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Chapter 1: This is My Lineage

I was born on April 10, 1932.

My father, Moshe Abramov, wasbornin 1882 inthe city of Rechichain White Russia,
to his parents — Shneor-Zalman Abramov, a timber trader, and Sara-Rivka (nee

Vinitzky), a housewife and proprietor of a small
haberdashery. They were Zionists. They had
eleven children, but only five of them survived
— their oldest daughter Hinda, and their four
sons: Shabtai, Moshe (my father), Ephraim,
and Yechezkel. In 1901, Shneor-Zalman passed
away. The burden of supporting the family and
caring for his mother and younger siblings fell
on my father’s shoulders, who also became
a timber trader. He took to the road to make a
livelihood.

My mother Chaya was born in 1889 in the city
of Gomel in White Russia. She was the daughter
of Rachel and Zalman Palshitz and a sister to
Mila, Shabtai and Rachel. Her father was a
timber trader and her mother was a housewife.
When my mother was seven years old, her
mother passed away. Her father remarried, and
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my mother suffered terribly from her stepmother, who tyrannized her and punished

her severely.
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My mother and father were first cousins. However, since they lived far from each
other, they only met in 1901 for the first time, when my father was nineteen and my
mother was twelve. My mother captivated his heart with her beauty and amiability,
and my father vowed to himself to wait until she matured and he would be able to
marry her. As my father was taking care of his mother and siblings, their wedding
was postponed until 1915.

After the wedding, they moved to the city of Tokmak, Crimea. My father owned a
large bakery there and supplied bread to the White Army (later to become the Red
Army).

During their first years as a married couple, my parents suffered great sorrow:
They brought three daughters into the world, and lost all three. In 1917, their oldest
daughter was born. During the birth, the baby’s umbilical cord became entangled
and she did not survive. In 1919, their second daughter was born in a hospital in the
city of Kharkiv, where my mother’s sister worked as a midwife. On the train back
from Khrakiv to their home in Tomkak, their daughter (three months old) suffocated
to death from lack of air, and was buried on the way. In 1921, their third daughter
was born, named Rachel (Racheli) after my mother’s sister, who had died young.

In 1924, when Racheli was three years old, my parents made aliyah to Israel together
with Zalman Palshitz , my mother’s father (her sister Mila and brother Shabtai
Palshitz remained in Russia with their families). My father’s mother and three
brothers were already waiting for them in Israel. (His sister Hinda had immigrated
earlier to England.)

For one year, they lived on Moshav Merhavia in the Jezreel Valley with Ephraim,
my father’s brother, and his mother, Sara-Rivka. Because of the harsh conditions,

14
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however, and concern for their daughter’s well-being, they left for Tel Aviv in
central Israel, where they rented a studio apartment. My mother’s father joined
them. They opened a small kiosk to support themselves. In 1925, fate struck again
— Rachelj, their four-year-old daughter, was run over and killed by a youngster
without a driver’s license, who had taken his father’s car without permission.

My parents’ world was destroyed. My father had suicidal thoughts as he didn’t
know how he could find the strength in his heart to carry on. But my mother did not
give up. “We will have another child, and move on,” she told him. And so it was.
On September 11, 1927, their son was born and named after King David. That was
when Grandma Rivka, my father’s mother, moved in with them.

In the early 1930s, they received a plot of land in a draw, and built their home. It
was a two-room house with a kitchen and a hall, and was built of concrete blocks.
In the front yard, Dad built another house, which he rented out to tenants. In that
way, he took advantage of the land he owned, and earned additional income for the
family.

My brother and I (in 1932) were born in this house. I was named Dina, after my
parents’ mutual grandmother Dina Abramov.
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Chapter 2: In Our Childhood Paradise

My parents replace their kiosk with a small restaurant where they served excellent
food for a reasonable price. The restaurant was frequented by the neighborhood
residents — laborers alongside teachers and professionals — who loved the fresh,
delicious salads my mother prepared, and the homemade white cheeses my father
prepared.

I grew up in a happy home. Mom and Dad loved each other deeply. Their affection
for each other had a positive impact on all those around them, including on us, their
children. Grandma Rivka was also with us, and she would cheerfully and diligently
help Mom with the housework and cooking. Mom, who was busy working long

hours outside the home, truly appreciated her help.

We had a traditional home. Dad would attend the synagogue on the Sabbath and
on the High Holidays. We kept a kosher kitchen, with separate dishes for milk and
meat, and during Passover too. In the days before Passover we would kosher the
dishes, pans and utensils in boiling water. On Friday evenings, we’d gather for a
festive Sabbath meal. The table was covered with a white tablecloth, the Sabbath
candles were lit, and Dad blessed the wine and the bread. Before Passover, the house
would be warm, clean and meticulous. We had large family pictures hanging on the
walls, including portraits of me and my brother. The ornaments my parents brought
with from Russia (of which I particularly remember a beautiful green porcelain
vase) decorated the house. The beautiful crockery they brought with them was used
on the High Holidays. Mom, talented and skillful, sewed all my clothes, and some
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of my brother’s clothes. I was always dressed perfectly and elegantly.

Culture was an important part of our home. We had many books, a radio (we’d
listen to the news and to classical music) and a record-player. The first record my
parent bought was Swan Lake. I started taking piano lessons when I was seven, and
I persisted until I was fourteen.

Life was remarkably simple and modest.

We didn’t even dream of owning a refrigerator, and the food that required
refrigeration was kept in an ice box. Every day, a horse-drawn cart would come
by, and its driver would call out loudly: “Ice, ice!” All the cooking and baking was
done using kerosene burners and a Primus stove. All our laundry was hand washed.

In the summer, we showered in cold water, and when we returned from the beach,
we washed ourselves in the yard with the garden hose, spraying each other with jets
of water, laughing and cheering. In the winter, however, we took one bath a week,

on Thursdays.

A big Ficus tree grew in the yard, alongside a palm tree. My father planted the two
trees in honor of our (his children’s) births. There were many cats in the yard. They
were, in fact, stray cats, but I saw them as my own, and I took care of them and fed
them. I also had tortoises: one big one, and two small ones. And there were the
thoroughbred boxers that belonged to the Schiller family, our tenants who lived in
the house in the yard.

At age three, I started attending kindergarten, and Then I attended first and second



grade at a private school. When I turned five and a half, I started attending the
elementary school, Gymnasia Kedma. I didn’t like that school, which was very
strict, but I had to learn there. The school day was long, which allowed my mother
to continue working. Mom worked at the restaurant with dad from morning to

evening. When I went home, Grandma was there to meet me.

In fourth grade, I transferred to a school near home, and that was the beginning of
a new stage in my life. [ met many new friends and made friends for life. I liked
that school. I was a good student, and I enjoyed learning. From early childhood, I
knew that I would grow up to become a teacher. In the meantime, to gain practical
experience, | taught my dolls...
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Chapter 3: Scorched

When I was thirteen, disaster hit our home — my mother died. She fell ill when I
was eight, but recovered and returned to life as usual. But then she fell ill again...
and this time, we realized it was hopeless. After three months of agony, my mother
passed away in July, 1945.

After my mother died, my father sold the restaurant and went into partnership in
a grocery store, which allowed him to be at home with me more. Grandma Rivka
took the running of the household on herself, and took devoted care of me: She
made sure I went out properly dressed with my hair combed, and that I behaved
honestly, modestly, and respectably. Although my brother David no longer lived at
home at that time, he tried to make things easier for me. My aunt Mina, my father’s
brother’s wife, was another person who I could lean on and who was a comfort
during that difficult period. Yechezkel and Mina had no children of their own, and
so I became like a daughter to them, and they became like parents to me.

In September, I started high school. I had a hard time concentrating on my studies.
After being a very good student for eight years, I finished the year with three failing
grades... On the advice of Aunt Mina, [ was sent to boarding school far from home.
However, my father could not bear the long separation from me, and urged me to
return home.

I returned home, and attended the Levinsky Seminary of Education. I also continued
activities with the youth movement, “HaNoar HaOved” (Working Youth). These
two facts had a decisive influence on my future course: My professional life has
since been devoted to education. During those early days in the movement, I also
met my future husband, Shmuel (Mulik) Benkler.
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Chapter 1: Mulik

hmuel (Mulik) Benkler was born on January 16, 1929. His parents, Chana (nee
Rappaport) and Reuven had a Zionist-socialist ideological background. They
made aliyah from Russia, and met in Israel (Palestine) when they were active in a

socialist party.

In 1928 they got married and a year later their oldest son Shmuel (Mulik) was
born. In 1936, their youngest son Raphael (Raphi) was born. The family lived in
Tel Aviv.

Their mother was a seamstress and supported the family, while their father helped
her. Their home was a modest one. While studying in elementary school and then
high school, Mulik was a member and then a counselor in the youth movement,
“HaNoar HaOved”. That was how we met — Mulik was my counselor in the

movement. I fell in love with him before he noticed me at all...

Those were turbulent days: The UN voted on the establishment of a Jewish state,
and the War of Independence broke out. Mulik was a soldier in an armored
battalion, and participated in the capture of the cities Lod and Ramle. Towards the
end of the war, he was badly injured and had to fight for his life. Luckily, he was
young and strong, and was able to overcome the injury. When he recovered, he
came to see me, and we became a couple. A short while later we decided to marry

after I completed my studies.

Before the wedding, we introduced our two families. The meeting did not go



smoothly: His parents — with their strong social ideology, saw my father (the owner
of a grocery store) as bourgeoisie, while my father’s opinion was that a proletarian
family was not a suitable match for his only daughter...but in light of our firm
decision to marry, with or without their blessing, our parents overcame their

resistance and agreed on the details concerning our wedding.

From that moment on, the disagreements were forgotten. As the days passed, so
Shmulik’s parents love for me grew. They loved me dearly and welcomed me as
their daughter. His mother Chana sewed my wedding dress and other beautiful
clothes for me. She prepared delicious dishes from her cuisine and spoiled me a
great deal. When we became parents, his parents helped us to raise our children.
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Chapter 2: Holy Matrimony

Mulik and I were married on May 13, 1952. Our wedding was held at Caf¢ Galina
on the shores of Tel Aviv. My wedding dress was exquisite: The strapless top (very
daring in those days) was made of lace and beaded embroidery, and the lower part
was made entirely of light tulle. Chana sewed a matching bolero jacket for the

wedding ceremony.

Mulik wore a respectable, light brown suit, but he adamantly refused to wear a
hat, and settled for a black yarmulke. In the middle of the wedding ceremony, I
looked at his head covered with thick black hair, into which the black yarmulke had
“disappeared” and I wondered: Where is the yarmulke?”

It was a happy wedding, celebrated with our entire family and all our good friends,
and we were delighted. The day after the wedding, we went on a modest three-day

honeymoon to a guest house in Nahariya.

Two months after we wed, my dear grandmother, Rivka died. She was ninety-four
years old. My grandmother had lived with us from the day I was born until the day
I wed, and she was an integral and significant part of my life. She remained by my
side until I moved on and began my life in the world as a grown woman. As she
said: “I have done my duty in this world, and I am ready to move on to a better
world.”
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Chapter 3: It All Began with Two Young and Happy
Parents...

After we got married, we lived in a key money studio apartment for a year, and then
moved to a larger property (also a key money apartment). In 1959, we moved to our
own apartment in Givatayim. Adapting to the status of “home owner” was easy for
me: My grandmother had taught me some of the secrets of cooking, and I learned
the rest on my own.

My father had a friend with a carpentry shop, and he ordered beautiful, mahogany-
colored furniture from his for us — fitted-out homes were not very common in those
early, humble days in Israel. Our apartment became a “social center” for all our
friends. Every Friday evening, our friends would usually get together at our place,
and the joy was great.

Mulik’s parents bought him member shares in the bus company, egged, where he
worked as a mechanic. I was a teacher and class educator.

On May 27, 1954, our first son was born. We called him Elazar, after his grandfather
Reuven’s father, but from day one we called him Zori.

When we informed our parents in 1957 that we were expecting our second child,
they were overjoyed.

In September, 1957, Reuven, Mulik’s father, had a heart attack and was hospitalized.
The following day he passed away, at the age of sixty-three.

Our grief was great. We took comfort in the thought that we had managed to tell
him [ was pregnant and to see him so delighted. On March 30, 1958, our second son,
Reuven was born and named after his grandfather, whom he had never met.
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On June 27, 1964, our third son was born. | wanted to commemorate my mother’s
name, Chaya, may she rest in peace, and so we chose the name Yochai.

My father Moshe and Mulik’s mother Chana were an integral part of our lives.
Grandma Chana used to visit every day and spend-time with the children in the
afternoon. Grandpa Moshe would visit us a few times a week. We also had a close
relationship with my brother David, who was the manager of El-Al’s electricity
department, and his wife Micky, who lived close by.
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Chapter 4: Across the Sea

During our first years of marriage, Mulik worked as a driver and mechanic for
egged, the bus company. At one point, he set up and managed the most innovative
automated garage in the country.

Mulik — lacking formal education — was self taught, and a true scholar. His curiosity
and wisdom led him to acquire vast knowledge in many diverse areas. In the late
fifties, he began working as a driver and tour guide for egged, working mostly with
high school students.

Later, he began giving tours for English-speaking tourists too. His impressive
physical appearance, deep voice and charisma captured their hearts. They called
him Moses, or Herzl. As he was an expert on Islam and Israeli Arabs, Mulik also
gave regular lectures on the geography of Israel at the Ministry of Tourism’s school
of tourism.

In 1969, we were sent to England as emissaries by the Maccabi Movement.

Mulik moved to England ahead of us. He rented an apartment for us in Golders
Green, registered the two older boys at the Jewish high school, JFS, and Yochai in
first grade at the Zionist Federation’s elementary school, Berkeley.

Mulik was Maccabi’s first emissary to London. He believed that his most important
task was to convince the Maccabi Movement in England to join the World Zionist
Organization (until then it was a sports movement without any national orientation).
Two years later, thanks to his excellent work, Mulik was appointed Maccabi’s
emissary to the entire European continent, and he traveled to other countries too.

I worked at Yochai’s school as a teacher and as the school’s Hebrew instruction
coordinator. Once a week, I also taught courses in Hebrew to Maccabi’s directorate,
and we formed firm friendships. We were also friends with the other Israeli



emissaries to England. During vacations, we often travelled in England and in
other countries.

In 1971, Ruvi turned thirteen. We celebrated his bar mitzvah in the big synagogue
in Edgware. The prayers and reading of the Torah went very well. We were filled
with emotion and pride. That year, we also experienced great sorrow when my
father Moshe passed away at eighty-seven from cancer. And so the circles of life
come to a close.

Living in England was good for us. We were all influenced by London in the
turbulent, early seventies. Our children learned English and acquired an asset for
life. Living in a foreign country and the demands it entailed made us stronger as
a family, and gave us the opportunity to look at our lives in Israel from a loving
distance, and also with a touch of criticism.

In 1972, after three years in England, we returned home to Israel.
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Chapter 5: Farewell

With our return, Zori enlisted in the IDF, to the Nahal Infantry Brigade. Ruvi went
back to school, to ninth grade, and Yochai to fourth grade. Mulik returned to his job
at egged as a tour guide, and I continued my path in education.

About a year after our return, the Yom Kippur broke out and made a powerful
impact on us all. Zori, still serving in the army, and Mulik, who was called up for
reserve army duty, both fought on the southern front, in the Sinai desert. Those
were difficult times. The news we received was bitter and bad. Boys were injured,
and some did not return. Mulik managed to phone once in a while, but we didn’t
hear much from Zori, sometimes for long periods. We were lucky, and they both
came home safely at the end of the war.

And then the ax fell on our family. On February 17, 1974, Udi, my brother and his
wife’s only son, was killed. As an only son, he did not participate in battles, but as
his bitter fate would have it, he was killed by a stray bullet fired accidentally by one
of the soldiers in his company.

Micky and David’s lives were shattered. Our relationship grew closer, and I felt a
huge responsibility for them, but I couldn’t help or comfort them. Six months later
they adopted a little girl, Iris, and started a new chapter.

In 1975, Mulik retired from his job with egged, and took early retirement. For two
years, he worked as the secretary general of the Maccabi World Union. At the end
of 1977, Mulik worked for the Jewish agency as a senior tour guide for groups of
important English-speaking donors and for high-level delegations. He worked part
time, and spent his free time on his new hobby — painting.

Mulik turned the top floor of our apartment into a painting studio. He bought
canvases and began to paint in oils. With his natural talent, he needed no formal
training. He had a good eye and a steady hand, and he painted for hours, creating



paintings that improved with time. In no time, he was holding exhibitions of his
works.

In the summer of 1981, Mulik felt unwell. After a series of tests, he underwent
stomach surgery to remove a cancerous tumor. To our great joy, the doctors
determined that he was healthy after the surgery, and that no further treatments
were needed. All he had to do was go for periodic checkups.

In the summer of 1982, we took a long trip to the United States. While we were
there, we learned that Chana, Mulik’s mother, had died. This happened during the
First Lebanon War. Four of Chana’s grandchildren were fighting, and possibly, her
heart collapsed with worry. We returned to Israel. Chana was laid to rest beside her
late husband, Reuven.

In 1984, following a periodic examination, we found out that Mulik’s cancer was
back, and that Mulik had to undergo further surgery. After the operation, we were
told that the situation was critical: A number of metastases were detected in his
body, and he was given only a few months to live. Mulik immediately started
chemotherapy and radiation treatment. This time, Mulik’s recovery was slow and
difficult. Mulik felt despondent and sad.

That winter, another exhibition of Mulik’s works was held. Many friends came to
the opening, as if to say: “We are by your side!”

In the spring of 1984, Mulik was invited to show his works in Washington. We
were received there with great honor by Mulik’s friends, the Jewish community’s
leaders. Mulik also combined meetings and lectures for the Jewish Appeal. This
trip was dedicated to meeting our first grandson, Ady, Zori’s son.

Mulik’s health deteriorated. He suffered from pain, but did not stop travelling and
did not stop painting. He was working on a series of paintings relating to his beloved
city, Tel Aviv.
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A new exhibition date was set for July, 1987, at the Soldier’s memorial center, Yad
Lebanim, in Tel Aviv. Mulik painted nonstop — the exhibition gave
him inexplicable strength. Those were hard times: There was the joy
of creating, together with the knowledge that we couldn’t do a thing,
Mulik’s time was coming. We were surrounded by the love of our
three boys: Zori came to Israel in mid-June, and accompanied his
father wherever he went. Ruvi and Yochai, too, never left his side.

The pain Mulik was suffering intensified, and he had to be
hospitalized. The doctor explained gently to us that we should
consider the hospice ward. Aware of his condition, Mulik asked
the doctor to stay in the regular ward for a few more days until the
opening of his exhibition, which he proudly told him of.

On July 17, 1987, Mulik fell into a coma. He opened his eyes from
time to time, and recognized those around him. Despite our pain and
despair, we decided to hold the grand opening he so wanted. The
hall at Yad Lebanim was packed. It was filled with flowers, good
wishes and congratulations. And all the while, Mulik lay in his room
in hospital with Zori by his side.

When the event was over, I returned to the hospital. I stood by

Mulik’s bed, and told him how beautiful it was, and about the many people who
attended. And as if in a dream, he replied with a weak smile. In the early morning
of July 18, 1987, Mulik passed away while I stroked his hand. The beautiful flowers
sent to the exhibition were placed on his grave.

1987 ;12 NNK 0™ND P AT

I loved Shmulik from a young age and throughout the years of our life together.
We raised a wonderful family together and lived a meaningful, interesting, loving
life. I had a true partner who could see me for who I was, who helped me with good
advice, supported me in difficult times, and praised and was proud of my successes.
When he died, I lost him, and I also lost a part of myself.
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Since I was a young child, I always knew I’d be a teacher and work in education.
This knowledge was fully realized. I was fortunate to have the opportunity to

educate, teach and run schools, and to found a pensioners’ association.

These are the stations I passed along my way.
From Student to Teacher

in the fall of 1947, I entered tenth grade at the Levinsky Seminary of Education. |
attended the seminary until twelfth grade, and did an extra two years in education.
This was in Israel’s early days, and during the period of mass aliyah. There was
urgent need for more teachers. And so, in 1951, during my final year of study, we
studied in the afternoons, and in the mornings we taught at the schools in the area.

Hillel School, Kfar Shalem, Tel Aviv 1951-1954

Hillel School was established in Kfar Shalem in Tel Aviv. The school served mostly
underprivileged and low-income families, along with new immigrants, who were
experiencing immigration difficulties.

The school had eight grades, and I was assigned to teach the sixth grade (and later,
seventh and eighth grades). My entire professional training consisted of my years
studying at the seminary. My lack of experience in teaching, as in life itself, together
with my enthusiasm for education resulted in a few bad calls. However, after an
adjustment period, I won the trust of the children and their parents.

It was here that I formed the idea that has been with me ever since: We need to
reach every child at the precise point they are at, and from that point, to build up
their personality in relation to life and to their level of studies. Only if the child
experiences feelings of personal empowerment and achievement can we help each
advance from basic to more advanced stages.
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Dubnov School, Tel Aviv 1955-1965

Most of the pupils at the school were the sons and daughters of Tel Aviv’s elite:
academics and professionals, businessmen and owners of large, well-known
companies. A small number of students from the eastside of the city were bused in,
in the name of integration, and were swallowed up by the other students.

I was assigned to the seventh grade. My class had fifty-four(!) students, and was
considered complex. As proof of this, the teacher before me fled...I was faced with
a double challenge: to win the trust and attention of the students and to convince
their parents that [ was worthy of teaching their privileged children...

The road was not easy. The turning point was a play that my students and I produced
together for Hanukkah. We became more united and their parents gave me their
blessing. I put great effort into teaching, and developed innovative methods: sitting
in a U-shape instead of in rows, combining frontal instruction with independent
learning, constructing physical models to illustrate topics, and adapting the curricula
to the level of all the students in the class, while giving personal attention to those
with special needs.

Vocational High School Amal Dfus (Amal Printing), Tel Aviv 1965-1969

Amal Dfus was a vocational high school that trained students for employment in
the printing industry. I worked there as a class educator and eighth and ninth grade
bible and history teacher.

Berkeley School, London, England 1969-1972

During our second year in England, I started working at the elementary school,
Berkeley (where my son Yochai learned) as a Hebrew teacher and Hebrew instruction
coordinator at the school. Teaching Hebrew as a second language was a new field
for me, and one I had no experience in. Another challenge was teaching bible and



history in English. At the same time I had to adapt to different customs, to the good
manners of my young students who called me Miss Benkler, and more. We spent
three years in England as emissaries, and I gained professional experience that |
added to my “toolbox” as a teacher and an educator. At the end of those three years,
we returned to Israel.

Katzenelson School, Givatayim 1972-1976

During our first year back in Israel, I devoted myself to helping my family settle
down. During that year, [ was in charge of the counselors at the student house, an
afternoon club in Givatayim. At the beginning of the next school year, I started
working at Katzenelson School, as a class educator and a seventh and eighth grade
teacher. I worked there for three years, including one year as the school’s vice-
principal.

Ohel School, Tel Aviv 1976-1979

In 1976 I received an invitation to apply for the position of principal at Ohel School
in south Tel Aviv. I applied and was offered the position.

My new position had its challenges: a new place, a new job, and the previous
principal did not lift a finger to help me. There were, however, helpful people too
— the caretaker and the counselor of the school came to my aid. With their help, I
learned the school’s “map” of personal relations and professional challenges and
so, I could begin implementing my educational doctrine.

The school served an underprivileged population that faced daily challenges and
complex issues, but with a great deal of patience and common sense, I could cope.
After three years of running the school, it was closed for lack of students and I
moved to Kfir School, as principal.
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