The African Silberts

Transcription of an interview of Minnie Kahn née Silbert, conducted by her cousin,
Morris Silbert (1912-2008), son of Menachem Mendel Silbert (1869-1933) from
Canada, during a visit to South Africa. Courtesy of Nadine Peimer née Silbert and
Norman Silbert, niece and nephew, Israel.
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J # ' 1l AFRICAN SILBERTS At
ther talking about his brother
1 wondered what 1t
How ro-

ﬂﬁén 1 was a child, I remembered my fa
"Aryeh-who was an ostrich farmer in South Africa.
as like far across the sea in that strange distant place.
antic and exciting it must be! My father also told us how the ostrich
market had collapsed and Unele had lost his two farms and was not 1iving
in Oudtshoorn. What a strange name! But I never thought then or even
since then that I would some day go to South Africa and meet my Uncle'
family. Whlle I was there last winter I tape recorded an interview

with Minnie, the oldest of my uncle's children. In edited form here

is what she told me : 4&uﬁb~
I remember being on board shlp, the Gyka,

Since we could eat only kosher food,
the cheese was

foreign to us but because it was kosher we ate it. My mother brought‘
When we arrived in :

metown to meet

along with hundreds of other
Jewish immigrants. our diet con-—
sisted of salt herring, cheese and biscuits. Even

along jars of cherry jam and cherries in brandy.

Cape Town Father had arranged for countrymen from our ho
They took us to a private hotel where
o“‘l

us and take us off the ship.
The'ls

we stayed for a few days until our departure could be arranged.
lossel Bay by train,this was the end of the railway

trip took us to M
From there we travelled by horses and cart, over ﬂf

line at that time.
the blg pass, the Outenlqua Pass. It wes a lopg!g

@Weﬁﬁﬁ to stop to‘give” ur horbes ar
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~ side of the river.
{me had a small

We lived near the village °
Jewish community. They want«d to be
acquired a shochet (a ritual slaughtere
‘with kosher meat.  Kosher meat maintained a
There was a doctor in the‘VLllage, a Scotchman,
bnted towards the ‘salary of the shochet. Becaus
abbatoirs and the low standards of tpe local farmers,

Jewish meat was the only safe meat
i gh Holidays, Rosh Hashanah
:’rent a house in Calitzdorp. We would £0 ol
along some of our belongings, food and utensils
Calitzdorp.; Since there was. no synagogue the service

1n the home oI one Koyt the membe
gether buf ozten \ometh1n~ happen#e
held at our house and the facti

e Shofer Torah from our house.
put he got another one.

o things

p which at that v
associated with Jud
r of animals) to pr
proper standard O
not Jewish, who

e of the lack of
he felt that the

£ Calitzdor
aism and

ovide us
£ health.
contri-

to eat.
and Yom Kippur,
n by horse and cart,

and spend the week in

s used to be held
The Jews used to

a dispute.

came we would

when the Hi
taking {

rs of the community.
get to d which resulted in
?pncenlt_was on of the' commun ity which
 broke away stole th
. themselves. I don't know where Father went

"We children could never uaderstand how people could stoop to d

They used-lt

it i ke that.

iy s not very affectionate but we knew thatAhe was Tond of us.

| Father wa
V!
? WS He was not really able to show hls affection. IHe always wanted us to
&) i i e $
ere on y

. dalsm and: made a/ery ef::ort to h?l'
\ . S e N
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dij;wi-11VOnrin'Oudtshoorn; ahﬁﬁhad a few sincere friends to whom she was 1
- devoted. : Myt ’
h feathers

open models and hats wit
' p set in in the (0str
s lost their farms.
e belief that they would

prevailing. Then the '

ich feather
Most had

The first motor cars wereitouring
pecame impractical and obsolete. A slum
market. Consequently many ostrich farmer
~ been bought with mortgage bonds secure in th
K{x@deeem the bonds with the price of feathers,
,_fslump-camelf. Father, too, lost poth his farms and we moved to .
"_%¢ Oudtshoorn. He would goftg:the country with a horse and cart, pbuying
milk'an&;other productes He had customers l
e earned a living.
The community, small
One consisted of

_';§pﬁbduce, butter, egss,
. for these in Oudtshoorn and that is how h
'égudtshoorn had a Jewish community of about 600.

There were two synagogues.
There was another

1% beéame
The two

‘as it was, was divided.
the wealthier and the English speaking Jews.
- made up of the tgreeners' (newcomers), to which we belonged.
gafformlof snobbery as to which'synagogué people belonged to.
“}:did not mix. They consideréd themselves differenf. Years later

when things became bad and the rich Jews lost their money they started

e mixing with the others.
'S While we were still on thé farm Reubeh was sent to school 1
fsoﬂthat he could attend Hebrew School. Now Becky and I, too, were able
to go to the Girls High Sphool in town. When I passed my exams I went. <
o oy s ey SR ) & “mf‘”; . A _—
olleee dn gt oo e |8 WG
g —P“?he*?VSW7%“'3n§»had bgenftrai’ed
_thi:i§ﬂgapéb1§fsta££mheWgaVejﬁsue cel c

n Oudtshoorn

n modern methods and we
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s Stlll alive an
father alone

"

ﬁ' W= 4 -
e \as dug out she wa

,d on. her.;,\When sh
\ ,'”Since there. was no room for sy the cab,
want with her.. Becky and I sLood in| front of the cab, with‘father
"Look after the children"  Neville
‘ g to

ng shexy/= she said,to us

)

,mtwo and . only a,toddler,u,l did not rea
3 and the docto

.¢o thethospita r told us that th
”'wasrnp hope for her" W;She had 1nternal 1njuries. In those days there
'Werean\blood traﬁsfusions as they now have. ' At 4 o clock that

~afternoon Mothe ~ { ;?
 We were left wit
'Ungster and NeV1l
, college._A I coul

chool, two years befo
 An Afrikaans woman from the £

e and when she left we
as left a lonely man.

supperti
lise she was goin

ere

&

A breathed her last., ¥ o
h father and the 11ttle‘children.';_  philip was a

le was walklng already. I was in my second year
d not glve it up SO I Becky left

re matrlculatlon. ; 1 course
house .

contlnued
She took a secretaria
arm helped us keep
got a coloured maid.

e was w1th us for a tlm
e He would do his

She was very . good. Father W
'ork, g0 out to the farms, come back, and sell his goods. He spent
:,a lot of hls(tlme in the synagogue.
kReubenvas at the Boys High School and did very well. At times he was
y for

at the top of his class. When he matriculated there was no mone

~ him to study further. He got a Jjob with a Jewish firm. They were

“merchants in groceries and produce. | It was quite a big business and
Nl GlRbR i A
‘e :

“toiwork in the ofg}ce. Afte re couple o:
°:,4 way village qaf;ed Vosberg.

e‘still lived on the farm a young
" -

‘.~w:as‘<-i'
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His business expandcd very rapidly end he became & wholesal

4 ‘.‘ e was u br&ght fellow but, bolieve 1t or not, he was illiterate even
omeone in his pusiness whom he could trust.

Yidﬂish.,‘ He needed S
:: ‘found ouébwhere Reuben was and offered him & job. It.took a little
)gtimn but they finally agreed»and Reuben ‘went to wo$k forﬁHf Wit
1 will now tell you how T got to Jknow 'Isaac. Becky had left Hig
HSchool and started to do a clerical course. 1saac gave her 1essons in
_ bookkeeping and accountancy.' It was in the evening and I always had, to
;‘*? go along with her SO that she would not have to come homeé alone.
J‘Isaac‘s mother had been a'frlend of my mother “8 put I did not know \
dﬁglsaac at all. Through Becky going to him for o know
I was still i e time.

‘\“him and he learned to Know me .
g the examlnatlons and when I was pre e to
e to see me. He P

*,.

1essons I got T
n college at th
paring to leaVv
roposed and we were

£ our intentions ‘apart from Father

own and I did not wan
right away; I

- After passin

:-assume my teaching post he cam

prlvately engaged. No one knew O

and Becky. Oudtshoorn js. a small t
I:didn't want

t people to

to get.married

start asking questlons.
too, Was busy trying to

& : wanted to teach for a whiles first.s Isaac,

S S ectablish himself.
& I left for my teach
 day. 1 used to writ
' village 40 miles away -
- 2 farﬁ dlstrictm\ Occasi

re w would'arrange for a car to come an‘

) ‘When ‘he used to’ come to visit\me‘éti

2

ing post and Isaac used to write to me every other

e to him 1esS often.
i I lodged with a Jewish' famlly ‘who ran

The post came from a
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 then I have occasionally supply taught.

‘When Isaac and I got married 1 became a housewifes

cooking and baking. ‘I becamc quite good at it'even if 'I do say so

~ myself. At the time Isaac shared gn office with another person.
 He continued to work as a bookkeeper during the day and to study

t night. He continued his studies until he was qualified as a
He set up an office of his own which he

d01ng a lot of

~ chartered accountant.

'X4~occupied for over . forty years. *ﬁ ", ¢
~ When Reuben got settled in Durban he bought a house; giveryanLce NOLES

He brought Father, Becky, Philip and Neville %o live with him. Becky

got a job with H. Phlllp and Neville were at school. I was already
But Father felt uprooted in Durban.

~ married and remained in Oudtshoorn.
11 that was familiar to him in

- He missed his friends and cronies and a
MQOudtshoorn. These people used to get together in the synagogue and

 enjoy each other. In Durban he was very lonely and in 1929 or 1930
he went back to Oudtshoorn.

' Reuben did an excellent job for H.
and the business prospered. H was very conscious of being illiterate

He took over a lot of responsibility

"and Reuben even used to have dealings with the bank manager for him.
H. made a lot of money and he was assessed thousands of pounds in

extra income tax. Reuben appeared before the Receiver of Revenue .
to act on his behalf. One year alone Reuben saved H. ll thousandum-uw—m;

..Qupds in“§§xes.h%xneuben‘ran the bu31ness s ’;QN§P‘
; waé*ﬁue to him. When he h agreeé to wc ‘
regs understanding that he would receibe a g?are.i

tion to the salary One=déyﬂR', e dé d

41"’.
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m home with meée.

When he recovered T brought hi
er stroke.

d me that he was 1iable to
that he did. A couple of months late

d could not gpeak any more. One day he W

d still use one hand) that Neville
house pecause

did not die in our
te nursing ho

more nursing that I could do. He 1lived in & priva
1 used to g9 and see him every day. He€ could,
to look at me with his pig blue eyes. somehow ?E
his eyes seen on Friday morning he passed away | ‘
and he was puried the same afternoonl. That was My father: He was ’
and kind and very honeste. He was 1iked

a good father. = He was good
He spoke Afrikaans and had & very good.ﬁ

by Jews and Gentiles alike.
ationship with all the Afrikaaners with whom he came in contact &

sing a chair.
pBut the doctor warne
rote on a
should go ®o
he required
me for

" 1 am sorry to say
another stroke an
piece of paper (he coul
the land of Israel. He

a number of weeks.

not speak. He used
ed bluer than €Vere.

rel
They all loved him.

V3, Conclusion:
S A sequel to this story is the mystical way in which my Uncle Aryeh's'*
¥

ljast wish was €ulfilled. After his second stroke when he could no :

with his still good hand

jonger talk, he wrote on & piece of paper
Neville at the i

e he should go to the land of Israel'.

upell Nevill
4 with the family in Durban 600 or bt |
] e J

time was 16 years old . and live
_He was ‘never told what his" father ‘had said. sl 0y
1isted in the South Aﬂrlcan Armys j Isfe\ l
orth Afrlca and was captured at Togrukawﬁ

or 15 months, the 1ast three of which h" y ‘:

700 miles away: -









