
How Ethiopian Jewish Heroes
 and North American Activists Burst

Open the Gates (1965-1993) 

The Fifth Conference of the Yerusalem Forum

November 30.2022 | 17:00 | Tel Aviv Cinematheque



Avraham Yerday
Against all Odds
Ever since he managed to sneak into Israel on a fishing boat, he 
has not stopped fighting for the rights of the community. 
While making his way in the new country, he led demonstrations 
to pressure the decision makers. “We were determined to fight 
anyone who didn't want us here,” he explained.

Addisu Masala
By our own Merits
After being a member of the underground in Ethiopia and 
an Aliyah activist in Sudan, he came to Israel and became 
one of the leaders of the struggle for Aliyah and integration. 
Later he was elected to the Knesset and was the first Israeli 
parliament member of Ethiopian origin. “We must not accept 
the assumption that we are worth less,” he said.

Admas Chakole (Michael Eshkol)
Realizing the Dream
He struggled against the missionaries in Ethiopia and traveled to 
villages around the country to encourage the Jews to immigrate 
to Israel. The violence he suffered from his opponents and the 
authorities' threats did not deter him. Later he was active in the 
refugee camps in Sudan and finally fulfilled his ambition and 
arrived in Israel himself.

Heroes from Beta Israel



Bellaynesh Ayech
Opened her Heart and her Home
Her attempts to leave for Israel in the 1970s were unsuccessful. 
However, by staying in Ethiopia, she saved many Jews on their 
journey to Israel. She opened her home for immigrants who 
arrived in Addis Ababa, provided food, helped them find a place 
to live, and signed guarantees for their departure from Ethiopia.

Berhanu Yerdu
His Christian faith did not prevent him from risking his life 
alongside the Jewish Aliyah activists. He was one of the founders 
of the committee that promoted the Aliyah, freed imprisoned 
community members, transferred documents and money, and 
served as an essential contact. “I was privileged to be part of the 
historic event of Beta Israel’s Aliyah,” he said.

Zimna Berhani (Z"L)
“The Jews will Come”
He dedicated his life to the Aliyah of Beta Israel and the integration 
of the community in Israel. He was active in Ethiopia, in the 
refugee camps in Sudan and in Israel. He held key positions in 
the protest organizations, the Jewish Agency, and Mossad. “He 
paid a personal and family price for his activities,” his close friend 
Mati Elias said.



Moshe Babu Yaakov
Fighting for his Community
He came to Israel alone as a young man and faced the risk of 
deportation. His daily struggles for survival did not prevent him 
from being one of the most prominent activists for Ethiopian 
Jewish immigration. “We fought without fear, with loyal partners 
who believed in our just cause,” he said.

Fesseha Mehrat
Escape to Life
From a dedicated family man with a regular government job, 
he became the engine behind the smuggling of Jews to Sudan, 
and was a key player in helping Jews come down from Gondar 
to Addis in 1990. Even imprisonment, torture, and threats to his 
family did not stop the rescue operation he led. “I felt I had to help 
my brothers and sisters,” he emphasized.

Thahaye Yitzhak Elias (Z"L)
Paving the Way
One of the prominent flag bearers in the struggle for the Aliyah 
of Beta Israel and the recognition of their Jewishness. A long and 
winding personal journey led him from Ethiopia to Israel. Here, 
he worked in road construction and, at the same time, fought to 
break the path of Aliyah for all members of the community. “The 
reason that brought me to Israel is that I was born Jewish,” he 
wrote in his diary.



Rachamim Elazar
The Voice of the Community
The journalist and radio personality not only reported on the 
fateful events that impacted the future of Ethiopian Jews but was 
one of the leaders of the struggle for their Aliyah. From a small 
village in Ethiopia, he made it all the way to the White House in 
the U.S. “I knew I had to do this for the sake of my family and my 
community,” he said. 

Susan Pollack
From the Mountains to the Promised Land
The transit of thousands of Jews from Gondar to Addis Ababa 
on their way to Israel in Operation Solomon was made possible 
thanks to a young representative of AAEJ named Susan Pollack. 
She transferred medicine and food, forged exit documents, 
and managed the compound that received those waiting for 
immigration. Yet she always says, “Ethiopian Jews are the real 
heroes.”

Activists from North America



Will Recant
Behind the Scenes of the Aliyah
As the CEO of the American Association for Ethiopian Jews 
(AAEJ), he expanded the organization’s activities and was a key 
partner in the dramatic events that led to Operation Solomon. He 
worked in close cooperation with American and Israeli diplomats. 
After the completion of the Aliyah, he continued to support the 
integration of Ethiopian Jews in Israel.

Graenum Berger (Z"L)
Ethiopian Jews at the Forefront
He founded the American Association for Ethiopian Jews (AAEJ) 
long before anyone in Israel or the Jewish world thought about 
their immigration to Israel. For 40 years, he and his wife Emma 
worked for this goal. The relentless pressure he led was among 
the factors that pushed the Israeli government to open the gates 
of Aliyah.

Henry Rosenberg (Z"L)
The Secret Path of Aliyah
He not only gave donations and made political connections but 
also established a base in Kenya and went himself to rescue 
Jews from Sudan in trucks and fly them to Israel. He never asked 
for credit for his commitment to the Jewish people. However, 
everyone who knew him knew of his dedication.



Nate Shapiro
Do the Right Thing
He served as the president of the AAEJ for a decade, and Ethiopian 
Jews were at the center of his life. He was available 24/7 to any 
Beta Israel leader with an idea of how to help the community. He 
opposed accusing Israel of racism but pushed the government to 
act for Ethiopian Jews.

Howard Lenhoff (Z"L)
A Home for Every Jew
The man who believed that Israel was obligated to be a refuge for 
all Jews in times of need, including the Beta Israel community, 
devoted all his efforts to the realization of his vision. He served 
as president of the AAEJ, published articles, and wrote letters to 
generate media interest and garner support from world leaders.

Edith Everett
Making a Difference
The devotion of Edith and her husband Henry led to the rescue 
of thousands of Ethiopian Jews and their immigration to Israel. 
Edith consistently demonstrated at every annual meeting of 
the Jewish Federations until they agreed to bring the issue to 
the discussion table. She continues to support the success of 
Ethiopian community members in Israel to this day.



Simcha Jacobovici
Film as Advocacy
The decorated documentary director entered this field following 
a film he made about the Beta Israel community. He helped 
establish the Canadian Association for Ethiopian Jews (CAEJ), 
wrote many articles on the subject, and was among the most 
prominent Aliyah activists in North America. His films and actions 
created a turning point in public opinion and changed reality.

Barbara Ribakove Gordon
To Participate in a Miracle
The executive director of the North American Conference on 
Ethiopian Jewry (NACOEJ) organization first visited the villages of 
Beta Israel in 1981. From then until now, she has worked for the 
Jews of Ethiopia. “I felt that I simply could not turn my back on 
them,” she said. “Being part of this story and knowing that I had a 
role in it fills me with a sense of amazement.”

Rudy Boschwitz
A Friend in High Places
Throughout his years of office, U.S. Senator Rudy Boschwitz 
supported Ethiopian Jews and their right to immigrate to the 
land of their ancestors. He established a special committee in 
Congress, gathered support from elected representatives and 
government officials in the U.S., and traveled to Ethiopia as the 
President’s emissary to promote Aliyah. “It was a great mitzvah,” 
the Senator said.



LaDena Schnapper (Z"L) was one of the key staff 
members of AAEJ in Ethiopia and the U.S.  Henry 
Gold from Canada worked in the refugee camps 
in Sudan.  Rabbi Avis Miller joined the mission of 
helping Ethiopian Jews and became one of the 
first activist rabbis. Sandy Leader (Z"L) rescued 
Jews from the refugee camps in Sudan in an old 
van. This is how ordinary people became heroes.

Activists in Action
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