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I’m proud to be a Jewish educator who has had the opportunity for the 
past thirty-five years to teach and share the love of Israeli dance with hundreds 
and hundreds of Jewish children and adults.

The influence of my family, the synagogue where I grew up, and my 
rabbi, Albert Thaler, who first suggested that I go to Ramah and later was 
director of Ramah Nyack, cannot be understated in my choice of career. As a 
Jewish educator, the passion and love I have when teaching Israeli dance, along 
with my desire to create and direct programs for children with special needs, 
comes directly from my earliest experiences at Camp Ramah.

Wisconsin
R a b b i  N e i l  G i ll  m a n ,  P h . D.
Professor of Jewish Thought, The Jewish Theological Seminary

I 
 first came to Camp Ramah in the summer of 1956 after having spent eleven 

summers in a conventional summer camp in Canada. By conventional, I mean a 
camp that featured a robust sports program, a color war, dances every Saturday 
night, and a culture that encouraged competition, hazing, and socializing with 
the girls at a camp located across the lake. As I grew older, I discovered that the 
lake was eminently bridgeable. I have very few fond memories of those eleven 
summers.

I entered the Rabbinical School at The Jewish Theological Seminary 
(JTS) in the fall of 1954 with almost no prior knowledge of the institutions 
of the Conservative Movement. During my second year there, my classmates 
urged me to accompany them to Ramah, and there seemed to be no question 
that by Ramah, they meant Wisconsin.

After overcoming my memories of my earlier camp experiences, I 
applied to join the Wisconsin staff. I discovered that I had to undergo an inter-
view with the camp hanhalah. Seated around the table was an imposing group 
of Ramah veterans — Jerry Abrams (then the director of Ramah Wisconsin), 
Burt Cohen and the late David Mogilner (the rashei edah), Jack Bloom, Bezalel 
“Buzzy” Porten, and others. I knew nothing about how to be a counselor, and 
nothing about education. The interview was grueling, as grueling as my admis-
sions interview to the Rabbinical School, and I’m sure I made a fool of myself. 
But I was accepted and assigned a Machon bunk.

To my amazement, the camp staff began to meet in mid-winter for two 
hours on Sunday nights in a JTS classroom. Every piece of counseling — not 
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only the Jewish education issues — was discussed, including how to wake up 
the kids, how to put them to sleep (we called it hashkavah in those days), how to 
handle the first night, the first meal, the table experience (hashulh

˙
an beramah) 

in camp, how to deal with scapegoats, and the rest. What I learned then, and 
what has remained with me to this day, was that every single encounter with 
every camper is potentially an educational opportunity; and there is a Jewish 
way of structuring each of these moments. Jewish education took place every 
moment of every day, not only in the classroom — not even mainly in the 
classroom.

The first clash between my old camp culture and the Ramah experience 
occurred in the first few days of camp when my bunk played basketball against 
a neighboring bunk. Using my color war experience, I urged my campers to be 
more physical and to use their elbows under the baskets. David Mogilner took 
me aside and murmured, “That’s not the way we play basketball in Ramah.” 
“No?” I responded, “In other words, in Ramah, the point of the game is to 
lose!” “Right on,” he smiled. So there was a Jewish way of playing basketball, 
of eating, of speaking to your campers, and so forth.

I spent the summers of 1956, 1957, and 1958 in camp. We were bunk 
counselors, we taught classes, and we planned our campers’ evening and 
Shabbat programs. I was naive, but we were made to feel that the overall goal 
of the camp experience was to change the world. Transform enough Ramah 
campers, and we will transform the American Jewish community; transform 
the American Jewish community, and we will transform America; transform 
America, and we will transform the world. It was as simple as that. It was this 
impulse that made it possible to endure the cold and the exhaustion; that, and 
the sense of collegiality that united an extraordinarily talented staff. I particu-
larly remember Morty and Margie Tutnauer’s wedding, which was held by the 
lake on the last night of camp in 1957, and was preceded by a week of classes 
on weddings, marriage, love, and sex in Judaism. The wedding was held under 
a h

˙
uppah created by their campers, followed by a wedding se’udah with sheva 

berachot and the whole shebang.
The campers and the staff members from those summers included other 

men and women who became prominent Jewish educators, rabbis, academi-
cians, and community leaders: Lee Shulman, the late Dan Elazar, Jack Bloom, 
Jeff Tigay, Leon (Label) Waldman, Joe Young (later to join the staff of the 
National Institutes of Health [NIH]), and many others.

In my second summer in Wisconsin, I met the woman who was to 
become my wife. We were married in late 1958, and our Ramah career was 
interrupted for a number of years until we had young children. My wife then 
returned to Ramah Berkshires for a number of years as a yo’etzet in the Mador. 
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Our children later attended Ramah Berkshires, and I subsequently lectured in 
all of the Ramah camps. So the chain continues.

California  
New England ■ Wisconsin

G i l  G r a f f,  P h . D.
Executive Director, Bureau of Jewish Education, Los Angeles, California

I 
n the course of my junior year at Hebrew University, I met dozens of 

Ramahniks from across the United States and Canada and was impressed 
with their common commitment to Jewish life, as well as by their unbridled 
enthusiasm about Ramah. While completing a degree in Jewish studies and 
earning a teaching credential in Chicago, I decided to apply to the local Ramah 
camp — Wisconsin — for a summer position. I was heading to law school at the 
University of Southern California in the fall, and I saw this as an interesting, 
one time experience. Little did I know. . . .

I was interviewed for a position as a counselor by the camp director, 
Rabbi Burton Cohen, in the spring of 1973. The interview, conducted in 
Hebrew, probed my understanding of the meaning and implications of a camp 
that defined itself as “dati, h

˙
innuchi, ivri.” The depth of the interview was an 

apt prelude to the experience of being part of a community that thought about 
the Jewish educational significance of every activity, 24/7. From waking up 
campers, to seating in the dining hall, to relationships on the sports fields, to 
tefillah, Shabbat, and more — every aspect of life was the subject of deliberate 
action and reflection. Among the many exceptional educators whom I met that 
summer was Yosi Gordon, then the associate principal of Los Angeles Hebrew 
High School. Rabbi Gordon suggested that I join the faculty of L.A. Hebrew 
High, if only on a part-time basis while attending law school — an offer that I 
readily accepted.

Over the ensuing three years, while studying and teaching, I spent sum-
mers as a rosh edah at Camp Ramah, Ojai. The principal of L.A. Hebrew High, 
Rabbi Sheldon Dorph, was (and remains) a remarkable, educational personal-
ity. It was through contact with Rabbi Dorph, and the educational vision that 
animated him, that I began to think of Jewish education as a full-time calling. 
It was at L.A. Hebrew High and Ramah that I met Robin and, as Ramah 
celebrates its sixtieth anniversary, we will be marking our thirtieth.


