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Educational Farm in Israel a Center of Discovery, Excitement, Graduate Says

Kol Bogrei Rambam is the Alumni Council’s monthly e-newsletter for and about Maimonides School graduates. Each month we share infor-
mation on individual graduates’ ventures and accomplishments, as well as general news notes, all reflecting the school’s mission of preparing 
educated, observant Jews to be contributing members of society. Your ideas and accomplishments will help sustain and strengthen this key com-
munications tool; please forward to alumni@maimonides.org.

 Visit Maimonides on Facebook   Follow our Twitter feed, KolRambam
 Subscribe to our YouTube channel, MaimoTube

The new school year began in a sun-
splashed botanical workshop in Efrat 
this month replete with discovery, 
excitement and wonder, according to 
the Maimonides School graduate who 
helps engender those responses.

Yaakov Weglein ’87 operates one of 
about 40 educational farms in Israel. 
His four-plus acres in Efrat are an inde-
pendent school under the aegis of the 
Ministry of Education. There are no 
permanent students; rather, the farm 
hosts classes from other schools in Efrat 
and central Gush Etzion.

“We have great relations with the 
schools. Each has one grade they send to 
us weekly as a regular part of the curric-
ulum, once a week for a double lesson,” 
Yaakov said. Most are fourth grades, with 

a total of around 600 students; Yaakov 
hopes to add as many as 100 more 
during the year.

“My teachers come from a variety of 
backgrounds, connected to agricul-
ture, the environment, science and 
horticulture,” Yaakov continued.  “We 
have volunteers from local high schools 
who work with some special education 
students as well as with other classes.”

Yaakov, an elementary school teacher 
who also taught some farming classes 
and ran a gardening business, was 
recruited by the mayor of Efrat a few 
years ago to oversee the creation, opera-
tion and expansion of the educational 
farm.

“Two years ago this week we started 
working on this site, with almost no facil-

ities,” he related. “The kids then helped 
us build the farm. They knew that 
what they were doing is going to last 
for generations.” This month the farm 
launched its third year, with busloads of 
students gathering in structures and on 
the grounds for experiential learning. 

“Almost anything we show them on the 
farm, the response is, ‘Wow,’” Yaakov 
said. “Some kids have never seen things 
grow. Right away we show them 20 
different ways you can propagate plants 
instead of just with seeds. We show 
them the ecological pond and the rela-
tionships between fish and plants. We 
show them beehives — they’re going to 
put on bee suits and go in there during 
the year. We show them vegetables in 
the greenhouses.”

Yaakov pointed out that “we use agri-
culture as a tool more than as a goal 
in itself. Besides the interesting activi-
ties we’re doing, we really are helping 
develop kids in ways they can’t in regular 
schools. Here they are in a different 
social environment, and we help 
them through personal growth issues, 
including getting over disappointments 
and conquering challenges. It’s an 
opportunity to really influence kids.”

“Delayed gratification is not very 
common these days,” he continued. “But 
when we plant lettuce and know that it 
will take a month or two, that’s a lesson 
in life that doesn’t come easily nowa-
days. They need to learn to wait — and 
that makes it all the more exciting for 
them.”

The farm thus far is all botanical except 
for the fish and some poultry. Students, 
Yaakov said, “are even happy when 

Yaakov Weglein ’87 at his educational farm off a residential street in Efrat.

continued on page 5 
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Alumna Experiences Art History as an Assistant Curator in Jerusalem

Racheli Berkovitz ’10, a graduate 
student in art history at the Hebrew 
University, is working as an assistant 
curator at The Umberto Nahon Museum 
of Italian Jewish Art.

The 33-year-old museum, located in 
downtown Jerusalem, collects, preserves 
and displays objects pertaining to 
Jewish life in Italy beginning with the 
Renaissance period, featuring original 
artistic objects and documentation from 
Italy’s Jewish communities. 

As an assistant curator, Racheli helps 
research, plan and stage museum 
exhibitions. “Often that entails research 
into certain objects or explanation 
of broader subjects,” she said. “Right 
now we are working on a major 
exhibition opening on Sukkot to mark 
500 years since the establishment of 
the Jewish ghetto in Venice. I’ve done 
a lot of reading and writing about the 
ghetto itself and related objects in our 
collection.” 

She is assisting the chief curator with 
certain aspects of the exhibition design 

and preparing objects for display, as well 
as writing some of the texts for the walls 
and the catalog.

Racheli moved to Israel a year ago to 
begin her master’s program, and hopes 
to pursue a Ph.D. in the field.

“Over the past few years I have done 
some volunteer work for the Israel 
Museum and the Bible Lands Museum 
in Jerusalem,” Racheli related.  “About 
two years ago I was put in touch with 
the chief curator of the Italian Museum. 
Because of its smaller size, I am able to 
contribute more and am given more 
opportunities than I would in a larger 
institution.”

She added that since the Italian Museum 
deals specifically with Judaica and 
Jewish life, “it is the best place for me 
to learn about the field I am trying to 
enter.”

Racheli majored in art history at 
Brandeis, fulfilling a direction she 
considered even when applying to 
colleges. 

“The Judaica piece of it entered the 
picture somewhere in my second year 
of college,” she recounted. “I was lucky 
enough to intern at the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Boston as they were developing 
their new Judaica collection. I had to 
read inscriptions, measure objects, study 
styles and look for hallmarks — real 
hands-on stuff.”

“It was probably at that time that I 
realized that paintings and drawings 
were not enough for me; I wanted to 
study objects, how they were used, what 
they say about a culture.”

“There’s often a lot to be said about 
famous figures and ‘high art,’ but the 
world of the laypeople and the objects 
that they used on a daily basis could use 
illumination,” Racheli continued. “One 
of the most exciting things is handling 
a piece and knowing that hundreds of 
hands held it before me, all tracing back 
to the first pair of hands that created it.” 

She said part of her job “is simply going 
through the online object database and 
making sure that all of the information 
on each object is properly entered.”

“For example, if I’m logging a 
Kiddush cup, I ensure that the 
medium, technique, date, place and 
measurements are in order, and often 
I will write a short description of the 
object that could later be used as a 
wall label should the object ever be 
displayed.” 

Racheli doesn’t have specific long-range 
plans beyond continuing her academic 
work. “I’m also hoping to continue in 
museum work and Judaica,” she said.

Meanwhile, she is living and working 
in a city that is “steeped in cultural 
events. There’s always something going 
on that is related to the arts, which is 
phenomenal.” 

“Being in the humanities can sometimes 
be disheartening because many people 
see it as a dying field, since science 
and technology are where the money 
is these days,” Racheli acknowledged. 
“In Jerusalem, people still see the value 
in the arts even if they themselves 
work in an entirely different field. The 
intellectual curiosity and the energy here 
always give my work a boost and remind 
me that the work I do has value and 
meaning.”

Racheli Berkovitz ‘10

“In Jerusalem, people still 
see the value in the arts 
even if they themselves 
work in an entirely different 
field. The intellectual curi-
osity and the energy here 
always give my work a 
boost and remind me that 
the work I do has value and 
meaning.”
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Graduate Finds Law Enforcement Is “A Chance to Make a Difference”

Danny Leeder ’89 spent more than 
14 years toiling in the financial services 
universe, both in New York City and North 
Carolina. He said he always felt something 
was missing — and he found it nine years 
ago in the “fantastic environment” of law 
enforcement. 

Today Danny is the only Jewish member of 
the 500-officer police force in Durham, NC. 
He was promoted to sergeant on July 25.

“Sergeant is a coveted position in the 
department because you get to work with 
a lot of young officers,” Danny said. “You 
have a real opportunity to help mold the 
future of law enforcement. You have a 
chance to make a difference.”

“I have 11 people that I supervise – two 
corporals and nine patrol officers,” he 
continued. “I don’t sit behind a desk; I 
also go out and patrol the streets… The 
other night I stopped a car and was able 

to confiscate stolen 
narcotics from the 
driver.” His responsibili-
ties cover the range of 
day-to-day police opera-
tions, from traffic control 
to drug investigations to 
emergency calls.

Danny recounted that 
“in 2007 I decided I 
needed to make a 
change — and this 
was the best change 
I could have made.” 
He acknowledged 
that when he joined 
the Durham force he 
was one of the oldest 
recruits in the police 
academy, “but I was in 
very good shape when I 
went in.”

Durham is a city of some 
250,000, and Danny says 
the police department 
is understaffed. “It’s a 

tough battle; it’s a very 
busy city,” he said, including not only Duke 
University and the university hospital, but 
also “the same problems as most major 
cities, including drugs, violence, gangs 

and poverty. When I was a corporal I spent 
most of my time in the Criminal Investi-
gation Division and I spent time in the 
homicide unit. I got some good experience 
because, unfortunately, Durham has its fair 
share of homicides.”

There’s a significant element of chesed 
in police work, Danny acknowledged. 
“Durham definitely has its impoverished 

areas, just like any major city, and on a 
daily basis we run into people who truly 
need help. It’s always a good feeling as 
a police officer to be able to help people 
in need. Obviously we don’t do it for the 
money, and we don’t do it for the glory.”

He noted that “growing up, my parents 
and grandparents instilled in me the 
importance of helping others.”

Danny acknowledged that there are feel-
ings of “great frustration in law enforce-
ment for how we are being portrayed. 
Based on statistically very few events, we 
are being portrayed in a very negative 
light. Part of my job is to motivate my offi-
cers — in spite of what is being said, and 
the obvious dangers — to do their job to 
the best of their ability, and to try to enjoy 
what they do.”

He added that “it’s easier for me; I switched 
careers. And I can definitely tell them you 
have to love what you do.”

Danny observed that over a nine-year 
police career in Durham, he has been the 
only Jew in the department. “I’ve dealt 
with a lot of people who never met a 
Jewish person before,” he said. “I had to 
basically show them that their stereotypes 
were really just that.”

“Food plays a big role,” he continued. “I 
bring in traditional foods for everyone. 
They have expectations on Chanukah and 
Pesach.” He also is a resource for cultural 
explanations. “A couple of years ago there 
was a call about a disturbance at a shul in 
Durham on Shabbat. Later I had to explain 
to the officers about the request not to 
respond with lights and sirens.” 

Durham is part of North Carolina’s 
so-called Triangle, named for the major 
research universities in Durham, Chapel 
Hill and Raleigh.  The Jewish community 
in the region has been growing in recent 
years, Danny said, including students and 
retirees.  Danny and his wife Tara and their 
four children reside in Apex, a suburb near 
Raleigh and Durham.

Police Sgt. Danny Leeder ’89 and his son Jesse.

“It’s always a good feeling 
as a police officer to be able 
to help people in need.”
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Keshet Center for Educational Tourism in Israel, the enterprise 
founded and owned by graduate Yitzhak Sokoloff ‘72, is orga-
nizing “Like Dreamers,” a week-long day school alumni “mega-
mission” to Israel that coincides with the 50th anniversary celebra-
tion of the reunification of Jerusalem. According to the center, the 
goal is to bring together day-school graduates from the Diaspora 
not only to celebrate Jerusalem but also to explore major issues 
facing the city today and in the future. The May 22-28 itinerary was 
designed to provide unique insights into various aspects of Israeli 
society today. Highlights and other details can be found at  
http://tinyurl.com/LikeDreamers 

Three Maimonides graduates serve on the Board of Yavneh of 
Princeton, the Orthodox Jewish Community of Princeton Univer-
sity. The president is a senior, Eliot Salinger ’12. The other two are 
sophomores: Daniel Schwartz ’14, in charge of public relations and 
prospective members, and Moshe Beiser ’14, who has the title of 
gabbai. 

Anne Gordon ’87, a visiting scholar from Israel, is serving as a 
teacher during a fall semester course sponsored by the Boston 
area’s Maayan Torah Studies Initiative for Women. Anne began her 
teaching career at Maimonides more than two decades ago and has 
since taught widely in Jerusalem and New York at Matan, Drisha, 
Stern College and elsewhere. 

Gabe Kahn ’96 is the new editor of The New Jersey Jewish News, a 
weekly publication with a circulation of more than 30,000 covering 
the heart of the state’s Jewish population with four editions.  Gabe 
most recently was on the public relations staff at Touro College. He 
noted that one of his new readers is a fellow journalist — his cousin 
E.B. Solomont ’97, who writes for The Real Deal magazine. 

Judy (Herschfus) Spitzberg ’73, who has completed more than 20 
courses in art history through Tel Aviv University, recently received a 
degree as museum curator from Technion. 

Maimonides Alumni Here and There…

New York Alumni Event Planned for Nov. 16

Graduates from 2006 pose in Saval Auditorium during their 10-year class reunion 
in July.

Members of the Class of 1991 celebrated their 25th reunion at the home of class-
mate Leah (Sokoloff) Greengart: from left, Esti (Stein) Meth, Aline Linden, Leah, 
Abby Beshkin, Ayelette Robinson, Alex Klibaner and Avrom Okon. The classmate 
on Skype from Israel is Shara (Zuckerman) Shetrit.

Members of the Class of 2000 and their families pose during a get-together 
at Dean Park in Brookline: from left, Noah and Nessa Liben, Vadim and Alina 
Monisov, Jon and Nichole Lopkin, Avi and Sarah Pultman and Dimitry and 
Manuela Ofengeim. 

The Maimonides Alumni Office will present its annual Metro 

New York event on Wednesday, Nov. 16 at 7 p.m. This year’s 

event will take place at Aish HaTorah, 313 West 83rd St., 

Manhattan. The theme is a culinary one: “Call Them Your 

Builders: Assembling a Kosher Taco.” Details will be announced 

in an invitation that soon will be mailed to all alumni in the 

five boroughs, Long Island, Westchester County and northern 

New Jersey. The evening is open to all Maimonides graduates. 

Contact info@maimonides.org with any questions.
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Educational Farm in Israel

they’re mucking out the chicken coop, because it’s 
something new and different.”

More farms are being added to the network in Israel, 
said Yaakov, who also works as a tour guide. He hopes 
his operation will eventually encompass eastern Gush 
Etzion. Kiryat Arba, to the south, is a little far for weekly 
visits; perhaps that area will get its own educational 
farm, he added.

Yaakov’s wife Melissa is employed by the English 
Inspectorate of the Ministry of Education. The Wegleins 
live in Efrat. Their five children range in age from 14 to 
23 — one in high school, one in pre-army mechina, two 
serving in the IDF and one in university.

Yaakov said he was inspired by his Maimonides Elemen-
tary School teachers. “I do miss developing relation-
ships with kids and following their growth, and other 
aspects of working with kids 16-20 hours a week. But 
this has been a great adventure. What we have been 
able to accomplish is incredible.”

continued from page 1

Rabbi Levi Mostofsky ’95, executive director of the Chicago Rabbinical 
Council, poses with Simon Feil, now a well-known television actor. Simon was 
a year ahead of Levi in Elementary School at Maimonides. They connected at 
last summer’s Agudas Yisroel of Illinois dinner.

Rabbi Max Davis ’99 recently began his service as rabbi of Congregation Darchei Noam in St. Louis Park, MN. Members of the congregation include, from 
left, former student Paula (Holcer) Donath, Hanna Bloomfield ’73 and Shira (Katz) Krebs ’92.
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