Anthony Morris with his cousins, dressed up for Purim.
Anthony Morris gyda'i gefndryd, wedi gwisgo i fyny ar gyfer Purim.

[luniau trwy garedigrwydd/images courtesy of Anthony Morris.
'

Yes, well, I've always maintained my Jewishness...I've always said I’'m a Welsh first, Jew second. It reminds me of that marvel-
lous comment made by a very famous Cardiffian...Leo Abse, who once said, ‘To be a Welsh Jew is non-conformism taken to
the nth degree. You are more Jewish than Abraham, and you are more Welsh than Dai Bach.””

Lionel Elton.

yn y Rhyfel Byd Cyntaf a'r Ail Ryfel Byd.

Members of the south Wales Jewish community played a valuable
role in both the First and Second World Wars.

Chwaraeodd aelodau o gymuned Iddewig de Cymru rél werthfawr
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They came as
refugeestoa
welcome in the
valleys. But just as
Merthyr’s boom-
time days are
gone, 50 too, finds
Tony Scotland,
are its Jews—nearly

HERE isn’t a more

Welsh valley than

the Taff, nor a Taf-

fier town than Mer-

thyr Tydfil, burial-
place of the martyr St Tydfil
(a Welsh princess murdered
by pagans in the 5th century)
and birth-place of that arche-
typal Welshman Aneurin
Bevan.

But in the centre of the
town, in a commanding posi-
tion at the top end of Church
Street, overlooking the shut-
tered shops and lounging
unemployed of post-indus-
trial decline, there is a fairy-
tale castle with coolie-hatted
twin turrets that was, until
recently, a synagogue, and is

now a fitness centre for flabby

Gentiles. Two miles outside
the town, on the mountain
road to Brecon (named after
St Tydfil’s father, Prince Bry-
chan), at a conspicuously
Celtic location called Cefn-
coed-y-cymmer, there is a
Jewish cemetery rising on
terraces — and here is a good
Jewish joke — above the
Christian cemetery that falls
down to the river, on the
other side of the road, that
much further from Heaven.

Beneath lichened granite
tombstones carved with
Hebrew texts, their grassy
graves nibbled by the moun-
tain sheep, lie the mortal
remains of Ruth Bernstein,
SRN, who devoted her life to
the care of aged Jews; Her-
man Gittlesohn, pawnbroker;
Leah and Manny Sidman,
who kept a shop on the Glebe-
land; Ada Mendelsohn, who
loved poetry; Joe Cohen;
Isaac Hamilton; Mrs Raina
Grwsener; Mr B. Shelower;
and several hundred other
long-dead Jews of Merthyr
Tydfil and Tredegar.

The earliest grave is dated
1867, the latest last year.
When, why and how did they
come to South Wales, these
exotxc mlgrants from Russia,

Cardiff and spoke to Mrs
Judy" Cotsen The Jews

ish Representanve Council in Leeds Manchesterand Lwer

century Tsarist Russia and
her dependencies.

It started as a trickle in the
1860s, increased to a stream
after the violent pogroms that
followed the assassination of
Tsar Alexander II (for which
the Jews were falsely
blamed) in 1881, and rose to a
flood in the wake of the mas-
sacre of 45 Jews at Kishinev
in Moldavia in 1903.

Most of the refugees sailed
to a new life in the New

pool. But what on earth
ought them to Merthyr
dfil? Ah, said Mrs Cotsen,

! \ou must speak to my d
n:Joe Price, a retired -
“man from Cardiff, s

who fled
glous persecutmnmlate 19th- born in Merthyr: his father

“We feel that the men, that’s their job to
run the synagogue, we run the home. But
that doesn’t mean we don’t have the power.
Believe me, we do

Sy

The last

was a tinker from Poland who
emigrated in the 1880s.

The Jews of Merthyr, said
Mr Price, peddled and
hawked their way to South
‘Wales, drawn by rumours of
the fortunes to be made in the
metal works and coal mines
of the valleys. Merthyr was
then a place of great size and
importance, one of the major
industrial centres of the
world, at the heart of the coal
and iron fields, with a popula-
tio §§‘Q09 some 30
pl ‘most of
th B?imst
chapels), a nahonal school, a
theatre, a steam railway and
the gtandest market place in

In populatmn lt was

its vast iron

For the Jewish refugees
desperately seeking work it
must have seemed like the
new Jerusalem, this hectic,
sulphurous, rain-battered
mountain boom-town, sur-
rounded by clattering pithead
wheel-towers, spitting fur-
naces and smoke-belching
chimney stacks. Some of the
refugees were skilled indus-
trial workers who found jobs
in the mines and the steel-
works. But most were arti-
sans who knocked on doors
and sold from suitcases until
they had made enough to

ers and their families

iture, curtains, pic-
es, wmdow panes,

OWN in the val-

leys amid the
ragbag popula-
tion of gold-dig-
ging Highland
Scots, West Country Engllsh
Geordies, Irish, Itali
Spanish, the
felt at home at'la
the Tsarist Governments of
Orthodox Russia and Cathglic
Poland, the sectarian Welsh
found nothing odd or threat-

e
cism of the Irish workforce),
and they shared with the
Jews an inability to speak
English, the common lan-
guage of the mines. There
may have been a closer link
still: according to myth, the
swarthy Welsh are descended
from alost tribe of Israel.

As Merthyr prospered, so
did the Jews, and as the Jews
prospered they celebrated
their success with an extrava-
gant new synagogue, which
they started to build in 1872,
on land donated by a Chris-
tian well-wisher. By the
Twenties and the Great

Norma Glass.

Depresswn with the iron
works closed and the market
for coal diminishing, the
mortgage was still unpaid and

Without a quorum of 10 they
couldn’t hold services, with-
out servu,:es they weren’t eli-
gible for a grant from the

the dwindling Jewish com
nity was beginning to find it a
burden, but worship contin-

“ued with an almost Orthodox

fervour, as Joe Price vividly
remembers.

““Once, on the Day of Atone-
ment, when I was a small boy,
I was so hungry after all that
fasting for national humilia-

withinayear.

rents h B
given if they’d known. I saw
an apple tree with its
branches h gmg over, the
steps of the s

steps, snatched down one
the apples and hungrily ate it.
On the Day of Atonement!”
But for memories of Jewish
Merthyr, he said, the man to
find was George Black — one
of the trustees of the syna-
gogue and caretaker of the
cemetery.

Black, now 80, a retired
hairdresser born in Merthyr,
lives in a small terraced
house round the corner from
the old synagogue. He and his
fellow trustees had to sell the
synagogue in 1983 because
the . congregation had
dwindled from about 400,
when he was a boy, to eight.

'”

" so suﬂdenly" The answer is

Welsh Devel Agency,
and without a grant they
couldn’t afford the upkeep. So
they sold it to a Christian
group for a mere £6,000; the
silver fetching another
£12,000. Ironically the Chris-
tians got an immediate, sub-
stantial grant from the agency
and sold on to a fitness centre

1§h popula-

partl§ ‘economics — the col-

,laase of heavy industry in

Welsh found Lt
nothing odd or
threatening
about yet
another
religious group

South Wales — and partly the
result of a peculiarly Jewish
idealism which values educa-
tion above almost anything
else.

Price explained that the
Jews of 19th-century central
Europe were regarded as ‘‘the
lowest form of life — lower
even than pigs. Yet they
strove against huge odds to
better themselves by emigra-
tion, education and unbeliev-
ably hard work.”

By t

as 40 in 100. But ironically
‘this success spelled the
beginning of the end for the
"isolated Jewish communities,
because the newly educated
young moved away to find
jobs, wives and new lives.
The very ambition of the self-
less Merthyr migrants ulti-
mately undermined their
long-term security as an iso-
lated Jewish community in
the Welsh valleys.

“They've all packed up and
gone now,”’ says George
Black. *“‘My wife and I are the
last Jews in Merthyr Tydfil —
and we're going at the end of

GARY CALTON

the month. We’ll be glad to
go, really — the cemetery’s
getting too much for us, and
my health’s not too good. It’ll
be better with my daughter in
Manchester. But T'll miss all
my friends. I ve lived here all
my life.”

Black’s father came from
Poland after the pogroms and
became a tailor’s machinist.
But his wife, Lilian, is not a
Merthyr girl. “‘She came from
London. We met at a fneﬁd s

1 Feeye
am’i that was‘thaf er pame
th v

was C

Lookmg aﬂer the cemé“ery
has become a bit of a ni t-
mare — what with all the
respondence and the mowmg
But there’s plenty of money
in the Kkitty for the t?omugh
council if they want to take it
over. How I ever came to be
responsible for the cemetery
I don’t know, but I believe 1
was destined for it. It’s been
my good deed: mitzvah we
callit in Hebrew.’”

Will he be coming back to
Merthyr? ““‘Oh yes. I've paid
for the plot up at the ceme-
tery. But I don’t know when.
That’s the only phone call I
haven’t made.”
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Roll of honour of the Newport Mon Hebrew Congregation.
Rhestr anrhydedd cynulleidfa Hebraeg Casnewydd Sir Fynwy.

Lluniau trwy garedigrwydd/images courtesy of Newport Mon
Hebrew Congregation.

“My husband’s first cousin, he locked it, he locked the door, he was
the last Jew in, to leave Merthyr, and he, and his — another cousin,
they were...hairdressers and barbers, and everybody knew George
and Joey, that’s, that’s who they were, and it was a hub of — he
knew everything about everybody.”

Sheila Kaye.

Newspaper clipping about George Black, “The last Jew in Merthyr.”
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Toriad papur newydd am George Black, “Yr Iddew olaf ym Merthyr.

Llun trwy garedigrwydd/image courtesy of The Telegraph.

Having faith in
togetherness

CATHERINE NORTON

S Christmas draws near, Wales has
taken on all the familiar trappings
of the Christian celebration.

But for many, December 25 has none
of the significance Christians place on it.

Wales, particularly the south, with its
multi-cultural legacy of Cardiff’s old sta-
tus as the world’s busiest port, is home to
many other religions. |

Rabbi Elaina Rothman is the focal point
in South Wales for those in the Jewish
community who practise Judaism as pre-
scribed by the Reformed Movement.

Its 50th anniversary next year coincides
with that of the state of Israel and her own
half-century.

“I can’t wait to be 50, honestly,” she
says. “It’s tremendous fun. I liked my 30s
more than my 20s and my 40s even more
than that, so I find the idea of turning 50
very liberating.”

Such bounce is typical of Rabbi Roth-
man, who cuts a striking figure at meet-
ings of religious groups in South Wales.

Firstly for being female: despite the
Church in Wales's admission of women
priests, it has a long way to go before it
matches the Reformed Movement’s 21-
year history of women rabbis.

She is also a breath of fresh air for her
vibrant manner — from her collection of
colourful Kippah — Jewish skullcaps,
made by friends or from Liberty’s in Lon-
don, to her habit of asking as many ques-

tions as she answers, and her desire to rid
her faith of its reputation as a closed shop.

As co-chair of the Cardiff branch of the
Council of Christians and Jews and a
board member of the association in Lon-

don, she has a growing public profile.

She divides her time between Cardiff
and London, spending alternate weeks in
each, a small echo of the cosmopolitan
lifestyle which took her to Canada, Cali-
fornia and 1980s yuppie mecca Manhattan
before she became a rabbi.

Until she came to Cardiff seven years
ago, she had never set foot in Wales, but
fell in love with it and decided to make
her first posting as a rabbi the centre of
her spiritual work.

She was born in London and brought
up in Essex, in a comfortable, middle-
class home.

“It sounds naive, but until I was in my
30s, I didn’t know about sex discrimina-
tion — there was no sense during my child-
hood of ‘women can’t’. Women could.”

B olstered by this confidence-inspir-
ing atmosphere, she grew up with a keen
streak of independence.
“I was raised by gregarious parents who
always encouraged me to do whatever I
wanted and treated me in an adult way.
“I left school at 15, after my O-Levels
and that was the end of my formal educa-
tion — I'd even managed to fail cookery.
This was in 1964, when it was common
for girls not to go to university. I was
happy, because I wanted to get out into

MORE than 200
members of Cardiff
New Synagogue wel-
comed the first woman

~rabbi in Wales at her

200 welcome

DAY AND NIGHT JOB: Rabbi Elaina Rothman prepares for a festival at Cardiff New Synagogue

We can all learn from openness

having servants themselves.
“Others were children — older members
of my congreganon have told me about

the world.”
After a year in Switzerland, where she
learned secretarial skills, she came back
to London. But she was soon off again. At
22, she went to work in Canada.

She spent several years there and so en-
Jjoyed it, she took on Canadian citizenship.
She was married, briefly, to a fellow Essex
ex-pat, but had settled into her career and
singledom when she met her second hus-
band, Gerald, a London busi

THE Jewish Reform Movement is sepa-
rate from older Orthodox groups. It came
about through differences in Biblical in-
terpretation, including women's right to
be rabbis. But in the interests of the Jew-
ish community as a whole, Rabbi Roth-
‘man is keen to acknowledge and work on
areas of common ground.

Her work with the Council of Chris-
tians and Jews involves a similar degree

of openness. “We have had 1,750 people
come and visit our synagogue, including
children doing the religious education
part of GCSE.

“It shows people we are quite down to
earth in the way we relate to God. People
are often reluctant to ask Jews questions,
because they think we'll be touchy about
it, but we all have things to learn from
each other.”

They married after a whirlwind ro-
mance (“the sort of thing that doesn’t hap-
pen in real life”) and have been married
for 19 years. “There's a Yiddish word,
‘beshet’, meaning ‘it was intended’.
That's how I describe it.”

Inheriting two step-children proved the
turning point for her religious life.

“My stepson was about to have his Bar-
mitzvah and I said I'd help him with his
Hebrew by learning with him. He told me
he knew what would happen, that I'd end
up being better at it than him and becom-
ing a rabbi.”

After postings in California and on Wall
Street, Gerald landed a plum job in Lon-

public.” Her studies included a year in
Jerusalem and presented the chance to put
her learning into practice.

Offered a choice of communities to
work in as a student helper for a year,
Rabbi Rothman chose Cardiff. “I was sup-
posed to go somewhere else for a second
year, but I said no. So I did two years here
and then they were looking for a part-time
rabbi and were kind enough to choose me.

“Ilove Cardiff. I like the people and the
pace of life. There's a certain graciousness
about the city and people are more polite
than in London. Crime shocks us more
here and my heart always sinks whenever
there’s some horrible story about a crime

guidance and support to 210 families —
some 275 adults and their children.

“Our youngest member is two weeks
old and the oldest is 100-and-a-half.”

Jews in Wales have a fascinating his-
tory. Although in Europe for centuries,
their first main influx into Wales followed
the mining boom in the last century.

Like the café-owning Italian immi-
grants, Jews provided services to the ex-
panding valley towns. They were itinerant
merchants, selling goods to the new com-
muniti h as haberdashery suppl
Later on, they went into other busines

The rise of the Nazis led to thousands
more fleeing Germany, France, Czecho-

being on the Kinder Transport train.

“Treforest Estate was offering good
terms to new small businesses so lots went
there. One woman told me she got a job in
a factory on the estate, by saying she had a
lot of experience. Then she had to find
someone who looked friendly and ask
how to do the job.”

loday, the Welsh Jewish community

is shrinking, as people leave for

lives and jobs elsewhere. Rabbi
Rothman sees her job as boosting its sense
of togetherness.

“At one time, there were 38 synagogues
in the Valleys and the Orthodox syna-
gogue in Cardiff is 100 years old. My
work is to enhance the community.”

As well as being the focal point for reli-
gious services, she is involved in its social
side, which includes being its public face.

Rabbi Rothman has contributed to BBC
Wales’s religious broadcasting schedule,
including Thought for the Day on Radio
Wales and the Religious Week pro-
grammes. All of which, she hopes, will
help people understand a little more about

ducted

The

induction\,\ye‘sterday.

Rabbi Rachel Montagu,
aged 28, pictured above, a
Classics groduofe of Cam-
bridge University, was in-

rabbi, Dr Gerhard Graf.

ducted bydRabbi Lionel Bh';e
and an address was given by : g
Rabbi Colin Elmer. Among © Movement in Britain and

by the outgoing (Cqrdiff last year as a

student rabbi as part of her
six-year training.

Prejudice

Rabbi Montagu’s great
aunt was Lily Montagu who

founded the Liberal Jewish

service was con-

Wales's fi
woman Rabbi

became known as
Who Never Was.”

Rabbi Montagu said she
believed there was still
some prejudice against
women as religious heads of
communities and there were
only five other women
rabbis in Britain.

Lhe Spy

was the first woman to con-
‘duct Jewish religious ser-
vices, and her great grand-

father devised the World
War Il deception which

don. BA in Jewish Studies from New
York in hand, his wife went to the city’s
Leo Baeck College for trainee rabbis.
One of her teachers was Britain's most
famous woman rabbi, Julia Neuberger.
“She’s a very good friend. Very secure,
moral and ethical, with an incredibly
strong intellect — exactly as she appears in

in Cardiff in the London papers.
“It’s a small community, so I feel I
know everyone and can be more respon-
sive to them. The Jewish community here
is wonderful.”

From Cardiff New Synagogue in Moira
Terrace and her flat-cum-office in Cathe-
dral Road, Rabbi Rothman now provides

slovakia, Hungary, Poland, Austria and
other countries — before, during and after
the war.

Many came to the UK, and those with
Welsh connections gravitated here.
“People who had been very wealthy
came with nothing and had to go into
domestic work when they’d been used to

the faith and improve her congregation's
sense of identity.

“We are non-hierarchical - anyone can
conduct services such as funerals and
weddings or read from the Torah. My lux-
ury is having been more educated in it
and, whereas other people have day jobs
to do, I can devote all my time to this.”

“My main role will be to
combine teaching and pas-
toral work which is
increasingly done by women
in the community,” she said.

those present were civic
representatives from the
city and South Glamorgan
and local MPs.

Rabbi Montagu served in




