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was the time set for them? In any event, I was not informed of anything.  
In fact, when the time for the examinations arrived, written tests came first. 
This was the case in my class as well, but no examinations were set by me.  
I accepted this, as every pupil had already been examined several times by the 
inspectors. I very much wished to know what was happening in other classes, 
to get an idea of the prevailing or accepted teaching method – and, if possible, 
to discuss the method adopted in the United Talmudei Torah. What were the 
aspirations, the curriculum and the means to realise the objective?

   A rabbi inspector came to the examinations. I approached him with a 
request for permission to allow me to leave my class for an hour, so I could 
go to one or two other classes run by other teachers and see the examinations 
there. In my innocence, I believed the examiner setting his examinations,  
in accordance with the existing curriculum, would do so in a way that could 
highlight the characteristics of the teaching method.

   The inspector agreed to my suggestion and the principal concurred.  
When I came into the class, I saw that the principal had placed the inspector 
in a seat to his right and the teacher to his left, while he himself conducted 
the examinations. I found a place for myself on one of the benches in the last 
row, so as not to distract the pupils.

The chairman and board members of the Cape Town Talmud Torah, 1931
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   The examiner had a bewitching smile and a honeyed tongue. Sweet drops  
of questions fell from his lips, which became a flowing current. The subject of 
the examination was the first part of the Book of Genesis, but it was difficult 
to ascertain the scope, as there was more jumping backwards than forwards, 
with no regard for the association of ideas or apperception. The first question 
stuck in my memory – what is “current money”? Followed by: “flaming 
sword”? “The great light”? “Fat places of the earth”? “Breath of life”? “For 
the full price”? “A light for the Ark”? “Shake his yoke”? “Tree of Knowledge”? 
And more. The questions were asked in this order, using this method and in 
a deliberate direction. The story of an event, the action of a hero, his status 
or character – none of these occurred to the examiner and did not need to 
concern the pupils either. The translation of the words, in this case in the form 
of an idiom, an accepted expression, remained like glittering broken glass 
with no connection or relation to the clarification or story, the substance of 
the matter from which it was “snatched”. It was still valuable because it could 
throw light on the content of the subject and explain it. And it was surprising 
that answers were given to these questions that satisfied the teacher after she 
had devoted so much effort to it, but it was nothing more than a waste of 
time and energy. Was it worthwhile for the pupils to memorise these answers 
to appear clever, resulting in pleasing the examiner and placating her in the 
best way possible? Clearly the class teacher had become accustomed to this 
method-non-method that also satisfied her completely. 

    In a short time, I learnt what “current money” was in the pedagogic world 
of South Africa. I found out in a real and concrete way that the African 
version was current money also for intellectuals, Jewishly observant people 
who tended towards modern opinions and views, as it were. I tried to find 
some opportunity to escape this educational “hocus pocus” that certainly had 
to be stopped. I escaped from the class and from an examination method 
that showed how teaching was done using it and other similar methods in 
institutions of the same type. My observation visit ended.

     It was good that they did not come to examine my pupils using this method: 
I would not have permitted this form of clever questioning. 

   Soon after this experience, an advertisement was published in the news-
papers that the Talmud Torah in Cape Town was seeking a principal and 
the basic salary was good. My friends, the Barzinskys, with whom I kept 
up correspondence after I left Cape Town, sent me a letter in which they 
suggested I submit an application to the secretary of the Talmud Torah and 
attach a curriculum vitae.

    At that time, I also learnt of vacant posts for principals: in Benoni, Bulawayo 
(Southern Rhodesia) and Oudtshoorn. Somehow, negotiations began 
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between me and the Oudtshoorn representative. One of the senior teachers 
in Johannesburg heard about this and I met him over a cup of tea. He tried 
to persuade me to go where I would feel comfortable, where there would be 
an appropriate salary and that I could do no better than to accept becoming 
principal in Oudtshoorn – if I still intended remaining a Hebrew teacher, 
without approaching my relatives and friends to assist me to go into business. 
I realised that I was tending towards moving from Johannesburg and living 
and working elsewhere.

    I looked towards Cape Town. During the few days I had spent there, I much 
preferred this city to Johannesburg, where I had been for ten months. In the 
meantime, the Board of Education started going into the details – the director 
wanted to arrange the new teachers in various centres, with a dual purpose: to 
find appropriate posts for good teachers and to introduce suitable principals 
in reputable communities, to improve their Hebrew education. 

   My negotiations with Cape Town immediately assumed concrete form. It 
was suggested in a telegram to me that I should come to Cape Town for face-
to-face discussions. The day of my departure for this interview was set for 1 
January, 1929 and I began to prepare for the journey.

   A group of friends and acquaintances had arranged a trip by car that day 
outside the city and I was invited to go with them. My train was leaving for 
Cape Town in the evening, but I did not want to run any risk of not returning 
in time and I declined. Dozens of people left at the appointed time in the 
morning in cars they had hired for the trip. After a few miles, there was an 
accident, because the first driver was not sufficiently qualified, and many of 
the passengers – also those in the car behind it – suffered light injuries and 
had to return in the middle of the journey. I saw my not participating in the 
trip as a sort of miracle, because had I also been hurt, I would have been 
denied the possibility of making my way to Cape Town in time. 

   When I arrived in Cape Town, the Barzinskys and I shared our pleasure 
in our meeting. Barzinsky did a lot and was very successful in arranging the 
interview. I arrived in Cape Town on Friday morning and my negotiations 
with the board were set for Sunday evening, after I had met with some of the 
board members. The main issue revolved around setting the salary. While 
it was fixed for three years – with an increase of £5 a month after the first 
year – the board now wished to reduce the basic salary by £10. The delegate 
authorised to negotiate with me was an intellectual, a learned man who had 
recently been a teacher – one of the best-known. He found no fault with me, 
apart from my citizenship not being “complete”, as I had only been in this 
country for a year. I replied in the negative to the proposal to reduce my basic 
salary, in contrast to what had been suggested initially. 
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    After some four hours, my throat was dry from the heat and I was unable to 
get a “good cold glass of mineral water” as we did in Vilna. I returned to my 
hotel at eleven o’clock to meet with the board members and come to a final 
decision, positive or negative. At three o’clock I went to one of the offices 
in the centre of the city. Three of the board members were there, with me 
on the other side. We resumed our discussions, but I remained firm in my 
position: to return to the previous teaching conditions would not be good for 
me. Going somewhere else – who could foresee the difficulties and obstacles 
there? I liked Cape Town and I would, therefore, agree to a compromise. 
It would be good if we could reach a compromise, but if not, I would not 
concede, as this would impugn my honour and be humiliating exploitation, 
which would not have a good impact on my employment.

    The discussion was very short. After I said the amount offered to me was 
definitely not what I wanted, I added that if we could meet half way, I would 
consider the matter and give my answer within a day. I was then empowered 
to give the final decision as I wished, and I was happy with my victory. The 
following day, I sent a telegram at the same time to Mierowsky and informed 
him of my appointment as principal of the Talmud Torah in Cape Town.

    I returned to Johannesburg (for two weeks) as a stranger, feeling that I was a 
resident of Cape Town. The rumour took wing that I had managed to conquer 
the important fortress of Cape Town. Many were happy with my victory, but 
there were also those who told me that this was temporary and I should not 
regard it as permanent.

    In the meantime, the following appointments were announced, all principals: 
Gershater in Bulawayo, Rybko in Oudtshoorn, and Kliachka in Benoni. 
Lederman was sent to Upington, in the south-western part of the country and 
Lurie, the father and son and Melamed remained in Johannesburg.

    Shortly before my departure, a formal farewell was arranged for me. It took 
me so much by surprise that I could not believe what I was seeing, with many 
people attending. I was asked to come into a room with a long table, set with 
food and drink. All the guests’ places were taken. There were speeches. The 
senior teachers included the late Rabbi Azriel Ram, as well as Mr Per, Miss 
Rabinowitz, Miss Eidelson, outstanding teachers, Mr Klevansky and others.  
A nice memento was given to me – gold cuff links, tastefully engraved, 
showing to whom from whom. They were given on behalf of the Hebrew 
Teachers’ Union in the Transvaal by Mr Eliezer Zadikov, my most extreme 
opponent in the chapter of my life called: “Johannesburg 1928”.

    My teaching work in the Talmud Torah continued from the beginning of April 
until the end of the secular year. My salary was paid until the end of December, 
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but I did not receive any leave pay, even pro rata for nine months’ work. 
The reason given was that I had disappointed the board by leaving and 
therefore my right to leave pay had fallen away. I argued that in terms of the 
verse: “You shall work for six days and on the seventh day, you shall rest”,  
both the rest and the pay for it that came after the work remained valid, 
more so than the injustice. This “great” exploit made my departure from 
Johannesburg and from its education officials even more pleasant. 

    My close friend from Slobodka-Kovno, Rabbi Azriel Silpert, as far as I knew, 
was in South Africa, but my investigations and letters in this regard did not 
bear fruit. One day before leaving Johannesburg, travelling in a tram from 
town to my home, a woman stopped me, calling me by name. She told me 
who she was and I recognised her immediately – Miss Silpert, who used to be 
my Hebrew pupil in Kovno. I was very glad to see her and our friendship was 
renewed. I soon met both the families – we met face to face in Cape Town. 
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CHAPTER 26

GRODNO STYLE

The 1929 academic year in the Talmud Torah began on 22 January, a 
Monday, the same day classes started at all the government education 

institutions in the Cape Province. A day earlier, on the Sunday morning, the 
chairman of the Talmud Torah, Mr Morris Rosen, came to introduce me to 
the members of the teaching staff there as their new principal and wished us 
success in our joint work for the benefit of the Talmud Torah and its pupils, to 
the satisfaction of the members of the board.

   Some of the teachers remained after we met and I went to look at the 
building and what it contained. The more I looked and saw, the more negative 
my impressions. The rooms serving as classrooms, apart from the “hall”, were 
mostly unsuitable for their purpose. The walls, as well as the ceilings and 
floors, were in poor condition, neglected, and the old benches were even 
worse, with all kinds of carvings on them. The windows looked awful, as 
did the entire building, converted from a private house to a school. I was 
informed that the roof had so many holes that the rain came through into the 
classes, pouring down on the pupils during their studies.

   The chairman of the Talmud Torah was the official I knew best. He was 
friendly, very unpretentious, reliable and dedicated to his public office. He 
treated the views of community leaders as particularly important, especially 
those of Rev Bender. He had been chairman of the synagogue several times 
and chairman of the Talmud Torah four years running. As I came into contact 
with him officially, he treated me in a very friendly and fair manner. On one 
of the first days after I took office, he said to me that he believed I would be 
“the right man in the right place” – although I was a “greenhorn” in terms of 
my understanding and views, as well as the English language. He commended 
me to Rev Bender before introducing me to him, wanting to obtain his 
agreement to my appointment. Then we met in a special interview. When the 
two of them came to an agreement, they paved my way. Bender took a lenient 
view of Hebrew teaching, wanting to keep it to a minimum – only to fulfil an 
obligation, but without making it too difficult for the pupils.

    The Orthodox Rabbi Moshe Chaim Mervish was one of the first people I 
met in Cape Town. Our initial conversation was in Hebrew. He told me he 
had been very active in the field of education and had taught many pupils 
in Lithuania, before taking up office as a rabbi in Cape Town. However, 
his teaching method, as I soon discovered, was extremely religious and 
conservative in essence and he wanted to influence me to adopt his method.
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   Rabbi Baruch Jacob Chidekel stood as the central pillar between these 
two spiritual leaders of the Cape Town community, whose views on Hebrew 
education were truly opposite extremes on the subject. As a respected 
communal official, particularly in the field of education, he represented an 
interesting, perfect type. A learned man himself, who followed Orthodoxy, 
he had enlightened views on education and enjoyed listening to modern 
pedagogic views. It is no wonder that he made an impression and was also 
influential among the groups of zealots, as well as in the company of people 
who held liberal views. I found him to be a person with whom it was possible 
to compromise on matters of important educational principle, as he would 
agree with me, saying I demonstrated the correct aspirations and work.

   There were discussions and debates on the desirable educational methods, 
trends and tendencies that should govern the Talmud Torah Board of 
Education. It met frequently, once or twice a week. The chairman was Rabbi 
Moshe Chaim Mervish and the secretary Rabbi B Chidekel. Its members 
included Rabbi Moshe Helfand, who conducted the long and difficult 
negotiations with me on my salary from the board during my first visit in 
Cape Town. A learned intellectual, who understood education well, he was a 
Hebrew expert and had been a well-known Hebrew teacher at one time. Mr 
ZS Friedland was also a member of the board, an outstanding Talmudist, who 
held progressive views on education. Apart from them, two or three others 
were also members, some of them intellectuals, having a general education, 
or Talmudists who were capable of dealing with Hebrew education matters, 
including A Aaronson,

   The extremism of the rabbi who chaired the board was predominant and 
influenced its direction and spirit and all its discussions. I had to defend 
my pedagogic and didactic positions, developed in Grodno, strongly and 
convincingly. The battle was hard. I was able to agree to compromise and 
make concessions, but only minimal, temporary ones. In the campaigns of 
this war, with only rare ceasefires, I was on guard, always mobilised and armed 
for defence. However, Mr Chidekel would often attempt to turn the scales in 
my favour. This tactic of his must therefore be mentioned to the credit of this 
important public official, because he was of great help and assistance in many 
of my victories.

    On the morning the Talmud Torah was going to open, I called a meeting 
of the teachers. I wanted to get to know them better – to learn their views on 
teaching, their methods and what could be done to impart my views to them. 
I asked myself whether conditions would suit my aspirations. 

    I immediately found out that a teachers’ council at the Talmud Torah was a 
new concept for them. They were not accustomed to it at all and their attitudes 
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to it differed. Some were interested in the “new” phenomenon, while others 
considered such a thing unnecessary, simply superfluous, while there was also a 
third view, opposing it for the reason that it was nothing but a waste of time or 
“neglect”, as who knew – they thought – the purpose of this kind of “creature”?

   Three factions stood out in the teaching staff, whose number grew to six. 
The young teachers constituted the one faction. Apart from their knowledge 
of Hebrew language and literature, their pedagogic experience was weak and 
not based on teaching theory and practice. However, they were aware of the 
examination and discussion of questions relating to teaching guidance: they 
agreed, therefore, to the idea of an ongoing pedagogic council in the Talmud 
Torah. The second faction, of two young teachers, was completely satisfied 
with the assumption that there was no need to know more than the amount 
of “Hebrew” they, in their personal view, were able to convey to their pupils. 
They did not share the “curiosity” of the others in this regard. The third faction 
comprised “dialectician” teachers, whose years of experience had provided 
them with a definite tradition. They felt they were completely exempt from tests 
and examinations in such matters, particularly because there might be some 
suspect modernity that could cause pointless disputes – “childishness”!

   One of the last group did arrive on time for the teachers’ meeting, giving 
me a kind of official document. He wanted me to recognise it and exempt 
its holder from participating in the meeting – this was a telegram in which 
the recipient – the teacher concerned – was requested to assist immigrants 
coming into Cape Town and tell them what to do. 

Talmud Torah teaching staff, Cape Town 1931

From left to right, seated: G Laden (secretary), F Smolensky, A Levin (principal), AG Jaches, D Rosen. 
Standing: Y Abitz, Z Avin, Y Sadowski.
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   I released him from this meeting, but said I had to know what he had 
been doing in the Talmud Torah up to that time and would he prepare for 
those who were starting the new academic year. The curriculum would be 
drawn up by the council, which would be a permanent institution, with its 
very important meetings held at pre-arranged times.

    We gathered for the meeting. I began to look into the essence of the studies, 
the curriculum and the textbooks used. It became clear to me that there was 
no fixed method, but this was a controversial issue between the two rabbis 
who wished to guide the Talmud Torah, with its teachers and pupils. The one 
wanted beautiful, pure English and the other, while he agreed to Hebrew in 
Hebrew, sought a quantity of study that was beyond the ability of the pupils 
under the conditions there and, in particular, in the limited time of an hour 
and a quarter a day - after general classes in government schools, when the 
young pupils were already tired out from devoting as much time as they could 
to studies. (In Cape Town, they would divide the time between 3-7 among 
three classes, not like Johannesburg, where they divided them into two.)

   The Talmud Torah was called “united” because a number of years before, 
it consisted of two schools, the one, “Hebrew in English” and the second, 
“Hebrew in Yiddish”. But there was no stability, in spite of many unsuccessful 
attempts. In the last year, the temporary principal tried a new way. In the class 
that had reached the level of studying the Bible, he introduced the Book of 
Prophets and began to teach the reading of the text, as well as the translation 
and an explanation in “pure” English. The original Hebrew version was 
omitted totally, without trace.

   The beginners’ textbook was Tal Boker (Morning Dew). I knew this book 
from Johannesburg. It did not warrant being used in class at all. I therefore 
proposed to exchange it for another, modern book, written according to the 
natural method. I also found it necessary to exchange the other textbooks used 
in the Talmud Torah for different ones, more appropriate – and particularly  
to introduce, gradually and steadily, the method of Hebrew in Hebrew.

    With regard to Bible studies, the assumption was that there would be two 
courses. The primary, abbreviated course was for beginners in this subject and 
the second, broader programme, was as complete as possible pedagogically 
and technically for the developed classes – in the original. 

   The younger teachers listened carefully to the discussions and debates of 
this kind, as they had a healthy sense and clear awareness of the need to 
improve the curriculum on pedagogic foundations. But the female teachers 
did not grasp the matter and one of the so-called “experienced” teachers saw 
it as a “clash” in Hebrew education and therefore did not agree with it.



252

   At the next meeting, the same week, after I had managed to look at some 
more suitable textbooks than those on sale in Cape Town bookstores, I 
suggested them to the council. The teacher who did not participate in the 
previous meeting was present at this one. When he saw the children’s reader 
I proposed – Alef-Bet (ABC) by P Shragorodskaya – he was very upset and 
declared he was absolutely opposed to this change. Without entering into 
debate on the matter, he stood up in protest against “this act” and left the 
meeting. The women teachers also tried to pour scorn on the proposed changes, 
but did not know how to justify it. I found a common language with the two 
younger teachers, because they realised that what I intended to do was to make 
progress on the necessary changes. I believed that clarifying the situation from 
a pedagogic, didactic and practical point of view was the only correct means 
to raise the teachers’ mood to the peak of modern teaching theory through 
practical activity. These two were Zalman Avin and Joseph Abitz. 

    I gathered information on the pupils from the teachers and also observed 
them myself. I found that most of the classes were not properly graded and 
classified, both in terms of development and quantity. For example, I saw that 
two parallel classes had a little over ten pupils, unnecessarily divided in two, 
while well-attended classes should have been split.

    I got to know the two “senior” teachers who were set in their teaching ways, 
with no hope of getting them to change direction. 

   One of them purported to be an intellectual, as it were, who managed to 
receive a postcard containing a negative response from the editor of Hatzefirah 
about unpublished correspondence. The postcard gave off a mouldy smell, 
as did his clothes and his essence. He was stingy. His money was deposited 
in the bank and he lived the life of a miser both externally and in his views.

   When I went to visit his class, he welcomed me with artificial cordiality, 
presenting all kinds of questions and problems to me in an attempt to show 
his deep knowledge and cover up his teaching method, until I was forced to 
leave him to do what he wanted in the class. I found that his “teaching” was 
not worthy of the name. It was hopeless. 

   The second one was always busy smoking his cigarettes. In his classes, his 
anger and indignation never ceased, even in the presence of the principal. 
And he never stopped shouting loudly: “Wrong!” “Lie!”

   In terms of his method, the class had to be completely quiet while two pupils, 
selected by the teacher, were busy engaging with each other, the one asking 
questions and the other answering. The dialogue between the questioner and 
respondent went on pointlessly and endlessly, with no disturbance allowed 
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at all, while the teacher interrupted by calling out angrily: “False!” “Repeat!”

    This teaching method was one of the elements and principles of the lesson.

    Fear and trembling ruled in the class. The teacher was both the “principal” 
and the person collecting study fees, small change from the pupils every week. 
He gave receipts to those paying the fee.

    This education took place in a branch of the Talmud Torah in a poor area, 
under dismal conditions. It was in the centre of a black neighbourhood, in 
a filthy room, with broken windows, whose floor had not felt a broom for 
several weeks, the pupils crowded onto old benches, that screeched annoyingly 
when they were moved, dirty children who studied with two or three of them 
using one book and learning from one of the two “expert” teachers. The three 
classes were changed during school hours with no chance of improving the 
hygiene or pedagogic situation.

   I tried to show the members of the board the harm this branch was 
causing education, particularly to the poor, who would ensure our spiritual 
future, but only under better conditions. Yet this institution maintained its 
autonomy because of the fear of changing “the natural ways and the firm 
foundations”. Its continued existence attracted two teachers, until the last of 
them was discharged from his work with a small annual pension. The branch 
was closed. Its pupils were transferred to the central Talmud Torah.

    After I paid a series of visits to the classes, I suggested each teacher select 
a subject or matter for preparing a lesson in all its detail at a fixed time and 
I would be present at the lesson. If a difficult question required clarification 
or a solution, I was prepared to solve it in advance so that there would be no 
obstacle when the lesson was given. The teacher would therefore understand 
the characteristics, content and form of the lesson so that he or she could 
deliver it as completely and in the best way possible. Afterwards all the 
details were discussed only by me and the person concerned. We analysed 
and discussed where necessary and examined it clearly to see what should be 
accepted or dismissed when the lesson was given in class. This would provide 
complete clarity to the teacher and the pupils.

    When we broadened the discussion on the subject, it became clear that the 
teachers’ progress in their work gave them great satisfaction. The class made 
progress, did well, there was greater interest in it. In this way, the issue of 
disciplinary problems and the lack of punctuality on the part of the pupils 
disappeared by themselves. Progress by a few classes improved the level of 
others, of all of them, the entire school, including those participating in the 
creation of Hebrew education, the teachers themselves.
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   There was also great benefit in another respect: just when lack of time or 
opportunity for leisure were limiting, the youth themselves and, of course, 
their parents, who had “compassion” for their children, became increasingly 
aware of the need for sacrifices on the altar of education. This strengthened 
us all - greatly so. 

    The efforts of the teachers in the model lessons, as I suggested, showed signs 
of success. Perfection, of course, was impossible and could only be achieved 
through repeated effort, over and over again, but eventually the results had to 
be positive, desirable – I was certain of that, with confidence flowing from my 
belief in the effectiveness of this sound method, based on experience.

    The rest would be completed, in discussions of books, their contents, setting 
the quantity and quality of the curriculum for a term, such as three months 
or half the academic year. Everything was done in the teachers’ council from 
the outset and at the end of the quarterly or six-monthly course, there was 
self-criticism. By doing so, in seeking ways and means and additional subjects 
to be included in the curriculum, we broadened the circle of our own views 
and the views of our pupils. Their desire to learn increased and developed, 
enabling them to acquire more important and very valuable, in-depth and 
broader knowledge. 

     In this way, we would make progress and help the pupils advance. Barmitzvah 
age would not be the time of their national Hebrew graduation, the boundary 
completing their education, as was the case up to that time. They would 
continue to study, to involve themselves in our Torah, our nationalism and 
their position in both, building our own future and the present and future of 
our nation together.

    Success in this direction became clear. Its buds could be seen through the 
mind’s eye. There was much difficult, complex work. I also had to stand up 
and fight the battle I shared with the board of education of the Talmud Torah. 
Its primary defect was shown clearly by the instability of its educational and 
pedagogic views and principles, in spite of the official “authority” given to it 
by the board. I came into contact with various members of the general board 
and spiritual leaders outside the board. It was not easy to convince people 
who held differing views on education, teaching and old-fashioned schooling. 
Once, in conversation with one of the lay leaders who was among the original 
founders and had considerable material influence on the institution, I heard 
him say something like: “Anybody who is not able to sell eggs when he goes 
begging from door to door becomes” - and for my benefit, he added: “he 
becomes a Hebrew teacher.”

    In the Talmud Torah, I was still like a foreign plant and a tender shoot that 
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had not managed to put down roots in the earth. The storm that burst around 
my head, one that could have uprooted me totally, would soon come.

    The agreement, particularly sharing in the gradual implementation of the 
pedagogic style and spirit, was based on the Grodno tradition – not only the 
studies, but also the educational trend aimed at including pupils and teachers 
together, which resonated among those who were aware of it. However, only 
a minority of the teachers responded by co-operating actively in the area of 
self-education through regular effort, which required energy, work and a large 
degree of independence. The majority regarded it with suspicion, derision and 
negative opposition. This is proved by the principle that the best in society, 
the public and the environment are in the minority. Moses highlighted this 
concept when he said (Deuteronomy 6:7): “The Lord did not… choose you 
because you were more in number than any people; for you are the fewest of 
all peoples.” He took this to be the view of the Holy One Himself.        

    Only a few months after I became principal, I faced a small-scale Korach-
type rebellion, with an internal call to the board about me. The intention was 
clear: “You have gone too far” – “For ye are all holy” (a reference to the Biblical 
rebellion by Korach against Moses). This meant that I was undesirable, as was 
my method – to whom? The flag of rebellion was raised by one of the teachers 
and her followers started parading in her wake, saying: “Holy” in their hearts.

    One Friday, without telling me anything, the rebellious teacher did not come 
to the Talmud Torah, leaving me with classes without work and disorder that 
could have undermined discipline. This was so sudden, it created difficulty. 
The supporters of the strike, which came out of the blue, might have known 
it was coming and were happy about it – but I took action. The teachers 
who had a negative attitude towards the revolt divided the classes with me 
and, with their assistance, the storm abated. This took place internally, but 
externally the confused and frightened lay leaders arrived quickly, appearing 
to blame me – accusing me. Those who knew of my aspirations and what I 
had already done also seemed angry and were very concerned. A few days 
went by without the rebellious and striking teacher coming to work at the 
Talmud Torah and failing to fulfil her obligations. This spoilt teacher, who felt 
she was a favourite child with a coat of many colours in the eyes of one of the 
lay leaders, managed to slander me to many of them. I tried to quieten things 
down. I suggested that a meeting be called, an extraordinary meeting of the 
board, with the participation of all its members, all the teachers and myself – 
without exception. For their part, they could come and complain about me as 
they wished and I would put my point of view and then the matter would be 
decided. Everyone, all the parties, would see, hear and know.

     The emergency meeting was set for Good Friday, during the Christian Easter 
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week, an important festival. Because of it, classes were cancelled that morning 
and everybody had an opportunity to be present – without exception. The 
date of the event on the calendar was 29.3.29. Even members of the board 
who did not attend meetings regularly were there. The striking, rebellious 
teacher was seated near the chairman and his deputy, and not with the other 
teachers. Were the leaders of the board joking by showing their support for 
the so-called “injured” party, or did they really think she required protection 
by placing her under the wings of their “Divine presence”?

   The prosecution began on behalf of the complainant. Her prosecution 
colleague encouraged her. The teachers who did not depend on the opinion 
of the principal and had murmured and complained about me, singing the 
same melody against me, were completely silent this time at the Good Friday 
meeting. The complaints against me were so weak, insignificant and valueless 
that the judges gathered there did not even argue about them. They were 
jarringly absurd and it was not worth my while responding to them. I had 
good grounds, however, to complain about dishonest teaching behaviour, 
such as shortening lessons or cancelling them “without my approval” – an 
experienced teacher disappearing during her fixed working hours and other 
breaches of trust of this kind, but I overlooked them in “pleasant” silence and 
moved on to my principles. 

   The management responsible for the Talmud Torah, under whose rules  
I had actually operated for two months, had a clear objective from the time I 
started, aspiring to educate the younger generation through applying modern 
and convenient teaching methods to the youth. This is still not accepted in 
this country, which operates according to the outdated mould that settles for 
minimal knowledge of Judaism, contributing nothing to the pupils, neither to 
their lives and behaviour, nor to their views. 

   The local youth deserves to receive much more, greater quantity, in an 
appropriate, worthy, convenient and enjoyable form. This was both necessary 
and possible. But I was unable to implement it and achieve it by myself. I 
needed the dedicated and loyal participation of the teachers over whom I was 
principal. We – all of us – had to build, erect a structure, print on a blank page, 
building education on a firm foundation in honour of the new generation and 
the generation of the fathers and communal officials who took care of it – so 
that it would be worthy of the name. 

    One could no longer settle for the outdated earlier method, which would 
not bear fruit. We could not allow ourselves to place an unbearable burden on 
the neck of the youth, but had to provide them with teaching and knowledge, 
leading them to develop healthy national feelings of self-respect and a desire 
to make sacrifices on the altar of education. 
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   I firmly believe there was progress in this direction – and we succeeded.  
But everybody working with me as principal was required to commit to being  
a full partner with me in this enterprise. It was not easy. It required dedication  
to work, further study of subject taught and remaining completely loyal to these 
aspirations. Only then could we succeed.

    I was prepared to give practical assistance to anyone working with me, 
through advice, management and guidance, so that we could achieve the 
desired objective. Anyone who did not acknowledge my method was unable 
and unlikely to come with me along the road I was paving. We had to move 
upwards. Our institution would be a source of blessing for all of us, pupils, 
their parents, all the communal officials working in education. We were 
moving towards a lofty objective.

    I was not agitated when I spoke, but remained calm. Nevertheless, I spoke 
with internal conviction and an attitude of belief and certainty, without a hint 
of reluctance, threat or ultimatum. It was clear to all those present that if 
there was no agreement with my views, the result would be clear: and if not 
– then not. It would be without me! My views might have been extreme,  
my statement undesirable. If so, let anybody they wanted come in my place.  
I would not take it or occupy that place against the will of a force opposing 
and interfering with me. My mind was made up totally. It seemed to me that 
the people at the meeting were aware of that. 

    I do not remember all the details of the end of the meeting, but I realised 
that my statement resulted in complete victory for my position and approach. 
While it was not stated explicitly, it was implied. One of the elderly members 
of the board turned to the complainant – who was in over her head – as if to a 
naughty child, patting her on the shoulder, reprimanding her openly and saying 
that from now on, she had to know and understand the ways of discipline and 
fulfilling her obligations as a young adult, who appeared to be grown up. 

   On the Sunday morning, the pupils arrived as usual, as did the teachers. 
Regular classes were renewed. The atmosphere at the school resembled the 
situation after a period of oppressive heat, followed by a refreshing storm that 
brought relief. The younger teachers had learnt a good “lesson” and benefited 
from it. The female teachers apparently accepted the strict letter of the law 
– to obey, listen and behave well, as they were required to do. It seemed to 
me that the teachers with the “incontestable” experience had softened, with 
a friendlier expression, although I had no hope they would be able to use my 
method and I left them alone. They continued to follow their path, but any 
development on their part towards the revolutionary modernity I required 
remained quiet and still.
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    I was not wrong at all in my reckoning. The more enlightened and aware 
teachers began to reveal the effectiveness of my management method with 
their first steps. 

    As for the group of teachers, it was a long road, but it led to the objective 
I wanted, even if slowly. After the twists and turns of the rebellion, it proved 
useful. The Grodno version would be honoured in the future – in its own time. 

   Then a miracle happened: eight months later, one of the senior group left 
his post and returned to Lithuania. He had taught in the branch in a poor 
neighbourhood, in Constitution Street. On his departure, his colleague took 
his place – and he was therefore far from the central Talmud Torah, remaining 
virtually on his own and continuing to strike out – in both senses!10 – with his 
theories as he wished. 

    The curriculum – for building modern education – was constructed slowly,  
by observing the spirit of the child and adapting the study material very carefully 
to the young people, as required by the methodology and general didactics, 
according to the way our subjects were taught. Theoretically and practically, 
we would seek to protect the pupils in the ways the material was studied and 
absorbed. Consideration was given to our joint intensive work and there was 
active initiative, moving forward and great progress. Many of the changes and 
improvements were not visible to the outside observer – but we certainly saw 
them and were aware of them in guiding the first steps of the children. We 
would pave the path for them so they could walk on it easily. We had to inspire 
them with heartfelt interest and a desire to make progress in new studies of a 
language that was foreign to them. Initially it was not spoken, but began to flow, 
giving the young children additional strength, revealed in new games and in 
their relationships with parents and friends. 

   This proved, therefore, that the method of teaching beginners had to be 
absolutely perfect and implemented by a female teacher, who was more suitable 
than a man, in marching towards very interesting content – the Chumash, the 
Five Books of Moses. 

    It was both necessary and possible to draw from the font of stories of the 
creation of the world, of the patriarchs and matriarchs and other heroes of our 
people who are so attractive to the impressionable hearts of our small children.

    When the class started learning the Sefer Torah, from the outset the text had 
to be abbreviated and its style adapted in a popular way that did not adversely 
affect its originality. There is a beautiful pearl available to the teacher, one that 

10 In both senses: 1) Spreading and imparting Torah; 2) Hitting, striking.	
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has no like in the most modern literature – the Bible. A good teacher will not 
only find wonderful stories in it, but will be able to convey them to his pupils 
in an appropriate way, things that fascinate people who study them, from the 
age of six – up to old age. 

    The manner of teaching, the ways that make it pleasurable and bear good 
fruit for the pupils, whose seeds and shoots are planted diligently by good 
teachers, can lead to surprising, wonderful and splendid results. 

    As Cape Town Talmud Torah teachers, we realised that, particularly here,  
in this unformed land, this void environment, there were so many disturbing 
elements. One natural element, time, is limited, and constitutes the essential 
counterbalance. The times set for the Talmud Torah were a very serious 
hindrance, in the afternoon, when the pupils were worn out after spending 
so many hours studying at the general school. And there were also “artificial” 
hindrances on the part of the parents, who refused to “tire out” their young 
children through Hebrew education. In spite of these many obstacles, there 
were many excellent results and achievements in this education.    

     Consider the number of study hours in an academic year here, compared to 
the old cheder in the villages of Lithuania and Poland. As a rule, pupils there 
had no general school and no childish “distractions”, such as sport and the 
cinema, which was not the case here. Yet you would find that our Talmud Torah 
pupils had much greater understanding of the wisdom of Torah and strength 
of learning than the pupils of the previous generation, of the old cheder.

    A calculation will show that here in Cape Town, we taught our pupils for 
as many hours as possible in the week, six days a week, usually for an hour a 
day. The year was divided into four terms, each with an average of nine weeks. 
Total study hours amounted to six times nine = 54 in a term and over four 
terms, 54 times four, 216 study hours a year.

    Let us compare this with the number of study hours in the old cheder in 
Lithuania. If we deduct six weeks for all kinds of leave during the Jewish 
holiday seasons, it brings the total to 46. There were six days of study every 
week – Friday and the Sabbath were together the equivalent of a complete 
weekday – giving us a total of six days times 46 = 276. Every pupil devoted at 
least ten hours a day to the cheder – or to its environment – providing a total 
of 2 760 study hours a year. Here we had only 216, less than ten percent of the 
number there.

    Comparing the level of results “here and there” and “from then to now”, it 
seems surprising that they favour the Talmudei Torah. And if you were to say 
that there the students learned Gemara and excelled in their “scholarship” 
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– it must be pointed out that even students of this kind had almost no idea 
of the Bible, the language and more. But it was the quality that counted: the 
lecture, story, description of a historic event, of a hero of the period, verbally 
or in writing. Here, after seven years of study from the age of six until they 
reached bar-mitzvah age, the pupils, did very well in Hebrew, Bible and 
literary education, which was not the case with a pupil from the old cheder, 
who devoured scholarly knowledge, but was not developed, did not learn a 
language or a language in which to write. Against this background, he also 
lacked both imagination and vision. Let us assume that both of them had 
the same ability, but the main element was the method, the ways of teaching, 
the manner of learning – and these tipped the scales on the side of the pupil 
and vice versa. I was reminded of the slogan of my rabbi and master, AM 
Kahanstam, the principal in Grodno, who would say: “The teacher is the 
lubricant for learning.” From my experience in South Africa, I would permit 
myself to emphasise this element here as well, that an effective teaching 
method does lead to what is good and significant.

    On the other hand, in the old yeshiva they did not deal with fixed studies 
at all. They were not required there, while in our Talmudei Torah, it was 
necessary to devote a lot of time to them as important educational elements. 
Would a teacher in the old cheder have had any need at all to deal with prayer? 
It was learned by itself, in the beit midrash and in the synagogue, three times a 
day, in public or individually. In our Talmudei Torah, it was necessary to teach 
it in every year of study to make it something pupils read fluently from the 
prayer book and the readings on weekdays, Sabbaths and festivals, as well as 
the prayer book used on Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. The time for prayer 
here was at the expense of other studies. 

   There, in the cheder, it was considered unnecessary to devote effort to 
reading the Haftarah (the chapter from the Prophets after the Torah reading 
in synagogue), when the pupil approached bar-mitzvah age.Every schoolboy 
was familiar with its intonation – but that was not the case in our Talmudei 
Torah. Here, in our city, most parents did not recite prayers at home and did 
so even less in the synagogue, even on the Sabbath and festivals. Where would 
our pupils, therefore, acquire these skills without special training during 
their studies for bar-mitzvah? In Lithuania, the boy, the cheder pupil, would 
be called to read the Haftarah, even before reaching his religious majority, 
simply as one of the worshippers. But here a bar-mitzvah was considered 
the time for the boy to be the “hero of the day”. He would read the Maftir 
and Haftarah (part of the Biblical portion and the Haftarah) at a particular 
time in a particular synagogue – and the event publicised in the classified 
advertisement section in the newspapers. It required a great deal of study, 
sometimes extended learning. 
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   The number of pupils making excellent progress at the Talmud Torah in  
Cape Town increased over the years. When they reached bar-mitzvah age, they 
did not “end their Hebrew curriculum” on their own initiative, particularly 
those in the higher classes – most of them decided to continue their Hebrew 
studies until the day they matriculated at the general school. In this way, they 
also obtained a Hebrew matric. 

   In the beginning, standard 7 was the highest class. After a few years,  
standard 8 became the top class. When the Chaim Lieberman High School 
was opened, standard 8 was regarded as the end of the “youth” course and 
standards 9 and 10 were devoted to “matric” studies. 

   Only force of circumstance prevented pupils from continuing with their 
studies until they reached the summit of the course. It included many 
significant portions of the Later Prophets, Rashi’s commentary on the weekly 
portion from the Bible, Writings, Ethics of the Fathers, Mishna and also a start 
to the Gemara. 

    It was not easy extending the course, providing greater depth and raising 
it to great heights. It was often necessary to offer an inducement to the pupil, 
who was on the threshold, ready to leave the Talmud Torah in terms of the 
popular “tradition” of previous years, when he entered adolescence legally, 
something which had the effect of releasing him from the burden of the 
Commandments. 

     The inducement was offered to the pupil and often even more so to his parents, 
who persisted in their refusal to ease the burden of “the inheritors of Judaism”. 
It would appear that here, the “bar” of bar-mitzvah actually meant “outside” of 
the mitzvah, in other words, when the young man reached religious maturity, 
he was permitted to remain outside the sphere of his religion. 

    The custom of continuing after bar-mitzvah spread, the main reason being 
that the pupil was already attached and connected to Jewish studies and it was 
hard for him to leave them. As the person reaching matric level learnt more, 
the connection became stronger and more precise, so much so that it became 
impossible to break. In any event, the child became stronger as he went up 
from level to level, from the youth report, when he finished standard 8, to the 
matriculation certificate on completion of standard 10. And even at the end 
of the academic year, usually in June, those graduates would extend the year 
to December by adding a further six months of study.

   It was not only boys, but also girls who were interested in everything 
the boys studied: Rashi, Mishna, etc. I remember very well some difficult 
questions posed by girls while learning the Talmud. 
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    Such facts gladden the heart: not only were the higher classes fairly full, with 
a sufficient number of pupils, but on some occasions there were also parallel 
classes because of their large size; there were girls’ classes, some of them 
additional upper classes, with a larger number of pupils than in the boys’ classes, 
not because there were so few boys, but because there were so many girls.

    In addition, even after completing their matric curriculum, some volunteers, 
including students already at university or working in commerce, would come 
to classes for an additional course in order to learn more of our language and 
literature – ancient, medieval and modern – no less than twice a week. This 
included young men and young women. 

   This clear fact was particular proof of the graduates’ dedication to their 
“Hebrew”. When the blacked-out nights came during the war and the darkness 
could almost be felt in the streets and remoter areas of Cape Town and its 
suburbs, classes were not cancelled at sundown. They were held between 5 
and 7 for two of the regular lessons for adults. While it became necessary to 
arrange transport to and from their homes – by car for the students after the 
second and third lesson – this did not involve all those who attended during 
those hours. It seemed difficult to find a solution to this problem, but the 
male students did so. What did they do? They approached me and informed 
me that they, the “men”, could come and go on foot using torches – which, 
in terms of the security regulations, had to be pointed downwards. They 
walked every time to every lesson. The places they made available in the 
few cars (which belonged to private individuals) transporting people to class 
and back were made available to the female students who required safer and 
quicker transport.   

   And because of the blackout, it lasted a long time, the entire winter –  
and then for a second winter afterwards – yet not a single lesson was 
cancelled. Only a minor accident in which one of the cars was involved, made 
some of them to come late, arousing their parents’ concerns, in addition  
to disturbing my mood, although everything went off peacefully after some 
unfounded fears. 

  On the internal front, inside the Talmud Torah itself, my position was 
strengthened by our success in partnership with those senior teachers 
who wished to further their own education themselves. They managed  
to improve the image of the Talmud Torah education greatly. This was also 
the case in the immediate environment of the Talmud Torah, in the Board 
of Education. I was fortified by always being ready and armed to fight  
in defence of my achievements.

   The abridged Bible for beginners was studied according to the natural 
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method. For the older students this course included extracts from Rashi, 
arranged in the original, throughout the Bible by Shmuel Leib Gordon, a 
Bible commentator. But the view was still current on our board that quality 
should not be set off against quantity. Yet suddenly the slogan was heard: 
“From panel to panel”, in other words, from the first panel of the binding of 
the Five Books of Moses to the last, with nothing left out, even for a child 
of 7-8 years old, who was actually meant to hold the entire Five Books of 
Moses both under his arm and in his head and memory. This meant the Five 
Books in large format, that included both Rashi and the Onkelos translation. 
I maintained that the Torah had to take into account the ability, time and age 
of the pupil and that if we went against this, the child would have to learn 
everything from the beginning, as was done in the old days, in unsuitable 
conditions, and we would, G-d forbid, suffer a double loss, both the Torah 
and the pupil studying it. This view bore fruit in the end. 

    Over time, our school became the main place to prepare for the government 
girls’ school Hebrew examinations, on completion of Standard 8 and for 
matric at the end of Standard 10. Prior to that, it was based in one of the 
general central schools. The number of pupils choosing this subject grew 
from year to year, leading to an improvement in the curriculum by including 
modern Hebrew and more interesting subjects in this course. 

   Our pupils, who formed part of groups going to Israel to further their 
Hebrew studies for a year, saw themselves as sufficiently prepared for this 
purpose, having acquired a broad knowledge of our national tongue and its 
literature. They adapted quickly and easily to speaking living Hebrew in our 
country. These pupils continued with this programme arranged for them, 
which was amended four to five times.

   Even earlier, our pupils who had served in the army and visited Palestine, 
derived great satisfaction from their visits, as their achievements in 
Hebrew were very useful to them, giving them real pleasure because  
of their practical knowledge. 
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CHAPTER 27

HEBREW EDUCATION CENTRE

In reviewing the evolution of the Talmud Torah and its internal development 
to its peak, I was able to consider only its own growth and not its influence 

on various other educational institutions established later while the Talmud 
Torah continued to exist during its period of decline. In truth, however, its 
domain expanded in the directions set out below: 
 
a)	 The Teachers’ Union						    
Relying on the internal concentration of excellent teachers in the Talmud 
Torah and their attitude towards educational problems, which were examined 
constantly, in an effort to improve teaching and solve pertinent questions 
about it, I managed to establish a teachers’ union, which a good number of 
members joined. I, therefore, saw in practice the realisation of my aspiration in 
Cape Town, one which did not materialise in Johannesburg. We had frequent 
meetings. The union was educational and cultural in nature, with the result 
that meetings were dedicated to questions of teaching and pedagogic, didactic 
and technical discussions in the difficult conditions we faced. They aroused 
great interest and, of course, also activity. The union developed well and its 
value increased greatly with the establishment of the Cape Board of Education, 
particularly in the period of the successful annual teachers’ conferences 
(particulars below). 

b) 	 Day school 
Work in the Talmudei Torah required great effort and incessant toil. We were 
all rewarded by satisfaction from the continual progress, particularly the 
teachers, who adapted to their lofty objective through real devotion. Thanks to 
this, it became possible to consider an expansion in scope through establishing 
an internal branch. This would bring about fundamental changes to the basis 
of the Talmud Torah and the direction of its development, leading to a more 
normal and natural kind of situation. The idea was raised of opening a day 
school that would provide all the secular and Hebrew studies: learning about 
Judaism and Hebrew literature would be an integral part of the curriculum 
and would no longer be treated as an exception, pushed into a time that was 
neither day nor night. The subject of Hebrew in all its aspects would no longer 
be down on the lower slopes, but its place would in the upper regions.

   The idea of complete education was born in 1930. That was when the act of 
establishing the new institution began. It was very important of itself, but it 
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was not easy. It was primarily for the good of the young children, to ease the 
burden of learning and work, but where would these young children come 
from? In the eyes of all the parents, the general school came first, with the 
Talmud Torah being only secondary and not everybody regarded it in the 
way it deserved. Parents would not want to hear what we said or make even 
the smallest sacrifice on the altar of Jewish education for the benefit of their 
children in a way that did not accord with their views. After considering 
this serious question, we concluded that we should “act cleverly” – declare 
that young children would be admitted to a Hebrew education institution, 
a kind of kindergarten. We would also start with the “non-Jewish” teaching. 
The children would only be five and not yet in the general school. When the 
experiment succeeded and parents saw the progress their sons and daughters 
were making in the official studies as well, they would want to allow them to 
continue with us. In this way, we would take hold of their hearts and capture 
them in our place of learning. 

   The beginning went well. We found appropriate general studies teachers. 
One term passed and then another – and most of the pupils remained with us. 
But some left and were lost to our new institution, particularly those whose 
parents realised what were actually doing. But the institution carried on and 
even developed. Things seemed calm and the outlook was encouraging. 

    However, some members of the board and some lay leaders expressed their 
strong opposition to these “luxuries”. “For us” – one of them said in his deep-
rooted conservatism – “the Talmud Torah is enough for poor children and 
we do not have to see to the finest ‘vintage wine’ for them to drink. When 
they grow bigger and reach the age of the Talmud Torah, they will start there 
and learn ‘Judaism’ – and that is enough. Who has to take care of financial 
issues which would never occur to practical people? Who would volunteer to 
pay another few hundred pounds a year to increase the budget of the Talmud 
Torah which, in any event, is too much to bear, particularly when teachers 
demand increases in their salaries?” The responsibility for this kind of waste 
was placed on my shoulders. I was, therefore, instructed to end the matter. In 
spite of my working on the matter for several additional hours a day without 
extra pay, my arguments in favour of the existence and development of this 
new orchard were not effective. 

   The Board of Education, most of whose members did not support my view, 
surrendered to the order from “on high”. After two-and-a-half years, in June 
1932, the edict was issued  to remove the day school from the Talmud Torah 
and from the world – it died without even completing its third year. Seven-
and-a-half years were lost before it was revived in a new vibrant and strong 
form in 1940. 
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c) 	 Cape Board of Education 
The examinations were a serious problem in the Talmudei Torah, because 
of the “modern” approach for which the Board of Education was fighting. 
The examiner had to be an expert Hebrew pedagogue, who would adapt his 
requirements to the students’ methods of study and not surprise them with 
things that were difficult to understand from a methodological viewpoint – 
and avoid acting like the local examiners. 

   The local examiners’ methods conflicted with ours: on the one hand, there 
was the stricter approach that genuinely measured the characteristics of the 
pupil, but could be an obstacle for him; on the other hand, there was the more 
lenient approach, making it quicker and easier for the pupil, with the examiner 
settling for one or two questions that explained and clarified nothing.
 
     It was therefore necessary to find a neutral, expert examiner who could satisfy 
both sides, the examiners and also the teachers and pupils. It was difficult to 
select a suitable expert and resolve the question in a way that would not offend 
those who wished to serve in this responsible post themselves. 

   Eventually a solution was found by inviting an appropriate examiner for 
this purpose from outside the Talmud Torah, meaning outside Cape Town. 
Such a person was chosen once or twice in accordance with my suggestions 
and it worked well. Subsequently, a local board of education was established 
in Cape Town. Then the situation changed – the question of the examinations 
was solved completely. 

   The South African Board of Education was founded in Johannesburg in 
1928, but its activities were not felt throughout the country. The director, Dr D 
Mierowsky, did come to Cape Town often and arranged examinations. These 
were dry and official. He would write reports on them, inform our branch 
in Cape Town about what was happening in other Talmudei Torah, but the 
substance of this work seemed ineffective and fruitless for the members of the 
local board affiliated to the centre in Johannesburg. Then the idea was proposed 
of forming an independent board of education in the Cape. (Before this board 
was established, various communities in the Cape Town region approached 
the committee of my Talmud Torah with requests to allow me to come and 
examine their Talmudei Torah and review their situation, something to which 
I often acceded.) One of the main factors in the establishment of a special 
board for the Cape Province was, therefore, our Talmud Torah. Communal 
officials came to the view that it could serve as an instructive example and 
model for other institutions, with its marked progress, and that there could 
be nothing better than increasing the influence of an autonomous local body, 
independent of Johannesburg.
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     The chairman of the local branch, Dr Yechezkel Resnekov, was very active in 
the field of education. As chairman of the board, he had wide scope to realise his 
lofty aspirations against this background. He devoted much of his energy to this 
great enterprise – the board of education, which became worthy of the name.

    Baruch Y Chidekel was a member of the board of the Talmud Torah and its 
board of education and also became part of the board of education. He was a 
diligent public official with a pedagogic feel and understanding, who devoted 
himself totally to this activity.

    The secretary was Sarah Leah Cohen, an active public official, well known 
for her activity in several Zionist and public organisations. She did not waste 
time on insignificant matters, but did great things. She was the motivating and 
moving force on this board (she was previously also a member of our Talmud 
Torah committee).

   Jacob Gitlin was also a member of the board of education, the builder of 
Zionism in this country, a great leader and developer, with tremendous devotion 
to the national movement. He did wonderful things for the movement. Gitlin’s 
views were regarded as very important in Zionist circles outside South Africa 
as well. He was very valuable in any active community, all the more so as a 
Torah Jew and intellectual on a board of this kind. He was subsequently also 
co-opted onto the Talmud Torah committee and the education committee, 
which were close to his heart. His activities bore fruit for all of them. 

   Judge Herbstein was one of the founders of the board of education and 
a member for several years. The activities of the board of education in the 
Cape Province extended and spread to all the educational institutions in it, 
having a desirable and positive influence. The role of examiners was given 
to Mr Chidekel and to me. It was a pleasure working with him. He learnt to 
adapt to the pedagogic requirements and form, by putting questions to the 
examinees. He excelled in this work. He would take the trouble to draw up a 
report, which he showed me, and when I concurred in most of his opinions, 
he would complete it for my signature and send it to its destination. It was only 
very seldom that a replacement was found for me, because of my involvement 
with internal work. 

d) 	 Pedagogic conferences 
Even before the board of education was properly established, pedagogic 
conferences were called for the Cape Town Talmudei Torah during the 
summer holidays. Muizenberg, a Cape Town suburb with excellent swimming 
facilities, virtually unequalled, not only in Africa, but even in the famous 
European resorts, always attracted many visitors for their holidays, to regain 
their strength in the healthy and refreshing seawater. The visitors included 
Hebrew teachers from various centres. 
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   The teachers’ union in Cape Town, whose work concentrated mainly on 
improving teaching through adopting modern methods, broadened its activity 
by starting the teachers’ conferences. The board of education was also made 
a partner in this project. Their programme included lectures on various 
educational subjects, primarily clarifying and discussing theoretical aspects, 
both didactic and methodical, as well as arranging model practical lessons.

    Different teachers from Cape Town and the surrounding areas volunteered  
to give model lessons, classes arranged with pupils from our Talmud Torah 
under good conditions using the modern method. People observing the classes 
would learn to teach in this way and regulate how they taught in accordance 
with the modern teaching methods. 

    Two to three lessons a day for a week or ten days were prepared in advance, 
attended by many of the teachers and guests from towns throughout the 
country, including teachers from Palestine and other important centres. After 
the lessons, meetings were held on their nature, essence, advantages and 
disadvantages, with open discussion on new trends and innovations and their 
effectiveness. This theoretical activity with lectures and practical activity in 
model classes improved the image of education and teaching and illustrated it 
in a concrete manner. The value of the conferences increased from year to year 
in quantity and, of course, also in quality. 

    When well-known teachers or artists from other countries were present, they 
gave us loads of work, people such as Dr A Rosenfeld, the head of the World 
Histadrut Ivrit, or the famous Habimah artist, David Vardi from Israel, the 
editor of Ha’olam (The World), Moshe Kleinman, and more. These conferences 
were very effective in drawing the teachers closer to each other and creating 
strong ties of friendship and collegiality.

    This hard and responsible work took up the greater part of my leave, because 
I had to do most of it as chairman of the union and principal of the Talmud 
Torah, arranging lectures and classes for the lessons – whether as a result of 
my role as chairman, or because my friend and colleague, C Barzinsky, was 
head of the union, and I would always gladly assist him. There were loyal and 
dedicated assistants in this important matter, headed by Dr Moshe Nates, 
the secretary of the union, or Mr Z Avin, who had an important assignment 
– editing all the conference material and archiving the rich and interesting 
conference material over several years. 

    The Board of Education, as I have already mentioned, would participate 
in the teachers’ conference by arranging a reception for the guests or farewell 
drinks – magnificently. The Hebrew Teachers’ Union made the activities of the 
Board of Education much easier. The board found an organised group with the 
same opinions and views on educational problems.
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   The question of appointing a director to manage education in the Board 
of Education’s institutions, such as supervision, curriculum planning and 
examinations, was placed on the agenda. This would be a permanent position 
to deal with all these matters on a regular basis. In our Talmud Torah, the 
issue of the examiner became a “burning” question every year (in our Talmud 
Torah, the examination season was set from 8 June, to avoid clashes with 
examinations in the general schools at the end of November and beginning of 
December). Relations between the South African Board of Education, based 
in Johannesburg, and the board in the Cape, which was already independent, 
grew weaker, until they stopped altogether, even with regard to examinations. 
The local board decided on its own initiative to invite an examiner and  
Dr Arieh Birnbaum from Johannesburg was invited to Cape Town.

   Dr Birnbaum proved an expert pedagogue, who acquired his educational 
tradition in the teachers’ training seminary in Jerusalem. He was a Talmudist, 
the graduate of famous yeshivot, with a broad Hebrew and European education 
– and, above all, an experienced teacher, equipped to guide others. 

   When the Board of Education considered a candidate for the post of 
education director, he was found to be the most suitable person, after 
examining the Talmud Torah pupils officially. Negotiations with him went 
well and Dr Birnbaum was appointed as director. A new, permanent and very 
desirable educational resource was added in Cape Town. The burden of being 
the examiner, which I had borne for several years, was removed from me –  
I was set free.

   Our school gained a good and substantial reputation among the many 
guests from Europe and the Land of Israel who came to visit it, including great 
writers, such as N Sokolow, leaders such as Dr Weizmann, S Brodetsky and 
Rabbi Meir Berlin (Bar-Ilan). They all praised and commended our Talmud 
Tora, terming it exemplary, not just as the only one on the continent of Africa, 
but because they felt there were few like it in Europe or the Land of Israel. 
They expressed the essence of their comments in writing, in letters praising 
our work, commending our institution. We had many prominent guests and 
their statements strengthened our resolve to improve the precious institution 
and make it as good as possible.

e) 	 Important improvements	
Substantial efforts were made over the years to implement two very important 
aspects: material and spiritual. The first was a necessity – erecting a new building 
to replace the dilapidated old one, whose external appearance, with its many 
blemishes, truly shamed its interior. And a magnificent new building was 
erected in 1938, in the convenient style of a modern school with a good number 
of classrooms and offices and new furniture specially ordered in terms of our 
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requirements. This accorded completely with the internal value of the institution.

f) 	 There was also an important spiritual change, which served as an 
example for others: the revival of the day school and its rebirth in 1940, with 
the curriculum of a modern general school, including all the general and 
national studies required for Hebrew pupils. 

    These victories were not gained easily, without a fight. A substantial sum 
of money was left by the estate of a communal official, Mr Chaim Lieberman, 
who had served as mayor of Cape Town and was a popular figure. The high 
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school, with the higher classes, standards 9 and 10, was named after him. 
But there were many complex formalities in the administration of the estate. 
Board members looking to derive the benefit from the estate worked very 
hard, eventually succeeding. With additional money from other sources, the 
amount was almost doubled and the project was crowned with success. This 
was an important element in the revival of the day school that was sentenced 
to “extinction” for a period of seven-and-a-half years (in June, 1932).

   Nevertheless, the entire school, which was completely “ours”, encountered 
opposition from public opinion this time as well, particularly from parents 
who felt there was nothing better than sending their sons and daughters 
to government schools, where they felt their children could be part of the 
“shared life” with the children of our Christian neighbours. According to this 
“enlightened” opinion, this would rescue them from their harmful segregation. 
Those parents – with the exception of an outstanding minority – were unable 
to appreciate the truth of the more natural freedom felt only under conditions 
of independent growth and development. Only when pupils have that 
freedom of action are they able to attain perfection in accordance with their 
fundamental characteristics, with no external and oppressive pressure from 
an environment serving to delay and limit their physical and spiritual growth 
and fulfilment. But, as always happens in life, it is necessary to overcome 
obstacles, especially those we ourselves, our brothers, our parents and the like, 
place in our paths and the efforts to overcome them succeeded. And so the 
Herzlia day school began, showing signs of life and progress. When our pupils, 
educated for a certain time at that school, were sent to continue their studies 
at general schools, because of the small number of classes at our school, they 
were welcomed there with open arms. The headmasters got to know that our 
pupils were well prepared and developed. They were likely to do well in future. 
Many of the schools grabbed our pupils who registered with them because it 
was impossible for us to introduce new classes quickly in our schools, as was 
done in ordinary schools. This was a sign that “benefited” the existence of 
Herzlia, as even parents who initially refused to agree to the experiment, saw 
with their own eyes that it was succeeding.

    Now, as I put this down on paper, Herzlia has a record number of pupils – so 
much so that the full primary school course has been completed already. It now 
has to move forward to the middle school for the young people and matric, in 
Standards 7-10, but this has been postponed for the time being because of a 
lack of space, as even the new building is too small to accommodate such an 
institution. At the beginning of the year, pupils, both boys and girls, came to 
Herzlia in sufficient numbers to open three parallel classes at the same time 
for beginners, but, as I have said, the “bed is too short to stretch out”. In the 
meantime, a suitable property has been purchased for a possible new building.
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    It is gladdening that a school of this type has not remained unique: two or 
three years ago, the Board of Education in Johannesburg also founded a day 
school that is making good progress. “Day school!” – this is the slogan people 
advocating education use everywhere and at all times when educational 
problems are discussed in public, in various meetings and conferences. The 
issue is no longer in dispute and its opponents are decreasing everywhere. 

g) 	 Sephardi pronunciation
It should be mentioned that when Herzlia was opened, the Sephardi accent 
was accepted there. After some argument and hesitation. It has been used 
there ever since, in spite of the difficulty in changing the usage in each of the 
three branches of our institution: 1) Herzlia with the beginners; 2) The Talmud 
Torah, where the pupils used the Ashkenazi pronunciation; 3) In the Chaim 
Lieberman High School (Standards 9 and 10), whose pupils also grew up using 
the Ashkenazi pronunciation. Initially there were obstacles in writing, but 
recognition of the need for a living link between Hebrew-speakers in the Land 
of Israel and in the Diaspora served to win the day. 

h) 	 The library
When the new building was erected, the idea of a library at the Talmud Torah 
was implemented. A suitable hall was devoted to this in the new building, well 
furnished with glazed bookcases, containing convenient shelves. Most of these 
were filled with books of interest to young children and pupils of various ages, 
as well as a good quantity of reference books for teachers, in two languages, 
Hebrew and English. The library proved very valuable and useful to many 
people. Books were added to it from time to time. The library was named 
after Mrs Miriam Harris, a relative of well-known South African communal 
workers and philanthropists who provided the funds for its establishment.
 
i) 	 Practical religion and nationality.
These two aspects of education in our institutions require particular attention, 
with a great deal of time and regular care devoted to them as educational 
principles. The Talmud Torah was given the role of educating the “home”, the 
Jewish environment and the family. Deeds and views, behaviour and actions, 
founded on religion, belief and custom, seemed to have been totally uprooted 
from the Jewish environment. Society’s apathetic attitude was undermining 
them, as they were no longer preserved or existed in it and through it and 
fell away as a result. They are all based solely on observation, imitation and 
maintaining the usage accepted by mothers and fathers. 

    The Talmud Torah, therefore, had to fill this gap through tangible education. 
First and foremost came the prayers. They were not said at home and special 
practice and learning were required in all the classes, with time devoted to 
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