
CANDLE LIGHTING TIMES 

SYDNEY   6:52

MONTREAL   6:45

OTTAWA   6:54

TORONTO   7:08

WINDSOR   7:22

WINNIPEG   7:22

LETHBRIDGE  7:24

VANCOUVER  7:05

WWW.THECJN.CA

Ottawa’s antisemitism school board training debacle                page 2

Jewish groups want consideration in Quebec election                               page 3 

The synagogues taking the price tag off membership                page 4

Montreal Holocaust Museum unveils a new design                 page 5

A new season of shows at Montreal’s Segal Centre                 page 8

SEPTEMBER 16, 2022  / 20 ELUL 5782WEEKLY PRINTABLE EDITION

WELCOME TO THE 27TH EDITION  
OF OUR PRINTABLE WEEKLY DIGEST.  
TELL US WHAT YOU THINK: INFO@THECJN.CA 

QUEEN ELIZABETH II 
remembered by MYRA FREEMAN

(the former Lieutenant Governor  
of Nova Scotia) / page 6



2 |  THECJN.CA

‘It would have been 
better had they done 
nothing,’ says the Jewish 
Federation of Ottawa’s 
CEO about recent school 
board training around 
antisemitism
/ Lila Sarick  

 

The Ottawa Carleton District School Board did not consult 
the Jewish community or even its own Jewish employees 

before hiring a consultant who was “wholly unqualified to ed-
ucate about anti-Jewish hate,” the Jewish Federation of Ottawa 
charges.

“Things that aren’t acceptable with any other minority group are 
acceptable when it comes to the Jews. And this is because of the 
Ottawa Carleton District School Board’s blatant disregard for the 
well-being of Jewish students and complete and utter disregard for 
any basic principles of equity training and a complete abandon-
ment of effective antisemitism training,” Andrea Freedman, CEO of 
the Jewish Federation of Ottawa said in an interview with The CJN.

“It would have been better had they done nothing.”
Last spring, the board cancelled a speech that Irwin Cotler, Cana-

da’s special envoy on combatting antisemitism and internationally 
noted human rights expert, was to give to senior staff.

A series of emails obtained by Toronto lawyer Michael Teper—who 
filed a Freedom of Information Access request—shows that senior 
staff were concerned about Cotler’s defense of the International Ho-
locaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) definition of antisemitism. 
The definition has been adopted by the Ontario, Quebec and federal 
governments, among others.

“He (Cotler) will dive deeply and unapologetically into the IHRA 
definition and examples. It will not be a safe space for some,” wrote 
school superintendent Shannon Smith.

In an address to the OCDSB on Sept. 13, Teper, a board member of 
the Canadian Antisemitism Education Foundation, urged trustees 
to re-invite Cotler and to repair relations with the Jewish commu-
nity.

“Please, stop doing stuff that you think is for us, but without us,” 
he said to trustees over Zoom. “Please, stop using for your equity 
training, eccentrics who do not enjoy support from our commu-
nity’s leadership or have disturbing social media histories just be-
cause they happen to have fancy diplomas and their point of view 
happens to match the biases held by certain individuals.”

The chair of the OCDSB was unavailable for comment, a board 
spokesperson said.

Ottawa Federation has tried working with the school board to find 
a replacement for Cotler, but the meeting was repeatedly pushed 
off, Freedman said. Then they learned the training had already tak-
en place, she said.

“The Ottawa Carleton District School Board has moved from com-
plete inaction to tokenism to harmful action and they have to be 
held accountable, they have to do better,” she said

The board had hired Jeffrey Wilkinson, who earned a PhD at the 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, to offer training to the 
trustees.

Wilkinson, a music teacher, has “openly campaigned” against the 
IHRA definition, Freedman said. His doctoral thesis makes “offen-
sive Holocaust comparisons that have no place in effective educa-
tion to combat antisemitism,” Freedman wrote in a press release.

The thesis (which is entitled lsrael/Palestine Experience and En-
gagement: A Multidirectional Study of Collective Memory Through 
an Analysis of Trauma, Identity and Victim Beliefs) includes “mis-
leading historical maps, a completely inaccurate history of the State 
of Israel and equating the Holocaust and the Naqba,” Freedman 
wrote in a letter sent to trustees in August.

“While the Palestinians have indeed suffered from the conflict, as 
many have suffered from conflicts around the world, there is a sig-
nificant difference between the systematic attempt to eliminate an 
entire people and the unfortunate consequences of war—one that 
was neither desired nor started by the Jewish people,” the letter stat-
ed.

(Naqba, which means catastrophe in Arabic, refers to the 1948 war 
and the establishment of the State of Israel and the displacement of 
Palestinian residents).

While the Ottawa Federation supports teaching about Islamopho-
bia, Raja Khouri, a Palestinian who co-presents with Wilkinson, is 
primarily focused on anti-Israel advocacy, Federation wrote. “His 
social media posts are almost exclusively focused on defaming the 
Jewish state.”

Wilkinson, for his part, says he is surprised that his role in the train-
ing has generated so much controversy.

While he is opposed to the IHRA definition, he has not “actively 
campaigned” against it, but has written two articles about it.

“I believe we can define what antisemitism is for us, without hav-
ing a set of examples that have been used to silence another group 
that we disagree with,” he said in an interview with The CJN.

“If any particular definition of an oppression, even if by accident, 
turns out to silence or oppress another group, we need to consider 
those consequences.”  

Wilkinson declined to detail exactly what he discussed with trust-
ees, but said his approach has been taken out of context.

“Because I talk about Palestinian trauma and Jewish trauma side 
by side does not mean that I’m equating the size or scope of the Ho-
locaust and the Naqba. That’s ridiculous, they’re entirely different.

“But to the individual who suffered them, the traumas are just as 
great on an individual level.”

While his thesis in some places refers to Israel as a “settler-colonial 
state,” Wilkinson said he doesn’t use that term in his sessions.

“But other people experience it that way and I acknowledge that 
experience.”

He became interested in human rights education while he was 
teaching music in a Toronto-area school board for more than 25 
years.

“I’ve given hundreds, if not thousands of presentations on anti-rac-
ism, on antisemitism, on homophobia, on various forms of how we 
experience the other and how we can become more appreciative of 
others’ differences.”

The decision to hire Wilkinson and Khouri comes as students at 
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OCDSB schools are experiencing a “wave of antisemitism,” Freed-
man said.

Just days after school started, Federation is supporting a family 
whose son was invited to participate in an online chat group called 
“we all hate Jews.” In the group, students talked about a gas chamber 
in one of the kid’s basements and told the boy he should go to it.

A handful of students have moved districts to schools they see as 
safer or have enrolled in the Catholic system, Freedman said.

“It’s really problematic when parents are forced to contemplate 
and make many important decisions based on a school board’s in-
eptitude in handling an urgent issue.” n

Lila Sarick is news editor of The CJN.

Jewish groups call on 
Quebec’s political parties 
to address antisemitism 
and discrimination 
during the 2022 
provincial election 
campaign
/ Janice Arnold  

The next government of Quebec should take more concrete 
action to address the rise in antisemitic incidents in the 

province, says the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs (CIJA).
That’s the overriding concern expressed by CIJA to the political 

parties vying for power in the Oct. 3 election in a newly pub-
lished document.

Topping the recommendations is the creation of a subsidy 
program to defray the cost of security for at-risk community 
buildings, similar to the Ontario government’s Safer and Vital 
Community Grant.

The program would help communities under threat of hate or 
other crimes pay for improved security infrastructure or train-
ing of security personnel at their institutions.

Specifically, CIJA recommends the allocation in the first year 
of a budget of $1.7 million, as in Ontario. Each subsidy could 
cover up to 75 percent of the costs, to a maximum of $75,000, 
with the community responsible for the rest.

Another recommendation is strengthening the Montreal po-
lice force’s hate crimes unit, both in terms of staffing and train-
ing. The unit currently has three detectives and two advisory 
officers.

CIJA thinks the police could be better trained in identifying 
and documenting incidents, and a dedicated liaison officer 
should be assigned to each targeted community. The police 
should be able to recognize antisemitism in all its forms, as de-

scribed in the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 
(IHRA) definition adopted by the Quebec government last year, 
CIJA says.

It also wants hate crimes units set up in Quebec City, Laval and 
Sherbrooke as well as training for certain Crown prosecutors to 
specialize in the handling of hate crimes cases

More collaboration between the Montreal service and the 
provincial police, the Sureté du Québec (SQ), in fighting hate 
crimes is needed, according to CIJA. For example, the SQ mak-
ing its cyber surveillance resources available would aid local 
police in monitoring online hate activity.

There has been a “dangerous surge” in antisemitism in Quebec 
over the past couple of years, since the start of the pandemic 
and, particularly, the Israel-Hamas conflict of May 2021, much 
of it CIJA characterized as anti-Israel in nature.

The advocacy group also warns against public money going to 
non-governmental organizations that condone hate.

“The government should be vigilant against publicly funded 
NGOs that organize pro-BDS/anti-Israel activities or where ex-
pressions of antisemitism are frequent and tolerated. Such ac-
tions by some NGOs were observed to be increasing in 2021,” it 
states.

According to the latest data, the Montreal police recorded 37 
hate crimes against Jews in the first six months of 2021. In all of 
2019, the number was 34 and, in 2020, 42.

“We have also seen, over the last year, Jewish students in some 
Quebec schools be the victims of antisemitic incidents of intim-
idation, vandalism, and hateful comments targeting their Jew-
ish identity and, in some cases, Holocaust denial,” CIJA states.

School boards should be required to publish annual reports 
on incidents of hate or discrimination. Currently, there is no 
systematic approach to recording or responding to such inci-
dents, CIJA notes, and staff should be trained in how to deal 
with them.

It is also asking that a segment on the history of Jews in the 
province be included in the mandatory Quebec Citizenship and 
Culture course being introduced this year.

As for Quebec-Israel relations, CIJA urges the province to es-
tablish a permanent representative office in Israel, as well as for 
the premier to head a high-level trade mission there.

“We have provided Quebec’s political parties with concrete 
proposals to fight hate and are now waiting to see what they 
propose in response,” said CIJA Quebec vice-president Eta Yu-
din, who stressed that Quebec is, by and large, “an open and 
tolerant society.”

CIJA expressed appreciation to the incumbent Coalition Ave-
nir Québec (CAQ) government for adopting the IHRA defini-
tion, its contribution to the new Montreal Holocaust Museum, 
and its support for a new optional teaching module on geno-
cide.

By contrast, B’nai Brith Canada is highly critical of the CAQ for 
the new French-language law, Bill 96, which it finds discrimina-
tory, and the earlier secularism legislation, Bill 21.

At a Sept. 8 press conference, B’nai Brith officials characterized 
Quebec as an “anomaly” in having a law that prevents police 
departments from allowing officers to wear religious symbols, 
including kippot, while on the job, bucking the trend in Canada 
and the United States.

“There is no proof that Quebec’s prohibition provides any ben-
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efit, or that an officer wearing a religious symbol is less profes-
sional or effective,” said CEO   Michael Mostyn.

On the contrary, said League for Human Rights director Mar-
vin Rotrand, a former Montreal city councillor, he has been told 
by police chiefs elsewhere in the country that the public accepts 
officers in religious wear.

Such a policy reflects Canada’s diversity, widens the pool of 
potential candidates, and sends a positive message that aids 
community policing, Rotrand said.

B’nai Brith has since launched a web page with information on 
the Quebec election, including the platforms of the five major 
parties and the two new ones promoting minority rights: Bloc 
Montreal and the Canadian Party of Quebec.

No commentary is offered, with the exception that B’nai Brith 
notes that Québec Solidaire, the second opposition party in 
the last parliament, has endorsed BDS since 2009 and accus-
es Israel of apartheid. Its MNAs denied the unanimous consent 
that would have allowed a motion on the IHRA definition to be 
considered by the National Assembly in June of last year. B’nai 
Brith and the Knights of Pythias are co-hosting a debate by the 
candidates in D’Arcy McGee, which has the largest Jewish pop-
ulation, on Sept. 22. n

A synagogue in Toronto 
rethinking the role of 
membership fees is part 
of a larger trend
 
/ Alex Rose

When the Beth Tzedec Congregation decided to elimi-
nate membership dues for everyone under 40, the To-

ronto synagogue knew it was taking a bold step.
But it was not as bold as some might have believed, because 

the Conservative synagogue was inspired by a number of shuls 
that had already undertaken similar initiatives.

One of them was Beth El Synagogue, in the St. Louis Park 
suburb of Minneapolis.

Beth El was facing a scenario familiar to many contemporary 
religious institutions: its revenues were declining. It was 2017, 
and the Conservative synagogue was utilizing the traditional 
dues-based model, in which membership at the shul is con-
tingent upon paying a set fee.

Instead of trying to double down on a failing approach, how-
ever, Beth El saw the potential crisis as a chance to bring their 
financial and administrative practices in line with their core 
values.

The shul did away with dues altogether—and moved to an 
entirely philanthropy-based model.

“It was a value-based decision around what does it mean to 
be a synagogue, and how do we make sure that we are in the 

business of being a synagogue and not in the business of run-
ning a business?” said Beth El managing director Matt Walzer.

The revenue declines “provided an opportunity for us to have 
that values conversation and decide, how do we align those 
values with a model that is hopefully going to better support 
the congregation than the financial support we have now.”

The separation of membership from money leads to two 
main outcomes.

First, it means that Beth El relies on charitable gifts and pro-
gram fees. Second, it means that anyone who wants to be a 
member can be one.

And the results have been overwhelmingly positive.
It has been a financial boon, with people responding posi-

tively and generously, Walzer said. And in terms of communi-
ty involvement and engagement, he said it has also changed 
the conversation for the better.

“A lot of engagement starts at points in life cycles… people 
looking to get married or looking to have children in our pre-
school or looking to have a b’nai mitzvah for a member of 
their family. Those tend to be younger family engagements 
to start with, and they’ve responded very positively to it,” he 
said. “Generally speaking, (new members) are delightfully 
surprised when it’s not a financial conversation and it’s about 
engagement.”

Beth Tzedec is betting on similar results. The change is not 
just about removing the financial barriers that can prevent 
young people from joining a synagogue, but also about signal-
ling a new kind of relationship between synagogue and con-
gregation.

“This says… we see ourselves about people and the engage-
ment of people in their Jewish journeys,” said Beth Tzedec’s 
Rabbi Steve Wernick.

“Our vision statement is, ‘We seek to inspire and enable our 
community to live a meaningful Jewish life.’ It doesn’t say only 
those people that are members of Beth Tzedec. It doesn’t say 
we seek to provide people with space for their life cycle events 
and so forth. We’re about meaning. And so this is, I think, an 
important step to align ourselves to do that seriously.”

As part of that process, Beth Tzedec worked with Ron 
Wolfson, a professor of education at American Jewish Univer-
sity, and a frequent consultant for synagogues. He is perhaps 
best known for his 2013 book Relational Judaism, and for his 
Synagogue 2000 project, which he started in 1995 with Rabbi 
Larry Hoffman. (It was renamed Synagogue 3000 for the cur-
rent millennium.)

Wolfson sees his work as changing the way Jewish organiza-
tions relate to their members. He believes the old paradigms 
from the 20th century, which he calls transactional, are begin-
ning to crumble.

“I pay dues to a synagogue and what do I get back? I get High 
Holiday seats, I get a religious school, bar mitzvah for my kids, 
I get a rabbi on call when I need the rabbi. But when I don’t 
need the rabbi, or I don’t need the religious school, or I don’t 
need the bar and bat mitzvah… what’s the value of my engage-
ment as a member of a congregation if it’s just that? If it’s just 
‘dues equals engagement.’

“Well, guess what? Dues does not equal engagement.  Rela-
tionships equals engagement. So my tagline in that work is, 
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‘it’s all about relationships.’”
Surprisingly for a professor of Jewish education, Wolfson has 

focused a lot of his research on megachurches. To him, they 
excel in all the areas where the traditional transactional par-
adigm is weakest. They have no membership dues, yet thrive 
experientially—and, more importantly, they thrive financially.

Wolfson identified three main points of strength for mega-
churches that he believes synagogues can learn from. The first 
is radical hospitality; when Wolfson would take his students to 
visit megachurches, they would be immediately and actively 
welcomed by whomever they happened to be sitting near that 
day.

The second is a membership induction process for all new 
members, which guides everyone to find the role in which 
they can be most helpful and feel most fulfilled.

The third is the belief in the power of the church to transform 
lives, and to speak openly about this power. Wolfson contrast-
ed this last point with synagogues, which are generally more 
much modest in their claims and, in his eyes, underselling 
their potential relevance to all aspects of life.

Beth Tzedec’s removal dues for a portion of their member-
ship is just the beginning of the reformation process. Integral 
to the vision is the reimagining of the synagogue—member 
relationship, as well as the member-to-member relationship 
with an added emphasis on engagement, connection, mean-
ing and spiritual fulfillment—in total alignment with Wolfson’s 
philosophy.

“This effort that Beth Tzedec is doing, I think, is fantastic 
because it takes away the transactional nature of the engage-
ment. It’s saying, ‘we’re not going to charge you money to join 
our community.’

“But more than that, once you join our community, we’re go-
ing to do everything we can to engage you with our clergy, our 
staff, and most importantly, with each other so that you find a 
chevre, a group of people who will be your friends and will be 
there for you in good times and bad.

“That, in a nutshell, is the kind of work of relational engage-
ment.” n

Alex Rose is a Toronto-based news reporter for The CJN.

Montreal Holocaust 
Museum has unveiled the 
$90M design of a building 
set to open in 2025
/ Janice Arnold  
 

The new downtown Montreal Holocaust Museum (MHM) 
will be an inviting, tranquil oasis on bustling St. Laurent 

Boulevard when it opens three years from now.
The winning architectural plans for the $90-million project 

unveiled on Sept. 8 depict a striking three-storey building of 
pale grey Quebec limestone in five sections of varying heights 
and setbacks.

The entire ground floor is visible to passersby through 
wrap-around windows, including commemorative space, 
multi-purpose rooms, a coffee shop and bookstore. The cen-
terpiece is a daylight-flooded “agora” and linear garden, com-
plete with birch trees reminiscent of German-Jewish painter 
Max Liebermann’s depiction of the Wannsee forest, stretching 
to St. Dominique Street at the building’s rear.

A rooftop garden is also planned where those having gone 
through exhibitions on the upper floors can reflect and take 
in the cityscape.

There will be no symbols of the Holocaust or disturbing im-
agery on the exterior; the intention is to draw people in first, 
perhaps pique their curiosity enough to have them venture 
upstairs to see the permanent and temporary exhibitions that 
will educate them about the horror of the Holocaust.

A Wall of Memory near the entrance is inscribed with the 
names of annihilated communities and an adjoining survi-
vor testimony area will signal to visitors that this is not just a 
pleasant place to pass the time.

The joint submission by prominent Toronto-based KPMB 
Architects and Daoust Lestage Lizotte Steckler, whose office 
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has been next door to the site for 30 years, was the unanimous 
choice from among 32 proposals from nine countries by a 
nine-member interdisciplinary jury in a blind international 
competition launched last year.

Groundbreaking for the 45,000-square foot facility on what 
is now a parking lot between Sherbrooke and Prince Arthur 
Streets amid low-rise storefronts is scheduled to take place a 
year from now with inauguration in late 2025. The new MHM 
is promised to be a landmark that will revitalize a rather run-
down block.

A couple of attendees at the by-invitation unveiling ques-
tioned whether the design is too comfortable for visitors and 
should the suffering of the Holocaust not be more apparent 
from the outset.

KPMB founding partner Shirley Blumberg said, “this was 
deeply personal for me; all the relatives I did not meet were 
standing at my shoulder.”

The team spent a long time discussing what it means to cre-
ate a Holocaust museum today, she said. “I relate differently 
to the Holocaust than my parents and grandparents, and my 
children and grandchildren will relate to it differently from 
me.

“We did not want to reproduce the experience of the Holo-
caust; one, because it is impossible, and, two, it’s a kind of Dis-
neyfication. You cannot represent the Holocaust; it’s too vast 
to grasp,” not only in architecture, but art, prose or any other 
creation.

“This is not a building about despair, but about hope,” that 
will be relevant to all people, Blumberg said.

Architectural historian and Holocaust scholar Robert Jan van 
Pelt of the University of Waterloo, a consultant to the team, 
concurred. The Dutch-born child of survivors, who said he 
has visited every Holocaust museum in the world, noted, “I’ve 
always been skeptical about attempts to make monuments to 
the Holocaust… Jewish tradition, unlike Christianity, is not re-
ally about monuments.”

Nearly $85 million has been raised toward the $90-million 
goal, said Give Voice campaign chair Julia Reitman, including 
$20 million each from the federal and Quebec governments, 
and $1.5 million from the City of Montreal.

The Azrieli Foundation is the lead private donor, contributing 
$15 million. The total sum includes setting up a $20-million 
endowment fund for the greatly expanded MHM’s operations 
and programming.

Since its founding in 1979, the MHM has been located in 
the Federation CJA building in the West End Côte des Neiges 
district. Four years ago, the MHM made known it intended to 
move to a far larger, centrally located purpose-built premises 
to accommodate an increasing number of visitors, a growing 
artifact collection, and greater demand for its educational and 
research resources. Securing a site and the pandemic delayed 
plans.

Reitman acknowledged that early on there was skepticism 
about undertaking such an ambitious project, but critics were 
won over as antisemitism worsens around the world. The 
hope is that the new MHM will bring together all communities 
in combating racism and protecting human rights.

The MHM’s projection is 100,000 visits annually to the new 
facility. In 2020, over 21,750 visits—almost half by students—
were recorded at the current museum, an increase of 41 per-
cent in five years.

Thousands more participated in online programming and 
nearly 900 teachers from across Canada were trained last year.

The MHM houses 13,521 artifacts and 871 survivor testimo-
nies, many of which will be transformed into interactive ho-
logram-like recordings in the new building, with technology 
developed by the USC Shoah Foundation.

Rae Gropper expressed the appreciation of her fellow aging 
survivors for finally seeing the new facility take shape and 
their hope to live to see its opening. n

Queen Elizabeth never 
forgot the face of Myra 
Freeman. Now the former 
Nova Scotia lieutenant-
governor is fondly 
remembering the Royal 
she served for six years
/ Ellin Bessner

It was a bittersweet moment when Myra Freeman sat down 
in the stately hallway at Government House in Halifax on 

Tuesday, Sept. 12, to sign the official book of condolences 
marking the death of Queen Elizabeth II.

After all, Freeman used to live in the grand Georgian-style 
residence on Barrington Street, during her six-year term as the 
Queen’s representative in Nova Scotia. 

As the province’s lieutenant-governor between 2000 and 
2006, Freeman embodied several milestones: she was the first 
woman to be appointed to that post in Nova Scotia’s history, 
and also the first Jewish woman in the job in Canadian history. 

Now, at age 73, Freeman remains grateful for serving the 
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Queen, and also for meeting her on a half-dozen occasions.
But the schoolteacher-turned-philanthropist’s association 

with the monarch also dated back to her own childhood. 
When the Queen and her husband Prince Philip visited New 

Brunswick in 1959, her future representative belonged to a 
Girl Guide troop in her native Saint John. 

The uniformed Brownies were taken to a hill in the near-
by village of Pamdenec, where Jewish families had cottages. 
They stood at attention and saluted as the royal couple’s train 
passed by en route to Fredericton.

“And I remember it was a fleeting moment, literally fleeting, 
because a train goes pretty quickly,” Freeman told The CJN 
Daily. “It didn’t really slow down, but we did catch a glimpse 
of Her Majesty and we were all very excited.”

A decade later, while taking a modelling course during her 
high school years, Freeman was selected to dress up like the 
Queen and walk gracefully down the stage wearing a long 
gown and (fake) jewels. 

Freeman credits people skills that she honed during de-
cades as a teacher with preparing her for the public role, when 
tasked by then-prime minister Jean Chretien. Sworn into of-
fice on May 17, 2000, she soon got her first chance to meet the 
Queen at a state dinner in Halifax.

She remembers choosing to avoid a potentially embarrass-
ing etiquette faux pas in the waiting room—by declining to 
eat one of the chocolate-covered strawberries being passed 
around just before a turn at a handshake.

But the Queen didn’t seem to mind when Freeman broke 
protocol a year later at Buckingham Palace. It was during the 
45-minute tete-a-tete to present her credentials.

Freeman and her husband Larry drove through the palace 
gates, and were greeted by the household staff, including an 
equerry and a lady-in-waiting. They laid out all the instruc-
tions for how to act and what to do (and not do) in the Queen’s 
presence. 

And that included waiting for Her Majesty to speak first.
Freeman admits that while hadn’t been nervous before, that 

changed after she watched a staff demonstrate a curtsy almost 
down to her knee to the floor. (“I was thinking, ‘I’ll never be 
able to get that.”) 

Then, the doors to the Queen’s reception room opened and 
without pausing, Freeman blurted out a hearty “Hello!”

“Now, you can imagine, it would feel like being at the princi-
pal’s office. We were sitting on the edge of our seats, our hands 
were folded,” Freeman recalled. But, within minutes, they 
were completely relaxed.

“And I think that this is one of the most important legacies 
that Her Majesty has left, and that is the warmth and her hu-
mour and making people feel totally at ease and comfortable.”

Their conversation focused on Canada, where the Queen 
made 22 visits during her lifetime, more than any other coun-
try. 

Freeman was touched when the monarch asked about Ethel 
Garnier, the long-serving executive housekeeper in Halifax, 
who looked after her during six stays at Government House—
first as a princess in 1951, and during her last Royal tour in 
2010.

The role also meant keeping the Queen informed about im-
portant political developments in the province. But instead of 
regular catch-up phone calls or emails, communication with 
the palace was done only through letters sent through the De-
partment of Canadian Heritage.

And yet, Elizabeth II must have had her own methods for re-
membering names, faces and details. 

Freeman marvelled at how, on a visit in 2010, the Queen cor-
rectly picked Freeman out of a receiving line even though the 
former vice-regal was now wearing a naval uniform. It was 
during a Halifax military ceremony known as Trooping the 
Colours.

“‘Oh, my representative, my former representative,” were the 
words the Queen greeted her with. 

(Later that evening, at a fancy dinner, the Queen also ex-
pressed awareness that Freeman had changed into something 
more elegant.) 

As the first Jewish family to occupy the historic Govern-
ment House, the Freemans made it a priority to kosher the 
residence’s official kitchen for the duration of their stay. And 
while the Queen didn’t sleep over during Freeman’s time in 
office, her family did welcome a royal cousin, Prince Michael 
of Kent, at a Friday night Shabbat dinner in 2002.

Freeman believes the Queen not only was aware that her rep-
resentative in Nova Scotia was Jewish, but wholly approved of 
it.

“It’s not something that you think of when you think of the 
Queen of England and the Church of England accepting of it.”

When the Queen’s funeral is broadcast on Monday Sept. 
19 from Westminster Abbey, Freeman will be watching from 
home. But she’d jump at the opportunity to attend if she could.

In the meantime, she treasures the gifts she received at Buck-
ingham Palace two decades ago: she keeps the two signed, 
leather-bound portraits of Elizabeth and of Prince Philip in 
the curio cabinet at the family cottage. 

The items are flanked by a life-sized cardboard Queen cut-
out, which the Freemans bought in London. It’s displayed in 
the window at the cottage door.

“She greets everybody who comes into our house.” n

Ellin Bessner is chief correspondent of The CJN Daily.
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takes on favourite spooky tales.
Dracula: A Comedy of Terrors from Oct. 23-Nov. 13, by Gordon 

Greenberg and Steve Rosen is described as a Mel Brooks-es-
que sendup of the classic tale, filled with special effects. This 
irreverent farce will see one of Montreal’s favorite actresses, 
Ellen David, in an uncharacteristic role.

Across the foyer, in the Studio, the whole family can take in 
the world premiere of Frankenstein, a “living comic book” 
created by Craig Francis, Rick Miller and Paul Van Dyck, with 
Montreal’s leading children’s theatre, Geordie Productions.

The first play of 2023 is English by Sanaz Toossi, directed by 
Guillermo Verdecchia, from March 19-April 2. This is not a 
satire on Quebec politics, but rather a humorous look at how 
learning a second language affects identity.

Four students in Iran are sternly told to only speak English in 
class. Their lessons soon devolve into a linguistic mess, as they 
struggle with translating their native tongue into a foreign one, 
wondering if it was all worth it.

English was a New York Times critic’s pick this year.
“Language always seems to take centre stage in Montreal,” said 

Rubin. “This beautiful play is a reminder that language barriers 
aren’t as insurmountable as we think, and that we can find un-
derstanding when we celebrate each other’s differences.”

The season closes with the musical Josephine: A Musical Cab-
aret May 28-June 18, created by Michael Marinaccio, Tod Kim-
bro and Tymisha Harris, who also stars. It was judged the best 
production of this summer’s Montreal Fringe Festival.

This homage traces the remarkable life of singer and actor 
Josephine Baker, a groundbreaking African-American singer 
and actress in the early 20th century, who became a Second 
World War spy and civil rights activist.

Directed by Sean Cheesman of So You Think You Can Dance 
fame, the show incorporates song, theatre, burlesque and 
dance.

“After years on the Fringe circuit winning over audiences and 
sweeping awards – including one from us – we’re so thrilled to 
give it the Segal Centre sparkle and bring it to the main stage 
for even more people to enjoy,” said Segal.

The resident Dora Wasserman Yiddish Theatre is not putting 
on a production this season, but the troupe will be back with 
its popular Lyrics & Latkes: A Chanukah Sing-Along later this 
year.

This is the second in-person season during the pandemic, 
and the Segal is hoping this one unrolls without the disruption 
caused this past year by Omicron.  

Rubin frankly admits it hasn’t been easy. “The last three years 
have tested the (live performance) industry, which has been 
given a good shake up,” she said. “We are climbing our way 
out of a big mess. There’s still much we don’t know in this new 
world.”

The Segal continues to follow all the health guidelines and 
will recommend wearing masks, offered free of charge at the 
entrance, but they are not mandatory. 

Select performances of Dracula will be mask-mandate to ac-
commodate those more comfortable with that restriction. n

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

Montreal’s Segal Theatre 
presents plays that range 
from the provocative to 
the irreverent this season
/ Janice Arnold

A provocative new play that explores the impact of an-
tisemitism in France across generations will be staged at 

Montreal’s Segal Centre for Performing Arts this season.
Prayer for the French Republic by the American Joshua Har-

mon had its world premiere at the Manhattan Theatre Club 
earlier this year, garnering glowing reviews. The New York 
Times declared this dramatic comedy “thought-provoking, 
heart-wrenching and wickedly funny.” It won three 2022 Dra-
ma Desk awards, including for outstanding play.

The play is primarily set in Paris in 2016-2017 when a Jewish 
family worries if rising antisemitism will force them to leave the 
country they have called home for generations. Their contempo-
rary insecurity is unnervingly similar to that of their great-grand-
parents who in 1944, when the narrative begins, were desperate-
ly searching for relatives missing in the Holocaust.

Although the family did not leave France, their uncertainty 
about whether it was a place for Jews never completely eased.

Prayer for the French Republic, a three-act production with 11 
actors, will be staged at the Segal from April 23-May 14, direct-
ed by Lisa Rubin, the centre’s artistic and executive director.

The Segal’s four-play 2022-2023 subscription season gets un-
derway in October.

At the launch, Rubin said audiences can expect the same 
biting dialogue and cutting wit that Harmon brought to Bad 
Jews, a frank and funny look at modern Jewish identity that 
was staged at the Segal several years ago and reprised the fol-
lowing year because of its popularity.

“Future generations will study Joshua Harmon’s works the 
same way we do Mordecai Richler’s and Leonard Cohen’s for 
his white-hot commentary on contemporary Jewish lives,” 
said Rubin of Prayer for the French Republic, whose Segal pro-
duction is sponsored by the Azrieli Foundation and Federa-
tion CJA.

Antisemitism is also the theme of a pre-season show at the 
Segal. American standup comedian Alex Edelman’s mono-
logue Just For Us recounts how he confronted those behind 
the online hate he was bombarded with by covertly infiltrating 
a gathering of neo-Nazis in New York. A hit off-Broadway, this 
absurdist comedy is presented for one night only on Sept. 17 
in association with Just For Laughs.

Rubin said the Segal aims to “continue to explore the many 
facets of Jewish cultural identity, as well as the diversity of 
other voices and perspectives in our society.” It is committed 
to providing a space for other cultural communities’ artistic 
expression.

The season kicks off, in time for Halloween, with two new 


