
CANDLE LIGHTING TIMES 

IQALUIT 7:07

MONTREAL 7:04

OTTAWA 7:13

TORONTO 7:26

WINNIPEG 7:43

YELLOWKNIFE 8:09

VANCOUVER 7:26

WHITEHORSE 8:28

WWW.THECJN.CA

Jewish homebuyers get a credit union in Toronto                page 2

The journey to Winnipeg by a widow from Ukraine                page 2

Rabbi Tina Grimberg reflects on childhood in Kyiv                 page 4

Obituary: Montreal philanthropist Leila Paperman                page 7

The uncertain playing of the new mahjong cards                 page 8

APRIL 1, 2022 / 29 ADAR II 5782WEEKLY PRINTABLE EDITION

WELCOME TO THE 15TH EDITION  
OF OUR PRINTABLE WEEKLY DIGEST.  
TELL US WHAT YOU THINK: INFO@THECJN.CA 

Julia  
Koschitsky  
(1943-2022)   

tribute / page 5



2 |  THECJN.CA

A new credit union 
for Toronto’s Jewish 
community is planning 
to help first-time 
homebuyers secure a 
mortgage
/ Lila Sarick  
 

The first credit union approved by provincial regulators in 
over a decade is the first one to focus on the Jewish com-

munity—especially its growing need for accessible mortgages.
Lighthouse Credit Union will provide many of the same ser-

vices as a traditional bank, but its priority will be to help first-
time buyers in Toronto’s competitive and pricey housing mar-
ket, said Harley Gold, chairman of the credit union board and 
partner and managing director at Peakhill Capital.

The credit union will open sometime in April or May, and 
will be online at first.  A physical branch is expected to open in 
about a year.

Home prices are an especially serious concern in Toronto’s 
Orthodox community, where families need to live walking dis-
tance from a synagogue. Several observant friends of Gold’s 
have moved to Lakewood, N.J., where a house costs consider-
ably less by comparison.

“If you’re very wealthy, there’s places you can live in Toron-
to, but if you’re not, there’s a lot of challenges,” Gold said in an 
interview with The CJN. “It’s not going to solve every problem 
with housing, but it will help people stay here and get them into 
housing.”

The average cost of home in Lakewood is US$469,000, accord-
ing to online realty company Zillow.com. But in Toronto, the av-
erage cost of a detached home was $2 million, according to the 
Toronto Regional Real Estate Board.

Credit unions, a concept better known in Western Canada 
than in Ontario, are non-profit institutions. (One of the first 
credit unions in the country was established in Saskatchewan 
to help Jews buy farm land in the Prairies.)

Unlike banks, which are overseen by federal regulations, credit 
unions are a provincial responsibility and have more leeway in 
approving loans.

They can offer mortgages for 80 to 85 percent of the house’s 
value, compared to 75 percent offered by the banks, at similar 
rates. Credit unions also have broader criteria for who can be a 
guarantor of the loan.

Savings come from the fact that credit unions have fewer 
branches and much lower marketing costs than the banks. A 
brick-and-mortar branch of Lighthouse won’t open for about a 
year, and it will be located in the Bathurst Street and Lawrence 
Avenue area. Plans are for a second branch to eventually open 
in Thornhill.

Lighthouse expects to donate between 10 and 20 percent of its 

profits to local charities, Gold said.
The credit union will also offer lines of credit to communal 

institutions such as synagogues and day schools, which have 
found it more difficult to obtain credit at banks.

A feasibility study conducted by an independent consultant, 
found that just over half (54 percent) of respondents believed 
it was important for their bank to understand “Jewish-specific 
needs,” which included automated donations to charities, pay-
ment plans for day school tuition, and lower exchange rates for 
Israeli currency.

About 80 percent of respondents practiced ma’aser, donating 
one-tenth of their income to charity.

The feasibility study set a goal of about 20,000 members. Gold 
expects the credit union will eventually have 10,000 to 15,000 
members. The average deposit at a credit union is around 
$40,00, but Gold expects accounts at Lighthouse will be larger. 
Deposits are insured by the Deposit Insurance Corporation of 
Ontario up to $250,000.

The project is funded by $15 million in initial equity, with in-
vestors contributing not more than 5 percent each.

Eventually the credit union will also provide programs on fi-
nancial literacy, Gold said, noting some in the more Orthodox 
community do not have RRSPs or RESPs.

While the new credit union will probably attract the more re-
ligious community, it is open to everyone in the Toronto area. 
Board members come from the Orthodox and liberal sectors of 
the Jewish community, as well as non-Jews. n

Lila Sarick is news editor of The CJN.

How Winnipeg’s Jewish 
community welcomed 
this Ukrainian refugee 
after her escape from the 
Russian invasion
/ Ellin Bessner

A fter surviving Russian bombs and a 1,000-kilometre jour-
ney to safety, a widowed Ukrainian refugee with ties to the 

Jewish community has arrived safely in Winnipeg.
Valentyna Agapova reached Canada on March 8, where her 

worried family lives. They had been frantically begging her to 
leave Ukraine once the Russian invasion began on Feb. 24.

“We started to ask her to leave on the first day, but she said, 
‘No, I’m not leaving, I’ll be here. Everything is fine’,” said her 
daughter-in-law Yelena Agapov, in an interview with The CJN 
Daily podcast on March 20.

Her mother-in-law lived in the Zaporizhzhya region, where 
she worked as a hairdresser.

That area in southeastern Ukraine is the site of Europe’s larg-
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est nuclear power plant. It came under attack early in the war. 
While some of the local residents formed a human blockade to 
try to stop the Russian advance, Agapova spent four days living 
in a bomb shelter.

“It was super patriotic. They were fighting for their children 
and their grandchildren’s lives and they went out at their own 
risk without any thought of the repercussions that they might 
suffer,” Agapova said, through a translator.

But when the plant was bombed, and one of the buildings 
caught fire, that clinched it.

“Then she was scared, and the next morning, she left for the 
train station at 7 a.m.,” said her daughter-in-law.

Pushed and beaten at the train station
Valentyna left behind her apartment, and her job as a hairstylist 
at a local salon. A twin brother and older sister and their extend-
ed families all remain in Ukraine.

On March 5, taking only what she could carry in one backpack, 
Valentyna made her way to the train station, hoping to grab 
a free seat on a train going to safety in the western part of the 
country.

“There were thousands of people and she sent me some pic-
tures of the line to get to the train,” Yelena said, picking up the 
story. Her mother-in-law missed the first two trains. She was 
out there for six hours.

“There were thousands of people on the platform trying to get 
on the train,” Valentyna recalled, explaining that everybody was 
pushing and shoving.

However, they were only allowing women with children to 
board, so wherever there was an individual, like her, they were 
pushed away.

“I was beaten. They pulled my hair to pull me back so that I 
wouldn’t get on the train,” Agapova recalled.

It was not the Ukrainian railway officers who were manhandling 
her. These were civilians: the husbands of the women with children.

“I still can’t believe that I made it through to get on,” she said.
Once on board, the crowding on the trains was unbelievable. 

She estimates there were two hundred and fifty passengers in a 
wagon built to seat fifty people. And there was no food or snacks 
to be had. The railway provided only hot water.

However, because she had no container of her own to drink 
from, Valentyna waited until another refugee had finished their 
drink, and borrowed the dirty cup, despite COVID.

“I didn’t even think about that. There was so much going on. I 
didn’t even think about the pandemic,” she acknowledged.

The train journey to Lviv took about 30 hours, a trip which usu-
ally takes 24. She believes the train had to stop often and take 
detours to avoid Russian forces.

When they arrived in Lviv, volunteers gave them one sausage 
and tea. They boarded free buses that brought them further 
west, close to the border with Poland. It was already evening 
when the buses arrived. They were told they needed to wait un-
til morning, when another bus would come and take them the 
rest of the way.

Valentyna said she and about 100 other refugees were provid-
ed with blankets, and brought to a warehouse, where they were 
told they could sleep on the floor. But around midnight, they 
heard bombing very near, and some of the travellers decided 
not to wait.

“Some people started walking at midnight, and I also left at 3 
o’clock in the morning, by foot.”

It was cold.
Someone had set up barrels along the way, packed with burn-

ing firewood, to light the path and to provide a bit of warmth. 
Valentyna carried only her backpack, but she saw cars headed 
west carrying people and their suitcases.

Kindness of volunteers
Once she arrived at the Rava Ruska border crossing between 
Ukraine and Poland, she was processed, and was able to trav-
el into Poland, to her destination: the Warsaw airport. Despite 
not speaking the language or knowing where to go, Valentyna is 
thankful for the kindness of strangers.

“The Polish people were so kind and so warm and so welcoming 
and they were ready to just bring you into their homes,” she said.

Valentyna booked a flight to Canada on LOT, the Polish na-
tional airline. But the only plane with any seats left was to To-
ronto. She took it, but was forced to pay for it in cash, as the tick-
et agent told her they could not accept her daughter-in-law’s 
credit card number over the phone.

A Polish girl volunteered to drive Valentyna to a nearby airport 
hotel.

Once Valentyna landed in Toronto, she had to find her way 
through the maze of Pearson International Airport. She again 
marvels at people who helped her to find the right location for 
the airport shuttle to her hotel, where she would wait for her 
flight to Winnipeg the next day, March 9.

“A couple of gentlemen were standing at the pillar, so I showed 
them on my phone where I needed to go,” Valentyna said. “And 
one of the men said, ‘I’m keeping an eye on you and you keep 
an eye on me, and we’ll make sure that you get on the right bus.’”

During Valentyna’s day-long layover, she had an emotional en-
counter that she will never forget with a Canadian couple who 
were themselves heading to Saskatchewan.

Not only did the woman arrange to print Valentyna’s board-
ing pass, and accompany her to her room, but she then pressed 
$220 into the Ukrainian refugee’s hands.

“She was crying,” Valentyna said, adding that she only learned 
the woman’s first name and an email address. It was someone 
called Susan who was travelling with her husband.

The Winnipeg family tried to email the Good Samaritan back 
and repay the money, but instead, they received a second do-
nation from her.

“From the airport in Toronto, my mother-in-law told us with 
joy how she’s been treated and what was going on, and I told 
her to get used to it, because that’s what it’s like here in Canada,” 
Yelena said.

The younger woman’s own experience with a Canadian wel-
come dates back to 2016, when she was in contact with the Jew-
ish Federation of Winnipeg’s outreach program for new immi-
grants, called GrowWinnipeg. The program works with Jewish 
or Jewish-identifying families who want to build better lives in 
Canada. They bring them in as new immigrants from places 
where Jewish life is difficult or dangerous, including Argentina, 
Turkey, and Brazil. That has included 65 families with Ukrainian 
heritage, including some like Yelena’s who came first, via Israel.

Yelena traces her Jewish heritage back to her Ukrainian grand-
father. That qualified her to join thousands of Ukrainians mak-
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ing aliyah to Israel in 1998. She lived in Israel with her husband 
Denis, who is Valentyna’s son, and their own two children, a 
daughter and a son.

The family immigrated to Winnipeg in 2017, although their 
daughter went back to Israel to complete her service in the Israel 
Defence Force (IDF). Now 24, she has recently married an Israeli 
and the couple lives in Winnipeg. Yelena’s son attended a Jewish 
summer camp in Winnipeg during his first summer in Canada.

The Winnipeg Jewish community did not play a role in helping 
his grandmother get to Canada from Ukraine. According to the 
family, Valentyna was able to travel using a Canadian visitor’s 
visa dating back from her 2019 visit. She had come to see her 
son and his family settling into their new lives in the city.

And while Valentyna herself is not Jewish, the Jewish Feder-
ation of Winnipeg featured her last week in a Facebook post 
known as Welcome Wednesdays.

“It is our duty to provide a safe haven or safe passage today, 
without focusing on religion or immigration requirements,” 
said Gustavo Zentner, the president of the Federation. He point-
ed out that he, too, is an immigrant who moved to Canada 25 
years ago.

While most of the newcomers use the Winnipeg program to 
get to Canada where they build richer Jewish lives and improve 
their financial situation, the Jewish community is preparing for 
any Ukrainian refugees who want to come to Winnipeg because 
of the war.

“Unfortunately, we have not seen big numbers from Ukraine 
as we thought,” said Zentner.

In the meantime, the Jewish community launched an appeal 
for donations that will send money to the Joint Distribution 
Committee and the Jewish Agency for Israel already working on 
the ground in Poland.  As of last week, $155,000 was raised.

Valentyna’s family had to pay for private medical coverage for 
her until her paperwork is processed. The two-time cancer sur-
vivor is healthy now, her daughter-in-law said, and suffered no 
serious health problems during her escape.

According to the Jewish Federation’s Zentner, health coverage 
should be provided immediately to Ukrainian refugees by the 
provincial government.

“Part of the next effort that I’m going to be leading is to ensure 
that the government provides the basic needs during their stay,” 
he said.

While the Canadian government is permitting Ukrainian ref-
ugees to stay here for up to three years temporarily, Valentyna 
Agapova has decided she is not going to go back home once the 
war ends.

“It’s not even a thought in my mind. My loved ones are here. 
I hit the jackpot!” she said, as she hugged her daughter-in-law, 
then wiped away tears. “The fact that I can feel her is a miracle.”

Valentyna had her first taste of living in a war zone back in 
2014, when Russia annexed Crimea, although ironically she was 
not in the country at the time. Instead, she was visiting her fam-
ily in Israel. But she was running to shelters that same summer, 
when the Jewish state was fighting a war against Hamas in Gaza, 
called Operation Protective Edge. Now, having lived through 
war for the second time, Valentyna is ready for peace and quiet.

On Tuesday, Valentyna was released from her two-week long 
quarantine, and can start discovering the city. She has now be-
gun her first formal English lessons with a group.

Her grandson is also helping by trying to teach her simple 
words.

Next, the family hopes Valentyna’s application to be consid-
ered as a skilled worker will be approved, although they aren’t 
sure how long that will take. Back home, she was a hairdress-
er, and said she travelled to styling competitions in Russia and 
elsewhere.

She remains grateful for all the volunteers who helped her 
make it to Canada, and to the Jewish community for welcoming 
her to Winnipeg.

“I didn’t expect such attention and such kind warmth from 
the community in the same way that I didn’t expect it from the 
woman at the airport,” Valentyna said. n

Ukraine on my mind: 
Tina Grimberg, who’s 
now a rabbi in Toronto, 
reflects on growing up in 
Kyiv

In my childhood memory I lean into her full Ukrainian breast. 
I play with Raya Golub’s necklace. It is made of amber, a stone 

of an ancient sap that captured in its tear—a twig, a leaf, an insect 
and even me. In the last four weeks of this ugly war (and all wars 
are ugly) I have been asked to speak about Ukraine. I am not an 
expert in Ukrainian history, politics, economics or a scholar of 
Ukraine culture and literature. I am a Jew, who along with 50,000 
other Jews, ran for freedom from Soviet Ukraine in 1979.

I have profound, etched memories of antisemitism, and the 
shame of being a Jew. I remember my ignorance and whispers 
of Yiddish phrases in my house growing up. I remember a scene 
on the bus when my grandmother switched into Yiddish when 
she saw an old neighbour. And I was mortified when a Ukrainian 
woman yelled “go to Israel if you want to speak Jewish.”

But for every painful memory I have of my life in Kyiv, I have 
hundreds of beautiful, soulful and sustaining ones of the warmth 
of my upbringing, my home and its people; Jews, Ukrainians and 
Russians who lived shoulder to shoulder in the city of my birth, 
Kyiv.

I am that creature that speaks to you from the amber sap. I 
am captured there, but my dreams and wonderful life in North 
American democracy, allow me to look back with generosity and 
depth of spirit.

I recall her legs that resemble two large pillars in front of the 
stove. Her wide hips move softly from place to place as she mixes 
and stirs a huge pot of soup and sharkoe (meat stew). She makes 
lunch for 70 or so hungry little souls who spend their long days in 
the childcare.

Raya Golub was the cook in the early childhood centre where I 
spent my days. I was taken there when I was six months old where 
my mother worked as an early childhood educator. My mother 



5 |  THECJN.CA

and Raya were good friends. They spoke Ukrainian. When it is 
time for us to leave Kyiv in the spring of 1979, Raya comes to our 
empty apartment and holds my mother for a long time as the two 
women say goodbye.

After that, from the New World, my mother will send Raya mon-
ey every Ukrainian Christmas. They write to one another—about 
children, high blood pressure and varicose veins. After my moth-
er’s death, my father makes the painful phone call to Raya, who 
cries and takes sweet breads to her Ukrainian church and lights a 
candle for my mother.

In 2013, a group of 20 members from our Toronto Reconstruc-
tionist synagogue, Darchei Noam, travelled with me to Russia 
and Ukraine. We visited Jewish sites, museums galleries and 
monuments. We cried together at Babi Yar, we walked the streets 
where my mother and father fell in love and where my grand-
mother taught me to love theatre and ballet.

Since Perestroika, Jewish institutions have begun to spring up 
throughout Ukraine—schools, Jewish cultural centres, syna-
gogues and soup kitchens. Hidden Jews were finally able to ask 
about what it meant to be a Jew. Ukraine was a new democracy. I 
liked what I saw. I did not try to speak Jewish in public, however, 
I did ask for directions to Brodsky synagogue in the centre of Kyiv.

The building, beautifully reconstructed and housing a kosher 
restaurant, was reclaimed as a synagogue after serving for years as 
a Soviet children’s theatre. Facing the building to my left, a monu-
ment of Sholem Aleichem stood both modest and proud. There I 
unabashedly and confidently taught about him and other brilliant 
Jewish storytellers like the Baal Shem Tov and Nachum of Bratslav.

Our Ashkenazi Jewish culture is profoundly influenced by 
Ukrainian culture, music, kitchen and language. We have ab-
sorbed, developed and tailored it to our Jewish soul. It is impos-
sible for me to tease out my Jewish identity from my Ukrainian 
experience, my life of being Kyivlynka (a girl from Kyiv).

In 1991, Ukraine proclaimed its independence and became an 
aspiring and inspiring democracy. Who would ever have thought 
that a Jewish boy who grew up in a Russian-speaking household 
would lift the hearts of others with his humour and wit and would 
make the finest Ukrainian president?  At a recent UJA gathering, 
Alexandra Chyczij,  president of the Ukrainian Canadian Con-
gress,  said to hundreds of Jews “Thank you for giving us President 
Zelenskyy.”

It would have been interesting to see what Nikolai Gogol, fa-
mous Ukrainian writer well known for his antisemitism, who 
nonetheless inspired Sholem Aleichem’s writing, and the woman 
on the bus who insulted my grandmother would say?

What I know is this: Israel is the first country to set up a field 
hospital in Ukraine and UJA Federation of Toronto is working 
tirelessly on the refugee efforts at the Ukrainian-Polish border. 
JIAS is gearing up to receive and assist thousands of homeless, 
desperate Ukrainian people.

As a Jew from Kyiv, I cannot separate myself from the Ukrainian 
reality. Not in the past and not today. When the bombs fall, they 
fall on Jews and Ukrainians alike. n

Tina Grimberg was born in Kyiv, Ukraine, and moved to 
the United States when she was 16. She has been the rab-
bi at Toronto’s Darchei Noam Congregation since 2002, 
Her book, Out of Line: Growing up Soviet, was published in 
2007.

Julia Koschitzky 
remembered by a few 
who knew her best—in 
speeches at her funeral, 
and interviews with  
The CJN Daily

Gerald Sheff, architect and co-founder of Gluskin 
Sheff, a Bay Street wealth management firm

I came to Toronto in 1971, originally from Montreal. I moved 
here from Boston. And I would have become involved in the 
Jewish community initially through UJA. I would have come 
into contact with Julie, and as I assumed more and more re-
sponsibility in the community, it got more and more involved. 
I got to know Julie better, I travelled with her and/or Henry [her 
husband] and some of the members of their family over many 
years on Israel trips. We were in Kyiv together. We were at Babi 
Yar together, two-and-a-half years ago. We were in Russia to-
gether. In fact, we met with [Vladimir] Putin, believe it or not.

She had extraordinary gifts of communication and empathy 
and kindness and generosity and softness. She was literally 
loved by all. I can’t recall ever having heard anybody saying 
anything bad or mean or nasty about Julie. 

I’ve worked with Julia on many things over the years, but two 
things come to mind. One is, we were co-chairs of the Oper-
ation Exodus campaign involving getting Soviet Jews from the 
former Soviet Union, to Israel. There was Julie and myself—and 
there was Phil Granovsky who was also another important Jew-
ish communal leader of a previous generation. There were four 

Henry and Julia Koschitzky
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others involved at the time. There were seven co-chairs of this 
campaign because it was such a significant campaign and it was 
the dominant thing that was going on in the Jewish communi-
ty at that time, worldwide. And I say Toronto set the pace and 
set the worldwide standard, including what was going on in the 
United States in terms of raising the bar for how much money 
could and should be raised very quickly to take advantage of the 
Exodus—and to bring these Jewish people to Israel.

Julie worked hard on her speeches. She measured every word 
carefully. And she was impeccable, she always got a standing 
ovation. Her performances were consistently remarkable, I 
would say, raising the bar on herself every time.

Her motto was always, “You must remember.” What does that 
mean? What does that look like? Was she talking about her Ho-
locaust experience or being an immigrant? 

It probably means both of those things. She clearly had a Ho-
locaust experience in the sense that her family escaped from 
what became Nazi Germany, before it was Nazi Germany. They 
happened to have the foresight to get out very early and go to 
Cardiff, Wales, originally, and then they bounced around a bit. 
I’m not sure the details between that place and North Ameri-
ca, eventually landing in Toronto, where she met Henry. They 
were an amazing couple. They were a force—but both person-
ally, very low-key and approachable people, and kind to every-
body. They were a unique couple. I would say they produced an 
amazing and unique family.

Yaniv Koschitzky speaking at his grandmother’s March 2w 
funeral at the Shaarei Shomayim synagogue in Toronto

It is why you brought a notebook to every event you attended, 
as every speech presented a learning opportunity to jot down 
some notes and quotes to use in future speeches. It is why every 
meal, be it Pesach or a regular Sunday brunch, deserved the fin-
est china and crystal jugs, and why it was essential to get dressed 
to the nines for every occasion, even a Zoom bris. It is why you 
made a point every time we gathered as a family to express your 
Hakarat Ha’Tov, to appreciate what HaShem has given us. And 
it is why, when you were deservedly bestowed with the Order 
of Canada, you took the opportunity to serve as the officiating 
government representative for new Canadian citizens, articu-
lating to them how transformational the opportunity they had 
to be Canadians truly is. As you too were once a new immigrant 
standing in their very position. You truly never missed an op-
portunity to make an impact, Savta. And for that, we and the 
entire Jewish people are forever grateful.

Daniel Held, former executive director, the Julia and Hen-
ry Koschitzky Centre for Jewish Education, Toronto, UJA 
Federation

I had just returned from a year in Israel and I was working with 
youth movements, convening them together in the Toronto 
Jewish Youth Council. And it was a really hard time in Israel. 
It was right after the Passover bombing in Netanya. And at the 
time, Julie was chairing a consortium of organizations around 
the issue of Israel and showing our support for Israel during 
the Intifada—and she organized a rally in Mel Lastman Square 
in North York. And I remember her calling and asking me if I 
would speak at that rally on behalf of youth from the city. It was 
my first time really interacting with her and seeing her lead-
ership, seeing the way that she brought people together from 
across the community from very different walks of life, very 
different religious views, very different political views. And she 
was able to unite so many different people from so many walks 
of life around an issue that was core to us as a community.

You worked at the Koschitzky Centre for seven years. What is the 
importance of that institution to Jewish education in the Toronto 
area? 

The family knows that education is the future of our commu-
nity. If we want to confront any issue in our community into the 
future, be it antisemitism or poverty or caring for the most vul-
nerable or our relationship with Israel, we need a Jewish com-
munity that is deeply educated in who we are, and has strong 
Jewish values and identities. They really believe that investing 
in Jewish education is the core way to do that. So we created 
with them the Julia and Henry Koschitzky Centre for Jewish 
Education here at UJA Federation of Greater Toronto, bringing 
together the best of Federation and the best of philanthropy in 
our community to make sure that we can invest in creating the 
strongest Jewish day school system in Toronto, through schol-
arships and making sure that no child be denied a Jewish edu-
cation because of the cost. That’s also through communities of 
practice—and helping our schools grow and build a capacity to 
be the best they can be. 

But I will also say it would be very easy for the Koschitzky Cen-
tre to say that our job is about Toronto, but Federation here, and 
the family, really believes that we should be helping commu-

The Board of Directors and staff 
at American Friends of Leket Israel 

are deeply saddened by the passing of 

Julia Koschitzky ז״ל
mother of Leelah and mother-in-law of Joseph Gitler, 

Founder and Chairman of 
Leket Israel, The National Food Bank.

She was a true woman of valor,  
devoted to her family and the State of Israel,  

and a pillar of the Jewish community.

We extend our sincerest condolences to her family. 
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nities wherever they are. So I’m fortunate in my job to be able 
to also work with communities in Vancouver and Ottawa and 
Calgary and London and Hamilton, in the day schools there, 
and across the United States, to be able to share what we learn 
with other communities. And I think that is part of the generos-
ity and also the vision that we share so deeply.

We deal with day schools, supplementary schools, camps, Is-
rael Experience Birthright, Hillel, PJ Library. The core of that is 
Jewish day schools. So there are about 10,000 kids in Jewish day 
schools in Toronto. Toronto is a day school city. We are fortu-
nate to have about a third of elementary school kids and about 
a quarter of high school kids in Jewish day school. And those 
numbers are, next to Montreal, the highest in North America, 
and really have a profound impact on our community, not just 
today, but into the future.

Sarena Koschitzky, her daughter, who also spoke at the 
funeral

No one could say it like Julia, whether you were in San Fran-
cisco, Moscow, Berlin, Montreal, Ottawa, Washington, Metula, 
the southern steps of Jerusalem, Caracas, Toronto, Cape Town, 
Morocco, Melbourne, San Paolo, Calgary, Geneva, Winnipeg, 
Amsterdam, Antwerp—you got a standing ovation. You wowed 
presidents and dignitaries, and you inspired young people in 
every city you visited. Each and every one of your presentations 
was a true labour of love. And as you said when you spoke in 
Berlin, “The past has served as my guide and my teacher. It has 
given me a great deal, but it has also demanded for me a great 
deal. That’s my challenge, to use the lessons of the past to moti-
vate me to even greater action.” And so you never stopped.

Jonathan Koschitzky, her son, speaking at the funeral
As I sat in my mother’s office last night to put down these 

words, I looked around at the walls covered with plaques from a 
multitude of Jewish institutions, awards, honorary degrees, and 
pictures of her with dignitaries from around the globe and espe-
cially Israel, I couldn’t help but be struck with awe. How did one 
person accomplish so much in a single lifetime? It reminded 
me of a joke. Although comedy wasn’t my mother’s forte. You all 
know that my father is an unremitting joke teller, so in his hon-
our, I will take the liberty to share it with you. A renowned law-
yer dies at a young age and goes to heaven. When he gets there, 
he demands to speak to the manager and complains that his life 
was unfairly cut short for no good reason. The gatekeeper says, 
“Hold on a minute. Let me check the files.” He pulls up his re-
cord and replies, “I don’t know what you’re complaining about. 
According to your billed hours, you’re 120 years old.” Looking 
around my mother’s office last night, it was obvious that she, 
too, had managed to beat the system and accomplished 120 
years worth of achievements in a fraction of the time. n

Obituary: Montreal’s 
matriarch Leila 
Paperman was a role 
model for Jewish 
women in philanthropy
/ Janice Arnold  

“True matriarch” is the praise repeated many times in trib-
utes to Leila Paperman, who died on Feb. 28 at age 91.

Her name is inextricably associated with the funeral home, 
Paperman & Sons, founded more than a century ago by her 
late husband Herbert’s grandfather and today run by her sons.

Her devotion to her “boys” is legendary, but Paperman (née 
Weinrauch) was a force of nature in her own right, serving as 
a role model for younger generations of women in community 
service and philanthropy.

Paperman was a teacher before her marriage to Herbert, who 
died in 2017 after they were together for 64 years. Many de-
cades later, those in her Grade 4 class at Van Horne School still 
remember her—and she remembered them.

Paperman, with her husband and now children and grand-
children, was especially active with Federation CJA. She was 
chair of the women’s division for 1976-1977.

For the federation’s Legacy Project, she noted two outstand-
ing events during that time: Montreal hosted the Summer 
Olympics, the first Canadian city to do so, and the separatist 
Parti Québécois came to power for the first time.

“(Premier) René Lévesque ushered in the era of Quebec 
nationalism and started the wave of exodus of many anglo-
phones and Jews from Quebec. We knew we needed to secure 
the future of our community and one way was to start a young 
people’s division of Federation CJA.”

She was proud that it happened under her watch, and her 
son was the first chair of the young adult division.

Among her numerous other volunteer associations over the 
years were fundraising for ORT, cooking for Congregation 
Shaar Hashomayim’s Meals-on-Wheels, and serving as a gov-
ernor of the Sylvan Adams YM-YWHA. She and her husband 
were major supporters of the Cummings Jewish Centre for 
Seniors and notably established an emergency fund for the 
elderly in crisis.

It wasn’t all work for Paperman: she was a keen golfer and 
was often on the links at the Elm Ridge Country Club. In later 
years she was a serious bridge player.

Paperman is survived by her sons Joseph, Laurence and Ross 
and their wives; her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. n

Janice Arnold has been reporting for The CJN  
from Montreal since 1976.

FOR MORE STORIES 
GO TO  

WWW.THECJN.CA



8 |  THECJN.CA

Vintage mahjong sets evoke memories
But as snowbirds in Florida, enjoying warmer weather and 
more relaxed public health measures, all three Canadian wom-
en had the opportunity to find regular and also random people 
to play with. Carol Seidman particularly enjoyed the weekend 
games without money, which she dubbed “Shabbes Mahj.”

Shirley Hanick keeps about 40 vintage mahjong sets in her 
Florida condo. She started to bring a different piece from her 
collection to the pool for those Saturday afternoon games.

Her favourite has dark, butterscotch-coloured tiles. But the 
group preferred to play on a set that was more suitable for se-
niors like them.

“What has become everybody’s favourite is something from 
the ’70s, which is pink, lucite and white,” she explained. “And 
it’s much easier to see.”

Carol Seidman maintains her own interest in collecting mah-
jong sets. It’s a passion she discovered once she started play-
ing the game 18 years ago.

While she loves to explore the history and meaning behind 
the different designs of the tiles, she is also grateful for having 
had a regularly scheduled time away from her busy life and 
family responsibilities.

“So many of us know really well how to be responsible and 
how to work—but not a whole lot of us really know how to 
play,” Seidman said. “And that was my first introduction to 
organized play, and it’s something that really helped in the 
group: whatever was on our shoulders vanished.”

‘One Bam. One Bird.’
Aviva Reinitz also uses different mahjong sets, depending 
on whether she is at home in Canada or wintering in Flori-
da. While she is fine using a modern plastic set she bought on 
Amazon for routine games, she also appreciates playing with 
a family heirloom set once in a while. It helps connect her to 
a tradition that dates back to previous generations of Jewish 
women in her extended family. 

“My sister has a mahjong game from her mother-in-law. On 
the tiles, you could see that it’s all washed out and everything, 
and it has nail polish on the Joker, or the flowers have nail polish, 
and when you open the box… it smells like mothballs,”  Reinitz 
said, adding that she remembers her own mother playing with 
her mother’s deck. “It brings so much comfort to everyone.” 

She hopes her own daughters will take up the game she loves, 
one day, given how accustomed they are to the terms.

“You hear them, they say ‘One Bam’, ‘One bird’,” she said. 
“They’ve heard it as we’ve been playing.”

Reinitz also sells mahjong cards, and she’s also anticipating 
the arrival of the latest ones.

But she’s not as confident they signal a return to routines 
north of the border, no matter how comfortable things felt in 
Florida.

“I don’t feel there’s an issue. But if everyone else around me 
wants to play with the mask, then I guess that’s the way we’re 
going to go. We need to get used to this because it’s a virus and 
it’s not going away.

“So, we just have to take a deep breath and continue to play—
if we feel comfortable.”n

Ellin Bessner is chief correspondent of The CJN Daily.

Will the newest mahjong 
cards mean springtime 
for in-person games? 
Canadian Jewish players 
aren’t so sure right now
/ Ellin Bessner  

Any day now, Shirley Hanick will be receiving a highly an-
ticipated shipment of new mahjong cards at her home in 

Toronto. The cards come from the National Mah Jongg League 
in New York.

And, as the officially accepted version of this year’s possible 
winning hands, the delivery represents some serious fun for 
this teacher of the game.

Hanick will then mail the cards to fill advance orders from 
her 1,300 clients, who are accustomed to waiting a bit longer 
than the traditional March 31 release date south of the border. 
Some of her proceeds are donated to the Baycrest hospital.

But countless mahjong enthusiasts across Canada are uncer-
tain if they will be playing in-person this spring. The cards are 
arriving just as a new highly contagious COVID-19 variant has 
once again started to fill up hospital wards. 

“We were going to be getting together again, but I’m not sure, 
depending on what rolls out in the next 10 days or two weeks,” 
said Carol Seidman, a Toronto player who spends the winter 
in the same Wynmoor resort community as Hanick, in Coco-
nut Creek, Florida. “I think we’ll have a very good idea after 
Passover as to whether or not we’re going to be playing face-
to-face—which I hope we will be—or back online.”

Playing online ‘mahj’ during the pandemic
These two are not alone in having pivoted to playing online 
versions of mahjong these last two years. But recreating the 
accompanying conversation—and the gossip—took some cre-
ative use of technology.

A website called myjongg.net offers eight free games a day. 
But the full experience required them to concurrently access 
FaceTime or WhatsApp.

“We each had two devices beside us,” Hanick explained.
Montreal teacher and player Aviva Reinitz also played on-

line games, although she used a now-defunct app called 
Houseparty, and accessed realmahjongg.com. On rare occa-
sions, when they were able to play indoors, her students and 
friends took extreme precautions—leaving the front and back 
doors open for ventilation.

“You needed a winter coat on because it was so cold in their 
houses, because they were so nervous of the variants that were 
going on,” Reinitz said.

The pandemic also halted her opportunities to fundraise for 
local charities. She donates tuition to a Montreal children’s 
hospital. But charity events at synagogues and golf clubs were 
largely suspended.


