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Canadian March of the 
Living is cancelled for 
the third year in a row—
this time it’s due to war in 
Ukraine
/ Lila Sarick  
 

Canadians will not participate in the March of The Living, an 
annual trip that takes high school students to Poland and 

Israel this year, the third consecutive year that the program has 
been cancelled.

The war in Ukraine and the pressures it has placed on neigh-
bouring Poland, which is housing tens of thousands of refugees, 
meant that cancelling Canadian delegations was the wisest de-
cision, organizers said.

All of the North American youth delegations that were to go on 
the March have cancelled. Groups from Europe, however, are 
still participating in the international program.

“It was a devastating decision to make, but we stand behind 
those who need the support in Poland more than we do at this 
time,” said Tara Kaufman, director of GenMtl and Jewish iden-
tity programs.

Montreal was set to send a busload of 47 participants, and To-
ronto was sending a similar size group. The trip was to have left 
Canada April 24.

In 2019, the last year the trip ran, 505 students from across 
Canada participated in the program.

Typically, the program takes high school students, accompa-
nied by adult chaperones and Holocaust survivors, to concen-
tration camps in Poland, where they observe Yom ha-Shoah. 
They then travel to Israel to participate in Yom ha-Zikaron and 
Yom ha-Atzmaut, to remember Israel’s fallen soldiers and cele-
brate the country’s independence day.

The two-week trip was cancelled in 2020 and 2021, due to con-
cerns about COVID. By December 2021, however, Canadian or-
ganizers felt confident to schedule the trip for this spring.

The decision to cancel didn’t come as a surprise to parents, 
who were worried about the political crisis, said Witnee Karp, 
March of the Living and Israel engagement manager in Toronto.

“The conditions in the region were so fluid and there were 
security concerns,” Karp said.  “Poland’s infrastructure and re-
sources were rightly being dedicated to the refugee crisis, there 
were just obstacles and so many considerations when it came 
to travel and accommodations and programming, we felt it was 
the right decision for our contingent.”

For the last two years, Toronto has offered a local program for 
students to meet with Holocaust survivors and volunteer in the 
community, Karp said.

The cornerstone of the March of the Living, the three-km 
march from Auschwitz to Birkenau, which usually had thou-
sands of people from around the world participating, will be 
virtual, so North American students can participate.

On the March, students design plaques that remember fami-
ly members who died in the Holocaust or express their hopes 
for the future, and that are placed beside the railway tracks 
leading to Birkenau. This year, students are designing virtual 
plaques that will be projected onto the gates of Auschwitz on 
Yom ha-Shoah, said Eli Rubenstein, national director of March 
of the Living Canada for many years who is currently on med-
ical leave.

Even though virtual and local programs have been developed, 
the cancellation of the March in Canada for a third consecutive 
year is a blow to Holocaust education, he said.

“It’s been hard because that transmission of memory from sur-
vivor to student is such a central part of the March.”

It’s possible that survivors who were imprisoned in concentra-
tion camps and are now in their 90s will be unable to participate 
in future marches, he said. “It will be hard to have someone like 
Nate Leipciger or Max Eisen standing in Auschwitz and saying 
‘this is where it happened’,” Rubinstein said, referring to Toron-
to survivors who have been very active on March of the Living 
trips.

Slightly younger survivors, who were hidden children during 
the Holocaust, will still be able to accompany trips and tell stu-
dents of their experiences, he hopes.

Meanwhile, the survivors he speaks with say they are heart-
broken and can’t sleep as they watch the images from Ukraine 
of families fleeing, the buildings destroyed by bombs and the 
suffering of innocent people. “One of the things we try to teach 
the students on the March is the importance of democracy and 
freedom and human rights. This is such a stark example of the 
opposite.” n

Lila Sarick is news editor of The CJN.

Combating online 
antisemitism requires 
public oversight of social 
media companies: task 
force report
/ Janice Arnold

F ighting online hate against Jews requires clear legislative 
and regulatory oversight developed by government and 

civil society with the technology sector, according to the final 
report of the Canadian Task Force to Combat Online Antisem-
itism.

The task force was led by the Montreal Institute for Genocide 
and Human Rights Studies (MIGS) of Concordia University and 
funded by the federal government.

“Social media companies themselves have asked for guidance 
and clarity when acting against online hate. Indeed, addressing 
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these issues was never the job of these unelected businesses,” 
the report states.

“Their regulatory actions should, therefore, be overseen by 
publicly elected officials, working in consort with civic experts 
to rein in corporate actions, safeguard society and ensure that 
what is hateful offline serves as the standard for what is unac-
ceptable online.”

The report recommends that Canada work with other govern-
ments and international bodies “to collectively mandate transpar-
ency of approach and algorithms, and require anonymized data 
sharing to ensure that dangerous actions can no longer hide be-
hind misunderstandings and unchecked corporate prerogative.”

The 26-page paper is authored by MIGS digital fellow Alyssa 
Blank. Struck last summer, the task force brought together Ca-
nadian and international experts from different fields to sug-
gest ideas on how government, the tech sector and society as 
a whole might address antisemitism on the internet, including 
Holocaust denial and distortion, which is seen as having wors-
ened globally during the pandemic.

Its work, which included three closed-door virtual roundtable 
discussions, was supported by Heritage Canada through the 
anti-racism secretariat.

The advisers were: Irwin Cotler, Canada’s special envoy for 
preserving Holocaust remembrance and combating antisemi-
tism; former New Democratic Party leader Tom Mulcair, a vis-
iting professor at the Université de Montréal; Catherine Chat-
terley, founding director of the Canadian Institute for the Study 
of Antisemitism; Naomi Kikoler, director of the Simon-Skjodt 
Center for the Prevention of Genocide, affiliated with the U.S. 
Holocaust Memorial Museum; Michael Levitt, president and 
CEO of Friends of Simon Wiesenthal Center and a former Liber-
al MP; and Lana Cuthbertson, founder and CEO of Areto Labs, 
an Edmonton-based social enterprise combating abuse online.

The report makes an interesting observation about the neces-
sity of getting at the root of the issue – ignorance of who Jews 
are. While widespread adoption of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’s (IHRA) definition of antisemitism is 
seen by Jewish community leaders and others as key, the task 
force says, first of all, what a Jew is must be defined.

“While (the IHRA definition) is an excellent step, it will not 
move the needle on online antisemitism” alone, the report 
indicates. “While there has been considerable work related to 
understanding what hatred of Jewish people is, little effort has 
been spent in identifying what a Jewish person is.”

As a result, the Jewish community has lost potential partners 
in combating online hate among “marginalized groups assum-
ing that Jewish people are white individuals who have chosen to 
practise a religion that has been unpopular throughout history 
and not who they actually are: a racialized group with distinct 
markers as well as cultural and religious practices… This has led 
to the sidelining and dismissal of Jewish concerns.”

The task force says that hate speech that is illegal elsewhere 
should be equally prohibited online, and that existing Canadi-
an laws regarding freedom of expression and its limitations can 
and should be applied.

“In other words, the issue of online hate is as much an equal 
rights principle as it is a free speech principle. It is about the 
need to protect people against demonstrable harm… It is about 
the rights of minorities to be protected against vilifying speech. 

This is an international treaty obligation, yet it is often excluded 
in these discussions.”

This approach would have more force if Section 13 of the Cana-
dian Human Rights Act, which covered hate messaging and was 
repealed by Parliament in 2014, was restored, the task force notes.

The task force also emphasizes public education directed at 
adults and not only students. This can be done, it says, through 
“the innovative use of social media platforms to elevate margin-
alized voices and direct users to specific content and through 
the introduction of diversity of content… so that media pro-
gramming includes diverse voices and experiences.”

Liberal MP Anthony Housefather, co-founder of an interna-
tional parliamentary group studying online antisemitism, ap-
plauded the task force’s aims at the report launch on March 31.

He said disinformation—the deliberate spread of harmful un-
truths of any kind—is fuelling antisemitism and other hate, and 
social media platforms must be more vigilant in controlling how 
their algorithms direct those susceptible to such messaging.

Emmanuelle Amar, the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs’ 
Quebec director of policy and research, said the organization 
hopes that the Canadian government’s pending legislation on 
mitigating online harm “sets an international standard in oblig-
ing social media companies to show results and not just best 
efforts, with penalties for non-compliance.” n

The recent violence in 
Israel is not a Third 
Intifada, but it will take 
determined political 
attention to prevent it 
from escalating, says a 
former UN speechwriter
/ Aviva Klompas

Late last week I returned from a month in Israel, and amidst 
the spate of violence that has gripped the country, it was 

more difficult than usual to say goodbye. When times are tough, 
I want to be with the people and country I love.

On my last morning in Tel Aviv, I planned to meet a friend for 
coffee. She texted to say she was too nervous to leave her home 
and asked that I come to her. In the preceding days, terrorist 
attacks in the southern city of Beersheba, the northern city of 
Hadera, and the Tel Aviv suburb of Bnei Brak, took the lives of 
11 people and left countless Israelis shaken.

In just eight days, more lives were lost to terrorism than in all of 
2020 and 2021 combined. That the attacks did not take place in 
the usual flashpoint sites, added to the air of uneasiness.

Like my friend, many Israelis are bracing for further violence 
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as April brings the holy days of Ramadan, Passover and Easter. 
Over the weekend, as Ramadan began on April 2, Israeli securi-
ty forces clashed violently with Palestinian protestors near the 
Damascus Gate in Jerusalem’s Old City.

This is not a Third Intifada. The violence is not following in the 
wake of a specific incident such as tension around the Temple 
Mount or a land dispute. Moreover, the perpetrators behind the 
deadly attacks hailed from different sectors. It was a Negev Bed-
ouin behind the Beersheba attack; Arab Israelis who perpetrat-
ed the Hadera attack; and a West Bank Palestinian in Bnei Brak.

At the same time, we have seen how quickly a spark can ignite 
an inferno in this region. Last May, tensions around Ramadan 
flared into a fierce 11-day conflict.

Even more troubling was the rioting that erupted in mixed Ar-
ab-Jewish cities. In places where Arabs and Jews have lived side 
by side, neighbours turned on each other in a spree of vandal-
ism, stabbings, and beatings. Almost a year has passed, and an 
uneasy tension still lingers between the country’s Jewish ma-
jority and the Israeli Arabs, who comprise 20 percent of the na-
tion’s population.

Violent crime has been escalating inside Israeli Arab commu-
nities for years. With Israeli police paying scant attention, illegal 
firearms have proliferated, and estimates place the number of 
weapons circulating on the street in the hundreds of thousands.

The goal of terrorism is not just to murder innocents, it’s to 
foment unrest and incite hatred that leads to further violence. 
Herein lies the real threat. Israel’s political and security estab-
lishments must take more determined action to address the 
inequalities that lead Palestinian citizens to feel a sense of in-
justice and inequality. This requires political determination and 
real investment.

In the meantime, any calls for retaliatory violence to acts of 
terror must be quashed. A day after the attack in Bnei Brak, doz-
ens of young Jewish teens were filmed roaming the streets of 
downtown Jerusalem, chanting “death to Arabs.” A disgusting 
act, particularly since two of the 11 victims were Arab Israelis—
Druze Border Police officer Yazan Falahn and Christian Arab 
police officer Amir Khoury—and both lost their lives serving 
the State of Israel.

While the situation may feel ominous, I am optimistic about 
the leadership shown by Mansour Abbas who heads the Arab 
party that joined Israel’s governing coalition. He has proven to 
be refreshingly pragmatic and forward-looking.

In a recent conversation with The Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, he said, “I think of myself as an Arab, a Pales-
tinian, a Muslim, and a citizen of the Israeli state. These iden-
tities, the national and religious, can live together. These iden-
tities coexist within the larger envelope of values, humanism, 
justice, mutual support, tolerance, and acceptance of the other.”

Beyond Israel’s borders, there is also reason for optimism. 
Peace is blossoming. In recent weeks, Prime Minister Nafta-
li Bennett returned from a positive summit meeting with the 
leaders of Egypt and the UAE. Shortly afterward, Israel hosted 
the foreign ministers of Egypt, the UAE, Morocco and Bahrain, 
along with the U.S. Secretary of State. And days later, President 
Isaac Herzog made the first presidential visit in 15 years to Am-
man, where he met with Jordan’s King Abdullah.

Feeling betrayed and sidelined by the Arab nations that have 
normalized relations with Israel, Palestinian terror groups are 

desperate to push the Palestinian agenda to the forefront of the 
global agenda by any means. Hamas is openly threatening an 
escalation and said it welcomes “the blessed month of Rama-
dan, the month of struggle and martyrdom and victories.”

It is incumbent on the international community, particularly 
Arab states and European funders, to ensure violence is nev-
er rewarded politically or economically. The response to terror 
groups must be greater efforts toward cohesion within Israel 
and solidarity with Israel’s Arab neighbors. In doing so, Israel 
will realize the famous words of its first prime minister David 
Ben-Gurion, “History isn’t written; history is made.” n

Aviva Klompas is co-founder of Boundless and previously 
served as director of speechwriting for the Israeli mission 
to the United Nations. 

Obituary: Rabbi 
Benjamin Friedberg 
helped calm waters at 
Toronto’s Beth Tzedec 
Congregation
/ Ron Csillag  

Rabbi Benjamin Friedberg, who served as spiritual leader 
of Toronto’s Beth Tzedec Congregation for 18 years, died 

on March 30 at the age of 94.
Rabbi Friedberg came to Beth Tzedec in 1956, the synagogue’s 

first year, as assistant rabbi. He went on to serve pulpits at Or 
Shalom Congregation in London, Ont., the former Agudath Is-
rael Congregation in Ottawa, and in Rochester, N.Y. before re-
turning to Beth Tzedec as senior rabbi from 1974 to 1992. Upon 
retirement, he was conferred the title Rabbi Emeritus.

He took over the spiritual leadership of Canada’s largest Con-
servative synagogue from Rabbi Stuart Rosenberg, whose con-
tentious departure the year before and subsequent legal action 
threatened to split the congregation into two warring camps 
and which rankled the whole community for years.

Rabbi Friedberg’s appointment as Beth Tzedec’s senior rabbi 
“helped bring a sense of security, strength and healing to the con-
gregation after an extended period marked by factionalism and 
confrontation,” the synagogue stated in an online condolence.

He “brought peace and stability to Beth Tzedec and strength-
ened the foundation of the shul,” said Marvin Miller, the congre-
gation’s president from 1987 to 1989. “He served our synagogue 
and the Jewish community with great honour and dignity.”

The rabbi himself acknowledged that he took over at a time of 
deep divisions and bitterness in the synagogue.

“I played a part in reconciling what was a very serious split 
in the congregation,” he told interviewer Larry Rachlin eight 
years ago in a series of videos available on YouTube. “I played 
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a part—I hope an important (one)—in melding the two parts 
together so it ended up as one congregation.”

That fulfilled his pledge, made when he was hired, to be the 
rabbi “of the whole congregation.”

The rabbi’s death is “a huge loss for the Beth Tzedec and broad-
er community,” shul member and longtime friend Adam Joseph 
related on the synagogue’s website. “He was a wonderful leader, 
scholar and lover of Israel who truly believed that a rabbi’s place 
was in the shul, and that was something he lived by.”

He was also a rarity in this country: A Canadian-born and bred 
pulpit rabbi.

Joseph Benjamin Friedberg was born in Toronto in 1927 to 
Chaim and Rochel Friedberg just two months after they arrived 
from Poland to join family. His father delivered milk by horse and 
wagon, and young Joseph was the middle of five children, sand-
wiched by four sisters, in an observant home on Borden Street.

He was 23 when he married his wife, Lola, whom he’d met on 
a student trip to Montreal, and asked her on their honeymoon 
whether it was all right if he quit Osgoode Hall law school to 
study for the rabbinate instead.

Their daughter, Esther Friedberg, eulogized, as did others, a 
man who devoured books and entertained a plethora of ideas. 
But it wasn’t all work. His daughter added that her father was 
also a master of the yo-yo and delighted in performing strange-
ly-named tricks with it. “To me, it looked like magic,” she said.

There was less magic in the rabbi’s opposition to allowing 
women to have aliyot, a request that began even before he ar-
rived. “Obviously, I turned it down,” he recalled in his recorded 
interviews, “but I want you to know what the reason for it was. 
It’s not so much that I thought that if women had aliyahs, Juda-
ism was going to die or turn upside down.”

He was opposed because of what he was seeing within the en-
tire Conservative movement when it came to the shifting role 
of women in religious rites—that the issue of aliyot was “an 
un-Jewish change… a substitution (of) a liberal, American ide-
ology instead of Judaism,” he told Rachlin.

He made one exception that became a bit of synagogue lore. 
When board member Judy Feld Carr’s first husband died in 
1973, she became the youngest widow at Beth Tzedec. When 
her son Alan’s bar mitzvah took place the following year, Rabbi 
Friedberg, then still new, agreed to grant Feld Carr an aliyah.

“He saw it is a necessity for a little boy who needed a parent 
at the bimah,” recalled Feld Carr, who had been bat mitzvah 
in Sudbury, Ont. more than 20 years earlier. Her special call to 
the Torah at Beth Tzedec “was very, very emotional. The rabbi 
hugged me… it was something.”

Feld Carr would go on to serve as the synagogue’s first female 
president in the early 1980s.

The synagogue didn’t become egalitarian until Rabbi Fried-
berg’s successors, Rabbis Baruch Frydman-Kohl and Steve 
Wernick took over. Still, Rabbi Friedberg made Beth Tzedec’s 
first full time female pulpit rabbi feel welcome.

Rabbi Robyn Fryer Bodzin, who joined Beth Tzedec in 2019, 
recalled that in an early conversation, Rabbi Friedberg learned 
she was studying Daf Yomi, the practice of learning one page of 
Talmud every day for just over seven years.

“Every time we spoke, he mentioned it. I could feel the nachas 
he felt for me,” Rabbi Bodzin recalled in a recent synagogue 
mailing. “With God’s help, I finished my Daf Yomi studies in 

January 2020. One morning after minyan, I led a siyyum, for-
mally acknowledging the completion of my learning and shar-
ing texts that resonated most for me.”

 Rabbi Friedberg attended the siyyum. ”He wanted to be there 
to celebrate the milestone, and to talk Torah,” Rabbi Bodzin 
wrote. “I was in awe and deeply touched that he made the effort 
to be there for me.”

Rabbi Wernick, who became the congregation’s senior rabbi 
in 2019, also recalled a “calming, steady, stabilizing force” at the 
synagogue, one who put much stock in scholarship. In some 
of the progressive changes the synagogue considered over the 
years, Rabbi Friedberg made it a point to study the materials 
and teachings, and attend the meetings, despite the fact that he 
opposed their goals.

Rabbi Wernick said he’ll never forget what Rabbi Friedberg 
had to say at the end of one of the meetings on same-gender 
weddings: “I disagree with the conclusion but I respect the 
scholarship and process.”

Said Rabbi Wernick: “That’s the quintessential rabbinic val-
ue—the argument for the sake of Heaven.”

Rabbi Frydman-Kohl, who served in Beth Tzedec’s pulpit for 
26 years after Rabbi Friedberg, also recalled a “healer and a 
peacemaker following a turbulent congregational conflict with 
the previous rabbi.” Among his predecessor’s achievements 
were starting a Kol Nidrei procession of synagogue elders. He 
was a major supporter of Camp Ramah, and continued a dy-
namic adult education program, Rabbi Frydman-Kohl added.

And while Rabbi Friedberg resisted the “feminization” of the 
synagogue, he did support a multi-year adult bat mitzvah pro-
gram, Rabbi Frydman-Kohl noted.

During Rabbi Friedberg’s tenure, former Israeli prime minis-
ters Golda Meir and Menachem Begin spoke at Beth Tzedec. He 
was especially impressed by Begin, who was “not only an Israeli 
prime minister, but a Jewish prime minister.”

Rabbi Friedberg’s funeral on April 1 heard about his resonant, 
well-modulated voice. He loved to use it in song, whether in lit-
urgy, or humming operatic arias in the halls of the synagogue.

He did not succumb to “pulpit chill,” his funeral heard, often 
speaking his mind regardless of controversy or pushback, and 
sometimes even chided his fellow rabbis for not being pro-Isra-
el enough in public statements.

Rabbi Friedberg was once asked about the most satisfying 
moments in his job. “I didn’t go into the rabbinate to look for 
satisfying things,” he replied. “I went into the rabbinate to try 
and do things. Satisfaction is a byproduct, just as happiness is 
a byproduct.”

Following his retirement until around 2017, he and his wife 
spent about half their time in Israel, living in Jerusalem’s Ger-
man Colony.

An astute observer of human nature, Rabbi Friedberg believed 
that values and prejudices were different sides of the same coin. 
“Prejudices are values we don’t like,” he explained. “Values are 
prejudices we do like.”

He is survived by his wife of 71 years, Lola (née Constant); chil-
dren Gilah, Mark and Esther; seven grandchildren, and sisters 
Lillian Lerman and Sally Zerker. n

Ron Csillag has written obituaries and more for The CJN 
since 1984.
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Obituary: Tributes 
pour in for Maestro 
Boris Brott, who was 
dedicated to ‘sharing 
his musical gifts with 
people from all walks 
of life’
/ Janice Arnold  

A conductor who performed on world stages and was the 
artistic director for orchestras in Montreal, Hamilton, 

Ont., and Los Angeles, Boris Brott is being remembered as a 
giant in the world of classical music who had a “love for hu-
manity.”

Brott died on April 5 in Hamilton at the age of 78, after being 
struck by a vehicle in what police are investigating as a hit-
and-run incident.

Bringing high quality classical music to as wide a public as 
possible was Brott’s goal, never more so than since he became 
conductor and artistic director of the Orchestre Classique de 
Montréal, previously the McGill Chamber Orchestra, which 
his parents Alexander and Lotte Brott, both acclaimed musi-
cians, founded in 1939.

“The entire OCM family is in a state of disbelief. Boris Brott 
was the beating heart of the OCM, a renowned leader in the 
world of classical music in North America and beyond, a men-
tor to countless young musicians, and a very dear friend to so 
many. His sudden passing thus leaves a deep void in our musi-
cal community, and a profound sadness in our personal lives,” 
stated the board of directors of the OCM, which is in the midst 
of its 2021-22 season, dedicated to the 100th anniversary of 
the late Lotte’s birth.

“The OCM remains dedicated to the highest musical ideals of 
its founders, Alexander and Lotte Brott, ideals that were fur-
thered with passion and determination by our dearest Mae-
stro Brott. We will continue to make great music and to touch 
people, inspired by Boris’s standards of excellence, by his in-
domitable spirit, by his dedication to sharing his musical gifts 
with people from all walks of life, and by his love for human-
ity.”

Brott was associated with the McGill Chamber Orchestra, 
which gained a national and international reputation, since 
1989, and became its artistic director upon the death of his fa-
ther in 2005.  The name was changed to the OCM a few years 
ago to reflect the professional ensemble’s no longer being 
based at the university, as well as its expanding repertoire and 
evolving mission.

In addition to a regular subscription season, which was just 
getting back to in-person performances, Brott made music 
more accessible by holding concerts for immigrants, women’s 

shelters, mental health organizations, and seniors.
Inclusion and diversity were integral to its mission, and the 

OCM championed Canadian, Quebec, Indigenous, women 
and other minority musicians.

His younger brother, the cellist Denis Brott, founded the an-
nual Montreal Chamber Music Festival.

Tributes have been pouring in for the maestro from many 
quarters in Canada and around the world, but it is the remi-
niscences of ordinary people that speak the most eloquently 
about the man.

Ronald Gehr was hesitant to approach Brott when he was 
thinking of holding a Jewish-themed classical music concert 
at Montreal’s Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue a few years 
ago, an event fitting the congregation’s 250th anniversary.

“Here I was just an amateur and he was this world-famous 
conductor, and yet he was very friendly. He spoke to me on the 
same level, as an equal, and that continued through our rela-
tionship,” said Gehr, a retired McGill University engineering 
professor and music lover.

Gehr organized two concerts with Brott and his OCM in 2018 
and 2019, which drew full houses. “We chose the programs to-
gether; Boris would always take my suggestions into consider-
ation. He was never controlling.”

After being forced to cancel due to the pandemic in 2020 and 
2021, a third concert was scheduled for last month but they 
decided to postpone, possibly to September, because there is 
still a reluctance to attend large gatherings, even with restric-
tions lifted.

“I spoke to Boris only last week, and he was really excited 
about resuming the annual concert. When I told him I was 
making aliyah in a couple of months, he asked me to help ar-
range for the OCM to perform in Israel. I said, sure, just give 
me a little time to get settled,” said Gehr, who was stunned by 
Brott’s tragic death.

Brott’s warmth and theatrical style were appreciated by the 
synagogue audience. “He always spoke about the piece first, 
saying a few words in Yiddish. This endeared him,” Gehr said.

Montreal-born Brott conducted on stages around the world, 
including Carnegie Hall and Covent Garden, before royalty 
and even a pope, and was also a composer and violinist.

He was artistic director and conductor of the Hamilton Phil-
harmonic Orchestra from 1969-1990, taking it from an amateur 
ensemble to a professional one with a popular subscription 
season. Early in his career, Brott also conducted orchestras in 
smaller cities across Canada, and produced and hosted many 
radio and television programs on CBC.

He was an Officer of the Order of Canada.
Brott was later founder and artistic director of the National 

Academy Orchestra of Canada and Brott Music Festival, both 
based in Hamilton, where he lived for many years. He was the 
former principal conductor for youth and family programs at 
the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, and founded the New West 
Symphony Orchestra in Los Angeles in the mid-1990s.

Among the most heartfelt of the tributes was one from Ham-
ilton Mayor Fred Eisenberger, who said, “Boris was not only a 
giant of the classical music world, he was also a giant for pro-
moting and building Hamilton and his efforts over the decades 
helped lift our community to new heights… Boris brought to 
Hamilton a sense of style and sophistication like no other.”
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And yet, Eisenberger stressed that Brott was “a man of the 
people through and through. Who can forget when he brought 
classical music directly to the working people of Hamilton 
with an orchestral performance in the Dofasco steel making 
plant?”

Just before his death, Brott was planning a benefit concert for 
Ukraine.

He said it was not surprising Brott had been voted one of the 
greatest Hamiltonians of all time.

Besides his brother Denis, Brott is survived by his wife Ardyth 
and their three children. n

Four questions about 
the quirky Canadian 
affection for Passover 
Coke
/ Ellin Bessner

The leader of the Bloc Québécois said he endorsed the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) 

definition of antisemitism and wants to promote dialogue 
with the Jewish community, in a letter he sent to B’nai Brith 
Canada.

Jeff Dobro pushed his empty grocery cart toward the very back 
of a Toronto-area Metro supermarket in March, looking for a 
two-litre object that only appears once a year.

The businessman had actually been calling around to stores in 
his area for weeks beforehand, hoping to secure sufficient sup-
ply of his favourite soft drink.

“I get anxiety four to six weeks before Passover, just waiting for 
this product to come out.”

He spotted the display of Passover Coke near the cold cuts, at 
the intersection of the kosher section and the ham display. The 
pop was priced at 4-for-$10. Dobro filled his cart with 16 bottles.

For the 61-year-old, it’s a throwback to when he was only al-
lowed to drink it on the holiday, in lieu of all the hametz items 
that disappeared from his religiously observant grandmother’s 
kitchen for the week.

Why is this cola different from all other colas?
Kosher status for Coca-Cola was secured year-round in 1935, 
when the Atlanta company revealed its secret formula to a rabbi.

But when sweetening economics prompted the company to 
switch to high fructose corn syrup in 1984, it made the drink 
off-limits during Passover for those Ashkenazi Jews who abstain 
from all grains and seeds, which fall in the food category of kit-
niyot.

In response, Coca-Cola started producing a limited annual 
run of its classic cane sugar recipe. In the United States, these 
KFP bottles have yellow caps. 

The bottles look nearly identical to the year-round version in 

Canada, but they have special stamps of approval from two Ca-
nadian organizations: Kashruth Council of Canada (COR) and 
Montreal Kosher (MK).

According to the company’s Canadian division, 54,400 bottles 
of KFP Coke (including some Diet Coke—although its aspar-
tame sweetener keeps it classified as kitnyot) were produced at 
the Brampton, Ontario, plant in February of this year. That’s the 
same-sized run as 2021. 

The production line is fully sanitized. A rabbi is on the premis-
es to supervise the sugar being unloaded, and watch the rest of 
the bottle-filling process.

And there’s another Jewish angle: Larry Tanenbaum, best 
known as the co-owner of Toronto sports franchises, co-ac-
quired the Canadian bottling plants in 2018. (His partner in 
the venture is an NBA player turned soft drink executive, Junior 
Bridgeman.)

What happened to the competition?
Pepsi was actually the Passover pop of choice at the Real Canadi-
an Superstore on Marine Drive in Vancouver, where kosher food 
supervisor Marat Dreyshner used to order it directly from Israel.

This year, there were no guarantees the imports would arrive 
in time for the holiday which begins on April 15. As a result, 
Dreyshner ditched Pepsi, and scrambled to order from Co-
ca-Cola for the first time.

By all accounts, the Vancouver Superstore was the first place in 
Canada to get Passover Coke.

They took about 5,500 bottles of Passover Coke. The shipment 
amounted to nearly all of the stock allocated for Western Can-
ada. But, as some of Dreyshner’s customers buy up to 60 bot-
tles at a time, he wasn’t worried about being stuck with unsold 
product.

After all, people who don’t know it’s Passover will drink it 
whether or not they know about the secret sugar.

But there must be enough customers in the loop. As of April 6, 
only 300 bottles were left of the stuff.

How much do people love it?
Members of the Toronto Kosher King group on Facebook of-
fered their views on Passover Coke, with exclamations ranging 
from “Nothing compares!” to “My husband drinks it for break-
fast, lunch, and dinner!”

It’s also how Gerry Anklewicz fondly remembers his cousin, 
Michael Kirstein.

“He would come to family seders with a bottle of KFP Coke, 
and a not-so-KFP double chocolate cake from Open Window 
Bakery,” Anklewicz recalled to The CJN. When Michael died, his 
son brought this combination to the funeral.

But with the recently soaring price of food—and kosher items 
in particular—some Passover Coke fans are waiting for the costs 
to go down before stocking up.

“When it goes on sale for 99 cents, I’ll buy about 50 bottles,” 
said Michael Kipper, who considers that a year’s supply.

(Earlier this week, the Superstore in Vancouver was selling it 
for $1.22 per bottle. At the IGA on Cote-Saint-Luc Road in Mon-
treal, they were 4-for-$5.)

Can a fan explain the appeal?
When asked to describe what kosher-for-Passover Coca-Cola 
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Judaica include a velvet-encased Birkat ha-Mazon, the Book 
of Psalms, the megillah of Esther and an English-Yiddish dictio-
nary squeezing in 1,200 words.

There’s a Hungarian haggadah illustrated with woodcuts and 
bound in a golden cover embossed with a metallic blue title. 
A leather-bound volume produced for the Hungarian Jewish 
Museum in Budapest is known to be found in only two other 
libraries today: Yeshiva University in New York and the National 
Library of Israel.

The very smallest is Christian—the Lord’s Prayer in six lan-
guages—less than a quarter-inch high. Published to raise funds 
to rebuild the Gutenberg Museum after the war, this “ultra-mi-
crominiature” is in its original plexiglass case that doubles as a 
magnifying glass.

One book, an artist’s creation from the 1990s, is fashioned into 
a cameo brooch.

It is not clear when Toth began collecting or where she sourced 
the books, although she must have started after she immigrated 
to Montreal in 1957 and seems to have continued almost to the 
end of her life. She kept a handwritten inventory and added to a 
few personalized bookplates.

As for the why, other than her evident appreciation of their es-
thetic merit, Paul surmises that Toth’s narrow escape from being 
murdered during the war may explain her unusual bibliophilia.

Historically, Jews have cherished books, for spiritual and ed-
ucational sustenance, as well as their portability, he points out.

Miniatures, which go back to the earliest days of printing, were 
intended to be functional: they were easily hidden and could be 
consulted discreetly.

Although little is generally known about Toth’s life after she 
settled here, she was very open about her Holocaust experi-
ence. She recorded testimonies with the U.S. Holocaust Memo-
rial Museum and the Montreal Holocaust Museum (MHM).

Toth née Gluck was born in Budapest in 1925, the only child 
of well-off parents and a self-described spoiled brat. In March 
1944, her father was taken away and her mother was deported 
in October. She would only learn of their deaths after the war.

Teenaged Lilly hid with a friend’s family until they were de-
nounced in December. The fascist Arrow Cross collaborators 
marched them and other Jews to the banks of the Danube, 
where they were shot. Lilly and her friend were tied together; 
the other girl was killed instantly, while Lilly was wounded in 
the arm.

She played dead until it was safe to swim, in freezing water, to 
shore and get cared for at a Jewish hospital. She found refuge in 
a Swiss safe house until liberation in January 1945.

Paul has few details about her life in Montreal, whether she 
worked or about her apparent marriage. It is sure that she had 
no children or anyone else to leave her beloved miniatures to.

Her brief death notice in the Montreal Gazette named no sur-
vivors or friends but described her as “a kind soul who touched 
many lives. She was strong, exceptionally funny, and loved by 
many.”

On May 15, the first anniversary of Toth’s passing, the JPL with 
the MHM will hold a public launch of the collection, which will 
be on exhibit in the Gelber Centre. n

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

tastes like, Jeff Dobro struggled to find the words. 
“That is probably one of the toughest questions that I’ve ever 

had,” he replied. “I think it’s even sweeter than Kedem Grape 
Juice.”

But he usually waits until the start of the festival’s first night be-
fore his first annual taste.

Between the two seders, and during the subsequent week at 
home and in his office, Dobro figures he goes through 16 to 20 
bottles a year—mindful of the fact that this isn’t health food.

“It’s not great. But it’s Passover Coke, right?” n

Ellin Bessner is chief correspondent of The CJN Daily.

A small, small library 
is donated to Montreal’s 
Jewish Public Library by 
a Holocaust survivor with 
a big heart
/ Janice Arnold

Montreal Holocaust survivor Lilly Toth was a very private 
person, who lived quietly alone until her passing in May 

2021 at age 95.
Few would have guessed that her modest apartment housed 

an extraordinary collection: 1,119 miniature books. By defini-
tion, these marvels of printing and binding are less than 3 inch-
es in length and width. Some of Toth’s were far smaller, the size 
of a fingernail.

Eddie Paul of the Jewish Public Library (JPL) was astounded 
when a couple of years before her death Toth invited him to her 
home and told him she was donating the entire collection to the 
JPL.

“It was mind-blowing,” said Paul, senior director of library and 
learning services. “The books were displayed on custom-built 
shelving around her bedroom. She clearly loved them for their 
beauty as much as their curiosity. We are overjoyed to receive 
them.”

Paul, an expert in rare books, said the material value of these 
miniatures is hard to assess. What is priceless is to find so many 
and such variety in the possession of one unassuming devotee.

While the JPL is still cataloguing them, Paul said the oldest ap-
pear to date back to the mid-19th century, while some are quite 
recent. Many had very limited editions. In several languages, 
the books were published in the United States and Europe with 
a significant number from Toth’s native Hungary, which has a 
reputation for such production.

Among them are the complete works of Shakespeare and oth-
er famous literature, devotionals both Jewish and Christian, 
children’s stories, books of art, musical scores, recipes, and 
Hungarian sports memorabilia.


