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By Ellie Kahn, Oral Historian

My father, Bob Goldhamer, passed away two years ago, a week after his 94th birthday. When he
died, my sister, Sue, and I each inherited a large box containing all of our childhood drawings
and every letter we sent to Dad from camp or college.
Dad had apparently lugged these boxes from one apartment or house (or marriage) to the next.
He was not a hoarder. This was just evidence of how much he treasured us — and anything we
created. Sue and I both idolized and idealized Dad — until we matured enough to notice how
controlling and irritating he could be. (Like the time he felt compelled to stop and give
unsolicited advice to four women playing tennis at the park.) Nevertheless, we felt a deep love
for Dad, and a great appreciation for his love, his wisdom and the fun we had together.
Dad, who was in Ohio, always said, “Even though we live far apart, we are always in each
other’s hearts.” I can still feel him there.
In anticipation of Father’s Day, I asked some fellow adult “children” to tell me about their
fathers.

The Lesson of Free Speech
Dean Okrand is an Emmy-winning sound re-recording mixer, husband and father of two adult
daughters. His own father was Fred Okrand, an attorney for the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU) of Southern California for more than 60 years, and its first legal director. Fred, born in
1917, died in 2002 at 84.

“My father definitely inspired
my own political life. He was
extremely fair-minded and
socially conscious. When
World War II started, he fought
against the internment of
Japanese-Americans. When he
returned from the service, he
was able to get citizenship
reinstated for those of Japanese
ancestry who had lost that
during the war.

I remember at Christmastime, flowers would show up on our doorstep from Japanese-American
people he represented. And when we were in Little Tokyo, people would stop to thank him.
My father took on many unpopular issues. When he walked down the street near his office in
downtown L.A., there were people who crossed to the other side to avoid him.
Since the ACLU couldn’t pay him very well, he made extra money by representing gangsters —
always in civil liberties cases. When Mickey Cohen was being harassed by the Los Angeles
Police Department, he hired my father. Dad said if they wanted to arrest somebody, they needed
evidence; they couldn’t just hassle the person. I remember a guy would come to our house at
night with a brown paper bag filled with cash to pay my father. My mom would take my brother
and me to the back of the house because she was afraid of the gangsters.
I remember Dad working hard at home, writing and doing research for his cases. But he always
had time for the family. At my Little League games, he not only rooted for me, but also for kids
on the other team, to get a hit. That’s the kind of guy he was. He just wanted everyone to have a
good time.
Through his whole life, my father was fighting for the underdog, and that influenced how I look
at things — that people of privilege have enough, and we should make sure others have their fair
share.”

Sending Love From the Bimah
Australian-born Janine Lowy is the mother of three daughters and one son. Her father, Chazzan
Andre Winkler, was born in Hungary in 1923, and his father, Chazzan Pinchas Winkler, was a
protégé of the famous Cantor Yossele Rosenblatt. Andre’s parents, three sisters and their children
all perished in Auschwitz, while Andre worked in forced labor. When he could leave Europe, he
immigrated to Sydney, Australia, where he became a highly respected cantor. He and his wife,
Maisie, raised their two daughters, Charmaine and Janine, in Sydney. Andre lived there until he
died in 2009 at 85.

“I didn’t have the same kind of childhood that my friends had. My father was young when he
was taken from his parents and sent into forced labor during the Shoah, leaving an indelible
impact on him his entire life. My mother died after a long illness when I was still a teenager. Dad
became both mother and father, wanting to provide us with a family structure that he himself
lost. Despite his giving us a lot of love and affection, there existed an underlying melancholy and
heaviness in our home. the entire garment. She wasn’t modest; she was totally blind to the fact
that she was at a higher skill level than others.
Each year on Yom Kippur, after the conclusion of Neilah, Dad would leave the bimah in tears.
We knew the source of his sadness — he missed his family and the traditions of his youth.
On the bimah, Dad’s beautiful baritone voice and his movie-star looks and charisma made him a
presence in the community. I was always proud to witness the congregation being so moved by
his rendition of the liturgy. Dad was a shaliach tzibbur [cantor and leader] in the truest sense of

the meaning, particularly during Yizkor services, when he sang from the heart and his painful life
experiences.
After my husband, Peter, and I moved from Sydney to Los Angeles in 1990, Dad spent the High
Holy Days with us every year. When he was in town, he conducted services at the Beverly Hills
Jewish Community Synagogue — this was fantastic for my kids to experience.
Many Holocaust survivors understandably moved away from Jewish traditions and observance,
but my father fortunately didn’t. Most of my childhood memories center on the seder, Shabbat
and observance of all the traditions, especially the songs, which I’ve taught my children.
Dad was very open about the changing face of traditional Judaism. He took great pleasure in
teaching his granddaughters to read from the Torah, learning new liturgical renditions by the
likes of Shlomo Carlebach, and listening to new pieces sung in the soprano voices of women
cantors.
He was still vital and involved with the lives of all his children and grandchildren until the day
he passed away, in 2009. My sister and I talk about Dad every single day. "

Down-to-Earth Role Model Rabbi
Rabbi David Vorspan is the founding rabbi of Congregation Shir Ami in Woodland Hills, and
rabbi-in-residence of New Community Jewish High School in West Hills. His father, Rabbi Max
Vorspan, was a scholar, historian and community leader, and vice president at the former
University of Judaism (now American Jewish University).

“The most outstanding memory I have of my father is the way he greeted people. He was so
warm and outgoing and ready with a quick smile. People felt good being around him because he
let them know that he was happy to be with them as well.
For my first five years, he was a congregational rabbi in Pasadena. After he joined the University
of Judaism, he would lead High Holy Days services at Adat Ari El. I still recall the splendor of
the white robes, the choir, the setting and his lovely voice, piercing through all of the pomp and
circumstance.
When he gave his sermons, he did not pontificate. He always had something new to say, but he
said it in such a down-to-earth manner that it resonated with people. That made him unique in
those days because most rabbis typically became a different person — austere and distant — on
the pulpit. My father was the same warm and authentic person on the pulpit as he was off.
As a teenager, I recall friends saying that our parents didn’t understand us. One night, I said to
my father, ‘You don’t really know me!’ I was expecting him to say, ‘Of course I know you.
You’re my son. I raised you.’ But he said, ‘You’re right. I don’t know you. Let me learn.’ I was
totally disarmed by his response.
When my father retired, he came to my services and loved ‘the view from the pew,’ as he called
it. One year, I gave a sermon about the binding of Isaac. When I finished, my father jumped up
and grabbed the microphone and said, ‘I want to share some thoughts, too,’ and he gave us his
unique view on the binding of Isaac. I didn’t feel upstaged, even though he upstaged me. We
always had so much fun learning from each other. This was just a lovely, natural moment.
I miss being able to discuss my pulpit rabbinate and my teaching with him. I miss asking him
what his take would be on issues we’re confronting today. He was way ahead of his time,
whether it was about gay rights or proselytizing or Israel.
Sadly, in his last years, he had Alzheimer’s. But, even when he didn’t know me, he still greeted
me with that same warm smile and light in his eyes.

A Model of Involvement
Marcia Berman grew up in Boyle Heights, as did her father, Isadore Berman. Although he
graduated with a degree in chemical engineering from Caltech, the Depression prevented him
from having a career in that field. So, with his brother and father, he opened and ran a chain of
movie theaters in Boyle Heights. Marcia, who now lives in Eugene, Ore., was for many decades
a nationally known and beloved singer/songwriter and teacher in Los Angeles. Isadore Berman
died in 1997 at 89.
“My father was always very kind and connected to his family. Whenever we went on an outing
or trip, he included his parents and any nieces and nephews that we could squeeze into the car.
He was also very
playful. We lived in a
duplex, and my aunt
and uncle lived on the
other side, so my
mother was often there
visiting. When my
father came home from
work, he’d sit down at
our piano and bang out
a particular song,
announcing, ‘I’m here!’
Mom would hear the
song through the wall,
and she’d come running
home.

Our family was very close — literally. My grandparents lived on Breed Street, across from the
Breed Street Shul, and my dad and his four siblings and their families all lived nearby on Stone
Street. When we moved to the Westside, we all lived on Orange Drive.
The relatives did a lot together — Jewish holidays and picnics and weekly lunches. We’d
entertain each other with singing and making up skits, which continued into our adulthood. For
instance, when my Aunt Sylvia had a birthday, we wrote and put on a musical, ‘My Fair Sylvia,’
and everyone sang and danced.
My grandparents and my parents modeled the importance of being involved in the local and
world community. They helped Jews get out of Germany in the 1930s. I remember the whole
Boyle Heights Jewish community pulled together after Kristallnacht. One day, there was a march
down Brooklyn Avenue to raise money for buying two bombers for our Air Force. One of our
theaters, the National, was closed that day and the marquee read, ‘Protest Nazi Horror.’

I learned from my father that kindness, fairness and justice are very important. He inspires me,
even today. When I have something I need to do, I think to myself, ‘How would Dad have done
it?’
My father died when he was almost 90. I miss just spending time with him, sitting in the same
room with him, holding his hand. I dream about my dad, and it feels so real, which is a
wonderful gift.”
Ellie Kahn is an oral historian and documentary filmmaker, the producer of “Meet Me at Brooklyn &
Soto.” She can be reached at ekzmail@gmail.com or livinglegaciesfamilyhistories.com.
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