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OBSERVATIONS

Like so many 
survivors, 
instead of 
declining to 
bring children 
into a world of 
horrors, they 
wanted a baby

BABIES BORN at sea. Mina is 
standing, second from left. 
(Courtesy)

Born on the high seas

A 
favorite moment at family 
birthday parties is retelling 
the details of the child’s birth. 
In my own family, this season 
is blessed with birthdays. So 

in an unusual segue, I recently went from 
a grandson’s birthday celebration, where 
my own role as the nervous driver along 
Jerusalem’s winding roads to Ein Kerem 
with a daughter near-delivery in the pas-
senger’s seat was featured, to the annual 
meeting of the Organization for the Com-
memoration of the Heritage of the Cyprus 
Detainee Camps, where this year’s theme 
was around the children born at sea.

The organization devotes a study day 
each year to delve into the history of the 
so-called illegal immigration, or Aliyah 
Bet. These were the battered and bereaved 
Holocaust survivors literally seeking a 
safe harbor in the Land of Israel, in spite 
of the British authorities. They’re called 
ma’apilim, from a biblical Hebrew word 
meaning to “go up.”

Among the hundreds present at the 
Ben-Zvi Institute were children – now in 
their 70s – who were born on the rickety 
ships, and heroic sailing midwives Shula 
Gotlieb and Rachel Gilbert Katz. They told 
astounding stories of improvising amid 
the rolling waves and pursuing British 
warships. Gotleib described how she used 
the captain’s scissors to cut strands of her 
own long hair to tie an umbilical cord. Katz 
sewed sheets and diapers from the cap-
tain’s dress shirts.

The most famous of the ma’apalim 
ships was, of course, Exodus 1947, subject 
of Leon Uris’s inspirational novel and the 
movie starring Paul Newman. It sailed in 
July 1947.

A less well-known ship that left eight 
months earlier from Yugoslavia was called 

Knesset Israel. This refitted Greek cargo 
ship was first named “The Hebrew Rebel 
Organization,” but the name was changed 
so as not to inflame the British more than 
necessary.

The boat was readied with the help of sym-
pathetic Yugoslavians. Reportedly, future 
president Josip Bros Tito even came to visit.

Jerusalemite Yosef Hamburger, better 
known as Yossi Harel (the character played 
by Newman as Ari Ben Canaan), was the 
commander.

Among the would-be passengers were 
Abraham and Esther Marmorstein.

ABRAHAM SURVIVED a draconian labor 
camp; Esther was a slave laborer in Aus-
chwitz. They both returned to their home-
town of Kisvada, Hungary. Fellow young 
survivors from the Bnei Akiva youth group 
held the poles of the huppah. Their families 
were decimated. He was 24. She was 19.

Like so many survivors, instead of de-
clining to bring children into a world of 
horrors, they wanted a baby. Impoverished 
and homeless, they were nonetheless de-
lighted that despite the deprivations of 
Auschwitz, Esther became pregnant.

They crossed the border from Hungary 
to Yugoslavia, gathering with other ref-
ugees in Zagreb in a half-built university 
structure they entered with a ladder.

Finally, on November 5, 1946, Knesset 
Israel sailed toward pre-state Israel together 
with a smaller ship named for Abba Berdi-
chev, the volunteer paratrooper who land-
ed behind enemy lines and was murdered 
by the Nazis. Knesset Israel was carrying 
3,445 passengers, Abba Berdichev 400.

Esther was in her ninth month, but was 
assured that the six-day voyage would take 
her to the shores of her homeland in time 
for the birth.

Three days into the journey, Esther 
began feeling labor pains.

At the same time, an intense winter 
storm moved onto the Adriatic Sea. The 
engine on the Berdichev died; the ship was 
drifting toward deadly mines. It landed on 
a rock. Now there were 3,845 survivors on 
board Knesset Israel.

Esther’s labor became more intense.
The doctor in charge of the ship clinic 

turned out to be a dentist.
An announcement was made by mega-

phone: “A: We need a carpenter to con-
vert an officer’s cabin to a delivery room. 
B: We need an obstetrician or midwife for 
a woman in labor.” In the words of the 
late Abraham Marmorstein, “We were re-
lieved when a very short but noble-spirited 
young woman named Ella Shichman came 
forward. Although she was seasick from the 
storm, she was ready to deliver our baby.”

An officer’s cabin was designated as the 
labor and delivery room. And there, the 
seasick nurse Shichman, a survivor from 
Chernowitz, delivered baby boy Marmor-
stein amid the wind, waves and pursuing 
British warships.

Eight days later, still at sea, the survivors 
celebrated the historic brit milah of the 
illegal immigrant – passenger 3,846 – born 
at sea. Abraham and Esther named him 
Mordechai for his maternal grandfather 
murdered in Auschwitz, but Knesset Israel’s 
radio officer – future pilot and MK Yoash 
Tsiddon – insisted they add “Sa’ar,” the 
Hebrew word for storm.

Until today, the distinguished author 
and professor of Zionist history bears the 
name Mordechai Saar Marmorstein on his 
identity card and passport.

Reaching the Dodecanese islands 12 
days later, Knesset Israel was forced to seek 
shelter in a harbor of the rocky Greek is-
land Syrina.

A British warship caught up with them 
and ordered them to go to Cyprus. They 
refused, so the British dispatched three de-
stroyers to surround the survivors. When 
the soldiers began transferring passengers, 
the survivors fought back with tin cans 
and poles and scrawny arms tattooed with 
numbers. Two survivors were killed. Only 
when tear gas penetrated the baby room 
did commander Harel order the survivors 
to desist.

Not just baby Mordechai Saar was in the 
nursery. Thirteen children were born on 
the 23-day journey of Knesset Israel. Twelve 
survived. One was buried at sea.

The British sent the mothers and new-
borns to the detention camp in Atlit. The 
fathers were among those banished to Cy-
prus.

Fifty-two thousand Jews passed through 
the Cyprus camps with their crowded tents 
and tin-roofed barracks, limited water and 
rampant disease. Despite their pasts and 
the terrible conditions, the incarcerated 
survivors wanted to build families. Two 
thousand two hundred children were born. 
Midwives like Raquela Levy, the protagonist 
of Ruth Gruber’s book Raquela, were dis-
patched from Jerusalem to deliver them.

Ten months after they were separated, 
Abraham and Esther were reunited. They 
moved to Petah Tikva. Whenever they 
needed medical care for Mordechai Saar, 
they went to the Petah Tikva Kupat Holim 
clinic, where a familiar nurse named Ella 
Shichman was on duty.

Mordechai Saar and his wife, Mina, 
whose parents met and fell in love aboard 
the Exodus, have four children and 12 
grandchildren. Today, they’re retired and 
like to travel. But when Mordechai’s Israeli 
passport is examined leaving Israel, a Sabra 
security officer will often defer to a superi-
or about the unusual address under Place 
of Birth. It says “Knesset Israel ship.” Born 
on the high seas. If there’s time at the 
airport, he tells the intrigued young officer 
his birth story. 

The writer is the Israel director of public re-
lations at Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist 
Organization of America. Her latest book is A 
Daughter of Many Mothers.
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More of the Ten Commandments  
of Parenting – revisited

Part II: The last six

• DR. BATYA L. LUDMAN

L
ast time we touched on several important as-
pects of good parenting, such as listening to 
and treating your children respectfully, pick-
ing your issues, working with your child to 
problem-solve, and sharing your values and 

expectations.
Here are the final six of my Ten Commandments of 

parenting.
5. Discipline with love. If you must criticize, com-

ment on the action or behavior of the child and not 
on the child himself. Point out what they did wrong 
and why (e.g., hitting hurts), provide an acceptable 
alternative response (e.g., we use words to express our 
anger) and move on.

Set limits for acceptable behavior. Teenagers need 
structure and rules, even though they may fight them 
with every bit of strength they have.

Remember, you’re still the boss. If you have to pun-
ish – which, if you are doing other things right, should 
be rarely necessary – make sure the punishment is im-
mediate, fits the crime and is consistent.

Often your disapproval alone can be an effective 
learning tool. At times, withdrawing attention or re-
moving privileges also works well.

Spanking is never justified. It sends children the 
wrong message. If adults can hit to solve problems, 
why can’t they? Once an adult has begun to hit his 
child, it becomes easier to do it the next time. Usually, 
when an adult hits, screams or yells at his child, the 
adult is frustrated and has lost control.

Disciplining with love is one of the most difficult, 
yet most important, tasks of parenthood and seems 
to get harder, not easier, as your children get older. 
Whenever possible, praise good behavior and ignore 
bad behavior. Often, we do the opposite, reacting only 
when a child misbehaves.

6. Reward good behavior. Find lots of opportuni-
ties to “catch them being good” and deal with inap-
propriate behavior appropriately.

While some people are critical of praising a child “just” 
for trying and participating, I believe our sincere belief in 
their efforts lets them know we believe in them. When 
children are showered with love, praise and encourage-
ment for trying, they’re likely to want to please you and 
will persist even when frustrated. Their success, in turn, 
enhances their self-esteem and the cycle is a good one.

Let them suggest small rewards they can receive 
when you catch them “being good” all week. Young 
children like stickers and star charts, and older 
children enjoy contracting. These go together with 
hugs, finding the necessary time to play a game and an 
extended bedtime from time to time.

7. Keep your promises. Say what you mean and 
mean what you say. If you take commitment and 
responsibility seriously, you help exemplify for them 
the values you feel are important. Consistently 
following through on things that you promise helps 
teach them about trust and security. This is the basis 
of a healthy relationship.

8. Be fair. You don’t need to, and often should not, 
treat your children the same. They are of different 

ages and as such have different needs. For example, 
an eight- and an 11-year-old child may very well have 
different bedtimes. Each child, nonetheless, deserves 
to be treated with his own unique needs in mind, while 
still being treated fairly, yet not necessarily equally.

If children perceive you to be unfair in your treat-
ment, you may find that their behavior deteriorates.

9. Never do for children what they can do for 
themselves. While it’s much easier to just bend down 
and tie your daughter’s shoes for her when you’re in a 
rush, don’t! By doing so, you rob her of the opportunity 
to experience a real sense of success and independence. 
The amount of time saved isn’t really worth it, and the 
boost to her self-esteem at the discovery of successfully 
having the bow stay in position, after having worked so 
hard to tie it, goes further than you’ll ever know.

10. Make your house into a home. Spend mean-
ingful time together and arrange it so that family 
members actually want to be together – a relatively 
foreign concept to some.

Make time to sit down and eat together as a family. 
You might be surprised at how infrequently families eat 
together. What a shame! This is an important time to 
connect, hear stories about the day and check in with 
each other. Is everyone okay? How was the day, and if 
it was okay, what made it okay? If it wasn’t, what went 
wrong and what could make tomorrow a better day?

What family projects do you hope to attempt 
over the next few months? What is of interest to the 
children? What are your group and individual goals? 
Is there a game your family may want to play together, 
or a place that you’d all like to go and visit? How can 
each person be a part of arranging it?

Without finding good reasons to be together, the 
family members slowly seem to move away from each 
other, with everyone most likely having individual 
screen and cellphone time. Make the time to listen to 
each other and find the time to make sure you have 
laughter in your lives and in your home.

PARENTING CAN be very difficult. Some days you’ll 
feel quite overwhelmed. This is the reality that gov-
erns most of our lives in the year 2020. Your challenge 
will be to work hard to make all the pieces within the 
family fit together successfully.

You’ll also need time away from your family to re-
fuel. While being a parent may be described as a “full 
time job plus,” one of the best gifts you can give your 
children is to be someone who is happy with herself. 
Go for a walk, go on dates with your partner and enjoy 
some quiet moments alone. Give each other the sup-
port you need to parent effectively.

If you need an extra hand around the house or 
outside professional care to enable you to feel less over-
whelmed, find out how you can take advantage of this 
for the sake of your children, your family and your re-
lationship with others. 

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private 
practice in Ra’anana, and author of Life’s Journey: Ex-
ploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has 
been writing about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 
2000. ludman@netvision.net.il, www.drbatyaludman.com
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