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IN MEMORIAM

Dr Aron Syngalowski

It is strangeto be at an ORT conferencewithoutAron
Syngalowski.We know that life is not eternal,yet who
amongus ever visualisedan ORT conferenceunder these
circumstances.

We are gatheredfor anothermemorial- as we have done
so often sincehe passedaway and as we shalldo many
times in the years to come.We have lost a great leader.
Many of us have also lost a friendand a teacher.

Unfortunatelyfor myself,I knew Dr Syngalowskia rela-
tivelyshorttime and I can only speakabouthim to the
extentthat I knew him personally.

I firstmet Aron Syngalowskiin the year 1946,at the
first post-warinternationalconferenceof ORT in this
very city.After the conference,I informedhim that I
had arrangedto visit the D.P. camps in Germany.He in-
sistedthat on my way home I stop over in Genevaand
spenda few days with him to give him my impressions.

When I was throughmy "JewishJourney",I went to Ge-
neva to reportto Dr Syngalowski.I arriveda sad and
angryman. I was saddenedby what I had seen in the
camps - and angryat myselffor not havingretaineda
closerrelationshipwith our people- and for not being
able to do more to help them.

It was in this stateof mind that I met Dr Syngalowski
for the secondtime.
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Tnerewas Geneva- quietand peaceful- as if on a dif-
ferentplanetfrom the worldof the D.P. campsfrom
which I justhad returned.And therewas Dr Syngalowski
- with no outwardsign of the painand sorrowthe war
had broughtuponhim and his family.He seemedabove
his personaltragedy--- he was concernedonlywith
the plansfor ORT'splacein the reconstructionof Je-
wish life.

He assumedthe role of teacherand introducedme first
of all to the technicalaspectsof ORT'swork ... to
the refugeeschoolin Geneva... to the specialpeda-
gogicalapproachused by ORT ... to the new textbooks
at that time in preparation.

But this was onlyan introduction.What followedwas an
expositionof Dr Syngalowski'sinterpretationof ORT and
its role in the futureof Jewishlife.

For Syngalowski,the rootsof ORT lay deep in the Je-
wish tradition.He foundits sourcesin the basicJewish
conceptsof work and freedom- the oldestprincipleson
whichJudaismis founded.He pointedout thatthe Je -
Wish nationhad its beginningsin a revoltagainstsla-
very and forcedlabour.With this revolt,the Jewish
peopleelevatedwork to its highestdignity... and
placedit on a levelwith learning.

Thus, TorahV'avodahas been the distinguishingmark
of Jewishculture.Syngalowskipointedout that the
word m'lacha(labour)is appliedin the book of Genesis
to the creationof the worldby the Almighty: "AndGod
finishedon the seventhday his work whichhe had made".

Therefore,in the Torah itself,work is consideredcrea-
tion and a processof creation.

Modernpsychologyconfirmsthis pointof view. It is to-
day recognizedthatwork to the averagepersonis what
creativenessis to the greatartist... thatwork, for
the averageman, is not only a way of makinga living
... it is a way of life.
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Syngalowskicited,as anotherpillarin supportof his
philosophythe fourthcommandment: "Sixdays thou shalt
labourand do all thy work - but the seventhday',is
the Sabbath",- which has been interpretedin Talmudic
literatureas being as much a commandmentto work as it
is a commandmentto rest.

Out of the depthsof his great scholarship,he drew
upon talmudicand post-talmudicsourcesto supportthe
thesisthat work is sacred.SYngalowskitiedup the who-
le of Jewishexistencewith the ORT idea.

What startedas a movementat the beginningfor the so-
lutionof a particularproblemof Jewishlife in a spe-
cial country- and was laterextendedby necessityand
circumstancesintomany othercountries- was raisedby
Syngalowskito a philosophyof life in which the "Work
Idea"becamea conditionfor the fulfillmentof human
existenceand humanhappiness.

* * *

It is one of the popularprejudicesthat a philosopher
or scholarcannotbe a practicalman. That is, of cour-
se, very oftenuntrue.And certainlyit did not apply
to Dr Syngalowski.

Duringthe sameweek, as we were talking,he turnedto
me ... his face lit up with a shy smileof his and that
unforgettablecharm,and he said : "FriendHochman,I
am in trouble-- I need help".

He then proceededto tell me that for a long time he had
felt that ORT requiredan instituteof high scholarly
and technicalstandards,to trainand prepareteachers
for our schools.There had alwaysbeen a shortageof
good teadhers.In 1946,when the best of our youth had
been destroyedin the war, the need was particularly
acute.
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Dr Syngalowski knew that - in the interet of our future
work - we had to find men who were both mar.t7s of their
trades and good teachers.

This, we must remember, was the summer of 194:,- that
fantastic year of Kafka-like unreality ... the end of
the war without a beginning of peace ... and lo Jewish
life, even greater uncertainties. Most of us thin:K-




ing only of the moment ; but not Aron Syngaio.iusKi.

He told me of an opportunity which had presehed itself
- to buy an estate not far from Geneva that would be
suitable for establishing a teachers' institute he en-
visioned even in 1946. The price had been reasable,
and with the help of friends, he had bought that pla-
ce. But now the building had to be completely renova-
ted before it could be used as a school. Syngspwski
wondered aloud how he could raise the necessary funds
to remodel the building and a small budget to sart a
school.

Frankly, neither I nor any of my colleagues believed
that this was the time to spare the funds and t:le
energies for one of Syngalowski's "dreams", wni, so
many other, more critical projects cried out foi-
tention.

But we know now that Syngalowski was very practical
indeed in projecting the institute at that time, in
1946.

Today, no one could imagine ORT without that institu-
te. It is one of the great contributions ORT is making
to meet the need for skilled and competent teachers.
Syngalowski's dream of 1946 is today an acknowledged
necessity.

Another act of courage was Syngalowski's singlehanded
effort to establish, in the face of many odds, the GRT
schools in Israel.
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The momentthe JewishStatewas establishedand the
great massesof wanderersfrom the D.P. campsbegan
moving into Israel,Syngalowskiconcludedthat ORT
must followand must organizealso its programin
Israel.He anticipatedthat he personallymight not
be welcomein view of his past Jewishpoliticalas-
sociations,sincehe had neverbeen an officialZion-
ist. He suspectedalso that theremight be resistance
from the establishedinstitutionsof vocational
training.

But thesewere only obstaclesto overcomeand not to
deter as far as he was concerned.After all, ORT has
a specialmissionand a specialplace in Jewishlife
- a specialmissionto perform.And so, he lifted
himselfup. And he went to Israel.He knockedat the
doo-!_'sof PresidentWeitzmann,PrimeMinisterBen-Gurion
and otherswhom he had known in and from his students
days, and with deep convictionand greateloquence,
he pavedthe way for the ORT programthat is reco-
gnizedby the Israelisas one of the great contri-
butionsto the economicdevelopmentof Israel.

* * *

In recentyears,one of the big eventsin the life of
AmericanORT was the annualvisit of Dr Syngalowski.
Theseyearlyvisitswere the resultof a resolution
adoptedat the internationalconferencein 1948,pro-
vidingthat the World ORT Union shouldparticipatein
futurenegotiationswith the JointDistributionCom -
mittee.We urgedDr Syngalowskithen to come for the
next negotiations.But he hesitated.He was not sure
how he wouldbe received.He came finallyin the win-
ter of 1949.Andhe was pleasantlysurprisedat the
warmthof his welcome.

With the passingof the years,he came to love New
York and to feel at home in it. He had the senseof the
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beauty of New York ; by the fact that the - were so

manl Jews in that city. He was fascinated the de-

vel=ment of Jewish cultural life in Ameriee, recidhe
came to understand the reasons for the senee el secu-

rity that the Jews of America feel because tney iive

in a "nation of nations", where Jews are expected to

retain much of their original cultural and ei.e±enal

values.

During his yearly visits, from the first momeet hie
arreval until the last moment when he stebeee

plane to leave, Syngalowski was in a rush. Theee was ee
much to be done, so many calls on his time. There were,

first of all, the negotiations with the JDC. There were

meetings with Women's American ORT and luncheons with
Labour ORT. He gave lectures to Jewish culturee Troups

on general Jewish problems. And through his re':ellflowed

a stream of writers, poets, journalists, friends of
his youth - and just people who wanted to shake his

hand. And he refused no one. Yet he was, especially
in the last few years, a weary man and a sick man.

Syngalowski did not spare himself. I wish to Jed he
had.

It is another popular misconception that public :14

res have neither time nor inclination for personal fee-

lings, for personal friendship, for concern with the
individual.:This,too, is a myth.

After Syngalowski's death, there appeared in a Jewish
newspaper in New York a memorial article written by

Daniel Charney, the brother of B. Charney Vladeck,one

of the most beloved figures in Jewish life in the Uni-

ted States, and also the brother of Shmuel Niger, one

of the great Jewish literary critics of our time.

Charney tells in this memorial article that he had

known Dr Syngalcwski from his early student days,and

that he had many happy memories of their association.
But he had not seen him for more than fifteen years.

On a dismal, snowy day, Charney who is now a T.B.
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patient,confinedto a sanatoriumat that time, in a
strangeplace,he quietedhis lonelinessby reading
the Yiddishpress.There he read that Syngalowskihad
arrivedfrom Genevato negotiatean agreementwith
the JDC. He began to dreamof the joy it would be in
these longmomentsif Syngalowskiwould meet him again.
Suddenly- he tells in this article- he heard a knock
at the door and thereappearedSyngalowskiwith his
brotherShmuelNiger.Charneywas filledwith such
happiness- he wrote - that he began to weep.

But Syngalowskirealizedthat thesewere not altoge-
ther tearsof joy. He sensedthat were also tearsof
a sickman in an unhappyenvironment.Turningto his
brotherShmuelNiger,'Syngalowskisaid : - "We have
to get him out of these surroundings.We must get him
into a more cheerfulatmosphere".Withouta moment's
delay,Syngalowskisat down at the telephoneand within
an hour had founda betterplacefor Charneywhere he
still is.

Charneywritesthat then he realizedthat to Syngalowski
to save the "Yochid"was not less importantthan to sa-
ve the "Kial".To save an individualto him was no less
importantthan to save the many, the group,than to sa-
ve the community.

There was much talk for a long time,and even criti-
cism directedagainstSyngalowski,for his failureto
visit the D.P. camps and personallyparticipatein the
organizationof the ORT schoolsin Germany.But there
was a reasonwhy it took Syngalowskimany years before
he couldbringhimselfto visit Germanyafterthe war.
He had spent,as you will know, a good many of his
youthfuland formativeyears studyingin Germanyand
being activein GermanJewishlife.Next to Yiddish
and Russian,he was most eloquentin the Germanlangua-
ge. He had absorbedmuch of Germanculture,and becau-
se of this he couldnot forgivethe peoplewho were
responsiblefor the destructionof millionsof our
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people.It was not, therefore,until 195o that he could
bringhimselfto cross the Germanborder.

Aron Syngalowskibelongedto a generationof giants
and pioneersin Jewishlife. In a time filledwith
shatteringevents,he was one of the trailblazers
of Jewishsurvival.

He was the last of the foundersof our Movement.He not
only continuedthe traditionof ORT, but gave it a poe-
tic cast and a practicalguidance; he providednot
only for the presentbut also for the years to come.

He left us a rich inheritance.Let us cherishit,build
it, enrichit, expandit. And in thisway we shallho-
nour his memory.

* * * * * * * *
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