\\ ry Jo~t 

f\'.10 of it~ fou r leaJcrs during the earl} I C)C)Os. Sena tor Bo~rh\''il7. was elected 

out of office in November o f 1990, and Senator Cran ton rhnse not to run for 

reelectio n in 1992 due to in\'estigations and J.lleg.Hion of financial 

improprieties. 

NeYerthelcss, according to Debbie Bodlander, lcgislati\'e assistant for 

Reprc e nt :l.lhe Rcnjamin Gilman of Ne\' York: "The Caucu~ will e -..:is t so lo ng 

as an l::thiopian Jc" remains in Ethiopia and \.\.lnlS 10 reach Israel.'' 112 At the 

same tim~. she i a little less sure of the Caucu s' 'iability to deal with the issue 

of f-elas MorJ: " It is not a ppropriate for the Caucus to be in\'oh·ed wi th this . 

but rather, individuals.'' 113 Likewise, other fa ti litators of the Cau cus concur 

that the issue of Felas Mo ra is an internal Israeli and Jewish matter linked to 

the definiti on o f Jewishness. Naomi Baum, fo rmer legislative assistant for 

Alan Cranswn, notes: "The Congress and the Cau cus is not going to get 

111 Personal interview with Valerie Mims, legislative assistAnt for Stephen Solarz of New 
York and facili tator of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry, May 20, 1992. in 
Representative Solarz's Washington, D.C. office. 
112 Personal interview with Debbie Bodlander. legislative assistant for Representative 
Benjamin Gilman of New York, and long time facilitator of the Congressional Caucus for 
Ethiopian Jewry, May 21, l 992, in the discussion room next to the Floor of the House. 
113 Ibid 
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invo l\'ed with internal Israeli policies and poli tics." l I 4 Valerie Mims, 

legislative aide for Rcprescn tati\ 'e St~phcn Solarz remar~s: "rherc i ~ ·ull the 

issue o f Felas t\,lo ra. It docs not seem that it will be resol\'ed in the near 

future. " I l 5 She further talcs, much li.ke her counterpart Baum, that the ro le 

o f the Caucus docs no t include getting in \'o)vcd in internal Israeli matters, 

ci ting the issue of absorption in addition to the question of Felas Mora: "I don't 

think the intention of the Caucus is 10 focus on absorption ... A maj'Jr part o f 

the Caucus' job is do ne, just as a major clement of Nt\COl:J and the /\/\EJ is 

done." 1 l (> 

While the Congressional Cauru for [ thiopian le"TY will p robahl) slip 

into inacti\·it) , a kind of de facto dcacti\·ation and disbandment, the AAEJ, 

NACOEJ and ARNEJ will take another course of action. It is apparent \\'ith the 

North American Pro-Beta Yisracl ar tidst o rganizations that institutio ns, 

groups a mJ agencies do take on a life o f their own a n<.i perpetuate thei r 

~irganizational structure and interests. The un i~ dissenting ' oice seems to 

( o me from the first Pro-Reta Yisrael acth ist , M[I founder Graen um Berger, 

who has dcq)tcd hi life 10 Jewish communal a nd soci.:tl v;or!.. , and perhaps is 

C'Ognizant and pr i\) to the ills o f needless bureaucra tic st ructure and the 

a ppropriate life-spa n nf Jewish institutio ns. 

114 Personal interview with Naomi Baum, legis lative assistant for Senator Alan Crans ton 
and facilitator of the Congressional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry , May 20, 1992, in Senator 
Cranston's Washington , O.C. office. 
115 Perso nal interview with Valerie Mims. 
116 Tbid 



THE EXODUS or THE l::THIOPIAN JEWS: 
A COMMUNITY WHICH HAS lMMIGRATEO TO AND 

REMAI NED IN lS RAEL 

Unlike any other Jewish community, the Beta Yisrael have come to 

Is rael en masse and remained in the Jewish State. Since the aJiyah of the 
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Ethiopian Jews began during the late l 97ns. a l mos• a few hundrcc..l ha\•e found 

their wa7 to "the West," abo ut a hundred of whom Jive in Canada and a few 

dozen in the United States and Europe. Therefore, the drop-nut rate so 

prevalent in o ther Jewish communities rescued by Israel a nd world Jewry, in 

particular the "noshrim " fro m the former Soviet Union, 11 7 is \'irtually no n-

existent in lthiopian Jewry. Having lived in Israel between se' en and twelve 

years, the Reta Yisracl who came on Operation Moses and the rescue nperations 

which preceded it, are an-uswmcd to the hardships of Israeli lif c. They have 

witnessed the continual threat uf war, ter rorise acti ilks, unrest in the 

occupied terrilories and SCUD mi sile a ttacks dur ing the Persian Gulf War in 

I 99 1. They ha' e endured the difficulties nf absorption and integration. They 

have 0vercome economi c- 'voes, unemployment, discrimination by the 

rabbina te, ho using sho rt ages and civ il strife. Yet, the community has 

remained in Israel. It is even hard for many in the community to understand 

wh y Jews living in countries where they have a free choice to move to the 

Jewish State do not pack-up and move to Israel. 

117 For more on the problem of the "noshrim," see the rabbinical school thesis of Rabbi 
Julie Schwartz, A History and Analysis of the Problem of Neshira, Hebrew Union Coflege -
Jewish Institute of Religion, 1986. 
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The Betc:1. Yisracl, in the \vords of Rachamim Elazar. arc "idcali t Jew . 

real Zionists, who came to Israel because we wanted to." I I 8 The Zionism of the 

Ethiopian je-. s by far predates the recent exodus and has been transmitted 

from generation to generation and from elder to yo uth . For centuries the 

community has dreamed of returning to Zion, prayed toward JerusaJem, I I 9 had 

special liturgy devoted to Jerusalem and Israel, a nd it e, ·c n set nut on foo t en 

masse in I 8b2 from the highlands of Gondar and Tigrcy l<J th e: Promised Land. 

Jn Ethiopia. on Shabba t and th roughout the week, thL' c lc.lcr-; nf 1he community 

wou ld sit with the youth and talk about Israel, Jerusalem anll the importance of 

Zion.120 

Barbara Ribako,·e Gordon notes that the Zioni t pass ion of the Beta 

Yisrael i a religious imperative. The community felt "rut out from the 

Promised Land," and the passion to return to Jerusalem ha nen:!r stopped. 

Gordon remarks that when she was "tra\'eli ng back and forth to Ethiopia, no 

Eth iopian je'' C\ er a ked me !Gordon I to tr) to brini! him nr her to America --

always ]L'rusalem, Jerusalem .. . It is a religious passion and a s<Jrial passion to 

''ant to go lfi Israel." 121 Jane Fellman remarks that the "Ethiopi ,rn Jews ha,·e a 

118 "Still More Jews l·ound in Ethio pia." 
119 Not o nly is prayer directed toward j erusalem, but those \.\'ho enter the plare of 
worship rum toward Jerusalem and prostrate themselves before entering the structure, 
and the kessim who officiate the service stand beside the Torah facing Jerusalem. For 
more o n these customs, see Dr. Ephraim Isaac, lewish Solidarity and the lews of Ethiopia. 
(Beersbeva, Israel: Ben Gurio n University of the Negev. 1988), p. 33. 
120 My Bera Yisrael friends recall how each Shabbat in Ethiopia stories of the riches and 
uniqueness of Israel as well as the importance of Zion and the need to return someday soon 
were told by the elders of the community. They would impress on the community how the 
Promised I.And was "a land flowing with milk and ho ney," a venerable Jewish paradise 
where Jews could lh•e in freedom and practice their religion without hindrance or 
consequence. 
121 Personal interview with Barbara Ribakove Gordon. 



470 

spiritual orientation and arc from a rural populatio n. Israel is able to fulfill 

both the perso nal and economic needs.'' I 22 

Will Recant undcrsrnres the sincerity o f the Beta Yisrael' s Zio ni sm. He 

tates: 1'The Ethiopian Jew arc true Zio nists. They define what /ionism is. 

They grew up ~ ith Yerushalayim (Je rusalem ) ... Yerushalayim is evcryt hi~g. 

Yerushalayim i s ~ hat a kid \~·ould hear from two )Cars old on. Yerusha lay im, 

Yerushalayim, B'shanah Habaah B1Ycrushalayim. They are true Zionists. " l 23 

Recant no tes the beaut) of Gondar. Westnrner know L:thio pia as being .1rid 

and famine plagued a nd tom with politiral strife. But c;on<lar il> nilling hill s, J 

'ast countryside, with streams, rh·cr and lakes do tting the landscape. I le 

remarks: "That's their motherland. They either want 10 be there o r in 

Yerushalayim."l 24 The 1:.~ecutive Direnor o f the AAEJ also notes that the 

Ethiopian Je,,·s did not assimilate lil..e Russian Jews: 

Communism came to Ethiopia much later, not until t 974, and they rthe 
Beta Yisracll maintained their heritage and their culture a nd their 
indiYidual be liefs, ,,·hereas for <:;o, iet Jews. it has been since Lenin 
and Stalin -- whereas since Lenin took over in 1911 -18. Judaism wasn't 
taught a nymore. So, the Soviet Jews of today have been remo\'ed from 
Jewish culture for seventy years. For Ethiopian Jews there is not that 
great divide to cross. So they feel Jewish and the) want to be Jewish, 
and that is what drives them. I 25 

One Beta ) israel expressed to American Rabbis Jerome Epstein a nd Ads 

Miller while in Addis Ababa on a missio n during 1990 his Zionis t des ires, the 

fervent love of the Jewish State by hi s people, and the effo rts Is rael makes to 

122 lmerview with Jane Fellman. 
123 Personal in terview with Will Recant 
124 Ibid. Yerushalayim li terally and as a metaphor for all of Israel. 
125 Ibid 
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attract o ther groups of Jews who are lcso; interested in coming to the Promised 

Land: 

Israel is a \>\ onderful rount!"). It is the Homeland t)f the Jews. I 
hear that they are reaching out to bring Russian Jews to Israel a nd 
are spending a great deal of money to do so. They c..Jo this c\'en though 
many Russian Jews would pref er not to go to Israel. But Russian Jews 
can help Israel. The) are chemists. They are eng ineers. They are 
sc ientists. And Israel spends a great deal of money to send schlichim 
(emissaries) to the United States, Canada, and England rn encourage 
Jews to make aliyah. Even thc ugh man~ of these Jews do not want to 
make aliyah, Israel st ill tries to bring them to thei r homeland. 

And I hope Israel will continue. As many as can go to Israel, a 
many as want w go to Israel, should be encouraged and sh1iuld be 
helped. 

But , Ethiopian Jews arc dying 10 gn to I racl! We arc no t 
engineers. We arc no t scientists. f\lany o f us arc pc1or farmers. ~!any 
of us a re unemployed. But all of us want to go to Israel! No one has to 
convince us. We are dying to go to Israel - and if ,,·c d on't go, we may 
d ic.126 

Cilenn Stein , rites an additional reason for 1h1.: "holc~..tle Jli) ah of the 

BctJ Yisrael c-ommunit). Once Operations /\loses and Jo hua l)ccurrcd , and the 

communit) ''as C\ enl) di\ idcd between Israel anJ Ethinpi::i, those Ethiopian 

Jev.is remajning in the Horn of Afrira desired to be reunited with thei r famil y 

members. The fan that famil) and friends were a ll lh ing in one locatio n, the 

Jewish State, was further impetus co make the exodus to Zion and remai n 'in the 

Promised Land. 127 

Recant underscores that the Zionist fen or of the Ethiopian Jews has 

helped those individuals and organizations in the Pro-Beta Yisrael activist 

movem ent; 

126 Rabbi Jerome Epstein, "Unimaginable Living Conditions of flh iopian Jews," Release, 
Vol. 8, No. 1., Winter, t 990, p. 5. 
127 Perso nal interview with Glenn Stein. 
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I don't know that I could have done \\'hat I did If or the Bern Yisrael] for 
Soviet Jews, because they do no t ha, ·e the same dcsi re. l 2 8 This 
community fthe Reta Y1sraell -- it 's a privilege t0 work fo r them. The) 
are humble, the) are meek, they are thankful , the) arc gracious. And 
all that they want to be is Jewish and live in a Jewish I lomcland. 
Nothi ng more. They ar e not asking fo r economic gain. They are no t 
saying, 'now that we got to Israel, we see that it is kinda tou gh here . 
Now I want you to help me go to America. You will no t see that 
happening to Ethiopian Jews. I reel they are adding to Israel. To 
counter the argument or the cost of their a bsorption. is what they 
bring to Israel. They bring to Israel a renewed sense of Zionism and a 
renewed sense of what Israel originally was and should be, and that 
we have strayed from this a little bit, and maybe they will help bring 
us back to it. So that is why I do not ha,·c to deal with the problem or 
'neshira.' These arc je\\'S who want to be in IsraeJ.129 

Just like the prophets foreto ld centuries agl>. the Je" ·s ha' e come to 

l:rctz Yisrael "on the wings of eagles." It appears, so far, that the~ wi ll not 

"fall off' or "drop out." The Jewish State i their home, and the) hope to ta) 

and build f0r future gcncrati cms. 

128 For a number of years, Recant was active in lhe Soviet Jewry movement. 
129 Personal interview with Will Recant 
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CHRONOLOGY OF MAJOR EVENTS IN 
TllE MOVEMENT TO RESCUE ETillOPlAN JEWRY 

Scottish explorer James Bruce "i~il s Et hio pia and noles 
contan wilh the Beta Yisrael 

European Protestant missionarie begin to prose!) tize 
among the Ethiopian Jews 

Gennan Jewish convert to Protestantism, Henry Stern. 
leaves Jerusalem for Ethio pia to missio nize the Beta 
Yisrael, sponsored by the Londo n Socic• y for the 
Promo tio n of Chri tianit) Amongst the Jews 

Thousands o f fahiopian Jews set out on foot for 
Jerusalem; most die e nroute to En~tz Yisracl as the 
remainder return broken a nd dcstitul<.! 
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Rabbi Azriel Hildeshe imer of Gcnnan) recognizes the 
communit) as Jewish and calls fo r wo rld Jewish aiJ tu the 
Beta Yi rael. especially in light of thC' Chri$tian 
missionary effort s 

Alliance Israelite Universelle sends Orientalist 
Joseph llalcvy to investigate the situatio n of Ethio piaJ1 
Jewry; his sympathetic report is later ignored by the 
Alliance 

llalc\'y's s tudent Jacques Fai tlodtch ,·isits Ethio pian Jewry; 
spurned by major Jewish organi zations on his return, 
Faitlovitch makes the rescue of Ethiopian Jewry his life ' 
work and sets up "Pro-Falasha Committees" in Euro pe, 
Palestine and the United States 

44 prominent rabbis pledge rud to Ethio pian jewr) 

Chief Rabbinate of Palestine, under the leadership o f 
Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, endo rses faitl ovitch's 
programs and calls for world Jewish aid to Ethiopiru1 Jewry 

Faitlovitch establishes boarding school in Addis Ababa for 
Beta Yisrael youth; several promising youths sent abroad 
for further study 

American Pro-Falasha Committee established in the United 
States and receives funds from Lhe JDC, CCAR, United 
Synagogue of America, and the Co uncil of Jewish Wo men 
until the mid- l 930s; Commjnee ceases functioning in 1954 
due to lack o f interest and funds 

Italian occupation of Ethiopia: Faitlovitch's work 
disrupted. 
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British liberation of Et hiopia from Ital ian occupation 

!·aitlovitr h m O\ cs to Erctz Yisrael after the war and UC\ mes 
the rest of his life to the Beta Yisrael 

Israel is preoccupied \\'ith rescu ing I lolocaust 
su rvh ors a nd Jewish displaced perso ns 

Sta te of Israe l re bo rn; Ethiopian Jc"' s celebra te in their 
villages and pray fo r a return w the Jewish Homela nd 

Israel preoccupied with ali) o t from North African and 
Near f:.as te rn countri es 

Speaker of th e Kn esset Yisracl Ycshayahu suggest s 
puhl irl) that the Beta Yisracl soh c their rroblcms b) 
com c r ting to Christianity 

Jewish rhool in Asmara. Eritrea, o pens with 57 Beta 
Yisrne l students or bo th sexe , including 7 kcssim 

27 Ethiopian jcwi h chHdren arc brou ght to Israel to stud) 
at Kfar Batya in Raanan; most returned to Ethio pia to 
assume posrs as Hebrew teachers 

Faitlovilch di es in Israel 

Israel Consulate officiall) u pcn in Addi Ababa 

Beta Yisrael youth brought to Israel ctnd tudy at 
Kibbutz Kfar Blum 

Schou! in Asmara, Eritrea, closet.! 

Chri tians in Wuzaba, Gondar, burn the Beta Yisrae l 
boarding school which was establi shed afte r the 
Jewish Agency c losure in Asmara, Eritrea, a few 
mo nths earlier 

After the burning of the Wuza, Gondar, school, the Beta 
Yisrael set up a main school in Ambober and 27 o rher 
region a l schools 

Hanan Bar-On, Isr ael's first Consul General in 
Ethio pia 

Jewish Agency reduces financial support to the Beta 
Yisrael and orders all Jewish schools in Ethiopia closed 
except Ambober 

The Be ta Yisr ael petition Empero r Hailie Selassie three 
times for he lp because of increased persecutio ns, pogroms 
a nd confiscation o f land by non-Jewish n eighbor s 
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1974 
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April 1974 
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Mariam 

Beta Yisrae l issue an open lette r to Jewish 
organizatio ns ahroad for relief as is tanre and h elp in 
reac hi r.g Is rael 

ORT establishes schools in Ethio pia 

Wo rld Jewish Congress sends Professor No rm a n 
Bentwir h to \ 'isit Ethiopia and rep on to 1t 

Is rael and Ethiopia exchange ambassado rs 

British OSE Society (medicaJ aid to impo\ e rished 
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Jewish communities abroad ) and the Jewish Colo nizatio n 
Associa tio n (JCA) ericourage Jewish agricultural 
settlement help to the Beta Yisrac l 

The Jerusalem Rabbinical Counc il refuses to regi ste r fo r 
marriage an Ethiopian Israeli ; the Is raeli Supreme Coun 
upho lds the council's decisio n, a r guing that such ma u e r'> 
are the d omain of the ra bbis. 

Jed Abraham and Gracnum Berge r found the l·riends o f 
Beta lsrael (Falasha) Communit y in l:thiopia 

'en ::r e d roughts in Ethiopia 

British based fala ha Welfa re Associatio n (FWA) 
becomes the umbrella organization fo r 'ario us 
Jewish charities and the Jewish Agen cy wh k h 
pro' idc assistance to the Reta Yi srael 

Q\·adia Yosef, Chie f Sephardic Rabbi of Israel. 
recognizes the Beta Yisrae l as Jewis h 

Ethiopia breaks diplomatic ti es with Israe l in 
respo nse to the October Yorn Kippur War 

War be tween Ethio pia and Somalia over 
independence movements in Eritrea and Tigrey 

Joint Distributio n Committee and the Jewish Colo nizatio n 
Assoriatio n pledge money to Ethio pian Jewry 

The American Association for Ethiopian Je\\'S 
(AAEJ) is founded as Graenurn Berger combines the 
rej uvenated Pro-FaJasha Committee and the Friends 
of Beta Israel ( Falasha) Co mmunity in Ethiopia 

Empero r Haile Selassie is overthrown by leftist 
military coup led by Lieutenant Colonel Mengistu Haile 



1975 

1975 

1arch 4, 1975 

Spring 1975 

1 <)75-76 

1976 

I.Ate 1976 

Farly 1977 

March 1977 

Summer 1977 

Summer 1977 

Summer 1977 

July 1977 

/\ug 1977 

Aug 25, 1977 
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1 wo ) ears af1cr lhc Chier Sephardic Rabbi Ovadia Yoscf 
recognizes the Beta Yisrael as Jewish, Ashkenazir Chief 
Rabbi Shlomo Goren recognizes the Beta Yisracl as Jewish 

Seven Ethiopian Jews brough t to Israel as employees o f 
Koor Industries with seventy mor e expected to follow: 
publicily given the mo,·e by Israeli aulhorilies, however. 
causes the Ethiopian r.o,·crnmcnt to halt the erfons 

Natio nalization or land by new l\lar.,ist Go\'cmmcnt 
in El hiopia 

Israeli Government intenninis1erial commil tee 
declares lhat the Beta Yisrael are Je'' ish and l!ntllk<l lo 
l~raeli citizenship under the "La"' o f Return" 

J.ailed attempts lo rescue l-lhiopian tcws through Kenya 

AAEJ enrnuragcs L:thiopian lsrc1clii; to take lhcir 
struggle public in Israel 

ORT assumes respo nsibilit) for n on-sectarian relief 
p rograms based in Gondar 

Haim Halachmi, head of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 
Socie ty (HIAS) in Israel, works wilh the Mosad in 
l:lhio pia 

Israeli Cahinet Minister Shulamit /\loni charges a 
conspi raq or s ile nce regarding the Beta Yisrac l since lhe 
Labor pany buckled under pressure fro m "anti fct.lasha" 
members o f its coalition, headed by t he Natio nal Religious 
Party led b~ Minister Yosef Burg 

Israeli Government issue a s1a1ement reaffirmin g the 
"Law of Return" proclamatio n of l 975 

Bcgin/ Likud in power in Israe l; Labor party o ut for 
the first time since 1948 

Begin meets with Et hiopian Israeli lead ers 

Begin in Washington, D.C. trip urges President Carter not 
to turn his back on Eth iopia 

ORT es1ablishes programs in Ethiopia 

Is rael makes deal with Mengistu Haile Mariam t o a irlift 
small groups of Ethiopian Jews 

62. Beta Yisrael airlifted by Is rael from Ethiopia (Addis 
Ababa) to the Jewish Stat e 



Nov 1977 

1978 

1978 

1978 

fob 1978 

1979 

Jan J 979 

Jan 197<) 

April 197') 

Aug 1979 

O."t 1979 

<Xt 1979 

Nov 1979 

60 Beta Yisrael airlifted b) Israel from Ethiopia (Addis 
Ababa) to the Jewish State 

Ethiopian land reforms; some l::th1opian Jews get small 
plots o f land 
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As a reaction to the land reforms. increased persecution o f 
Ethiopian Jews by non-Jewish neighbors and the 
expropriat ion of Bl!ta Yisrael land 

Widespread famine hits northern prO\ inces of 
Ethiopia 

Moshe Dayan leaks the arms for re -cue <lea! with 
Ethiopia at a press conf ercnce in Switzer land; 
Ethiopia, as a d irect resul t, cu rtails Israeli presence; in it s 
cou ntry and ends the deal to airlift small group'> of Beta 
Yisrael 

The NationaJ Jewi h Communit) Relations Ad\'iSOr) 
Council (NJCRAC) form a committee o n Ethiopian Je'' r) 

AAEJ encourages Eth iopian Israeli to meet with Begin and 
make their struggle public 

Elhiopian Israel is meet with Prime t-.finister Begin and 
demand action on the rescue of the Beta Yisrael: the 
communit~ in Israel demo nstrates ;:igainst the indiffe rence 
of the Israeli government and the Jewish Agenc) 

The Sudan route begins to open up for Eth iopian Jews as 
tens o f thousands of \\ar refugee - from Tigrey and Eritre.:1. 
stream into the Sudan 

In New York, the AAEJ attacks ORT for mistreating the Reta 
Yisrael in Ethiopia and misusing funds 

The AAEJ sponsors the rescue of 32 Eth iopian 
Jewish refugees and sends them to Israel; rescue serves as 
a catalyst for Israel to take action at a lime when the 
Jewish Agency say~ such movement is impossible 

Ethio pian Israelis demo nstrate against the Israeli 
government a nd the Jewish Agency for their lack of 
effo rts to create a Beta Yisrael al iyah 

Begin constitutes a special governmem commHtee to work 
with the Committee o n Ethiopian Jews (pan of NJCRAC) 

Israeli Government , Jewish Agency, and rhe World 
Zionist Organizatio n (WZO) an nounce a world wide 
campaign publicizing the pligh t of Ethiopian Jewr) 



NO\' 1979 

Nov 1979-1983 

Dec 1979 

1980 

March l ')80 

Ort I 981 

Dec 1981 

I 981- March '8L 

March 1982 

Winter of 1982 

March 16, 1982 

1983 

478 

Yona Bogata and three other Ethiopian Jc"'ish 
leaders in Montreal address 2000 re presentatives o f Jewish 
Federations 

Mosad brings out l:thiopian Jews tu Israel in smaJI 
groups, which numbers 14CX) by the end o f 1981, 3000 by 
the end of Begin's tenn in l 983; Mosad opens a route by 
trucking the Beta Yisrael from the Sudanese refugee 
camps to a safe house in Khartoum, then Oy to Athens or 
Paris before being n own to Israel; around 60 a week get 
out 

Minister o f Defense Ezer Weizman states: "Falashas, 
smalashas .... Tell me the truth , is this the most important 
issue we ha,·e to cope with t0d a) 7" 

The Canadian Assol'.' iation for l.thiopi:rn fc\\'~ lC/\1.1) I!. 
established 

MEJ sponsored rescue brings I:; Beta Yis racl \'ia 
Gennany to Israel 

Trip to Ethiopia sponsored by the Jewi h Federati on 
Council o f Los Angeles includes Barbara Ribakove 
Gordon, Peachy Le\'} and Dick and J\fiddie Geisberg -
- future NACOEJ activists, Rabbi Steven Kaplan and Henry 
Rosenberg from the AAEJ, C/\EJ direetor Steve Bowman, 
Rerry Weiss o f the LA. Federal io n and NJCRAC and Bret 
Goldberg, PHD in Semitic languages 

Ethiopian fewish rommunit) in Israel renews its 
demo nstratio ns 

Small groups o f Ethiopian Jey.·s rescued \.ja trucks to Port 
Sudan, then boats to Eilat; around 350 re.<>cued in this 
fashion 

s~ route closed when Sudanese soldiers open fire on 
Is rae li rescue teams at Pon Sudan 

The North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry 
( NACOEJ) is founded 

Israel Defense Force ( IDF) C- 130 Hercules transport plane 
lands in the Sudanese Deser t between refugee camps and 
rescues Ethiopian Jews; six mo re missions n own with over 
1400 Eth iopian Jews saved by May of 1 984 

Simch a Jarobovici film "Falasha: Exile o f the Black Jews" 
criticizes the lack of efforts and indifference of Isr ael and 
world Jewish leadership 



mid~July, 1983 

luly 1983 

March 1984 

Summer 1984 

Summer 1984 

June of I 984 

Jul) 1984 

Aug-Nov 1 984 

Sept 1984 

Nov. 15, 198-t 

Nov 20, 1984 

Nov 22, 1984 

Late 1984 

Jan 3, 1985 
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AAEJ rescue missio n via the Sudan to Kenya results in the 
arrest and subsequent newspaper repon o f the Ethio pian 
Jewish "illegal" emigres, their rescuers and the route<; 
taken 

AAEJ pushes Congress to petition President Reagan to help 
Eth iopian Jewry 

Israeli Hercules plane spotted by Sudanese o fficials 

Sudanese shepherd spots Israeli Hercu les transport planes 
and subsequently the disclosu re puts a halt to desert 
rescue missio ns of Ethiopian Jews; by th is time, most o f the 
Ethiopian Jewish refugees in the Sudanese camps han: 
been rescued by the lsraeh agents 

Terrible famine across Ethiopia .. md the llo rn o r 
Africa; hundreds or tho usands o f re fu gees nood into the 
Sudan 

I 0,000-12,000 Ethiopian Je"'s make their way to the refugee 
camps of the Sudan; tho usands die along the way or in the 
squa lid camps o f the Sudan 

The American Rabbinic Net,,ork for Ethio pian Jewr: 
(ARNEJ) is founded 

Israeli agents radio Jerusalem from the Sudan about the 
rising death rates o f the Ethiopian jewl> in the camps; 
AAEJ pushes world Jewry to a' en the "ne"' llo locaust" 
befalling the Jewish people 

Planning and negotiating <; tages of Operation Mose~ 

Sirncha Jacobo\'ici Ne .. v York Times opinio n/ editorial 
"Ethio pian Jews Die, Is rael Fiddles" indicts Israe l and world 
Jewry for their lack o f efforts on behaJf of the Beta Yisrael 

Ethiopian Jewry acti vists break up General Assembly of 
the 'Council of Jewish Federatio ns in Toronto 

Abonive attempt to rescue Ethiopian Jews from the Sudan 

Operation Moses begins; first buses leave Gedaref for 
airplanes in Khartoum 

Meetings between Israeli o fficials and the UJA to raise 
funds to finance ongoing Operatio n Moses 

West Bank newspaper "Nekudah" leaks story o f 
Ethio pian Jewish rescue 



Jan 5-6. I 985 

Feb 1985 

l<Cb 2 l.I '>85 

f\1arch 4, 1985 

March 21 , l 985 

Nov I <)85 

l 985-91 

1985-91 

J !'.)8-;.t) 1 

l98b 

Jul) 198(> 

Sept 1986 

1987 

1987 

March 13, 1989 

April 1989 

May 1989 
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Operation Moses halted; Sudan canrels the program a~ 
over seven thousand Ethiopian Jews arc rescued, but 
hundreds still remained in the Sudanese refugee ram p s 

Plans for Operation Joshua commence; U.S. government. 
State Department and CIA planning with Israeli official 

Senator Alan Cranston collects the signatures of I 00 
Senators pleading wit h the Reagan/ Rush Administration to 
rescue the remaining Ethiopian Jewish refugees in the 
Sudanese camps 

Vice Presiden t Bush m eets with Sudan e ·e President 
Numeiri 

Operation Joshua commences; U.S planes n) remaming 
Ethiopian fews from the ref u gce cJm(')s to Israel; abom ::;no 
rescued 

Ethiopian Israelis demonstrate in jc.:rusalcm for full 
religious recognition 

A program of Family Reunification i launched to 
reunite Beta Yisrael li\'ing in Ethiopia with their family 
members in Is rael 

The AAEJ. CAEJ am.I ACOl-:J. and later I llAS. the UAI IC. 
NJCRAC a nd JLJ\S rnordinatc rel>r uc li5ts and relief eff n ns . 

UAHC.. Project REAP medic..tl programs in Ethiopia as 
v. ell as AJ JDC medical effons in the !lo rn of Africa 

The Congressional Caucus fo r Ethiopian Jewr} is 
established 

Plague of locust strikes Ethiopia 

ARNE.I sronsored Rabbinic Call to Conscience for 
Ethiopian Jewry in Washington, O.C. 

ARNE] becomes a professional o rganizatio n 

Ethiopian Government institutes "villagization" 
program 

Newly inaugura ted President Bush meets ~ith 
Rachamim Bazar. Will Recant and John Cohen 

Second ARNE] sponsored Rabbinic ( all to Conscience in 
Washington, D.C.. enti tled "Hinenu" 

Coup d'etat planned by the Ethiopian Armed Forces of the 
Mengistu regime fails 



Aug 1989 

Sept 1989 

Nov 1989 

Early 1990 

Spring 1990 

May 1990 

July 1990 

Summer 1990 

Fall 1990 

Sept 1990 

Oct 1990 

Nov 1()90 

Fnd of 1990 
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Representative tvli ckey Leland is killed in a plane c-rash in 
Ethiopia during a mission of famine relie f and family 
Reunification for the Beta Yisrael 

Former President Jimmy Carter 0rganizes the first round 
of talks betw=:!en the Government of Ethiopia and the 
Eritrean People's Liberation front (EPLF) 

Israel and Ethiopia resume diplomatic relations 

The joint Distribution Committee office in Israel and Ne\>\· 
York set up new organi zation, "Almaya," hea.ded by Eli 
Eliezri 

Mengistu's Man.;st military regime threatened by rebel 
armies advancing on Goodar region ~nd the capital a1«~a of 
Addis Ababa; Ethiopian Jews begin making their wuy in to 
Addis Ababa 

AAEJ sets up a compound in Addis Ababa tu pr<J\'ide relief 
efforts to the Beta Yisrael and be a staging area for re cue 
coordination 

Beta Yisrael, assisted by the AAEJ. begin moving down w 
Addis Ababa from Gondar and Tigrey by the thousands; 
first month in which large numbers of Ethiopian Jews 
leave for Israel 

Jewish emigration from Addis Ababa to Israel halted 

NACOEJ sets up their compound in Addis Ababa; the sch ool 
established by the AAEJ for the Beta Yisrael youth is mo\·ed 
to the Israeli embassy; NACOEJ institutes cultural 
enrichment programs and employment opportunities for 
the Beta Yisrael 

Prime Minister Shamir selens Uri Lubrani to be in 
charge of Ethiopian rescue operations 

Secretary of State James Baker meets with Ethiopian 
foreign Minister Tesfaye Oink.a in Nev. York 

The Congr essional Caucus for Ethiopian Jewry sends a 
letter to Mengistu expressing dissatisfaction over Jewish 
emigration levels, peace negotiations and needed famine 
r el ief 

JOC and Israeli Government turn to the Bush 
administration for help to persuade Ethiopian 
Government to reinstitute Jewish emigration 

Over 21,000 Jews still remain in Addis Ababa in and around 
he Jewish compounds 



Jan 199 I 

Jan-Feb I 99 1 

Feb 199 1 

March I <)<) 1 

March 13, I <)')I 

March 20, 1991 

April 1 , 1 991 

/\pril. J 991 

May J 9C)J 

May 20, 199 1 
(Monday) 

f\1ay 20, 1 991 
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Emigration le,·el o f Beta ) isracl to Israel reaches O\ er I 000 

Beta Yisrael continue to make aliyah despite Persian Gulf 
War and SCUD missile auad.s on Israel 

EPLF and the Tigrean People '-; Liberation 1-rom (TPfl .) 
launch o ffensives nn the Government of Ethio pia 

Government of Ethiopia halts Jewish e migration: fhe 
Congressional Caucus for [th1opian Jewry sends lencr tn 
Baker expressing concern C1\'er cessation of Oights .:1.nd 
int ensification o f milita ry t risis; Jewish emigratio n 
resumes later in the month 

Uri Lubrani and t~li Eliczri n) to Nc\v Yo rk w meet with 
Michael Schneider, the JDC's t!xccuti\ e Vice Preside nt; the) 
agree to press Bush to appoint il perso na.l emissary to 
persuade Mengistu to free.. the Jew 

Lubrani and 8iezri meet with Detroi t Industriali st, f\ la~ 
Fisher. in Palm Beach, Horida; Hsher passes o n the 
request to President Bush 

Rush ref uses to send a personal en' O) to Addis Ababa 

Leaders of the American Jewish communit) form a special 
committee, with f\lichael Schneider coordinating, urging 
the Bush administration to act before it is too late: Herman 
J. Cohen, the As istant Secretan nf Sta te fo r Afr ican 
Affairs, attempts to negotiate a ·cease fire between 
f\1engistu's forces a nd the rebels to bring abot:\ a bloodies 
transitio n of power; Cohen cnn\'in re~ Bush to become 
in,·oJved. 

Bush appoints Rudy Bosrhwitz, former Republican 
Senato r from Minnesota, to undertake a secret 
mission to Ethiopia to convince Mengis tu a nd the 
opposing rebel chiefs to al low the Ethio pian Jews tn 
emigrate before the Civi l War in Ethiopia furthe r 
deteriorates 

Mengistu agrees to negoti atio ns with Israel and 
a ppo ints Kassa Kabede to conduct the talks 

Lubrani and the JDC/ Almaya committee arrive in 
Addis Ababa to finish the deal with Kassa Kabede: 
Mengistu flees the capital the night before 

Bush sends a letter to the acting Ethiopian president 
Lieu tenant General Tesfaye Kidian , urging him to 
authorize the airlift and promising a "persuasion" 
payment 



t-tay21, 1991 
(Tuesday) 

May 23, l 991 
(Thursday) 

~lay 23, 199 1 
(Thursday) 

May 24, 1991 
(Friday) 

May L+-25, I 991 

Ma) 25, 1991 

May 26, 1991 
(Sunday) 

Summer I 9<)1 

I 9<) 1-'l2 

1 C)<) I -

1992-

Lubrani negotiates with Kahede; the;- set a price o f 
$35 million dollar to allo-...· the Je" to le.i,·c Ethiopia 

Final detai ls of the exchange of mon<:') fo r the Jc"' 
are ironed o ut 

Lubrani urges Hennan j. Cohen to delay the planned 
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U.S. sponsored cease fire talks since time is needed for the 
Ethiopian Jews to nee before the rebels lake O\'er the 
capital city and close down the ai rport; Cohen postpones 
the cease fire plans until aher the ,,·t:ckend 

10 am: First p lanes take off from Tel /\\ j\· to 
Addis Ababa 
1 pm: Payment is made 

14,500 Jews airlifted and rescued to I r.icl frnm ($hJhhat ) 
/\ddis Ababa 

Kabcde flees to Lsracl :.rnd recci,·es political asylum 

Rebels enter Addis Ababa and close the ai rport 

Jewish communit) of Quara rediscovered; Beta 
Yisrael released from the Go, ·emmcnt and rebel 
armies make their way to their villaReS in Gondar and 
Tigrey, and to Addis Ababa 

Follow-up o peratio ns bring remaining thousands of 
Beta Yisrael from Ethiopia to Israel 

NACOEJ and the JDC run a compound in Addis Ababa to 
facilitate the rescue of the remaining Beta Yisrael and 
provide relief services to the Felas Mora based in the 
capital city; AAEJ coordinates their cff ons o ut of the 
NACOI:J compound 

Qµestion of the Felas Mora remains unresolved by the 
Israeli Government and religious establishment 
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DATA TABLES ON THE RffiCUE OF BET A YISRAEL 

TABLE Ill 
OVERVJF.W OF AIJYAH FROM 1948 TO 1992 

1948-1978: 150 

1979-1984: 7000 

Operations Moses & Joshua: 8000 

1985-1989: 2000 

1990- May of 1991: 9000 

Operation Solomon: 14,500 

June of 1991-1992: 5000 

Total: 45,650 
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TABLE # 2 
ALIYAH DURING THE DECADE OF THE 1980s 

1980: 679 

1981: 550 

1982: 650 

1983: 3000 

1984 
(up to Op. Moses) : 1200 

Nov. 1984 to Jan. 
1985 (Op. Moses): 7500 

March 21-22, 
1985 (Op. Joshua): 480 

April 1985-1989: 2000 
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TABLE 113 
AUYAlf DURING 1990 AND 1991 

Jan-March 1990: 

April 1990: 

May 1990: 

June 1990: 

July 1990: 

Aug. 1990: 

Sept. 1990: 

Oct. 1990: 

Nov. 1990: 

Dec. 1990: 

Jan. 1991: 

Feb. 1991 : 

March 1991: 

Ap ril 1991: 

May 1991: 

Op. Solomon: 

June 1991: 

400 (according to the figures of 
the Congressional Research 
Service), 682 (according to the 
AAEJ) 

500 

550 

500 

0 

206 

184 

24 

438 

438 

1034 

1000 

700 

1008 

1000 

14,500 

500 
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July 1991: 500 

Aug. 1991: 500 

Sep. 1991: 500 

Oct. 1991: 650 

Nov. 1991: 650 

Dec. 199 1: 670 
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