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TALI FEINBERG

The holidays of two Israeli families 
visiting Cape Town turned into living 
nightmares when their vehicles were 

stoned in the chaos of the taxi strike that has 
gripped the Mother City since 3 August.

The first family, who asked not to be 
named, were driving on the N2 
highway on 3 August, when a brick 
was thrown through their window, 
seriously injuring family member 
Sarah*, aged 23. Meanwhile, 
Yohanan Gehler, a lawyer from Bnei 
Brak, was visiting Cape Town as a 
guest of local rabbi Avi Shlomo. 
Driving on 4 August, his vehicle was 
pelted with stones and heavy metal 
objects, smashing every window. 
Miraculously, this family escaped 
unharmed.

The incidents were part of the 
widespread chaos that enveloped 
Cape Town after the taxi industry in 
the Western Cape went on strike on 
3 August because of a new traffic 
bylaw that gives power to officers to 
impound vehicles rather than issue 
a fine.

Negotiations between the South 
African National Taxi Council (Santaco) 
and the government over this issue 
deadlocked, taxis went on strike, and 
thousands of workers were left stranded and 
unable to get home. In some areas, sporadic 
and opportunistic violence erupted, and 
the Israelis happened to get caught in the 
thick of it.

The first Israeli family, which included 
parents and four children, “travelled on the 
N2 from Hermanus to Cape Town, with my 
husband driving a rental car”, says Sarah’s 

mother, Ariella*. “The traffic flowed, and 
the GPS said that in half an hour, we would 
reach our destination. Suddenly there was a 
traffic jam, and we saw taxis stopping on the 
other side of the highway. Someone threw 
a brick at our car. The window shattered. The 
brick broke on our daughter, who was sitting 
by the window. She lost consciousness.”

“They actually didn’t even know if she was 
alive or dead until they got to the hospital,” 
says a community member speaking on 
condition of anonymity, who knows the 
family. “Her younger sister was holding 
her head up and there was blood and glass 
everywhere. She had to have plastic surgery 
that day in hospital. She was badly injured. 
When she gets back to Israel, she will have to 
see a maxillofacial specialist.”

“A policeman helped us clear the way to 
the hospital,” says Ariella. “Sarah underwent 
surgery under general anaesthesia, which 
included surgery on her nose and jaw. 
She lost some teeth, and a few more were 
broken. We still don’t know how much 
damage there was to her jaw and teeth, and 

she will need aesthetic treatment.”
Local rabbi Pini Hecht says that “the 

owner of the hospital [that the family were 
taken to], who is Muslim, has a friend in the 
Jewish community. When he saw the family 
come in, he called this person, who reached 
out to me, and I reached out to the CSO [the 
Community Security Organisation, which 
also assists with medical emergencies in 
Cape Town], who were already assisting the 
family.”

From that moment on, the community 
rallied to support them. From bringing 
kosher food to the hospital amidst the chaos, 
to transporting the family back to Sea Point, 
to taking Sarah home in the middle of the 
night, and even finding a Hebrew-speaking 
trauma counsellor, nothing was too much.

“On Friday morning, I received a 
call from one of our rabbonim to ask if 
the Cape South African Jewish Board 
of Deputies (SAJBD) would be able to 
assist in any way,” says Cape SAJBD 
Executive Director Daniel Bloch. “The 
father had to get medicine from 
the pharmacy and could speak only 
Hebrew. I immediately reached out to 
the South African Zionist Federation 
to connect with the Israeli embassy. 
I was also at Marais Road Shul that 
Friday evening, and spoke to the 
father, who was attending with 
his son. The father thanked the 
community for coming to his family’s 
aid, and said they were all doing 
well.” Hecht says the family will 
continue with their holiday.

Meanwhile, Shlomo was hosting 
Gehler in Cape Town, who is his 
brother-in-law’s brother-in-law. “My 
sister-in-law’s sister was together 
with her family of five in a rented 

vehicle,” says Shlomo. He wasn’t with them 
at the time. “They were coming to us for 
Shabbos, and they put our address into 
Waze because there was so much traffic 
– everyone was trying to get out and get 
home early on the main road, the R27. So, 
Waze rerouted them through a side road 
that went close to a township called Joe 
Slovo Park. When they got to that area, they 
were attacked. People threw heavy pieces of 
metal. They smashed all the windows of the 

car. The family made a U-turn, and went full 
speed out of there.”

By some miracle, they weren’t hurt, 
“but they were very traumatised, covered 
in glass”, says Shlomo. “And then they got 
stuck in crazy traffic. They couldn’t get to our 
house. An elderly couple saw them – the kids 
were sobbing – and offered them a ride. So 
the wife and the kids went in their car. The 
father was driving this car and could barely 
see through the window, the windscreen was 
so smashed. It was an hour till Shabbos, the 
traffic wasn’t moving at all, they went into a 
bus lane and got to us right before Shabbos.

“Apparently the rental car company said 
that 17 rental vehicles had been damaged. 
It was a very traumatic incident. They 
wanted to go back to Israel on Sunday right 
after Shabbos, but we convinced them to 
continue their trip. They’re going to the 
Garden Route.”

He says Gehler has stressed that besides 
the attack, people have been amazing – 
“from this elderly couple who picked up 
the family, to so many on the drive home 
stopping them and apologising on behalf 
of South Africa”. Gehler says he was blown 
away by the kindness of so many everyday 
South Africans who tried to help him. Even 
when he had to drive into oncoming traffic, 
everyone was like, “Go, go, go!” Everyone 
understood.

“Bystanders were amazing. Literally 
everyone stopped them and apologised, 
saying, ‘I’m so sorry this happened to you.’ 
People were trying to help however they 
could.”

The Cape Town Jewish community also 
rallied to support the families even though 
the community was also reeling from the 
effects of the strike (see page 4).

* Not their real names

Israeli families struck by Cape taxi strike
www.sajr.co.za
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Surveying Yohanan Gehler’s vehicle that was damaged
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What did you see 
when you opened 
your eyes this 

morning? Well, if you were 
like me, not much as it was that 04:00 to 06:30 
loadshedding timeslot, and the house was dark and 
cold. But that’s not really what I’m asking, not the first 
thing your eyes landed on. What did you see? And what 
do you see each morning? Moses opens this week’s 
Torah portion with the words, “See, today I set before 
you blessing and curse,” (Dt. 11:26). That’s what he saw, 
and what he wanted the Jewish people to see.

How can you see that? What does a blessing 
look like? I’m sure we all know what it feels like, 
and we can probably describe how an action that 
brought blessing looks. Giving tzedakah, hugging 
your parents, encouraging a friend to believe in 
themselves, and the look they gave when your words 
penetrated to the point that they believed them. We 
know what that looks like.

And what about curses? What does a curse look 
like? We know only too well what that feels like and 
can picture many “cursed” moments in our lives. The 
pain of a relative or someone we love getting sick, the 
risk we took that didn’t pay off, the disappointment 
when that thing we desperately wanted or needed to 
happen didn’t come about.

Though I can’t tell you what a blessing or curse 
actually looks like, we don’t have to try hard to call up 
all kinds of images of their consequences. It’s enough 
to know which one we want to fill our lives with.

So, why does Moses use the word “see” instead of 
“feel” or “understand”? Perhaps he was offering us a 
spiritual practice, a new way of seeing. That when we 

look at the world around us, we don’t 
just see the chores to do, food to eat, 
or the person that’s annoying us right 
now, but see beyond that the deep 
consequences of every moment, every 
word and action, that they can bring 
about huge blessings or a traumatic 
curse. If we lived life in that heightened 
state of consciousness, we would be 
different people, behave differently.

As the legendary 20th century rabbi, 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, put it, “Our 
goal should be to live life in radical 
amazement. Get up in the morning 
and look at the world in a way that 
takes nothing for granted. Everything is 

phenomenal; everything is incredible; 
never treat life casually. To be spiritual is 
to be amazed.”

So tomorrow morning, when you 
wake up and look around as the day 
begins – assuming you have your 
back-up lights charged, but even if they 
aren’t – let’s look deeper than what we 
see, to what lies beneath it, the ultimate 
consequences of every word we speak 
or breath we take, the realisation that 
our lives are important, meaningful, 
and vital to the present and future of the 
world. Let’s wake with that awareness, 
or as Rabbi Lawrence Kushner puts it, to 
live with “eyes remade for wonder”.

Looking isn’t seeing
Rabbi Greg Alexander  

– Temple Israel,  
Cape Town

Torah Thought

TALI FEINBERG

After successfully leading the campaign for 
the official downgrade of the South African 
embassy in Israel, National Freedom Party 

(NFP) MP Ahmed Munzoor Shaik Emam still expected 
to be granted a visa to go to Israel and then Ramallah 
for a conference framing Israel as an aberration to be 
obliterated.

In March this year, he led the charge to ensure that 
the draft resolution to downgrade the South African 
embassy in Israel was passed by Parliament, part of 
his continuous condemnation of the Jewish state.

When Emam was denied a visa to enter Israel, he 
called on the South African government to take action 
against the Israeli authorities for denying him and 
Pan Africanist Congress President Mzwanele Nyhontso 
a diplomatic visa.

The pair had planned 
to attend a three-day 
“Nakba” conference with 
Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud 
Abbas.

The event was 
scheduled to take place 
in Ramallah from 28 to 
31 July, but has been 
postponed to November. 

Therefore, the two politicians are still fighting the 
Israeli embassy’s decision not to grant them visas. 
“We cannot allow Israelis a free-for-all when they 
come here, but this is how they treat us. We have to 
take a strong stance,” Emam said.

The NFP also released a statement on 27 July 
condemning Israel’s denial of the visa, in which it 
also urged the South African government to “treat 
Israel in accordance with their apartheid actions, by 
placing restrictions on visas and actively downgrading 

economic and trade relations”.
MP Michael Bagraim told the SA Jewish 

Report that he wasn’t surprised by Israel’s 
decision not to grant Emam a visa. “They have 
been so vociferous about the destruction 
of Israel, you cannot blame the Israeli 
government for this action,” says Bagraim.

“Both of those individuals have been 
regularly bordering on antisemitism,” he says. 
“Every country has a right to its own security, 
and these individuals have done everything in 
their power to threaten the security of Israel. 
The Israeli government has done the correct 
thing. Both of them have made it their life’s 
mission to attack Israel on every platform. No 
country in the world would welcome them in 
any form. The vitriol and hatred is spewed out 
on a daily basis. Our country is falling apart, 
and they don’t seem to care. All they seem to 

care about is the destruction of Israel and everything 
it represents.

“I’m not sure Shaik Emam has travelled much 
lately,” says MP Darren Bergman, calling Emam by his 
colloquial name. “Many countries require visas, and I 
can assure you that given our current relationship with 
many countries, it’s hit and miss with South African 
citizens getting visas with many of them. However, it 
doesn’t sound like he was going for an educational 

Continued on page 6>>
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Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) leader Julius 
Malema has vowed to cut all ties with Israel should 
his party be voted into power after 

next year’s general election.
Insisting that his party’s stance on Israel 

had nothing to do with the Jewish people 
because there are many “progressive Jews”, 
Malema said it would sever all ties with the 
Jewish state.

Speaking at an EFF press briefing last 
Wednesday, 2 August, at the closing of the 
party’s 10-year anniversary celebrations, 
the controversial politician said, “There 
won’t be an Israeli embassy under the 
EFF until human rights are respected in 
Palestine.”

He was responding to questions posed 
by SalaamMedia when he said, “We’re not 
downsizing. We’re going to withdraw our 
embassy from Israel, and we’re going to chase 
away the Israeli embassy in South Africa. If 
we can’t do that, then our solidarity with the 
Palestinians is lip service.”

The firebrand politician said he would ban all cultural, 
economic, and political exchanges between the two 
countries, effectively cutting all ties.

“We won’t allow any teams, any of our people, to go and 
participate in sporting activities or festivals or anything of 
that sort in Israel, that has stolen and continues to kill and 
oppress the people of Palestine.

“When we say ‘Israel’, we’re referring to the state of 
Israel, not Jews. There are a lot of progressive Jewish 
people, so we must never use the EFF stance on Israel to 
perpetuate hatred for the Jewish community.”

Professor Karen Milner, the national chairperson of the 
South African Jewish Board of Deputies, said, “Malema’s 
obvious message is that only Jews who share his hostile 
sentiments towards Israel are worthy of any consideration. 
It speaks volumes about his unwillingness to engage with 
views that challenge his own deeply-held prejudices. It’s a 
pity.”

Milton Shain, emeritus professor of historical studies 
at the University of Cape Town, said, “Only this morning, 
I read a piece by analyst Ebrahim Harvey that Julius 
Malema should do some reading on Marxism-Leninism 
before he calls himself a Marxist-Leninist as he did at 
the FNB Stadium on his party’s 10th anniversary. He 
again demonstrates a lack of insight, not to mention 
knowledge. ‘Apartheid-Israel’ is a shibboleth. It isn’t shared 
by an overwhelming number of Jews in South Africa, 
‘progressive’ or not. Malema should know that Israel 
occupied the West Bank after a war which wasn’t of its 
making. Only the simple-minded blame one side in this 
tragic conflict. Malema wants it both ways. He appears to 
think that he will gain political points by ostracising Israel. 
Only Israel. Not Putin’s Russia, which he admires. But to 
avoid being called out for antisemitism, he talks of many 
‘progressive Jews’ whom he values. I’m afraid, most don’t 
see the world in black and white, as does the EFF leader.”

Sara Gon, the head of strategic engagement at the 
Institute of Race Relations, said Malema’s comments about 
the isolation of Israel and the closing down of the Israeli 

Malema vows to target Israel, but not Jews

EFF leader Julius Malema
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embassy were standard left-wing, anti-Israel sentiments.
“They are based on the usual ignorance of Israel by the 

left, and taking everything that the Palestinian leadership 
says or does to be true and real, just because it’s the 

Palestinians doing or saying it,” she said.
“By emphasising that there are many ‘progressive Jews’, 

he’s trying to create the impression that it’s not Jews that 
are being targeted. Given his position, he must mean that 

progressive Jews are those who hold anti-Zionist/anti-
Israel views.

“So, what does that mean for Jews who don’t fit that 
categorisation – who do support Zionism or Israel even 

though their general political views may 
not be conservative or even centrist? 
Does Malema mean not to target Jews, 
irrespective of their opinions, because there 
are ‘progressive’ ones?

“His comments were made in answer to 
a question in a media conference, and his 
anti-Israel positions have always been clear. 
He genuinely doesn’t want to be accused of 
antisemitism – it’s not a good look.”

However, she said it was unlikely that 
individual Jews would face the EFF’s ire, 
or at least not too much. “Where the 
interactions are likely to become heated and 
possibly antisemitic is when the EFF has 
to deal with Jewish organisations in South 
Africa. Their pro-Zionist/pro-Israel position 
will bring out the worst in Malema and the 
EFF in those circumstances,” Gon said.

Malema celebrated his party’s 10th 
anniversary with a keynote address to tens 

of thousands of red-clad supporters, once again vowing to 
unseat the African National Congress in 2024 and making 
promises that the organisation would provide a better 
future for South Africans.

PHILISSA CRAMER – JTA

Ghislaine Maxwell, the British socialite who was 
sentenced to 20 years in prison for her role in 
Jeffrey Epstein’s sex-abuse ring, is receiving 

services from a non-profit organisation (NPO) that 
supports Jewish prisoners.

Maxwell, whose father was 
Jewish, didn’t publicly identify 
as Jewish previously and 
isn’t considered Jewish under 
traditional Jewish law. The news 
was first reported by The Sun, a 
British newspaper, which said 
Maxwell had been “rewarded with 
better food and more time off 
work”.

United States (US) prisons are 
obligated to honour inmates’ 
religious obligations in most 
cases, meaning that Jews are 
often given access to kosher food, 
prayer supplies, and changes in 
work schedules to account for Shabbat and holidays.

The NPO providing services to Maxwell at the Federal 
Correctional Institute in Florida is called Reaching Out, 
according to The Sun. It’s one of several organisations 
operated by people affiliated with the Chabad-Lubavitch 
movement to serve those who are incarcerated. Another is 
the Aleph Institute.

Chabad is one of the most extensive purveyors of 

services to Jewish prisoners across the US. “We’re not 
helping them get out of prison, we’re helping them 
spiritually, to bring them to a state of mind which had 
they had exposure to, maybe they wouldn’t have done 
what they did,” Rabbi Zvi Boyarsky, now an Aleph 
Institute director, told the Jewish Telegraphic Agency 
(JTA) in 2009.

While the exact number of 
prisoners who identify as Jewish 
is unknown, the number appears 
to have risen over time. A chaplain 
working in the New York state 
prison system told JTA in 2009 
that the rise reflected a growing 
sense that Jewish prisoners had 
access to more perks. One of those 
is kosher food.

Maxwell’s claim to a Jewish 
identity runs through her father, 
a media magnate and possible 
spy who fled the Nazis as a child 
and was buried in Jerusalem 
after dying under mysterious 

circumstances in 1991.
Maxwell reportedly made use of her Jewish ancestry a 

few years ago, when she was alleged to have taken refuge 
in Israel while under investigation for her role in Epstein’s 
sex-abuse scheme. She was arrested in 2020, convicted in 
2021, and sentenced last year on five charges related to 
sex trafficking of minors as part of a scheme with Epstein, 
who died by suicide in a New York City jail in 2019.

Ghislaine Maxwell

Ghislaine Maxwell taps into resources for incarcerated Jews
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The taxi strike that brought Cape Town to a standstill this week, interrupting 
the economy, service delivery, healthcare, education, and even the food 
supply chain, has had an impact on the Cape Town Jewish community, 

especially its most vulnerable.
The South African National Taxi Council (Santaco) in the Western 

Cape announced that it was going on strike in the afternoon of  
3 August, after negotiations with the government around a new 
bylaw deadlocked. From one moment to the next, thousands 
were left stranded, unable to get home. Many stampeded 
buses and trains, and hundreds of people, including 
children, walked for tens of kilometres.

The strike left many communal institutions, private 
businesses, and homes without much-valued staff and 
service delivery. Within the city, many shelves were 
bare and services like refuse collection came to a halt.

The local Jewish aged home, Highlands House, had 
to call on community members to assist with serving 
meals to residents and even feeding the elderly. So 
many community members rallied to help from  
4 to 6 August, that some had to be turned away. Other 
community members opened their homes to staff from 
communal institutions who couldn’t get home.

“Highlands House and affiliated welfare organisations 
have continued our services despite many operational 
challenges,” says Highlands House Executive Director Dr Leon 
Geffen. “On 4 August, limited staff made it to work safely and all 
contributed to delivering services to our residents. We persevered 
through incredibly trying circumstances over the weekend, with less than 
40% of our typical staff complement, operationally affecting our cleaning crew, 
care crew, and kitchen crew most adversely. However, we managed to render all 
services safely and efficiently.”

Thirty volunteers assisted on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. “Some of our 
staff slept over on the weekend to ensure essential service delivery continued 
uninterrupted, and we’re doing everything we can to ensure their comfort and 
safety,” says Geffen.

One challenge, Geffen says, is to ensure that residents in the Memory Care 
Unit are assisted during mealtimes and in accessing the bathrooms. “We’ve been 
fortunate that we were able to meet every need to date,” he says.

Elisa Israel Metz says she volunteered at the home because she finds it 
meaningful to serve her community. “I was there on Saturday 

afternoon and Sunday morning. In the dining room, we 
were essentially waiters, asking residents what they 

would like to eat, serving them, chatting to them, 
and cleaning up afterwards. I was then asked to 

help feed people, which was humbling. I left 
exhausted but fulfilled. We’re so lucky that we 

have a community that can pull together. 
I’m thinking of other elderly people left in 
the lurch,” she says.

One Jewish pre-primary school 
reached out to its parents for mattresses 
and duvets to be dropped at the school 
so that staff who couldn’t get home 
could sleep at the school. Some parents 
invited staff to sleep at their homes. 
“I didn’t think twice,” says one mother 

who asked not to be named. “A teacher’s 
assistant and her son slept over. Some staff 

went to stay at other school families. Most 
staff aren’t coming in. The teachers are under 

an immense amount of pressure.”
Grant Isaacs’ sushi restaurant, Salushi, in 

the Cape’s southern suburbs, is one of the many 
small businesses that have been affected. “It’s been 

devastating,” he says. “On Friday [4 August] we were forced 
to close. I had a fully-booked restaurant. On Saturday  

[5 August], I managed to get private transport to collect staff at great risk and 
expense, just to be able to trade. Customers are unsure as to where we stand, so 
trade is sporadic.

“On Monday, I had probably 20% of my staff at the restaurant. They’re all 
petrified. Even though many have private cars, they’re not prepared to take to the 

Cape community steps in as strike deteriorates

A 24-hour 
Woolworths store 

in Cape Town

NICOLA MILTZ

Well-known alleged Israeli crime kingpin 
Yaniv Ben Simon, arrested in a high-
profile international crime swoop in 

Johannesburg last year together with seven other 
Israelis, remains in custody awaiting his extradition 
hearing later this month.

Ben Simon, 47, and the other Israelis were nabbed 
during a meticulously planned early morning raid on 
the upmarket Bryanston rented home of Ronan Levy 
on 17 November 2022.

The pre-dawn raid netted a huge weapons cache, 
stolen vehicles, drugs, and wads of cash.

The arrests, conducted by a multidisciplinary 
operation led by Interpol South Africa, organised 
crime detectives, national crime intelligence, and 
the Special Task Force, sent shock waves through the 
country.

Levy, who has an Israeli-sounding name, but 
reportedly speaks with a South African accent, was 
recently sentenced to 106 years in prison for his 
role in the gang’s activities. According to reports, he 
pleaded guilty in the Randburg Magistrates Court 
to 11 charges relating to breaches of the Firearms 
Control Act; drug trafficking, as well as the means to 
produce drugs; the illegal possession of jammers – 
antenna used to interfere with radio noise or signals; 
and violation of the Immigration Act.

It’s believed that Levy will spend a minimum of 
25 years in jail. The Gauteng spokesperson for the 
National Prosecuting Authority, Phindi Mjonondwane, 
said Levy had received the sentence after entering a 
plea bargain with the state.

It was at his home that police and law enforcement 
officers found, among other things, 3kg of 
cocaine, ecstasy, a scale, and other equipment for 
manufacturing drugs.

According to media reports, about R2.6 million 
(which included $46 000); a number of firearms; a 
converted truck with a shooting port, which is believed 
to function as a sniper van; and several other vehicles, 
some stolen, were found at the scene.

Police were able to charge Levy, who rented the 
Bryanston home, because many of the weapons in the 
house had been adapted for a left-handed shooter, 

and he was the only left-
handed person among the 
eight arrested, according to 
reports.

Six of those arrested 
alongside Levy and Ben 
Simon have been sent 
home after charges against 
them were withdrawn after 
no local crimes could be 
linked directly to them.

They are Lior Yihia, 
Moshe Hosana, Ofir 
Gurman, Sharok 
Medhipour, Amir Sanker, 
and Irmiya Meshel. They 
were deported to Tel Aviv on 
an El Al Flight in July, and 
may not return to South 
Africa for five years.

According to City 
Press, they were declared 
undesirable immigrants in the verdict, and, after 
the hearing, police escorted them to OR Tambo 
International Airport.

It’s understood that Medhipour, an elderly Israeli, 
had never met his co-accused before the raid and had 
been in the country for only a few days before the 
dramatic arrests. He was due to fly back home the next 
day.

It’s believed he had been in South Africa looking for 
work opportunities and chose to stay at the Bryanston 
residence, which was also run as a low-key bed-and-
breakfast establishment. It’s understood that the 
home catered for visitors wishing to have kosher food 
and participate in a minyan for morning and evening 
prayers.

Ben Simon, one of Israel’s most wanted criminals 
due to his alleged involvement in murder and 
attempted murder, will appear later this month at the 
Randburg Magistrates Court, where he is expected to 
oppose his extradition to Israel, said Mjonondwane.

His attorney, Ian Levitt, told the SA Jewish Report 
this week, “My client intends opposing extradition. No 
further comment.”

The media has been barred from all court 

proceedings since the high-
profile arrests as part of 
strict security measures due 
to sensitive information and 
security around the case.

Ben Simon, who has 
been on Interpol’s red list 
since 2005, has reportedly 
been living in South Africa 
since 2007. According to 
media reports, he’s wanted 
by Israel on a number of 
charges and on suspicion 
of being a close associate 
of jailed Israeli crime boss 
Yitzhak Abergil, the leader 
of the so-called Abergil 
organisation, a crime 
syndicate.

Abergil, who is linked to 
an investigation known as 
Case 512, is serving three 

life sentences and an additional 30 years in an Israeli 
jail for the murder of three uninvolved bystanders in 
a 2003 bombing that was an attempted hit on rivals, 
part of his role as head of an organised crime group 
involved in drug trafficking, extortion, and other 
criminal activities.

Ben Simon was allegedly involved in the attempted 
hit on rivals of the Abergil syndicate in two separate 
incidents in 2003 and 2004. The Abergil syndicate 
has long been considered a central player in Israel’s 
criminal underworld, according to the Times of Israel.

The exact crimes he is alleged to have committed 
are unreported. Extradition papers outlining the 
nature of the offences haven’t been made public.

According to reports though, Ben Simon isn’t your 
typical mobster. One insider said he didn’t lead a 
flashy lifestyle or wear fancy clothes, opting to operate 
quietly under the radar “in plain sight”. Because 
of this, security insiders say, he was able to remain 
undetected and evade arrest for so many years.

Mjonondwane said the case against the group 
of suspects was held in-camera without media or 
members of the public allowed in. Ben Simon is due 
to appear in court on 24 August.

Alleged Israeli crime kingpin expected 
to fight extradition

Yaniv Ben Simon and co-accused arrested 
in Bryanston in November 2022
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south african

Truth stranger than fiction
The source of  qual i ty  content ,  news and ins ights

Truth is inevitably stranger than fiction, and 
sometimes it’s so bizarre that it’s almost too 
difficult to believe.

This week, when we were looking for stories, 
knowing we had to get them in a day early – on 
Tuesday – because of the Women’s Day public holiday, 
we looked at both the taxi strike in the Western Cape 
and incidents of terrorism in Israel.

When we look at crisis situations, we always look at 
the impact on the Jewish community in South Africa 
or, in Israel or other overseas countries, the impact on 
the expat community there.

Never in our wildest imagination did we consider that we would find Israelis visiting 
South Africa falling victim to the violence of the taxi strike. Not one Israeli family, but two!

Meanwhile, as far as we know, few if any other white people – never mind Jewish – 
were caught or attacked in the violence of the strike.

How does that happen?
Some people could possibly jump to a conclusion that it was an attack because they 

were Israeli, and that it was somehow politically motivated, but they would be wrong. 
There was absolutely no way of knowing that these families were Israeli, or even that they 
were foreigners. It was simply bad luck and, of course, due to the unacceptable level of 
violence of the Cape Town strike.

These families were tourists and simply enjoying their time in our beautiful country. 
What madness that they would be caught in the crossfire of the chaos!

In another uncanny unrelated coincidence, last weekend in Israel, there was an attack 
involving five masked men hurling stones at a family driving their vehicle near the 
Hebrew University in Jerusalem. The couple and their three children were hurt by shards 
of glass following the stoning.

This almost imitated the attacks on the Israeli families in the Cape, where 
projectiles were thrown at their moving vehicles. Stoning cars does occur as a form 
or terrorism in Israel, but it’s rarely in the middle of a city.

Again, can you find a connection? I don’t believe there is, but it’s so odd that it’s 
so similar, don’t you think?

I know Israelis and many in the diaspora have been shocked at the protests and 
sometimes overzealousness of policemen in Israel. However, in Israel, we have not 
seen civilians harmed in the course of protests, especially not due to the kind of 
violence we’re seeing in Cape Town.

The Israeli protesters and those opposing them are generally non-violent, and violence 
is not the way of negotiations in the ongoing political crisis in the Jewish state. So, while 
Israelis on both sides may be angry and frustrated, they don’t fear for their lives. And 
Israelis, though they have pushed the boundaries in terms of temporarily bringing the 
country to a standstill, they haven’t attempted to bring the economy to a standstill.

However, in Cape Town, shops were unable to operate because their workers couldn’t 
get to work. Many schools were closed for the same reason, and small businesses 
battled to keep going. In fact, service delivery, healthcare, and even food supply, was 
negatively impacted by the strike.

And people who would otherwise take public transport to work or school were afraid 
of what might happen to them if they are out on the street, so they stayed home to 
protect themselves and their families. Those who would ordinarily be taxi passengers are the 
ones who have mostly been victimised by violence, thuggery, and intimidation.

And if you’re wondering what this is all about, amazingly, the South African 
National Taxi Council (Santaco) has been demanding that the government effectively 
break the law to make the taxi drivers’ lives easier. It called on the government 
to stop impounding taxis with cracked mirrors or what it deemed to be minor 
misdemeanours. Perhaps they are overzealous down in the Western Cape, but I 
have seen taxis on the road here in Gauteng that shouldn’t be anywhere except in a 
scrapyard, and they continue to operate at full capacity. To be honest, I find it hard 
to believe that traffic police would impound a taxi for a cracked mirror, even if this is 
according to the law. I’m not sure that they would risk their lives for that.

Now, I understand that it’s expensive to maintain vehicles, but when you’re carrying 
passengers and you’re on the road, surely it’s not too much to ask to ensure that your 
vehicle is properly roadworthy?

Then, they demanded to be able to drive on the other side of the yellow line clearly 
demarcated to prevent people driving there for safety reasons. What’s complicated 
about this law? It’s about safety on the road, both for those in the taxi, drivers included, 
and everyone else using the road.

How can you negotiate laws like this? Do you think Santaco is doing this now because 
we’re coming up to elections and perhaps it believes it might get away with it because 
parties want votes?

Then, Santaco came to the negotiating table with people bearing AK47s. This is taking 
the idiom “bring a knife to a gunfight” to a whole different level. Honestly, how is the 
government meant to negotiate with assault rifles. This is totally ridiculous!

Meanwhile, Cape Town came to a virtual standstill. The Western Cape High Court 
granted a court interdict on Monday night that prevented roads from being blocked, 
and Santaco said the strike would be over by Women’s Day. However, by Wednesday 
16:00, this hadn’t happened.

The most unpleasant part of this is that it’s the honest, reliable working-class person 
who just wants to be able to get on with their working week who has been punished. 
It’s those same people who fork out their hard-earned money to keep the taxi industry 
going just so they can get to work and back.

Would that those negotiating on both sides actually consider them in all of this.

Shabbat Shalom!
Peta Krost
Editor

Jewish Reportsouth african Tree of Life murderer’s death 
sentence revives debate

Last week, Robert Bowers (50) received a 
death sentence for murdering 11 people 
with an automatic rifle in a synagogue in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in the United States (US) 
on a Shabbat morning in October 2018. Bowers 
injured six others, including worshippers and police 
officers responding to the attack at the Tree of 
Life Synagogue, the deadliest antisemitic incident 
in American history. His victims included several 
people aged over 80. This vicious hate crime and 
harsh sentence has rekindled debate about the 
efficacy and morality of the death penalty.

South Africa, in spite of its extraordinarily 
high levels of violent crime, abolished capital 
punishment in 1995 as inconsistent with the 
country’s Constitution. This was the first ever 
judgement delivered by the new Constitutional 
Court. The apartheid government hanged 134 
people in Pretoria Central Prison between 1960 and 
1989, and the court was making a strong statement 
that this practice must end. Many in the country – 
including some political parties – have called for the 
reinstatement of the death penalty as a deterrent 
and punishment for especially heinous crimes, 
including murder, rape, and child abuse, thus far 
unsuccessfully. It remains an emotional and highly 
charged issue.

In Bowers’ case, the jury had to be unanimous 
to impose a capital-punishment sentence, and it 
was. Jurors rejected mitigating factors put forward 
by the defence that Bowers shouldn’t be put to 
death due to mental conditions, including being 
delusional, schizophrenic, and epileptic. Bowers 
had offered to plead guilty in exchange for a life 
sentence without parole, but this wasn’t accepted by 
the federal government’s prosecution team.

In the US, the death penalty is a political issue. 
Bowers’ is the second federal death-penalty case 
to be concluded in the Biden Administration, 
after 13 death row prisoners were executed in 
2020 and 2021 under the Trump Administration, 
following a long moratorium. In his 2020 run for 
presidency, Joe Biden expressed opposition to the 
death penalty, but has taken no steps to abolish it 
as president in a country where state governments 
wield considerable power and autonomy on this 

matter. Leading Republican 
opponents like Donald Trump and Ron DeSantis 
are sure to criticise Biden as being soft on crime 
(and inconsistent) in the 2024 election campaign.

In Israel, only one person has been put to death 
by the courts: Adolf Eichmann. Eichmann was 
kidnapped from Argentina by the Mossad in 
1960 and tried in Israel for his crimes during the 
Holocaust. He was a major figure to carry out the 
Third Reich’s “final solution to the Jewish question” 
– the murder of millions of Jews. After his trial in 
a three-judge court and a series of appeals, he was 
eventually hanged on 31 May 1962. Eichmann was 
cremated, and his ashes scattered at sea.

What does halacha (Jewish law) say about the 
death penalty? The Torah and Talmud decree capital 
punishment for what they consider severe sins and 
transgressions – by stoning, burning, decapitation, 
or strangulation. But according to the Talmud, 
the authority to apply the death sentence ended 
when the Second Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, 
and the Jewish judicial body of the Sanhedrin 
ceased to exist. In the 12th century, Rabbi Moses 
Maimonides (the Rambam) stated, “It’s better 
and more satisfactory to acquit a thousand guilty 
persons than to put a single innocent one to 
death.” In halacha, the death penalty has existed 

more as a principle 
than a practice, and 
in modern times, 
rabbinic authorities 
have left capital-
punishment issues to 
the civil courts. In the 
US, all major Jewish 
denominations have 
opposed executions, 
although individual 
rabbis have sometimes 
supported them.

It’s far from clear 
whether the death 
penalty in fact does 
act as a deterrent to 
crime. Many would 
prefer perpetrators 
to suffer and rot in 
jail for the rest of 

their lives rather than being executed. With long 
appeal processes, many inmates spend years on 
death row in practice anyway. Studies have also 
shown racial bias in death sentences, and many 
instances of people executed later being shown to 
be innocent, when it’s too late. Others argue that 
society replicates the barbarism of criminals when 
putting them to death, with governments and their 
executioners playing G-d.

Across the world, 55 countries maintain and 
implement the death penalty, the majority in east 
and northeast Africa and across Asia. Another 23 
retain the death penalty on the statute books but 
haven’t executed anyone in the past decade. This 
debate will no doubt continue.

• �Steven Gruzd is a political analyst at the South African 
Institute of International Affairs in Johannesburg. He 
writes in his personal capacity.

opinion steven gruzd

>>Continued from page 2
trip. It sounds like he was going on a conference 

to bash a country that he now expects a service from. 
Unfortunately, this is the calibre of some of our MPs in 
Parliament.”

Local political analyst Steven Gruzd says, “It’s Israel’s 
right, like any sovereign state, to allow or deny entry 
to anyone. Israel probably didn’t want certified anti-
Zionists going to an inflammatory meeting and to give 
them a platform. South Africa can raise objections, but 
countries control who enters and who doesn’t. I doubt it 
would have much effect on Israel. At the end of the day, 
the Palestinians don’t yet have a sovereign state that 
would make these decisions, which is why Israel has a 
veto here.”

“No country is obliged to let a person into their 

country, whether a visa is required or not,” says Sara 
Gon, the head of strategic engagement at the Institute 
of Race Relations. “Presumably Israel regarded them as 
hostile. They would be unwise to ask too much of our 
government as its own policy is that every country has 
the sovereign right to decide who may or may not enter 
its territory.

“The antisemitism reflected in the [NFP] media 
statement should create no surprise as to why Israel 
refused them. Whether it was the right or wrong thing to 
do may be the subject of debate, but whether Israel was 
entitled to do so is up to the assessment of the Israeli 
authorities.”

The SA Jewish Report reached out to the Israeli 
embassy in South Africa, but it chose not to comment.

Refusal of visa to anti-Israel activists ‘no surprise’

The Tree of Life Synagogue days after 
Robert Bowers murdered 11 people
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D was 13 years old, a Barmitzvah boy, 
when his family had to leave South 
Africa, and they immigrated to Israel. 

Now, those voices and sights are coming back 
to him.

“Although we lived in Cape Town, seemingly 
far from the riots in Soweto, it spread 
throughout the country,” he says. “My father 
worked in the city, there was a fear of leaving 
the house, of going to work. There was a feeling 
of a siege, of the collapse of our whole world.”

The Jews of South Africa were seen as part of 
white rule. When the apartheid regime began 
to collapse, they were caught on the wrong side 
of history.

South Africa, a kind of paradise for white 
citizens including Jews, began to collapse 
around them. When this happens to the Jews, 
�D���S�H�U�V�H�F�X�W�H�G���S�H�R�S�O�H���Z�K�R���t�H�G���I�U�R�P���H�[�L�O�H���W�R��
�H�[�L�O�H���I�R�U���W�K�R�X�V�D�Q�G�V���R�I���\�H�D�U�V�����L�W���V�W�L�U�V��
up old demons.

The possibility of rapid 
degeneration into chaos and 
anarchy shook the country’s Jews. 
The fear that at any moment the 
black majority might lose their 
fear, stop obeying, and take over 
the government and the whites by 
force, grew stronger. D’s family didn’t 
hesitate too much. One day, they 
made aliya.

Today, 44 years later, those days 
of horror creep back into D’s soul. He’s already 
a veteran Israeli, 57 years old, with a family of 
�K�L�V���R�Z�Q�����7�K�H���Q�L�J�K�W�P�D�U�H�V���W�K�D�W���D�I�t�L�F�W���K�L�P���Q�R�Z��
�D�U�H���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���I�U�R�P���W�K�R�V�H���W�K�D�W���D�I�t�L�F�W���P�L�O�O�L�R�Q�V��
of liberal citizens in Israel today. The fact that 
�K�H���K�D�G���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���J�R�Q�H���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�L�V���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H��
once, in his previous homeland, gives D a 
premium package of nightmares.

And one more thing: D was, until recently, 
the head of a division in the Mossad for special 
duties (the equivalent to a general in the Israel 
Defense Forces). His wasn’t “another” branch, 
but the department of “Caesarea”, the combat 
branch of the Mossad. His whole mature life, 
�'���I�R�X�J�K�W���L�Q���W�K�H���G�D�U�N���I�R�U���W�K�H���I�R�U�W�L�“�F�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G��
defence of Israel.

He didn’t waste time in white-collar 
positions, of which there are quite a few in 
�W�K�H���0�R�V�V�D�G�����+�H���Z�R�U�N�H�G���R�Q�O�\���L�Q���W�K�H���“�H�O�G�����L�Q��
hair-raising operations and personal combat, 
deep in hostile territories. Always in the most 
dangerous position, at the tip of the bayonet 
that Israel built to guarantee that “never again” 
would Jews have to face a Holocaust.

And in all these years, he wasn’t afraid, 
but he is today. It’s not a physical fear. It’s the 
ancient, primal fear which repeats itself with 
chilling frequency, especially among Jews – 
the fear of becoming a refugee, of losing the 

homeland again. Fear for the fate of his country 
and his children.

There are many differences between 
what happened in South Africa and what’s 
happening in Israel today. There’s no apartheid 
in Israel, but there was in South Africa. Israel 
isn’t isolated and marginalised in the world, 
South Africa was. Still, the similarities are 
chilling.

“The fear of the Jews at the time,” says D, 
“didn’t materialise immediately. The regime 
fell, and democracy was established. But 
the deterioration began and didn’t stop. 
The state crumbled because of corruption, 
mismanagement, the appointment of cronies, 
�D�Q�G���D�I�“�U�P�D�W�L�Y�H���D�F�W�L�R�Q�����7�K�R�V�H���Z�K�R���G�L�G�Q�M�W��
leave themselves, sent their children out of 
the country and remained alone. Most of the 
Jews didn’t immigrate to Israel but preferred 
Australia, Great Britain, Canada, and the United 
States. Our family preferred Israel.

�O�,���I�H�H�O���H�[�D�F�W�O�\���Z�K�D�W���P�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���I�H�O�W���W�K�H�Q�����,��
ask myself if this place promises a good future 
for my children. I don’t worry about myself. 
These processes mature slowly. I assume that in 
�W�K�H���Q�H�[�W�����������������\�H�D�U�V���L�W���Z�L�O�O���V�W�L�O�O���E�H���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���W�R��
manage here, for those who have the means, 
assuming that they keep their opinions to 
themselves and don’t speak out against the 
government. But one day, my children will 
�Z�D�N�H���X�S���D�Q�G���“�Q�G���R�X�W���W�K�D�W���W�K�H�\���D�U�H���L�Q���6�R�X�W�K��
Africa. And I fear that it may be too late.”

�,�V�Q�M�W���K�H�M���H�[�D�J�J�H�U�D�W�L�Q�J�"���O�:�H�M�O�O���N�Q�R�Z���L�Q��
the future,” D says, “but the feeling is one of 
tragedy. When I was 13, we had to leave a 
homeland that I loved very much. We had an 
�H�[�F�H�O�O�H�Q�W���O�L�I�H���W�K�H�U�H�����(�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���\�R�X���G�U�H�D�P���R�I��
and more. But there was no personal security 
�D�Q�G���Q�R���V�H�F�X�U�L�W�\���L�Q���W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H�����7�K�D�W�M�V���H�[�D�F�W�O�\��
what’s happening here now. It’s such a sad 
�G�«�M�¢���Y�X�����(�Y�H�Q���W�K�H�Q���>�P�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V�@���Z�H�U�H���G�H�E�D�W�L�Q�J��
whether to take money out of the country or 
not, whether to apply for foreign citizenship 
or not, whether to prepare a refuge or not. It’s 
terrible.”

When you look at D, it’s hard to guess that 
this is the person who headed the legendary 
operational body of the best intelligence 
organisation in the world.

“There aren’t many you can point to and say 

outright that they hold Israel’s security on their 
backs,” says Tamir Pardo, the former head of the 
Mossad, who appointed D. “D is one of those 
few. This man fought in the organisation for 
decades. As someone who accompanied him 
for many years in a variety of roles, I can testify 
that very few of the people I have met in my life 
were braver, more reliable, more honest, more 
moral, or more than D.”

�O�0�\���S�D�U�H�Q�W�V���V�D�F�U�L�“�F�H�G���W�K�H�L�U���T�X�D�O�L�W�\���R�I���O�L�I�H��
for the sake of their children’s future. Now my 
mother is heartbroken,” D says. “The future she 
wanted to give her children is crumbling before 
�K�H�U���H�\�H�V�����(�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J���K�D�V���W�R���E�H�J�L�Q���I�U�R�P���W�K�H��
beginning, for the sake of the grandchildren.

“My parents had the option of immigrating 
to the United Kingdom, the United States, 
anywhere. My father had a green card. They 
believed in Israel, and were Zionists.”

Asked whether he thinks Israel could 
become a failed state, he says, “Obviously. 
We can already see the beginning of it. As 
democracy weakens, so will the economy, the 
good forces will leave, the cost of money will 
rise, investments will disappear, corruption 
will continue to spread and poison every good 
part, the economy will shrink, and all the 
achievements of past decades will be erased. 
Look at the doctors leaving. The disappearance 
of high-tech investments. We’re already 
there. This government has declared war on 
the public service, on public servants, on civil 
society, on the gatekeepers.”

�7�K�L�V���P�D�Q���I�D�F�H�G���F�R�X�Q�W�O�H�V�V���H�[�W�U�H�P�H���V�L�W�X�D�W�L�R�Q�V��
during his life. He brought the Iranian nuclear 
archive to Israel, he managed the Mossad’s 
operations around the world for years, he 
shouldn’t panic easily.

“I’m a realist,” he says. “I see the South 
African process here – irreversible damage 
to the education system, academia, health. 
I see productive society kneeling under the 
burden of the non-productive sectors, which 
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that the fate of the liberal-democratic Israelis 
in Israel will be similar to the fate of the whites 
in South Africa. In this respect, our situation is 
just as bad. The coup d’état is on steroids. The 
rate of deterioration and the spread of decay is 
accelerating. And in addition to all this, there 
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Asked to say something optimistic, 
he points to his patriotism. “Israel is at a 
fateful crossroads. It has to choose between 
continuing the path as a Jewish and democratic 
state, a vibrant and free liberal democracy, 
economic success, and light upon the nations, 
and deterioration into a closed, autocratic, and 
gloomy state. I’m an Israeli patriot. I can assure 
you that I’ll do everything I can so that the state 
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I FEAR THAT THE FATE OF THE  
LIBERAL-DEMOCRATIC ISRAELIS IN ISRAEL 

WILL BE SIMILAR TO THE FATE OF THE 
WHITES IN SOUTH AFRICA


