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Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens
EditEd by RachEl Kamin & chava PinchuK

CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF 
SYDNEY TAYLOR BOOK AWARD WINNERS

In celebration of the 50th anniversary of the Sydney Taylor Book Awards, 
AJL reviewers will revisit some of the past winners to determine their 
relevance for today’s readers. Are these classics timeless or do they feel dated? 
Will children today still relate to them? Was the book unique for its time?  
Was it a ‘pioneer’ in terms of subject matter, format, or illustrations? And, 
how does the book compare to other similar books that have been published 
since? In this issue, we reexamine three awardees; The Endless Steppe by Esther Hautzig, the first 
winner of what was then called the Shirley Kravitz Children’s Book Award in 1968 (the award was 
renamed in 1978 after the death of Sydney Taylor, author of the All of a Kind Family series), along 
with The Year by Suzanne Lange, the 1970 winner, and The Devil in Vienna by Doris Orgel, the 1987 
winner. Selections from subsequent decades will be highlighted in future issues.  

http://www.jewishlibraries.org
https://lists.service.ohio-state.edu/mailman/listinfo/hasafran 
https://www.facebook.com/jewishlibraries
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Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

50 YEARS OF THE SYDNEY TAYLOR AWARD (continued)

Hautzig, Esther. The Endless Steppe: Growing up in Siberia. New York: Crowell, 1968. 243 pp. 
(0690263716) Gr. 5-12. 

Since its original publication in 1968, The Endless Steppe has been reprinted in countless editions 
with the 1989 Harperteen paperback and the 1995 Harper Trophy paperback still easily available. 
It has been translated into Hebrew, Spanish, French, German, Catalan, Japanese, Danish, Swedish, 
Indonesian, and even Sinhalese and Braille. It was selected as an ALA Notable Book and was a 
National Book Award finalist, receiving international prizes as well. It has a place on reading lists 
at many schools throughout the world.

Why this book remains a classic is no mystery. In a simple, matter-of-fact style leavened with 
a bit of humor, it begins by recounting the author’s comfortable, carefree childhood growing up 
in Vilna, surrounded by loving relatives. But in 1941, eleven-year-old Esther and her family are 
suddenly uprooted when the Soviets arrest those deemed enemies of the state and force them into 
exile as slave laborers in Siberia. The arrival of Stalin’s secret police abruptly and dramatically 
transforms her rather coddled existence into one of unimaginable hardships, both physical and 
emotional. Along with her parents and her grandmother, she bravely faces starvation, hard labor, 
and homelessness. This is a memoir which is at once horrifying and uplifting. The reader is left with 
a feeling of overwhelming awe for the courage and ingenuity of those who survived this ordeal.

By the time World War II ends, Esther has become rather fond of Siberia and the friends she 
made there. She has adapted so well to her new life that she is actually reluctant to leave. Finally 
returning as a young teen to Poland, she is shocked to learn that her entire extended family has been 
killed in the Holocaust. The exile to Siberia had unintentionally provided Esther and her parents 
with an escape from certain death at the hands of the Nazis.

It’s hard to believe that 50 years have passed since this book was first published. The vocabulary 
is dated in some places: most notably, and confusingly for today’s children, the word “gay” appears 
a number of times in its classic context meaning “happy.” There are a few other likely unfamiliar 
terms, such as kulak and “valise.” However, the story is so real and timeless (even capturing details 
like her need to go to the toilet while on the cattle train, or her disappointment in not finding friends 
her own age in her work group) that contemporary readers would surely relate to the character and 
identify with her.

Many children’s books dealing with Holocaust themes have been published since The Endless 
Steppe was written, but this may be the only book for young people about Jewish slave labor in 
Siberia. For its honesty, fine storytelling, and courageous message of the triumph of the human 
spirit, it is still a “winner” even today.

Joyce Levine, North Shore Hebrew Academy H.S. (retired); 
Former AJL Publications Chair and SSC President, North Woodmere, NY
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50 YEARS OF THE SYDNEY TAYLOR AWARD (continued)
Lange, Suzanne. The Year: Life on an Israeli Kibbutz. New York: S. G. Phillips, 
1970. 188 pp. (0875991734) Gr. 10-12. OUT OF PRINT.

Anne Sanger decides to take time after her junior year in college to work on a 
kibbutz in northern Israel. She tells about the interactions between the group assigned 
to Yad Chaim, and she describes many aspects of kibbutz life: the setup for living 
quarters and the dining hall, the intense agricultural labor, learning Hebrew, and the 
beautiful (and hot) surroundings. As the year progresses, Anne grows and matures 
from many experiences that include travel to Jerusalem, Be’er Sheva, and Tel Aviv, 
working in the children’s building and the kitchen, and becoming close with Judah. 

But living near the then Syrian border is dangerous. The Syrians positioned in the mountains fire 
rockets and guns into the valley. When kibbutz member Yaacov’s tractor hits a landmine and he is 
killed, Anne is severely traumatized, and her friends help her to deal with the tragedy. She realizes 
she is in love with Judah, and although she and her American friends return to the United States, they 
plan to come back to Israel, proud that they “had the guts to explore their ideals.”

Lange’s chronicle is somewhat dated, and an interesting choice for the Award, since the book 
would be considered a teen or young adult book today. Until the teen reader category was introduced 
in 2007, most of the Sydney Taylor Award winner were for middle grade readers. In the late 1960s, 
working on a kibbutz was one of the few options for high school and college-aged young adults who 
wanted to spend time in Israel; now there are many, many alternatives and different programs. The 
area where Anne spent her time, near Kiryat Shemona on the Syrian border, has been relatively safe 
since the 1967 War, when Israel conquered the Golan Heights, but much of the area is still riddled 
with Syrian land mines. At the time, life in Israel was very different and exotic, and while The Year 
provided readers in the 1970’s with a unique insight it has lost most of its relevance and appeal. 
Luckily, several novels about American teens exploring Israel have been published more recently 
such as How to Ruin A Summer Vacation by Simone Elkeles (Flux, 2009), The Weight of the Sky by Lisa 
Ann Sandell (Viking, 2006), and The Singing Mountain by Sonia Levitin (Simon & Schuster, 1998).

Chava Pinchuck, Ramat Beit Shemesh, Israel

Orgel, Doris. The Devil in Vienna. New York: Dial Books, 1978. 243 pp. $16.99. (9780803730489). Gr. 3-6.
Despite their friendship pledge of 

B.S.L. – Blood-Sisterly Love, – a pledge of 
friendship shared by 13-year-olds Jewish Inge 
Dornenwald and Catholic Lieselotte Vessely, 
the daughter of a high-ranking Nazi officer, 
are forbidden to see each other. The thirteen-
year-olds share the same birthday and have 
been best friends since third grade. Through 

Inge’s diary entries, the touching story of friendship and family unfolds against a backdrop of Nazi-
occupied Vienna. Inge writes, “Something happened … that tore a hole in the world.” While the 
cover photo is extremely dated, the text is still fresh and engaging, giving readers an emotionally 
moving, yet not terribly frightening look at the beginning of the Holocaust. From everyday activities, 
one initially gets only an inkling of the difficulties to come. Lieselotte’s family moves to Germany 
so her father can work at Nazi headquarters, and her brother joins the Hitler Youth. The return 
address on Lieselotte’s only letter is blacked out by censors, so Inge despairs of ever hearing from 
her best friend again. Tension mounts as Hitler invades Austria. Walks around the neighborhood 

Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens
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Behar, Ruth. Lucky Broken Girl. New York: Nancy Paulsen Books. 2017. 243 
pp.  $16.99. (9780339546440). Gr. 5-7.

Where do you find emotional strength to cope when your young life 
screeches to a halt after an accident that confines you to bed for a year?  How do 
you write about a static life in a dynamic way that captures readers? How do 
you merge the immigrant experience to convey community with the personal?  
Author Ruth Behar succeeds by braiding these three strands in a knock-out 
fiction based on her own childhood experience. Ten-year-old, Cuban Jewish 
immigrant Ruthie wants to assimilate, but she has gone from smart to dumb 
with her stumbling English.  She wants current American fads and friends.  On 

a family ride in her father’s dream Oldsmobile there is a terrible car crash. Ruthie breaks her leg. 
1960’s medicine dictates a body cast, which means bedpans and being treated like a baby, with 
little to eat to prevent getting fat and outgrowing her cast.  This means anger for Ruthie and her 
mother, who is also trapped at home as caregiver. Lonely, Ruthie philosophizes on her condition, 
the parade of people who visit entertain her too briefly, although through her tutor and an artistic 
neighbor Ruthie finds a love of reading and writing. With hopes dashed as every return visit to the 
doctor returns her to her cast, Ruthie manages to hang on, to exist in a bed that is an island, to not 
lose hope. Vivid writing gifts readers; they taste Cuban food, hear Cuban music, see her poor New 
York neighborhood, feel her pain and absorb her resilience. As the wound heals, so does Ruthie’s 
wounded spirit.  When at last she soars, so do readers.  This sad, strong, honest, moving book is 
the finalist in Children’s Literature for the 2017 National Jewish Book Award.

Ellen G. Cole, Temple Isaiah, Los Angeles, CA

In The Spotlight

Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

50 YEARS OF THE SYDNEY TAYLOR AWARD (continued)

aren’t safe. Inge must attend Religious Instruction classes, separating Jewish children from the 
others. The temple is closed, guarded by SS men, and anti-Jewish graffiti mars the walls. Inge’s 
grandfather and father are forced to scrub Vienna’s walls, sidewalks, and streets with toothbrushes, 
with ammonia poured by the Nazis burning their hands and faces. On the day Hitler comes to 
town, Lieselotte returns, meeting Inge by surprise at the rally. The girls resume their friendship 
secretly, but it soon becomes clear that Inge’s and her family’s lives are seriously endangered. 

The voice and style are reminiscent of those in Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl. Some 
unexplained vocabulary, and cultural and historical references, such as “ten days’ sow-weather,” 
“louse-boy”, and the “plebiscite” may interfere with readers’ understanding of the book. The novel 
was published in 1978 and reprinted in 2004 with the author’s message that explains that the story 
is loosely based on her own experiences. It was an ALA Notable Book, as well as the winner of the 
Sydney Taylor and Golden Kite awards. The 1988 movie, Friendship in Vienna, is based on the novel.

Would it win the Sydney Taylor Award today?  Probably not, as it’s slow-moving at the 
beginning and too tame to satisfy today’s youth.  It conveys hope and optimism in the midst of 
danger, still a solid choice for those beginning to learn about the Holocaust.

Debbie Colodny, Cook Memorial Public Library District, Libertyville, IL
Former owner Sefer, So Good, and former member, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee.
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Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

Iturbe, Antonio. The Librarian of Auschwitz. Trans. by Lilit Žekulin Thwaites. 
New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2017. 424 pp. $19.99 (9781627796187). 
Gr. 8 -12.

Based on the life of Holocaust survivor Dita Kraus (and translated from 
the Spanish), the story begins in January 1944, in Auschwitz-Birkenau, a place 
where “human life has so little value that…a bullet is more valuable than a 
human being.” Fourteen-year-old Dita resides in Block 31, BIIb or the “family 
camp,” where children are kept busy while their parents are worked to death. 
What the Nazis do not know is that the children are also being taught, in secret, 
about their own people and religion, about history, philosophy, and literature; 
the prisoners have covertly set up a school for which Dita, as keeper of eight 

special books, is the librarian. Iturbe’s interviews with the real Dita, along with copious research, 
inform his significant novel. We follow Dita as she protects her precious volumes and evades the 
sadistic Dr. Josef Mengele; we learn about the hidden torment of the school’s teacher Alfred Hirsch, 
who was believed to be gay and who died under suspicious circumstances; we observe an SS guard, 
Viktor Pestek, romantically pursuing a prisoner, Renée Neumann; and we watch as Jewish registrar 
Rudi Rosenberg and Fred Wetzler execute an escape, among other intersecting storylines. 

With a journalistic eye, Iturbe paints an admirably thorough portrait of both the everyday lives 
of the prisoners and their extraordinary circumstances, wherein the specter of death is omnipresent. 
The story ends with Dita meeting Anne Frank on her deathbed (though she didn’t realize it at the 
time); and soon after, the liberation of the camp by the British. An Epilogue and Postscript tell more 
about Dita’s life post-liberation, and a “What Happened To…” section provides information about 
other real-life figures from the book. 

Elissa Gershowitz, The Horn Book, Inc., Boston, MA

[Editors’ Note: The Librarian of Auschwitz is the 2018 Sydney Taylor Book Award Winner in the Teen 
Reader Category.]

Laskin, Pamela L. Ronit & Jamil. New York: Katherine Tegin Books, 2017. 
178 pp. $17.99. (9780062458544). Gr. 8-12.

Poet Pamela Laskin reimagines the Romeo and Juliet story set in modern 
day Israel. The forbidden love of Israeli Ronit and Palestinian Jamil is 
exquisitely portrayed in this verse novel. They meet unexpectedly when they 
accompany their fathers to work one day. Ronit’s dad, Chaim, is a pharmacist 
who gives medicines to physician Dr. Assad, Jamil’s father, during regular 
rounds in Jerusalem. Both men have a grudging respect for each other’s work, 
but are not friendly. Under their noses, Ronit and Jamil grow from attraction 
to sensual first longing to forbidden love. Ronit and Jamil marvel at their 
similarities: family dynamics and food as well as the mutual distrust of their 

politics and place. “There is no separation barrier/between you/and me.” The inherent romantic 
tension of their love set amidst the backdrop of modern day hate echoes that of the Montagues and 
Capulets. While Romeo and Juliet come to a tragic end, Laskin gives us young lovers planning their 
escape from family and community. Will they succeed? Laskin leaves the ending open.

In The Spotlight (continued)
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Her rendition of the classic love story is even-handed, and this may trouble some readers with 
strong opinions about the Israeli-Arab conflict. Jamil texts: “it’s just when we talk about/whose land 
it is/as the rockets fly from Gaza,/and one lands/near your home;/I want you to understand/there 
are no answers/except for us.” Laskin’s poetry is lyrical and searing. The attraction of forbidden 
love has not waned through the centuries, and Ronit and Jamil do not turn away from the hard 
truths brought to bear by their relationship.

Rena Citrin, Library Director, Bernard Zell Anshe Emet Day School, Chicago, IL
[Editors’ Note: Ronit & Jamil was recognized as a 2018 Sydney Taylor Notable Book in the Teen 
Reader category.]

Locke, Katherine. The Girl with the Red Balloon.  Chicago:  Albert Whitman 
& Company, 2017. 284 pp. $16.99. (9780807529331). Gr. 8–12. 

Part mystery, part historical fiction, part science fiction/fantasy, this is 
the engaging and entertaining story of Ellie Baum, a high school student and 
granddaughter of a Holocaust survivor. Her Saba’s (grandfather’s) stories 
of his miraculous escape from Auschwitz always included one detail: a red 
balloon.  On a class trip to Germany, while visiting what remains of the Berlin 
Wall, Ellie sees a red balloon floating in the nearby park. Excitedly, she grabs 
it to take a picture for her Saba. Immediately, the world goes black, and Ellie 
wakes up to find herself in East Berlin in 1988 - over 18-months before the 
Wall will fall. Thus the mystery begins. Ellie finds herself in a world where 
magic red balloons are being used to get people out of East Berlin. No one 

can explain how she got there, nor how she can get back to her own time. Having been raised 
with computers, smart phones, televisions, and freedom, Ellie has some difficulties adjusting to her 
new surroundings, even knowing that in a year and a half, the Wall will come down. When other 
travelers from the future are found dead in the East Berlin streets, it becomes apparent that one of 
the Schopfers (balloon making magicians) is using their powers inappropriately. The hunt for the 
rogue magician is frightening, exhilarating, and surprising as Ellie tries desperately to find her way 
home while making lasting friendships and falling in love. 

The writing is fast paced and vivid. The story is told in chapters using the voices of three central 
characters: Kai, a Romani Runner who assists people using the balloons; Benno, a German boy 
living in the Lodz Ghetto in 1941; and of course, Ellie. Over time, over countries, over experience, 
the story plays out to its difficult but inspiring ending. One note of caution: There is intimacy and 
love making described, quite age-appropriately,  in several parts of this book.  

Kathy Bloomfield, AJL President-SSC Division, Seal Beach, CA

[Editors’ Note: The Girl with the Red Balloon was recognized as a 2018 Sydney Taylor Honor Book 
in the Teen Reader category; the sequel, The Spy with the Red Balloon, will be published in October 
2018]

Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

In The Spotlight (continued)
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Reviews of Titles for Children and Teens

BIBLE STORIES AND MIDRASH

Glickman, Rabbi Jeffrey. Have You Heard?: a Child’s Introduction to the Ten Commandments. Illus. by 
Eric Krackow. Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing, 2017. 32 pp. $14.99. (9780764353956). Gr. Preschool-2. 

In this book’s preface, the author states his intention to make the Ten Commandments “more accessible 
to young people and their parents,” and show the commandments in an “elegant way.” Unfortunately, 
in this effort to simplify and make practical connections for parents with young children, the essential 
messages of the commandments end up muddled. Each page begins, “Have you heard?”, followed by 
a briefly worded summary of each commandment. The summaries vary from the acceptably clear, such 
as “Everything rests,” for Commandment Four (more directly translated as, “Remember the Sabbath 
day and keep it holy,”) to the more subjectively interpretive, “Don’t waste,” for Commandment Six 
(more directly translated as, “You shall not commit murder,”), which is accompanied by an illustration 
of a glum-looking boy being served a meal that clearly doesn’t please him. Longer explanations for 
each commandment are provided at the bottom of each page (except in one case when the explanation 
is just a quote credited to the author). These explanations sometimes contain good messages but are 
written with rambling language and confusing metaphors that would require further clarification for 
young readers. For instance, Commandment Eight is summarized with a satisfactory, “Not everything 
is yours,” (more directly translated, “Thou shalt not steal”), but the explanatory paragraph launches 
into a bizarre analogy of wanting to take a giraffe home from the zoo. Backmatter features the author’s 
“new translation” of the commandments, as well as an appendix that includes an explanation of the 
book’s title told from a perspective that assumes all people reading the book are Jewish. The most value 
can be found in the activities provided for each commandment in the final section with questions for 
parents to engage their children in meaningful discussion. Overall, parents of young readers interested 
in exploring the commandments in a straightforward manner would be better served by titles such 
as Ten Good Rules by Susan Remick Topek (Kar-Ben, 2006), or to establish why rules are important in 
general, No Rules for Michael by Sylvia A. Rouss (Kar-Ben, 2003).

Martha McMahon, Lainer School, Los Angeles, CA

Salkin, Rabbi Jeffrey K. JPS B’nai Mitzvah Torah Commentary. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 2017. 398 pp. $29.95. (9780827612525). Gr. 5 and up.

At thirteen years of age, or any age for that matter, putting together a D’var Torah can be an 
overwhelming experience. Rabbi Salkin provides everything necessary to take on the task. In his 
introduction he explains that “the most important thing about becoming bar or bat mitzvah is sharing 
Torah with the congregation.” (p. xv) He goes on to describe what the Torah is, the makeup of each 
of the Five Books, an explanation of the Haftarah, the organization of this book, and a short lesson 
on “How Do I Write a Devar Torah?” Finally, there are a few paragraphs about the Torah not having 
vowels and why. The book begins with “Part 1: The Torah,” where for each parsha there is a short 
summary, a list of “The Big Ideas” contained in the parsha, two well-written and engaging D’vrei Torah 
and a list of “Connections,” thought pieces to assist in developing an individual D’var. All of this is 
followed by “Part 2: The Haftarot” where the weekly Haftarah is summarized and provided with a 
short D’var about its meaning. This includes four special Haftarot for holidays. The book ends with a 
“Notes” section where the references in the D’vrei Torah can be found. Highly accessible, informative, 
and engaging, this is an extraordinary reference source for anyone working with Bar or Bat Mitzvah 
students, as well as anyone needing to explore the writing of a D’var Torah.

Kathy Bloomfield, AJL President-SSC Division, Seal Beach, CA
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BIOGRAPHY

Aronson, Marc and Budhos, Marina. Eyes of the World: Robert Capa, Gerda Taro, and the Invention of 
Modern Photojournalism. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2017. 294 pp. $22.99. (9780805098358). 
Gr. 4 and up.

It is hard to imagine the world before the perpetual news cycle, yet it was not until the 1930s 
that political and social events were documented with photographs instead of illustrations. We have 
photojournalists Robert Capa and Gerda Taro to thank for this shift. Aronson and Budhos’s biography 
of the duo highlights their bravery in positioning themselves at the very front lines of the action, 
eventually bringing a new visual language to politics and war. Capa and Taro were refugees in Paris 
who reinvented themselves soon after meeting to advance their burgeoning photography careers and 
escape the persecution of the Jewish people that was growing throughout Europe. Within a couple of 
years their dreams of achieving fame were realized when their photographs of the Spanish Civil War 
were published by popular magazines and newspapers internationally. They managed to capture stark 
and very real, very human depictions of war that the world had never seen before. Both would die on 
assignment, a testament to their commitment to be as close to the action as possible.

This compelling story that works equally well as a historical framework of the world leading up to 
World War II, as it does as a biography of influential Jewish artists. The authors take pains to set up 
the scene and explain all the important players and events (the additional materials, index, timeline, 
references, appendices, etc., take up nearly a quarter of the book), finding a good balance between 
engaging and detailed storytelling. Young readers will find inspiration in the depiction of the subjects’ 
success as a result of collaboration, not just extreme risk-tasking. 

Alex Quay, Lainer School, Los Angeles, CA

Jones, Carrie. The Spy Who Played Baseball. Illus. by Gary Cherrington. Minneapolis: Kar Ben, 2018. 
32 pp. $17.99. (9781512403138) HC; $7.99 (9781512426793) PBK. Gr. 2-5. 

Baseball-loving Jewish children know the name Sandy Koufax, but few are familiar with the 1930s 
player Moe Berg. They will welcome this biography that briefly describes highlights of Berg’s life, 
especially his life as a spy for the United States during World War II. Berg loved playing and watching 
baseball as a child. He also enjoyed reading and studied many languages. He played on the baseball 
team while he attended Princeton. Invited to join a University social club, he refused when he had 
to promise that he would not invite any other Jews. After graduating, Berg began his professional 
baseball career. When the United States entered World War II, he retired from baseball and became a 
spy. On one mission, he parachuted into Yugoslavia, contacted two resistance groups, and determined 
which group the Americans should support. On another mission, he had to determine if Germany was 
close to building an atomic bomb. Berg was a man of mystery and surprises. No one knows why he 
turned down the Presidential Medal of Merit after World War II.

The simple full color illustrations, resembling a graphic novel, help to bring the story to life but 
there are too many different storylines in the book, leaving more questions than answers, especially 
about Berg’s life after World War II. The writing and subject matter may be too sophisticated for 
younger readers, but the picture book format may not attract older readers. The two photographs in 
the afterword remind the reader that this is a biography of a real person and not a work of fiction. This 
reviewer recommends Moe Berg, the Spy Behind Home Plate by Vivian Grey (Jewish Publication Society, 
1996) to readers who want to learn more. 

Ellen Tilman, Meyers Library, Reform Congregation Keneseth Israel, Elkins Park, PA; 
Past Chair, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee
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Sherman, Jill. Gal Gadot: Soldier, Model, Wonder Woman. (Gateway Biographies). Minneapolis: 
Lerner, 2018. 48 pp. $31.99. (9781541523586). Gr. 4–8.

Who is the woman who seems to have entered the Hollywood inner circle? In this “fan-biography,” 
Jill Sherman has set out to tell Gal Gadot’s story—so far. In six short chapters, Sherman describes 
Gal’s life from her childhood in Israel, her teen modelling career, her stint in the Israel Defense Forces 
(IDF), her early acting career, and finally, her most recent phenomenal success as Wonder Woman in 
the movie of that title. Sherman’s writing is clear; her research, adequate (having used only secondary 
sources). The book is chock full of color photos and sidebars. The back matter adds useful information: 
important dates, source notes, selected bibliography, and an index. Other books in this series include: 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Ivanka Trump. This book is sure to please any young person looking for a 
biography about a strong, independent woman. 

Anne Dublin, author of A Cage Without Bars, (Second Story Press, 2018), Toronto, Canada

EARLY READERS

Adler, David A. Me and My Dog and the Homework Mystery (Me and My Dog). Illus. by Dena 
Ackerman. Brooklyn, NY: Menucha Classroom Solutions, 2018. 32 pp. $12.99. (9781614656036). Gr. K-2.
Adler, David A. Me and My Dog and the Key Mystery (Me and My Dog). Illus. by Dena Ackerman. 
Brooklyn, NY: Menucha Classroom Solutions, 2018. 32 pp. $12.99. (9781614656012). Gr. K-2.
Adler, David A. Me and My Dog and the Birthday Mystery (Me and My Dog). Illus. by Dena Ackerman. 
Brooklyn, NY: Menucha Classroom Solutions, 2018. 32 pp. $12.99. (9781614656029). Gr. K-2.

Observation of people interacting with their pets in the park inspired this series for transitional 
readers about a boy and his dog, appropriately named “My Dog,” who solves mysteries. In Book One 
(originally published as My Dog and the Green Sock Mystery in 1986), we meet Danny and his brown 
canine friend. “My Dog” runs into their neighbor Michael’s yard where Michael asks for help in finding 
things that have disappeared from his room: a sock, a book, and his homework. Danny and “My Dog” 
start searching for clues when Michael’s baby brother Benny crawls by with a piece of bread. “My Dog” 
barks and follows Benny, who leads them to the stash under his crib that includes Michael’s missing 
items. Book Two (originally published in 1982) has Danny and “My Dog” on the trail of the house 
key that Danny’s sister Sarah lost. They retrace her activities through the house, and eventually “My 
Dog” finds the key in one of the cookies Sarah made. It’s Danny’s birthday in Book Three (originally 
published in 1987), and he’s building a model airplane as he sits under a tree with his dog. His friend 
Aaron comes by seeking help finding his missing bicycle, which was locked to his porch. Danny and 
“My Dog” accompany him home and look for clues. Sammy walks by with a bag of popcorn that has 
a hole in it, and soon “My Dog” follows the trail, which leads to Zev’s house, where all the friends are 
making a surprise party for Danny. 

Astute young readers may figure out that “My Dog” is really on the hunt for food and not clues to 
mysteries, but the short chapters and a layout with large print and bright illustrations will make it an 
enjoyable discovery. Ackerman’s adorable illustrations complement the text, and the variation between 
small pictures, double spread layouts and framed scenes keep the reader’s attention. While there is no 
overt Jewish content, all the boys wear baseball caps, the girls and women are dressed modestly, and 
they all have biblical names. A case could be made for the Jewish values of hashovas aveda (returning lost 
items), helping your neighbor, and, a bit of a stretch, rewarding dogs because they did not bark when the 
Jews left Egypt. These are destined to be a hit at religious day schools, and are fun for all early readers.

Chava Pinchuck, Ramat Beit Shemesh, Israel
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Glick, Shifra. Bentzi and the Magic Potion. (Bentzi). Jerusalem: Feldheim, 2017. 113 pp. $14.99. 
(9781680252972). Gr. 2-4.

Batya, Bentzi’s sister, narrates a story of courage and friendship. Bentzi’s friend’s uncle has created 
a magic potion that helps people overcome their fears. Tulli, Bentzi’s friend, is the first one to use it, 
summoning the nerve to visit a sick boy in the hospital by himself. Batya drinks the potion and is able 
to read her essay in front of the whole school. In the meantime, her friend from summer vacation, 
Chemda, is having a challenge. Her best friend, Leah, thinks that Chemda shared a secret with other 
people and will not speak to her. Batya and her siblings visit Chemda and her family up in the country 
for the afternoon. Someone thinks they are drinking the magic potion (it’s really orange juice), but she 
confesses to spilling the secret and all the friends reconcile. Back at home, Batya goes to her grandparents’ 
apartment and discovers Zaidy has fallen and needs help. She has to go the neighbor to get the key, 
but a dog is sitting at the bottom of the stairs. When she reaches for the magic potion, she realizes she 
forgot it at home and must summon up her own courage in order to help her grandfather. She says a 
little prayer and slowly makes her way to the neighbor, who calls an ambulance. While Batya holds the 
bottle and ponders how else she could use the potion, her playful brothers bump into her and knock it 
out of her hands. They will have to “go on to new adventures without it.”

Orthodox readers will recognize the characters from the weekly cartoons in Mishpacha magazine. 
But the short chapters and twists and turns will draw in transitional readers of all affiliations. The basic 
pictures tend to distract from, rather than amplify the text, and there are a few words and names that 
may be unfamiliar, but the creative storyline infused with Jewish values is a winner.

Chava Pinchuck, Ramat Beit Shemesh, Israel 

FICTION - MIDDLE GRADE

Bradley, Kimberly Brubaker. The War I Finally Won. New York, New York: Penguin Random House, 
2017. 385 pp. $16.99. (9780525429203). Gr. 4-6. 

This outstanding work of historical fiction completes eleven-year-old Ada’s journey that began 
with The War that Saved My Life (Dial Books, 2015.) In the first novel, set in London during World 
War II, Ada was a virtual prisoner in her mother’s one-room apartment. Born with a clubfoot, her 
mother uses Ada’s disability as an excuse to abuse her emotionally and physically. Ada envies her 
younger brother Jamie’s ability to attend school and play outside. When Jamie is evacuated to the 
countryside, Ada secretly joins him. The two children are assigned to Susan Smith, a reclusive and 
reluctant caregiver. As Susan’s heart opens, the siblings flourish while living in a small cottage on the 
Thorton estate. Early in this powerful sequel, Ada’s clubfoot is repaired, the children’s mother dies in 
a bombing, and Susan becomes the children’s legal guardian. Lady Thorton and her daughter Maggie 
join Susan and the siblings in the cottage when the Thorton manor house is turned over to war work. 
Lady Thorton’s husband assigns Susan the task of tutoring Ruth, the daughter of Jewish scientists 
whose fate is uncertain throughout most of the story. Despite Ruth’s role as a refugee, everyone is 
horrified by having a German in their midst. Lady Thorton takes an intense dislike to Ruth, seeing 
her as the reason her son is putting his life in danger in the RAF. Ruth and Ada also clash until they 
discover a mutual love for horses. 

Bradley seamlessly combines the harsh realities of war with the fictional story of children learning 
to trust. Ruth’s Judaism unfolds subtly, as Ada learns about all religions, Hitler’s hatred of Jews, Jewish 
observances, and the relationships she never experienced as a child. Through Ada’s naïve questions 
as she fills in gaps in her learning, the reader gains a basic understanding of war. While not a strong 
source for Jewish content, this novel offers a gentle exposure to Judaism and can be enjoyed without 
the first story, which had no Jewish content.  

 Debbie Colodny, Cook Memorial Public Library District, Libertyville, IL. 
Former owner Sefer, So Good, and former member, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee.
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Burkhart, Kiersi and Keyser, Amber J. The Long Trail Home (Quartz Creek Ranch). Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing, 2017. 233 pp. $27.99. (9781467792561) Library Bound; $6.99 (9871512430905) PBK. Gr. 4-8. 

A headstrong twelve-year-old girl struggles with her Jewish identity and refuses to have a Bat 
Mitzvah after a frightening confrontation with anti-Semitism. Feeling smothered by her family and 
resentful of Judaism, Rivka Simon is relieved to escape Boston to the idyllic Quartz Creek Ranch 
in Colorado for the summer, presumably being sent by her parents as therapy for her volatile and 
obstinate behavior. She’s joined by three other campers, each with their own set of challenges and 
family discord that landed them at Quartz Creek. The ranch owners -- a lovable, quirky, older couple 
-- and the rest of the amiable staff skillfully guide the four youths through their summer activities, with 
horseback riding being the main focus. Rivka begins to develop new perspectives as she bonds with 
her horse, embraces her natural surroundings, and becomes intrigued by the area’s Jewish pioneer 
history. Through a perilous adventure with a co-camper, during which she is buoyed by one of her 
Rabbi’s favorite quotes, Rivka discovers the magnitude of her own strength, enabling her to face her 
fears by choosing to participate in a local rally protesting a wave of anti-immigration activity.

With relatable tweens and nurturing adults, plus the allure of horses and baby farm animals, this 
is a solid choice for middle graders. More significantly, addressing the issue of overt racism and the 
fear and anxiety that it can evoke, makes this a timely and relevant selection. While this is the fourth 
installment in the Quartz Creek series, it is easily a stand-alone story.

Martha McMahon, Lainer School, Los Angeles, CA

Ciddor, Anna. The Family with Two Front Doors. Minneapolis: Kar-Ben, 2018. (First published 
by Allen & Unwin, 2016). 208 pp. $16.99. (9781541500112) HC; $6.99. (9781541500129) PBK. Gr. 3–5. 
Reviewed from ARC.

How can a family have two front doors? Easy - if they live in 1920s Lublin, Poland, have nine children, 
and need two apartments - one to live in, the other in which the rabbi/father studies and conducts 
business. Based on Ciddor’s grandmother Nomi’s reminiscences, this historical fiction hearkens back 
to a more innocent time. Nothing is mentioned about the aftermath of World War I. Except for two 
instances of anti-Semitism, we have little foreshadowing of the Holocaust. The main event that occurs 
in this prosperous Orthodox Jewish family’s life is the betrothal and marriage of the eldest daughter, 
Adina, to a man she’s never met. No less important than the impending marriage are the preparations, 
rituals, and joys of Shabbos. The novel abounds with small problems: Will ten-year-old Nomi be able 
to make the gefilte fish all by herself? Can Yakov carry home a heavy carp without help? Will everyone 
board the train on time for a picnic in the country? Not to worry. Every problem is resolved neatly. 

At first, it might be difficult for the reader to differentiate between the many characters, but Ciddor 
skillfully emphasizes one trait for each person. For example, Yacov is mischievous, Nomi is curious, and 
Shlomo is studious (to a fault). To help the reader, Ciddor has illustrated a lively “family portrait” at the 
front of the book, where each person’s name and age are given. A third-person narrator tells the story, 
but we see the events mainly through the perspective of Nomi and Yakov. Ciddor is knowledgeable 
about Orthodox Jewish rituals and customs, adding authenticity to the telling. The sensory details such 
as “The air smelled of warm hay and ripe plums” add to the enjoyment of this story. The back matter 
includes a useful glossary. The novel is sure to please the Orthodox Jewish reader, or anyone who likes 
a wholesome story about a loving family.

Anne Dublin, author of A Cage Without Bars, (Second Story Press, 2018), Toronto, Canada

Fagan, Cary. Mort Ziff Is Not Dead. Toronto: Penguin Group, 2017. 169p. $15.99. (9780143198475). Gr. 4-7.
A male protagonist takes readers back to 1965 in a funny, nostalgic, coming of age story, which 

features the adventures of a Canadian family on a vacation in Miami Beach. Readers enjoy watching 
denizens of a snowbound culture experiencing the totally different lifestyle of sunburns, palm trees, 
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beaches, and oceans where one swims in December. Humor and social realities rise naturally from 
the fiction’s setting and the plot’s warring siblings, two older brothers who make life miserable for 
Norman, our hero. Norman makes the vacation possible by winning a contest in a local Canadian 
mall. His parents want to buy a car with the money, but Norman decides: vacation complete with air 
tickets and luxury hotel. While there, the three boys interact with a family of three girls. Norman and 
the youngest girl wish peace, not competition. The highlight of the stay is discovering a once famous, 
now old, comedian, the eponymous Mort Ziff, so long away from stardom, Norman’s father thought 
he was dead. Norman befriends the old man. He takes on the hotel owner to save the gig when a 
Beatles look alike group threatens Mort’s livelihood as the hotel bends to Beatlemania sweeping the 
country. Norman decides Miami is Paradise, but a taxi driver reveals the undertow of poverty and 
racism, including anti-Semitism, in a startling end to a light-hearted romp. Victorious in saving Mort’s 
career, and successful in finding a girlfriend, Norman realizes he can overcome his obnoxious brothers 
and carve his own path with gentleness and humor. The family is not observant, but Jewish customs, 
ceremonies, and history surface in this warm, innocent read.

Ellen G. Cole, Temple Isaiah, Los Angeles, CA

Goodman, Carol. The Metropolitans. New York: Viking, 2017. 355pp. $16.99. (9781101997666). Gr. 5-7.
On the day that Japan bombs Pearl Harbor, four kids meet by chance in New York’s Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, becoming embroiled in a dizzying magical adventure to save the city. Arthurian 
legend blends with exciting plot lines reminiscent of movies like Raiders of the Lost Ark and The DaVinci 
Code as the four friends race to foil German spies, using an ancient manuscript to guide them. The 
intrigues of the plot and the array of fantastic characters peppered throughout will reveal themselves 
only to the most dedicated of fantasy lovers who are both captivated by stories of knights and dragons 
and agreeable to decoding a plethora of 1940’s slang and New York City place names. Slightly more 
accessible are the characters of the four 13-year-old protagonists: a brash, quick thinking Irish-Catholic 
girl whose mother has died and whose father has abandoned the family; a brainy, idealistic Jewish boy 
who was sent to the US on a Kindertransport while his parents remain trapped in Europe; a shy Japanese 
girl who suffers from wartime xenophobia; and a Mohawk boy who has been forcibly separated from 
his family and culture. It is the backstory of Walt, the Jewish boy, and the suffering of European Jews 
that gives the book some Jewish content. The four bond in their zeal to save the city and throughout the 
travails of their quest, they question but ultimately affirm the importance of friendship and loyalty. A 
willing suspension of disbelief is a necessity for the story, which gives hints that it will be continued in 
further adventures of the four friends. 

Linda R. Silver, Lyndhurst, Ohio, Former Editor, Children’s and YA Book Reviews, AJL Newsletter

Horowitz, Shayna R. Penina Pinkowitz and the Summer Situation. Brooklyn, NY: Menucha 
Publishers, 2018. 109 pp. $19.99. (9781614656517). Gr. 2-4.

With much of the neighborhood away for the summer, eight-year-old Penina Pinkowitz is bored at 
home. Not thrilled with being sent to day camp, she soon discovers the fun and challenges of making 
a new friend, meeting some not-so-friendly girls, and following the daily camp schedule. She puts her 
best effort into davening (daily prayers), swimming, and games. But her enthusiasm often gets her into 
trouble, like when she runs in the swimming area and fully dressed Riki Rabinowitz ends up in the 
pool. At home, Penina helps her father with his experiments, including baking chocolate chip cookies 
on top of the car. He provides her with a “swimming tail” and a bathing cap wired to give swimming 
instructions, but in the water, both items malfunction. Finally, her best friend Nechami helps her, and 
Penina passes the deep-water test and earns a coveted white card.

Penina Pinkowitz is a likeable character, who with her “nosey plugs” and rhymes marches to the 
beat of a slightly different drummer than the rest of the girls in her group, but that’s what propels her 
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adventures. With a large family and a big day camp group, many characters appear once or twice, but the 
friendship between Penina and Nechami is developed nicely. Some of her exploits, particularly creating 
booths for a carnival, seem beyond the ken of an eight-year-old. One can see why the relatively short 
time spent at summer camp generates such fond memories. The short chapters and humor are perfect 
for middle grade readers, and although aimed at Orthodox readers, everyone will enjoy Penina’s antics.

Chava Pinchuck, Ramat Beit Shemesh, Israel

Kimmel, Eric A. Scarlett and Sam Search for the Shamir (Scarlett and Sam). Illus. by Ivica Stevanovic. 
Minneapolis: Kar Ben, 2018. 152 pp. $15.99 (9781512429374) HC; $6.99 (9781512429381) PBK. Gr. 2-5.

Eric Kimmel has given us another educational monster/demon book. Think Hershel and the Hanukkah 
Goblins (Holiday House, 1994) in ancient Israel. This second book in the Scarlet and Sam series sends 
the time traveling twins to Jerusalem during the time of King Solomon. They travel on Grandma Mina’s 
flying carpet. King Solomon and the Prophet Nathan brought them to help Solomon build the Temple. 
We see the wisdom of Solomon in the story of the baby which two mothers claim. The Prophet Nathan 
explains that a prophet is not a fortune teller. Solomon can’t build the temple because the Kingdom has 
no money and according to Jewish law, his builders can’t use tools to build the holy temple because 
metal is used to build weapons of war. They need to find the Shamir, an insect mentioned in the midrash 
that can cut through stone. In searching for the Shamir they must outwit Ashmedai (Asmodeus), The 
King of the Demons. Sam and Scarlett frequently share lessons that they learned in Hebrew School 
with their ancient hosts. The Author’s Note at the end of the book explains midrash, Solomon’s Temple, 
and the Jewish view of demons.

The very detailed black and white illustrations help to place the story in ancient times. The lifting 
of the lid with Solomon’s magic ring shows children what a covered well for water looked like. The 
plot is a little unrealistic but the humor and asides will engage all readers, especially the references to 
modern technology. What child doesn’t want to travel back in time and help to determine the future?

Ellen Tilman, Meyers Library, Reform Congregation Keneseth Israel, Elkins Park, PA; 
Past Chair, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee

Waldman, Debby. Miriam’s Secret. Victoria, BC: Orca, 2017. 208 pp. $10.95. (9781459814257). Gr. 3–6. 
Reviewed from ARC.

In 1930, eleven-year-old Miriam travels from her home in Brooklyn to her grandparents’ farm 
in upstate New York. She must stay with them for several months while her parents sail to the Old 
Country to help bring Uncle Avram and his twin baby boys to the United States. Bubby is busy doing 
the housework for the “hoboes” who work on the farm; Zayde is busy building a new barn with 
the men. Although her grandparents are kind and generous, what’s a lonely girl to do? She does her 
schoolwork, helps Bubby, and plays with the newborn kittens in the barn. More importantly, she 
discovers Cissy, a girl her age, hiding in the hayloft of the barn. (Cissy and her brother, Joe, are on the 
run from an abusive uncle in Mississippi.) How friendship and trust develop between a white Jewish 
girl from Brooklyn and a black girl from Mississippi is the crux of this gentle, often witty story. The 
novel ends with the hope that Miriam will soon reunite with her parents, and that Cissy and Joe will 
find their long-lost relative and a new home.

Although Miriam’s Secret is based on the author’s family story as well as a fair bit of research, the novel 
is rather slow-paced. Information is often conveyed through dialogue rather than action. For example, 
Miriam tells Cissy about the Jewish holidays of Purim and Passover, as well as Jewish customs like kashrut. 
The abundance of food during the Depression, including blueberries in winter, as well as the lavishly set 
seder table at Passover seem out of place. Finally, a glossary of Yiddish and Hebrew terms would have 
been helpful. Miriam’s Secret might be useful for a teaching unit about diversity or race relations.

Anne Dublin, author of 44 Hours or Strike! (Second Story Press), Toronto, Canada
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FICTION - TEEN

Capetta, Amy Rose. Echo After Echo. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press, 2017. 424 pp. $17.99. 
(9780763691646). Gr. 9 and up

Teen mystery lovers will gravitate toward the dark, tense story that lies within this novel about high 
school senior Zara Evans, plucked from obscurity by a famous, mercurial director to star on Broadway. 
Zara abandons her former life in Pennsylvania to fully immerse herself in preparations for her debut 
in the Greek tragedy, Echo and Ariston, determined to dazzle everyone and prove herself worthy 
of the opportunity. Her singular focus, however, is interrupted by her attraction to female lighting 
designer Eli Vasquez and by a string of deaths among the cast and crew. Capetta weaves an ominous 
tone into the very first pages of the book, and it builds as the reader is introduced to a vast array of 
characters -- all with intertwined, miserable lives, all simultaneously indebted to and abused by their 
demanding director, Leopold. Capetta shows considerable flair for crafting a ‘whodunit’ that convinces 
the audience that they solved the mystery only to pull the rug out from underneath them pages later.

Readers looking for extensive Jewish content will be disappointed; Zara is only briefly mentioned 
as being culturally Jewish with no further exploration of her or her family’s identity. Another relevant 
event that is mentioned in passing--and is worth researching outside of the book--is in regard to the 
role of Yiddish theater. Specifically, the 1923 English-language performance of Sholem Asch’s play 
God of Vengeance included a kiss between two women and led to the arrest and subsequent conviction 
of the entire cast, a producer, and an owner of the theater on charges of obscenity. Despite the dearth 
of Judaic content, this is a worthwhile suggestion for queer and questioning young adults and theater 
nerds alike, as Capetta paints thorough and realistic pictures both of the process of coming out and of 
producing a major play.

Alex Quay, Lainer School, Los Angeles, CA

Feinstein, John. Backfield Boys: A Football Mystery in Black and White. New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2017. $17.99. (9780374305925). Gr. 7-12

In a book being marketed for its exciting sport scenes, there is more than meets the eye: mystery 
with a frisson of danger, a slice of actual history of the not-so-long-ago variety, a set of fine values 
embodied in a pair of admirable role models, social action, friendship and its accompanying loyalty, 
teen rebellion, adventure, and plenty of pizza. Two young football players, close friends from a New 
York City public school, one African-American and one Jewish, have been recruited for their playing 
skills to an elite sports-oriented boarding high school in the South with full-ride scholarships. They are 
thrilled to accept the opportunity, knowing it can open doors and lead to future benefits. When they 
arrive, however, they discover that their expectations are at odds with the realities they find at the 
school both in the dorms and on the fields. Jason is a wide receiver and Tom is a talented quarterback. 
They were recruited as such and it was understood that they were to play as befit their abilities and 
training. But Jason is assigned to Tom’s quarterback role for which he is not suited and Tom is suddenly 
expected to be a receiver. Other things at the school seem odd, as well. When they start to investigate 
and ask questions, veiled and then outright threats ensue and their scholarships are threatened. Soon 
even physical harm is in the offing. With the help of two local reporters, the boys uncover a conspiracy 
which has deep roots and they can either look the other way or risk quite a lot to investigate further. 
The primary theme of the book and the source of the bigotry uncovered by the boys is racial rather than 
religious and affects Tom, the black student more directly than Jason, the one who is Jewish. The Jewish 
content of the book is, therefore, more subtle than the outright racism which pervades the story. But 
the author’s choice to make one character Jewish provides a framework for the two friends to pursue 
their crusade in spite of personal fears and numerous setbacks. It feels reminiscent of the black-Jewish 
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Civil Rights partnerships of the 1960s. The boys’ families worry about them but ultimately support 
their actions, adding to the social action atmosphere. The message, while clear, does not overwhelm the 
action, leaving the story exciting and compelling.

It is not easy to find an appealing story for the proverbial reluctant reader, the boy of that age and 
persuasion who really doesn’t want to read anything at all but might be persuaded to crack the spine if 
you promise an exciting sports scene or two. This is a book that will entice that reader and will attract 
others, as well, and the sports come-on turns out to be the least of its attractions. The substance found 
inside includes much more.

Michal Hoschander Malen, Retired librarian, North Shore Hebrew Academy, 
and Jewish Book Council, editor, children’s and YA book reviews

HOLOCAUST AND WORLD WAR II

Golabek, Mona and Cohen, Lee. The Children of Willesden Lane: A True Story of Hope and Survival 
During World War II (Young Readers Edition). Adapted by Emil Sher. New York: Little, Brown 
Books for Young Readers, 2017. 224 pp. $6.99. (9780316554879). Gr. 4-9.

Lisa Jura is 14 years old when her beloved piano teacher tells her he can no longer teach her because 
it is illegal to teach Jews under Nazi rule. This is the beginning of the impact of Hitler on Lisa’s family. 
Soon after Kristallnacht tears through Austria. Lisa’s parents, frightened for their family, manage to find 
a place for one child on the Kindertransport and Lisa, the middle daughter is chosen to go. Following a 
heart wrenching separation from her family, where Lisa promises her mother she will hold on to her 
music, and a tense train ride with an unexpected baby riding along, she arrives in England with the 
hopes of making something of herself in order to help bring her younger sister Sophie and the rest of 
her family to England as well. Eventually Lisa finds herself at 243 Willesden Lane in a hostel with about 
30 other refugee children following a short-lived time as a maid in the countryside. The matron of the 
hostel, Mrs. Cohen, is firm, but clearly caring, since she allows Lisa to play piano in the hostel and then 
encourages her to try out for the Royal Academy of Music. Lisa practices and prepares, all the while 
working for the war effort, making friends, falling in love, and trying to survive the German bombing 
of London, and hoping to be reunited with her family. 

Though there is its share of heartache and loss, The Children of Willesden Lane is ultimately a hopeful 
and positive book in face of the horrors of the Holocaust. Lisa is able to maintain a semblance of a 
normal teenage life, and the reader will find themselves rooting for her throughout the book. 

Rebecca Levitan. Librarian II, Baltimore County Public Library - Pikesville Branch

[Editors’ Note: The original edition, The Children of Willesden Lane: Beyond the Kindertransport: a Memoir 
of Music, Love, and Survival (Grand Central Publishing, 2002) was reviewed in the November/December 
2002 issue of AJL Reviews]

Halperin, Joan Arnay. My Sister’s Eyes: a Family Chronicle of Rescue and Loss During World War II. 
Huntington, NY: Sousa Mendes Foundation, 2017. 86 pp. $19.95 (9780692844892). Gr. 5-12.

Like Chiune Sugihara, the Japanese consul in Lithuania who saved thousands of Jewish lives, 
Aristides de Sousa Mendes, a Portuguese diplomat in Bordeaux, France, deliberately defied his 
government’s decree. Against all orders, he issued visas allowing Jews safe passage into Portugal from 
where they could then travel to other destinations. The book begins by depicting the author as a young 
girl begging her parents to tell her about their lives in Lodz, Poland before the war. Their idyllic pre-
war life soon turns into a nightmarish escape from Belgium and a frantic journey through France 
and Spain, to a safe haven in Portugal. From Portugal they make their way to Jamaica in the West 
Indies, and finally to the United States. The Krakowiak family’s personal tragedy, losing a daughter to 
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a heartbreaking accident in Jamaica, is revealed when a fellow refugee recognizes the author because 
her eyes resemble those of the sister she never knew existed (hence, the title: My Sister’s Eyes.)

There are numerous photographs and other documents to support the narrative, including many 
pieces of personal correspondence. The increasing desperation of those family members trapped in 
Europe is reflected in their writing. Newspaper clippings, maps, a family tree, and some full color 
pictures enhance the story. This Holocaust memoir highlights the role of Sousa Mendes, who made 
a great personal sacrifice through his courageous actions in 1940. He died a pauper in 1954 after 
being harshly punished by his own government. Sousa Mendes posthumously received recognition 
and honors from Yad Vashem, the U.S. Congress, and the Portuguese Parliament. The book has been 
published with the assistance of the Sousa Mendes Foundation. Although the writing is geared to a 
young audience, adults would also find the story fascinating as well.

Joyce Levine, North Shore Hebrew Academy H.S. (retired); 
past AJL Publications Chair and SSC President, North Woodmere, NY

Leatherdale, Mary Beth. Stormy Seas: Stories of Young Boat Refugees. Illus. by Eleanor Shakespeare. 
Toronto: Annick Press, 2017. 56 pp. $12.95. (9781554518951). Gr. 6 -9.

In 1939, eighteen-year-old Ruth leaves her home in Breslau, Germany with her family to escape the 
restrictions Nazi Germany places on its Jewish population. They board the St. Louis, bound for Cuba 
only to find their visas are not valid; the ship is not allowed to land. An organization intervenes and the 
ship is allowed refuge in Belgium. Four countries accept the refugees, and Ruth andher family travel to 
England and then Canada. One of five stories captured in this slim volume of refugees traveling by sea, 
Ruth’s is the only one with Jewish content. The others include fourteen-year-old Phu from Vietnam; 
thirteen-year-old Jose from Cuba; eleven-year-old Najeeba from Afghanistan, and seventeen-year-old 
Mohamed from the Ivory Coast. Rounding out the stories are front- and back matter with timelines 
and resources.

Within each story, pullout quotes from interview transcripts are highlighted. These interviews are 
archival; they have not been conducted by the author. At least in the case of the St. Louis, they illustrate 
the questionable reliability of children as narrators. Ruth, for example, talks about her father joining the 
ship’s passenger committee after the ship is forced to leave Havana harbor. Yet, the passenger committee 
formed before it arrived in the harbor. The illustrations and layout are arresting, using mixed media. 
They represent the chaotic journeys of these children out of their home countries to escape persecution, 
war, dictatorship, and poverty. The vocabulary forces this book to be marketed at a higher grade level. 
The mix of ages of the children’s whose stories Leatherdale tells confuses the grade level as well.

Barbara Krasner, former member, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee, Somerset, NJ

Mooney, Carla. The Holocaust: Racism and Genocide in World War II (Inquire and Investigate). Illus. 
by Tom Casteel. White River Junction, VT: Nomad Press, 2017. 118pp. $17.95. (9781619305106). Gr. 5-7.

Eight chapters recount the Shoah in chronological order, beginning with the general question, 
“What was the Holocaust?” and concluding with “The legacy of the Holocaust.” The intervening 
sections explore important topics; among them “The Jewish People and Anti-Semitism;” “The Final 
Solution: Extermination;” and “How could the Holocaust happen?” The main narrative is in the middle 
of the page-spread. At the edges are biographical and other information about the Nazis and the War, 
Jewish life and history, and other relevant topics. Regrettably, they are not always placed where the 
subjects are prominently mentioned. The book contains numerous “Bear Witness” notes about the 
Shoah, marked by Magen David. This suggests that Jews were the sole victims. There are also many 
discussion questions. The most important addition to the literature is the long chapter on “The Rise of 
the Nazi Party,” which details German history with some care. Each chapter ends with several “Key 
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Questions” and a topical project for the reader (or class) to “Inquire and Investigate.” There are links to 
numerous documents and sites where students can learn more. The publisher purports the series to be 
for middle-school children, but it feels like a textbook rather than a library acquisition. Additionally, 
the format and extremely busy layout seem more appropriate for fifth and sixth graders. 

Fred Isaac, Temple Sinai, Oakland, CA

Stamper, Vesper. What the Night Sings. New York: Knopf Books for Young Readers, 2018. 272 pp. 
$19.99. (9781524700386). Gr. 9-12. Reviewed from ARC.

After losing her family and being imprisoned in three Nazi concentration camps, a teen named 
Greta is liberated and sheltered in a camp for displaced persons. While there are numerous flashbacks 
to Greta’s happy life before the Nazis took her away and killed her father, and to the circumstances of 
her survival in the camps, life as a displaced person is the main focus. Through strong characterization 
and a setting of granular detail, Greta’s growth from despair to hope is portrayed as she reclaims her 
musical voice and comes to terms with a Jewish identity that, until the Nazis, she didn’t know she 
had. Substantial, sepia-toned illustrations found throughout the book add depth to the writing as they 
suggest, rather than literally depict, the emotions and experiences of the characters. In many respects 
this is a coming of age story, and thoughtful readers are needed to appreciate a style that lyrically 
explores issues touching on the meaning of life, the nature of evil, and the resilience of the human 
spirit. A glossary and author’s note and list of resources will be included in the book.

Linda R. Silver, Lyndhurst, OH, Former Editor, Children’s and YA Book Reviews, AJL Newsletter

Yolen, Jane. Mapping the Bones. New York: Philomel Books, 2018. 417pp. $17.99. (9780399257780). 
Gr. 7-9. Reviewed from uncorrected proof.

After several decades, following The Devil’s Arithmetic (1990) and Briar Rose (1992), Yolen has written 
again about the Holocaust in a novel notable for its grimness and brutality. It is structured in three parts, 
described by the author in an afterword to correspond to the three parts of the fairy tale “Hansel and 
Gretel,” each showing a Polish-Jewish family’s deteriorating chances of staying alive. In the first part, 
14-year-old twins, Chaim and Gittel, and their parents struggle to survive in the Lodz Ghetto. When 
they learn that they are to be transported out of the ghetto and to their certain deaths, they attempt to 
escape into a forest where partisans will help them make their way across the border to Russia, a rather 
unlikely safe space. In the second section, the twins are separated from their parents, who are never 
seen or heard from again. Taken into the reluctant custody of the partisans, who resent the burden 
and slow pace that the children present, they are close to the border when their group is ambushed by 
Nazis and all of the partisans are killed. In the third and most horrific part of the story, the twins are 
taken to a Nazi slave labor camp where a group of dying children and a few old men are forced to make 
and load ammunition into bullet casings. Their supervisors are Jew-hating Polish women and brutish 
guards who beat and starve them until they are little more than walking dead. Through all of this, the 
twins try to sustain one another, communicating in a sort of sign language that they have used since 
early childhood. Chaim, who has barely ever talked, composes poems in his head as witness to Jewish 
suffering. When typhoid strikes the camp, a doctor is called to keep as many prisoners as he can alive 
because their labor is necessary for the Nazi war effort. The doctor is a protégé of the profoundly evil 
(and real) Dr. Josef Mengele and he proceeds to perform on the twins experiments that will kill them 
but for the intervention of a Polish woman who is a secret member of the partisans. This chance rescue 
is welcome, but the least believable part of the story, which culminates with a short and somewhat 
disengaged summary of their rescue by American soldiers and their lives as adults in Israel and the US. 
Chaim and Gittel in adulthood remain haunted by their memories, offering readers very little catharsis. 
Instead, through sustained suspense, distinctively delineated, multi-dimensional characters, and a 
chilling depiction of place, Yolen suggests the sobering idea that evil is never completely overcome.

Linda R. Silver, Lyndhurst, OH, Former Editor, Children’s and YA Book Reviews, AJL Newsletter
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ISRAEL

Klepeis, Alicia Z. Israel. (Exploring World Cultures). New York: Cavendish Square, 2017. 32 pp. 
$28.50. (9781502621610). Gr. 3-4.

Short choppy sentences accompany “FACT!” banners interspersed with small color photographs, 
and although labeled as such, these notices are often far from actuality. For example, “Many Jews 
moved to Israel during World War II.” There was no Israel during World War II; Great Britain’s 1939 
White Paper restricted immigration during that period, and heavy immigration to the area came after 
the establishment of the State when the Jews were kicked out of Arab countries. Israel is presented as a 
country lacking the “clean water and air” that its “animals, plants, and people need…to live.” The air 
is dirty and many rivers are polluted as are wells for drinking water, it says. Israel does not have the 
heavy industry that makes pollution such a serious problem for some countries, and its drinking water 
does not come from rivers, but from the Sea (lake) of Galilee and from desalination of seawater—a 
venture in which Israel is a world leader. But these are not mentioned.

Not every page features negative views of Israel; there are the usual facts about tourist visits, the 
kinds of crops that are raised, occupations, and languages spoken. Giving a comprehensive picture 
of Israel in a 32-page book in a series is difficult, especially when the promotional material describes 
Israel as a country with “a recent but complicated history.” But the disjointed and sometimes incorrect 
information, along with the omission of pertinent information at the expense of trivia make it obvious 
that the author, a prolific writer of nonfiction series, is not an expert on the subject. 

Andrea Rapp, Temple Librarian, Isaac M. Wise Temple, Cincinnati, Ohio

Liberman, Judith Weinshall. The Wailing Wall. Illus. by Gail Davis. Indianapolis: Dog Ear 
Publishers, 2017. 24 pp. $25.99. (9781457556999). Gr. 1-4.

The young boy in The Wailing Wall has been dreaming of celebrating becoming a Bar Mitzvah at 
The Wall for years. When the big day arrives, he brings a note to let God know his wishes. “Just as his 
note was swallowed by/the crack between the ancient stones, the boy heard sounds he’s never heard: 
It seemed the age-old Wall bemoaned all of the bloodshed and the pain that it had witnessed in this 
place since it was built by Herod when that king was master of his race.” The rhyming text continues 
with a synopsis of history recounting the themes of death and revenge from the Romans to the present 
conflict between Jews and Arabs. The boy now understands why this wall is called “The Wailing Wall” 
and wonders later in life whether others have also heard the moaning, and whether there will ever be 
peace. The author dedicated the book in memory of her brother who died while serving Israel in the 
War of Independence. The adult reader will see the illustrations picturing the boy dreaming of fighting 
for his country while playing with his toy soldiers as a reminder of this loss. In fact, loss, pain, and 
sadness are the emotions that one is left with after reading this book. Because there is no explanation in 
the text or in an author’s note of what exactly this ancient wall is or where it is located, the educational 
value of the story for young readers is weak as well. A more positive picture book option to introduce 
the Kotel is The Waiting Wall by Leah Braunstein Levy and illustrated by Avi Katz (Hachai, 2009).

Marcie Eskin, Beth Hillel Bnai Emunah, Wilmette, IL 

Persano, Thomas. Israel. (Countries We Come From). New York: Bearport Publishing, 2018. 32 pp. 
$28.50. (9781684024759). Gr. 1-3.

This picture book with one or two short sentences per page is not recommended for purchase (for any 
library) with one passage: “In 1948 the country was created as a homeland for Jewish people. However 
the Palestinian people were already living on the land.” And that’s it. No mention that Jewish people 
were living there, too-- had been for thousands of years-- and that before 1948, the term “Palestinian” 
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actually referred to them -- Jews of Palestine. The rest of the book deals mainly with the flora and fauna 
of Israel, and cultural features such as popular foods.

Israel is a unique country, and it is always a challenge to present its complexity in the same series 
format as other places (like Japan and Ghana that are also in the series). But this reviewer believes that 
the omission of significant information, as well as the introduction of politics into what should be a 
simple picture book about the “cities, foods and holidays” of Israel is unacceptable.

Andrea Rapp, Temple Librarian, Isaac M. Wise Temple, Cincinnati, Ohio

JEWISH VALUES

Wachsler, Leah. Building. Illus. by Renate Lohmann. Brooklyn: Hachai Publishing, 2017. 20 pp. 
$12.95. (9781945560033). Gr. Preschool-2.

Nosson, an Orthodox boy, observes the construction site near his house. As the builders dig, scoop, 
wait for cement to dry, and carefully climb the high scaffolding, Nosson is involved in parallel activities: 
digging up and returning a headband, scooping his toys into the bin, waiting for a turn on the swings, 
and carefully climbing the playset. When the building is finally finished, the area has changed, just as 
Nosson has improved his surroundings and himself by his mitzvos and good behavior.

Brightly illustrated and full of trucks and fun noises this book is a great choice for the preschool and 
young elementary school set. Though Nosson and his family are all rendered to appear Orthodox, this 
book can hold broad appeal for tiny truck enthusiasts as well as teachers and parents who wish to start 
a conversation about developing character traits.

Rebecca Levitan. Librarian II, Baltimore County Public Library - Pikesville Branch

SHABBAT AND HOLIDAYS

Lesnick, Lisa. The Shabbos Squabble. Illus. by Dov Ber Cohen. Nanuet, New York: Feldheim, 2017. 
30 pp. $12.99. (9781680252729). Gr. Preschool-2.

The Miller family -- Mom, Dad, Abie, Sam, Sophie, and Annie -- are peacefully preparing for 
Shabbos. However, the kiddush cup, candlesticks, and challahs have broken into an argument over 
who is the most important part of Shabbos. Their argument is interrupted by the wise mezuzah, a 
very sage and rabbinic-looking character, who points out that each item is special in its own way and 
that they all help to make Shabbos special. Bright, extremely expressive illustrations depict the objects’ 
feelings and frustrations. The women are portrayed wearing headscarves, giving the book a more 
modern feel to the Orthodox-leaning language like “Shabbos” and “Hashem”. Besides Shabbos, the 
themes of individuality contributing to a more robust whole and accepting advice from those older and 
wiser are presented on an age-appropriate level.

Rebecca Levitan. Librarian II, Baltimore County Public Library - Pikesville Branch

Press, Judy. Bubbe’s Got the Beat. Illus. by Mary Hall. Minneapolis: Kar Ben, 2018. 12 pp. $5.99. 
(9781512447637). Board Book. Preschool.

A loving rhyming adventure features Bubbe, who has gray hair and wears bright red sneakers. She 
makes chicken soup and challah, but she is “totally cool.” Using a rap-type rhythm and rhyme, Press 
shows the love between a grandparent and grandchild as they work together to prepare for the family 
Shabbat. Each member of the family participates in the Friday night blessings as they enjoy their Shabbat 
dinner. The beautiful full color illustrations add to the charm of this board book. Occasionally the rhythm 
is a little off, and the vocabulary reflects a 1960’s generation (groovin; know what ‘m sayin; neat;), which 
is especially incongruent when Bubbe’s grandson is rapping. Zaydes will enjoy reading this book, too.

Ellen Tilman, Meyers Library, Reform Congregation Keneseth Israel, Elkins Park, PA; 
Past Chair, Sydney Taylor Book Award Committee
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Rosenfeld, Dina. Yossi and Laibel’s Shabbos Surprise. Illus. by Norman Nodel. NY: Hachai, 2017. 
16pp. $6.95. (9781945560040). Board Book. Preschool.

Adapted from Peanut Butter and Jelly for Shabbos (Hachai, 1995), this board book features the very 
young brothers concocting a Shabbos meal for their absent parents. Told in rhyme with one or two 
sentences per page, the busy, bright, and always cheerful illustrations show how Yossi and Laibel’s 
kindness overcomes a lack of the traditional ingredients. Tuna fish salad plus peanut butter on bagels 
form the menu until the grown-ups, Mother and Father with the new baby, and grandparents with bags 
full of food, round out the meal to the delight of the observant family arrayed around their Shabbos 
table.  There are more words per page here than in simpler board books for toddlers so libraries with 
the original story may not want to add this version. For those without the complete Yossi and Laibel 
oeuvre, it is a wholesome addition.

Linda R. Silver, Lyndhurst, Ohio, Former Editor, Children’s and YA Book Reviews, AJL Newsletter 
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“Hirshberg’s debut novel packs both emotional punch and a 
vivid portrait of Jewish American life in post-WWII Boston. A 
retiring radio comedian reminisces on his childhood, fitting 
himself into the larger picture of a Jewish immigrant family 
and focusing on one year, 1952, as a turning point in his 
coming-of- age. . . . Who you become, the author suggests, is 
an amalgam of who you know and the stories you assimilate. 
Readers will find connections here to Michael Chabon’s The 
Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000) and to Saul 
Bellow’s classic The Adventures of Augie March (1953).”

FolloW uS:                         @FigTreeBks

Read an Excerpt Online:  
www.FigTreeBooks.net Al
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—Booklist (ALA), starred review  

“When you’re a kid, they don’t alWays tell you the truth. . . ”

“. . . This amazing mosaic of fact and fiction will hold readers in 
its grip from the first to last page.”

—Library Journal, starred review  

DON’T FORGET TO READ THE LATEST ISSUE OF AJL NEWS FOR UPDATES ON 
AJL AWARD WINNERS, THE 2018 CONFERENCE AND MEMBER NEWS!
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Balberg, Mira. Blood for Thought: The Reinvention of Sacrifice in Early Rabbinic Literature. Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2017. 287 pp. $94.00. (9780520295926). Also available as an eBook. 

In Blood for Thought Mira Balberg analyses the response of the early rabbis to the destruction of the 
Temple and the cessation of sacrifices at the end of the first century C.E. Her study seems particularly 
appropriate at this time of year as Jews recall the Pascal sacrifice at their Seders, while the Samaritans 
continue to offer sacrifice on Mt. Gerizim, and the reading of the Torah focuses on the “Holiness Code” 
of Leviticus. Based on a limited selection of statements by a few of the later rabbis in the Talmud, many 
modern scholars concluded that Jews had evolved beyond the use of sacrifices replacing them with 
prayer. In contrast, Balberg asserts, “sacrificial worship is an inherent component of the rabbis, legal, 
social and religious vision.” Balberg challenges contemporary notions that sacrifices were viewed by 
the rabbis of the Talmud as primitive approaches to the deity not so different from those manifested 
in other early Mediterranean cultures. Far from viewing sacrificial ritual as anachronistic, these rabbis 
sought to maintain that ritual, but with certain caveats transforming the rites from an individual “I—
Thou” cultic relationship, to one focusing instead upon the communal cult and the deity. 

The individual use of sacrifice for communicating with the deity had long been a source of contention 
among pre-rabbinic leaders. As Balberg points out, the biblical prophets had denounced as foolishness 
the notion that God needed sacrifices, or that sacrifices could be used to interact with the deity whether 
it be by greeting, appeasing, or expressing gratitude. Yet these critics did not condemn the sacrifices 
themselves, only those who misunderstood them, and applied them inappropriately. The early rabbis 
saw no need for eliminating these cultic practices. Instead, they sought to shift the emphasis such that 
it became the procedure itself and the priest’s intentions (serving as a representative of the community) 
which gave validity to the sacrifice. The obligation of sacrifice, in common with all other obligations 
(e.g. eating kosher or checking for shatnetz) was still relevant and the sacrificial cult was presented 
“as an integral part of a greater system of Torah-guided life.” A significant analysis of early rabbinic 
thought, the text is accompanied by notes, an extensive bibliography and indexes. 

Randall C. Belinfante, Librarian of the American Sephardi Federation (Retired)

Ben-David, Lenny. American Interests in the Holy Land Revealed in Early Photographs. Jerusalem: 
Urim Publications, 2017. 183 pp. $44.95. (9789655242355). 

American Interests in the Holy Land Revealed in Early Photographs is a collection of antique photographs 
culled from the archives of the Library of Congress, Harvard University, the British Museum, the New 
York Public library, and many other libraries and archives. This fascinating coffee-table size book has 
large black and white and color photographs of American tourists, government officials, American 
navy crewmen, and members of the U.S. Congress who visited Palestine before the birth of the state of 
Israel. Each photograph is accompanied by several pages of explanatory text; many of the pictures are 
of little-known people and curious events that are part of Israeli history. Others are better known, like 
Mark Twain’s 1867 trip, which includes a full-page photograph of his distinguished-looking, turbaned-
guide, Far-Away-Moses, as well as women in long flowing dresses and fashionable hats sitting beside 
the walls of the old city of Jerusalem. Another unlikely tourist was Ulysses S. Grant, author of the 
infamous “General Order No.11” which expelled Jews from states under his command during the Civil 
War. Grant visited the Holy Land after he left the presidency, as part of a European tour. Also fascinating 
are pictures of Yemenite Jews in Jerusalem circa 1900s, as well as a group of images depicting a little-
known rescue effort that occurred between 1914 and 1917 in which U.S. navy ships made thirteen trips 
to the port of Jaffa to deliver money, medicine, and food, including matzah for Passover, to aid the 
starving Jewish communities in Palestine. This book is highly recommended for all libraries.

Ilka Gordon, Beachwood, Ohio
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Berman, Joshua A. Inconsistency in the Torah: Ancient Literary Convention and the Limits of Source Criticism. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017. 307 pp. $98.98. (9780190658809). Also available as an eBook. 

Since the nineteenth century, source criticism has been the predominant method of academic biblical 
criticism. It involves close literary analysis of the Bible, noting contradictions in the text. In this way, 
attempts are made to identify the sources of the received biblical text, reconstitute them, date them, 
and determine the ideological motivations of their authors. Recently source criticism has come under 
challenge. This book by Joshua Berman of Bar Ilan University argues for a different, empirical approach: 
using other ancient Middle Eastern literature as a way to understand and evaluate the Hebrew Bible. 
For example, he analyzes Pharaoh Ramesses II’s inscriptions regarding the battle of Kadesh against 
the Hittites. The inscriptions are carved together and present three different versions of the battle. One 
version attributes the Egyptian victory to the god Amun, a second says that Ramesses defeated the 
Hittites single-handedly, and a third deals with the Egyptian army itself. From this, Berman concludes 
that the assumption made by source critics that variant versions of an event (like the two versions of 
creation in Genesis) necessarily indicates separate sources is mistaken and that it imposes a modern 
sense of consistency which is alien to ancient Middle Eastern literature. Instead, Berman argues, ancient 
writings sometimes offer variant versions of events because the concern is not to present an exact 
picture of what actually occurred but to use narrations of the past for hortatory purposes. This is a rich, 
technical book and a valuable one for academic collections.

Shmuel Ben-Gad, Gelman Library, George Washington University.

Borovaya, Olga. The Beginnings of Ladino Literature: Moses Almosnino and his Readers. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2017. 317 pp. $60.00. (9780253025524). Also available as an eBook.

In this new addition to the recently blossoming study of the history and significance of “Ladino” 
or Judeo-Espanyol, Olga Boravaya sets out to 
demonstrate how the rich “Castillian” brought 
by the Sephardim from the Iberian Peninsula 
to the Ottoman Empire in the 16th century, was 
instrumental in the formation of a remarkable 
culture within an alien world. She posits that the 
language became a shining symbol around which 
a group of people were able to unite, and served 
as a mechanism by which one 16th century rabbi, 
Moses Almosnino, was able to make that people 
feel comfortable in their new home.

In the 19th century, when the Jews of the 
“Wissenschaft des Judentums” movement sought 
to prove their own worthiness as “Europeans,” 
they denounced the Jews of the Ottoman 
Empire as backward Islamic Jews (despite their 
Iberian heritage), and came to regard Ladino as 
a degenerate descendant of an earlier Spanish. 
Even though some were willing to acknowledge 
the purity of Almosnino’s language, and others 
sometimes looked back at his writings as a good 
source of historical information, they couldn’t 
understand his motives and they thought dimly 
of his use of what they perceived as an antiquated 
vernacular. 

A heart-felt memoirand the story behind the 
AcademyAward-nominated film, Joe’s Violin.

Available on Amazon.

Joe’s Violin, A Survivor Remembers
by Joseph Feingold
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In her examination of two of Almosnino’s works, Borovaya concludes that the effective application 
of Ladino was used not merely to unify Jews in the Ottoman Empire at that time, but also to enable 
them to move from the classic Spanish past into a new, renaissance future. She strives to show how 
the historical context, and especially Almosnino’s readership, led him to create “a political, if not 
propagandistic, narrative aimed at making Sephardim feel that they were living at the right time in the 
right place, and that they should be good Ottoman subjects.” 

Using a variety of innovative genres, including epistles, chronicles, and travelogues, Almosnino sought 
to educate his readers, and help them adjust to their new environment. Not content to indoctrinate the 
new immigrants with the Hebrew of the old-school rabbis, enjoining them among the “children of Israel,” 
Almosnino sought to guide them to be “citizens of the world.” Thus, he attempted to build a bridge to the 
future in the manner of a true “renaissance man.” With detailed notes, bibliography, and an index, this 
work is a critical addition to the growing body of research on the importance of Ladino literature today.

Randall C. Belinfante, Librarian of the American Sephardi Federation (Retired)

Echenberg, Eva Neisser with Judy Sklar Rasminsky. Walter’s Welcome: The Intimate Story of a 
German-Jewish Family Flight from the Nazis to Peru. New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2018. 238 pp. 
$17.99. (9781510724761).

A recent publishing trend has seen an increase in the number of Holocaust memoirs about Jews 
escaping Europe and seeking freedom in South America. While these South American countries were 
not always welcoming, lives were saved for those who managed to enter. In Walter’s Welcome, the author 
writes about Walter Neisser who left Germany in 1922 at the age of 26, arrived in Argentina, and one 
year later settled in Peru. Neisser gained entry before the late 1930s, a period when Jewish immigration 
to Peru became severely restricted. Only 500 Jews managed to gain entrance during WWII; fifty of them 
were Neisser’s own relatives whom he personally sponsored. Neisser’s success in business empowered 
him to champion the cause of having Jews admitted to Peru, and it enabled him to pay for their travel 
and visas. His many philanthropic activities and his ongoing support for the now diminished Jewish 
community of Lima are legendary. This story, told through letters and photographs, provides great 
insights into the German-Jewish refugee experience in South America, as well as information about 
the Jews of Peru. With ancestry charts of Neisser and Nothmann families and numerous photographs, 
Walter’s Welcome could be useful in research on German and South American Jewish genealogy.  

Ellen Share, Librarian, Washington Hebrew Congregation

Goldman-Ida, Batsheva, Hasidic Art and the Kabbalah. (Brill’s Series in Jewish Studies, Volume 
59).  Leiden: Brill, 2018. 450 pp. $187.00. (9789004287709). 

In this excellent, substantive, and fascinating study, Goldman-Ida examines the variety of 
manuscripts, ritual objects, and folk artifacts used by Hasidim from the second half of the 18th century to 
the late 19th century. These include the illustrated Lurianic siddur, the Kiddush cup of the Maggid Dov 
Ber of Miedzyrzecz, the Ruzhin Pesach plate, the Lelov Sabbath lamp, the Hasidic atara (prayer shawl 
ornament), lyulke (long stemmed pipes), and snuffboxes, shmire (protective talismans), and the chair 
of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav. The author describes how these objects were invested with meanings 
associated with the tenets of Hasidic thought and Kabbalistic writings. The study gives the reader a 
window into the influence of Sefer ha-Zohar, as well the magical and ecstatic elements of Kabbalah, upon 
Eastern European Hasidism. Goldman-Ida additionally shows that such objects not only operated in 
the dimension of hiddur mitzvah (beautifying the commandments) but were believed to have theurgic 
effects by their practitioners and they helped further raise the level of sanctity of worship. Overall, the 
author successfully demonstrates that a continuity of mystical and magical traditions in Judaism found 
visual expression in the form and decoration of Hasidic ritual objects. 

David B Levy, Touro College, NYC
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This book enables readers to learn about 
upstanders, partisans, and survivors from 
first-hand perspectives that reveal the many 
forms of resistance—some bold and defiant, 
some subtle—to the Nazis during the 
Holocaust.

Winner of the AJL 2018 Judaica Reference Award
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The Association of Jewish Libraries has awarded the 2018 Judaica 
Reference Award to ABC-CLIO’s The Holocaust: An Encyclopedia 
and Document Collection, by Paul R. Bartrop and Michael 
Dickerman, Editors. Comprising two volumes of reference entries 
and two volumes of primary source documents, this four-volume 
set is the most comprehensive reference work on the Holocaust for 
high school students.

“Overall the coverage is impressive. There are already many 
Holocaust resources: this one stands out with its numerous recent 
survivor accounts and ease of use and because it is so up to date. 
. . . VERDICT Not for academics only, but an invaluable source for 
anyone interested in human history and potential for good and evil.”

—Library Journal, Starred Review

For more Jewish Studies books go to abc-clio.com.
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The book examines key issues in the modern 
definition of Jewish identity: who is and 
is not considered a Jew, and why; issues of 
Jewish “authenticity”; and the recent history 
of the debate.
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Goldscheider, Rabbi Aaron. The Light that Unites Us. New York: Oxford University Press, 2017. 278 
pp. $35.95. (9781614654735).

This impressive Chanukah companion includes blessings, teachings and tales from over forty famous 
rabbis from all periods of Jewish history. It is especially rich in Chassidic tales, including several of 
Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach’s stories. A biographical description of each of the rabbinic figures mentioned 
in the book is included, as well as a list of sources. The first part of the book covers lighting the menorah, 
procedures, blessings and songs. The second part is a teaching for each candle, illuminating eight major 
themes of Chanukah (peace, love, family, heroism, miracles, hope, unity, holiness). The final section 
deals with customs of Chanukah and the Birkat ha-Mazon (Grace after Meals). The book enhances and 
enriches the nightly experience of lighting Chanukah candles.  It is beautifully illustrated by Aitana 
Perlmutter. A disadvantage is that transliteration is not included for all Hebrew prayers and blessings 
found in the book.

Susan Freiband, Retired Library Educator, and Volunteer Temple Librarian, Alexandria, VA

Katharina E Keim, Pirqei deRabbi Eliezer: Structure, Coherence, Intertextuality, Leiden: Brill, 2016. 
249 pp. $132.00. (9789004333116).

In this deeply analytical examination of the classic rabbinic exegetical work, Pirqei deRabbi Eliezer 
(PRE), Katharina Keim sheds greater light not only on the structure and coherence of this work, but also 
on its intertextual relationship with the other major primary texts of Judaism and even with Christian 
and Islamic traditions. PRE is an enigmatic work that presents itself as a discourse of Rabbi Eliezer 
ben Hyrkanos in the Beit Midrash of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai so that its Sitz im Leben is the learned 
Tannaitic scholars of the Beit Midrash within a culture of orality. In her introduction to the book, 
Keim offers a thorough but concise overview of the background of PRE including (1) manuscripts and 
editions, (2) Redactional history and reception history employing concepts of Urtext and Endtext, (3) 
language, (4) content, (5) dating, and (6) Provenance. In addition to building on previous scholarship, 
Keim is also very much aware of the significance of the Freidberg Genizah Project’s database for PRE, 
as well as the editio princeps (Constantinople 1514), the textus receptus (Venice 1544), and MS. Sabbioneta 
1567. Thus, by re-examining the work’s unique literary aspects through its structure and coherence and 
in conjunction with other texts, Keim shows how the PRE was a truly innovative work. 

Highly recommended for historians or rabbinic literature, particularly scholars of the first to 10th 
centuries, and anyone interested in Jewish-Christian-Muslim relations in this period and its literary impact.

David B Levy, Touro College, NYC
 
Klagsbrun, Francine. Lioness: Golda Meir and the Nation of Israel. New York: Schocken Books, 2017. 
823 pp. $40.00. (978085242379). 

The iconic Golda Meir was of course the first woman to hold any number of positions in Israel, 
not the least being Prime Minister. Along with Ben Gurion and a few others, she occupies her rightful 
place in the pantheon of the founders —and saviors—of the modern State of Israel in its perilous first 
decades. In Francine Klagburn’s telling, Golda, though mindful of her groundbreaking role, was driven 
less by feminism than the contemporary reader might think. Nonetheless, this biography deftly weaves 
gender into the story without making it the major focus. Notwithstanding impassioned ideological 
clashes and often brutal political infighting, hers was a more elemental time, before issues of race and 
gender and intersectionality became so much a part of public discourse. On the one hand, she always 
maintained her devotion to the pioneering socialist ethos. In a 1971 Knesset speech, she said, “We are 
a wise, sensible, and patriotic people, who can reach the heights of self-sacrifice [and yet are] behaving 
as if there were no danger ahead of us, as if we had already eliminated poverty and completed the 
development of the country.” She decried “people who live above the standard of living we can permit 
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ourselves,” and cautioned against “a life-style imported from abroad.” On the other hand, she was, 
for instance, less than fully sensitive and responsive to the protest movement known as the Black 
Panthers (“Pantherim Shechorim”), low-income, darker-skinned young people whose parents had 
come to Israel from North Africa and the Middle East. It wasn’t that she didn’t care, but that she saw 
the American-infused civil rights movement in Israel as (paradoxically) a kind a distraction from the 
work of nourishing a cohesive nation.

A serious scholar and adept writer, Francine Klagsbrun has given us a masterful, informative, intimate, 
and highly readable biography. It is essential reading for anyone interested in the history of modern Israel 
and, more specifically, the non-idealized life story of one of the most remarkable figures of our time. 

George S. Eltman

Lavee, Moshe. The Rabbinic Conversion of Judaism: the Unique Perspective of the Bavli on Conversion 
and the Construction of Jewish Identity. Leiden: Brill, 2018. 321 pp. $178.00. (978004317338). 

The academic study of Talmud, reconstructing and examining the many layers of Rabbinic thought 
can often be daunting or dull to the non-specialist. This study, looking at the specific issue of attitudes 
toward converts to Judaism, makes this unpacking of intergenerational dialogue (both real and 
imagined) come alive. The negative portrayal of converts in the Babylonian Talmud is something that 
has resonated poorly in modern Judaism and, as Lavee demonstrates, is not representative of earlier 
Tannaitic and Palestinian Rabbinic sources. The Rabbinic Conversion of Judaism closely traces the 
evolution of this idea, examining how the Bavli reinterpreted and transformed earlier sources, shaping 
a new culture of suspicion. Highly recommended for academic collections.

Daniel Scheide, Florida Atlantic University

Loew, Yehudah ben Bezalel, Tiferet Yisrael: Translation and Commentary: Volume 1: Introduction 
and Chapters 1-9. Translated by Ramon Widmonte. New York: Urim Publications, 2016. 624 pp. 
$36.00. (9789655241471).

This is a clear and lucid Hebrew edition with English translation of the Maharal of Prague’s Tiferet 
Yisrael (the Splendor of Israel) intended for the English reading public. Mostly known for his legend of 
the Golem, the Maharal’s Torah scholarship has remained impenetrable for non-Hebrew specialists. In 
addition to providing a much-needed translation, Widmonte (who has a background in mathematics 
and computer science) supplies accompanying pedagogical tools, including colorful synthesized 
schematic charts, diagrams, and summaries through which to enhance the reader’s conceptual and visual 
understanding of the text. He also includes cross-referenced comments from other works by the Maharal 
in order to enable a deeper intertextual dimension to the work. Footnotes guide the reader in locating the 
mikorot (sources) of the Maharal’s thoughts and commentary for each chapter can be found at the back 
of the book. Widmonte’s unique approach to presenting this text enables the English reader to better 
appreciate the Maharal’s depth of thought and the important place his work occupies within the Rabbinic 
corpus. Also included is a glossary, a general index, name index, and an index of sources. Recommended.

David B Levy, Touro College, NYC

Mandel, Paul D. The Origins of Midrash: From Teaching to Text. (Supplements to the Journal for the Study 
of Judaism, vol. 180). Leiden: Brill, 2017. 405 pp. $162.00. (9789004153141). Also available as an eBook.

This is a thorough and comprehensive study of the evolution of and variety of meanings associated 
with the verb darash and the noun midrash from the Bible until the early rabbinic periods (3rd century 
CE). In contrast to prevailing understandings in which the words are identified with modes of 
analysis of the biblical text, either in the genres of halakhic midrashim or aggadic midrashim, Mandel 
claims that earlier in history these terms referred to instruction in law and not to an interpretation of 
text. In tracing the use of these words through a myriad of ancient sources and early rabbinic texts, 
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Mandel uncovers new understandings of how text was transmitted and the relationship between 
law and text as the terms evolved over time. Mandel’s meticulous research leads to new perspectives 
on the role of Jewish leaders throughout the Second Temple period and their relationships with the 
Tanakh and divine law, shedding further light on the religious activity of the Jews during one of the 
most formative periods of our history. Highly recommended for all Jewish libraries, philologists, and 
historians of ancient civilizations and early Judaism.

David B Levy, Touro College, NYC

Morgenstern, Mira. Reframing Politics in the Hebrew Bible: a New Introduction with Readings. 
Indianapolis: Hackett, 2017. 366 pp. $29.00. (9781624664618).

An exceptionally fine contribution to Jewish political theory, given the circumstances that both the 
word and concept of ‘politics’ and ‘theory’ find their origins in ancient Greek philosophy. Morgenstern, 
a political theorist at the City University of New York, presents here an approach to the Hebrew Bible 
in what many would consider a nuanced manner, taking the entire tract as a complete narrative, 
recognizing that its composition emerged over some period of time, but simultaneously recognizing a 
particular set of values. Following an extensive and comprehensive introductory essay are a series of 
chapters the sequence of which the reader might find confusing. Regardless of this seeming deficiency, 
each topic selected is given with a particular context, then most importantly supplemented by a related 
passage from various components of the Hebrew Bible. Aggregated by categorical topics are chapters 
covering politics: cities and the locus of power and the concentration of folk in space; covenants as 
contractual arrangements between God and the people as well as treaties as a means of creating 
relationships with the Israelites’ neighbors and a chapter on foreign affairs; leadership as an important 
element of governing along with a separate chapter on monarchy; political values are covered by a 
discussion of justice, violence, and civil war. Human rights, a theme that has come to prominence 
in contemporary times, finds coverage in the Hebrew Bible with Morgenstern looking at women, 
social order, and secularization in an otherwise religious text. There are some outlying themes that 
are interesting in terms of psychology, such as a discussion on dreams and the creation of an Israelite 
national identification. While Jewish political theory is a relatively new subject of academic study, 
Reframing Politics in the Hebrew Bible ought to serve as a mainstay text for interested students.

Sanford R. Silverburg, Catawba College, Salisbury, NC

Olitzky, Kerry. M. Welcome to the Seder: A Passover Haggadah for Everyone. Spring ield, NJ: 
Behrman House, 2018. 55 pp. $7.95. (9780874419740).

The Haggadah is like a multihued tapestry because it contains material from many eras and places. 
Rabbi Olitzky has created a version of the Haggadah that includes some traditional elements such 
as Kiddush, the four questions, and the hallel, and he has added many new and interesting modern 
elements. These include an interpretive translation, directions, and marginal commentaries. Discussion 
topics are provided in question form to encourage everyone to participate. While this version is shorter 
than most traditional Haggadot, some of the additional blessings provided here are far lengthier than 
in the standard text; for example, the motzi matzah and marror span over four pages. Nevertheless, I 
learned many new ideas from this Haggadah that will even influence my own approach to editing a 
Haggadah. This book is recommended for all libraries.

Daniel D. Stuhlman, City Colleges of Chicago and Temple Sholom of Chicago, Chicago, IL

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults
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Potok, Andrew. 13 Stradomska Street: a Memoir of Exile and Return. Simsbury, CT: Mandel Vilar 
Press, 2017. 211 pp. $16.95. (9781942134305).

In this wonderful memoir, Andrew Potok recounts the miracle of his family’s escape from Warsaw 
on September 1939, and his impressions as an eight year old when he saw a squadron of war planes 
flying toward him from the west dropping bombs around him. His family crossed the Lithuania border 
on the final day it was open, traveled to Latvia, flew to Sweden, traveled to Norway, and sailed from 
Norway to New York City, to begin life as Americans in 1940.

As he returns to Poland on an invitation by a Polish lawyer to recover a property that belonged to 
his grandmother, Potok shares with his readers the deep emotions and dark memories that this trip 
brings back to him. A delightful writer, his details and nuances of situations and emotions make this 
book a real treat to read. Recommended for all libraries.

Sonia Smith, McGill University, Montreal, Canada

Sackson, Adrian, Joseph ibn Kaspi: Portrait of a Hebrew Philosopher in Medieval Provence. Leiden: 
Brill, 2017. 351 pp. $147.00. (9789004338227).

Born around 1280, the Provencal Jewish philosopher and prolific writer, Rabbi Joseph ibn Kaspi 
produced in his lifetime about 30 works. These works, whose titles mostly refer to refined precious 
silver as a pun on ibn Kaspi’s own name, spanned a wide range of fields, including philosophy, 
grammar, logic, and biblical exegesis, to name but a few. Yet, Sackson does more than reconstruct and 
weave together the fascinating biographical details of ibn Kaspi’s life and the important themes of his 
oeuvre; he lets the reader glimpse the reasoning and motivations that lay behind ibn Kaspi’s work and 
which have enabled his ideas to have resonance even today. 

This work also offers a bilingual Hebrew-English text of sections of two of ibn Kaspi’s corpus: in Appendix 
I Terumat Kesef, a summary of Plato’s Republic; and in Appendix II: the eighth chapter of Tam ha-kesef, which 
reveals secrets on the coming of the Messiah and the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. Finally, Sackson 
includes an excellent list of primary and secondary sources, bibliography, and a subject index.

This wonderful Scholarly contribution is recommended without reservation for all libraries; to wit:  
”!A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver“תפוחי זהב, במשכיות כסף

David B Levy, Touro College, NYC

Sarason, Richard S. Divrei Mishkan T’filah: Delving into the Siddur. New York: Central Conference 
of American Rabbis Press, 2018. 255 pp. $22.95. (9780881233117).

Rabbi Sarason is a professor of Rabbinics and Liturgy at HUC-JIR in Cincinnati, Ohio. In 2007, the 
Central Conference of American Rabbis published its new Reform siddur, Mishkan T’filah. The Reform 
Movement’s Joint Commission on Worship, Music and Religious Living (of which Rabbi Sarason is a 
member) created the email series “Ten Minutes of Torah” (2008-2013) as a way of reaching out to the 
community with a daily study of the new siddur. Sarason created the weekly essay regarding liturgical 
history, the logic and meaning of the prayers, and their historical treatment in Reform prayer books. 
He has since updated, revised, and enlarged these essays and this book is the result. The essays discuss 
the historical origins and development of the liturgy, both in the Reform tradition as well as the non-
Reform, and in the Ashkenazic and Sephardic traditions. The essays also discuss the ideas behind the 
liturgy – how the prayers originated and how they have changed over the years. 

The format of the book is clear; it includes commentary on weekday, Shabbat and festivals/seasons 
prayers. Each of these sections has a short introduction or overview. The essays are not lengthy, many 
are just two pages long. Therefore, this is not an in-depth look at the liturgy, but more of an overview. 
It captures what a person may want (or need) to know of the prayers in order to make the prayers more 
meaningful to them. A very good section ‘for further reading’ is provided for those who would like to 
explore more. Recommended for all libraries, especially Reform synagogue affiliated libraries.                                               

Suzanne Smailes, Wittenberg University, Springfield, OH

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults
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Jonathan Sciarcon, Educational Oases in the Desert: the Alliance Israélite Universelle’s Girls’ Schools in Ottoman 
Iraq, 1895-1915. Albany: SUNY Press, 2017. 196 pp. $85.00. (9781438465852). Also available as an eBook.

In this book Jonathan Sciarcon, who teaches history and Judaic studies at the University of Denver, 
examines the introduction of Jewish female education in Ottoman Iraq by the Alliance Israélite 
Universelle (AIU) and its impact on the Jewish community and the Iraqi society at large. In his 
introduction Sciarcon discusses the AIU policies in general with special reference to female education, 
its teacher training methods and the situation of state education in the Ottoman empire at the time, and 
especially in Iraq. He emphasizes that the AIU viewed female education through gendered lens, which 
stressed the importance of an educated mother in the upbringing of the next generation—a view which 
was quite common at the time. The first four chapters deal with the activities of the AIU in Baghdad, 
starting with the establishment of the boys’ school, the processes which brought about the foundation 
of the girls’ school (1895), and its operation under several principals until 1915. The fifth chapter focuses 
on the establishment of girls’ schools in Hilla (1911), Mosul (1912) and Basra (1913). The concluding 
remarks compare issues related to tuition fees, the AIU attitude towards “moral regeneration” and 
vocational training, as well as the general impact of the AIU on education in Iraq.

This is the most comprehensive study of AIU female education in Ottoman Iraq in comparison to 
previous studies dealing with the AIU or Jewish education in Iraq. It details the views and activities of 
the schools’ principals, several of which were quite young with little experience, regarding education, 
parents’ and children’s behavior, and the communities among which they operated, often treating them 
with little respect. Of importance are also the relations between the schools’ principals and the Central 
Committee, showing the way the AIU operated and at times adjusted to local conditions. Extensive use 
is made of the AIU archive and publications, though at times one wonders if such extreme details are 
necessary (e.g., the numerous failed attempts to buy or construct a building to house the girls’ school in 
Baghdad). The book could benefit from stricter copy editing (e.g., the name of the school in Jerusalem 
is “Evelina (not Evalina, as stated in pages 25, 37, and 71) de Rothschild School”, and “Bey”, “Effendi”, 
and “Pasha” are Ottoman titles, not family names as presented in the text and the index). All in all, the 
book provides much new information on Jewish education in Iraq, and especially on Jewish female 
education, and is an important contribution for those interested in Jewish, gender, and regional studies.

Rachel Simon, Princeton University, Princeton NJ

Steiger, Sebastian. The Children of Château de La Hille. Translated by Jocelyn Hoy. Chicago: 
Lexographic Press, 2017. 371 pp. $18.95. (9780984714254).

The Château de La Hille, an abandoned castle in the foothills of the Pyrenees Mountains in the south 
of France, served as a refuge during the Second World War to approximately 100 Jewish children, mostly 
from Germany and Austria, sent there by their parents in order to save them from a certain death.

This wonderful book constitutes the memoirs of Sebastian Steiger, a Swiss teacher who served in 
the Children’s Aid program of the Swiss Red Cross in occupied France. In this book, Steiger recounts 
daily life in the Château under German occupation and includes excerpts from the children’s diaries. 
As their teacher, doctor and caregiver, Steiger nurtured and guided the children, and he risked his life 
on many occasions in order to protect them.

A few other memoirs have been published which relate the experiences of the survivors from the 
Château de La Hille: for example, The Children of La Hille: Eluding Nazi Capture during World War II by 
Walter R. Reed, one of the children who lived in the castle. Steiger’s book, however, provides important 
information from the rescuer’s perspective and it stands as testimony to the generosity of spirit of 
one individual who made a crucial difference in the lives of these children. Steiger was honored by 
Yad Vashem, receiving “The Righteous among the Nations” medal. Originally written in German, this 
English translation is a welcome development. Recommended for all libraries.

Sonia Smith, McGill University, Montreal, Canada

Reviews of Nonfiction Titles for Adults
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Sussman, Jeffrey. Max Baer and Barney Ross: Jewish Heroes of Boxing. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2017. 191 pp. $36.00. (9781442269323).

Boxing, along with baseball, was one of the most popular sports in the United States between the 
1920s and 1940s. Sussman sees poverty and wide-spread anti-Semitism as a motivating force for Jews to 
enter the ring. Regarded as symbols of strength, Jews took great pride in their fellow Jewish pugilists and 
their fighting abilities. Sussman’s book describes two famous American boxers in particular: Max Baer 
and Barney Ross, along with a more general description of Jewish involvement in the sport of boxing.

Barney Ross’ story was also recounted in the movie, Monkey on My Back and in his autobiography, 
No Man Stands Alone. The movie depicted him as “one-time lightweight champion, twice world’s 
welterweight champion, ex-corporal U.S. Marine Corps awarded Silver Star for gallantry in Action.” 
The title Monkey on My Back came from an expression used by drug addicts to refer to their addiction. 
Ross recovered from addiction to pain killers which were started because of a battle wound. 

As to Max Baer, there were some who questioned his Jewishness because his mother was not Jewish 
and his father was the son of a Jewish father and gentile mother. Nevertheless, proudly wearing a Star 
of David on his boxing trunks, Baer exemplified Jewish heroism by soundly defeating Max Schmeling, 
Hitler’s favorite fighter and symbol of Aryan superiority. Recommended for general collections. 

Ellen Share, Librarian, Washington Hebrew Congregation

Wasserman, Mira Beth. Jews, Gentiles, and Other Animals: The Talmud after the Humanities. 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017. 328 pp. $65.00. (9780812249200).

Mira Beth Wasserman, professor of rabbinic literature at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, 
provides a complex and highly original study of the Talmudic tractate Avoda Zara. Usually seen as the 
tractate dealing with the relationship between Jews and idolatrous practices, Wasserman argues that 
the work should be read as a complex literary creation produced by the rabbinic editors in order to 
explore what it means to be a Jew, how Jews are the same and different from others, and what it means 
to be human. Throughout the work she points to how the editors undercut the anti-gentile reading of 
the Mishnah with examples of righteous gentiles.

Wasserman uses tools from Humanities disciplines, such as anthropology, philosophy, feminism, 
materialism and animal studies, to argue that Talmudic studies can both learn from the humanities and 
provide lessons to the academy. Organized according to the chapters of the tractate, she examines the 
overall structure and provides a close reading of several Talmudic sugiyot (topics). 

The first chapter examines stories of non-Jews who reject the life of the world to come and a few select 
gentiles whose actions gain them eternal life. The second chapter uses stories of cattle, dogs, and snakes 
to explore the rabbis anthropological chain of similarities and differences between “Jews, Gentiles, and 
other animals.” In the third chapter, Wasserman deals with sacramental wine, demonstrating that the 
rabbis were concerned more with the social interactions between Jews and gentiles than with idolatrous 
uses of wine but kept their motives a secret. The fourth chapter claims that actual idolatry in Babylonia 
was not a real issue, but the rabbis were influenced by concerns in the general culture with iconoclasm. 
In the final chapter Wasserman examines how the rabbis extended their concerns about non-Jews to 
Jews who questioned rabbinical authority. Highly recommended for academic libraries.

Harvey Sukenic, Hebrew College Library, Newton Centre, MA

Weinberger, Moshe. Sparks from the fire : Shabbos Drashos Delivered at Keillas Aish Kodesh. Adapted 
by Binyomin Wolf. Jerusalem: Feldheim Publishers, 2017. 425 pp. $24.99. (9781680250572).

Binyamin Wolf recorded these Shabbat morning drashot (sermons) by memorizing them and writing 
them down after the Shabbat. When they were delivered between five to seven years ago, in 2011-2013, 
many of the topics discussed and analyzed, such as Huricanne Sandy or the Boston Marathon bombing, 
were contemporary, pressing and no doubt prescient. 
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The task of translating a topical oral event into a later written book is challenging, and thus some 
of the drashot offered here seem dated and out of place in a book that should have widespread appeal. 
Readers who know the author and have heard him speak will enjoy this book, and libraries that collect 
the sermons of New York based rabbis will want to add this to their collections; otherwise, it should 
be an optional purchase for most collections. Disjointed and lacking universal resonance, the “sparks” 
offered here never ignited any great fires in this reviewer’s brain.

Daniel D. Stuhlman, City Colleges of Chicago and Temple Sholom of Chicago, Chicago, IL

Yehuda, Zvi. The New Babylonian Diaspora: the Rise and Fall of the Jewish Community in Iraq, 16th-
20th Centuries C.E. Leiden: Brill, 2017. 307 pp. $121.00. (9789004354005).

In this book Zvi Yehuda, director of the Research Institute of Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center in 
Israel, provides a survey of the history of Iraqi Jewry in modern times followed by four specific case 
studies. The work is based on extensive use of archival sources, periodical literature published by Iraqi 
Jews in Iraq and Asia, interviews, and published works.

The main survey describes the downfall of Iraqi Jewry in the 15th century and its gradual revival 
from the 17th century on due to changing political conditions in the region resulting from the struggles 
between the Ottoman Empire and Safavid Iran. The strengthening of Arab nationalism in independent 
Iraq in the 20th century widened the rift between Jews and Arabs, which eventually caused the mass 
emigration of Iraqi Jews in the early 1950s and the complete destruction of the community.

All these developments are elaborated in great detail in the main survey which is followed by a 
close examination of four case studies. The first deals with an event which is contrary to the traditional 
phenomenon; namely, a Jewish blood-libel against Christians in Basra in 1791, demonstrating the strong 
position of Iraqi Jews at the time. The second study details the successful struggle of Iraqi Jews for 
control over the prophet Ezekiel’s tomb at Kifil in 1860, which was sacred to both Jews and Muslims. 
This is followed by an examination of the events surrounding the burial of Rabbi Abdalla Somekh in 
1889 during a severe cholera epidemic and how local Arab chiefs had the upper hand against the Jews. 
Regarding the last case examining the Farhud (pogrom) of 1941, which took place mainly in Baghdad, 
Yehuda concludes that contrary to the official report, the riots were organized and the authorities did 
nothing to stop them. A list of those killed in the Farhud is attached.

Yehuda surveys all these processes in great detail. The four case studies are very informative, though 
some data was already published by him in Hebrew and in separate articles. Because of the structure of 
the book, several issues are examined more than once. All in all, bringing these studies under one roof 
is very helpful for those interested in the history of Iraqi Jews as well as in Middle Eastern Jewry, Jews 
under Islam, and Jewish-Muslim relations in general.

Rachel Simon, Princeton University Library, Princeton NJ
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Limited Edition
535, XIII pp. plus 48 color plates
Cloth linen bound

PIRKE AVOT:
A THESAURUS
An Annotated Bibliography of 

Hebrew Printed Commentaries,1485 – 2015

,uct herp rmut
,uct ,fxnk ohaurp ka vhprduhkchc

This is a historical landmark in Avot bibliography, and Rabbinic bibliography in general.
                                                                            – Ezra Chwat, National Library of Israel
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Brandes, Yochi. The Orchard. Translated from the Hebrew by Daniel Libenson. Jerusalem: Gefen 
Publishing, 2017. 382 pp. $24.95. (9789652299307).

Originally published as ha-Pardes shel Akiva (Akiva’s Orchard) (Kineret Zmora Bitan Dvir, 2012), 
Rachel tells her story: the first time she met Akiva, who was a poor and illiterate shepherd; his rise to 
prominence as one of the greatest sages of the Jewish People, and until shortly after he was tortured 
and killed by the Romans. While much of Brandes’ work is drawn from the Talmud and Midrash, the 
focus is on the distinct personalities of the rabbis of that period and their interaction with each other. 
Akiva is a humble man who shuns wealth and position, but soon his scholarship propels him into the 
elite circles of the Nasi of the Sanhedrin and such luminaries as Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Tarfon, and Bar 
Kochba. Rachel records the narrative of the first Passover Seder, which took place in Bnei Brak and 
includes many of the passages we still read today. She is candid about her relationship with Akiva: the 
halcyon days when they first met and learned together, the difficult years when he was in yeshiva and 
she lived as an agunah (‘chained’ to marriage), and their subsequent reunion and reconciliation. She 
is a strong woman, forming alliances and voicing opinions about the activities of the rabbis and the 
agitation against Rome. Although there are periods of happiness, Rachel’s life is full of sadness, with 
the death of a young son, her daughter’s fiancé, Ben Azzai, going crazy (see below) and leaving her an 
agunah, and finally the martyrdom of her husband. 

The title comes from the account of the four sages who “entered the orchard” with only Rabbi 
Akiva coming out unscathed from experiencing the mystical. Brandes has woven a fascinating story 
with clear presentations of the different factions (Sadducees and Pharisees) and schools of thought 
(Hillel and Shammai) prevalent during the Temple and post-Temple period. Those familiar with the 
subject will enjoy its denouement; those unfamiliar will learn a lot about Jewish history. Very highly 
recommended for all Jewish libraries, especially for fans of ‘biblical fiction.’

Chava Pinchuck, Ramat Beit Shemesh, Israel

Carter, Mary E. I, Sarah Steinway. Placitas: NM: Tovah Miriam (self-published), 2018. 202 pp. $15.00. 
(9780692985243).

When widowed artist Sarah Steinway decides to build her treehouse, she really just wants a room 
in which to think. She hadn’t consciously been watching the sea levels rise around her and planning on 
a refuge; but luckily her contractor/friend/sometimes lover, Epps, had been.

This novel takes place in the near future on the north end of the San Francisco Bay where the sea is 
slowly flooding her beloved home and now-empty neighborhood. Luckily for Sarah, her friends had 
stocked her treehouse with survival gear. Along with canned food, water purification tablets, tools, 
and a weapon, they brought in books to use for insulation, her supply of fine wine, and a typewriter. 
It is thanks to this typewriter that we are able to read her chronicle of the five years she spent mostly 
alone surrounded by water. During that time, she wrestled with God (who she didn’t believe in), 
intruders (both well and evil intentioned), and the pervasive water.

Each chapter begins with a quote from Pirke Avot, starting with “In a place where there are no 
human beings, try to be one.” The character of Sarah Steinway is indeed a human being; feisty, flawed, 
and utterly engaging. Highly recommended.

Sheryl Stahl, Director, Frances-Henry Library, HUC-JIR, Los Angeles.

Hart-Green, Sharon. Come Back for Me. Toronto: New Jewish Press. 2017. 304 pp. $20.00. 
(9781988326061).

The Holocaust had an immediate affect upon the post-War lives of those who survived the 
concentration camps and those who survived by hiding. However, it also impacted subsequent 
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generations. Children and grandchildren of survivors have large gaps in their family history and, 
until rather recently, many lacked knowledge of what exactly had happened to their parents and 
grandparents. Sharon Hart-Green’s Come Back for Me is the coming-of-age story of Suzy Kohn, daughter 
of survivors who shielded their children from their persecution and their pre-War European lives and 
of Artur Mandelkorn, who spent his post-Holocaust life, fulfilling a promise to his sister, with whom 
he hid from the Nazis, to return and find her.

At first read, Suzy’s and Artur’s lives could hardly be considered to be parallel, however, they do 
indeed intersect. Having been raised to be self-conscious of her Jewishness and to be vigilant against 
anti-Semitism, Suzy always felt like ‘the other’, which Artur, sadly, had been made aware of since 
childhood. As Suzy finds her identity and Artur creates a new family, both discover pride of being who 
they are. 

If readers wait for the intersection between Suzy’s and Artur’s lives, they will discover a most 
wondrous story that will inspire. Hart-Green’s Come Back for Me is beautifully written and the author’s 
writing style so sweetly tells her story, simply, clearly and coherently, with no distractions.

Yossi Gremillion, Librarian, Broward County

Karmon, Robert. Inspired by a True Story: Isaac. Seattle, WA: Pleasure Boat Studio, 2017. 168 pp. 
$17.95. (9781545463024).

This novel, based on the life of Isaac Gochman, is a moving story that immediately engages readers. 
Isaac was sixteen years old in September 1941 when the Nazis invaded Poland. When his family is 
rounded up with the other Jews in Rovno, he manages to survive the mass slaughter and escape to 
the nearby forest. He wanders alone for days, hiding in the woods, until he encounters Pietka, a friend 
from his old neighborhood, and joins the Russian partisans. His new role gives him both sustenance 
and purpose. He learns to make bombs and participates in demolition attacks. He also falls in love with 
Ducia, a Russian nurse. His exploits during the war, his fluency in seven languages, and his eventual 
immigration to the United States will have readers turning the pages rapidly. This inspirational story 
will interest history and Holocaust studies scholars as well as general readers. Older teens will also 
enjoy it. It is a good choice for book groups as well. 

Barbara M. Bibel, Congregation Netivot Shalom, Berkeley, CA.

Keener, Jessica. Strangers in Budapest. Chapel Hill: Algonquin. 2017. 340 pp. $26.95. (9781616204976).
Although they are far from their American homes, Annie, a trailing spouse of her husband, Will, a 

budding entrepreneur who has come to Budapest to introduce cellular phone technology, and bitter, 
elderly WWII veteran, Edward Weiss, cannot escape traumas from their pasts. Their lives intersect in 
this city that has its own share of ghosts.

Edward, who, as a soldier, witnessed the horrors of concentration camps and the death of his beloved 
daughter, enlists Annie’s help in tracking down the man who he claims murdered his daughter: his 
son-in-law. Ignoring the warnings from her husband to not get involved, Annie, a person who cannot 
say no to anyone in need, helps Edward, much to her regret and to her husband’s chagrin.

Keener’s story is quite disappointing. She fails to engage the reader and becomes preoccupied with 
Budapest and its culture and people, to the detriment of her story. The story, unfortunately, becomes 
secondary. 

Yossi Gremillion, Librarian, Broward County Library

Levine, Herbert J. Words for Blessing the World: Poems in Hebrew and English (Jewish Poetry Project). 
Teaneck, NJ: Ben Yehuda Press, 2017. 82 pp. $9.95. (9781934730645).

“Blessed Are You, World” opens a collection of poems in both Hebrew and English with the 
author’s benediction, “I widen the blessing circle and say, blessed are you, world—to praise your 
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fragile, complex beauty.” The works explore many aspects of Jewish life including the Bible, Israel, 
and ritual and custom. Levine hopes to “contribute to a reality-based, cosmos-centered approach to the 
world that is not limited by traditional Jewish narratives and rituals, but is nevertheless in an authentic 
relationship to them.” Inspired by Rabbi Zalman Scachter-Shalomi (1924-2014), one of the founders 
of the Jewish Renewal Movement, these works embody a “paradigm-changing approach to Jewish 
theology” that asks the reader to “look for religious inspiration to the holiness of the earth and all that 
is on it.” The final poem, “Song of Gratitude,” exemplifies this approach, with no mention of God, but 
with deep respect for the everyday joys and pains of life.

Dr. Levine holds a PhD in English Literature from Princeton University and has explored spirituality 
and poetry in Sing unto God a New Song: a Contemporary Reading of the Psalms (Indiana University Press, 
1995) and Yeats’s Daimonic Renewal (University of Michigan Press, 1983).The Hebrew translation 
captures the English while being accessible to non-native speakers. Some of the poems, like “This Is 
the Torah,” hit a traditional chord describing the passing down of Jewish morals and the mitzvoth as 
a way to refine character. Some readers may be off put by minimal mention of God where prayer and 
blessing is concerned, or the idea of a “Palestinian Purim.” But those who are looking for alternatives to 
traditional religious expression will find a kindred spirit. Recommended for libraries that collect poetry 
and/or resources related to the Jewish Renewal movement.

Chava Pinchuck, Ramat Beit Shemesh, Israel

Levinson, David Samuel. Tell Me How This Ends Well. New York: Hogarth, 2017. 404 pp. $27.00. 
(9780451496881).

We are all familiar with the well-worn family reunion genre in which the family gathers, old 
resentments bubble to the surface, and secrets are revealed. In this case, it is the three adult children 
of Roz and Julian who gather for the dying Roz’s probable last Seder. It takes place in Los Angeles in 
a near future where the State of Israel no longer exists and anti-Semitism runs rampant in the United 
States. Because he is Jewish, actor Mo is having a hard time finding roles and signed his family up for 
a reality TV show which will hold a special airing at the family Seder. Brother Jacob is flying in from 
Europe with his German lover for the event while Edith, a professor of ethics, takes a break from trying 
to resolve a sexual harassment suit to join the family.

But while each sibling is focused on their own crisis, they are united in concern for their sick mother 
and increasingly worried that their abusive father is actually working to cause her illness and death. 
So in between unpacking and preparing for the Seder and the film crew, they plot to kill their father so 
that their mother can live the reminder of her life in peace.

As the family spends time together, each of the siblings has insights into his/her own life situation 
and the relationships among them are strengthened. Recommended.

Sheryl Stahl, Director, Frances-Henry Library, HUC-JIR, Los Angeles.

Medved, Jane. Deep Calls to Deep. Moorhead, MN: New Rivers Press, 2017. 75 pp. $17.00. 
(9780898233599). 

This book of poetry takes its title from Psalm 42, exploring biblical history, family life, faith, and 
doubt. Several of the poems relate to life in Israel. They are grouped into five sections. In one of them, 
“Eclipse”, the poems are linked together by last and first lines. In another section, “The Ninth Villain” 
poems relate to Herod the Great and Ehud Netzer, an Israeli archaeologist and expert on Herodian 
architecture. A page of notes is included. The author, a resident of Jerusalem, has published poetry 
in several literary journals, as well as in a chapbook. This full-length poetry collection was an award 
winner of the Many Voices Project, which is sponsored by New Rivers Press. It is attractively designed, 
with thought provoking, arresting poems. Recommended for collections in all types of Jewish libraries. 

Susan Freiband, Retired Library Educator, and Volunteer Temple Librarian, Alexandria, VA
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Ridley, Barbara. When It’s Over. She Writes Press (print on demand), 2017. 344 pp. $16.95 
(979163152263).

Lena Kulkova, a young Jewish woman in 1930s Prague meets Otto, a refugee from Hitler’s Germany 
and a leader in an underground resistance movement. They fall in love and she follows him to Paris 
to help fight in the Spanish Civil War. With the outbreak of WWII, Otto flees to England and Lena 
joins him there later after many struggles to obtain a visa. Wealthy, upper class couples take care of 
them, but their neighbors, low-class and ignorant, and the police, fear them as ‘foreigners’ and possibly 
hidden Nazis.

Lena and Otto are married, but Otto is too deeply absorbed in the movement and soon after Lena 
falls in love again, this time with Milton -- a smooth, attractive member of the upper class. Lena moves 
in with Milton and decides to divorce Otto. Lena’s father and brother have made their way out of 
Czechoslovakia and into the Free Czech Army, which takes them to England. But they left Lena’s 
mother and her little sister behind. Lena is convinced they are safe and looks forward to meeting them 
again soon. In spite of the fact that this work of historical fiction is based on true stories told to Ms. 
Ridley by her parents, a major flaw for this reviewer is the author’s failure to acknowledge the efforts of 
American and British Jews to help their European brethren or even to recognize that they were aware 
of the dangers they faced. Nevertheless, this is an absorbing story and one well worth acquiring.

Jane Wallerstein

Szilágyi, Anca L. Daughters of the Air. Philadelphia: Lanternfish Press, 2017. 246 pp. (978941360118). 
Reviewed from ARC.

The self-named Pluta is the beloved and protected daughter of Daniel, a sociology professor and 
Ashkenazi Jew, and Isabel, a Sephardic Jew. They live a comfortable life in Buenos Aires until Daniel 
becomes one of the ‘disappeared.’ After a futile attempt to find him, Isabel decides to flee Argentina 
and move to New York. Once there, she finds that she is unable to cope with being a single parent and 
sends Pluta to boarding school. After two years, Pluta runs away to New York City. Here she starts the 
main adventure of the book where she is helped or hindered by various strangers. Strikingly, during 
this time bumps appear on her back that eventually grow into wings.

Eventually Pluta and her mother are reunited, but not reconnected. There is a theme throughout the 
book of relationships which are not as strong as they could or should be as well as the need to spread 
one’s figurative (and literal) wings. Recommended for larger collections.

Sheryl Stahl, Director, Frances-Henry Library, HUC-JIR, Los Angeles.

Zoref, Harris. Barren Island. Kalamazoo: New Issues Poetry and Prose, 2017. 428 pp. $26.00. 
(9781936970445).

Barren Island is the story of a Jewish immigrant family from the Great Depression through the 
late 1940s, who lives on a little island in Jamaica Bay called Barren Island. The story is told from the 
perspective of a young girl, Marta Eisenstein, through her reminiscences, and follows her through her 
childhood and adolescence on the island. The Eisenstein family is the only Jewish family on the island, 
where the main source of income was using the remnants of old animals to create glue and fertilizer. 
It was a very smelly existence, but the locals got used to the smell. Marta and her friends and family 
faced many challenges on the island, and from the outside world; from the pressures to unionize the 
factory to ones as far reaching as trying to rescue relatives stuck in Europe during the war. Written as 
if it were a memoir, this book is a different perspective on the Jewish immigrant experience. It is filled 
with many of the traditional coming of age experiences, as well. This book is recommended for all 
audiences, although may not be appropriate for an academic collection.

Laura Schutzman, Hebrew Academy of Nassau County, Nathan and Doris Liebman Memorial Library, 
Uniondale, NY; AJL Publications Chair
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