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In Memoriam....Baruch Tegegne

Baruch was a blessing to those of us that were inspired by his dedication to
the cause of Ethiopian Jewry. Here in Minnesota his presence energized a
cadre of volunteers that included the late William P. (Bill ) Halpern, 2’1, the
late Rabbi Max Shapiro of Temple Israel z’l, United States Senator Rudy
Boschwitz, a member of Rabbi Shapiro’s congregation, who was then later
appointed to serve as President George Herbert Walker Bush’s emissary

to negotiate the release of Ethiopian Jewry that led to a massive airlift.

Baruch’s cheerful smile and engaging personality made it virtually
impossible for anyone to deny his request for help with those projects
that he supported. His modesty, sincerity, and earnestness of purpose
motivated many to help with both advocacy and fundraising efforts for
those worthy causes that he supported related to the rescue of Ethiopian
Jews that were languishing in Ethiopia and then the successful absorption

of his Ethiopian Jews in Israel.

He inspired me to engage the Jewish community in Minnesota to improve
the lives of Ethiopian Jews - both those remaining in Ethiopia and those
alreadyin Israel. His example motivated me to find a particular opportunity
where I could become a part of an institutional group that could help the
causes he supported. As a result I served on the board of directors of the
North American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry ( NACOEJ ) for many
years.

May his memory serve as a blessing for generations to come.

Harlan Jacobs

Co-Founder

William P. Halpern Foundation for Ethiopian Jewry
Minneapolis, Minnesota

5 May 2017
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Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jewry

Much is known about Baruch Tegene’s heroism, in setting up a first
Jewish farm on the Sudanese border, and above all in performing the
early rescues of the Ethiopian Jews at the height of Ethiopia’s civil war, to
demonstrate such rescues were possible. Baruch was a man who could not
only rescue others, taking risks on the ground; he was able, through public
lectures, large and small, and the media to reach tens of thousands. Few
who heard Baruch speaking throughout North America in the late 1970s
and early 1980s, about the plight of Beta Israel, could fail to be moved.
There are steep learning curves involved in the confrontation between
Ethiopian and Western cultures, for both sides, but one thing that it
seemed he did not need to learn was how to speak directly to the hearts
of Jews from very different backgrounds. I saw this repeatedly when we
spoke together, informing them about, and raising money for, Beta Israel;
he was quite possibly, the most effective speaker for that cause I have ever
seen; he could appeal to the very young or to the aged; the sheltered youth
of North America, or equally to a Holocaust survivor; to a hard-nosed
business person, or young idealist. Those who wished to see the plight of
Beta Israel differently than he did, could not fail to experience his potent
message. Most remarkable was the speed with which people responded to
him amid the clamor of competing priorities by changing their priorities
to support a previously unheard of cause. So he changed my life, and the
life of my brother. People of limited means, people of considerable means
reconsidered their priorities. Those of limited experience, and those of too
much life experience; those with oversized egos, and the humble, yielded
to his pleas, and put down what they were doing for themselves, to help.
With remarkable poise, he could explain, and personify, the dignity and
the love of Judaism distilled by what is probably two millennia of Jewish
life in Ethiopia. His pain was palpable and he might cry when he gave a
speech, and yet, we all felt ennobled, and without embarrassment. He
eloquence was natural, his emotion was immediate and contagious. But
above all, there was, in the midst of his pain, which was considerable,
that unforgettable, high-pitched, ethereal Gondar laugh, that melted
boundaries between people.

Dr. Norman Doidge
Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jewry
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LETTER from SENATOR RUDY BOSCHWITZ

I am honored to write a short tribute to Baruch Tegegne,zl. Baruch got
into the business of saving his fellow Ethiopian Jews long before I did.
Directly and always indirectly, Baruch was responsible for all that followed
his efforts. He inspired us all with his successes most of which occurred

against odds that seemed insurmountable.

I became involved with Ethiopian Jewry through Bill Halpern, a young
Minnesotan who was among the earliest westerners seeking to help
Ethiopian Jewry. It happened not long before I became a U.S. Senator in
1978. Bill came back to Minnesota from Africa. He was out of money (a
common problem!). He went to his Rabbi (and mine), Max Shapiro. Rabbi
Shapiro was one of the great Rabbis of my life and [ am sure he was of Bill's

as well.

The Rabbi was astounded by Bill's Gondar pictures. He had not expected
to see large numbers of Black Jews - just as the Jews of Gondar were
surprised to learn there were white Jews! The Rabbi said to Bill: "There's
only one person I know who will look at these pictures, believe you and

raise $$ for you."

The Rabbi thereupon named me. It was among the nicest things ever said
about me and launched my activities in behalf of Ethiopian Jewry.

Bill never talked to me about Baruch - he may have but I forget. Surely
Bill was inspired by Baruch as we all were. With new funding off Bill went
to Africa and not long after that unfortunately lost his life pursuing his

efforts for his fellow Jews.

Shortly thereafter I arrived in the Senate - remembering Bill and inspired
by Baruch - I formed an Ethiopian Jewish Caucusin the Senate in the early
80's and as I recall we had about 35 other Senators join me in that Caucus
so that first President Reagan and then President GHW Bush knew they
had legislative support when it came to actions needed for the Black Jews

of Ethiopia - the "Falashas" (the strangers) as they were then known.
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And so Operation Moses occurred with the direct intervention by then
Vice-President George Herbert Walker Bush. He then became President

and called upon me as his Emissary in 1991 for Operation Solomon.

Altogether it's a wonderful story - full of problems - with many ups and
downs - and much of it, even perhaps all, traceable to the early efforts
of Baruch Tegegne whose persistence and skill brought the problems of
Ethiopian Jewry to the world's attention. He was the George Washington
of his people.

In all of history only twice were Blacks taken off the African continent in
large numbers for love and a better life. Those two times were Operations
Moses and Solomon which were part of the ingathering to Israel of the
world's Jewish people. Every other time Blacks were taken either for
slavery or exploitation.

Operations Solomon & Moses were major league mitzvahs. Both - and
much more - can traced to the actions and inspiration created by a great
man - a great Jew - Baruch Tegegne.

Senator Rudy Boschwitz (retired)

U.S. Ambassador to the UN Human Rights Commission (retired)

U.S. Emissary to Ethiopia for Operation Solomon on behalf of President
George Herbert Walker Bush.
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community and being in position to help give voice to his leadership.

Baruch served as the leading voice of inspiration not only to myself and
Nate Shapiro, but to all of us at AAEJ who were committed to assisting the

community to realize their dreams of Jeruaslem

William Recant, PHD

Former Executive Director AAEJ

(American Association for Ethiopian Jewry)
currently Assistant Director

American Jewish Joint Distribution
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Baruch Tegene was a true hero of the Beta Yisrael community to the staff
and leadership of the American Association for Ethiopian Jewry. AAEJ
was dedicated to the rescue, relief and advocacy on behalf of Ethiopian
Jewry. i served as Executive Director from 1986 until we closed our doors
in 1992 a year after Operation Solomon. When first hired, our founder,
Dr Graenum Berger and our former Presidents Dr. Howard Lenhoff and
Nate Shapiro each said that it was important for me to to to Israel and

meet Baruch Tegene .

When I asked why my first meeting should be with Baruch, they each said
"because he represents the heart and soul of the community." I came to
know Baruch and saw the qualities of true leadership. Baruch "walked the
walk and talked the talk". He was eloquent even at first in broken English.
he was able to communicate the story of his community with passion
and truth. When Baruch spoke, even in his quiet tone, reflective of the
community, he invoked a real sense of leadership.

Baruch's personal story was the story of his people and his community.
Nate Shapiro spoke highly of Baruch's ability to convince people that
although humble and kind, he was a real spokesperson for the Beta Israel
community. Nate introduced him to Jon Mills and former Senator Rudy
Boschwitz. The AAEJ was responsible for bringing Baruch to speak to
Jewish communities from New York and Toronto to Los Angeles and San
Francisco. When he spoke to groups about the plight of the community
and his desire to see the community unified and together in theJewish
homeland of Israel, everyone in the audience listened and heard his

message.

Baruch was unassuming and always saw himself as a member of the
community who was fortunate to have studied with the Kfar Batya
group and put in a position where he could help his community realize
their dream of more than a thousand years. For all of us at AAEJ we felt
honored and privileged to work with Baruch on his mission of helping his
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' SPEAKERS ON CAMPUS

'From Ethiopia to Israel

Pioneering Ethiopian Jew shares his story

LISA VARANO

Baruch Tegegne is clear about
| his identity.
| . "I'know who | am,” he said to an
audience of about 65 McGill students
| last week. "I am black and a Jew."

To cap off Black History Month
celebrations, the Black Students’
Network and Hillel McGill teamed up
for “The Colours of Judaism,” an
event highlighting the Ethiopian

Jewish experience.
| It was proposed by Miriam
Aronowicz, U3 Art History, who sits on
the Senate Subcommittee on Race
and Ethnic Relations.

“It's always interested me—the
concept of Jewish identity and the
multifaceted nature of what it means
to be Jewish," she said. "The idea
came- about [at Senate] that students
should work cross-culturally to put
together events, and we thought the
Ethiopian Jewish experience was the
perfect way to do this”

In 1956, when Tegegne was
around 10-years-old, he arrived in
Israel for the first time. He was among
27 Ethiopian Jewish children brought
to Israel by the government to receive
education. Many in Israeli society
were surprised to learn that there
were Jews in Ethiopia.

“In the beginning it was very dif-

ask me, 'How did you become a
Jew? For me, it's hard to give that
answer. | will ask him the same ques-
tion. | don't know if he knows him-
self!

Today 80,000 Ethiopian Jews
live in Israel and few remain in
Ethiopia. Many escaped difficult con-
ditions in Africa. Tegegne travelled to
neighbouring Sudan in the 1980s to
help Jews Ieave the country.

“l was the first man there rescu-
ing the first people,” he said. "By
showing that, then the Israeli forces
come over to rescue the rest of the

ficult,” said Tegegne. "Somebody will -

Ethiopian Jews from Sudan—15,000
people.’

Ethiopia's Jews had long been
separated from the rest of the inter-
national Jewish community.

"We thought, we are the only
Jews left in the whole world,” he said.

Over the long history of the Jews
in Ethiopia, Tegegne said, most of the
original 500,000 converted to
Christianity.

Helen Eyob, Tegegne's niece, is
a student at Concordia. She
addressed the crowd following her
uncle’s speech. In the face of discrim-
ination in Addis Ababa, her parents
kept their religion a secret, moving
the family to Canada when she was a
young child. &

"As you get older, you have to try
to negotiate your identity because
you are black and you are Jewish, and
you're trying to basically jump from
one identity to the next, and trying to
actually figure out where you fit in,”
said Eyob. “That’s actually very difficult
because you want to fit into every cat-
egory 100 per cent and you realize
you don't” >

Unlike in Israel, the Ethiopian
Jewish community in Montreal is very
small. Eyob said perceptions differ
accordingly.

“Outside of Israel, people don't
see you as Ethiopian. They see you as
black,” she said. “I'm black, so that's
what | certainly see myself as first
because it's how | think people per-
ceive me, but I'm [also] very much
Jewish”

“The Colours of Judaism” provid-
ed the opportunity for both the black
and Jewish communities at McGill to
learn from each other, said Donald
Erskine, external coordinator of the
Black Students’ Network.

“This is exactly the platform that
is needed," he said, “especially at
McGill, because our stories are very
much the same, but then 5o easily
compartmentalized.” ®
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Tougher affirmative action laws E.mma for Israel

By RON CSILLAG
CIN Staff Reporter

TORONTO — Skin color remains
the “‘deepest’’ obstacle to the in-

Toronto 1996 Article

Art Exhibition

tegration into Israeli society of
Ethiopian émigrés, Israel’s
minister of immigrant absorption
said here last week.

Yair Tsaban said he wants

stronger affirmative action laws for
Ethiopians, to counter what he
called a ““tremendous’” cultural gap
between them and other Israelis.

Tsaban was in town for the open-
ing of an exhibit on Ethiopian Jews
at Beth Tzedec Congregation’s
Reuben and Helene Dennis Muse-
um. The display, Beta Israel: The
Jews of Ethiopia, combines every-
day artifacts with E._oam depicting
life in Ethiopia and in Israel.

After touring the exhibit, Tsaban
told about 200 people, including
representatives from 15 ethno-
cultural groups in Toronto and
members of the city’s small Ethio-
pian community, that no other
immigrants receive as much
government aid as do Israel’s
57,000 Ethiopians.

Israel invests up to four times as
much in Ethiopians as in other
newcomers, including almost free
28-year mortgages and low-interest
student loans. ““‘And believe me,
it’s not enough,’’ Tsaban said.

Israel has enacted its first-ever
affirmative action quotas for Ethio-
pians, but “‘much more sensibility
is needed. We must prove that we
can overcome our differences. For
Israeli society, this is a test of
honor.”

Tsaban did not mention the re-
cent debacle over the Israeli blood
agency’s discarding of blood dona-

Ethiopian ._ai_m__ wn:ﬁm" Baruch ,Hmmmm-_a points to an Q.:v: photo
of his brother Pinchas, who today lives in Israel. [Ron Csillag photo]

tions from Ethiopians.

Over 30,000 Ethiopians have
come to Israel in the last five years,
including the 14,000 airlifted by Is-
rael in May 1991, Tsaban said.

Barbara Ribakove Gordon,
director and chair of the North
American Conference on Ethiopian
Jewry (NACOEY)), recounted the
story of the miraculous airlift car-
ried out over just 36 frantic hours
while rival armies faced each other
in the capital, Addis Ababa.

The exhibit, on loan from
NACGOEIJ, provides a fascinating
glimpse into Ethiopian Jewish life

with its brightly colored fabrics,
metalwork, religious articles and
musical instruments. It also con-
veys the sheer joy of the fulfilment
of what Ethiopian Jews believed
was their destiny: to one day reach
the Promised Land.

The exhibit is not to be confused
with a similar show at Shaarei
Shomayim Congregation on Ethio-
pian Jewish life before and after Is-
rael’s 1991 rescue.

The Beth Tzedec exhibit runs
through June 28. Hours and infor-
mation on group tours are available
by calling 416-781-3511.
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his Ethiopian brothers
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Together Again - Malka reunited with her daughters, Devora,
Galila & Beth E1 1982
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