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From the Rabbi 

A Jewish Cemetery In Germany by Yehuda Amichai 

On a little hill amid fertile fields lies a small cemetery,  

a Jewish cemetery behind a rusty gate, hidden by shrubs,  

abandoned and forgotten. Neither the sound of prayer  

nor the voice of lamentation is heard there  
for the dead praise not the eternal.  

Only the voices of our children ring out, seeking graves  

and cheering  

each time they find one--like mushrooms in the forest, like  

wild strawberries.  

Here's another grave! There's the name of my mother's  

mothers, and a name from the last century. And here's a name,  

and there! And as I was about to brush the moss from the name--  

Look! an open hand engraved on the tombstone, the grave  

of a kohen,  

his fingers splayed in a spasm of holiness and blessing,  

and here's a grave concealed by a thicket of berries  

that has to be brushed aside like a shock of hair  

from the face of a beautiful beloved woman. 

I too enjoy searching in old Jewish cemeteries, for what they tell us and who they contain. Our own cemetery 

in Preston, and all of the other Jewish cemeteries dotted about the North East, will themselves one day form a 

record of the history of our community. Cemeteries are a piece of  the history of those who have passed away,  

but life, as they say, belongs to the living, and times have changed. We now have an intermarriage rate of fifty to 

sixty per cent, and many of these couples wish to be buried together, and near to Jewish cemeteries. 

The Assembly of Rabbis of the MRJ discussed this topic some years ago.  They studied both American Reform 
and American Conservative (Masorti) responsa, and adduced that it would be permissible to establish some 

separate but neighbouring space for such intermarried couples. I quote from the decision:  

We base ourselves partly on the American Conservative statement that: ôSome ground contiguous to 

the cemetery can be set aside for the burial of non-Jews who do not object to being buried in such a 

section of the cemeteryõ. We noted that this was the practice in the Berlin Jewish Community which had 

a couple of sections on one side of its cemetery designated for non-Jewish burials.  These sections were 

separated from other sections by a path. 

Continued on p.3 
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From the Chair 

We Are Not Doing So Badly 

 

Hava and I attended  a Shabbat morning service in Manchester a few weeks  

ago. It was just after Simchat Torah and it was explained to us that  

attendance would be small because not only would people be having a  

week or so 'off' after the High Holy days and the subsequent festivals,  

but their Rabbi was also away on holiday. It came as a small surprise when  

in fact they had  more than 30  people at the service. I found out later  

that in our shul, at the same time, we had in our Shabbat service just  
made a minyan. 

When I started to think about this, I realised that in fact we are not doing so badly.  The synagogue in 

Manchester has over a thousand members whilst we do not make two hundred souls. Our membership is 

also widely scattered throughout the north of England and we still get well over a minyan for most Shabbat 

morning services. Well, Friday nights are not so great but we still have a small band of people who will 

turn up even on a cold and frosty night, and of course the Friday night dinners are very well attended. Our 

synagogue has a book group who meet once a month. We run three successful age-level cheder classes. 

We have adult education where the quality of what is taught is extremely high and the enthusiasm of those 

being taught second to none. We have a small band of volunteers who show local and travelling-in school 

children, scouts and other interested groups around our shul. There is rarely a week going by without one 

or sometimes two different schools spending a morning or afternoon learning about Judaism from one or 

more of our volunteers. So I really would like to thank all those volunteers who need nothing but praise 

for the effort they make on our behalf. I would like to thank those who attend our Shabbat services and 

make an effort to ensure we have a minyan, and last but not least the band of willing Guild members who 

organise refreshments at the drop of a hat.  

Bill Fleming 

 

 

Soup Kitchen 
The Newcastle upon Tyne Soup  

Kitchen supports more than 150 people 

people every day at this time of the year.  

Please support this valuable work of  

tzedakah by bringing along tinned goods, especially fish, 

and dried goods such as rice, couscous or pasta, and 

sauces from which the volunteers can readily make up 

meals to prepare for the needy. Dried fruit is also 

welcome. Many thanks. It is a really important thing to 

do in the winter months especially. 

Please bring your donations to the shul. 

  

Friday Night Dinners 
Catered dinners 

On these evenings the 18:45 service will be followed by a catered dinner. 

Please call Brenda to book a meal 

          

  27 January   Erev shabbat Dinner 

24 February   Erev shabbat Dinner           

                                         Der Rebbeõs Tisch 

On these evenings there is no formal service. Instead we sit around a table and sing 

shabbat zmirot, songs, and tell stories over a chavurah supper. Please bring some food, 

 friends and family and join us to celebrate Shabbat together as the NRS family.  

 Friday 13 January 

Please note that there will be no Tisch in February, due to the inclusion of the Tu Bishvat Seder  

 

 

      Tuesday, 7 February 

      18:00 at NRS 

      Tu Bishvat seder 

 

Please bring food to share! 

Join us as we celebrate  

our world 

and its produce. 
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 From the Rabbi ð continued from p.1 

This is now the policy of the JJBS (Jewish Joint Burial Society) in Greater London, which oversees the burials 

for many Reform, Liberal, and Masorti synagogues, and, after a fruitful discussion at Council, it is now NRS 

policy. Thanks to the efforts of George Loble and Colin Scott, we, too, can offer this opportunity as well. 

The main body of the cemetery will continue to provide Jewish burials. There will still be a section for 

cremations to be buried. And, on the right side, separated by a path, there will be space for intermarried 

couples. They will need to agree to some stipulations, among which are the requirement that the Jew and 

the non-Jew are buried in-depth, in one grave, for it is then a Jewish grave according to Jewish law. And 

there must be a non-sectarian funeral and no images on the matzevah which are those of another religion.  

As my colleagues wrote, this enables us both to preserve the Jewishness of the cemetery for those of our 

past who would not have wanted it to be otherwise, and those of us alive now, who wish to be in a Jewish 

cemetery, but at the same time, to extend a possibility to those of our intermarried families who wish to lie 

together after death.  

If anyone wishes to discuss this further with me, please do let me know. I hope this decision goes some way 

towards providing for the needs and desires of all of our members. 

Rabbi Barbara Borts 

 

 

 

Book Review 

Of the many books about the Shoah, and biographies and autobiographies of survivors, I particularly want to 

recommend this startling achievement of memory called The Tin Ring.  Previously published in Czech, German 

and in America under the title My Lucky Star, this is the updated version, with photographs, published by 

Northumbria University Press in 2010. Zdenka Fantolová was born in Cerhonice in the former Czech 

Republic (southern Bohemia). Although her own mother died at the young age of 28, her new step-mother 

came from none other than our Pardubice.  Zdenka Fantolová seemed to have that quality of determination, 

pluck and endurance against impossible odds, which led her onto the stage in Terezin Camp and to gain 

experiences there which in very much later life after the war years and the years of recuperation, led her to 

Australia where she became a much loved actress. The book available in public libraries. 

The Newcastle Public Libraries will hold an event to coincide with Holocaust Memorial Day in late January. 

          Hava Perret 

Making sure our NRS voice is heard: 

Participating in the Reform Movementõs Strategic Review 

As you may have read in the last issue of Focus, the Movement for Reform Judaism (MRJ) is conducting a review of its 

priorities.  They have asked all member congregations to provide input on how the Movement is doing in various areas 

and where we feel resources should be allocated. NRS answered the call and your Council held an open consultation 

meeting on 1 December.  Our Chair presented the background of the Review, the Movementõs current priorities and the 

key questions we were asked to consider. Through a combination of lively break-out and large group discussions, we 

looked at the four priorities and their meaning for our congregation and our relationship with the Movement. 

Following the meeting we drafted a response and submitted it to the Movement by the deadline of 16 December.  We 

wonõt reproduce the whole document here, but you may be interested in a few highlights from the priority of Support to 

Synagogues and related areas: 

- The need to reach out to isolated congregations and create a greater sense of community throughout the MRJ.   

- We suggested that MRJ website and publications feature the membership more and provide highlights from 

congregations around the country.  The newsletter recently begun is a good start. 

- The Movement would benefit from having more specialist staff, as before, e.g. music, social action, etc. 

- NRS has enjoyed visits from David Jacobs.  More visits and getting to know more MRJ staff would be helpful and 

would make it easier for us to understand their perspectives and identify with them. 

- We suggested offering some online courses for synagogues outside of London.  Courses on practicalities (rather 

than academic) would be helpful, especially if they could be done at home and outside of work hours. 

Watch this space and the MRJ website (http://www.reformjudaism.org.uk/) for news.  MRJ is collating input and intends to 

publish a draft strategy for further discussion, with the final strategy to go before the board for approval in May/June. 

NRS Executive 

 

http://www.reformjudaism.org.uk/
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In Affectionate Memory of Alex Cowan 

Dr Alexander Francis Cowan, who passed away, aged 62, on 30 

November 2011 from pancreatic cancer, was born in Wilmslow, 

Cheshire, in 1949. He studied History at Warwick University, and gained 

his Ph.D. from LSE in 1981. In 1973 Alex was appointed a lecturer in 

History at the then Newcastle Polytechnic, now  Northumbria 

University. He was later appointed a Reader at the University, retiring in 

2010, and becoming a Visiting Fellow. He was a distinguished historian 

and gifted linguist, speaking four languages fluently, and editor of 

Parliaments, Estates and Representation, the journal of the International 

Commission for the History of Representative and Parliamentary 

institutions. He had been enjoying retirement, relishing the opportunities 

it brought to indulge the interests he had not previously had time for, 

not least spending more time on his historical writing. The tributes paid 

to him by his many colleagues and former students at the celebration of 

his life held after his funeral on 7 December testify to the respect and 

affection in which he was held, and the love of history which he 

communicated so enthusiastically. It was typical of Alex's professionalism 
and concern for others that, even in his hospital bed, he was worrying about finding a successor to edit the 

journal. Alex would have graced any University in the UK or elsewhere at Professorial level. 

In 1974 he had met Michèle at his brother Kenneth's wedding in France and they married in 1977. Charlotte 

was born in 1980 and Benjamin in 1986. Alex and Michèle joined the Synagogue soon after their marriage. 

Alex quickly established himself as an active and highly respected member of the community, leading services 

and joining the Synagogue council. He became Head Teacher of the Cheder and later Chair of the Synagogue. 

Faced with sometimes difficult and confrontational situations, his instinct was always to be conciliatory, and to 

keep calm, whatever the provocation. In an age which often confuses wisdom with knowledge, he was a wise 

man, always showing respect for other people and their views. Above all, Alex was a mensch, in the best, 

Yiddish, sense of the word; a man highly respected by all who met him, a man who was honest, dignified, kind 

and considerate. He will be remembered with affection by all who knew him. 

The history of Venice was his special interest. It is fitting that La Serenissima, as the Republic of Venice was 

known, should have been the professional love of a man who was himself serene and at peace with the world. 

Ruth and Bob Heyman 

Memories of Alex from Friends and Colleagues 

I met Alex 5 hours after arriving at Warwick University. I am honoured that he became my friend from that 

day. Alex had such a fine mind and knowledge of the importance of Venice in the Europe's development. 

Alex was such a huge part of the community from some of our earliest memories. I think of him with his 

family, and with his parents, at services and events. 

He was such a respected historian and such a great teacher, but above all a great colleague, gentle and 

respectful of people. 

Un homme très fin, cultive, compétent, sympathique et attachant. 

He encouraged me to achieve my potential and instilled in me a love of Venice that I am reminded of every 

time I pass a gallery, see a card in a card shop, or a particularly blue sky. 

He was always a terrific friend, always prepared to listen, understand and forgive. 

Alex était si gentil, je n'ai rencontré personne qui avait un mot contre lui. 

Alex was one of the finest persons I have ever met, someone with whom you immediately could feel at ease 

and engaged. 

Not just a person who wrote good books, but someone who enjoyed doing that and much else, above all 

turning knowledge into communication which involved others. I always said to myself that he must be a 
splendid teacher as well as a born archival spirit. 
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Friends of NRS 

Non-Jewish partners of NRS members can 

support the Synagogue by becoming paid-up 

ôFriends of NRSõ. For further details please 

contact the Treasurer. 

Focus 

Thank you to all our contributors. The deadline 

for the next issue is Friday 13 February and 

items received after this date will not be 

included. Please send articles, notices, etc. to 

Anna Round. If possible, articles should be sent 

as MS word documents.  

Website 

Contributions for the NRS website are always 

welcome. Please send a few lines about an event 

or activity you have attended to Alice Bondi. 

Donations and Bequests 

Remember your Synagogue on anniversaries, 

simchas or by a bequest in your will. Please 

contact George Loble for further information. 

 

Community Notices  
 

Thank you: Anna, Ruth and Bob Heyman would like 

to thank Rabbi Borts, Brenda Dinsdale and the Guild, 

and all the friends who joined us at baby Leon's Baby 

Blessing on 5th November, for making it such a 

welcoming and joyous occasion. 

 

Mazel Tov to Peter Freitag, Chair of Darlington 

Hebrew Congregation, on his election as Chair of the 

Interfaith Council. 

 

Refuah Sheleimah to Dr Basil Levy, Victor Couriel, 

and to all Members and Friends of NRS who are 

unwell. If you know of a Member who would welcome 

a visit, please contact: Gay Bernstone or Rabbi Borts. 

 

Condolences  

to the family and friends of Dr Alexander Cowan.  

to the family and friends of Evelyn Comer-Marshall.  

 

In Memoriam Ailsa Goldberg (Esther), wife of 

Maurice and mother of Martin. Died 16 November. 
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A BRAMM ACCREDITED COMPANY ð Established 

1946  

STRETTLE MEMORIALS  
MONUMENTAL SCULPTORS  

SERVING THE NORTH -EAST OF ENGLAND  

Head -Office and Works  
Mooredge Road , Shiremoor, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE27 0HU  

Tel: (0191) 253 3222  
SPECIALISTS IN HEBREW MONUMENTS  

 

 

 

CHINA SOLUTIONS 
Chinese product sourcing specialists 

 

All enquiries to 
daniel@chinasolutions.co.uk 

 

 

With best wishes from  
Pat and I an Caller  

 
 

With best wishes from  
the Cussins family  

 

FRANK FAGLEMAN  
Dealer in Gold, Diamonds and Antique Jewellery  

99 CLAYTON STREET, NEWCASTLE  

Telephone: 2323 0917  

 
 

Joseph Richmond & Son 
MEMORIALS  
Established 1979 

Committed to Quality in Craftsmanship 

and Service to the Jewish Community 
Newcastleôs finest Memorial Showroom 

Member of the National Association of Memorial Masons 

Showrooms and Works at  

629 West Road, Denton Burn, Newcastle 

NE15 7ER.    Tel: 0191 228 0058 
and 

29 Coast Road, Billy Mill, North Shields, NE29 7PG 

Tel: 0191 296 0003 
www.richmond-memorials.co.uk          info@richmond-memorials.co.uk 

 

STRETTLE MEMORIALS  
MONUMENTAL SCULPTORS  

SERVING THE NORTH -EAST OF ENGLAND  

Head -Office and Works  
Mooredge  Road, Shiremoor, Newcastle upon Tyne, 

NE27 0HU  

Tel: (0191) 253 3222  
SPECIALISTS IN HEBREW MONUMENTS  

A BRAMM ACCREDITED COMPANY ð 

 Established 1946  

 
With best wishes from  

David, Liz, Daniel  
& Chloë Luper  

 

Entrance Free  Sun/Mon 11am to 5pm, Tues/Sat 10am to 8pm 

 

 

 


