A SHORT HISTORY ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION

“VEREIN ZUR FOERDERUNG HEILPAEDAGOGISCHER HEIME IN ISRAEL E.V.“

The key that opened the door to the existence of this organization was Dorothea Hahn the music teacher in the Steiner School in our vicinity. Many years ago, this teacher looked for someone to translate certain songs into Hebrew for a specific reason – a home for retarded children and adults in Israel. Our daughter attended same school and her class teacher suggested Dorothea Hahn should get in touch with me. It was a challenge for me to try to fit the Hebrew words sense-wise to the music. I think I succeeded. When upon this “work” our daughter had her flute lessons, Dorothea Hahn used to tell me about her trips to Israel and the home for retarded children and adults, named Beit Uri. At the time my mother was still alive and living in Jerusalem.  I visited her every year at least once. Dorothea Hahn asked me several times to visit Beit Uri. I declined, thinking the children would have an empty look about them, like many retarded children one sees on the streets. Eventually I was tricked into having to go to Beit Uri by being given a parcel to deliver to Dvorah Schick, the director.

I had called to say we were coming. My husband and I stood before the gate after ringing the bell and heard the shuffle of many feet coming towards us. The gate was opened and “the welcoming brigade” stood before us smiling and full of curiosity, not one empty gaze! Dvorah made us feel like special guests and we were shown around Beit Uri by a young German who was doing his Overseas Civil Service there. Jossi was the “head teacher”, and what a teacher he was! He showed us around the school and in the end he showed us the wax crayons he was using. The same crayons were used in our school but never till they were hardly “holdable “!

We were very impressed by all we saw and decided on the spot to help. 2 projects were born on that visit. 1. to collect the “scrap crayons” of our school and send them to Jossi and 2. to send Steiner School graduates to Beit Uri for their Civil Service. That was in the Summer of 1988. We had made photos of Beit Uri, enlarged them and made posters. We bought a large amount of Beit Uri pottery to be sold during our “school market”. With the proceeds we were able to buy greater quantities of crayons for Beit Uri in the course of the 2 years that followed.

Through my work as active parent/teacher representative of the Steiner Schools in Germany, I could very conveniently hand out a short description to the representatives of all the schools of the work to be done by volunteers for the duration of 6 months in Beit Uri. We decided at first to send mostly girls who had finished school and were looking for a summer job abroad. I got in touch with the Organization “Freunde der Erziehungskunst Rudolf Steiners”. They were very helpful and were instrumental in promoting the first contacts. 1991 Katia from Karlsruhe started working in Beit Uri. 
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That same year Bernd Ruf, the overseas representative of said organization and his wife asked me to be their guide in Israel. The good personal relations which developed between us, led for instance to the financial help Beit Uri received from the organization, to purchase the desperately needed air-filters for the shelters during the first Iraqi War. On this trip I saw other anthroposophical homes and institutions for retarded children and adults, the first and largest one being Kfar Rafael on the outskirts of Beer-Sheva, Beit Eliyahu in Beersheva and Harduf the anthroposophical Kibbutz in the north which also had a budding class of maladjusted children who were treated separately and Christiane L.’s Waldorf Kindergarten in Herzliya.  

Upon returning to Germany I was asked to participate in a radio show about Beit Uri sponsored by a local station in Karlsruhe. There I met 3 other mothers: One Christa F. knew Beit Uri through a short space of time when she worked there as a volunteer, Barbara H. was married to an Israeli and Nana K. described herself as “just a human being”. All 3 are still members of our organization, which we founded in the fall of 1991. 

The young German Edzard G. we had met in Beit Uri on our first visit there,  had informed us that in order to achieve our 2. project – sending young men to do their Civil Service abroad in Beit Uri, - we had to become a registered organization. This meant we had to find people who were interested enough in our project to become members and to pay dues. The founding meeting took place in Karlsruhe November 1991. We were together the required 7 people. To become a larger group, I convinced most of our friends to become members. I must have been a real bore, talking of nothing else but the projected Organization. Eventually we were around 40. We didn’t have people from the homes and institutions involved, only people in Europe. The reason being, to be independent in our actions, not to be outnumbered in decision-making actions. We met every year either at our home in Waldstetten and once or twice in a restaurant, but it was too expensive and difficult to arrange beforehand. It took till the Spring of 1993 for all the papers to be handed in and to be acknowledged by the different Ministries, both in Germany and in Israel.  By that time we had sent a whole group of high school graduates to Beit Uri and Beit Eliyahu. Some from Steiner Schools and some from other schools. We did not advertise. We were contacted by word of mouth. Through the help of an “Israel Phil” we were able to produce and print a leaflet about the organization and our aims, in color! This we handed out everywhere we went. 

The  candidate interview procedure which evolved was as follows: usually we were contacted by mail sometimes by phone. We replied by sending a description of the homes and the work involved and a questionnaire which the candidates had to fill out + a curriculum. When both were sent back, I either invited the person involved for the week-end to stay with us although in the beginning I also interviewed people in their own homes or at an Inn. During the course of these days I tried to find out what sort of person we were dealing with and to describe the country, the work involved, the people. I had a big photo-album for each home or institution and the quarterly reports from the young people who had already been to Israel.
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The main criteria for choosing someone was whether he/she had the necessary mental strength to do this kind of work, whether the person had a cheerful attitude towards life, was helpful around the house e.g. could function without having a mother to do for him/her, could get along with other people of his age group. The necessary leader qualities were also important for me: to be an example for the residents. I interviewed many and chose some, my aim was quality not quantity! The people I rejected never left with a feeling of having failed. I tried to find them another solution. They got a build-up, not a let-down. 

The first questionnaire was composed under a tree while visiting friends on the Rhein before our first candidate interview in Bonn. The 6 questions remained nearly unchanged for the next 10 years. We tried to learn from every mistake we made. My biggest one was with this first Civil Service candidate. He wanted to go to Israel and he was the right sort of person, but his mother was against his going. I took it for granted that he could decide what to do, he was grown up! He came to Beit Uri and liked the work, he was liked, everything seemed fine. Then a case of Hepatitis cropped up and everybody had to be vaccinated. He called his mother and told her about the vaccination. She demanded that he should either be vaccinated with a special vaccine which was not available in Israel or to come home immediately. He had to leave. I made a point of talking with both parents after this fiasco before I notified the candidate whether he/she was accepted. Or for instance we took it for granted that a young man of 19 would be able to be responsible for himself. When we realized that for all our warnings not to cross over into the occupied territories the young people threw our warnings into the wind, we had them sign in the contract we drew up for them, that they had been informed and that they crossed over on their own responsibility.  Even that did not deter them. Understandably – after all they were young and full of the spirit of adventure. But here my family and I were faced not only with an ethical problem but also with a problem of insurance – God forbid, one of the volunteers was either hurt or fatally wounded, the parents could have sued the organization and that would have meant we would have been held accountable. Obviously many angels kept watch over them and us during those years!

Originally I had planed to keep on the sidelines knowing that the venture could have a snowball effect. I gave it a push and then I hoped it would roll on under its own impetus. That was wrong thinking. The organization was a living entity, constant revision, new regulation from the different Ministries in Germany, undefined work conditions in the homes, not specifically mentioned in the contract with the volunteers, made it necessary eventually to visit first Beit Uri and then the other homes twice a year. I kept in touch with the young people first by fax and in the end of course by e-mail. The  quarterly reports which were mandatory, also helped me to get an idea of what was happening. I flew in regularly once in spring and once in autumn. The homes knew in advance that I was coming. First a meeting with the volunteers to find out what problems they had and then with the “Head man”. Sometimes it was a real fight. Sometimes I had to threaten – “if you continue to demand a 40 – 48 hour week from the volunteers, I will no longer send you any”. 
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The good connections we had with Dina Lutati from the Ministry of Labour, was a great help – her influence is necessary for the homes

In the meantime we were working with several homes. One in Beer-Sheva Beit Eliyahu, one in Harduf Tobias House, both anthroposophical. Then the Akim Hostel near Herzliya a new project for severe cases. This institution started out with our volunteers. The head of Akim, the organization dealing with handicapped people all over Israel came to Waldstetten our former home, in order to participate in the annual meeting of the Organization, meaning to convince the members to change the principles of the organization so that homes other than anthroposophical ones could also benefit from the volunteers from our organization. During the trial run,  problems cropped up not only with the management, but also with the staff. We had to find a solution quickly for the volunteers we had sent.  Akim Jerusalem seemed like the right one. Only at first – I had problems with the macho-type Manager, who seemed to know all the answers, although he never had Civil-Service volunteers before.

 By then our organization had a very good reputation in Israel. Many homes sought our help. The last one was Kishorit in the north of the country, near the Lebanese border. It seemed ideal – a small factory, a wood-workshop, dog kennels, chickens, sheep, cheese-dairy and a school. The handicapped members either psychiatric cases or with unusual illnesses were either adult or nearly so. They came from homes, hospitals and special clinics. Our volunteers had better conditions than all the volunteers in the other homes but on the other hand, the tasks they were confronted with, sometimes too hard for young people with no special training (the management saw them as cheap labour), or not enough definition, what they were supposed to do. Eventually I decided after many talks with the headman, our volunteers were too good to be used as factory labour!

I remember one talk with the resident representative of the very big organization “Ot Hakapara“ - “Aktion Sühnezeichen” with headquarters in Berlin, who lived  in Jerusalem. His organization, lavishly supported at the time by the German government, had 24 volunteers in Israel and we had 16! He was amazed that we managed to send so many without governmental help, active with membership dues only. Occasionally we received financial help through “friends of friends”. We used this help exclusively in purchasing equipment for Beit Uri, and toys and games for the other homes as well. 

I’m not sure, whether I was still alone or whether Ute L. (today 19.01.04) 77, was already doing the bookkeeping. Together with Thomas F. whom I recruited right from the beginnings of the organization, this aspect of the work, was also in good hands. My specialty was interviewing the candidates in Germany and in Israel through my knowledge not only of the language, but also how to use it in difficult situations, e.g. ironing out problems with the different managements. Only in Beit Eliyahu there were no authority-oriented problems for me. 
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My greatest problem was in getting relevant answers from the German authorities during the Intifadas. I called the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Bonn so often, they knew my voice! I was worried about how to give our volunteers the maximum protection on the one hand and on the other not to hamper them.

Somehow I was convinced the German government would naturally react the same way as for instance the American one does in similar cases; e.g. when American citizens abroad are in danger, they are recalled, and some form of transportation to the airport / harbor is supplied. On one occasion I had a private talk with someone from the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs who told me in confidence, the German authorities would never declare Israel to be in a critical situation because than Israel would be left standing alone! My peace of mind was shattered completely when talking to one of the home-managers, I was told that if the situation got out of hand, he would have other problems to deal with and would not be able to supply transport to the airport etc.!

According to the Civil Service Regulations, the volunteer had to stay put for the duration of his service. If he left before his time was up, he had to give a reason for doing so which was acceptable to the army people in Germany. Then he had to complete his time in Germany + 2 months. The situation was so nerve wracking because no Ministry was prepared to take on the responsibility.

 I had many talks with a high official in the Civil Service Department, I wanted them to take action, to get “My boys back safe and sound”. All he always said was “Dear Mrs. Arnold you have to decide. I personally feel for you, but the decision lies in your hands to order them to come back”. In retrospect I can say that through the e-mail contact I had with one special volunteer in Kishorit and another one in Beit Uri, I was kept up-to-date but it was my world transmitter which was tuned to Kol Yisrael day and night, which together with the telephone connection to both homes, enabled me to sometimes warn the homes in time when a critical situation occurred; so the volunteers could avoid going there. Jossi once remarked that he felt I was really actively taking part in Beit Uri during that time.

Eventually all the organizations sending volunteers to Israel were faced with new regulations from the German Ministry, which gave us the acknowledgment to send volunteers abroad. To give you an idea how confusing the situation was – “No, Israel is not in a critical situation, but your organization has to apply and finance an additional insurance for each Civil Service Volunteer against combat on the ground”. Of course we insured everybody, but it meant we had no monetary reserves left.  Another point, this Ministry demanded was the volunteers had to sign a paper stating that they were aware of the fact that they were in danger and they were doing their time voluntarily!!! 
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In conclusion I can say after working 10 years for the registered organization it was hard work, inspiring, sometimes reaching my limits, enjoyable (especially the compliments I got for my cooking), stimulating, broadening my outlook and capabilities. My husband had to learn that he had to play second fiddle, the organization always came first. When we went to Scotland on a holiday we bought a mobile phone, absolutely against our conviction – I had to be on call, in case anything happened while I was away. 

To be there in an emergency – one Easter morning at 02.00 am, the phone rang. It was the manager of Beit Eliyahu very upset – one of the volunteers had gone to Ben Gurion Airport to meet her mother. One of the workers in the home, on a visit to his mother in the vicinity of Tel Aviv, watching  the news on television recognized the volunteer who was shown to be dragged out of a damaged car in the occupied territories. Apparently mother and daughter rented a car at the airport and upon leaving the grounds, took the wrong road and landed in the occupied territories and because the car had Israeli license plates, it was stoned. The mother who was driving, lost control over the car which turned over and crashed. A red crescent  ambulance brought mother and daughter to the frontier and a magen david  adom ambulance picked them up and brought them to a hospital. Now the manager asked me what she should do! First of all I calmed her down and said I would try to get in touch with the German embassy in Tel Aviv. I tried to, but got no answer. I called the Israeli Consulate in Bonn. The only one who picked up the phone was the security guard. I managed to convince him to call someone else. The someone else, I don’t remember his title, after some more convincing gave me the emergency number of the German Embassy in Tel Aviv. Easter morning there is only a skeleton crew available, but after more convincing they agreed to send someone to the hospital to offer assistance and support. The mother was in comma for quite a long time but recovered to fly home with her daughter after I think, 10 days.  The complete financial part of this emergency was covered by the Israeli state. There is a special fund for such cases in Israel.

Now nearly a year ago, the organization has passed into younger hands. Some friends of mine meant I would never hand over the organization to someone else – I was so involved with it. At first I was doubtful whether the 3 new committee-members all Beit Uri “graduates”, could “pick up” were I had left off, but after being confronted by all the new ideas and procedures which were integrated and replace the older ones, I see no reason why the aims of the organization shouldn’t be fulfilled in it’s present constellation.  In any case, I wish you all patience and the staying power which is necessary.

February 2004           Yael Arnold, Schwäbisch Gmünd.

