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A Marketing Firm That Works 
With Jewish Groups, Big Duck, 
Has Nixed a Potential Client 
Because of Its Israel Ties
By Ron Kampeas

A marketing firm that has worked extensively with Jewish nonprofits has de-
clined to work with one because of growing concerns among its staff mem-
bers about groups with “significant programming in Israel.”

The Shalom Hartman Institute, a leading Jewish educational think tank, 
reached out to Big Duck, a Brooklyn-based worker-owned cooperative, be-
cause of Big Duck’s history of working with Jewish organizations in the past.

But Farra Trompeter, Big Duck’s co-director, told Dorit Rabbani, Hartman’s 
North America communications director, last week that the firm would not 
work with Hartman because Big Duck staff had concerns about the Hartman 
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As we confront the next stage of the pandemic, you can help 
people rebuild their lives and help rebuild our city — and in 
the process, you’ll help build a world that’s better for all.

We’ve got a few ways for you to make a difference. Volunteer 
with us in person or virtually, by yourself or with friends and 
family. Learn with us, and scholars from the Shalom Hartman 
Institute of North America and Ammud: The Jews of Color 
Torah Academy, about how we can have a role in helping 
everybody feel like they belong.  

This MLK Day, let’s build a better world.

Sign up here: ujafedny.org/mlk-day 
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Institute’s activities in Israel, both officials said.

Hartman, which has headquarters in Jerusalem and New 
York, has a broad ambit of advancing Jewish education 
and promoting dialogue among Jews and between Jews 
and other faiths. It is expressly Zionist.

Big Duck’s past clients have included the Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary, the National Council of Jewish Women, 
and Keshet, a Jewish LGBTQ group. Hartman would not 
be among them.

“Being more vocal and committed to fighting oppres-
sion has led us to more active questioning of working 
with organizations with significant programming in Is-
rael, among other issues, and in those cases, we have 
mutually agreed that it does not make sense to work 
together,” Trompeter said in an email to the Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency.

The decision follows a period of intense and widespread 
criticism of Israel spurred by last May’s conflict between 
Israel and Hamas in Gaza. At the time, many on the left 
expressed solidarity with the Palestinians, but an open 
question has been how much that advocacy, much of 
which was expressed on social media, would translate 
into real-world action.

Big Duck’s decision not to work with Hartman is an indi-
cation of lasting consequences.

Trompeter said the firm does not have a hard and fast 
rule against working with groups with ties to Israel.

“Big Duck does not decline work with organizations sole-
ly due to their position on BDS or presence in Israel,” she 
said. “But we do ask if they are open to working with a 
team and company that is questioning Israel’s policies 
and practices among other issues, and consider that 
in evaluating whether we will be a good fit for creating 
their communications and fundraising materials.”

Rabbani, who took notes soon after her 21-minute con-
versation with Trompeter last Wednesday, described a 
considerably less nuanced conversation and said the 
decision was not mutual, but rather Big Duck’s alone.

According to Rabbani’s notes, Trompeter noted that 
Hartman had a presence in Jerusalem and asked wheth-
er Hartman defines itself as Zionist and whether it op-
poses BDS, the movement to boycott, divest and sanc-

tion Israel.

According to Rabbani’s notes, Rabbani confirmed that 
Hartman is a Zionist institution and that it opposes BDS 
and Trompeter said that in that case, Big Duck would 
decline the commission.

Trompeter disputed the characterization. “We did not 
decline to work with the Hartman Institute because it is 
Zionist and do work with other Jewish groups,” she said 
in a follow-up email. “Big Duck does not use litmus tests.”

Rabbani recalled that Trompeter explained that staff 
must be committed to a product in order to market it, 
and Big Duck’s staff would have trouble bringing pas-
sion to work with Hartman.

“I said, ‘I wish you could talk to people at Hartman and 
hear about why our work is actually so important fur-
thering coexistence and peace,’” Rabbani said.

In addition to working with Jews to promote pluralism 
and Israeli democracy, the Hartman Institute works 
with Muslims in America through its Muslim Leadership 
Initiative, which promotes Muslim American engage-
ment with Jews and with Israel. Some Muslim figures 
who have participated in Hartman programming have 
found themselves censured by others in their communi-
ty, some of whom cite Hartman’s role in training Israeli 
army troops in explaining their opposition. Hartman’s 
army work involves training in leadership and pluralism 
and discussions of Jewish and Israeli identity.

Rabbani had come to Big Duck because she had worked 
with the shop in a previous job at the Jewish Theological 
Seminary, the Conservative movement institution that is 
also an expressly Zionist outfit with a presence in Israel.

JTS said in a statement to JTA that it was “disheartened” 
to hear about Big Duck’s decision.

“JTS is not currently working with Big Duck,” the state-
ment said. “We are disheartened to hear about the com-
pany’s concerns over working with the Shalom Hartman 
Institute because of its commitment to the state of Isra-
el, a commitment that we share. We worked on projects 
with the agency under its previous ownership, without 
them ever questioning our views on Israel.”

NCJW and Keshet also have partnerships with Israeli 
organizations.
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“It is our understanding that Big Duck does not have an 
organizational policy around BDS nor do they have a lit-
mus test around Zionism,” NCJW’s CEO Sheila Katz said 
in a text message to JTA.

“When Keshet contracted with Big Duck in 2017 and 
2018 for an extensive rebranding project, the firm nev-
er asked about Keshet’s position on Israel and Zionism,” 
said Idit Klein, Keshet’s president and CEO. “We were 
extremely pleased with Big Duck’s work, and we value 
the firm’s expertise in marketing and communications. 
My understanding is that Big Duck does not have litmus 
tests around Israel and Zionism for determining with 
whom they will and won’t work. I’ve spoken directly with 
Farra Trompeter, co-director of Big Duck, who assured 
me that Big Duck has not endorsed BDS as a firm.”

Trompeter in her email said that the firm would contin-
ue to work with Jewish groups. 

“Big Duck is not anti-Semitic and profoundly rejects an-
ti-Semitism,” she wrote. “We have many clients who are 
fighting for justice, providing much-needed community 
services, and improving people’s lives with roots in Jew-
ish values, traditions or culture.”

Yehuda Kurtzer, Hartman North America’s president, 
said he would not go so far as to accuse Big Duck of an-
tisemitism. But he said, speaking before Trompeter said 
Big Duck does not boycott Zionists as a rule, that the 
firm’s decision was “dangerous” given the large share of 
American Jews with an affinity for Israel.

“To boycott American Jewish institutions who are Zionist 
is a really dangerous activity given the fact that it is a 
predominant idea among American Jews and an essen-
tial part of our Judaism,” he said. “It’s especially disap-
pointing given that many of us, including my organiza-
tion, are working to advance the causes of democracy 
and human rights and pluralism in Israel.”

Workers Push to 
Unionize at the Jewish 
Museum in New York
By Asaf Shalev

Employees at the Jewish Museum in New York have 
launched a unionization drive, adding to a trend 
across cultural institutions that have been destabi-
lized by the pandemic.

The process officially began on Monday, when represen-
tatives of Local 2110 UAW filed a petition for a union 
election on behalf of Jewish Museum employees with 
the National Labor Relations Board. If the effort suc-
ceeds, the union will encompass art handlers, curators, 
development staff, educators, visitor experience and re-
tail employees, and other administrative staff.

The workers organizing the drive said the union is need-
ed because of job insecurity, wage inequities, hazardous 
working conditions, and a lack of sufficient transparency 
around employment policy at the Jewish Museum.

“Our goal is to create a workplace built upon communi-
cation, respect, and integrity, where staff are involved 
in setting the terms of employment and are allowed to 
sustainably grow their careers,” the unionizing workers 
said in a mission statement. “In keeping with our love of 
the Jewish Museum’s exhibitions, collection, and rich his-
tory, the staff is eager to realize a fairer, more inclusive, 
and more diverse workplace. We believe that collective 
bargaining with leadership can achieve these goals and 
strengthen our institution.”

The workers would be following in the footsteps of the 
staff at the Museum of Jewish Heritage, also in New 
York, who voted in to unionize in November 2020. That 
effort was organized through a different union, District 
Council 37.

Before petitioning for the workers of the Jewish Muse-
um, Local 2110 UAW won union elections at several oth-
er institutions including the Guggenheim Museum, the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, the Brooklyn Muse-
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um and the Hispanic Society of America.

The Jewish Museum released a statement through a 
spokesperson: “The Jewish Museum is aware that staff 
have petitioned for a union election. The Museum great-
ly values its staff and will respectfully engage in any pro-
cess that transpires.”

Labor organizing at museums has ramped up during the 
pandemic as many institutions closed their doors to vis-
itors or shifted toward virtual exhibits, causing workers 
in public-facing positions to face layoffs and furloughs.

At least one unionized staff at a museum with Jewish 
roots, the Tenement Museum in New York City, filed a 
complaint with the National Labor Relations Board last 
year after the museum laid off 80% of its workers. Those 
workers, too, are organized by Local 2110 UAW.

“Unionization has become a necessity for museum staff,” 
Rebecca Shaykin, a Jewish Museum curator, said in a 
statement released by the workers behind the unioniza-
tion drive. “As museum professionals, we’re expected to 
work long hours for low wages with little assurance of 
promotional opportunities. By forming a union, we can 
join together for conditions that recognize our value as 
a staff.”

Jewish Museums 
Team Up to 
Create New Tool 
for Researching 
Holocaust Victims
By Andrew Silow-Carroll

In a boon for scholars and amateur researchers, records 
from Yad Vashem, Israel’s Holocaust authority, are now 
publicly available through JewishGen, the largest online 
Jewish genealogy resource of its kind.

The agreement announced Tuesday by Yad Vashem and 

New York’s Museum of Jewish Heritage/A Living Memo-
rial to the Holocaust, an affiliate of JewishGen, provides 
easy access to millions of names commemorated in Yad 
Vashem’s database.

“Pages of Testimony,” documents collected by Yad 
Vashem since the 1950s, include the names, biograph-
ical details and, when possible, photographs of some 
2,700,000 men, women and children killed in the Holo-
caust. Yad Vashem’s Names Database commemorates 
over 4,800,000 Jewish victims in total. Researchers will 
now be able to retrieve these records through a direct 
search within JewishGen.

“Yad Vashem’s Pages of Testimony might contain the 
only information about someone who was murdered in 
the Shoah, yet researchers might not know to look on 
their website,” JewishGen Executive Director Avraham 
Groll told the New York Jewish Week. Under the new 
agreement, the Yad Vashem search results will automat-
ically appear within JewishGen.

In 2020, JewishGen announced a similar partnership 
with the USC Shoah Foundation, integrating data from 
nearly 50,000 Jewish Holocaust survivor testimonies.

“By making available these precious records via Jewish-
Gen, the broader Jewish community can more easily re-
search names of family and friends who were murdered 
during the Holocaust,” said Museum of Jewish Heritage 
President and CEO Jack Kliger.

While the material may help individuals identify missing 
relatives or restore a truncated family tree, Yad Vashem 
is also hoping researchers will help fill in the gaps in its 
own records.

“More than one million Holocaust victims have yet to be 
memorialized at Yad Vashem,” said Alexander Avram, 
director of Yad Vashem’s Hall of Names, in a statement. 
“By widening the exposure of our endeavor through 
JewishGen, the genealogical community will be able to 
play an important role in helping us add a large number 
of Pages of Testimony in the years to come.”

The records can be accessed via the JewishGen Holo-
caust database.
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NYC Council Member 
Apologizes for 
Comparing Vaccine 
Mandates to Nazism
By Ben Sales

Vickie Paladino, a first-term New York City Council mem-
ber, has apologized for comparing COVID vaccine re-
quirements to Nazi Germany.

The Queens Republican faced a backlash after NY1 pub-
lished an interview with her Monday.

“I don’t need to show you my papers,” Paladino told the 
news channel. “This is not Nazi Germany.”

Paladino gave the interview days after being barred 
from the council chambers because she refused to dis-
close whether she is vaccinated. All city employees are 
required to be vaccinated against COVID-19, a mandate 
Paladino opposes.

“You can get vaccinated all you want, I can get vaccinat-
ed all I want,” she told NY1. “It’s just nobody’s business 
whether I am or not. So, it’s called medical freedom.”

Following criticism, Paladino apologized for the Nazi 
comparison in a statement posted to Twitter Tuesday, 
calling it “ill-considered and inappropriate.”

“While my intent was to illustrate that requiring resi-
dents to show medical papers to earn a living or to do 
everyday activities is an authoritarian practice that does 
not align with this country’s principles, it is never okay 
to compare anything to the evil of Nazi Germany,” the 
statement said. “I apologize to those who were genuine-
ly offended by my comment and will be meeting with 
local Jewish leaders and my friends in the Jewish com-
munity in the coming days to discuss this matter.”

Paladino, one of five Republicans in the 51-seat City 
Council, is the latest public official to compare public 
health measures to Nazism. Jewish watchdog groups 

and Holocaust scholars have roundly rejected such 
comparisons as a trivialization of the Holocaust.

Some of Paladino’s fellow politicians also objected to 
the comment, including Jeffrey Dinowitz, a Bronx state 
assemblyman who was the target of an antisemitic an-
ti-vaccine protest last year.

“Vickie Paladino is right (sort of),” he wrote on Twitter. 
“This isn’t Nazi Germany. During the Holocaust, six 
million Jews and many others were forcibly removed 
from their homes, sent to labor camps, and murdered. 
To compare this horror to vaccine reqs that save lives 
sounds anti-Semitic to me.”

Janno Lieber, Member 
of a Jewish Family 
‘Thick With Political 
Achievement,’ 
Nominated for Top 
NYC Transit Job
By Lisa Keys

Janno Lieber, a member of a Jewish family described as 
“thick with political achievement,” was officially nomi-
nated to head the Metropolitan Transportation Author-
ity, which runs New York City’s vast system of subways, 
bus lines, railroads and toll crossings.

If confirmed, he would serve as chairperson and CEO 
of the MTA, a position he’s held on an acting basis since 
July. New York Gov. Kathy Hochul announced his nomi-
nation Monday in a statement also announcing the ap-
pointment of Elizabeth Velez, president of the Velez Or-
ganization construction firm, to the MTA board.

Lieber, whose given name is John Nathan Lieber — “My 
parents made up nicknames for all their children that 
were sort of loosely based on the dead European rel-
atives,” he told the New York Times in 2015 — joined 
the MTA in 2017 as chief development officer, where he 
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oversaw strategic capital initiatives, including the expan-
sion of the long-delayed Second Avenue Subway line on 
Manhattan’s East Side.

Lieber is the son of the late Charles Lieber, who served 
as president of the Hebrew Publishing Company and 
chairman of the Reconstructionist Foundation, a found-
ing organization of what today is Reconstructing Juda-
ism. Lieber is married to Amy Glosser, who is a current a 
board member as well as a past president of Brooklyn’s 
Hannah Senesh Community Day School.

Lieber’s mother, Mimi Levin Lieber, was featured in a 
recent New York Jewish Week article honoring 18 nota-
ble New York Jews who died last year. Mimi Lieber, who 
died on Oct. 16, 2021 at age 93, was a Detroit native 
who moved to New York after completing her bache-
lor’s and master’s degrees at the University of Chicago. 
During her career in marketing she “revolutionized the 
use of focus groups to understand consumer prefer-
ences,” and, as a member of New York’s Board of Re-
gents, she lobbied for increased funding for schools in 
low-income neighborhoods.

The Jewish family, noted the New York Times in its obitu-
ary for Mimi Lieber, is “thick with political achievement.” 
Mimi’s first cousin, the late Carl Levin, was a Democratic 
senator from Michigan; his brother, Sandy, was a Dem-
ocratic representative from the state. Sandy’s son, Andy 
Levin, now holds the same seat as his father.

Janno Lieber is rather accomplished as well: Prior to 
joining the MTA, the graduate of Harvard and the NYU 
School of Law oversaw the redevelopment of the World 
Trade Center as president of the World Trade Center 
division of Silverstein Properties, a real estate firm. He 
served as a transportation policy advisor in former New 
York City Mayor Ed Koch’s administration, as well as an 
acting assistant secretary in former President Bill Clin-
ton’s Department of Transportation.

“Janno is leading the MTA forward with expert manage-
ment and vision,” said Hochul in her statement. “These 
are strong, competent leaders who will help steer the 
MTA through this critical time.”

The state Senate still needs to approve Hochul’s nomi-
nations.

These appointments come at a crucial time: According to 

Bloomberg, the subway serves just over half the week-
day passengers it did in 2019, prior to the pandemic, 
and the MTA is facing a possible $1.4 billion when deficit 
federal pandemic aid runs out in 2025.

Jewish Groups Rally 
for Victims of Deadly 
Bronx Fire
By Andrew Silow-Carroll

New York’s Jewish community is rallying for victims and 
first responders after the city’s deadliest fire in 30 years.

Seventeen people, including nine children, were killed 
in the blaze in the Bronx, which raged through a 19-sto-
ry high rise on East 181st Street, which was home to a 
large African immigrant community. Firefighters found 
victims on nearly every floor.

In the hours after the fire, the Masbia network of kosher 
food pantries set up a relief tent near the scene of the 
tragedy, serving food to survivors and responders.

Masbia also teamed up with Boro Park Shomrim, the 
Jewish neighborhood patrol in Brooklyn, to purchase 
and distribute emergency supplies, beverages and 
snacks. (Masbia is collecting donations at https://www.
masbiarelief.org/bronxfire/)

SAR Academy, the Jewish day school in Riverdale, an-
nounced it is is raising funds to help the victims. The 
Riverdale Jewish Center is also accepting monetary do-
nations, and drop-off boxes will be available at the syn-
agogue on 3700 Independence Ave.

UJA-Federation of New York tweeted, “Our hearts ache for 
the victims of this horrific tragedy and their loved ones. 
We’re in touch with government officials and our partner 
agencies in the Bronx to assist in any way possible.”

The Jewish Community Relations Council of NY issued a 
statement, saying it is in “active discussion about how to 
best help the victims with this trauma,” and noting that 
many of the victims were Muslims.

NEWS



JANUARY 14, 2021THE NEW YORK JEWISH WEEK

thejewishweek.com 8

Meet the 29-Year-
Old Bukharian Jew 
Who Quit His Wall 
Street Job to Open a 
Pickle Shop
By Julia Gergely

The first person in his family born in America, Edward 
Ilyasov spent his childhood in Hillcrest, Queens, watch-
ing cooking shows and dreaming of traveling the world. 

Even as a young boy, Ilyasov, 29, felt he was destined 
to do something outside of the life path set for him by 
his parents and his community. He knew he didn’t want 
to grow up and become a pharmacist, dentist, barber 
or jeweler — popular professions among the members 
of Queens’ Bukharian Jewish community, a tight-knit en-
clave of some 70,000 Russian-speaking Jews who origi-
nally hail from Central Asia.

Still, as a child of divorced immigrants, Ilyasov’s primary 
career goal was to make money. So, after completing his 
undergraduate degree at Queen’s College and getting 
a master’s degree in financial engineering at Columbia 
University, Ilyasov headed to Wall Street to work as a fi-
nancial analyst for Deutsche Bank and Santander Bank. 

But after five years, despite the stable salary and paren-
tal approval, Ilyasov felt unfulfilled. So he decided to go 
from crunching numbers to crunching something a little 
more satisfying: pickles. 

The idea first sparked three years ago, when Ilyasov’s 
aunt served him a crunchy homemade pickle with a sur-
prising depth of flavor.  Ilyasov wanted the recipe, but 
his aunt was only able to provide vague instructions  — 
“a little bit of this, a little bit of that,” he recalled. “Really, 
no numbers.”

Ilyasov made it his mission to recreate the flavor. With-
in a week, he posted his version on Instagram, where it 

went viral in the Bukharian community. His friends who 
heard the crunch of the pickle in the video wanted to try 
it in person, he said. Ilyasov made small jars for them. As 
word spread, he began selling his jars for $5 — eventual-
ly amassing a 600-order waitlist.

And so, Uncle Edik’s Pickles was born. Though pick-
le-making began as a hobby — Ilyasov tinkered with 
the recipes outside of work hours, especially during the 
first months of remote work when the pandemic began 
— it became a career. Ilyasov quit his finance job and 
became a full-time “picklepreneuer” in November 2020, 
selling jars of pickles via Instagram and word of mouth. 

Last October, Ilyasov moved into a storefront at 176-37 
Union Turnpike in Fresh Meadows, just across the street 
from where he grew up. After a month spent catching 
up on the waitlist, Uncle Edik’s Pickles officially opened 
to walk-in customers in November. He now employs five 
people in the store, and hopes to expand even further 
once they reach a level of production that doesn’t sell 
out every week.

“It’s not a typical pickle — people are used to sour pickles 
or half-sour pickles,” Ilyasov told The New York Jewish 
Week. “These pickles are vinegar-based. They’re aged 
for about a week in a cold aging process.”

Ilyasov’s pickles vary from traditional Ashkenazi pickles 
one might still find on the Lower East Side, which are 
brined in a saltwater solution for one to two months.

“The pickles remain really crunchy,” Ilyasov said of his 
Bukharian method. “And, at the same time, they’re still 
packed with flavor because of the delicate blend of spices.”

Why pickles? As Ilyasov explained, they are a tradition-
al accompaniment of many Bukharian dishes, such as 
plov — a one-pot meat and rice dish — or shish kebab. 
They’re also a main component of zakuska, which are 
pickled hors d’oeuvres served with vodka, a traditional 
celebratory course.

“It presents itself as an extremely high-end pickle,” Ilyasov 
said of his creations, which include regular, spicy and 
habanero flavors. Retailing at $8 or $10, depending on 
flavor, a jar of Uncle Edik’s Pickles is meant to be more 
than a mindless add-on to a sandwich. Rather, these are 
intended to be delicacies for special meals and Shabbat 
tables, or as gifts to be given with a bottle of vodka.
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As for the name, Ilyasov explained that Edik is a dimin-
utive of Edward, and “uncle” in Russian is an honorific 
similar to “mister,” and is usually reserved for older, re-
spected members of the community. “When people say 
the name in Russian, there is a subconscious respect 
associated with it,” he said. “It makes the business per-
ceived as something prestigious and respectable.” (Plus, 
Ilyasov added: his nephew was born right around the 
time he finalized his recipes.)

Though Ilyasov considers Uncle Edik’s Pickles the frui-
tion of a lifelong dream, he said he is most proud that he 
has proved to himself that someone from the Bukharian 
community and a first-generation American can find a 
career that is both fulfilling and successful.

Manashe Khaimov, a professor of Bukharian Jewish 
history at Queens College, said Ilyasov really gained 
prominence through his pickles’ instagram account, @
uncle_ediks_pickles, where Ilyasov regularly posts busi-
ness updates, funny videos and promotional material. 
“It’s a real entrepreneurship way of selling a product,” 
Khaimov told The New York Jewish Week. “The commu-
nity has really celebrated and supported him.”

Ilyasov considers himself a minor celebrity in the Bukh-
arian community. “I’m probably in the top two or three 
most well-known Bukharians of my generation,” he said.

Harnessing his influence, Ilyasov is passionate about giv-
ing younger members of his community career advice. 
While he worked in finance, he hosted a panel called 
“Unconventional Bukharian Careers,” where Khaimov 
and other members of the community counseled high 
school and college students.

“They really don’t know what’s out there,” Ilyasov said of 
the teens in his community. “They could go into media, 
social sciences, graphic design, law. Even medical doc-
tors are very rare. People are so focused on starting a 
family in our community that they don’t really strive for 
risky careers that they might not be able to get into.”

“So for me, being able to show that it’s possible to make 
a living — a good one and a fun one — out of making 
something I’m passionate about, like pickles, means ev-
erything,” he added.

Fulfilling, maybe. But lucrative?

“I’m obviously not earning as much as I used to. Every-
thing I invested was my own savings,” he said. “So it’s 
gonna take a while for me to catch up to that. But fulfill-
ing? Yes. It’s been a blessing.”

Ilyasov — whose pickles are certified kosher by OK — 
is very aware that he is honoring a Jewish tradition by 
opening a pickle business in the city. Some of his favor-
ite interactions, he said, have been with older custom-
ers who have come in to reminisce about the hundred 
different types of pickles you could find on the Lower 
East Side.

“To have a place in Queens right in the heart of a very 
Jewish neighborhood, to bring back the ability to pick up 
a jar before Shabbat, is so important,” he said.

As for what he’ll do next, once he’s reached his pickle po-
tential? “I don’t know,” said Ilyasov. “Maybe politics next.”

Michael Lang, 
Jewish Organizer of 
Woodstock Festival, 
Dead at 77
By Lisa Keys

Michael Lang, the Jewish co-creator of 1969’s legendary 
Woodstock Music and Art Fair, died on Saturday at Me-
morial Sloan-Kettering hospital in Manhattan. He was 77.

The cause, according to a family spokesperson, was a 
rare form of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.

A concert promoter who was just 24 at the time, he was 
one of several Jewish collaborators who made the gen-
eration-defining festival, billed as “Three Days of Peace 
and Music,” happen. Other key players included mu-
sic executive and promoter Artie Kornfeld — another 
Brooklyn-born Jew — and businessman Joel Rosenman, 
a Jewish native of Long Island.

Perhaps most notably, when the initial plans to hold 

REMEMBERING



JANUARY 14, 2021THE NEW YORK JEWISH WEEK

thejewishweek.com 10

the festival in Woodstock, N.Y., fell apart, Max Yasgur, 
a Jewish dairy farmer in Bethel, N.Y., offered his land. 
Yet another Brooklyn-born Jew, Elliot Tiber, whose par-
ents owned a motel in the area, wrote a memoir about 
the period saying he helped Lang land the new venue, 
although other accounts differ. Ang Lee adapted Tiber’s 
memoir for the 2009 film “Taking Woodstock,” with Jon-
athan Groff playing Lang.

Though the organizers had expected a crowd of 50,000, 
the Woodstock festival famously drew an estimated 
400,000 people to Yasgur’s farm between Aug. 15 and 
18, 1969. The performers were a veritable “who’s who” 
of rocks’ biggest acts at the time, among them the Grate-
ful Dead, Santana, Janis Joplin, Creedence Clearwater 
Revival, Joan Baez, The Who, the supergroup Crosby, 
Stills, Nash & Young, and festival-closer Jimi Hendrix.

In his book, “The Road to Woodstock,” Lang credited his 
Jewish parents, who were small-business owners, with 
teaching him the skills he needed to pull off an event 
of such scale. His father, he said, “always taught me to 
be self-reliant. That was his thing — just take care of it. 
Early on, he gave me a strategy for getting out of tough 
situations: take charge and keep moving. Step back just 
enough to think clearly, and trust your instincts. That’s 
how he dealt with things, and this would serve me well.”

Lang was born in 1944 in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. He 
briefly attended New York University before dropping 
out and opening a head shop in Miami selling cannabis 
paraphernalia, reportedly using money he saved from 
his bar mitzvah. He then became a concert promoter, 
helping to organize the 1968 Miami Pop Festival.

The following year, Lang returned to New York and was 
inspired to create the Woodstock extravaganza.

World-class music aside, the festival became equally 
iconic for its bad weather and intense traffic, which Daily 
News reported at the time was “the largest traffic jam in 
the history of the Catskills.”

Still, despite the mud and the food shortages, a spirit 
of unity prevailed among the attendees. “Your produc-
ers have done a mammoth job to see that you’re taken 
care of… they’d enjoy a vote of thanks,” farmer Yasgur 
told the sodden crowd on Day Three. “But above that, 
the important thing that you’ve proven to the world is 
that a half a million kids — and I call you kids because I 

have children that are older than you are — a half mil-
lion young people can get together and have three days 
of fun and music and have nothing but fun and music, 
and I – God bless you for it!”

Lang’s involvement with Woodstock endured for de-
cades: He produced the Woodstock ’94 festival and the 
ill-fated Woodstock ’99, which was marred by violence, 
sexual assault and three-digit temperatures. Lang had 
also hoped to produce Woodstock 50, a 2019 festival in 
honor of the original concert’s 50th anniversary, but var-
ious legal and venue issues meant that it never got off 
the ground.

Following the cancellation of Woodstock 50, Lang was 
asked by Rolling Stone if he worried about tarnishing 
Woodstock’s legacy. “It’s not something I consider,” he 
said in 2019. “What we did in 1969 was in 1969 and that’s 
what has endured and will continue to endure. We’re 
not going away.”

What Jon Stewart Got 
Right About Those 
‘Harry Potter’ Goblins
Antisemitic tropes can be invisible to 
the creators who use them.
By Andrew Silow-Carroll

In elementary school I starred in “The Christmas That 
Almost Wasn’t,” a play based on a 1966 movie based on 
a book by the children’s entertainer Paul Tripp.

I played Sam Whipple, a lawyer who teams up with Santa 
Claus after an evil landlord — a Dickensian villain named 
Phineas T. Prune — jacks up Santa’s rent and threatens 
to evict his elves. To save Christmas, Sam and Santa take 
jobs at a department store. Prune promptly buys the 
store and then docks their pay.

Christmas is saved when children collect enough mon-
ey to pay the rent. Prune’s icy heart melts Scrooge-style 

EDITOR’S DESK
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when the kids give him the toy boat he coveted as a child.

At the time no one thought it unusual for a public ele-
mentary school on Long Island to put on a Christmas 
play. I certainly didn’t have qualms as a Jewish kid about 
appearing in a play that seemed to dip into some very 
cringe-inducing cultural archetypes about innocent 
Christians and money-grubbing landlords.

I doubt Tripp or the movie’s director, Rossano Brazzi, set 
out to make an allegory about the victory of Christian 
charity over Jewish avarice. But as a wise man recent-
ly said, “some tropes are so embedded in society that 
they’re basically invisible even in a considered process 
like moviemaking.”

That wise man was Jon Stewart. In a recent podcast he 
noted quite reasonably that the goblin characters in 
the “Harry Potter” movies resembled antisemitic car-
icatures: secretive hook-nosed bankers rubbing their 
gnarled hands over piles of gold.

In those remarks he appeared to implicate the author 
of the Potter books, J.K. Rowling. “It was one of those 
things where I saw it on the screen and I was expecting 
the crowd to be like ‘holy shit, she did not in a wizarding 
world just throw Jews in there to run the f—ing under-
ground bank,’” he said.

After several media outlets suggested that Stewart was 
calling Rowling an antisemite, he responded testily in a 
follow-up video.

“I do not think J.K. Rowling is antisemitic,” Stewart says 
in the video, adding, “There is no reasonable person that 
could’ve watched it [the podcast] and not seen it as a 
lighthearted conversation.”

Lighthearted, maybe, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t 
making a serious point. Stewart wasn’t the first to note 
that the goblin characters in the Potter books and films 
seem to draw on antisemitic caricatures. Others have 
also pointed out that Rowling’s depictions may well have 
been unconscious. As a critic a wrote in 2019, “it’s likely 
that a lot of the goblins’ more anti-Semitic features are 
actually related to older fantasy fare surrounding bank-
ers. It just so happens that those were probably inspired 
by anti-Jewish propaganda.”

It’s not just Rowling repurposing ugly stereotypes for the 

fantasy audience. “The Christmas that Almost Wasn’t” 
appears to recycle some of the plot and imagery of the 
Laurel and Hardy classic “Babes in Toyland” (aka “The 
March of the Wooden Soldiers”). In that 1934 musical, 
set in a land of fairy tales, a bearded, black-coated land-
lord (hello!) named Silas Barnaby threatens to evict The 
Old Lady Who Lives in a Shoe unless the blonde, inno-
cent Bo-Peep agrees to marry him. (This movie, which 
ran every year at Christmas, scared the hell out of me 
when I was kid. Maybe subconsciously I was reacting to 
what today looks like a musical-comedy version of “Jew 
Süss,” the infamous Nazi propaganda film.)

Critics couldn’t ignore the ethnic stereotypes in “The 
Phantom Menace,” the 1999 Star Wars film. Many fo-
cused on Watto, the hook-nosed junk shop owner who 
declares — in a Yiddish accent, no less! — “Mind tricks 
don’t-a work on-a me. Only money.”

In 1992, two then-students at Columbia University, Re-
becca Roiphe and Daniel Cooper, wrote what I remem-
ber as a very convincing exegesis on the antisemitic 
tropes in Tim Burton’s “Batman Returns.” Its villain, The 
Penguin, is depicted as “a Jew, down to his hooked nose, 
pale face and lust for herring.” An anti-Christ figure born 
on Christmas Day, the character is given a Mosaic back-
story and plots a plague-like genocide of Gotham’s first-
born sons. The biblical tropes woven into the plot, the 
authors write, “betray a hidden conflict between gentile 
and Jew.”

“So much of Western art and culture is a recycling, con-
scious or unconscious, of traditional narratives, wheth-
er from the Bible or ‘The Odyssey’ or the Norse myths.”

Like Stewart, Roiphe and Cooper allow that “the Ju-
deo-Christian tradition provides many of our myths,” 
suggesting Burton likely drew on these myths uncon-
sciously. Sometimes a penguin is just a penguin. But 
so much of Western art and culture is a recycling, con-
scious or unconscious, of traditional narratives, whether 
from the Bible or “The Odyssey” or the Norse myths. The 
Christian narrative just so happens to demand a “Jew” to 
serve as the ultimate foil to a Christ-like protagonist. It 
would just be nice if he didn’t look like a drawing out of 
Der Sturmer.

The persistence of Western myths doesn’t absolve the 
artist of the responsibility to recognize the archetypes, 
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and decide which ones are worth saving and which de-
serve to be discarded. The Superman myth, for exam-
ple, created by two Jews, takes a biblical narrative — an 
engendered child sent to live among strangers, where 
he shows powers that the uses to fight for justice — and 
finds a positive use for it.

And if artists need a motivation, consider this: Arche-
types are tempting, but they are also lazy. Instead of 
plugging into an audience’s preconceived notions of 
good and evil, or us and them, the best art challenges 
or undermines the past. There are plenty of new stories 
to be told.

Andrew Silow-Carroll is the editor in chief of The New York 
Jewish Week and senior editor of the Jewish Telegraphic 
Agency (@SilowCarroll).

Leaders Can’t Lead 
Without the Support 
of Their Communities
A weary Moses needs help in 
overcoming great obstacles and 
achieving great miracles.
By Rabbi Wendy Pein

At the onset of my career, when I was delivering my 
first d’var Torah in front of my congregation in a lovely 
outside setting, an elderly congregant called out, “I can’t 
hear her. I can’t understand a word she is saying!”

Fortunately, from the moment of that inauspicious 
start, the congregation was continually wonderful to 
me and helped me develop both professionally and 
personally. I went on to develop a very close rapport 
with the members of that congregation and look back 
fondly at that time.

The support I received from that Jewish community finds 
its echo in this week’s Torah portion, Beshalach. Famous 
for its inclusion of Shirat haYam, the Song at the Sea, the 

portion ends with a message about supporting our lead-
ers that must not be overlooked. When Moses is tired and 
weary and can no longer lift his hands to lead, the com-
munity’s proxies, Aaron and Hur, rally around him and 
support him, literally holding his hands up so that they 
“remain steady” (Exodus 17:12). As a result, Joshua and 
his army prevail against the Israelites’ enemy Amalek.

The image of Moses with his hands held aloft by mem-
bers of the community is a powerful metaphor. It 
demonstrates that if we are to overcome adversity, our 
leaders need the community’s tireless support, and that 
the community needs to be “hands on.” While the por-
tion includes numerous miraculous events fit for a Hol-
lywood production — Pharaoh’s mighty pursuit of the Is-
raelites, the sea splitting and creating two walls through 
which the Israelites could march, the Egyptian pursuers 
being hurled in the sea, and manna coming down from 
heaven — it concludes on this poignant human moment 
of support and respect.

Our portion teaches us that the relationship between lead-
ers and their people will grow over time when trust is de-
veloped. At the beginning of the portion, when the Israel-
ites left Egypt, God led them on a roundabout journey, for 
if they encountered hardship immediately, God said, “the 
Am (people) may have a change of heart” (Ex. 13:17).

“Our portion also portrays the miraculous accomplish-
ments that can be achieved when leaders and their 
community work together.”

At this point in history, the Israelites are a divided and 
complaining group of ingrates. Despite being guided 
through the wilderness by God in a pillar of cloud, the 
Israelites cannot recognize God’s presence in their lives. 
When the Israelites see Pharaoh and the Egyptians pur-
suing them, they turn against Moses, saying that Moses 
should have left them to serve Pharaoh and die in Egypt 
(Ex. 14:11-1 2).

Alternatively, our portion also portrays the miraculous 
accomplishments that can be achieved when leaders 
and their community work together. At the climax of 
the story, when it is most crucial to their survival, the 
Israelites put their faith in God and Moses and march 
together through the Sea of Reeds (Ex. 14:21 -22). After 
they passed through the sea, the Israelites sing Shirat 
Ha-Yam, the Song at the Sea (Ex. 15: 1 – 19), in joy and in 

SABBATH WEEK
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unison. In our daily liturgy, we recite the Mi Chamocha 
prayer, an excerpt from the Song at the Sea, perhaps to 
continually remind us that when we are a united com-
munity, we can overcome great obstacles and achieve 
great miracles.

Today the leaders of the Jewish community have many 
challenges. Our congregations and Hebrew schools are 
mostly empty because of the COVID-19 pandemic. A ris-
ing wave of antisemitism threatens the United States 
and global Jewish community. Iran is an increasing men-
ace and an existential threat to Israel. Our politics are 
undermining the possibility of solidarity. Trying to keep 
our community engaged and institutions financially 
afloat has left our Jewish leaders tired and weary.

But we must learn from our portion that it is our role to 
lift up our leaders and support them. To provide them 
the resources they need to do their job. To participate 
and volunteer. To fund and encourage them. Once again 
it seems that we are at a crucial juncture, a metaphorical 
crossing of the Sea of Reeds. My hope is that we each 
choose the path of supporting our leaders so that we 
may march together without fear to a better Jewish and 
world future.

Rabbi Wendy Pein is the director of congregational learning 
at Temple Israel of Northern Westchester in Croton-on-Hud-
son, co-president of the Westchester Association of Temple 
Educators, and a visiting lecturer at The Osborn senior living 
residence in Rye.

Complaining About 
Miracles
By David Wolpe

As soon as the people leave Egypt, they begin to 
complain. Moses, frustrated, asks “Why do you try the 
Lord?” The word for “try” is “tenasun” which is Hebrew 
has the same two letters, nun and samach, that spell 
‘nes’ or miracle. Moses is reminding the people that they 
just experienced an astounding miracle, and they are 
turning it into a complaint.

In our own day we understand the dynamic. When the 
pandemic first broke out people prayed for a vaccine. 
Miraculously the vaccines were created and suddenly, 
the distribution, availability – indeed the very speed with 
which they were created – has for some turned a miracle 
into a grievance. It seems as if there is no beneficence 
and no blessing that human beings will not quarrel about.

Whether it is the end of slavery, the creation of Israel, 
or the gifts of modern medicine, perhaps we are not 
programmed to simply be thankful. Every nes, miracle, 
turns into a nisayon, trial. But thank God the miracles 
keep coming, and we may yet learn to turn from 
grumbling to gratitude.

Named the most influential Rabbi in America by Newsweek 
Magazine and one of the 50 most influential Jews in the 
world by the Jerusalem Post, David Wolpe is the Rabbi of 
Sinai Temple in Los Angeles, California.

7 Spots in New York 
to Stock up on the 
Fruits and Nuts You’ll 
Want for Tu Bishvat
By Rachel Ringler

Midway between Hanukkah and Purim is the small, quiet 
Jewish holiday of Tu Bishvat. Considered the “new year 
of the trees,” Tu Bishvat — so named because it falls on 
the 15th day of the Hebrew month of Shvat —  begins 

CANDLELIGHTING, READINGS:

Shevat 12, 5782 | Friday, January 14, 2021
• Light candles at:  4:34 p.m. (NYC)

Shevat 13, 5782 | Saturday, January 15, 2022
• Torah reading:  Beshalach, Exodus 13:17–17:16
• Haftarah:  Judges 4:4–5:31
• Shabbat ends:  5:37 p.m. (NYC)

MUSINGS

TU BISHVAT
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this year on the evening of Sunday, Jan. 16.

It’s a day to honor trees — fruit trees, in particular — 
although in contemporary times,Tu Bishvat has also 
evolved into a celebration of the environment, a sort of 
Jewish Earth Day.

Of course, whenever there is a Jewish celebration, there’s 
Jewish food — in this case, the fruit of trees and fields. 
It’s customary to enjoy foods found in the Land of Israel, 
especially the “seven species ” described in Deuteron-
omy as the region’s staples: wheat and barley, grapes, 
figs, pomegranates, olives and dates. Of course, one can 
indulge in other foods associated with Israel, like carob, 
quince, walnuts and almonds.

To mark the holiday, many people plant — or pay to 
plant — trees in Israel, although it’s a  tradition that’s 
not without controversy. Tu Bishvat seders, based on 
the Passover seder, have become popular, too. Partici-
pants enjoy different types of wine together with fruits, 
nuts and olives, and use the seders as an opportunity to 
delve into the environmental lessons found in the Bible.

No matter which types of produce you hope to eat, gift or 
serve on Tu Bishvat —  from the quotidian to the esoteric 
— rest assured that you can find them in specialty gro-
cery stores around New York City. Even if you’re not big 
on the holiday, why not use Tu Bishvat as an opportunity 
to discover some of the great culinary resources this city 
has to offer? Below are seven of our favorite shops that 
specialize in delicious bulk dried fruits and nuts.

1. SAHADI’S

Two Brooklyn locations: 187 Atlantic Ave. and 34 35th St.

Founded by Lebanese immigrants in 1895,  Sahadi’s 
moved from Manhattan to Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn 
Heights in 1948. Upon entering the family-run shop, 
customers are met with more than 200 bins filled with 
nuts, dried fruits and imported olives. Nuts come roast-
ed, salted, unsalted, chocolate or cinnamon covered 
(phew!). In season, you can find green almonds, the first 
fruit of the almond tree. Pick up dried mangos — spicy 
or natural — goji berries, barberries, dried ginger, rasp-
berries, strawberries, cranberries. Sahadi’s was named 
a James Beard America’s Classic in 2017, an award giv-
en, according to the foundation, to “regional establish-
ments, often family-owned, that are cherished for their 

quality food, local character, and lasting appeal.” It’s a 
New York treasure. Shipping and delivery available.

2. KALUSTYAN’S

123 Lexington Ave., Manhattan

Enter the maze in Manhattan that is Kalustyan’s, founded 
in 1944 by K. Kalustyan, an Armenian man from Turkey, 
and you can find all you need for a Tu Bishvat seder — 
and beyond. With items from more than 80 countries, the 
aisles are packed with every rare food you might want, 
from preserved lemons in saffron and olive oil to pista-
chio nougat, dried persimmons and Uzbekistani apricots. 
If you need a particular nut or fruit, odds are that they 
have it — and if they don’t, they will get it for you.

3. ECONOMY CANDY

108 Rivington St., Manhattan

Don’t be fooled by the name: Economy Candy is not 
just about candy, although they do stock just about 
any sweet imaginable. This 85-year old business sells a 
long list of dried fruit and nuts, too. The narrow store 
has shelves all the way to the ceiling, crowded with the 
nosherei of your dreams. Order online for mail delivery 
at https://economycandy.com, or shop in-person Fri-
days through Tuesdays, from noon to 5:00 p.m.

4. PARROT COFFEE

Multiple locations in Queens

This gourmet food shop specializes in foods from the 
Balkans and Mediterranean. Shoppers can choose from 
more than 1,400 products, including vats of dozens of va-
rieties of olives and coffee beans. The neatly organized 
aisles are filled with various types of nuts and fruits — 
looking for dried kiwi? They’ve got it! — and delicious vari-
eties of halvah, too. Order online at https://parrotcoffee.
com (shipping charges apply) or shop in person.

5. NUTS FACTORY

Two Manhattan locations: 1030 Third Ave. and 700 Sixth Ave.

This third-generation, family-owned mini-chain just 
opened its second Manhattan location, in Flatiron, 
during the spring of 2021. Pristine aisles are lined with 
bulk nuts, fruits, olives, spices, coffees and teas. Nuts 
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are roasted on site, so the store is filled with inviting 
aromas. In addition to everyday dried fruit like raisins 
and apricots, you can buy dried guava, passionfruit and 
melon. They also sell freshly ground nut butters and 
plant-based milks. You can get rosewater, pistachio and 
cranberry halva, too. Free shipping on orders over $59 
(https://nutsfactorynyc.com).

6. ZABAR’S

2245 Broadway, Manhattan

Probably most famous for its coffee and “appetizing” 
items like lox and smoked whitefish, this iconic Up-
per West Side grocery also sells an impressive array of 
dried fruits and nuts. Some of the nuts and fruits can 
be weighed and bagged in larger quantities by the clerk 
behind the cake counter; the rest are sold in small, pre-
weighed plastic containers. Gift baskets are also avail-
able, if that’s your thing. Shipping as well as local de-
livery in Manhattan is available; order online at https://
www.zabars.com or by phone, 212-787-2000.

7. NUTS.COM 

If you don’t want to leave the cozy, COVID-safe confines 
of your apartment, online kosher imporium Nuts.com 
will come to the rescue! This institution — which started 
as a pushcart in Newark, N.J. – sells an enormous variety 
of dried fruits, including dragon fruit as well as a dried 
“fruit salad” consisting of dried pineapple, papaya, kiwi, 
mango, strawberries and star fruit. If it’s nuts you’re after, 
order yourself  a large mixed nuts sampler that includes 
over two pounds of jumbo natural pistachios, milk choco-
late peanuts and raisins, butternut peanuts, jumbo roast-
ed and salted cashews, and sugar-toasted Peanuts. Most 
orders are delivered within one to two days.

January 16 | 5:00 p.m.

Learning to Build a Community of Belonging in 
Honor of MLK Day

UJA-Federation of NY and scholars from the Shalom 
Hartman Institute and Ammud: The Jews of Color 
Torah Academy present a free evening of virtual 
learning to honor Dr. Martin Luther King’s legacy 

and contribute to a world where everyone feels 
like they belong. Learn how traditional and modern 
teachings help inform the contemporary struggle 
for racial justice and universal belonging, with Hart-
man scholars including Dahlia Lithwick, Rivka Press 
Schwartz, Ginna Green, and Mijal Bitton.

Register at https://bit.ly/3FrznvN

January 17 | 5:00 p.m.

“Munich: The Edge of War” — A Conversation 
with Jeremy Irons

Actor Jeremy Irons will discuss his new film, “Mu-
nich: The Edge of War,”with 92Y Reel Pieces modera-
tor Annette Insdorf. Irons stars as British Prime Min-
ister Neville Chamberlain. The interview, free with 
registration, will be broadcast live on 92Y’s website.

Register at https://bit.ly/3qqvraa

January 18 | 1:00 p.m.

The Year Ahead in Jewish News

What might happen in 2022, and what stories 
will Jewish media focus on? Join Jewish Week Edi-
tor-in-Chief Andrew Silow-Carroll, Philissa Cramer of 
the Jewish Telegraphic Agency and Molly Tolsky of 
Alma and Kveller to discuss the year ahead.

Register at https://bit.ly/3rdVwIN

January 19 | 6:00 p.m.

American Shtetl: The Making of Kiryas Joel, a 
Hasidic Village in Upstate New York

The Jewish Week and UJA-Federation invite you to 
join Nomi Stolzenberg and David Myers for a discus-
sion of their new book, “American Shtetl: The Making 
of Kiryas Joel, a Hasidic Village in Upstate New York.” 

Register at https://bit.ly/3K9GRqQ
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