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century of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation and now, six
years later, to participate in the centennial of our synagogue
in Kenya. As we listen to the voices of our community at this
special time, I am moved that we are in unusual harmony.
The history of attendance and activity in the Nairobi Hebrew
Congregation has waxed and waned.
Some years the community has been full and vibrant and during that time the
synagogue has been full. Other years, there are fewer people and those seem less
motivated to be involved. However, your constant strong message through all the
years is that you all want, appreciate, need and love- yes, love- the synagogue.
Our three pillars, Charles Szlapak, David Silverstein, and Vaizman Aharoni, recognized
for their leadership and commitment, all express appreciation for the diversity in our
community and all the efforts that have contributed to our survival in the diaspora
of Kenya. They wisely counsel us to make more of an effort as individuals for our
survival as a community. That effort means paying membership fees, making
donations, attending services, taking on responsibilities, and contributing ideas for our
future. We need you for our survival.
Some of our members describe how they were moved to come into the community
after other Jews reached out to them in friendship or in need. Shabbat dinners and
hospital visiting has brought non-observant Jews into our community. What you
do as a person makes a difference. We have the remarkable and continuing story
of the Israeli School that does immeasurable good and is sustained solely on the
commitment of parents, even after their own children have graduated. What you do as
families makes a difference.
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covered in ornate parokhet, curtains. One set for regular
services and another for High Holidays, with matching covers
for the podium and table. Their donations also include a
Sefer Torah, its mantles (covers) and four sets of rimmonim
(silver tops to the Torah), and tallitot. Their donations include
the stained glass windows on the sides of the ark in honour
of their son Yaron’s graduation.
Mike and Vera Somen: The stained glass over the Ark
was donated in honour of the wedding of Jonathan and
Petra Somen and in memory of their beloved parents and
grandparents David and Lilian Somen, and Sanyi and Nelly
Gellert. Mike donated the silver cover for the Megellah.
One of the Sefer Torahs was donated by Simon Medicks.
A tas (breastplate for the torah) was donated in memory of
Rudolph J. Field by his wife in 1940. Another tas is engraved
as presented by Mr. and Mrs. H. Zaum.
Siddurim and other important religious books: donated by
Dr. Manfred Lehmann, The Randy Fleitman Family, American
Friends of Judaism in Kenya The Book of Religious and
Customs Calendar for Ashkenazi, Sephardim and Yemenites
is donated annually by Emanuel Seri.

The Synagogues of Kenya
By Channa Commanday

help of Jews from overseas. It became a lasting landmark
in Nairobi. In 1908 the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation bought
a large plot on what was then the Western edge of the little
dirt-road town. The foundation stone was laid in June 1912
by the governor, C.C. Bowring. All thirty of Kenya’s Jews
attended.

The Beauty of the NHC Synagogue

The building was built by an Englishman. There is no record
the completed building in December 1912. The old synagogue
served Nairobi well for four decades until it was overcrowded
and nearly collapsing. Funds were collected and a new
synagogue, our current one was designed by Imre Rozsa.
When the old synagogue was demolished to build the new
one, the beautiful wooden archway was lovingly conserved
and then built into the entrance of the new synagogue. The
construction was done by a local Jewish contractor, Henry
Groner. The foundation stone was laid by the governor, Sir
Evelyn Baring, in October 1954.
In September 1955, the new synagogue was consecrated in
a service led by the venerable Abraham Block. Mr. Rozsa’s
wife, Lisa, laid out an elegant rose bed, setting the standard
for the lovely garden of today. Meanwhile, in Nakuru, the
Jewish community raised enough money to build its own
synagogue. In 1955, the foundation stone was laid by Gustav
Kramer, who had come as a refugee in 1938 and quickly rose
to prominence, becoming Nakuru’s second mayor.
After the wartime restrictions were lifted, many of Nakuru’s
German Jews moved to Nairobi and others left the country.
By 1962 the congregation was down to fourteen. The
synagogue, less than a decade old, was sold. The proceeds
were given to the NHC with the provision that it would care
for the Nakuru Jewish cemetery.
The synagogue is now the site of the Arap Moi Children’s
Home, a thriving orphanage. The damaged Mogen David
window was repaired with stained glass as a bar mitzvah gift
from Charles and Margaret Njonjo on the occasion of Nahum
Silverstein’s bar mitzvah in 2002.

Stained Glass Artist Bernhard Viehweber and Heini Lustman

Perhaps the blessings alone inculcated by ten decades
of love and worship could have created the beauty of this
synagogue, but I think that the people who love and worship
for what makes it as beautiful and fully functional as it is
today. Since the time of its design and building, many others
have contributed. Among them are the following:
Heini Lustman: Chairman of the Buildings, Grounds and
Maintenance Committee from the early 1980s until 2006.
Heini initiated numerous improvements and renovations
to the grounds and buildings of NHC, including all changes
to the structure and facilities of the synagogue during that
period. The incredible stained glass windows were notably
his inspiration In his improvements one can easily see
how he married function and beauty in sympathy with the
surroundings. The lovely light poles in front of the shul are
only one example of many. Most of the staff we have today
were chosen by Heine who understood our needs and their
skills.
Charles Szlapak: Chairman of the Buildings, Grounds and
Maintenance Committee since 2009, Charles has worked
contractors to keep the grounds intact and repair damage
done during road and local infrastructure changes. Charles
has donated siddurim in memory of his wife Marian,
Pentateuch and Haftorah, and Holiday prayer books. The
Szlapak family donated the stained glasss of the Exodux over
the entrance in memory of Charles Szlapak’s mother, Rachel
Szlapak.
The Schwartzman Family: Hanna and Josef have donated
much to the beauty and function of our synagogue including
large brass chandeliers providing both beauty and bright
light. On the bima, the Aron ha-kodesh, the Holy Ark, is

Anna Sundquist is originally from New
York City, and was known in Kenya as a
poet in the 1990’s.
Her pen name is Anna Yardeni, and you
can Google her under that name to see
the books she has written.

Milestones and
Momentous Events

River Road Building Collapsed
and Israel Rescue Team were first
to arrive

2006

2002

Paradise Hotel bombing

2012
2004

Renovation of Synagogue
and Vermont Hall Centennial
Celebration of the Synagogue,
September

Centennial Celebration of the
Nairobi Hebrew Congregation

2001

From left: Liz Hopkins, Charles Szlapak, Ruth Rabb, Helen and Monty
Ruben, Adinah Zola; and Vera and Mike Somen (right), all attended

(U.S. Embassies bombed in
Nairobi, Kenya, and
Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania & Israel
IDF RESCUE team were the first to arrive

1990

Stained glass windows
constructed and installed

Liz Hopkins: Daughter of early Kenyan pioneering family, Jack and Doria Block, has three
sons: Mark, Jeremy, and Sam live in Kenya when not on work missions. Liz remains closely
associated with many members of the congregation.

Ruth Rabb: Daughter of Abraham and Sarah Block, who were founding members of the

congregation and owned the Norfolk Hotel amongst many other enterprises. Mother of
Geraldine Dunford and Nicholas Rabb who both live in Kenya, and of Leigh Rabb who is a
doctor living in London with his family. Ruth’s late husband, Sol was auditor.

1984

1982

Formation of the
Commonwealth
Jewish Council

Vermont Hall renovated

Yom Kippur War, and
OAU cut ties with Israel.
Kenya also severed relations and
Israel’s Interests were handled by
another Embassy, Italian or Danish

1980s
1973

Opening of the Israeli Embassy
in Nairobi, Ambassador Arieh Ilan

Mike Somen, son of David and Lilian Somen and nephew of Israel Somen, was born in Nairobi
and was a partner in Hamilton & Harrison, Advocates. Mike and his sons carry on the tradition
of his father and uncle by being active members of the council and serving on committees.

Vera Somen, daughter of Dr. Alexander Gellert who was brought out to Kenya by the Bata
Shoe Company to do any job available, so saving him, his wife Nelly and Vera from the

1976

Charles Szlapak of the Fairvew Hotel came to Kenya with his parents, Rachel and
Abraham, and brother Maurice in 1938. Charles joined his father Abraham Szlapak on the
Council in 1961, has served for over 50 years, and served as Chairman and Rosh Kehilla for a
continuous 10 years. He and Mike Somen are Trustees of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation.
Charles is the mainstay of this congregation attending to every facet of the congregation,
serving Treasurer and Finance, Buildings and Development, Cemeteries, Hospitality and more.
His three children, Eliana, Daniel and Aitan are living in Kenya. Mark Abbema, husband to
Eliana served as Treasurer to the Congregation. Their three children, Aron, Jacob and Miriam
each celebrated their bar and bat mitzvahs in this synagogue where their grandfather, Charles
celebrated his, as did their uncles, Daniel and Aitan.
Adinah Zola (nee Sirley) was born in Kenya. Her father, Bronislaw (of Sirley & Kean Advocates)
and mother, Hagit had escaped Poland as refugees in 1938 and came via Palestine to Kenya in 1939.
Adinah and her brother Ilan were regulars in the old synagogue and at Cheder along with
Vera and Mike. Liz, Ruth and Monty and Charles had attended earlier. Adinah’s three sons,
Adam, Daniel and Simon all celebrated their bar mitzvahs in this synagogue and were a regular
part of the Minyan whilst they lived in Nairobi – riding to Saturday morning services on their
bicycles. Adinah has served on the Council as Hon. Secretary since 1999 and is a loyal and active
volunteer whenever called upon for all NHC activities.

Norfolk Hotel bombing, New
Year's Eve
(Operation Entebbe/ Operation
Jonathan; IDF coordinated
rescue through Kenya*)
(Commando commander, Lt. Col.
Yonatan Netanyahu, killed in
the Entebbe rescue)

1967

1964
1963

Six Day War
Diplomatic relations established
between Kenya and Israel,
President Jomo Kenyatta laid
cornerstone for the Israeli
Embassy in Nairobi with Israel Min.
of Foreign Affairs Golda
Meier, December.

1954

Foundation stone of Nairobi Synagogue
laid by Governor, Sir Evelyn Baring

Building of the present Synagogue

1954
1944 -1963

Mombasa Hebrew
Congregation founded

1944

WIZO (Women’s International
Zionist Organization) formed

community.

Israeli School, aka Hebrew
School, started once a week

1980

1962

The Jews of Nairobi by
Rabbi Carlebach published

OAU and Kenya ban lifted and diplomatic
relations with Israel re-established

1987

Monty and Hilary Ruben: Monty’s father, Eddie Ruben was one of the early pioneers in
big trucks. Monty has always remained in close contact with the community and its members.

AFJIK, American Friends of
Judaism in Kenya, formed

1989

75th Anniversary of the
Synagogue in Nairobi, April 25th

synagogue

First woman Rosh Kehilla
elected, Dr. Vera Somen

1998
1993

1942

1941 -1960
Kitale-Eldoret Hebrew
Congregation founded

1941 -1963

1933 -1934 Kenya Jewish Board of Deputies
formed to deal with GermanJewish immigration. Later
replaced by the Kenya Refugee
Committee, 1936-1956

1930 -1959
East Africa Jewish Guild formed
to promote cultural, social,
sporting events and charitable work

1912

1909 -1911
First Minister of the
NHC, S. Schlomowitz

The first Jewish pioneers
proposed building a synagogue

Consecration of the first cemetery
in Nairobi

Nakuru Hebrew Congregation
founded

1938

Foundation stone laid by Governor
Brooke-Popham and Vermont Hall built

5

1908

1907
1904

Foundation stone for the first
synagogue laid by his Excellency
C.C. Bowring, June.
(First synagogue built)

Burial Committee formed, later
to be called Chevra Kadisha

Jewish congregation formed,
first Rosh Kehilla H. Fein
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Nairobi Hebrew Congregation (NHC)

The characters that colour
our history have stories of
daring adventure that are
hard, humourous, tragic,
creative and resilient.”

he Jewish Community of Kenya is unique, comprising
Jewry from all corners of the earth: Sephardic and
Ashkenazi and from countries as diverse as Russia,
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Czechoslovakia,
Germany, the UK, the U.S., Canada, Israel, Yemen, Iraq,
India, Morocco, South Africa and our native-born Kenyan Jews.
Our community is a microcosm of the Jewish Diaspora, as are the
stories of how each one of us arrived in Kenya. The diversity is
most clearly apparent on the high holy days when one can see the
traditions practiced in a variety of ways. Yet everyone is attentive
to the essence of the holiday.

T

Jews in Kenya have never been numerous; nevertheless they
country. To understand their role in Kenya, one must realise that
European, Asian, and African.
The Jews, all being of European origin, fell in the category of
“European”. This, for better or worse, facilitated their integration.
Many were secular Jews, and their nationality predominated
foremost an Englishman or woman, a Polish or Lithuanian Jew,
certainly a European.
The positive aspect of was that this lessened anti-Semitism. The

negative was that the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation often had a
hard time continuing to thrive.
In 1963, when Kenya became independent and Israel opened an
Embassy in Nairobi, the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation received a
new lease on life. Due to the excellent relations that early Jews
had established, the Israelis found themselves in a favourable
president, Jomo Kenyatta, and later with his successor, Daniel
arap Moi.
Scores of Israelis arrived, some in the diplomatic corps, a few in
professions, but most in business. Over the years many joined
the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation and currently form about 80%
of the members. The characters that colour the history of the
NHC are numerous and varied, from the early pioneers around
the turn of the 20th century to the refugees of WWII, the postcolonial professionals, and more. Their stories abound with daring
entrepreneurial spirit yielded great opportunities. Their stories
are hard, humourous, tragic, creative and resilient. It is therefore
not a surprise that these people could get together to form a
community but rarely agree with each other on what how to run
it and keep it going. This remains our character today, as with
three Jews one has four answers and six arguments. However,
when the need arises we all come together.

NHC Council Members
synagogue. A stained glass window above was installed in memory of Rachel Szlapak by her family.

Left to Right

Rosh Kehilla - Albert Attias
Vice Chairman - Vaizman Aharoni
Vice Chairman - Dr. David Silverstein
Treasurer (Acting) - Charles Szlapak
Secretary - Adinah Zola
(Left to right):
Silverstein, Charles Szlapak, Vaizman Aharoni, Estelle Strizhak,

In 2004
Nairobi Hebrew
Congregation celebrated its 100year anniversary and in 2012 the
Synagogue of the Nairobi Hebrew
Congregation celebrates its
100-year anniversary. An-depth
historical account has been written
as a tribute to the NHC Centennial
in “Glimpse of the Jews of Kenya”
1904-2004.

Our Vision:

We are a diverse and united,
vibrant and welcoming
centre to celebrate Jewish
Life.

Our Mission:

We provide religious services,
social, educational and
cultural events, and support
for the State of Israel.
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History of
Shelanu
By Myra Vinner

I

n honor of the 100th Anniversary of the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation’s Synagogue, I was
“Shelanu,” the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation’s
newsletter of fame.

with the community’s Who’s Who, a realization
occurred: in order to do this subject the justice it
deserves, a brief historical review and documented
summary of how the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
communicated to its membership through the years
as well as a brief commentary on how communication
impacts community activities, relationships and
community life would be in order.
Prior to April 1988, mimeograph technology was utilized
to produce separate, one page English and Hebrew
information sheets. Reverend Zeev Amit, the then
spiritual leader of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation,
initiated this effort of compiling information of interest
for the membership.
After Zeev’s departure, the Rosh Kehilla, Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation Council members, and the
general membership, rose to the occasion of keeping
the communication momentum beating by continuing
to contribute information of community interest.
Partnering in this important effort was The Fairview

Hotel, namely Adinah Zola and Charles Szlapak, producing
the English version of a news information sheet, and the
Embassy of Israel, producing the Hebrew version.
Mechanisms of distribution included direct delivery to or
of Israeli employees, including H.Z. and Company, Solel
Boneh, Mugoya and others. The Kenya Postal Service was
utilized for direct mailing to community members not
employed by the large, private companies. The Fairview
Hotel managed overseas membership distribution in
creative, cost-cutting ways.
In May 1988, a magazine communication format was
by co-editors, Reverend Jonathan Ordman and Oded
Jeremitsky, the goal of “Shmyse” was to become the
“voice of the Jewish people of Kenya,” and to provide an
honest outlet for news, views, events and entertainment.
This effort was unique and well-received by the
community.

launched! Spearheaded by Myra Vinner and Rina Attias,
“Shelanu” transformed community communications by
providing an expanded and structured format populated
by diverse and core-consistent topics four times per year.

This brainchild became the standard template of
community communications for years to come. Through
the years, “Shelanu” continued to thrive under the
revolving leadership of Michelle Sumka, Rina Attias,
Bunnie Gordon and Barbara Steenstrup, assisted by
Abigail Krystal, Didi Rom, Judy Moran, Arthur Mattli,
Adam Messer and many others.
In 2005, technology caught up with the Nairobi Hebrew
Congregation when “e-Shelanu” was created under
the leadership of Randy Fleitman. It became crystal
clear there was no going back to paper “Shelanu.” In
spite of internet infrastructure woes, “e-Shelanu” was a
successful step leading to today’s web-based “Shelanu,”
aptly headed by Channa Commanday.
There is a proven relationship between
communications and community membership
participation in community activities. Whether the
communication is in written format or conveyed
verbally, communication is the key to inspiring
community members to interact with one another, bond
with one another, ultimately leading to a richer and

The Nairobi Hebrew Congregation looks forward to
continue to strengthen membership communications
and to further enhance and strengthen Jewish
community life within Kenya.

History
of our
Cemeteries
in Kenya
By Charles Szlapak as told to Abigail Krystall

O

Nairobi South, located on Uhuru
Highway at the corner of Bunyala Road. It has 135
the last, for Mushke Biemer, in June 1960. Our present
cemetery, consecrated in February 1946, is on Forest
Road where we have 185 graves.

to the Forest Road cemetery, and on Tuesdays the gardeners based at
the Vermont Hall join Micah providing additional security for visitors.
On Sundays, Micah works at the Nairobi South cemetery.
Sadly, vandalism continues from time to time, as does the occasional
theft – though we no longer have much to steal! A 5,000 litre water
tank disappeared overnight in August 2010, while Forest Road was
being widened. It was replaced by a donation from Kobil, only for the
Multi-Lock and other parts to be stolen within days.
The Mombasa cemetery, which has 13 graves and adjoins several
other cemeteries, lies between Mbaraki Road and Dedan Kimathi Road
Kaplan, a gunner in the South African Air Force. (Joseph Schwartzman
is paying for a gardener to keep the cemetery in good order.)

The cemetery in Nakuru is on Show Ground Road and has 17
in July 1948, and the last was Rev. Friedrich Lichtenstein, in
May 1967. Thanks are given to Dave Lichtenstein, who lives in
Australia, for the history of this cemetery. (Amos Hadar pays a
man to check this cemetery from time to time.)
There are 18 graves in the Kitale
for Siegfried Stern, from April 1943 and the last burial was for
Sophie Stern in April 1969. In 2004 I asked a friend, a non-Jewi
sh farmer in Kitale, to take photographs and let me have a report
on the cemetery, in which he claimed that there was evidence of
a 19th grave with no tombstone. (Sadly, I have not been able to

The Commonwealth Jewish Council has on two occasions sent
us a donation of £500 for the upkeep of graves in Kenya, and
it was Rev. Dr. Zeev Amit who assisted in obtaining the second
donation.
* NHC staff will be working at the cemetery from 8am – 4pm
every Tuesday making visits at that time much
safer

My hope is that
someone will come
forward and take over
the task of supervising
our cemeteries in
Kenya”
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They said it was IMPOSSIBLE

By Barbara Steenstrup

Yom Kippur 2007 In Dar es salaam
even though it was doubtful that a minyan could be
assembled. I was directing a project located in Dar at
the time and helped to organize the event. The Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation allowed one of its Torah to be taken
scroll was in Dar es salaam - and for contributing Kiddush
wine and lending several siddurim for the service.
The Nargila Restaurant was closed for the 24 hours of
Yom Kippur to create a synagogue in their enormous
oriental tent. It was probably close to the kind of places
in which some of our ancestors worshipped. Penina’s
daughters served a meal just before the start of Yom
Kippur and hosted Rabbi Shmuli in their home. Sharon
Arusi baked kosher cake with which we broke our fast
the next evening.

here are Jews living in Tanzania, primarily
in Dar es Salaam and Arusha. There is no
synagogue, seldom services and mainly
a gathering for Israeli Independence Day
if the Israeli Ambassadorwho is stationed
in Kenya with side accreditation to Tanzania holds a
reception. The Jews who are there primarily deal in
gems, have businesses such as Kenol Kobil, Multi-Lok
or are stationed at the US Embassy or one of the High
Commissions or international organizations.

T

But Yom Kippur 2007 was an exception. The venue
was the Nargila Restaurant in Dar es Salaam owned
by Israelis, Penina and her three daughters. Rabbi
Chananya Rogalsky arranged for Rabbi Shmuli Raitman
to come to Dar es Salaam to lead Yom Kippur services

came from far and near to form the minyan on both Friday
and Saturday. The women who came lent warmth and
spirit to the services. The spirit of Yom Kippur pervaded
the small group of Jews from Israel, Tanzania, the US,
England and Australia who gathered in a tent, with birds
chirping, a cool breeze uncommon to Dar es Salaam,
and the feeling that we were joined together with Jews
around the world on this most important day. Children
played in the adjoining area. Their parents brought them
in to see the open Torah and to listen to the Shofar. And
Shmuli rewarded them with sweets. After the end of Yom
Kippur, we all wrote our names and email addresses. We
talked about coming together for a Shabbat meal now
and then. Barbara talked about the possibility of the Jews
of Tanzania joining the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation to
make use of the Shelanu for their announcements, the
web site and the possibility of holding services for the

Armistice Day
At the War Cemetery

high holidays as was the case this year. It was a Yom
Kippur to remember. Yom Kippur is always special, but
Yom Kippur in Dar es Salaam was more than special.
The minutes of the NHC Council from October
2007 state:
“CHANNA COMMANDAY requested and was permitted
to relay a message from BARBARA STEENSTRUP who
had sent an SMS to say that Rabbi SHMULI had arrived
with the Sefer Torah from Nairobi, and everyone there
Dar es Salaam and they are very grateful.”
As far as I know, there has been no action to form a
community or join the NHC since 2008, when my
project ended. I would be happy to be told otherwise.
It is not impossible. If any Jewish person living in
Tanzania would like help to connect to the NHC or
to organize celebrations of other Jewish holidays in
Tanzania, you are welcome to get in touch with me in
Nairobi or with Rabbi Bentolila in Kinshasa.

Pillars and Moi

Pictured from left, NHC delegates:
Joseph Schwartzman, Benny Arad, Charles
Silverstein, Vaizman Aharoni

12
25

Once again, Vaizman Aharoni served as the Jewish
Clergyman at the November 12 memorial ceremony at
the War Graves Cemetery off Ngong Road. About 25
members of the kehillah attended the moving
ceremony.
Ambassador Seri and NHC laid wreaths at the graves of
the six Jewish veterans buried there, while Vaizman led
us in saying Kaddish. Miraculously, the rains ended shortly
before the ceremony began and held off until everyone
left.

Presentation of NHC’s donations
for the Kenyan victims of the
bombing of the US Embassy to
President Moi, August 1998.
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Centennial Celebration
Address to the Kehilla
by Albert Attias - Rosh Kehilla
Albert Attias - Rosh Kehilla

am delighted and honoured to stand
before you today as the Rosh Kehilla on
this very special occasion to mark the
celebration of 100 years of a Synagogue
in Nairobi. I would like to acknowledge Dr. David
Silverstein for much of the information and text
which I have included in my address to you.

I

Pioneering Jews came trekking from the south (South
Africa), by sea to Mombasa and also from Abyssinia, having
gotten word of the impending Uganda Plan- the proposal
before the World Zionist Organization to resettle the Jews
in Uasin Gishu Plateau in Maasailand - which was to become
the new Jewish homeland. They included such illustrious
characters as Abraham Block and Simon Medicks.
The First Synagogue
The formal evidence of Jewish presence in Kenya started
with the arrival of a Jewish delegation who traveling to East
all about.
The Jews who came to Kenya before and during World War
II and settled in the Rift Valley erected a Synagogue and
cemetery in Nakuru. The building still has a Star of David
on the wall and today houses an orphanage. There are also
Jewish cemeteries in Nakuru, Kitale and Mombasa.

The first evidence of a Jewish community
in Kenya was marked with the purchase of
a plot in 1908 for a cemetery by the first
Jewish pioneers.
Abraham Block arrived from the Ukraine, pioneered in
business and helped to found the Kehilla. With his wife, Sarah
and other Jewish pioneers, they laid the cornerstone for the

They and a group of 12 men got together and decided that
although none were religious in the traditional sense they felt
the need, despite being in Africa, for a Jewish identity. They
needed a place to worship on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur
and a Jewish cemetery. Thus our community was born. They
raised 500 pounds and obtained a 250 pound bank note, and
borrowed the balance elsewhere. Mr. Robertson, an architect,
was commissioned to prepare plans, and Mr. W. A. Gain was
awarded the building contract.
They were soon to be joined by other adventurous souls,
some of whom are the patriarchs of current members
including the Rubens and the Somens. I wish I could have
attended a Council Meeting with such illustrious men and I
can only imagine the loud and animated disagreements and
discussions among them!
The next group of Jews to arrive in Kenya was not motivated
by adventure, fame or fortune, but survival. Their reason

for coming was to escape persecution and the soon-tostart Holocaust. They included people whom we remember:
Shanni and Nelly Gellert, Imre and Liza Rosza, and Abraham
and Rachel Szlapak and many others too numerous to
mention here.

Our Congregation is now 108 years old, and we have had a

The community expanded in the years immediately prior to

I paraphrase John F Kennedy in his inaugural address. I hear
sounds of “what does the community do for its members?”
Let me recommend that you should be asking “what can you
do for the community?”

Europe after the holocaust.
The Modern Synagogue
By the late 1940`s the future looked so promising that it
was decided to embark on building a larger Synagogue
to accommodate a growing number of Jews. Building
a Synagogue was not an easy task and maintaining a

At the council meeting in February 1954, it was decided
to invite Mr. Imre Rozsa, an architect and a member of the
congregation who had arrived in 1943, to submit his plans for
a new Synagogue.
Another member of the congregation, Mr. H. Groner who
owned a construction company, was appointed to build the
Synagogue.
Work started in 1953. The foundation stone was laid by the
Governor, Sir Evelyn Baring on 28 October 1954. The cost was
17.000 pounds.
The Synagogue was consecrated on September 11, 1955 at a
service led by Abraham Block and attended by government
dignitaries. It is this Synagogue in which we are seated today.
In the 1980s to date there has also been a growing number
of Israelis coming to work and live in Kenya. Some come
as private entrepreneurs, and others with as part of large
corporations such as H. Young & Co, Solel Boneh International,
and Amiran. Although the majority are not religious they do
join the Community and also the Synagogue. Their generous
donations and their attendance at services are vital and much
appreciated.
The Synagogue plays important roles in our lives, marking
births, Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, marriages and deaths. High
holidays are marked by special services. Prayers are offered
for those in pain or grappling with a problem. Orthodox rituals
are observed although we recognize that the vast majority
of our members are not strictly observant but follow certain
traditions. In that way, we are able to welcome and include
Jews who can feel at home praying in our Synagogue.
There are also many other occasions when the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation members step up to arrange for
a Minyan to accommodate other members, resident and
visiting Jews with celebrations of life events and prayers
when there is a death.

the present Synagogue has been standing for 58 years in the
all of us and for the Jewish communities worldwide.

The focus of our commitment must remain The Synagogue,
and the weekly Shabbat Minyan. If that disappears we will
become a fossil community. This requires that in these
that we always have 10 men for a service.
It is not good enough to say “call me if you need me”. We
are all busy and cannot sit around waiting for somebody to
himself or herself.
While the Orthodox Minyan requires men, active women
play a crucial role in keeping the heart of the Congregation
and Jewish life in Kenya alive. Women are members of the
Council. They are in charge of organizing social and cultural
activities, and from 2001 to 2006, Vera Somen, a woman, was
the Rosh Kehilla, the Head of the Community. No doubt other
women will be Rosh Kehilla in the future.
Inspiring Attendance
We must learn from our history. Inspired community leadership directed towards the education of our youth has always
paid off with the premium of good attendance at the Minyan.
The children bring their parents.
Our History and Our Challenges
Our community was founded by brave men and women who
took great risks living a non-traditional Jewish life but always
feeling the need to be anchored in a Jewish community. We
have survived more than 100 years despite the odds. We are
solutions and your commitment so that we can continue to
survive for another 100 years.
On behalf of the NHC Council Members, I thank all our community members and staff who work tirelessly to maintain
the community.
A special thanks to my Council Members for the great work
and devotion to keeping the community going.
I thank all of you who have come to join with us to mark this
day for Jews in the history of Kenya.
I wish you all a happy and enjoyable celebration.

I believe that the great task of our generation of Jews in
Kenya is to preserve our Synagogue, our community and our
unity.

not something to be taken for granted. We want to express our deep gratitude to the Government and people of Kenya, now and throughout the years, who have welcomed us
as equals, as brothers and sisters, as partners. Every week here in this Synagogue we pray together for the President and People of our great nation, Kenya, it has been so for 100
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In memory of our father and
father in law and grandfather
Yosef Meir Attias son of Rachel
and Michel Attias
1924 - 1996
By Rina and Albert Attias
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By Dr. Silverstein

Parallel’s between survival of life in
the artic pole and survival of our
jewish synagogue on the equator
am writing my thoughts about the centennial
of the Nairobi Hebrew synagogue as our
aircraft takes off from Longyearbyen,
Spitzbergen, the northernmost settlement in
the world at latitude 79º-81º north. For the
last 10 days Channa and I have been sailing around
this archipelago and disembarking daily for hikes in
this polar paradise”

I

this is an inhospitable island for survival with greater than
60% of the land mass covered by ice with temperatures
above freezing barely two months of the year. The
archipelago is in 24 hours of darkness for 3½ months of the
year and we are currently enjoying 24 hours of light during
the short summer.
It has been the burial place for many explorers, whalers,
miners, hunters and trappers. The environment has also
yet one is amazed how plants, walruses and polar bears
manage to survive through hundreds to thousands of
millennia by minor adaptations, by chance, by symbiotic
relationships and perhaps divine intervention.

saxifrage whose seed, if it happens to be pollinated by wind
as there are no insects, happens to land on the leeward
side of an indentation or rock on the ground or next to
the mineral rich bones of a beached whale skeleton, then
smallest advantage determines survival.

Purple Saxifrage

in the background the explosive rumbling sound of ice,
breaking off into the sea from the third largest icecap in
the world forming icebergs as evidence of the melting of
the polar ice mass by global warming. We soon noted that
the polar bears, who depend on the ice for hunting, were
very thin despite it being the summer when they should
be gaining up to 30% of their body weight to survive their
hibernation. When one bear managed to kill a baby whale,
4 other scrawny bears, smelling the kill from up to 3 miles
away, converged on the successful hunter and tried to steal
his catch. The survival of the regal polar bear is in great

jeopardy with global warming unless man can come up
with novel and visionary solutions

... As the continued survival
of the polar bear will depend on
novel and visionary thinking to
reverse the man made global
warming, so will such thinking be
needed to ensure the NCH survival
through the next century.”

Our pillars are getting older and we must
groom the next generation of pillars. We
may get lucky and be blessed with a new
expatriate member willing to become one
of the new pillars but we cannot count on
this. We have seen some of our younger
generation take on commitments in our
Council but we need them to sustain their
enthusiasm as the current generation of
pillars have.

The Polar Bears

Nairobi is hardly a harsh environment for survival for
humans, as East Africa may well have been the birth place
of mankind but in many ways, it is a very inhospitable setting
for a Jewish community. Not because of persecution or
anti-Semitism, but because of our small numbers and
isolation from mainstream Judaism. Yet, after 108 years as
a community and 100 years with a synagogue we continued
to exist. Our numbers have risen and dwindled according
to the economy yet we have been consistently between
100 and 174 families. We have successfully weathered the
change of our constituents in the last century from Jewish
immigrants from England and South Africa to Jewish
refugees from Eastern Europe, to a primarily expatriate
community currently with approximately 80% Israelis.
I would like to make observations about the last 38 years
of our centennial during which time I have been living here
and have been serving on Council of the NHC. For almost 9
years, I was Rosh Kehilla. The NHC has played an important
part in the lives of so many of the Jewish residents of
Nairobi. Irrespective of one’s degree of religiosity, we all
want a synagogue for life benchmarks such as the births
and naming of our children, brit milah, a bar or bat-mitzvah,
for saying Kaddish for our closest relatives and sadly for
Taharah and burial of some of our Jews in Kenya on their
demise.
Although we expect the NHC to be there for us, the natural
history of synagogues in small communities in the diaspora
is not an encouraging one. Most cease to exist except in the
chronicles of the Museum of the Jewish Diaspora.

and fauna of the Arctic for our community has been the
tolerant country in which we live, where the majority are
fundamentalist Christians who respect Jews as the Chosen
People. It has also been the hard work and commitment of
the pillars of this community Charles Szlapak, the late Heini
Lustman, Vaizman Aharoni and, with modesty, myself. The
other advantage is our beautiful synagogue, grounds and
social hall that we have inherited and improved.

However, as the continued survival of the polar bear will
depend on novel and visionary thinking to reverse the man
made global warming, so will such thinking be needed to
ensure the NCH survival through the next century. We
have seen in our indigenous African weekly worshippers
at our synagogue a cadre of highly committed, religious
and sincere people, who, for the most part will continue
to live in Kenya irrespective of the economic climate. We
know both from the Torah and by the example of many of
our members that convertees have made good Jews who
have helped enrich Judaism through the ages and have
helped us survive at the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation. We
have heard from a highly respected Jewish rabbi, Dr Rabbi
Shlomo Riskin, about the halachik aspects of conversion
and of his willingness to assist us with this should we
request him to do so. The time has come to embrace
our African devotees and assist them with an Orthodox
conversion if the Rabbinate concur on their sincerity and
their Jewish education.
As Jews we cannot and should not exclude these sincere
and committed Africans by virtue of race, as our religion is
not a racist one. We should not exclude them by virtue of
their socio-economic status as Israel did not exclude the
poorest of immigrants such as the Ethiopian Jews.
An infusion of indigenous Kenyans into our membership
along with the participation of the next generation of youth,
many the products of conversion, together will ensure our
survival to the next centennial.

Editor’s note:
And for these 38 years he has also served continuously
on the Council, originally at the invitation of then Rosh

He is married to Channa Commanday and has four
sons, all of whom had their bar mitzvahs in the NHC
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Pillar of the Community:

Interview with Honourary Life Rosh Kehilla

Mr Charles Szlapak
By Channa Commanday
Proud grandfather of Aron Abbema at his Bar Mitzvah

A

Charles recognizes the diversity in the community and is
sympathetic to the challenges of young families living in
Nairobi. He also understands that these same people count
on the NHC to be there for their Jewish observations, bar
mitzvahs, High Holiday observation, Jewish funerals, and
kosher supplies. He states, “They do not seem to realize that
NHC cannot survive without minyans and membership fees.”
Charles notes, “Just a tiny contribution will make a difference
even if they don’t put their foot in the door”. But putting the
foot in the door is very important for the community and for
Jewishness.

Fairview Hotel for this interview, I was aware of
being in the presence of a man who is steadfast
in his ideals, a rock of principals and practice
and a Jew dedicated to his community and its
survival. It is no wonder he has been the executor of more
wills and co-signer of more bank accounts than any other
person I have ever met.
Charles was born in Poland in 1933 to Abraham and Rachel
Szlapak. Life was not good for Jews in Poland in the buildup to World War II. Anti-Semitism was rampant and Charles
had experienced this already as a toddler when a Pole tried
to push his brother off of a train in his presence. When his
mother Rachel angrily asked why he was trying to kill her
son, the reply was “so there will be one less Jew in Poland”.
As a child Charles was playing with other children when a
Pole, objecting to a Jewish boy playing with Poles hit him in
his right ear, leaving him partially deaf to this day in that ear.

home where he could bring his family to live in peace and
Africa where he was not allowed to work and then he came
to Kenya where he met Mr. Levitan through the introduction
of Rabbi Kossovsky in Johannesburg. Mr. Levitan introduced
him to Mr. Medicks who gave him a job and assisted him to
travel back to Poland in 1938 in the nick of time to return
with his wife Rachel and their two sons Maurice and Charles
to Nairobi. When they came to Nairobi, Abraham asked
Mr. Levitan what he should call his son, named Gedalya, in
English. Mr. Levitan said that he named his son Charles.
Abraham thought that was a nice name and so Gedalya
became Charles as we know him today. His sister Kaila was
born in Nairobi in 1943.
The help that his father got from Mr. Levitan and Mr. Medicks
has been abundantly reciprocated by Charles, and previously
by his parents, to very many Jews in Kenya who were in need
over the last half century.
Although Kenya was wonderful compared to Poland, as a
Jew he still experienced segregation from various venues
reserved for only the white Christian community. As a young
man who was dating an English Catholic professional tennis
player, he was approached by a committee member of the
Nairobi Club and told he would not be welcome as her escort
at the big exhibition dinner where his girlfriend was to be
honoured. She refused to come to the event telling them
“jump in the lake”.
Charles’ future wife Marian was a painter and sculptor
who felt most comfortable, accepted and loved among
to immerse herself in study, doing so with the help of
NHC members. As South Africa could only offer a reform
conversion, Marian and Charles went to Israel where she had
an orthodox conversion and they were married by the Chief
Rabbi of Tel Aviv, Yitzhak Frenkel.

Charles & Marian on their wedding day

Charles believes that Jewish converts deserve a lot of credit,
because becoming Jewish is not easy. Marian was a model
in our community, fully involved and engaged in community
and Jewish family. Their three children, Eliana, Daniel, and
Aitan were born in Nairobi and attended Israeli School.
Daniel and Aitan had their bar mitzvahs in the synagogue
with Zeev Amit in 1985 and 1986.
Charles, like his parents before him, has welcomed
numerous wayfaring Jews with warmth and friendship
to his table. Many people, otherwise non-observant, have
been moved to join the Kehilla by way of his hospitality, his
hospital visits, and others by his explanations of how every
small contribution helps keep NHC alive.
Charles had his bar mitzvah in the old synagogue and joined
his father on the Council at age 28, elected through the
AGM on 20 August 1961. Charles’ mother Rachel was also
very active in the Jewish community, in WIZO (Women’s
International Zionist Organization), in the family business,
and famous for her character and hospitality.
Charles served as Rosh Kehilla for ten years
(1977-1988) during which time membership dramatically
increased. He has served as NHC’s Honourary Treasurer for
over 30 years, some of it with his son-in-law Mark Abbema.
In addition to looking after the cemeteries, he also is
responsible for the NHC grounds, buildings and utilities.
These onerous and never-ending tasks continually challenge
attention to detail, particularly when the grounds and utilities
are disrupted and damaged by external construction and
people.
Charles is a mainstay in the minyan for Shabbat services,
often walking to the synagogue from home. He attends all
Council meetings and NHC events when he is in Kenya, and
helps wherever he possibly can. He is counted on for the
minyan, for the festivals, for the Council, and, as one of the
three Pillars, with Dr. David Silverstein and Vaizman Aharoni.
Charles is treasured for his wisdom, ethics and advice.

Charles has always been a great sportsman and continues
to set remarkable goals for himself, such as completing the
Lewa Downs Half Marathon in July 2012 in excellent time.
He also travels frequently, and often to Israel where he has
many close friends that worked in Kenya and many that
served in Nairobi with the Israeli Embassy.

Charles’ message to the
Community

Purely and simply my wish is to see
the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
live. Without community input it will
either get diluted at a quicker rate
or die. It’s not because I’m religious,
because I’m not. I just feel it is very
important that we keep our mark
here in Kenya.”
I feel very strongly about these two points: I am
totally against moving the synagogue. I would resign
as a member and as a trustee if the synagogue was
knocked down and/or moved. It would be historically
wrong.
I would so much wish there were more dedicated
volunteers, people who would take on responsibilities
from those of us who won’t be around too much
longer.”

Charles was honoured with a yellow Nandi Flame Tree
planted and a plaque commemorating his contributions
placed in front of the synagogue in Nairobi in 2004.
More about the Szlapak history in Kenya can be read in the
book, Glimpses of Jews in Kenya.

In memory of Rachel Szlapak
1905 - 1995 from Charles

Charles' grandchildren
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Vaizman
Aharoni

Old Nakuru synagogue building became a children’s orphanage

Life Rosh Kehilla (Chairman) – Nairobi Hebrew
Congregation
Fellow of the American Society of Civil
Engineers
Life Member and Board Member of the
American Society of Civil Engineers
Fellow of the Institute of Engineers of Kenya
Member of the Chartered Institute of
Arbitration
Board Member Amani Communities Africa

V

aizman Aharoni is the son of Bechor and
Sarah Aharoni who immigrated to Israel from
Samarkand in the 1920s. They were special
people in every way who laboured to educate
their very talented four boys in Israel.

Vaizman is a graduate of the Technion, Israel Institute of
Technology (Haifa). Before beginning his career he served in
the Israeli army (1963-66) and was a captain in a combat unit
and a paratrooper.

and bat mitzvahs should be done voluntarily and refuses
payment. The reward is that his pupils and their families
remain close friends – even the ones who return overseas..
Vaizman is very proud of the Nairobi synagogue. He says that
the members of the Congregation keep it beautiful and in
good condition. He says,

Anywhere in the world I visit, I have
yet to see a community that is so well
organised with a synagogue so beautiful
and with such dedicated people, although
only a few, as we have here.
Vaizman’s vivacious wife Ester also participates in supporting
the community directly as well as supporting Vaizman’s
work for the community. She has many of her own projects
and interests and continually keeps a warm and welcoming
home wherever she is.

Vaizman and Ester were married in Israel in 1963 where he
Miki were born in Israel in 1966 and 1968.
In 1969, Vaizman accompanied by Ester and two small girls
moved to Iran and took up the position of project engineer
on Dariush Kabir Dam in Iran for a subsidiary of Mekorot,
120kms out of Shiraz in the desert.
In 1973, Vaizman moved to Kenya as Chief Engineer with
H.Z. & Company, an Israeli construction company under the
directorship of Gad Zeevi. At that time the company had
become a leader in public works, constructing roads, water
in Kericho.
In 1975, Vaizman and his family moved to Nairobi and in
December their third child, Mati, was born in Nairobi. All
three children, Irit, Miki and Mati, were educated at Hillcrest
Schools in Nairobi and attended the Israeli School. All three
have been very successful in their chosen careers.

in Israel. Irit and her husband Michael Namatina, working
in media IT technology, are currently in Bangkok, with their
three children, Lena, Eli and Daniel. Miki and her husband,
Daniel Busso, working in the Silicon Valley, and their
children, Tom and twins, Sharon and Jonathan, California.
Mati, a computer wizard, and his wife Iris live St. Kitts in the
Caribbean.

the community. It is during these times he is busy trying to
and religious coordinators. His assessments and judgments
have always been accepted and appreciated.
There are several Jewish cemeteries in Kenya: in Nairobi,
Nakuru, Kitale, and Mombasa. When Vaizman initially
went to Nakuru for work he visited the Jewish cemetery
maintain the cemetery once a month.. This is now a tradition
carried forward by other Israeli companies such as H.Young
& Company, SBI and ZIM. Individuals also volunteer under
the coordination of Charles Szlapak who watches over the
cemeteries.
At Kenya’s War Memorial Cemetery there are seven Jewish
graves among the hundreds of soldiers killed in action in
the First and Second World Wars. Every year on Armistice
Day these soldiers are remembered in a very special service
held in November. Vaizman serves the community as the
Jewish representative, joining the Christian Chaplains, the
Muslim Khadi, and the Indian Priests, and reads the Prayer

permanent part of the Order of Service at the Armistice Day
remembrance service after which Vaizman leads a minyan to
say Kaddish for the Jewish soldiers buried in this cemetery.
About 15 years ago, Vaizman and Ester went to Nakuru with
the late Heini Lustman, Channa Commanday and Daphne
Silverstone to look for the Nakuru Synagogue. On a dusty side
street they found a building in a rundown compound with a
broken stained glass Star of David high above the entrance.

orphanage, supported by people living in the area and then
by other benefactors such as Dr. David Silverstein’s family and
Charles and Margaret Njonjo. The ark had become a lovely
cupboard where the baby clothes and linens were carefully
stored. Vaizman remembers a young woman washing the
clothes by hand, telling the group that she comes every
Sunday on her day off to wash the children’s clothes because
she grew up in this orphanage.
For the last 20 years, Vaizman has played an important role
explaining Judaism to a great variety of visiting groups,
schools and individuals. There are precious few members
willing and able to do this.
Dr. Gary Cymbaluk of International Teams Canada at the Pan
Africa Christian University wrote:

...he gifted us with much insight and
coupled it with humour. It was an honour
to have Mr Aharoni join our class. He
represented the Jewish religion with
passion and enthusiasm”
Fr. Ottone Cantore wrote:

…for answering once again our
questions in a very friendly, constructive
and open manner. This is a very good way
of fostering better relationship between
Christians and Jews, of building bridges
and of breaking prejudices.”
Visitors are always welcome to the Kiddush and refreshments
after the service where they are encouraged to ask questions.
Often they ask why Jews do not believe in Jesus. Vaizman
carefully cites passages from the Old Testament and the
New Testament to show the similarities between Jews and
Christians, and emphasizes that Jesus was born and died
a Jew. This group and other groups have now made it an
annual event with different participants from their colleges.

In the 1980s, the community leader, Ivor Davis, asked
Vaizman to prepare young people for their bar mitzvahs
and bat mitzvahs. Vaizman agreed once - and for 37 years
now he has continued doing this for the community. He
people of the NHC. Each has required a unique approach, a
great amount of time and variable effort. Vaizman strongly
believes that preparing young people for bar mitzvahs

for the Jewish soldiers and all the others who gave their lives

Armistice Day: Rememberance of soldiers killed in the I and
II World wars

When Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated, the President of
Kenya arap Daniel Moi was in Australia. He was represented
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Former Kenyan president, Moi and Vaizman lay wreath on
Yitzhak Rabin’s tomb in Israel

at the funeral in Israel by his deputy, the late Professor
George Saitoti. Wanting to demonstrate his great regard for
Rabin, President Moi made a special trip to Israel to attend
the memorial in honour of the Shloshim, 30 days after the
funeral.
President Moi invited Vaizman, as head of the community
included his physician Dr. Silverstein. There they laid a
wreath on Rabin’s tomb.
Vaizman became a member of Council in the 1980s, and has
continued to serve on Council performing many duties. He
served as the Rosh Kehilla for six years from 1993 to 1996.
Vaizman has the honour of being a Life Rosh Kehilla along
with Charles Szlapak and Dr. David Silverstein.
Except when he is out of town, Vaizman always attends
Friday and Saturday services to help ensure a Minyan. He
often leads the services and frequently gives a dvar torah,
which are always interesting and thought-provoking. As a
keen religious scholar and consummate educator, Vaizman
continues to serve as the chairman of the Religious Affairs
Committee, with Nehemiah Abraham as his advisor. He
participates in and leads services frequently.
He has represented the kehilla at events and occasions too
numerous to recount, such as Johannesburg and Durban in

Letters

Vaizman & Dr. Silverstein reveive an award from the British government in England

South Africa at the invitation of the Commonwealth Jewish
Council. In Harare Zimbabwe, Vaizman was one of the
founder members of the African Jewish Council.
Vaizman and Dr. David Silverstein went to England to receive
an award from the British government for fostering the
development of Judaism in Kenya. The guest of honour was
Gordon Brown who later became Prime Minister of U.K.
Vaizman works in Kenya as a consultant to various companies,
including major construction companies and businesses. He
member of the Branch Committee of the Kenya Branch of
the Chartered Institute of Arbitrators. As arbitrator, he has
successfully resolved issues concerning civil engineering and
particularly with KENGEN installations. He is also a Board

Member of the NGO Amani (“Peace”). Called upon as a pillar
of the community, Vaizman’s skills as an arbitrator have been
invaluable to the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation.
Vaizman enjoys watching television which he does actively
with the eye of an analyst and commentator. He enjoys his
enjoyed painting. We all enjoy his sense of humour. One can
always depend on Vaizman for a relevant joke on any topic
under discussion.
Vaizman’s experience in Kenya and his long association
with the NHC makes him an invaluable member of the
Council and of the congregation. In addition to being an
educator, observant and dedicated community leader and
representative, he is also an open-minded, warm, loving
family man and friend.
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After her husband’s death, Chris continued the real estate
business that she and her husband had bought from Peter
Colmore. In Nairobi, Chris met Heine, then a bachelor, who
took her out and began to spend more time with her. After
sometime, Heine asked Chris to marry him.

Heini
Lustman’s
Life

Heine began to court Chris, who remained undecided for
some time. He paid attention only to her, gave up all other
entanglements and once told her that she should accept
his proposal of marriage because she would never receive
another offer that would be as good. Chris reported, “He said
this in all seriousness as if he were a disinterested uncle giving
fatherly advice.”

By Chris Lustman and Abigail Krystall

Heini Lustman, a long-time
mainstay and beloved member of

Finally, Chris agreed. Heini and she were married on 29th
June 1961, when Heini was 42 years old. Chris says that he
was always a perfect and devoted husband. Charles Szlapak
reported that he had seen a photograph of them taken in a
restaurant in Europe early in their married life. “They were a
very handsome couple, with Chris looking stunning”. He also
observed, “In all the hundreds of times we spent together, I
never saw any lack of respect between them.”

the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation,
died on 15th of April 2009, four
weeks before his 90th birthday,
which we had hoped to celebrate

T

with him.
o his dying day, Heini remembered everything
about his full and interesting life. His gifts as
a raconteur made him a wonderful and much
sought-after friend and guest.

Unfortunately, Heini resisted all attempts to persuade him
to record his memoirs. He modestly and incorrectly felt
that they would not interest others. Therefore, this brief
biography written after Heini’s death, outlines his life, but is

Heini Lustman was born in Rzeszow, Poland, in 1919, the
was born there in 1924. In 1926, the family moved to Danzig
(Gdansk), a German-speaking free state. Heini’s second
sister Giselle was born there in 1928.
Heini was educated in Danzig to university level. In the
1930’s, he entered the University of Vienna to study
architecture.
Heini’s father Arnold was involved in a business which
imported coffee from Brazil and Guatemala. At that time
Jews were not allowed to operate businesses unless they
had a non-Jewish partner. Arnold saw an advertisement
in a newspaper offering a coffee farm in Tanganyika
(now Tanzania) in exchange for a business in Danzig. He
contacted the advertiser and travelled to Tanganyika to
investigate. Nothing came of the visit. However, Arnold
decided to visit Kenya while he was in East Africa.
In 1938, the German army took possession of Austria.
Vienna crawled with Nazi tanks. German planes seized the

his father.
He arrived in Nairobi in the latter part of 1938. Later, his
mother and sisters made their way to Italy and obtained
passages on the last ship from Genoa to Africa before
Britain declared war on Germany.

Heini became a naturalized British subject in 1948. He
worked for Public Works Department and for George
Blowers, a well known building company of three
generations, before he joined George Vamos in 1951/52.
Their practice, called Vamos and Partners, was one of the
in jest, that they probably had built half of the city. Their
popularity was due to their reputation for being modern,
avant garde, and for using new and different approaches
that came from Europe.
Their many works included the Kenya Commercial Bank
Headquarters next to the Hilton Hotel, the Consolata
Catholic Missions in Nairobi and elsewhere in Kenya, the
Fairview Hotel, and the Szlapak home and businesses. The
Church.

In addition to his paid work, Heini generously
and prodigiously donated a considerable
amount of his professional time to the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation, handling everything to
do with the maintenance of the Synagogue,
the Vermont Hall and the upkeep of the
Jewish cemeteries in Kenya.
Heini also served as Rosh Kehilla and Chairman of the
Nairobi Hebrew Congregation’s council for a year and as
Vice Chairman for many years. He faithfully attended
Friday and Saturday morning Sabbath services to do his
part in ensuring a minyan.
In the meantime, Heini’s father, mother and sisters lived
a restaurant/coffee house. They later moved to Anderson
Road (Now State House Avenue) in Nairobi.
All this time, even though he was an eminently eligible
bachelor and part of the smart set, Heini had never married.
His scrapbooks show him, always immaculately dressed,
with one beautiful woman after another at dances and
parties, camping, and travelling in Kenya and out of the
country.

When Heini arrived in Kenya, he obtained temporary

Kampala for the princely sum of £15 a month.
Thereafter, Heini volunteered for service in the British
Army, was enlisted in the Royal Engineers (EA Command)
and served for 6 years. He was very proud of his military
service in World War II. He spent time in Madagascar and
in case they invaded. Later, he was deployed in Italian
Somaliland.

At some point, he met Chris Howard-Taylor, who had come
with her husband to Kenya from England where she had
served in the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRENS) where

Heini and Chris had two children, Meg and Arnold, and three
grandchildren. Heini was devoted to them all. They were his
greatest pride and joy. His love was unconditional. In his eyes,
they could do no wrong.
A lthough Heini considered himself extremely healthy, to his
surprise in the mid 1960’s, he was diagnosed as having high
blood pressure when he was turned down for a mortgage
by the Old Mutual as being a bad health risk. He was on
medication thereafter for the rest of his life and visited the
Groot Schur Hospital in Capetown for regular checkups until
Kenya had the good fortune to attract Dr David Silverstein
in the 1970’s. Thereafter, until he died, Heini was in David’s
excellent care.
In 2004, when Heini was 85 years old, David diagnosed Heini
as requiring regular dialysis because of his failing kidney
function. This continued to keep Heini reasonably well and
active until he contracted pneumonia. He was hospitalized in
December 2008. Although discharged on the 1st of January
pleural effusions.
During this period David insisted that Heini always remain on
the the oxygen machine. There was an oxygen machine in the
house which could be moved from room to room and be with
Heini all night. There was also an oxygen cylinder in Heini’s
automobile. With this cylinder, Heini insisted on Synagogue
attendance Friday nights and Saturday mornings, until he

Heini died in the Nairobi Hospital late in the evening of the 15th
of April 2009. He was buried in Nairobi’s Jewish Cemetery on
Friday, the 17th of April.
We miss Heini’s presence, and we hold his memory in our
hearts and our prayers.

When the war was over, Chris came to Kenya with her
husband. They lived in Muthaiga and were together for four
years. In 1957, Chris’ husband died of a sudden heart attack.
He died almost as soon as the ambulance brought him to
the hospital.

Zeev Amit

- An Interview
By Channa Commanday

When you think about this community
what comes to your mind?
I think of a warm-spirited community that has been
fighting to survive for 100 years, against all odds. These
are people who never say “we can’t”. They are not afraid
to admit publicly that they are Jews. It is not a religious
community, but the synagogue is a jewel that we fight to
keep functioning so services can take place regularly – as
I said, against all odds.
It’s a vibrant community, and the only significant one
in sub-Sahara Africa; it knows if they won’t do it for
themselves nobody else will. And here we are, a hundred
years on, alive and kicking.
There is no other way for me to explain how it is that since
1987 when I came here, I am still giving ten days free of
charge to the service of this community, year in and year
out. I certainly wouldn’t have been doing so if it weren’t
for the fact that this community is such a great one. My
involvement here gave me four years of sheer pleasure
and fulfillment, of nachat. It has shown me that if you
want something, in the words of Herzel, “Im tirzu ein zo
agagdah” – it can become a reality.
I wanted to see if the community had a strong will to
survive, and I saw that it did. I saw how the children have
given so much of themselves, and how they conducted
services on behalf of the community.

How do Jews in Kenya relate to going
to synagogue? Is it different from what
happens in Israel?
People who in the past had had no connection with a
synagogue, Israelis mainly, realized that the synagogue
enables them to manifest themselves as Jews outside
of Israel. To come to the synagogue in the Diaspora is
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different from doing so in Israel, because in Israel it is
mainly religious people or traditionalists who come
to such places of worship. In the Diaspora if you are a
Jew this is the place where you can express being a Jew,
whether orthodox or reform or whatever. The synagogue
is your centre. That is why this community fought all
these years, to uphold and keep that jewel. And if you
don’t believe me, just walk into the shul and see the love
and dedication of the people that are expressed in this
building.

How were you recruited to come into the
NHC?
In 1983, I was the student chaplain of the Northern
Region in North East England, and the head of the
Education Department at the Board of Deputies knew
of my work with the students. He came with an offer
to go to Kenya and take over the religious work of the
community, as they were looking for a rabbi.
I came here for an interview, stayed for about a week at
Charles Szlapak’s place, and I liked what I saw. To me,
Nairobi seemed like it did to any other person visiting:
a jungle. But I was always a person who picked up the
gauntlet, so I said, “OK, I’ll speak to my wife of course, but
I’m prepared to do it.”
When I returned to Yaffa in Glasgow, after I explained
what I had seen she asked me, “Have you got a contract?”
I met with the chairman, Charles, and with him I didn’t
need one. I stayed in Kenya for four years without a
contract.

What are some of your early memories
after you arrived? And how did the sense
of community develop?
On the first day I arrived here I heard a loud knock on
the door at Vermont Hall and it was opened before I
could answer. Anita Gurvitz entered and without any
introduction asked, “Are you the rabbi? I want you to
work with my son for his bar mitzvah,” adding “It’s
in three weeks’ time.” That was my introduction to
the community. I have never forgotten her and her
husband’s face when their son performed his solo on the
Friday of Adon Olam. Unbelievable nachas.
Then, one of the Israeli parents who had to come to shul
because of my demand that parents also show up warned
me: “Don’t you ever mention to my friends in Israel that

By Zeev Amit

Lastly and most profoundly, we thank God The God of our
fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob for keeping us alive,
sustaining us and bringing us to this memorable day.

Master of the Universe, God on High who dwells in Might,
the King to whom peace belongs. Look down from Your
holy habitation and bless our congregation – the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation on its Jubilee – celebrating its 100
years.

May He spread over them and us and all humanity the
tabernacle of peace so that we may live together, respecting
each other and seeking one another’s good.

Be their shelter and stronghold, and let them not falter.
Give them the strength and courage and may they rejoice
in your Salvation.

May this be His will and let us say: Amen

We give thanks to you – members of the Board and all
those who came before you, for representing the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation with honour, defending the Jewish
community and brought us to this day.
Bestow on them Your wisdom as they gather to do Your
will, seeking the welfare of Your people, and striving to be
a blessing to others. Guide them in their deliberations, be
with them in all they do and put into their hearts the love
of righteousness and justice, compassion and truth so that
they may be faithful to Your teachings and bring honour to
Your name.
We give also thanks to this our beloved country – Kenya
– and its past and present leaders who gave us so much.
All through the years it kept its tradition of tolerance and
respect. Gave us shelter, protection and freedom to keep
our faith.

Abby Amit married Stav Nemesh on 10th
October 2010. She gave birth to a baby girl,
Harper, on 2 June 2012. Abby is a strategic
planner for the Ministry of Internal Security in
Israel, while Odelia is in her third year residency,
training to become a cardiologist at IchilovSoratzki Hospital, Tel Aviv.
Yaffa and Zeev are retired. They returned home
on 12 February 2012, and they now live in Kfar
Saba, Israel.

I came regularly to shul.” But many really appreciated
having taken part in their children’s preparation for their
bar mitzvah.
I remember the community centre Yaffa and I set up,
the major work that enabled Vermont Hall to become
a thriving place. The Israeli community became very
involved, like the company HZ who set up the basketball
court for their people. Friday nights, once a month after
shul, we went for oneg Shabbat in Vermont Hall where
children gave talks on the meaning of the Shabbat,
and they enjoyed sing-alongs – what a wonderful
atmosphere there was! The Jewish studies group met
every Tuesday evening, and I recall the Bible studies,
Yaffa’s Keep Fit classes, the Hebrew Ulpan and the
English classes.

Tell us how visitors felt when they came
to Nairobi.
We welcomed the Chief Rabbi from London, the late
Rabbi Jacobovitz. He couldn’t believe what a thriving
Jewish life there was in Nairobi. Many times such
sentiments were expressed by our visitors. Many of them
knocked on our door, and I always made time for them,
telling them about the community and its achievements.

Tell us about the schechita.
We reached a situation where it’s not so much that the
cow wanted to give milk, but that the calf wanted to suck
more! Everybody laughed when I went to learn schechita.
“Who needs it?” I was asked. But when I came back the
immediate question came, “When can we get some
kosher chickens?” In this “jungle” we sold around 200250 chickens a week!
So who can’t be proud of such a community? I have to
thank the community for what it gave me, more than
what I gave them. The best proof is that when my
children, Abigail and Odelia, finished high school, to
them it was taken for granted that they wanted to devote
their gap year to Kenya – which they did.

Your parting words, please.
The NHC has thrived, not just survived, to 100 years. And
it can live on for another 100 years. The legacy members
are leaving for the younger generation is to keep that
flame of Yiddishkeit alive in the future. We could. and You
can!

100
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TRUE FRIENDSHIP
THE NJONJO’S SPECIAL
RELATIONSHIP WITH
THE JEWS OF KENYA

W

e spent our unforgettable honeymoon
in Israel as guests of our friends in the
Mossad, with whom Charles already had

start to our 40 years of marriage. Passionate supporters of
Israel, and deeply committed to our own Christian Faith, it
was a rare opportunity to visit not only some of the sacred
sites in the Holy Land, but also many of the poignant
reminders of the ancient and modern history of Israel.
In the 40 years that have since passed, our spiritual journey
and our social life here in Nairobi have been immeasurably
enriched by the warm and unquestioning welcome we have
received from the Israeli community , and in particular the
Hebrew Congregation. As a mixed race, Christian couple,
this is privilege we will continue to treasure.
We have always felt at home in the Synagogue and have
grown more familiar with the profoundly meaningful
traditions readings and prayers, especially the rich use of
the Psalms, so central too to Christian worship. We have
attended many bar mitzvahs, though sadly we were out of
the country for a recent bat mitzvah, and have been moved
reading their Torah portions in that ancient script, and
sensed the warmth, pride and strength of their families
and the community as the young boys became men, ready
to face the future.
We have attended special services and joined in special
remembering in particular the Holocaust Days and the Six
Day War. We were in the synagogue at Aaron Silverstein’s
bar mitzvah on the morning Kenya threatened to descend
into chaos in the Post Election Violence. We felt surrounded
by loyal friends and a community who knew what it meant
to face a crisis.
Among our many friends with close association to the
synagogue perhaps those who have most inspired us
have been Chris and Heini Lustman. What an example
of professional work ethic, integrity, commitment
and friendship. Others will write of Heini’s immense
contribution to the synagogue. Few will know that since
each of our children every birthday and every Christmas.

highlights which have cemented and enriched our bond
with the Jewish community….circumcisions, that ancient
rite shared by Kikuyu tradition, including our son David’s

special occasions with their unique mix of sacred
ritual and sheer exuberance….Charles Szlapak’s lovely
daughter Eliana to Mark Abbema….and David Silverstein’s
life-changing marriage to our proxy daughter, Channa
Commanday. Inevitably, after such a long association with
the community- Funerals…sorrowful moments at the
Jewish cemetery…and there will be more as members of
this unique community grow older and we will be there
to honour their contribution to Kenya across 100 years.
Shabbat meals…and what a privilege to be invited….
evenings we love and from which we learn so much of the
ancient story of the Hebrew people to whom we owe so
much.
No re-run of the last 40 years would be complete without
reference to the Entebbe Rescue…….what an honour
to have been involved in that historic event….and what
a privilege to have shared in Israel’s awesome pride in
that rescue. One of our most treasured possessions is
a small commemorative ‘Operation Jonathan ‘ bronze
given to Charles by the Government of Israel…’ in grateful
recognition…..’
As you now celebrate this remarkable landmark, we
wish both the Hebrew Congregation in Nairobi and the
Israeli Community in Kenya many more years of mutually
enriching friendship.

Editor’s Note:
visit to the synagogue: As Vaizman was informed that
the Honourable Charles Njonjo was coming to visit
the synagogue he consulted Yitzhak Ozeri, DCM of the
Israeli Embassy and learned Jew, about whether or
not it was possible to make a Mi she’Berach (He who
could, and he wrote the Mi she’Berach together with

Njonjo and read a special Mi she’Berach for him which
said:
He who blessed our patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, he will bless Hon. Charles Njonjo for he was there
for our people in their great hour of need. Therefore God
almighty should watch over him and keep him from all
trouble and sorrow, from toil and sickness, and will send
blessing and success in everything he does together with
all his brothers of Israel. And let us say, Amen.

FRIEND OF ISRAEL:
HON. WILLIAM OLE NTIMAMA

T

he Honourable William Ole Ntimama has always
been a staunch supporter of Israel. As a guest
at all our Israeli Embassy events Hon. Ntimama
has become a familiar face and long-time
friend. Politically, he never shies from speaking
out in our support.
One day he mentioned to Vaizman Aharoni that he wanted
to see the synagogue and was immediately invited. He
came on a Saturday morning. When the reading of the
Torah commenced, the Israeli Ambassador was called up
to the Torah. Hon. Ntimama was requested to join him.
After the ambassador read that portion of the Torah and
Vaizman said a Mi she ’Berach for him, he followed with a
a special Mi she’Berach for Hon. Ntimama:

He who blessed our patriarchs,
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, he will
bless Hon. William Ole Ntimama for
he was there for our people in their
great hour of need. Therefore, God
almighty should watch over him
and keep him from all trouble and
sorrow, from toil and sickness, and
will send blessing and success in
everything he does together with all
his Israeli brothers. And let us say,
Amen.”
Later, Hon . Ntimama asked to hear it again and to have it
signed by the three Life Rosh Kehilla’s, Vaizman Aharoni,
Charles Szlapak and Dr. David Silverstein.
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Schwartzman Family

By Hannah Schwartzman

Yaron and Danny with their children

1981.

W

e, the Schwartzman family, Joseph, Hannah, Yaron and Danny,
moved to Kenya in 1981. Joseph had accepted a job in an engineering
company. It was supposed to be a short time assignment. We were
wary of leaving Israel but Kenya seemed like an exciting adventure.

Quickly we integrated into our new lives in Nairobi. We cannot say it was a seamless
transition; the children missed Israel, family and their friends. Ironically, the
attempted coup d’état - the only in Kenya’s history, less than a year into our stay, was
the first time our children were truly happy. You see, school was closed for a week
and while we were utterly worried for our safety, they were happy. In any event, our
little adventure has become a lifelong commitment to this country and the Jewish
community with which we have progressed on a shared journey.
Reminiscing, we recall our youngest son, Danny, being coached for his Bar Mitzvah
with undivided attention and care by our friend Vaizman Aharoni, lifting the Torah
we helped provide. We remember when our oldest son Yaron joined the Saturday
basketball league and would come back home with happy stories of friendship and
intense competition.
After some time Joseph became the owner and CEO of H Young, a large engineering
company in Kenya. We built our house in Nairobi and witnessed there the wedding
of our son Yaron and the birth of our grandson Lory. Those moments cemented
our sense of belonging to this wonderful community. After 32 years we can say our
Kehilla has a truly special place in our hearts.

.H- YOUNG
H- YOUNG
32

In honour of the
graduation of our
son Yaron in Fine
Arts at Colombia
University in
2003 by Hanna
and Joseph
Schwartzman

Remembering

T

he environment of the synagogue and the
community for our generation was I think
very different from the environment in which
our parents grew up. Still the same beautiful
building and gardens, but a much smaller
group of “local” Jews, supplemented by a number of
Israelis living in Kenya – some long term residents and
some on short term contracts. We missed to some extent
the feeling of a larger vibrant community, but at the same
where the contribution of individuals and their families is
more important to the community overall.
As a child, I can remember a number of interesting things.
Firstly, why was there a “foot rest” in front of my father’s
(and my) seats – no one else had one – was this because
it was the front row, or were we special, or was my father
shorter than I thought? It certainly seemed like he could
It turned out that the foot rest had been put there for
Uncle Issy who at not much more than 5 feet tall and
needed it!
And talking of Uncle Issy who by my early childhood had
moved to Switzerland and then to London and visited
Kenya from time to time, why did he sit on one of the big

By David Somen
chairs up on the “bima” for part of the service when no
one else ever did? (I still don’t know the answer to that
one!). Maybe because he was a real “macher” - so he got
to sit up there all alone with every one watching him.
Personally, I preferred to sit with my Dad and brothers
and chat to them from time to time! Sitting up there
alone and being watched by everyone did not seem to
me like much of a reward for all your good deeds.

I also loved the layout of the shul. The “semi-separation”
of the women – slightly elevated but still in clear view
of every one – was interesting and still allowed me to
smile at my grandmothers and my mother as they sat
up there on my left. I must confess that it was always
nice to see the other families in shul – perhaps more so
than the praying. By the time we were growing up it was
a very small group of us – all sitting near each other in
the men’s section and with the women scattered around
in different places. So the Somens sat front left and my
grandfather “Papa” Sanyi Gellert sat just behind us on
the right hand side, but all the Somen and Gellert ladies
sat together to our left. The Szlapaks were just near us
on the left side but Mama Szlapak and Eliana sat over
to the right! Heini and Arnie Lustman sat near Papa and
Chris and Meg sat near my mother and grandmothers.
And so on…

My father and mother have written about the various
contributions made by the Somens and Gellerts to the
community, alongside the many contributions made
by many other people and families over the years. My
brothers and I are proud of our heritage and the ways
in which our family has been able to contribute to our
community and indeed to the country of Kenya, in the
same way that Kenya and our community took us in
during the last century when circumstances in other
places meant we had to leave. We all enjoy participating
in the community, the feeling of belonging it gives us and
the relationships with other families which we treasure.
At the same time, I wonder how the community will look
in another generation - and indeed in another hundred
years - and who will be writing about the next phase in
the history of our wandering people.

As a child, I can remember a
number of interesting things.
Firstly, why was there a “foot rest”
in front of my father’s (and my)
seats – no one else had one..."
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Three Generations in our Shul:
The Gellerts and Somens
By Vera Somen & Mike Somen

I

grew up in this community,
along with Michael, Charles
and Adinah, went to the old
shul and to the cheder. I
sat with my mother in the
front row of the women’s gallery
stairs at the side of the entrance.
Like Michael, I remember vividly
the blue inside dome, painted with
stars.
My father served in the British
Army as a doctor, running a hospital
for Italian prisoners of war in
North Africa. After the war the
colonial power wouldn’t allow him
from Prague, but in recognition of
his service allowed him to construct
his own schedule in his own time.

Somen Family for the wedding of Jonathan and Petra
and memory of the parents and grandparents David
and Lilian Somen and Santi and Nelly Geller

It took him two and a half years
to requalify in London. He always
said it was the best refresher
course anyone ever had. During
that time my mother and I spent a
year back in Czechoslovakia with my
mother’s sisters who had survived
the Holocaust. My father returned
to Kenya and set up in general
practice, to become one of Nairobi’s
most loved and respected GPs, not
retiring until the age of 78.

also was the site of our wedding,
Jonathan and Petra’s wedding,
and our granddaughter Kayla’s Bat
Mitzvah just this year in May.
Michael’s parents were married in
the old shul, so our family has had
three generations of weddings and
three generations of Bar and Bat
Mitzvahs on this site.

I trained in London and came home
with the intention of working with
my father for a while, but I met
and married Michael, and so stayed
on and spent my whole career as a
GP here in Nairobi. Our three sons
were all born here and all had their
Bar Mitzvahs in the new shul, which

woman to serve as Rosh Kehilla. It
was my privilege to preside over the
celebration of the Congregation’s
Centennial in 2004. As we celebrate
another Centennial, this time of
the building of the shul here in
Nairobi, Michael and I still serve
on the community’s Council.

Through the years I was active
in the life of the community, and

returned to Kenya and prospered, In brief, he was Consul for Israel in Kenya from
1948 to 1963, Mayor of Nairobi, a governor of the University of Nairobi and involved
in many other activities, including of course the Jewish Board, Chevra Kedusha, the
Jewish Guild, and served for four years as President of the Kehilla.

Chevra Kedusha and the Board and Guild and for a time headed the Sunday morning
Cheder. This last was at times embarrassing for him as Principal of the school
because one of the pupils was his son (me!) whose conduct at Cheder was not
always impeccable.

THE SOMENS

Morris Somen was an outstanding rugby player who died on the Nairobi Railway
Cemetery, ironically very near the old Railway Club ground.

AND THE KEHILLA
David, Mark and Jonathan Somen

I

n the early 1950s, the Minister of the Congregation gave lessons to the Jewish
kids at the two main schools in Nairobi, and announced at one of these sessions
at what is now the Nairobi School that he was leaving Kenya and going back to
England. Asked where he was planning to go, he looked straight at me and said,
“I don’t know, but I am determined to go to a Community where there is no one
called Somen.”
In hindsight I can almost understand his thinking. In the context of the time, my father
David was President of the Congregation, my Uncle Issy was Chairman of the Board for
Kenya Jewry and the Jewish Guild, my Aunt Sophie was Chairman of WIZO (Women’s
International Zionist Organisation) and my Aunt Anne was involved in everything and

It all started in 1924 when my aunt Pauline Somen, aged 19, left South Africa to come to
Kenya to work for Lady Baden-Powell, the leader of the world wide Girl Guide (Scout)
movement. My Father, David, was the eldest surviving son and felt it his duty to travel
to Kenya to ensure that his young sister was happy. He fell in love with Kenya, resigned
his teaching job in Johannesburg and joined the Kenya Government service in 1925 as
a young school teacher. In due course David and Pauline were joined in Nairobi by four
siblings, Issy, Liebe, Anne and Morris.

I loved the old synagogue. Built in the Russian style (legend has it that because none
of the pioneers knew how to consecrate a Synagogue, it was consecrated under
Freemason Ritual), the bima was in the middle and above it was a concave blue
ceiling with stars set into the fabric. It had a warm and cosy atmosphere which was
wonderfully friendly, although it could be extremely hot at times.
A highlight for me was when a baby was circumcised on the bima on the morning of
a festival. I was told that this was a great Kavod but every female in the Synagogue
crammed the front row of the Ladies’ Gallery to watch and my Dad pointed out
rather drily that he hoped the gallery wouldn’t collapse. There were some very
exciting and noisy quarrels in and around the Synagogue and I do remember one
punch being thrown on the bima. Incidentally, the Ark pointed to the east, not
Jerusalem as it should because the pioneers were used to the idea that Jerusalem
was to the east of where they came from. That’s my theory anyway.
Statistically, the Somens have had three generations married in the Nairobi
Synagogues, Issy and Sophie 1931, David and Lilian 1932, Michael (myself) and Vera in
1963, and Jonathan and Petra in 2001.
We have had bar mitzvahs in 1950 (mine), our children David in 1978, Mark in 1980,
Jonathan in 1982 and one granddaughter’s bat mitzvah, Kayla’s in 2012.
Three Presidents and Rashei Hakehilla from our family have served the Community;

Issy had a spectacular career, all the more remarkable because it started rather
unconventionally. My Grandparents were very poor and he was put in a Jewish charity
home in Pretoria when he was 16, when his formal education stopped. He ran away, was
caught and then managed at 17 to make his way to the Belgian Congo where he worked
on a cattle ranch and earned extra money by boxing and wrestling professionally. He

For me it has been a huge privilege and joy to have been born into and to have lived in
the Nairobi Kehilla and I leave it to others to work out whether the Reverend Karwen
was right in what he said before he left Nairobi.
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Abigail Krystall

A

Aja and Abby

bigail Krystall and her family arrived in Kenya in
1972. Her husband Eric had a 2 year contract
in Nairobi. Forty years on, she is still here –an
integral part of the Congregation, co-editor
of Shelanu, advisor to many people, board
member and a devoted grandmother. She has
made Kenya her home – a world away from her upbringing
in a suburb of Chicago.
Abby’s grandparents – the Ruskins, Siegels and Winoskys
– were all born in Poland and Russia around 1880. Both
sets of grandparents moved to Chicago at the turn of the
century. Abby’s father, Harry Ruskin, was born in London
en-route to America, and Abby’s mother, Helen Siegel, was
born in Chicago where her father worked as a tailor. Helen
became a teacher and educator (at a time when this was
rare for a woman). Harry was a brilliant lawyer, scholar,
thinker, writer and speaker on Bible. As the National
Chairman of the World Jewish Bible Society, he organized
the First National Bible Conference – “The Modern Jew and
His Bible” - with David Ben Gurion in 1967.
Harry and Helen met in high school at a Young Judea party.
Harry said to a friend, “that’s the kind of girl I’d like to marry”,
and this he did. Harry started a law practice in Chicago
and Helen gave up her career to look after her family and
husband. She did this with love and devotion for 60 years.
She kept a kosher house and every Friday night Harry would
honour Helen by reciting A Woman of Valour to her.
So Abby was born into this household in 1935. She is proud
toilet-trained and starting school before the age of 2 up to
graduating from Wellesley College by the age of 19! She
thrived in college – loving the independence, intellectual

stimulation and playing bridge late into the night. She
made life-long friends with whom she still keeps in touch.
The course “History of Modern Thought” inspired her to
become a philosophy major, followed by a Masters Degree
in Teaching from Harvard University.

London for a summer course in 1957. It was there that she
met Eric Krystall – a student working nights in a pharmacy
to pay for his education. Eric could not have been more
different from her business-oriented Harvard-suitors, and
her father put Eric through a long interview process. Eric
must have passed, because Abby married him with a very
fancy wedding at the Dorchester in London in 1959.
The Krystalls lived in America for 13 years, raising their
sons Paul and Nathan. Both Abby and Eric were professors
at black colleges in the South. Abby taught English and a
special course to motivate students. She was very involved
in the Civil Rights Movement – and you can read all the
fascinating details in Eric Krystall’s recently-published
biography “Swimming Through Life” which is available
at Bookstop in Yaya Centre or as an eBook at www.
barnesandnoble.com or the iBook store!
And then the family moved to Kenya. Abby made her
own career developing health and education programmes
for the government and NGOs. She was employed at the
University of Nairobi, Kenyatta University, the Central
Bureau of Statistics, and the Ford and Rockefeller
Foundations. In her work, Abby has always been an
innovator, constantly looking for new ways to work.
Numerous organizations in Kenya and other countries have
invited her to assist them to develop projects, workplans
and organizational structures. And on an individual level,

she has trained people in analytical and participatory
approaches to their work.

She has integrated her career and her private life, and in
the process she has touched many individuals and changed
many people’s lives.
As a staunch supporter of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation,
she attends Friday Shabbat services regularly, has been a
member of the NHC Council for 15 years, and is a co-editor
and contributor to Shelanu.
Abby says that the most important parts of her life are
her family, global network of friends, her faith and her
granddaughter, Aja. The two of them have the most
consistent and unique bond. Aja started spending one
night a week Abby’s house on Riara Road when she was
three years old, and has now done this unfailingly for the
last 14 years! Abby developed a whole course on Judaism
and Bible to teach Aja, attempting to make the lessons
interesting and inspiring. Looking back, Aja is awed by the
hard work that Abby put into teaching her and the fact that
she cared so much. So now they are working on turning
these lessons into something that others can use.
Aja says that Abby is her role-model for intellect,
sophistication and grace.

A great thinker and writer, outspoken
and generous to the community, Abby
sits on the Council and the Shelanu
Committee.”

Dalit’s Charities

Dalit Haskel, the Israeli
Ambassador’s wife, supports
Israeli activity in Nairobi by
dedicating herself to charity

A weekly visit to th
e Nairobi
slums , at the Kang
emi’s
“Shangilia” Watoto
Children’s Home

Maggie Jonsson

Shipment of toys and school
supplies from children from
Israel handed over to the
Kangemi orphans by the
Haskel children.
Danielle, Lior, Guy and Amir.

At the Paediatric Oncology
ward in the Kenyatta National
Hospital, with Jewish donors
from Canada

The Kibera Women’s
Empowerment Eq
uality
Project (W EE P) for
HI V positive wome
n.

Maggie was born in Morocco but arrived in Israel at
age 3 when her parents made aliyah. There she grew
up, studied, did her army service and met her husband,
Sinur.

Manny Sidnick after the passing of their spouses, and
for 16 years they were together. Manny, a regular of
the minyan, was also warm and sociable like Maggie.

They married in Cyprus where he worked with the UN,
and had their son Jon.

Maggie has always been active in the synagogue
and for the past seven years has served as the NHC
community coordinator.
A fabulous cook, her
boureka’s and cookies are famous.

In 1973, Sinur was transferred to Kenya and so the three
Jonsson’s moved here. Sinur passed away in 1986 and
Jon had to put off his bar mitzvah for one year while
grieving. Jon is now married for ten years to Tammi and
they live in Toronto where they have two children. Maggie
became good friends and a close companion of the late

In addition to cooking and exercise, Maggie enjoys
dancing, bridge, reading, and people. She is always
laughing and says, “I LOVE people!” We love you, too,
Maggie.
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The
Council in
Retreat
By Mike Eldon

I

felt honoured when I was asked if I would consider
facilitating a strategic retreat for the Council, to help
members clarify their long term goals and also to
work with them to see how they could work better

of their Council meetings, where the retreat was discussed.
Many felt it was a good thing to do, but understandably
others had their reservations. Some had never been on this
type of a strategic review before and wondered if it was
worth going out of town and spending the night away from
home – and all for what? Some had been at events that had
agreed all sorts of wonderful things but where very little
changed afterwards.
Eventually though, nudged along by the enthusiasts and
the optimists, it was agreed we’d go ahead. Now came the
really big challenge: where and when to hold the retreat.
Needless to say everyone had their own view, each put
be there. It should be now; it should be then. Miraculously, a
consensus emerged. How did you ever manage, Vera? So on
Saturday 10th May 2003 everyone gathered at the Aberdare
Country Club. To be honest, people were putting a bit of a
brave face on it, but they came prepared to give of their
best. I started by taking everyone outside, where I had them
blindfold themselves before making a square out of a length
of rope. Well let me tell you they did very very well. There
was excellent leadership, high participation, and total focus
on achieving the objective. As we discussed what had been
learned afterwards, the participants said it had helped them
understand more about such things as planning, listening,
trust and cooperation.

We tore into the strengths in the community (there
were many), and the weakness. And we looked at the
opportunities and the threats. That enabled us to come
up with vision and mission statements, and with ‘the big
issues’. Barbara wrote a wonderful summary of all this in
her September-December 2003 issue, and so I only need
to refer you back to that. (It’s worth refreshing your mind,
members!) I was so impressed with the thoughtfulness,
creativity and courtesy of the group as they devised ways
to tackle the minyan, membership, security, religious affairs
and other burning topics. So much ground was covered in
so little time. Serious solutions with serious implementation
plans were evolved, and all in a spirit of great fellowship.

We took an extra day to tackle some remaining issues
some months later, and again the team was on top form.
Much time was spent on preparing for the arrival of Didi
and Limor, who subsequently served a term with us as
community coordinators. And we also brainstormed for the
NHC Centennial celebrations for 2004. It was a privilege to
be allowed to push and probe, to tickle and provoke such an
impressive and diverse group. I felt they had a satisfying and
enjoyable experience while achieving far more than any of us
to judge.

Some of the Bar and Bat Mitzvah’s of the
Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
Date

Name

Parshat
41

Date

Name

97

BENJO

Dikla*

Parshat

1

15-Feb-43

SZLAPAK

Maurice

2

07-Jan-46

SZLAPAK

Charles

42

1-Jun-97

GOLDBERGER

Rinat*

Beshalach

3

03-May-50

SOMEN

Michael

43

29-Nov-97

GLOZER

Eyal

Tolodot

44

4-Mar-98

KADOSH

Tomer
Michael

4

03-Jun-55

SIRLEY

Ilan

5

Dec-74

KRYSTALL

Paul

6

Sep-75

GERSHENBERG

Aaron

7

Dec-76

ZOLA

Adam

8

Dec-77

KRYSTALL

Nathan

9

Jan-78

ZOLA

Daniel

10

15-Jul-78

SOMEN

David

Vaetchan- 15-Feb-43
nan

Vaiegash

(in Chicago)

(in Chicago)
Chukkat

45

1-Jul-98

KLOTSMAN

46

24-Apr-99

SEGMAN

Matan*

47

24-Apr-99

SEGMAN

Mayan*

48

99

MORAN

Uri

Kitisa

49

9-Jun-99

BELTZ

Brendan

Nasso

50

21-Jun-05

ASHOROV

Bar

11

Apr-80

ZOLA

Simon

51

1-Dec-01

LERNER

Elai

12

Aug-80

MARKS

Simon

52

2002

ASHOROV

Raz*

13

02-Aug-80

SOMEN

Mark

Jonathan

14

31-Jul-82

15

16-Feb-85

SAMUEL

Ilan

16

Apr-04

SHTIEGMAN

Eran

SOMEN

Ekkev

53

2002

ASHOROV

LI*

Vaetchannan

54

1-Jan-02

ATTIAS

Gad

55

1-May-02

ARAD

Nimrod

56 19-Jan-2002

ATTIAS

GAD

57

3-Jul-02

KLOTSMAN

Tony
Nahum

17

Nov-85

SZLAPAK

18

Dec- 86

SZLAPAK

Aitan

58

17-Aug-02

SILVERSTEIN

19

Jun-87

Doron

Moshe

59

1-Jun-05

RAZ

Naveh

20

11-Apr-87

JONSSON

Johnie

60

1-Aug-03

SILVERSTEIN

Joshua

Daniel
Vayechi

61

18-Feb-06

STAM

Reout*

62

3-Apr-06

BLUMENTHAL

Joshua

63

18-May-06

21

May-88

SHTIEGMAN

Keren

22

Apr-89

RESKE

Adi

23

Sep–83

Erez & Alon

Moshe

24

4-Mar-89

ATTIAS

HILLA

64

18-May-06

MOSHE

Maya*

25

Jun–91

Tiran

Moshe

65

27-May-06

ORLOVSKY

Nimrod

26

05-Sep-91

GOLDBERGER

66

24-Jun-06

FLEITMAN

Joshua

27

01-Jan-92

GOLDBERGER

Elit

67

27-Jul-06

GOLDBERGER

Gil

28

Feb–92

Goor

Moshe

68

07

HARTOG

Roey

29

Sep-92

METAL

Boaz

30

Nov-92

MAIMON

Tal

31

Nov-92

POMERANTZ

Yuval

Achareymoth

Vayerah

69

28-Jul-07

ABBEMA

Aron

70

29-Dec-07

SILVERSTEIN

Aaron

71

29-Nov-08

SEGMAN

Uri

32

Nov-92

MORAN

Gil

72

18-Apr-09

MOSHE

Nadia*

Nov-92

ROSENSAL

Roey

73

16-Jun-09

MOSHE

Noah*

34

Feb-93

El-Ad

74

3-Oct-09

LERNER

Ron
Jacob

35

17-Jun-94

ATTIAS

Yossi

75

12-Dec-09

ABBEMA

36

23-Jun-95

BELZ

Brandon

75

12-Jun-10

FAINZILBER

Ben

37

29-Jul-95

KLOTSMAN

Sean

77

24-Jul-11

SILVERSTEIN

Jeremy

38

04-Mar-96

CARMI

Tal

78

17-Dec-11

ABBEMA

Miriam*

Kitisa

Vayechi

Bar

33

Tolodot

(in Israel)
Vayechi

39

Apr-96

KANFI

Uval

Shmini

79

19-May-12

SOMEN

Kayla*

40

Nov-96

RAIFMAN

Shai

Tolodot

80

19-Oct-12

OVERTON

Rebecca *

81

16-Aug-12

Millo

Omer

(in Israel)

Toldot

Korah

forth
coming

Rashei Kehilla for NHC, 1904 - 2012
1904-06

H. FEIN

1930-32

M. RADFORD

1958

H. STRAUSS

1905-08

J. MARCUS

1932-34

E. RUBEN

1959-60

A. A. HALLER

1908-09

H. FEIN

1934-35

S. MEDICKS

1961-62

P. KATZLER

1909-10

H. J. WOLFFE

1935-36

J. DAREVSKY/D. SOMEN

1963-64

N. ABRAMOVITZ

1910/II

H. J. WOLFFE/SILBER

1936-37

E. RUBEN

1965

G. FARKAS

1911-12

H. FEIN

1937-38

D. SOMEN

1966

L. BALABANOFF

1912-13

H. FEIN/P. A. RAPHAEL

1938-39

J. LEWISON

1967-71

A. LEVINSON

1913-18

M. HARRTZ

1938-40

D. SOMEN/A. L. BLOCK

1972

A. LEVINSON/IDAVIS

1918-19

P. A. RAPHAEL

1940-42

A. L. BLOCK

1973-75

I. DAVIS

1919-20

M. HARRTZ

1943

D. SOMEN

1976-77

I. ROSZA

1920-21

S. JACOBS

1944

A. L. BLOCK

1978-88

C. SZLAPAK

1921-22

M. HARRTZ

1945-48

I. SOMEN

1989-93

DR. D. SILVERSTEIN

1922-24

S. JACOBS

1950

D. SOMEN/E. SHIRLEY

1994-99

V. AHARONI

1924-25

M. HARRTZ/S. MEDICKS

1951

E. A. RUBEN

1999

M. MIZRAHI

1925-26

S. MEDICKS

1952

S. W. ELLIS

2000

H. LUSTMAN

1926-27

A. L. BLOCK

1954-55

A. L. BLOCK

2001-05

DR. VERA SOMEN

1927-28

S. JACOBS/B. H. MYERS

1956

H. STRAUSS

2006-09

DR. VERA SOMEN

1928-30

S. MEDICKS

1957

E. SHIRLEY

2010-

ALBERT ATTIAS
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Another Pillar of the Community:

Rachel Szlapak
Ester Aharoni recalls:

By Ester Aharoni
Vaizman Aharoni recalls:

10

I remember a nice event that happened many years ago.
I was seated in the synagogue beside Rachel Szlapak,
the mother of Charles. At the end of the service she
turned to me and said, “You know, Ester, every service
the Kiddush and the songs and tunes of Friday night in
the synagogue- every such evening gives me ten more
years of life. I simply wait for this day.” I smiled and I
told her, “You need to come every Friday evening and
your life will be very long.” She laughed and said, “That’s
exactly what I’m doing.” And truly, I almost cannot
remember a Friday night service or a festival in which
Rachel was not present, and always she looked content
and happy during the service. That is the way she
should be remembered.

Zeev Amit was teaching Torah lessons in the evenings
some years ago. One of his lessons was about Moses going
up Mt. Sinai to receive the Torah. He did not sleep and did
not eat and he did not drink for forty days and forty nights.
He received the Ten Commandments and went down and
gave it to the People of Israel.
At the end of the lesson he asked for comments and
questions. The only question came from Rachel Szlapak
who said,
“Zeev, you said Moshe Rabenu was on Mt. Sinai for 40
days and 40 nights during which he did not eat and he
did not drink and he did not sleep. And so, where was his
mother?”

I’m telling this story because there is no doubt that
Rachel Szlapak was one of the pillars of this community
forever.

It takes A Community

Old Block!!

By Barbara Steenstrup

Sol Rabb, husband of Ruth Rabb (nee Block) and
father to Leigh, Geraldine and Nick Rabb, died in
Nairobi on Monday 22nd June 2009, and was buried in
the Jewish Cemetery on Forest Road.
Their daughter Geraldine (Mrs. Dunford), lives in
Nairobi, and two sons, Leigh who lives in England,
and Nick who lives in Nairobi. Sol lives on through his
lovely family and 9 grandchildren. As do Abraham and
Sarah Block, parents of Ruth Rabb. They were pioneer
founders of this Kehilla and instrumental in building

Ruth Rabb receiving an
honour from President

Left to Right
Top Row: Rosanna Rabb, Robert Dunford, Ben Rabb, Ruth, Sol, Miriam Rabb,
Nicolas Rabb
Bottom Row: David Dunford, Jason Dunford, Harriet Rabb, James Rabb
*David And Jason Dunford Are Both Olympic Swimmers Representing Kenya

A birthday party for Rachel (in red), with Chris Lustman,
Adinah Zola, Dr. David Silverstein and Heine Lustman

The Quintessential
Yiddishe Mama.”

Krystall. I remember Mark Abbema.
Kurt Savosnick called every couple
of hours to make sure I was safe, and
he made a wonderful speech at the
ceremony. There were others. I was in
a daze.

t was the end of May, and we
had just held the memorial
service in my garden for
my husband. With Charles
Szlapak’s permission, the
Fairview Hotel had organized
the refreshments. After the ceremony,
Charles asked, ‘What can we do for
you?’ and I answered ‘Please include
me.’

It was a Friday, and in the evening, my
sons Niels and Alan and I came to shul.
Kaddish was said, and we were helped.
From that moment on, the Community
surrounded me with warmth. For
weeks, Abby sent me gifts once a week
– bath salts, hand lotion, thoughtful
gifts. When I was sick, Chris Lustman
brought me chicken soup and made
sure I ate it. Charles included me in
his tradition of Shabbat dinners at his
home. D invited me to many Shabbat
dinners at her home. I hardly had a
meal alone for months.

I was not an active member of the
Jewish community, just the usual
inactive member. And yet, members
of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
Community came to the memorial. I
remember D. Zola. I remember Abby

They lived the true meaning of the
word Community in the Jewish
tradition and in Kenya, a tribal society
built on communities. We are a tribe
and a Community. We come from
different traditions, different tunes,

Szlapak in 1997.

I

and even different recipes for
holiday dishes – all interesting details
to the fact that we are one.
The inclusiveness warmed me and
saw me through. The Community
gave me a place to heal and a place to
value. It made me want to contribute
gave me my most valuable friends
and a sense of belonging, a sense of
the long history from which we come
and a commitment to the survival of
our Community. Some members
come and go, and we remain friends
from a distance. A strong core
remains.
THANK YOU FOR INCLUDING ME.

Editor’s note: Since joining the NHC
Barbara has been an active member,
serving on the Council, editing
Shelanu, and assisting generously
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Rina Attias’ Highlights of
her Kenya Jewish Life
By Rina Attias

M

y parents came to Israel from Turkey with the
establishment of the State of Israel. My father
Moses was an orphan from the age of 12. My
mother’s parents adopted him, and with time
he was also a match for my mother Esther.
She was a designer of women’s clothing. Dad
was involved in rescuing Jewish families from Turkey to
Israel for fear that they would be caught up in WWII.
I was born in Israel in 1955 to a family of two girls and two
boys. I met Albert during his military service, and after four
years we married.
In 1981, I packed up our two children, Hilla 4 years old and
4-month old Joseph, and joined Albert in Kenya for a
two-year contract. It was clear to me that after two years
we would return to Tel Aviv when our daughter was ready
for Grade 1. Now 35 years later, I am still in Nairobi, in this
magical place with breathtaking views that you can see
only in Africa.
Initially, I represented the Israeli School with about 130
students. After many conversations with the Director of
Schools at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Jerusalem, we
received full recognition as an Israeli school in Nairobi. It
of the Ministry of Education. (Editorial note: Because of
controversy over teaching on Shabbat, this support did not
last, although the school did).
From 1987 – 1993, I was the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
Community Coordinator.
On the 50th anniversary of the Independence State of
Israel, I was honoured when President Daniel Moi, Kenya’s
President, at that time, shook my hand and admired the
design and decoration of the tent for the celebrations.
I was in Nairobi when the American embassy was bombed
in 1998, killing about 200 people, almost all Kenyans, and
injuring thousands. The Israeli Home Front Command
quickly sent 170 rescue soldiers and dogs specially trained
to search and rescue people trapped in the rubble, and
later corpses. The Community had an important role

Community children

supporting the troops with food and accommodation at
the Vermont Hall. My job, along with Lisa Beltz, Barbara
Steenstrup, Orly Yaniv and others, was to organize and
care for the rescue unit.

provided assistance.
One of the women who was pregnant at the time informed
me later that she named the baby girl after me. I was

I will never forget the address by the Home Front
help and our volunteer spirit greatly assisted IDF forces
operating in the rescue mission took that took place in
Nairobi in August 1998.
Israeli Ambassador Emanuel Seri also recognized my
service, thanking me for my participation “…which
contributed greatly to the mobilization, tightening and
strengthening ties between Israel and Kenya and helped
preserve the positive public opinion of Israel.”
In September 1999, I was sent by the Israeli Embassy to
Mount Kenya to rescue an Israeli, Yariv Sahar, who was lost
in the forest on the mountain. Together with members of
the local community, we rescued him.
The Israeli Embassy recognized my service afterward,
room. She organized cell phones, made regular reports
and gave everyone a sense of security”. The Embassy
“We thank you for the cooperation, organization and
willingness to help”, stated the Israeli Embassy in Nairobi.
On November 28, 2002, a car bomb exploded shattering
the Paradise Hotel, 20 kilometres north of Mombasa
town. Thirteen people perished, while about 40 others
were seriously injured. The dead included 10 Kenyans
and 3 Israeli tourists. The explosion extensively damaged
extensive damage.
The NHC Community asked me to manage the provision
of humanitarian aid to those affected by the disaster in
cooperation with representatives from Latet and the Red
Cross. The NHC community collected a million shillings.
My job was to visit the wounded in hospital, the families
of the victims and ensure that their needs were met. Jeff

Kosher from Kenya is a cookbook project that I did in
collaboration with Eliana Abbema. It is was a multi-year
task, 2004-2006, in which we collected more than 150
recipes showcasing the secrets, traditions and cultures of
members of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation.
One of the great pleasures was testing each recipe with
their creators and a few lucky invited guests. There were
stories. Each dish was photographed. The result is the
cookbook of the NHC, Kosher from Kenya, which can be
purchased from the NHC at the Vermont Hall.
SACH (Save a Child’s Heart Foundation) is
a hospital-based project to assist children
requiring heart surgery. Services are
provided in Israel at the Wolfson Medical
Center (WMC) by a team of 70 dedicated
experts who, from chief surgeon to
physiotherapist, contribute a substantial
portion of their time and professional services free of
charge to the SACH patients.
In 2006, I organized a fund-raising dinner at the Mayfair
Hotel with a sale of paintings to raise funds to treat three
Kenyan children with heart defects at through SACH.
Editor’s Note:
Congregation and to Kenya are even more extensive
be enthusiastic and active, applying her organization
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The Segman Family
By Dina Segman

M

y husband Israel came to Kenya on January
1, 1990, like most Israelis here, for a job with
Kenol/Kobil on a two-year contract. I joined
him after six months with Yeala, 7 years old,
Matan, 4 years old, and Mayan, 3 years old,
with his promise that we would not stay one day beyond
that. And here we are 22 years on.

community life.
Rina Attias was very active in those days and all the “new
young guys” who came to the community were warmly
received. We especially remember how we all took part in
performances and parties, even found ourselves getting
on stage, bursting into song and dance at various events.
The synagogue was a meeting place on holidays, and
participation was great. Members always went with
the children, enjoying the social gathering of families in
addition to the religious services.

When we were young with very young children we loved
to come to the synagogue, we met with all members of the
community and Jewish Israelis who lived here; we heard
words of Torah and explanations on the weekly Torah
portion. Particularly helpful was Mr. Vaizman Aharoni. It
was always an experience to listen to his explanations on
the weekly Torah portion and the Torah, and connect the
topical events of the day both in Israel and the world in the
context of the Jewish people. Vaizman, as much then as
today and for generations, makes study and preparation
for Bar Mitzvah sacred, managing to increase our
children’s understanding of Judaism, and making them
very proud to be Jewish.

It’s impossible not to mention the joyous celebrations.
The bat mitzvah of our girls in the spring of 1999, and,
later our son Uri’s bar mitzvah at the synagogue in 2008.
The atmosphere in the synagogue was always exciting.
We realized that because we live in Kenya we are more
connected to Judaism than we might have been if we
were in Israel where we would have remained more
secular, and that this is a special privilege.
As times change and new people come and others go,
we still carry on in a special community in which there
is a synagogue for over 100 years to provide for the next
generation. We encourage the new families to participate,
too.

We remember in more recent times, our son Uri was
present with us in the synagogue during Tu B’Shvat when
Dr. David Silverstein gave a Dvar Torah. Uri was fascinated
that the Torah referred to conservation and Judaism and,
for him, connected him as Jew between life in Kenya and
his love for nature.

their dedication to the minyan, helping maintain it for
future generations: Nehemiah Abraham, Albert Attias,
Eli Alon, Charles Szlapak, Mike Somen, David Silverstein,
Vaizman Aharoni, and many others.
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100

4
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We liked Nairobi tremendously. When we came here we were
euphoric. First of all, it was all open space, everything was
pristine and green, we enjoyed the quiet, we enjoyed the modest
life, and we were in a magical bubble. We saw the beauty in
everything. It did wonders for our family unit. Here I did not
work, no tasks running the house, the children were at school,
all my energies were turned to the family and to compatibility. It
was an amazing period when the children were at home.

Orly and
Menachem Yaniv
As told by Orly

I

worker” award from the President of Israel for

life in Kenya.

Housed on a street that was already populated with Israeli
families, our streets were always crowded with children, and
our children immediately had friends. They were also able to
start school right away as all children of parents working for
Solel Boneh were registered at Braeburn School. Adjustment
was very easy. Those students who went to school in the
morning had friends to play with and speak Hebrew with in
the afternoon. The community was large and important. Its
members came from Solel Boneh, the people of Gad Zeevi,
small companies, some were independent and a few were
single.
In July, our oldest son, Nitzan, was to have his bar mitzvah. A
wonderful minister, Zeev Amit, prepared Nitzan. I soon realised
that many of my neighbours would be in Israel at that time.
However, I invited all the members of the synagogue, and a lot of
people came. We celebrated on our balcony. It was very exciting.
I wanted to buy Nitzan clothes for the event. But then there
was only one street, like in an old Western movie. We bought
everything on Biashara Road, from beans to clothes. It was
shirt. I sewed my own clothes because there was nothing to buy.
That was our beginning.

The community was big. We went out on trips. There was a
joyful atmosphere in the community. There was the joy of
“togetherness,” that is true joy. If there was an event in the
Vermont Hall, everyone came. There was no way that people
chose not to come. This was our cultural life. There was the
Vermont Hall, the Synagogue and there was a community.
People wanted to contribute, wanted to actively take part and
to initiate.

all the people wore their best evening clothes and went to the
casino. It was a social gathering. No bets, but people meeting
and talking, being together. Each lady wore her pretty clothes.
In September all of us came with new clothes after visiting
Israel. By July the clothes were well known. Again, in September
all came with suitcases, with new clothes and with new energy.

community was through Zeev Amit who was head of the
community. He had a beautiful tradition. Every Friday he
would invite two to three couples over for dinner. It brought
us together. There was a library and a very active community

On the holidays everyone came. Everything was done
impressively. I used to meet the Jewish women for ‘women’s
meetings’ on the 11th of each month. We sang songs and spent a
nice evening together, in the Szlapak’s house.
I believe that doing something is important and keeps one
energized. Later, I opened a kindergarten-nursery for the
community’s children from eighteen months through age four,
Kindergarten.”
It was active all week with a lot of children. The community
invested in it and I managed it. I remember this as a good

cooperation with the Jewish community.
I believe that one of the most beautiful achievements of the
community is the Israeli school, because it is supported by the
parents for the children. I came in 1984, and in 1985 started
working at the Israeli school, and am still working there today.
I was a member of the Community Council. I initiated a “Scouts
Club” for the community children, organised children’s cooking
classes, after which we used to play social games, something
children do not do today because of computers. We set up tents,
was a very productive year.
Not all our community events were joyous. I remember the
attack on the U.S. Embassy, which was traumatic for all
residents of Kenya. When it happened, the rescuers needed a
big crane. The only company that had such a crane was Magoya.
area, before the embassy and before the community. Then the
soldiers arrived. I volunteered to cook for them in the Vermont
Hall, along with the rest of the women of the community. The
soldiers were working very hard around the clock to save lives.
People were under the rubble. We tried to give them as pleasant
stay as possible - hot food and a place to rest.
Today I also volunteer in Korogocho. Every now and then I visit
the children with cancer at Kenyatta National Hospital. Dalit
Haskel does a wonderful job there. Today I focus on reading. I
have a group of children who want to strengthen their Hebrew
reading ability so that when they come to Vaizman Aharoni to
study Haftarah, it will be much easier for them. It is interesting
that girls want to read the Torah in their bat mitzvah, and they
come to learn to read. It’s very nice.
I long for the time when the children were at home. I miss the
atmosphere of the community when everyone was together.
We had great fun.

Whoever stays here long enough will see the importance of
being involved in community life.

1983
1984

1985
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1984
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Eli and Irit Alon,
as told by Irit

E

li came to Kenya in 1985 to trade in precious
stones. In 1986, I joined him for a few weeks
that turned into a number of months. Before
we came to Kenya we had other opportunities
in Europe and the U.S., but we wanted to be in
Israel. We came to Kenya and one thing led to the other and
we made our home here. I do not regret the path we took.
I’m very happy with our life here.

It was okay. Security was better. The place was less populated and busy. Westgate did not exist. I was not disappointed, I did not like or hate it. Because we had no intention to
stay, I didn’t have any expectations.

There was an established local Jewish community that was
quite cohesive. They received the Israelis well. Today most
everyone is gone. Eli got used to the Ashkenazi prayers. We

lived close to the synagogue. On holidays we would walk
to the synagogue, especially during the Tishrei holidays. It
was pretty safe. I was not worried about going out in the
morning or in the evening.

I am an individualist. I do not take an active part in the
synagogue but I go on holidays. However Eli is active and
goes every Friday night and Saturday mornings. Next year
my children will be bar mitzvah age. I will prepare them
here for the ceremony, although celebrations will be held in
Israel because they were born in August and we will leave
Kenya for our vacation in Israel by then.

casinos. If it was boring we went to the Intercontinental
the Intercontinental Hotel casino.
I miss the young neighborhood, the atmosphere. All the
girls lived nearby. My house was a kind of meeting place. In
a moment we would decide what to do or where to go. We
got dressed and headed out. Of course, that was before the
children were born.
When I return and they open the door of the airplane, all the
tension leaves me and is gone and I feel relaxed again, as if
there’s something in the air.
Editor’s note:
member of the minyan, is known for his wonderful voice,
his great sense of humour and his personal warmth.

I had a lot of girlfriends that were alone at times like me
when Eli was away working. We would go out in the
evening, catch a taxi, and go to restaurants, clubs, and

Being Jewish and What it Means to Me
Eliana Abbema

B

eing Jewish is a very warm and happy part of my
life. A part that I am really proud of. So many
thoughts go through my mind as to what I think
about being Jewish.

As a young girl I went to synagogue every Friday night. We
had to dress nicely. At Synagogue I could meet my friends.
At that time they were Irith and Miki Aharoni; Adam, Daniel
and Simon Zola; David, Mark and Jonathan Somen; Rhona
and Ilan Samuels, and all of my parent’s friends. We always
spoke about our week and where we were planning to go
for the weekend.

similar kids- we did this too. Then came the traditional
memories- this to me, is what Judaism is all about.
1. Shabbat dinner:
They were mostly at my Grandmother’s house, Rachel
Szlapak; my parents house, Charles and Marian Szlapak;
and Heini and Chris Lustman’s. My dad did the “Kiddush”
and I used to say the blessing over the challah. Ever since
I’ve lived with Mark we always do Shabbat wherever we
are. We take the kids, too. The kids used to sleep on the
were still too young to stay up.

When I was younger than 12 years, I also went to Hebrew
school every Saturday morning. That was great fun. I
started in Ulpan. I was in the class with Daniel, (Do you
mean Daniel your brother?) Szlapak, Rhona and Ilan
Samuels. After a few years I moved into my own age group
and joined a class with Miki Aharoni. It was a very naughty
class where I remember we tried to think up naughty tricks
to do against the teachers. 0ne of the tricks was to take the
rod out of the door lock and then the door was locked. The
other trick was putting a basket dustbin upside down on
top of the door and when the teacher opened the door the
dustbin would fall on her head. The teacher always walked
into the classroom last.

2. The High Holy Days:

I then had a lovely bat mitzvah. I did not have to do anything
special in Synagogue as it was not done in those days. I
just had a great swimming pool and sleep over party at
my house. But I still remember it as a special party. My
brothers had their Bar Mitzvahs also in the synagogue.

and I would create the menu. When my mum was alive
we used to roll grapes in sugar together for the end of
Rosh Hashana. When I got married and we had kids we
also had a dinner at least once a year in my house.

Then Irit, Miki and I wanted to make money as teenagers.
We decided to do a Ketana (holiday camp) in the holiday
time. We also went to the Israeli School for the young
children. We converted the garage of the Aharoni’s house
into a kindergarten. We received the children from the
parents at 8:30am on Saturday and they stayed until
12:30pm. They brought snacks from home, as they would
do for school. We did a lot of creative arts, games outside
with all the kids, and carpet time with music and singing
just before the kids went home.
Then we were asked if we could do birthday parties for the

I loved the moment Rabbi Chananya came to lead the
High Holy Day services because he made the synagogue
service so enjoyable.
I really enjoyed it when the men in our family and our
special friends would make a blessing for my family and
me. I always tingled inside.
High Holy Day dinners were mostly at my parent’s house.
We always invited about 16-20 people. We had our own
traditions. My dad used to do the seating plan. I used to

I sit in the synagogue as close to Mark and the boys as
possible. It is also on the side where I can look at the
stained glass window that Mark and I donated to the
synagogue. It is the symbol of the ‘Zebulun tribe’. It’s
When my grandmother died we donated a big stain glass
window at the back of the synagogue in her memory.
My grandmother, father and Mark did and still do a lot
for the Jewish community. My grandmother was head
of WIZO (Women’s International Zionist Organization) in
Kenya. My dad has been on the council for at least 50
years, He was Rosh Kehilla for 10 years and subsequently

became life Rosh Kehilla. Mark has been looking after the
books as honorary treasurer since 1999, for the last 13 years.
The 26th of September 1992 was the happiest day of my
life when Mark and I had our civil wedding, followed by our
Jewish wedding on the 26th of December 1993. Both the
weddings were held at my dad’s house at 3rd Ngong Avenue
in Nairobi. Our family and friends came from all over the
world to be at our Jewish wedding. We wanted to live a very
Jewish life. We were then blessed with three children. We
had two brit mila’s: One in Nairobi hospital and one at home.
Then came the two bar mitzvahs on 28th July 2007, and on
December 12th 2009; and a bat mitzvah on December 17th
2011. Thank goodness we only have three kids. Initially we
had wanted 6!
In September 2001 I organized a NHC walk at Green Park,
Naivasha. It was such a lovely experience. All our families
in the community went up to the Eburu hills. Most of us
walked and some opted to go up by car. After we did the
We had a few speeches and lots of singing and dancing.
This was a great bonding event where we got to know each
other’s families better. Kenol/Kobil were very kind to donate
t-shirts for us.

kosher cookbook called ‘Kosher from Kenya’ in 2004. This
was a lovely project to do. We could put in our collected,
cherished recipes into the book. As we were checking out
the recipes we would cook and eat together as a community.
What is life without friends? Some of my best friends are
from the Jewish community. One special couple that we
got to know through the synagogue, with whom we are still
very close, are Arnie and Bunnie Gordon. Although they left
Kenya for USA in 1994 we still share our family big events
and keep very much in touch. We met a very special Chabad
Rabbi through Chananya, called Mordechai Richler who
helped our children study the torah and learn for their bar
and bat mitzvahs.
I am proud of being Jewish and really love it.

The Goldberger Family
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community and the importance of the house of Joseph in
the Kingdom of Israel.
The family wishes that the Jewish community in Nairobi
will thrive and prosper for many years to come.
Written in loving memory of Yoji Goldberger (November
2000).

Yoji supported the NHC
morally and financially
... and generously
contributed to the
community in Kenya

Nelly and Yoji Goldberger with Imre Rozsa (synagogue architect and Rosh Kehilla)

I

n the early 1960s Yoji (Joseph) and Nelly
Goldberger moved to Nairobi to follow business
interests in East Africa. Yoji, a man with great
entrepreneurial vision, saw great promise in the
region, and he set up several business enterprises
during his over 30 years. Yoji and Nelly also lovingly
raised three generations of their family in Kenya, and their
family is now regarded as one of the longest serving, and
most active members of the Jewish community in Nairobi.
As Holocaust survivors, Yoji and Nelly placed great
importance upon maintaining a Jewish identity throughout
their period in Kenya. Yoji was a humble man, but a true pillar
of the Jewish community. He instrumentally supported
over 10 different Rosh Kehillahs and strengthened the

to Kenya in the 1970s. Family celebrations and Shabbat
dinners are still shared together in Nairobi, as well as in
Israel.
As the family heads towards its half-century in Kenya, Yoji
and Nelly’s children, and grandchildren, are still regular
visitors to Nairobi synagogue, and play active roles in the
Jewish community. It was very important to Yoji that all
of his grandchildren (nechadim) attended synagogue, and
family celebrations have always been shared in the Jewish
community. The family continue to enjoy socialising with
the congregation and welcoming in the holidays together.

any way that he could. He also generously contributed
to the broader community in Nairobi, supporting local
schools, hospitals and orphanages, a legacy that the family
continues to sustain. The family business also continues to
support a second generation of Kenyan workers.
Yoji’s warm and friendly nature was infectious, and he
and Nelly would always welcome Jewish guests into their
home to join in holiday celebrations and share good food
together over Friday dinner. Family was very important
and a traditional Shabbat dinner with candles and challah
was never missed in all of the family’s years in Kenya. This
Jewish heritage has been continued by Yoji and Nelly’s
children, Andy, Marie, and their families, since their move

Andy and Dorit Goldberger

In 1975, following my graduation from university in the
United States I joined my parents in Kenya. My parents had
already been living in Kenya since 1969 and had opened a
mechanical engineering company.
I met my wife, Dorit, here in Nairobi. Her father worked for
Solel Boneh. As a child Dorit was a student at the NHC Israeli
School and later, as an adult, served as the secretary of the
Israeli School. We raised our four children here and they,
growing up experiencing the Jewish holidays and traditions.
Our children all had their bar and bat mitzvahs here, some
of whom were taught by Vaizman Aharoni. I believe that it
is thanks to their studies in the weekly Hebrew school that
allowed for their smooth adaptation in Israel upon their
move from Kenya. They made close friends with other
Israelis children and stayed in close contact with them even
after leaving the warm embrace of the NHC. Returning to
Israel, they all served in the Israeli Defence Force.
The Jewish community in Kenya is known for being warm
pleasant and inviting for Jews, making everyone feel at
home. The 80’s were a particular period when the Jewish
community blossomed.
Most community members
attended parties and dances that were held in homes and at
the Vermont Hall. The synagogue has always played a vital
role for the community and to my family.

In Nairobi synagogue, a stained glass window representing
the tribe of Joseph, now marks Yoji’s memory following his
death in November 2000. The window, donated by Yoji’s
family, acts a reminder of Yoji’s commitment to the Jewish

I wish for the community to continue its meaningful and
uniting activities such as I’ve experienced over the years.
It is clear that the contribution of the synagogue and the
Jewish community here is immense.

1969

1975
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Margot & Moshe
Margot and Moshe Noiman are members
of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation.
Here is their story.
Moshe came to Kenya in 1986, and Margot came in 1987.
Moshe dreamt of living in Africa and that came true
when he was hired by an air conditioning company as a
manager in Kenya. Margot came because she was looking
for adventure, a safari. She came from Germany and met
Moshe while on a two-week vacation as a tourist. When
Moshe met Margot in Mombasa he fell in love with her.
In time, Moshe and Margot got married in a civil Mombasa
court and moved to Nairobi, where Moshe had moved for
work.

Leave a signature in transforming
the interiors of this Country"

Margot came closer to the Jewish community life and
decided to convert. She and Moshe agreed that the process
way. They learned everything together and were successful.
Moshe says that Margot became more Jewish than he is.
The couple has two beautiful girls, Natalie and Tamara Lee
who were born and grew up in this country and feel very
connected to Kenya and to their Judaism.

was rampant. Nairobi had more crime that many other
cities such as Johannesburg in South Africa. As it was also
beautiful, some aspects of the wilderness posed challenges
even in the cities. Lions still roamed free in the outskirts of
Karen, and snakes abounded in Mombasa. Today, the lions
and snakes are almost gone.
Moshe notes that he has always been attracted to art, and
for the last 20 years, he and Margot have been working in
high class interior design. He and Margot started “Classic
Mouldings” together and continue to run it.
Like other Jews who live here, the Noimans see the
synagogue as the centre of Jewish life. Margot praises the
Friday night dinners and the Saturday luncheons that the
community rabbi used to host. She says that the rabbi and
his wife, Zeev and Yaffa Amit, were very hospitable and
always invited many people. They created a community
and established a sense of togetherness.
Margot and Moshe are truly in love with Kenya, and feel
very connected to the beautiful country, its nature and its
people. They both feel committed in their contributions
to this country and, as they say, “Leave a signature in
transforming the Interiors of this Country”.

The Millo Family
Dear Friends,
Jewish communities living in the diaspora have always
been challenged to maintain their traditions, culture and
belief’s by their surrounding environments. Only when
a community is steadfast and strong in its resolve to
behave as a community, warm and supportive, friendly
and treating each other with love in the hearts for one
another, can this community stand the test of time in the
face of external and internal challenges.
Throughout our history as Jews, the anchor to our Jewish
lives as a community has always been the Synagogue,
which acts as a center allowing us as Jews to practice our
religion freely.
Eight years ago we were proud to take part when the
Nairobi Hebrew Congregation celebrated its 100 year
anniversary. Now once again we feel blessed to have the
opportunity to be a part of the 100 year anniversary of our
beautiful synagogue.

Hadas, Gilad, Omer and Lia

100
100

May God keep our community, its leaders and members
and all our friends healthy, happy and prosperous for
many years to come.
Shana Tova Nairobi Hebrew Congregation!
With love,
The Millo Family,

The Grinberg Family

More than Just a
Spaceship:
A Samuel Family Experience
By Edna Samuel

I
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walk into my kitchen carrying a large box of frozen

fruit and vegetables to add to the stock of kosher
cereals and tinned food that we foraged off the
shelves of Nakumatt for the past three months once
we heard that Rhona and two of her children, Elisheva and
Mordechai had booked their tickets. Now they troop in with
their suitcases and backpacks laden with more kosher
supplies and Mordechai’s hat box. Now that he has had his
bar mitzvah, he wears a black hat.
I need a cup of coffee. But I have turned my kitchen into
the inside of a spaceship. All the surfaces are covered with
silver foil and I can’t reach the coffee mugs or the control
knobs. I lock away my craving for caffeine as surely as I’ve
locked away all my familiar dishes behind cupboards tied
closed with string. We begin to unpack.
With three pairs of extra hands, everything is in place
double quick. We sit down to a simple meal supplemented
with airplane meal leftovers and pineapple. Rhona and the
children make a bracha of shecheyanu which is said when

The next morning, I’m up before the sun rises to drive to
Channa’s farm so that we can supervise the milking of two
cows. I watch Rhona, Elisheva and Mordechai pick their
way in rubber boots with no small measure of trepidation
through the boma towards the cows. They traipse back,
soldiers bearing their spoil, with a full bucket of kosher
chalav yisrael milk. Elsiheva declares that she drinks her
coffee black.
We rush back to tackle piles of laundry. Never before
have I had guests arrive with suitcases full of smelly socks
and sweaty shirts. They apologize and explain that doing
laundry for adults is forbidden during the nine days from
the beginning of the month of Av until after the fast of Tisha
B’Av. Since they left immediately after the fast, they had
no chance to wash their clothes. I smile in understanding
and suggest that they book next year’s tickets for a few
days after Tisha B’Av. Mordechai says that by next year
Mashiach may have come and we will no longer need to
commemorate the destruction of the Beis Hamikdash.

Faith
By Jeffrey Fine

Sometime in early 1972, our
last full-time Rabbi, Ya’acov
Elituv was invited to attend
the Sunday evening service of
the Nairobi Baptist Church on
the occasion of the retirement
of the Methodist Bishop for
Central Africa. I forget the
gentleman’s name, but recall
that he spoke in a broad Irish
brogue.

Cooking with my new microwave, new gas top, and stock
of kosher dishes is a little tricky, especially since I’m used
to cooking for two. But the extra work doesn’t faze me
when I see everyone devouring my cooking. After all, which
Jewish mother doesn’t love to see that? I’m just thankful
that Rhona has the job of checking each and every single
red bean in the kilo pack for worms and holes. Between
peering at a handful of beans, she explains that while the
Torah forbids eating pork once, the prohibition against
eating bugs is mentioned seven times. I’m vindicated
when, after holding up lettuce leaf after lettuce leaf to the
morning sun, she declares them bug free. After all, I’ve told
her hundreds of times that my houseboy, Anthony, washes
my produce well. I wonder if she’ll eat my broccoli and

With all the cooking to do, I need some extra dishes. These
of course, must be toiveled. Luckily, we live near a lake! I
ask Anthony to take Rhona and the children down to the
lake so that she can dip the new dishes in the lake. He looks
surprised. “Mungu said so,” I tell him in way of explanation.
Rhona toivels the dishes sixty meters away from three
hippos. She complains that the rubber boots she wore had
a hole and her right foot got wet.
Life with my daughter and grandchildren involves much
more than a spaceship kitchen. Sometimes it makes me
laugh. Sometimes it makes me weep. But grandchildren
are grandchildren, a daughter is a daughter and love holds
us all together.

32

Shelanu Newsletter

Succos in Kenya
By Rhonna Lewis

Side Bar
The sun was particularly warm and friendly that
morning. I was watching an army of termites building
their mound when, in a dash that belied her sixty plus
years, the Contessa, an eccentric French countess
who was one of our neighbors, raced past me shouting
loudly, “You did it, you did it! The Israelis rescued the
hostages in Entebbe.” My father came out of the house;
his eyes were wet. It was July 4th, 1976 and while Jews
all over the world were dizzy with relief and pride, as
Jews in Kenya, we had an additional reason to celebrate:
the Kenyan government, in keeping with the warm ties
that have characterized its relationship with Israel, had
allowed the Israeli planes to land in Nairobi for refueling
on their way to and from Entebbe. In addition, Kenya
enabled the Israelis to set up a mobile operating unit to
take care of casualties.

I was only seven years old, but
this incident was one of the
tesserae in the mosaic of Jewish
identity and pride that was
fashioned in my soul as I grew
up in Kenya.”
My experiences around Succos formed another part of
that mosaic. Succos was my favorite holiday because
it meant listening to Kiddush in the anonymity of the
succah, instead of on the bimah in the front of the shul.
Our shul had a long-standing tradition: Every Friday and
festival night all the children in the congregation would
go up to the bimah, listen to Kiddush being recited, and
then drink the kiddush wine. There was no hiding in
the crowd: there were only nine children who regularly
came to shul and I was one of them. I enjoyed the sweet,
thick wine until I grew tall and thin. Then I would spend
all of the service worrying about what I would do with
my long arms while I stood at the bimah trying to hide
behind my brother. I often wondered what it would be
like in a shul crowded with children. But Succos was
different from regular Friday nights.

pride at the single lulav and esrog which the community
exchange hands many times during services the next
morning, I would run down the steps of the women’s
section and round to the side of the shul. I would scan the
shadows for Wellington, the shul shamash, who would
emerge from the dimness the moment the service was
greeting each congregant with a handshake and warm,
gentle smile. He always wore a large black kippah on his
head and the silvery strands of a sparse but long beard
graced his chin. It was strange: Africans rarely sport
beards. Wellington, a member of the Luyah tribe from
Western Kenya, served the community for thirty years
and upon his demise, his son replaced him.
There against the side of the shul, stood our succah.
The sides of the small metal frame that permanently
occupied this spot were now covered with yellow reed
mats that smelt faintly musty. Years later, an Israeli
entrepreneur would market these mats world-wide
to slip into the shelter of the succah. Since the nights
in Nairobi are usually cool, I was always happy to be
sandwiched warmly between my parents as I sat on
one of the wooden benches that lined the sides of the
small succah. Palm fronds shorn from the trees that dot
the shul’s exquisite gardens, rustled above my head.

roses and geraniums from hungry gazelles, hippos and
giraffes.
On a visit to the shul, I admired the new stained glass
glorious rainbow panes that represent the twelve tribes.
I recalled that as a child I used to watch the changing
patterns cast by the sun shining through the yellow and
blue Star of David windows that these new panes have
replaced. However bright the sun shone on any given
morning, the light that I used to watch crawling across
listless. On my recent visit, I felt that the light pulsing
through the new panes was proudly celebrating the
song of my soul.
I wandered along a path of stones and moss to where
green paint; the bars were cool. I thought of my succah
in Israel. The wooden boards are varnished a warm
brown and decorations, some exquisite, some whose
beauty lies in the memories that surround them, cover
that we take from our garden. I stepped into the frame
of the succah and for a moment I tasted the sweetness
of my childhood. I was grateful to this succah for hinting
to me about protection and holiness. I whispered my
thanks to the memory of palm fronds for intimating
that I could journey beyond the protection they offered.

Sometimes, I would peek through these palm branches
into the soft blackness of the night and wonder why I
felt so safe in the succah. I knew that it wasn’t because
of the Israeli security guards walking quietly round
the shul gardens or the African guards provided by
the Kenyan government who would nod gravely as
we walked through the shul gate. With the wisdom of
a child, I decided that I felt safe because here in the
succah I was part of something big, something holy.
Three years ago, I traveled from Israel back to Kenya to
visit my parents. They no longer live in Nairobi, but have
moved into a house on the shores of Lake Naivasha.
An electric fence around their property protects the

What Happened
By Tom Wolf

C

oming from a completely secular family
background, going to services wasn’t a
‘habit’, wherever I lived. Quite the contrary,
on the few occasions in earlier years when
I did attend them, I felt like an ‘outsider’, not knowing
much about the religion, let alone Hebrew.
Yet I have felt increasingly proud of my cultural
heritage over the years, of which the religion - its
beliefs and practices - are an essential part, whether I
was personally comfortable with that or not!
On this basis, about 12 years ago, I thought I should try

going to (at least Friday!) services in Nairobi, and see
“what happened.” This included mainly (1) how people
my non-observant background, and (2) how I felt
about what I encountered.

generosity of the membership of the NHC, starting
with its leadership. And while the personnel of this
leadership have changed somewhat during these
years, that atmosphere of acceptance and generosity
does not seem to change.

“What happened” has been a profoundly warm and
rewarding experience. I have been accepted for what
I am, even if on occasion I have been encouraged to
‘come closer’ to the faith, but never in a condescending
let alone a hostile manner. And while my efforts in
this direction have been pretty feeble, I have always
been made to feel comfortable, and appreciated. That

Since I am currently not residing in Nairobi, I am
uncertain as to whether I will be able to join you for
the centenary celebrations. If that turns out to be
the case, please accept my warmest wishes and
congratulations for this wonderful achievement. And
of course if it doesn’t (and I can attend), I’ll be able to
convey them in person!
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Facing contradictions:
Jewish life in East Africa
By Misha Mintz-Roth

J

ews in East Africa, from medieval-era
merchants to post-war emigres, have
adapted to their surroundings. Some say
a community’s versatility is its mainstay
- literally - and the Jews of Kenya, on a
collective and individual basis, in everyday moments and
over long strides of time, have made necessary inroads
into local life. In Nanyuki, I met an Israeli named Yoav
who took me on a tour of the township on the back of
his motorbike. He told me of his memories of home
and experience raising Jewish children in Kenya; he
spoke of how he has bridged relations with local Muslim
communities. ‘Tensions from back home’, he said, ‘do not
exist here--one of my good friends is even Palestinian,
and we promised each other to ride on camels back to
Jerusalem’. In Nairobi, Jews have sown themselves into
cosmopolitan life. I accompanied Barbara Steenstrup, an
NHC member, to a Jain wedding, where we dressed in our
fanciful swaris and kurta pajamas and compared Jewish
and Hindu wedding rituals. My passover seder this year

style-- but also attendees from multiple cultures and
continents.
The Nairobi Hebrew Congregation demonstrates a tireless
commitment to the continuance of Jewish life in Kenya.
Yet, as a visitor, I observed that NHC and that Jewish
life is at a crossroads. A number of questions present
themselves, from the melodies to the participants, from
past practices to a future vision that will attract the next
generation of Jews living and traveling through Kenya.

place of worship, tilled gardens, with friendly, familiar
faces, remains. By Arvit (or Usiku) a light above the
sanctuary disperses into Nairobi’s Friday evening darkness
and voices emanate from the open door, as they did a
century ago. But I also sensed a particular adherence
to outworn traditions--an unquestioned repetition of
melodies during the Shabbat service; a sanctuary space
that makes attendees feel isolated when they yearn for
togetherness; and the closing out of people who are the
most committed, including women and a certain group
of indigenous Africans. Orthodoxies of the past, it seems,
have taken priority over people’s wants and dignities of the
present.
Kenya, with its unique history and geography, offers itself
for examination of how different religions evolve or pass
away over time. A travel through the country, to the coast
or Mount Kenya, will leave you contemplating why the
mosque of Gedi sits in ruins as other medieval mosques
in neighboring coastal towns continue to thrive; or why
Khoja establishments in Nairobi were left abandoned
as Nanyuki’s small Hindu temple brings together not
only Hindus but also Sikhs and Asian Muslims. Kenya,
admittedly, is a place of many failed social projects and
lost traditions, where cultures reach their extremities and
ends. But Kenya is also a place where communities evolve
and adapt rapidly, where some settled in the highlands
and on the coast, and developed new identities and
belongings with those around them. Today, we encounter
afternoon teas among pastoralists and their priests; a
picture of Lakshmi on an African woman’s Kanga; or a
diverse crowd chanting Yedid Nefesh on the NHC temple
grounds. Many communities who remain do not look at

these combinations as meeting circumstances ‘half-way’
but instead as opportunities to breath in new life, to grow
in color and in strength.

Many of problems and challenges facing NHC are bigger
and more complicated than what I can write about here.
But I think NHC members should begin a conversation
- the space of the sanctuary and the service, its prayers,
and the participation of attendee - and to enquire into the
minds and values of members regardless of where it leads.
Philosopher Franz Rosenzweig said one ought to learn
‘no longer out of Torah into life, but out of life, out of a
world that does not know about the law, back into the
Torah’. Facing contradictions, he wrote, is a central fact
of Jewish life. By embracing their differences and ideas,
NHC members will help renew the spirit of the Jewish
community in Kenya, in order to preserve its memory
and warmth -- from generation to generation. A century
ago a small band of Jews, no doubt wary of the future’s
possibilities, built a sanctuary and committed themselves
to a Jewish life different from what they were accustomed
to in the past. They could not have foreseen the difference
their vision and dedication would have on Jews arriving
from Europe just two decades later. Today, the NHC
community confronts the need to re-imagine itself for
the future, with creativity and commitment, unafraid of
the changes that may come. By doing so, they will not only
help maintain the Jewish community’s current strength
and character, they will also serve a vital, if presently
unknown, purpose, and mitzvah, for future generations
to come.

Friends of Ours:

Ari Zivotofsky and Ari Greenspan
school, and today in addition to his dental practice, he is a
practicing mohel and shochet. At that time, the community
was looking for a young rabbi. Having talked with Charles
about the idea, Ari G suggested that he would be interested
in the job, but he would need to get his wife’s consent. We
returned to the US, his wife agreed, but by then another
candidate had been chosen, and it never came to fruition.
Recently a patient showed up in Ari G’s dental chair. He was

I

t was the late 1980’s and for these two Americans in
their young 20’s Kenya seemed like a distant, exotic
land. After traveling to Ethiopia with NACOEJ (North
American Conference on Ethiopian Jewry) to help
the Ethiopian Jews still stuck there unable to get to
Israel, we thought a few days in Kenya would be an
interesting stopover.

What we found there was a warm and welcoming Jewish
community. While we never imagined that we would be
back or see the members of the community again, life takes
funny twists. Twenty years later, Channa Commanday was
researching the possibility of acquiring kosher Muscovy
duck. In the course of her internet search she came across
an article by Ari Z on the topic and made contact. It was like
old friends reconnecting.

random on the internet. While schmoozing, the young man
said he was Kenyan. Ari said how he felt warm feelings for
the community and he mentioned David Silverstein as an
acquaintance. The patient smiled and said he was a good
family friend. When Ari G mentioned Vaizman Aharoni, the
fellow went quiet. He smiled big and said “That’s my father.”
What a small world.
When Ari G mentioned Vaizman Aharoni, the fellow went
quiet.

a huge tea plantation and factory, and even made a quick
jaunt to Maasai Mara.
“We slaughtered 1,000 and some…”
The renewed friendship has seen us spend more time with
the community in the last several years. We slaughtered
1,000 birds and some meat for the community. We have
been fortunate to spend several shabbatot in Nairobi.
These have included one in which Rabbi Riskin from Efrat,
Israel, served as a scholar in residence and another in which
we were able to address the community on Shabbat and
Saturday evening.
We wish you much success as you charge into your second
century. And we look forward to a continued relationship
with the Jews of Nairobi and hope to return, next time
possibly for a brit, symbolizing the growth of your special
and unique Jewish community.
Editor’s note: The Ari’s demonstrate their commitment to

a kashrut supervisor for the US-based OU. When Charles
heard that, he was impressed by the coincidence as he had
just gotten off the phone with a tea company looking for

been researching traditional kosher slaughtering for decades,
perform shchita in numerous countries for communities in
need, and organize kosher feasts of exotic delicacies they have
of Judaism in their time of need, such as our own Wanjiku when

back to NY and thus, on that initial visit in addition to being
privileged to meet several members of the community, we
slaughtered a few birds on the community’s behalf, visited
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Musing on the Minyan
By Lisa Beltz

W

hen asked to write for this project, I thought
of so many things that I appreciated about
the community. This was the place I found
my faith, that I discovered the true worth
of community and the value of Judaism
outpost of only 100s, I found myself.

My initial connection to the NHC was pretty basic. I
attended services in Nairobi, just as I had in the USA. At
the time, regular attendance was my only interaction with
organized communal life. I had not attended classes, gone
to shul activities, worked on committees or even belonged
to the shul I attended. So this is where my initially myopic
view of the NHC began, the minyan.
From the humble beginnings of a short service and hot
burekas I was inspired to take on all the mitzvot and
dedicate my life to being a Torah true Jew. And this was
in the absence of a rabbi and in the presence of only a
handful of Torah observant fellows. Yet even those NHC
members that professed to be secular or only traditional
essence of our faith. Love. And it affected me.
It says in Devarim 30:19; I have placed life and death before
you, blessing and curse; and you shall choose life, so that
you will live, you and your offspring - to love Hashem your
G-d...
From this we learn two essential aspects of Judaism. That
we have a choice to choose good and reject evil, and that
we should Love above all else. In Hebrew the root of the
word love is ‘to give’- a different concept than the secular
one. Jewish Love is giving. The more we give to someone
the more we bond to them, love them.
The Torah’s essential teaching is to choose to love Hashem.
We show love of Hashem by emulating Hashem’s loving
actions toward us. But we direct those actions to our fellow
man. Each and every of our interactions with our fellow
man is an expression of our Love to Hashem.
The Nairobi Hebrew Congregation intuits this teaching.
Members participate to give to ensure that the community
continues to serve, even if they are not a recipient of that

service. There is no “me” culture in this community and I
believe that is why it endures, it is a “you” culture.
How many shrouds have been sewn for strangers? Hours
clocked in prayer services so others could hear the Torah
reading or say Kaddish? Invitations offered to an odd
traveler.
The heart of the community has always been the Shul. It
is the consistency of the weekly minyan that has kept the
core rituals of our faith, the community would have long
ago capitulated to a social club.
The essential teaching of Love as our purpose was
expressed by the Kabbalists as our purpose being “to bring
light to dark places and to see the light in dark places.”
Again, the NHC is masterful in this work. Each stray Jew
(exile) is treated as precious. The community is there to
help them, include them, invite them and bring light to their
journey. And 9 times out of 10 that intersection point is the
weekly minyan where they wander in looking for their lost
souls to be found (and fed).

Each week every participant in the minyan was appreciated
and given an honour (to the chagrin of traditionalists that
call for only SEVEN aliyahs to the Torah). No matter your
appearance or allegiance you were always offered a role
and of course endless Musa delicacies!
At NHC everyone was treated with respect, no matter which
opinion they held, or where they were holding religiously
and each individual was appreciated. I spent years in
the shul and years on the Board of NHC and was always
delighted to see the love and warmth that allowed disputes
to reign with no fragmentation of our goals or community.
Whatever skill you offered, a place was found. The more
you wanted to give, the more opportunities were created.
Every action you took on behalf of the community was
graciously appreciated.
The members of the minyan were there for me and helped
me live and grow. They looked out for us and were always
ready to lend a hand. Many of whom are still the foundation
of the community.
I want to end with a short remembrance of a long gone

be the most remarkable aspect of this community.

beauty of the giving at NHC. He was a stalwart member
of the minyan. Coming whether on the rota or not. As a
child he was burned by the horrible hands of anti semitism
in pre-World War II Europe. He was as alienated from
yiddishkeit as one could get. He married out of the faith
and raised his children as secular as possible. He was afraid
to attend any Jewish event that had a crowd because it was
“asking for trouble”.

the front row loudly turning pages of his secular newspaper
spread all out in front of him during high holiday services,
the one who chants the Torah in the wrong tune or ladies
dressed in ways not at all appropriate. And of course, your
minhag or mine? All those people not doing things my way,
or who only want things their way. Each a part of NHC.

Yet Kurt came. Each week, he was driven by a love of his
fellow Jew and his hakorat hatov, to help and make the
minyan. He didn’t care to pray. But he knew others did. He
made himself the designated driver for anyone who needed
a ride to the services, a ride I often took. He didn’t ask back
from us. He got no special honours. Kurt gave and he asked
for nothing in return except that the Jewish community

The community’s acts of chesed toward each other
abound-- to also bring that touch of light into the darkness.
“To see the light in the dark places”, can also be stated as to

continue to thrive beyond him. And it has.
How did we reconcile it all? I saw two things that kept our
community cohesive. Those same things that held our
minyan together. Kavod and Hakoras Hatov.

Congregation.

What is being Jewish to me?
By Miriam Abbema

Being Jewish is a very warm feeling from the singing
around the tables to the cooking and preparation
for Jewish celebrations! I love being Jewish and I
wouldn’t want to be any other religion!

is, but for the people who don’t, it is a rite of passage. My
bat mitzvah was great we had loads of fun and I sang the
Ashat Chayil in synagogue. Then we went to the coast to
CELEBRATE!

I felt the best about myself when I went to New York
with my Rabbi Mordechai Richler and his wife Menucha
Bruchstat Richler. They were teaching me to read Hebrew
for my bat mitzvah later on that year. I stayed with them
in a really religious area (Brooklyn). I thoroughly enjoyed it
there.

Now look what being Jewish has brought me- I could carry
on and give you a whole list but I’m afraid you would get
bored!

Later on that year I had my bat mitzvah (NHC Synagogue
on 17th December 2011). I guess everyone knows what it

I can’t wait to see what Judaism will bring me later on in
my life!
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Jehu Libitsu Kitoli

B

orn in 1966 to a Christian family whose ancestral
origins are in Uganda, Jehu comes from Western
Kenya. When asked about his relationship with
Judaism Jehu told me this.

Jehu began wanting to know more
about Judaism when he realized that the
patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and the
Christianity and Islam, the great modern
religions, and that these religions, based
on Judaism, are the foundation of modern
civilization. When Moses was given the
Ten Commandments on Mt. Sinai, Jehu
reasoned that the origin of religion must
be then and there when Moses came
face-to-face with G-d.
He researched. He studied. It took years to learn that
the religion of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses was still
alive. He said, “When I discovered that the faith that Moses
brought down from Mt. Sinai still exists today I was so
excited and curious I wanted to go deeper.”

Jehu’s search for truth included questioning Christianity

with the Jewish people than my family people. Even if I go

nobody could explain the trinity to him. If G-d says he is
One (The Shema), how can Christians come later and say
there are three?

nearest Jewish community here. For me, it’s family.”

Jehu looked for all the information
he could in libraries, internet,
encyclopedias and books about
Judaism. He taught himself the
Hebrew alphabet and without tutoring
learned to read Hebrew. He can now
easily read all the Hebrew prayers
and text. However, without formal
education his comprehension is
limited.
The reaction of his family was negative as they saw him
“backsliding” from their faith, and it has created a small
rift with his parents. He doesn’t eat with them because he
keeps kosher, and he doesn’t pray with them.

Jehu has two sons, 16 and 18, studying in Kampala. His
wife, Ruth, is learning about Judaism. Jehu’s desire is to
attain a fully orthodox conversion. He says,

I hope that the difficulties experienced
in attaining full conversion will in time
be overcome. My conversion will open a
new chapter in my life and my family, and
my descendants and my descendant’s
descendants. When my sons grow up
I will find them Jewish wives and that
generation will then become Jewish. That
will be my first task for my two sons. That
is my greatest desire.”

Jehu says, “The Jewish community is home, regardless

Florence Wanjiku Ngugi

W

anjiku was very ill when I saw her in our

in Judaism. After all, she has been going
to the synagogue much longer than many
of us. Although she was feeling very poorly Wanjiku was
willing to talk.

for “a Shabbat community.” She met a man at the hospital
who said he was Sabbathian and they became friends. He
took Wanjiku and her children to his Christian community.
learn more about the “new Shabbat.” She approached the
Israeli Embassy and told the ambassador she wanted to join
the Jewish Community.

Wanjiku came from a staunch Christian family but was
prayer that G-d would make her a good mother. “In July
of 1990”, she said, “in the middle of the night a clear voice
told me if I wanted eternal life I should keep and observe
the Sabbath.”
She then questioned the Sunday Sabbath and went
through the Christian bible to learn more. She read
in Matthew 28 that Jesus was to be buried before the
Sabbath on Friday. Feeling that she had been improperly
observing Sabbath she decided that she and her children
would no longer attend church until she learned how to
properly observe Sabbath.
At that time she was working as a volunteer in the Paediatric
Oncology Ward of Kenyatta National Hospital where she
trained as a palliative caregiver, and subsequently began
volunteering at the National Spinal Institute while searching

Community children

who brought her to the synagogue and introducing her to
the community. She remembers who the chazzans were
(Avi, then Alram Yehuda).
In 1996, she moved to be closer to the synagogue. She came
to learn more about Shabbat, the festivals, the community,
place. Also my children loved it.”
Wanjiku has four children and 7 grandchildren who enjoy
the services.
As she was taken in to the examining
room her son, Rickson (43 years old and father of three),
continued:
Rickson described what life was like before they started

to keep hot tea, and we had problems with cold food. But
she (Wanjiku) kept insisting. We kept on following until the
breakthrough. The breakthrough for us came when she
started going to the synagogue.”

the prayers deeply meaningful and feeling that they had
together at home with the Midrash, the siddur, and lessons
downloaded from the internet.
Their observation of Shabbat causes tension with other
family members because they do not attend the weddings,
parties and funerals on Saturdays. However, Rickson says
they would not have it any other way.
“We talk always about conversions. We always aspire to
conversion, and I wonder when it will be,” Rickson said.
Wanjiku has been to Israel twice, once in 1999. In October
2011, she had eye surgery in Israel and stayed 3 months
with the Ari Greenspan family while she healed.
Editor’s note: We sincerely wish Wanjiku a speedy and
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Gardeners

Interviews with Community and
Synagogue Staff

Charles Shigoli
Charles, 48-years-old, started working in the garden in 1991
knowing very little about gardening at that time. “I started
working at the time renovating the garden compound
started by Ms. Rina Attias. Over time I learned a lot about
notes proudly. Currently he is in charge of the compound
garden.
“I’m pleased with my work place, especially because of
the synagogue. For me it is a holy place. I believe that God
watches over me. I appreciate and like the members of
the community. They are good people and treat me with
respect. I thank the management of the community who
always help me pay for my children’s schools.”

1991

48

Harrison, Aggrey, Hudson, Charles, Krisandus

Harrison Asienwa

Aggrey Mucheni

Harrison has been responsible for the synagogue
since 1993. He inherited this position from his father,
Wellington Harrison, who worked faithfully in the
synagogue about 40 years.

Since 1994 Aggrey has been responsible for the
maintenance of Vermont Hall. He says, “This was my

Harrison likes the job. He especially enjoys meeting
visitors from around the world and loves to meet the
members of the community who come to pray.
Harrison is married and has three children. His family
lives in Kitale, Northern Kenya, and they sometimes
come to visit him in Nairobi.

approached by Mr. Charles Szlapak from Fairview Hotel
about working here. My father worked at the hotel for
24 years, and Mr. Szlapak knew me and recommended
me. After several years as a maintenance man, Mr. Heine
Lustman expanded my responsibilities to the entire
compound. I was very proud of that. My responsibility
was to report to the community for any problems,
including in the synagogue. When Maggie is not around
I am responsible for what happens”.

Harrison said, “When the thieves entered the
synagogue and stole a Torah curtain I felt very,
very sad.” He added, “I’m happy with the work and
responsibilities incumbent upon me”.

He also said that after several years he was sent to the
Fairview Hotel to learn to bake cookies, challah and
cakes. Since that time, every Sabbath he bakes cookies,
cakes and bourekas for NHC activities and sometimes for
the foreign guests who are hosted in the community.

He said he will be happy to celebrate the centennial
events together with the community.

“The Jewish community are good people”, says Aggrey,
which is the main he enjoys working with us.

Hudson Lumiti
Hudson, quiet, shy, and modest, is 45-years-old, and
barely speaks English. Hudson started working as a
gardener in 1991. In an interview he said, “Charles, the
gardener, recommended me and since then I have worked
here. I work in gardening and cleaning and love what I do.”
Hudson is married with three children. The family lives in
Kakamega.

45
1991.

Krisandus Malilwa Kusinjiru

1993
100

1994

40

18

100

Kris, 45-years- old has worked as a gardener at NHC since
1994. He enjoys his work as a gardener. Kris said that he was
very happy and with a recent pay raise he can support his
family with dignity.
Kris is married with six children: three boys and three girls.
The family lives in Kakamega.

.1994

45

Wellington Asienwa
Kuliti,

worked well and
with dignity”

Micah Vusali Chingili
Micah has been working for the NHC since he was hired by Heini Lustman in 1988. His job has been taking care of the cemetery
in Nairobi. Lack of security has made this job especially challenging for many years. He has recently been relocated from the
cemetery grounds to the NHC and now will work with the rest of the team looking after both the gardens and the cemetery.
He is grateful to the Jewish community for their concern with his welfare and enjoys working here.
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Security personnel :

for 13 years with considerable experience. For the past
few years he has been in charge of security for the NHC
compound. In an interview he said, “We provide security
for the compound, accompany guests from abroad and are
responsible for the entrance to the synagogue when people
are in prayer.”

David Muthui

13
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Mr. Modwei noted that community members usually
cooperate, with few exceptions. He said that Mr. Albert
Attias, responsible for security, kept them updated on news
and changes.

I’m pleased with my work place,
especially because of the Synagogue.
For me it is a holy place..."

David has a request: “I ask all members of the community
to be patient and to cooperate because we try to do our job
the best way for the security of the community.” He also
in the community, because it greatly facilitates our work”.

Community Services
Monday, Wednesday & Friday: 9.15 am – 1.30 pm Tuesday and Thursday: 1.00 pm to 5.00 pm
Maggie Johnson the Secretary, can be reached on: 0736-583 338 / 020-222 2770 - during these hours

Important Notice

Food and Wine
Kosher products are available for purchase from

These include: Olives, pickles, Halva, chicken soup
powder and assorted kosher table wines and
Kiddush wine. Kosher chicken are also available for
those who observe Kashrut.

Please, update the changes in the community secretariat
phone numbers, fax, email addresses, mobile phones, and
if possible also for mail delivery address.

The Vermont Hall for Private
Functions
Community members are welcome to book the
Vermont Hall for private Functions For details,

Its only through this that we can ensure effective and
proper contact with members of the community.

NAIROBI HEBREW CONGREGATION

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING

USE OF THE MIKVAH
If anyone is interested in using the Mikvah,
please call Maggie.

Sunday, 7th October 2012
Vermont Hall - 4:30 pm
Don’t miss the opportunity to participate!

ADVERTISING
Please send your letters and articles for Publishing In Shelanu: By e-mail: info@nhc.co.ke

Community children
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I met here individuals with fascinating life
stories, where Judaism, Zionism and Israelism are all
engulfed. Members who really and truly care about the
image, not of themselves, but of us – Jews and Israelis
alike.

Message by
Ambassador Gil Haskel

O

On this auspicious occasion of marking

on behalf of the Israeli Embassy
and the People of Israel to send a
big and meaningful “Mazal Tov” to the numerous
generations of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation. Ever
since my family and I arrived in Nairobi and from my

immediately felt that here in Nairobi the Kehila is a special
one – not the average kehila that you meet in hundreds
of cities around the world.

People who care dearly for their host society and seek
ways to build bridges of cooperation and assistance
between the Jewish civilization, Israel and Kenya –
and this is something dear and special that should
be maintained. As an Israeli Ambassador the biggest
challenge I face daily is to expose our host country
and people to the real and true faces and values of
Israel, which are, for numerous reasons, rarely exposed
through the international mass media. To that end,
I must thank the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation for
partnering in that.
As I frequently declare when meeting Kenyans, Kenya and
its people are very dear to the people and government
of Israel, and we are willing to go a long way in order to
see this nation prosper. All the fruits of our 64 years of
research and development are hanging low for Kenya to
pick. We just need to jointly encourage them to stretch
out their arms and pick them. Good relations between
Kenya and Israel serve the Hebrew Congregation as
much as it serves both nations.
The times we live in, are, like many other eras in our history,
a critical period for Israel, The Middle East, and have an
immediate effect on East Africa as well, with complex

challenges ahead. Standing united while facing possible
existential threats for Israel will give us the strength to
prevail.
But exactly because of these challenging times,
we all have to join hands in strengthening Jewish
communities, and in places like Nairobi, where the
community consists of many Israeli families. We have

But this is also a period of opportunities, and I hope we,
Israelis and Jews the world over shall take advantage
of these opportunities to create an era of promise,
growth, and security. We should always remember that
our strength, as a small nation, is in our unity – be it in
Jerusalem, London, Washington or Nairobi – only united
Jewish communities and a united Jewish nation can
answer to the challenges ahead.
I would like to use this opportunity to call upon all
members of the Jewish and Israeli communities in
Nairobi, and East Africa in general to come closer and
be more active in community life, in days of sorrow and
remembrance as well as days of joy and festivities, like
the one we are marking today. And again allow me to
congratulate the NHC for this unique achievement of
celebrating 100 years of Jewish worship in the heart of
granted.

100
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Israeli Ambassador to
Kenya, 1977 - 1981 &
1991 - 1995
Arye Oded
On the occasion of the
centennial of the Nairobi
Synagogue, I have the
honour and the pleasure
of greeting all the guests
on this auspicious event.
I served as Israel’s
Representative in Kenya
for eight years.

not have diplomatic relations. The second time I served
from 1991 to 1995 as the Israeli Ambassador after the
diplomatic relations were re-established.

During all these years I considered this great and

1977 - 1981
1991-1995

maintaining Jewish-Israeli identity in two important
aspects: First, as a place of prayer I did my best to
attend as regularly as possible on Sabbath eve and on
Sabbath day. Sometimes I was asked to be the Hazan
and the Torah reader. My son Yuval even had his barmitzvah there.

1977-1981
.1991-1995

Second, the Synagogue was the center for many
Jewish-Israeli events both in happy and sad
occasions, such as Israel Independence Day and
the Remembrance Day of the Holocaust. Thus, the
Synagogue helped also to strengthen the connection
and sense of community among us. This sense of
brotherhood within the Jewish-Israeli community
amply assisted our small embassy in its struggle
against the Arab-Iranian venomous propaganda
against Israel in Kenya and in promoting the relations
between Israel and Kenya.
I apologize for not being able to participate in this
important event. I send you all my blessings from the
Holy City of Jerusalem.
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community in Nairobi. It was an impressive celebration to
which many well established Jewish people from around
the world and Africa in particular took part.

Israeli Ambassador to
Kenya, 2003 - 2007
Emanuel and Tikva Seri

T

he celebration of 100 years since the foundation
of the synagogue in Nairobi reminded us to

from the 2003 to 2007. We developed extensive
relationships with Kenyan leaders and the large
diplomatic community in Nairobi, and also warm
relations with heads of our Jewish community and the many
Israeli businessmen in Kenya. In 2004, we participated in
the celebration of the 100th year anniversary of the Jewish

The Kenyan Minister of Foreign Affairs honored the entire
community and us with his presence. We were able to
witness the tremendous contribution to the existence and
prosperity of the Jewish community throughout the years
by a number of people. It is an honour and pleasure to see
the extensive contribution of personalities such as CHARLES
SZLAPAK, DAVID SILVERSTEIN, VERA SOMEN, VAIZMAN
AHARONI, ALBERT ATTIAS and many others. ALBERT ATTIAS
is serving today as the head of the community (Rosh Kehilla),
a fact that demonstrates the integration and cooperation
existing between the Israeli Jews and other Jews in the
community in the area for the prosperity of all. While living
in Nairobi we tried our best to become an integral part of the
Jewish community.

complexity. The fact that the number of people who came

the social atmosphere that crystallised after prayers thanks
to the Kiddush, Talmud lessons and gatherings for coffee
and tea afterwards. Given the size of the community,
there were a vast amount of events that took place in the
synagogue and in the Vermont Hall for the celebration of
holidays and memorial days. We remember fondly the Seder
nights we attended to celebrate with the community, which
were a wonderful example of building the community as a
traditional and social anchor, not only to those who take part
in it but also to our guests who passed through from time to
time. The different events which took place at the synagogue
and community center during our time blossomed despite
the concerns regarding the struggle to always maintain a
Minyan, and we are glad to see that these activities are still
taking place.
We have no doubt that this synagogue celebrating 100 years
of activity will continue to prosper thanks to the heads of the
community and its members. We would like to wish you on
this special day that this impressive synagogue standing here
for 100 years will continue to be the centre of prayers and
spiritual activities for many years to come.

cohesiveness of those of us who did come. We still remember

2003-2007

2004

a DVAR TORAH took long preparation, but at the same time
were very meaningful for me. We would like to wish you that
the next 100 years will be prosperous and successful for the
synagogue and the community in an environment of peace
and stability.

Israeli Ambassador to
Kenya, 2007 - 2011
Jacob and Osnat Keidar

T

he 100th year celebration of the synagogue is
a historic event that reminds all of us of the
wonderful people who through the generations

Osnat and I feel proud and privileged that we
could be part of this community.
We will carry with us the good memories and, more
importantly, the many friends with whom we continue to
be in touch and with whom we hope to do so for many
years to come.
The love for Israel characterizes the community and I
remember with deep gratitude the continuous support
for Israel especially when times were tough. The amazing
work we did together, the community and the embassy,
in assisting the needy and the poor in Kenya made a
positive change in the lives of those who received it and
it is something to cherish. We felt at home in the beautiful
synagogue, the Vermont Hall and the nice garden around
it during the many occasions, holidays and ceremonies
we attended. The special feeling of togetherness was
strongest at the Friday and Shabbat services and during
the High Holidays. I have to admit that the few times I gave

100

Editor’s Note: In addition to being a successful
diplomat and negotiator, Jacob worked to raise East
Osnat
and Jacob contributed greatly towards the welfare of
Health, Osnat transformed children’s health in the slums
of Korogocho by implementing a major hygiene project
They utilized the funds for the celebration of Israel’s
Independence Day and raised money through donations
from NHC to implement major projects that improve the
health and educational for the most needy in Korogocho
and NHC members renovated the Children’s Oncology

Tikva’s weekly contributions of cakes were a high point of

Emanuel and Tikva Seri had a particular impact on
in the synagogue every Friday and Saturday, whenever
possible, was invaluable, as were his Talmud lessons on
Tikva’s sincere interest and
active support of Kenyan culture was both inspired and
in which Emanuel and Tikva regarded our community as
a whole and each person as an individual was remarkable
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Ambassador Amitai
Dear Nairobi Community,
The synagogue, the prayers, the Zmirot and ceremonies, are
one of the most pleasurable memories from our service in
Nairobi.
We remember with respect, appreciation and smiles the
sweetness and openness radiating in the synagogue, whilst
retaining the traditional
character.
One special memory is associated with the bar mitzvah of
our friend, Dr. David Silverstein’s son. I found myself sitting
next to Johnny Carson, the U.S. Ambassador to Kenya at
the time, and telling him about the roots of Zionist ideology,
using the topics from the prayer of the 18 blessings.
Again we close with our appreciation, and wishes for success for the next HUNDRED YEARS.

Ambassador Yaacov
Amitai, now in Cairo

Yael and Yaacov Amitai

Rabbi Silberhaft
Dear Friends,
As Spiritual Leader to the African Jewish Congress, I am
delighted to wish you, the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation,
Mazal Tov on the 100th anniversary of your synagogue.
Along with all of African Jewry, we join you in
celebrating this milestone, and wish you continued
success in the years to come.
It is not only bricks and mortar whose centenary is
being observed. For you, Kenyan Jewry, the Nairobi
synagogue has been the very heartland of Jewish
life in the country, and a proud, visible manifestation

of the ongoing Jewish presence in this young and
vigorous African nation. Those who gather to worship
within its walls are continuing the holy mission of
previous generations, going all the way back to the
undeveloped and little known corner of the world.

by the unfailing warm welcome I have received, as well
as much heartened by the commitment of its Jewish
community to ensuring that Jewish religious and
communal life continues and indeed thrives. Already
well into its second century, Kenyan Jewry serves as an
inspiring example to Jewish communities everywhere on

Rabbi Bentolila

I

t is with a great sense of pride and happy
memories that I extend my heartfelt wishes and
blessings to the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation on
your centennial birthday.

Nairobi was in 1988, when as a young rabbinical student,
I was sent by the Lubavitcher
Movement in New York to visit various Jewish
Communities in central/western Africa.
Many names come to my mind, starting with the
“Yiddishe Mama” of Kenya, the legendary Mrs. Szlapak of
blessed memory. Her smile, bravery, kindness and
encouragements will remain forever engraved in my
memory.

The warmth and love I experienced on that trip is the
propelling force in the continuing relationship I maintain
and continue to build with the NHC since being sent
by the Lubavitch Rebbe ob”m as his chief emissary to
Central Africa in 1991.
Throughout the years we were delighted to send our
young Rabbinical students to Nairobi during Passover or
the High Holidays.
As the community is celebrating 100 years, we wish the
Rosh l, Mr Albert Attias and his committee, as well as the
entire community many more successful years, full of
accomplishment in all your endeavors, and may our
entire Jewish Community.

Dr. David Silverstein, who warmly greeted us in the

May you go from strength to strength.

the history and composure of the NHC. As well, Charles
Szlapak, and so many more other kind people who make
up the community.

Chazak v’eematz.

doors.

Respectfully
Rabbi Shlomo Bentolila
Emissary of the Lubavitch Movement in Sub-Saharan
Africa

the African continent as they look to carry the torch of
their precious heritage forward into the future.
Long may it continue to do so! On behalf of Mervyn
Smith, president of the AJC and all the members of our
executive, I wish you a hearty Mazal Tov and look forward
to visiting you in the future.
RABBI MOSHE SILBERHAFT
“THE TRAVELLING RABBI”
Country Communities Rabbi - S A Jewish Board of
Deputies
Spiritual Leader & CEO - African Jewish Congress
President - African Jewish Congress Zimbabwe Fund
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Four Famous Opera singers
Four famous Israeli opera singers will perform at the Centennial festivities.
Here are their credentials and their planned musical programme.

Gabriel Loewenheim

Etrat Levey

Gabriel Loewenheim, Bass Baritone, was born in Israel. Mr.
Loewenheim started his vocal studies at the Rubin Academy
of Music and Dance in Jerusalem. A scholarship from the
University of Michigan in Ann-Arbor enabled him to continue
his studies in the United States. He received a Masters of
Music degree Summa Cum Laude from the BuchmannMehta School of Music at the Tel-Aviv University.
Mr. Loewenheim has an active career as a soloist and
performs on a regular basis in operas, oratorios and lieder

Etrat Levey, soprano, was born in Israel. She graduated cum
laude with a BA in piano solo and chamber music from Tel
Aviv University. She has a distinguished career having played
in ensembles and recitals in Israel and abroad.
She also has participated in master classes and
various festivals in Israel, Europe and the United States. She
recordings of works for violin and piano by a celebrated
Czech composer.

recitals. He has played with numerous famous orchestras in Israel. His singing repertoire
is large and noteworthy. Mr. Loewenheim has participated in numerous national and
international master classes and was a prize winner at the International Chamber Music
Festival in Australia.

Limour Ilian

Atari Hadar

Limour Ilian, mezzo-soprano, was born in Israel. She
graduated from the Academy of Music in Productions, TelAviv, and holds a masters degree from New York.

Atari Hadar, soprano, was born in Israel. She graduated from
the Music Academy in Jerusalem.
She has appeared as a soloist with several Israeli symphonies.
She is noted for her striking repertoire.

She has appeared as a soloist in opera, recitals and concerts
in Israel and the United States. She has a wide repertoire of
songs and music.

Musical Program
In Celebration of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation Synagogue Centennial

G. Rossini
J. Strauss
G. Puccini
L. Bernstein

Il Barbire si Sivilia
Die Fledermaus
Gianni Schicci
Porgy and Bess

G. Biset
G.Biset
C. Saint Saëns

Carmen
Carmen
Samson et Dalila
My fair lady

W.A.Mozart
W.A.Mozart
G. Rossini
G. Puccini
A.Lortzing
J. Bock

Le Nozze di Figaro

W.A.Mozart
W.A.Mozart
W.A.Mozart
W.A.Mozart
W.A.Mozart
J.Offenbach
L. Delibes

Hadar

Limour

Gabriel

Cosi fan tutte
Le nozze di Figaro
Cosi fan tutte
Les contes d’Hoffmann
Lakmé

Rosina aria
Adele aria
Lauretta aria
Bess aria

Una voce poco fa
Mein Herr Marquis
O mio babbino caro
Summertime

Carmen aria
Carmen aria
Dalila aria
Eliza Doolittle

Habanera
Chanson Bohème
I could have danced all night

Colin aria
Baculus aria
Tevye song

Non piu andrai
Der Vogel fänger
Miei rampolli femminini
Vecchia zimarra senti
Fünftausend Taler
If I were a rich man

Don Giovanni & Zerlina
Papageno & Papagena
Dorabella & Guglielmo
Susanna & Marcellina
Fiordiligi & Dorabella & Don Alfonso
Nicklausse & Giulietta
Lakmé & Mallika

La ci darem la mano
Pa pa pa
Il core vi dono
Via resti servita
Soave sia il vento
Belle nuit, ô nuit d’amour
Flower Duet

La Cenerentola
La Bohem
Der Wildschütz
Fiddler on the roof

Don Giovanni

9-9-2012
6.00 PM

Ensambles

Figaro aria
Papageno aria

SAT 8-9-2012
10.30 AM

Children Program
E. Humperding

Hansel & Gretel

W.A.Mozart

Hansel & Gretel duet
Aria + Duet

G.Rossini

La Cenerentola

Clorinda & Tisbe

W.A.Mozart

Le nozze di
Figaro

Figaro aria
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Calendar
Holidays, Celebration, Special Events 5773: 2012
Shabbat
Friday evenings at 18.30
Saturday mornings at 8.30 sharp
Centennial Celebrations Breakfast

Children’s Centennial Program
Saturday 8th September

Rosh Hashana 2nd Day
Tuesday 18th September

Succot Eve
Sunday 30th September

8.30 | Shacharit

18.30 | Mincha & Ma’ariv

Kiddush and coffee break

Festive Kiddush in the Succah

Musaf

Succot 1st Day
Monday 1st October

Blowing of the Shofar
18.30 | Mincha and Ma’ariv

8.30 | Program to follow services

8.30 | Shacharit
18.30 | Mincha and Ma’ariv

Centennial Celebration
Sunday 9th September

Yom Kippur Eve
Tuesday 25th September

18.00 | Cocktails and Opera

Fast Begins
18.15 | Mincha
Kol Nidrei

Succot 2nd Day
Tuesday 2nd October
8.30 | Shacharit

Shemini Atzeret Eve/AGM*
Sunday 7th October 2012

Rosh Hashana Eve
Sunday 16th September

D’var Torah

18.30 | Mincha and Ma’ariv

Ma’ariv

Rosh Hashana 1st Day
Monday 17th September

Yom Kippur
Wednesday 26th September

8.30 | Shacharit

9.00 | Sharcharit

Kiddush and coffee break

Yizkor

Musaf

18.15 | Mincha

Shemini Atzeret Eve/AGM*
Tuesday 9th October 2012

Blowing of the Shofar

Ne’ila

8.30 | Sacharit

18.30 | Mincha and Ma’ariv

End of the Fast

Yizkor

money too is part of Divine service. …earning money is part
of Divine service. This theme is illustrated by a beautiful story
told by former Sefardic Chief Rabbi Ovadiah Yosef.

they’ve spent in tikkun olam (improving the world around
us), in spiritual endeavors, and in mitsvah actions.
This could be ¾ of an hour learning Talmud, an hour during
a day in prayer, 50 minutes consoling the grief-stricken and
troubled, 3 hours at a wedding rejoicing with a bride and
groom, 2 hours at a synagogue board meeting planning
communal events, 1½ hours helping the indigent, etc., etc.
When our time has come, the burial society removes the
pinkas and tallies up the quality hours we have spent in our
life. You see, most communities inscribe on your tombstone
the years of your life brutto - the total years you have lived.
In this city, we inscribe the years of your life netto - the net
quality years of ones life!” Balloon: “…most communities
inscribe on your tombstone the years of your life brutto.
(Here)… we inscribe the years of your life netto.”

16.00 | Annual General Meeting
18.30 | Mincha and Ma’ariv

Shemini Atzeret/Simchat Torah*
Monday 8th October 2012
18.30 | Mincha and Ma’ariv

Rosh HaShana 5773
“Increase Your Life Netto”
By Rabbi Dr. Aryeh A. Frimer

O

ne of high points in the cantor’s repetition of
Mussaf on the High Holidays is the stirring
“u-Netaneh Tokef.” The prayer places us in
front of the heavenly court, inspiring each of
us to make his or her personal heshbon hanefesh (spiritual accounting). As part of “u-Netaneh Tokef,”
gezera” (Repentance, prayer and charity help set aside the
evil heavenly decree).
To be honest, I am a bit troubled by this seemingly simple
statement. I understand “repentance.” After all, if we are
to be punished for our evil deeds, repentance and proper
behavior proves we’ve changed. I also understand “prayer.”
For in honest meaningful prayer, we declare our good
intentions before our Creator – even if we haven’t as yet
gotten around to carrying them out. But why charity?! If my
sin was perjury, desecration of the Sabbath, mistreatment of
my fellow, or a host of other misdeeds – why should charity
help?!
The answer seems to be that when each of us comes on the
High Holidays before the Heavenly Court – the Chief Justice
looks not only at the individual deeds, but also at the total
picture. Unfortunately, for most of us, so much of our day
is spent in making a living and in raising our families. How
much quality time is left for spiritual endeavors, Torah study
and mitsvah actions? But by giving to charity, we declare that
the time spent making a living is not spiritually “wasted time”
– for it enables me to give tsedakah (charity). Hence, earning

A young promising scholar was invited to a distinguished city
for a “proba” – a tryout for a rabbinic position. He made a
wonderful impression on the lay people and scholars alike
close of his visit, the young rabbi unexpectedly asked to see
the communal cemetery, explaining that it would give him
insight into the history and tradition of the city. And there, the
tombstone epitaphs shocked and frightened him! One stone
read: “The great scholar, author, sage and city rabbi, Rabbi
Chaim Yankel, lived to age 35.”
On another headstone, he saw: “The righteous and modest
Rabbi Dov Beryl, the communal Shohet (ritual slaughterer)
died at the age of 39.” Yet another carried the inscription:
“The saintly Rabbi Yehudah Velvel, the noted scribe and
educator, lived to the ripe old age of 42.” And on and on and
on…One communal leader after another barely completed
half his days! Fearing for his life, the young rabbi picked up
young candidate why he turned them down, he described to
them what he had seen. He had no interest in risking his life,
despite their generous offer.
To which the community elders explained: “You don’t
understand,” they said. “In this city, each one keeps a small
pinkas (notebook) in which he or she marks down the time

We congratulate the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation on its
celebration of the centennial anniversary of the synagogue.
It has served as the Ner Tamid for this community, keeping
High Holidays are a call to each of us to increase our lives
netto - to reevaluate the amount of time spent on quality
Jewish living. This is the appropriate time to become more
involved Jewish communal life. Indeed: Increase Your Life
Netto!
*Rabbi Dr. Aryeh A. Frimer is the Ethel and David Resnick
Professor of Active Oxygen Chemistry at Bar Ilan University;
FrimeA@biu.ac.il.
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The Israeli School in Kenya

I

n 1984, a group of mothers decided to establish
an Israeli School for the children of the kehilla
in Nairobi. This was extremely necessary. The
community was very big. I remember having as
many as 18-20 children per class.

Over the years, the Israeli School experienced many changes
and transformations. We had to deal with a variety of
problems that arose unexpectedly. We had to be creative and
handle the unexpected.
From the very beginning the Israeli School took place on
Saturdays, as opposed to Sundays like other Israeli Schools
around the world. This decision was made at the time due
to the fact that the men in the community mostly worked
outside of Nairobi, and Sunday was their only day off to be
home with the family. Sunday was a family day to be together
and to go out on safaris. Due to the obvious controversy
that exists around working on the Sabbath, we met much
resistance and were eventually cut off from any support or

Therefore, the Israeli School in Nairobi has been running for
many years without any assistance, aid or training of any
sort. Yet we remain committed to keep teaching according
to the guidelines of the Ministry of Education in Israel, so that
the children who grow up here and receive the Israeli School

about various relevant political issues and current affairs in
Israel.
Jewish and Israeli ceremonies were always celebrated and
made into large social events with great effort and attention
to details by the teachers. Through the holidays and
ceremonies they were able to make the children absorb and
internalise the Israeli-Jewish heritage as much as possible.
I myself, have been a teacher at the Israeli School for many
teaching at the Embassy!). I am always touched by the fact
that the school is still alive and thriving!
And yet, every year we face the same problems of not having
enough teachers for all the classes. However, the parents
always volunteer, and another year of hard work, giving and
investment in our children goes by.
It is due to our consistent diligence and the love that we give
that we are able to sucessfully send children that attend
our school and return to Israel with all the right tools to
Israeli School of Nairobi constitutes the “beating heart” of
acquire the reading and writing skills of the Hebrew language
in once-a-week meetings which feels like a miracle! Our
more senior children have in the past successfully sat the IB

return to Israel.
to the amazing job of our teachers.
One issue that we deal with in the children are the large gaps
in their level of reading, writing and comprehension. This
is a factor of both the number of years that each child has
been living in Kenya, and their perception of the school as
something less serious that does not require working too
hard because it is held only on Saturdays.
school, claiming that their friends at the American or British
schools were off having fun on that day. Saturday for them
was a day for social events, birthday parties or just time to
have fun and relax.
For that reason, we changed the concept of the school.
We attempted to make it into something that provides the
children with an opportunity for learning and also a place to
socialise, to create and to have fun.

The Israeli School today functions upon guidelines and
regulations that were written by Rina Attias who served as
the school secretary at the time and contributed a great deal
to the school’s existence, along with Israel Segman, Dorit
Goldberger, Avi Evron and other great people who were on
the committee.
I truly hope that the future generations who come to live
in Kenya will continue to recognise the importance of the
Israeli School and will make sure that its students continue
to have fun, smile and read Hebrew.
With Regards,
Orly Yaniv

In the past, when the entire Israeli School was all under
one roof, every Saturday morning all the students from all
the singing of the “Hatikva.”
With the older children in the higher classes, we often made
sure that in addition to their learning, we included discussions

1985
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Tributes
By Channa Commanday

Individually, we are one
drop. Together, we are an
ocean” Ryunosuke Satoro
Shelanu

Centennial Celebration

The Editor expresses sincere gratitude to the editorial
staff of this special issue: Abigail Krystall, Barbara
Steenstrup, Mike Eldon and Erez Moshe . Tamar Sharon,
Zira Canada and Hani Ben Menachem assisted with
interviews. We also salute the numerous authors and
their generous contributions to this issue. Each one of
you has given us something special and lasting.

Rina Attias:
At the helm of the event planning, organizing and
implementing is the inimitable Rina Attias who has
corralled, cajoled and coordinated everyone involved in
almost every aspect of the celebrations. Her creativity,
skills, immense energy and love is apparent throughout.
Entertainers, donors, tickets, designs, invitations, ideas,
logistics and even this issue – we come together under her
magic vision. We recognize her original committee for the
wonderful core planning: Ashley Myers and Mark Somen.

Renovations
Thanks to the immense contributions in time, creative
talent and funding from very dedicated members,
the Synagogue and Vermont Hall are being renovated
beautifully and in time for their next 100 years!
Hanna and Josef Schwartzman:
Hanna is a creative force behind the beauty of the
interior synagogue. With Josef’s support they painted
the synagogue, refurbished the Aron ha-kodesh (the

Hanna Schwartzman and Ashley Myers:
Together with Ashley, Hanna is the hostess of the party.
Hanna has planned the menu, managed the caterers and
the logistics of the festivities.
The renovations and celebrations would not be possible
without funding and in-kind donations, and for this we
thank with sincere appreciation:

synagogue and The Vermont Hall.
Moshe and Margot Noiman:
Their design and craftmanship in the painting and
mouldings of the bima and the foyer of the synagogue,
the façade of Vermont Hall and the apartment
demonstrate the Noimans brilliant creative skills and
love.
Charles Szlapak:
Responsible for planning and coordination, Charles has
kept track of the renovation process and accounting.
Vaizman and Ester Aharoni:
In Charles’ absence, they have kept the renovation
going smoothly.
Adinah Zola:
She is a master of detail, tireless and exuberant in
coordination and communications.
Doron Oz:
Production- Doron has made big changes happen.
Aggrey Mucheni:
Production and supervision- with his dedication and
gentle spirit, everyone works hard and well.

Casino Malindi

H. Young & Co. (EA)
KenolKobil
Skyship Company – balloon safari

Amiran Kenya
Solel Boneh International
Dina & Israel Segman

And for all of you whom I neglected to mention, our
apologies and our gratitude are heartfelt.
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Stained glass windows of the 12 Tribes of Israel
adorn the lateral transoms of the synagogue
Joseph:

In memory of
Joseph Goldberger
by the Goldberger and
Glozer Families

Zevulun:

Presented by Aron,
Jacob & Miriam Abbema
with love from their
parents Mark and
Eliana Abbema

Judah:

Naftali:

In memory of Bechor
and Sarah Aharoni, &
Isaac and Lina Danon
by Vaizman and
Ester Aharoni

Reuben:

In memory of Sabina &
Arnold Lustman by Heini,
Ada & Gila Lustman

In memory of
their fathers Dr. Norman
Silverstein & Maurice
R. Commanday by
Dr. David Silverstein
& Channa Commanday

Dan:

In memory of Ida &
Nahum Ginzburg, &
Gratzia and Moshe Oved
by their children &
grandchildren

Asher:

Levi:

In memory of Estelle &
Henry Gordon, & Harriet &
David Steinhart in memory
of their parents by Bunnie &
Arnie Gordon

Benjamin:

In memory of Hela & Igal (Nagi)
Chitayat (Moran) and Aviva &
David (Zoli) Ben-Or by their
children & grandchildren
Shaul, Judy, Gil, Eyal and Ori Moran

Issachar:

by Evan Bloom

In memory of
the departed members
of their families by
Zeev & Yaffa Amit

Gad:

In memory of Ovadia Segman
by Dina, Yaela, Matan, Maayan,
Uri & Israel Segman

Simeon:

In memory of Cecil
H. Goldberg
by Joan Goldberg

Editorial Note
We would like to thank everyone who has contacted
us with comments about possible omissions,
mistakes, inconsistencies, and typographical errors
in the Special Commemorative Issue of Shelanu, as
well as those of you who have offered praise.
editorial committee and submissions by interested
persons. This remains a charitable labour of love
and is not expected to represent all the views, ideas
and styles of the diverse community that is Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation.

(i) Ommissions in Text
As Dr. Silverstein said in his tributes, “If we did not have a minyan we would not have a synagogue”.
We gratefully acknowledge all the regular members of the minyan and encourage all others to join.

Stalwart Member of the
Minyan - Nehemia Abraham
By Channa Commanday

Nonetheless, any omissions, typos and inconsistent
applications are in error. We apologize for these.
Corrections to this issue have been organized into
three categories in an effort to group like changes
together:

I.
II.
III.

Omissions in Text
Errors in Text
Tributes

With Sincere Apologies,

The Editorial Committee

The Most Moving
Moment - 1967
By Mike Somen
The most moving moment in the synagogue for me was when
we held a special service for Israel’s success in the Six Day War.

Embassy rushed in and gave a note to the Israeli Ambassador.
The ambassador went up to the bima and interrupted the
services to announce that Jerusalem had been recaptured.
I have no idea who else had tears in his or her eyes, but I do
remember the high emotion that my family and I felt at that
wonderful historical moment.

N

ehemia’s religious devotion is deeply
rooted in his family’s observance.
His father, Eliyau, was very religious
and a Torah reader, as was his
grandfather.
Nehemia’s family
came from Cochin, India renowned for learned and
observant Jews. His father was a primary school
teacher and left Cochin to make aliyah in 1950.
Nehemia was born shortly after. In their small
settlement outside Haifa his father taught Nehemia
from the age of six lehning (chanting the Torah),
reading, writing, and praying in Hebrew. Nehemia’s
father died in 1977.
Nehemia studied at an agricultural college prior
to his army service and, afterwards, went back
to college to specialize in horticulture. Nehemia
married a girl from India, Esther. Her family made
aliyah in 1962 when Esther was 5 years old.
Nehemia and Esther have one daughter, Ravid.
Esther and Ravid joined Nehemia in Kenya for two
years, 1997- 1999, and Ravid attended the Israeli
School. In Israel now, Esther is in sales marketing
and Ravid is a student with a double major in
psychology and education.
Nehemia has been in Africa for over 20 years,
starting with an Israeli company in Zambia. That
experience planted a desire in him to return to
Africa. In 1993, Nehemia came to Kenya to work for
the Israeli company, Sunrose Nurseries. He stays
because he likes the continent and its people very
much.

In the Kehillah, Nehemia never hesitates to help
however he can. When returning from Israel he is
often laden with items requested by the community
coordinator, and the synagogue is often adorned with
his beautiful roses.
Most impressively, Nehemia has been a stalwart
member of the minyan since his arrival. He reads
the Torah every Shabbat and advises with Vaizman
Aharoni on religious affairs. Vaizman says, “Nehemia
is the best Torah reader that we have had in the last
40 years of the synagogue, and possibly the past 100
years”. And the synagogue congregants are the lucky
recipients of his lehning.

AFJIK and the Gordons

Memory of a
Major Event

By Channa Commanday

T

organization in America, AFJIK, American
Friends Of Judaism In Kenya, Ltd. AFJIK
was founded by Arnie and Bunnie Gordon
and incorporated in March of 1992. Arnie,
being a “tax” man, thought it would be a good idea to
wishing to contribute to the NHC would get a tax
deduction as well.
From its Articles of Incorporation: “The purpose for
which the corporation is formed is to provide funds and
other support for the propagation and preservation of
the Jewish faith in Kenya, including support to activities
of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation, which activities
this Corporation in its discretion may deem worthy
of such support.” AFJIK donors have contributed
thousands of dollars to support programs, facilities,
ministerial and cantorial services, religious supplies
and books and for special undertakings, such as the
renovation of Kenyatta National Hospital.
Arnie and Bunnie came to Kenya in January of 1990. At

By Dr. David Silverstein

the ground “running” in January of 1990. The Gordons
won a contract in Egypt to do much the same kind of
tax work.
Bunnie says, “The Jewish community in Nairobi
wrapped their arms around us, took us in, and made us
feel as if we were an important part of their family. This
was so memorable to us because we were separated
from all of our loved ones. Rachel and Charles Szlapak
invited us into their homes, introduced us to their family
and friends, and forged a close friendship that remains
strong today, despite the distance that separates us.
And the Synagogue and the Vermont Hall became our
home away from home, where we enjoyed the holidays,
socialized with new friends, put on skits, cooked in the

January 1991, during the Gulf War, the Iraqi’s launched
SCUD missiles into Israel. We held a special evening to
pray and to raise money for Israel. Everyone, including
our local African worshippers donated generously.

(a)

Max Kadosh generously designed, installed and
maintains our internal and perimeter security.

(b)

Yaakov Adler is appreciated for our garden
landscaping.

(c)

Gad Zeevi is remembered for his numerous
sponsorships and contributions to the
community.

folk dance.”
Bunnie adds that creating Shelanu “was also a
memorable moment in time for Michele Sumka, Rina
Attias, and me. We always worked against a deadline,
and always waited with baited breath to see the proofs”.
The Gordons return from time-to-time to Kenya as
family, as if they never left.

we see them elsewhere.
(b)

The Rabbs have three children: Geraldine

(ii) Errors in Text

Messages
Cemetery Visiting Hours:

For safety reasons we

Editor’s Note: The original printing of the messages submitted by members was unfortunately

when NHC staff will be working at the cemetery.

Maya & Alex Trachtenberg
They Said it was Impossible: last paragraph should be
attributed in quotes to Barbara Steenstrup.

(a)

Three Generations in our Shul: is authored
by Vera Somen

(b)

The Somens and the Kehilla: is authored by
Mike Somen

prosperity in Kenya with God’s guidance.

Chris Lustman

Israeli Ambassador to Kenya 2007-2011-Editor’s Note:
to the article about Ambassador and Mrs. Keidar. The
remainder, from “Tikva”, belongs to the preceding
article about Ambassador and Mrs. Seri.

Congratulations

I am praying for the success and happiness
of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation and all
of its members.

Szlapaks

Abigail Krystall

Szlapak and grandchildren, Aron, Jacob, Miriam,
Arella and Toby wish all their friends and
members of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation,
A Happy, Healthy and peaceful 5773.

To family
Wishing blessings for Adam and Hava, Nadav
Sirley in U.K. I am remembering when Adam,

2006-2010.

“100 years” of memories and 100 years of life...

for at least 4 years when they were living in
Nairobi. All three celebrated their bar mitzvahs
in the present synagogue, as did my brother.
And in memory of my parents, Bronislaw Sirley
and were part of the community in the First
Synagogue (1912-1954) until it was replaced by
the present Synagogue in 1954.

From Adinah Zola

Charles Szlapak, Eliana and Mark Abbema,

From Bunnie and Arnie Gordon and family:
On this very special occassion of the centenary
celebration of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
Synagogue, we want to wish all of you a hearty
Mazel Tov. Sorry we can’t be there in person to
celebrate this auspicious event, but as always
you are in our thoughts and prayers. Since 1990
the NHC and its membership has held a special
place in our hearts.
All our Love,

Gordon and Jessica Gordon Hispiche

To Council
All Good Wishes for the New Year and well over the
fast to all the Council Members:

AHARONI, VERA SOMEN, MIKE SOMEN, MARK
SOMEN, ASHLEY MYERS, ABIGAIL KRYSTALL,

centennial celebration you are celebrating your
birthday,
We wish you happy birthday, may all your wishes
come true health and happiness surround you stay
young in heart and soul and a lot of love. Love you

Rina and Orly

ITZIK HAREL, STEVE STAV, and MAGGIE JONSSON
the Kehilla in Nairobi and 100 years of a Synagogue
in Nairobi.

From Adinah Zola
New Years Greeting
For the beginning of a new year, 2012 I wish us
all, a happy and successful year, our best wishes
peace, of understanding and wisdom, of friendship
and closeness, of joy and light, of giving and
forgiveness. A year of wholesome beginnings and
pleasant surprises A year of peace and security
ALBERT and RINA ATTIAS
ROSH KEHILLA NAIROBI HEBREW CONGREGATION

With very best wishes for a Shana Tovah to all
members of the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation.
From

Ashley, Maxine, Emma, Sasha and Talia
Myers
Eric and Nani wish the members of the Community
a very Happy New Year and a healthy and peaceful
year

Eric Krystall and Nani Croze
I am happy that we reached 100 and hope we will
reach many, many more 100s; and that we will
never see the end of this wonderful community.

Maggie Jonsson

Barbara Steenstrup

To Charles Szlapak and the NHC,

NEW YEAR GREETINGS 2012/5773

We celebrated the High Holidays with the NHC
during our honeymoon in Africa in September
2006/Tishrei 5767. We will always remember the
warmth and friendliness of the community and
how spiritually moving it was to pray together as
one people. Mazel Tov on this marvelous milestone.
We eagerly look forward to being with you again in
the future.

The family of Niels, Alan and Barbara Steenstrup in
the US, Costa Rica and Kenya wish all in the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation and friends of the NHC
leshana tova ticatevu and Happy New Year.
We celebrate New Year and the Centennial of
our synagogue together and remind ourselves
that we are ONE COMMUNITY wherever we were
born, whatever language we speak at home and
however we have been brought together.

the staff of the Embassy of Israel in Nairobi,
would like to congratulate the Nairobi
Hebrew Congregation on the occasion of
the centennial celebrations for the Nairobi
Synagogue. May it continue to thrive and
prosper along with the community for many
years to come!

As a member of the Council, I am sure I am speaking
for us all in expressing our deep appreciation and
admiration for Mark Somen who has been a very
important member of our Council from September
2011.
Mark has chaired the Social and Cultural Committee
and has put in a great effort to make sure that the
activities of this committee have been of the highest
standards. Indeed they have all been very successful.
Mark has impressed all of us by his willingness to
join the Council when we met with the younger
members and requested their participation. Once
he committed himself he indeed put in a maximal
effort.
Mark has demonstrated that his talents and skills go
beyond his profession which we noted as a singer,
organizer, athlete and his great warmth and humility
as a person.
Mark is the third generation from the Somen family
to be in our community and we were all delighted
as well as impressed with his daughter Kayla’s
performance at her Bat Mitzvah, representing the
4th Somen generation with NHC.
With involvement of the new generation of
homebred talent such as Mark Somen, we can be
hopeful that the reins of leadership can be passed
on to sustain the NHC into the next centennial.
We wish Mark great success in his next job in the US
and we look forward to his return to Nairobi where
he will be greeted with open arms both at NHC and
on the Council.

Wedding Anniversary to Channa Commanday &

Wishing you continued growth and renewal,

Lisa and Sam Lehr
To the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation

Ambassador Gil Haskel
and the Israel Embassy

VOTE OF APPRECIATION GIVEN TO MARK SOMEN
AT THE 6TH COUNCIL MEETING (2011-2012)
THE VERMONT HALL – July 1st, 2012

Congratulations on the centennial celebrations of
the synagogue

Myra & Adi Vinner
We would like to take this opportunity to
remember our children who were brought up in
Kenya: Irit Namatina and her husband Michael
(California), Mati and his wife, Iris (St. Kitts).
We wish them and our special grandchildren,
(twins), Chag Sameach and all good things for
5773 and forever more wherever they are in the
world.

Although the great love in marriage began in the
past The sweet taste never ends Wish you many
more good years. And joy and fun of being together
Lots of happiness and satisfaction in marriage,Wake
up every morning with a smile, And you feel your
love is only growing day by day.
Love you

Rina and Albert Attias

The management and staff of Amiran Kenya Ltd
Congratulate
The Nairobi Hebrew Congregation on the occasion of
the Centennial Celebrations of the Jewish Synagogue
in Nairobi.
May you grow from strength to strength,
SHANA TOVA

To Charles Szlapak and the NHC,
NEW YEAR GREETINGS 2012/5773
and Nahum, Josh, Aaron and Jeremy wish all the
Nairobi Hebrew Congregation and their families a
Happy, Healthy and Smoke-free New Year.
L’Shana Tova Tikateivu V’Tikatemu
Leshanah tovah tikateiv v’teichateim—May you be
inscribed for a good year!

Ester and Vaizman Aharoni
We Mr & Mrs. Joseph Schwartzman wishes to
convey out best wishes to the Jewish Community
on the occassion of centenary celebration of the
synagogue.
We extend our congratulations to all and wish
you success in your endevours!

We celebrated the High Holidays with the NHC during our
honeymoon in Africa in September 2006/Tishrei 5767.
We will always remember the warmth and friendliness
of the community and how spiritually moving it was to
pray together as one people. Mazel Tov on this marvelous
milestone. We eagerly look forward to being with you
again in the future.
Wishing you continued growth and renewal,

Lisa and Sam Lehr

To the Nairobi Hebrew Congregation
You were our home for eighteen years. Years where
we raised our children. And thanks to the many
community activities both social and religious.
We managed to preserve the traditional Israeli
I had the privilege to meet you, good and wonderful
people who are always willing to help in every way
Shaul and I want to bless all of you and wish you
many years of Activity, Action, helping others and
of course continuous celebration.
Have a Happy and joyous New Year and that it may
never end

Judy and Shaul Moran

Shana Tova!
At this important historical occasion of the centenary
of our beautiful Synagogue in Nairobi, we have the
honour on behalf of all the Moshe Family to extend to
the members of the community years of good health,

of Israel and all the Jewish communities around the
world, many years of peace and security, health and
prosperity.
Rivka and I arrived in Kenya as a young couple in 1960

Elizabeth Narrowe
I would like to thank the community for making us
feel very at home during our years in Kenya. We
have now returned to Sweden but I have managed
to be back in Kenya each year since we left. And
each time I am back, I meet my friends that I made
from the community and who will always be my
friends in Kenya. Through them, I also hear what is
going on in the community.

with two small children for a “short” period. We fell in
love with Kenya, its people and its pleasant weather…
and Nairobi’s Synagogue in which we experienced
many smachot. We were welcomed by the wonderful
people within the Jewish community with warmth
and love…we wish to thank them deeply.
We wish to say thank you to the Republic of Kenya for
the honour to allow us to contribute to the building and
development of Kenya. May Kenya and all its people
experience years of peace and prosperity.
From all of us - Moshe Family
Shana Tova, Joseph and Rivka Moshe

On behalf of all of the donors who have
contributed to The American Friends of Judaism
in Kenya (AFJIK) we salute the Nairobi Hebrew
Congregation Synagogue on its 100th anniversary.
As the American fundraising arm for the
congregation we are proud to have supported NHC
programs since 1993.
Bunnie Gordon, Treasurer
AFJIK
7 Minuteman Court
ndovu93@aol.com

possible to create an alternative that would better
suit us, but I was the one to back down, as I didn’t
have time to make the effort for it to work. But I
do appreciate the offer and I think it shows the
community´s openness and willingness to support
Jews who happen to be in Kenya for a few years.
Mazal tov for the centennial and good luck in the
future.

Lehitraot meshvedia,

I have a different view on Judaism than the
community, but even so, I always felt at home.
The leadership of the community tried to make it

(iii) Tributes
U Swiss Air

Centennial Celebration:

U Air Kenya

Ashley Myers has given additional support for the
logistics and the program for the festivities.

U Country Lodge Hotel

Gilad Millo for helping backstage.

U Adi and Myra Vinner

Yaakov Maimon, Nehemiah ben Avraham, and
Schmulik ben Arush

U Alex and Maya Trachtenburg

Funding:

U Tribe Hotel
U Joseph Schwartzman

U Israel and Dina Segman

U Classic Mouldings
U Amiran
U Casino Malindi

Please note: For any community members
who feel that we have missed or omitted
anything please support us by contributing
your ideas, articles and materials for future
Shelanu’s.
With sincere wishes for a Shana Tova,

Shelanu editorial staff:

U H. Young
U Solel Boneh International

For all of you whom we neglected to
mention, our gratitude is heartfelt.

Albert and Rina Attias: Their leadership and major
role in raising donations, supervising preparations
and activities, and support of the changes that
bring us into our new century is acknowledged with
grace.

Channa Commanday, Editor

