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Keeping the Honey in the Land of Milk and Honey

By Dana Kessler

Just in time for Rosh Hashanah, Israel’s annual honey festival shines a light on the variety of sweet products being produced—as well as the challenges facing the country’s beekeepers
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Haim Efrat, head of the Ministry of Agriculture’s beekeeping division and one of Israel’s foremost experts on the bee, examines a hive. (photo credit: Debra Kamin)


Forty percent of the honey consumed in Israel every year is consumed during the High Holidays , when it is customary to eat honey and give it as a gift. So, just in time for Rosh Hashanah, the Israeli Honey Board is kicking off its annual honey festival at apiaries across the country. The festival, spread across more than 10 locations, started Sept. 22 and will continue until Oct. 29, after Sukkot ends.


The festival’s activities include tours, honey tastings, and a photography competition (the family that snaps “the sweetest photo” at one of the festival’s attractions will win a prize). Visitors will have an opportunity to watch the bees in a glass beehive, talk to beekeepers, and witness the process of honey extraction, while kids will have the chance to engage in honey-themed arts and crafts, bake honey cake, and dress up as honeybees.


There are around 500 beekeepers in Israel who manufacture honey: 100 are commercial manufacturers who are responsible for around 80% of Israel’s honey, while the other 400 are small, boutique manufacturers or amateur bee enthusiasts. Together they produce about 3,000 tons of honey each year. (Israel imports an additional 1,000 tons from Europe and South America.) 


The Israeli honey industry also produces bee pollen, royal jelly, propolis , and apitoxin (also known as honeybee venom, used in a branch of alternative medicine called apitherapy ). The Israeli Honey Board’s job is to improve the quality of Israeli honey by setting standards, crafting legislation, and inspecting honey production and packaging.


Kibbutz Yad Mordechai in southern Israel started making honey in 1936, learning the secrets of beekeeping from Australian and British soldiers during the British Mandate. Today, Yad Mordechai is Israel’s largest honey marketer—now owned by Strauss, Israel’s largest food-products manufacturer. 


Under Strauss, Yad Mordechai markets its own honey , as well as honey produced by others. Emek-Hefer Apiary , established in 1981 in northern Israel, is the second-largest honey company in Israel, marketing honey from a number of apiaries across the country. The third-largest is the Ein Harod Apiary , established 80 years ago on Kibbutz Ein Harod in northern Israel.


Retailers stock honey from these larger marketers. But for specialty honey, the best bet is to go directly to the apiaries. Many of them have their own boutique shops and visitor centers, and they’re happy to teach visitors about honey and provide them top-of-the-line boutique honey products all year long. 


For example, Lin’s Bee Farm in Kfar Bilu, a moshav in central Israel, is a family-run company that has been producing a wide range of products based on honey and other natural ingredients for 30 years. There’s a visitor center and a shop on the premises, as well as an online store. Like most Israeli manufacturers, Lin markets gift packages especially for Rosh Hashanah.


What makes one honey higher quality than another? “The main difference is the flowers the honey is made of,” explained Youval Lin, beekeeper and owner of Lin’s Bee Farm. “In Israel, eucalyptus, avocado, hyssop, and siziphushoney are high-quality honey, sold mainly by boutique sellers.” 


The honey on supermarket shelves is wildflower honey, which is polyfloral—derived from the nectar of different kinds of flowers. Hertzel Avidor, CEO of the Israeli Honey Board, added: “Feinschmeckers [gourmets] prefer monofloral honey, which is made from the nectar of one type of flower, and they know exactly which flowers they prefer, be it star-thistle honey, siziphus honey, [or] thyme honey.”


The other major difference is between honey that has been heated during bottling, and honey that hasn’t. The honey on supermarket shelves has been heated; the heating process stops crystallization and makes the honey look better. Unheated honey can be found at boutique sellers’ and some health-food stores. Many believe that heated honey loses some of its nutritional value, although this is debatable. What it undoubtedly loses, according to Avidor, are some of its healing, antibacterial, and antiseptic properties .


The belief that honey has healing properties isn’t new. Avidor told me that in ancient times, the Egyptians, Babylonians, Persians, Assyrians, and Arabs used honey for embalming their dead. “After King Herod ordered his wife, Marianne, to be executed,” Avidor said, “he kept her body in honey for seven years—supposedly because he loved her so much.”

***


There are challenges facing Israel’s honey industry today. Like other beekeepers around the world, Lin is concerned with colony collapse disorder . “There is a problem in the modern Western world that kills bees around the world,” he told me. “In Israel, the problem is less severe than in the U.S. because our climate is more suitable to keeping bees, but we have this problem, too. This affects not only the honey industry and the livelihood of beekeepers but also many different crops that rely on pollination. In Israel, it affects mainly apples, cherries, sunflowers, melons, watermelons, zucchini, and almonds. This is a very serious problem which was identified about 10 years ago, and a solution is yet to be found.”


Avidor also notes that Israel’s size puts a limit on the number of beekeepers it can sustain. “We are a small country, and we don’t have enough space—therefore we can’t increase the number of apiaries we have,” he told me. “We are one of the most crowded countries in terms of beehives. There are 110,000 beehives across the country, from Beersheva to the north. You can’t place beehives south of Beersheva because there is no vegetation there. We can’t add any more beehives, and thus the industry can’t grow.”


Changes in Israeli agriculture have also put pressure on the country’s honey production. “In the ’70s and ’80s, there were plenty of citrus trees, mainly orange trees, and there was also a lot of cotton—two important crops for making honey,” said Avidor. “Because of the country’s process of urbanization, orchards are being extracted, and there are much fewer crops bees can forage nectar from.” The Jewish National Fund is helping beekeepers plant different types of trees especially for their nectar, said Avidor, so their bees can survive.


While Israel’s honey industry cannot really expand, it can develop. “There are many technological developments in the field,” Avidor said. “One of the new Israeli developments is an electronic scale which is placed under the beehive. It sends data about the beehive digitally to a website, so the beekeeper can check in from home and keep track of the activity in his beehives.”


Apart from promoting honey—the everlasting Jewish symbol for having a good and sweet New Year—the purpose behind the annual honey festival is raising awareness of the problems facing the industry in Israel. “We want the public to know about our struggle to keep bees alive,” said Avidor. “We need the public to support our struggle against pesticides and to support our tree-planting. People need to realize the importance of this. The importance of keeping our bees alive goes way beyond honey. This is about the importance of pollination. Without bees, we won’t have food.”

Reprinted from the September 28, 2016 email of Tablet Magazine.

Rosh Hashana Advice from The Brigadier General

By David Bibi
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General Rabbi Avichai Rontzki


When we spend Shabbat in Manhattan with Rabbi Elie Abadie, it's always a curiosity as to who will show up for breakfast at the SAFRA synagogue [in Manhattan] on the morning. Two very special visitors joined us this weekend. One was Rabbi Nissim Ze'ev a well-known student of Porat Yosef, who has served as a Rabbi, Shochet, Mohel and Chazzan in Israel, in Mexico and here in New York. He is probably most famous for being the one who started the Shas party in Israel and he still represents Shas as a member of the Knesset.


Rabbi Ze'ev was very close to Haham Ovadia Yosef zs'l and as this coming Shabbat is when the 12 months of mourning for the Rishon LeSion conclude, Rabbi Ze'ev told us of his earliest relationship with the Rabbi who lived in the same building as his grandmother. He entertained us with other personal anecdotes and reminded us of how special Haham Ovadia was and how much we have lost. It was Haham Ovadia who made us and the rest of the Jewish people take pride who we are, where we come from and what we can accomplish.


The other guest was Brigadier General Rabbi Avichai Rontzki, the former Chief Military Rabbi of the Israel Defense Forces. He is also the rosh yeshiva of the Hesder Yeshiva in Itamar and a founder of that city in the Shomron. Rabbi Rontzki also wrote the highly acclaimed four volume army halachic guide Hitzim K'yad Gibor. As we spoke privately afterwards, we discussed politics and the press and his recent but unwanted publicity. More important though, the rabbi is a brilliant scholar and we discussed a message for Rosh Hashanah which probably applies to almost all of us.


The rabbi grew up in a secular family and found himself in 1973 as a commander in the army. We must remember that only six years earlier Israel had delivered a stunning blow to its Arab neighbors defeating them miraculously in the Six-Day War. The relationship between Israeli and Arab had changed forever. Even more so the image of the Jew had been transformed in the eyes of the world. The Israeli army's crushing victory had altered the image of a Jewish victim into a Jewish warrior.


The Israelis believed that they would find themselves at peace with their Arab neighbors for at least a generation or more. They supposed that they would not be bothered for 20 to 30 years after the Arab world saw the strength of their military. Yet at the same time only two weeks before Yom Kippur of that year the Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir met with King Hussein of Jordan. 

The King informed the prime minister that the Arabs were preparing for war. And this was not the only sign. From the end of 1972, Egypt began a concentrated effort to build up its forces, receiving MiG-21 jet fighters, SA-2, SA-3, SA-6 and SA-7 antiaircraft missiles, T-55 and T-62 tanks, RPG-7 antitank weapons, and the AT-3 Sagger anti-tank guided missile from the Soviet Union and improving its military tactics, based on Soviet battlefield doctrines. What was happening seemed obvious. 


And then, only three days before Yom Kippur, 600 family members of Russian diplomats were suddenly evacuated from Syria and Egypt. The Israelis certainly took note of this, but wrote it off as a mass vacation. Why? Human nature often allows internalized preconceptions to mask the stark face of reality. In the minds of Israeli leaders, there was no way the enemy would attack so even when the evidence pointed in the opposite direction, the facts simply couldn't be true. 


But unfortunately a few days later, on the Holiest day of the year, we found out that it was true and so many lost their lives, possibly needlessly. The Egyptians and Syrians both initially made threatening gains into Israeli-held territory. Then somewhat miraculously, the tide was turned. It was through this that the rabbi and his wife Ronit who he had met in his unit set together on the path to be chozer beTeshuba “ to return religiously. The Rabbi went on to study at Machon Meir and Mercaz HaRav.


The rabbi went on and explained this fault of being blinded to the truth raises its ugly head time and time again. The brigadier general suggested that it was obvious to everyone that Hamas was building tunnels in Gaza. Weren't the dangers that the tunnels presented obvious? Yet the obvious was ignored.

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashana – Ha’Azinu 5775 edition of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace.



 
Rosh Hashanah Greetings From Sandy Koufax
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Universally recognized as one of the greatest pitchers in major league history, Sandy Koufax, an “aristocrat in spikes,” threw four no-hitters, dominated the major leagues for the first half of the 1960s, broke numerous strikeout records, and led the league in ERA for an unprecedented five consecutive years.


He was the first person to win the Cy Young award three times, each time by a unanimous vote and each time by winning the “pitcher’s “triple crown” (wins, strikeouts, and ERA). He won two World Series MVP awards, and he is still the only person to win the Hickok Belt (the award for professional athlete of the year) twice.


Much more can be written about Koufax’s baseball feats and records, but to Jews around the world he will always be remembered for his legendary decision not to pitch in the first game of the World Series against the Minnesota Twins on Oct. 6, 1965 because it was Yom Kippur.


His act of conscience was broadly seen as a moment of pride, sacrifice, and religious commitment, though Koufax himself was far from observant. As such, his moral act was not a reflexive response to his personal religious beliefs but rather an act of deference to, and respect for, the sensibilities of his fellow Jews.

Koufax’s place in the annals of American-Jewish history may have been best summarized by Jane Leavy in Sandy Koufax: A Lefty’s Legacy: “He was the New Patriarch: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Sandy.”


As the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s Minnesota emissary [Rabbi Moshe Feller] pithily advised him during a visit to his hotel room the next day, “Sandy, more Jews knew when Yom Kippur was this year because of you not pitching than who knew from a Jewish calendar.”


Cultural references to Koufax’s act are legion, but my personal favorite is a quote from film The Big Lebowski, where Judaism is characterized as “Three thousand years of beautiful tradition from Moses to Sandy Koufax.”


When Koufax first announced his decision, Dodgers owner Walter O’Malley, a Roman Catholic, joked to reporters, “I’m going to ask the pope to see what he can do about rain.” Koufax’s teammates were essentially ambivalent but respectful of his decision, even after the substitute starter, Don Drysdale, lost the game. When manager Walt Alston removed him in the third inning after a very poor performance, Drysdale is said to have quipped, “I bet you wish I were Jewish, too.”


Call it divine intervention – or not – but Koufax, after losing Game 2, shut out the Twins in Game 5, came back to win the Series by pitching another shutout in the deciding Game 7, and was named the Series MVP. Interestingly, a year later, on September 25, 1966, he and Ken Holtzman, the two greatest Jewish pitchers in history, faced off against each other for the only time in their careers – the day after both had attended Yom Kippur synagogue services.


(Holtzman, who lost a bid for a no-hitter in the ninth inning, won the game, 2-1).


Though there have a number of media accounts concerning Koufax’s participation in Yom Kippur services that famous day in Minnesota in 1965, and though many Jews claimed to have seen him at various synagogues in Minneapolis, he actually never left his hotel room. (Although, by his own account, he did not view the game on television or listen to radio broadcasts.) As he later explained: “I’m Jewish. I’m a role model. I want them to understand they have to have pride.”

(Holtzman, who lost a bid for a no-hitter in the ninth inning, won.


On the rare occasions he has commented on his decision to sit out the game, he claimed it was actually his customary practice and that he always observed the holidays by not pitching. For example, in his autobiography published in 1966, a year after he attained Jewish immortality, he wrote:


“There was never any decision to make…because there was never any possibility that I would pitch. Yom Kippur is the holiest day of the Jewish religion. The club knows I don’t work that day.”


In the 2010 documentary “Jews and Baseball: An American Love Story,” Koufax confirmed that “I had taken Yom Kippur off for 10 years. It was just something I’d always done with respect.” However, Koufax had “suited up” on Yom Kippur on at least two previous occasions, although he did not actually throw his first pitch until after sundown. On October 1, 1960, he pitched in relief against the Chicago Cubs and, on September 20, 1961, he started against the Cubs, throwing his first pitch mere moments after the end of Yom Kippur.


On August 11, 2014, I wrote to Koufax (in part): “Looking back on it today, is your decision to sit out the World Series because of Yom Kippur something that you are proud of, is it something you ever think about when you reminisce about your career? And were there any factors or issues that were particularly important to you in leading to your decision to take a moral and ethical stand?”


Koufax autographs are valuable, desirable, and very difficult to obtain; handwritten letters even more so; and correspondence relating to his sitting out the World Series on Yom Kippur is virtually unheard of. 

In his response to my letter, exhibited with this column, Koufax, consistent with the broad measures he takes to protect his personal life and privacy, does not elaborate on his reasons, but does confirm that his motive for sitting out the game was “respect,” presumably for Jewish tradition:

“While I appreciate your interest, my motives & thoughts are private and will always remain so. Respect might be the one applicable word. A very happy new year.”
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* * * * *


In the further spirit of the intersection of baseball with the Yomim Noraim, exhibited with this column is a fascinating and historic document evidencing an attempt by the New York Yankees early in the 20th century to reschedule a game falling on Rosh Hashanah. In this September 8, 1915 Western Union Telegram to B.B. (“Ban”) Johnson, president of the American League, Yankees co-owner Yankees Tillinghast L’Hommedieu (“T.L.”) Huston writes:


Tomorrow, Sept. 9th is big Jewish holiday in New York. If you will allow us to play Friday’s game as a double header tomorrow, I think it would be most advantageous to both clubs. Will appreciate immediate reply so if permission is granted I can give it out to papers this afternoon.
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Obviously, Huston was not thinking about Orthodox Jews when he sought to reschedule Friday’s game, which fell on the second day of Rosh Hashanah, as a doubleheader on Thursday, the first day of yom tov. Presumably aware that few Jews stayed home from work on the second day of yom tov, Huston apparently sought to increase attendance on the first day of Rosh Hashanah by scheduling a twin bill for the day most Jews did stay home – and when even those who attended services in the morning could come out to the ballpark in the afternoon.


It is amusing to note how easy it was for the major leagues a century ago to reschedule a game on such short notice – in this case, a single day. Huston’s request was apparently granted by the American League because a doubleheader was played on the first day of Rosh Hashanah, Thursday, September 9. The Washington Senators defeated the Yankees in both games, 5-3 and 4-1, and the New York team finished fifth that season (in an eight-team league) with a record of 69-83.

Saul Jay Singer
About the Author: Saul Jay Singer, a nationally recognized legal ethicist, serves as senior legal ethics counsel with the District of Columbia Bar. He is a collector of extraordinary original Judaica documents and letters, and his column appears in The Jewish Press every week. Mr. Singer welcomes comments at saul.singer@verizon.net.
Reprinted from the September 28, 2016 edition of The Jewish Press.
31,000 Jews in Uman

For Rosh Hashanah 5777 (2016)
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31,000 Jews flocked to the Ukrainian town of Uman for Rosh Hashanah 5777/2016. Every year, the influx of Yidden to the tiny Ukrainian town gives a huge boost to local businesses.


Police officers from Israel and hundreds of Ukrainian law enforcement officers were on hand to provide security.


Interestingly, many of the local Uman shops on Pushkin Street take payment in shekels. Everywhere, there were signs and ads in Hebrew.


Uman, a town of 80,000 residents, is located about 130 miles south of Kiev. It is, of course, home to the kever of Rav Nachman of Breslov, who was niftar there in 1810.


According to a local official, this year, 31,000 visitors traveled to the city for Rosh Hashanah, including about 3,000 children but just a few dozen women.


For comparison, last year (5775/2015), 29,450 Jews went to Uman for Rosh Hashanah.
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Around 15 Israeli police and 500 local police kept order, guarding entrances to a two-block area of town that remained closed off to all locals except those who live there for the duration of the week.
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Reprinted from the October 5, 2016 website of Matzav.com
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