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A group of Baltimoreans, part of Volunteers for Israel,
takes time out for a photo. The volunteers work, eat
and sleep on an IDF base for one to two weeks.

Larry Feldman
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HANDS-ON HELP
Robert Cohen

Up close and personal with Israel’s defenders
By Melissa Gerr
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Robert Cohen

Robert Cohen, on his
first visit to Israel,
power washes desert
sand from an armored
personnel carrier at the
Bahad One IDF base.

I

t’s not the typical Israel tour itinerary that
entices visitors with an opportunity to power
wash desert sand from armored personnel
carriers, sleep on thin-mattress army bunk beds or
dine on military food with Israel Defense Forces
officers-in-training. But for a group of Baltimoreans who signed on for a Volunteers for Israel (VFI)
trip, their tour provided everything they hoped for,
and more.
VFI is the U.S arm of Israel-based Sar-El, the
only organization authorized to assign volunteers
to IDF bases. It offers missions every three weeks
throughout the year on which volunteers can
work, eat and sleep on an IDF base.
Chicago native Pamela Lazarus, who volunteered about 10 times beginning in 1997, then
made aliyah in 2001, is the program coordinator
for Sar-El missions worldwide. She said volunteers,
typically about 3,500 per year, supply much-needed
assistance on bases with such jobs as cleaning, repairing and organizing military equipment and packing
for the never-ending need of soldier safety kits.
Perhaps most impactful, she added, the missions provide volunteers an opportunity to converse with
soldiers one-on-one and get to know the IDF from

the inside out.
“There always is plenty for our volunteers to do,
because the IDF always has to stay in a readiness
situation,” Lazarus said, adding that the U.S provides the most volunteers, with France second.
“One of the main purposes is to further the ties
between Israel and the diaspora.”
Aharon Davidi, a former head of the IDF Paratroopers and Infantry Corps, founded Sar-El in 1983.
Larry Feldman, VFI national president and
a Beth Tfiloh congregation member, recently
returned from leading a group of primarily BT
congregants with his wife, Joan. It was the couple’s
fourth such tour.
“People were frustrated during the war,” Feldman said of the locals’ reaction to Israel’s battle
against Hamas terrorists in Gaza over the summer.
“They couldn’t do anything, so we decided to give
people an opportunity to help with their hands.”
Participants, who ranged in age from 23 to 77,
had the option to stay one or two weeks in Israel.
Prior to acceptance for the late October and early
November mission, each person completed a
17-page application, a three-page medical form
and submitted to an in-person interview with VFI

Rachel Steinberg Warschawski and her mother,
Eve Kresin Steinberg, both volunteered for the
VFI tour that Beth Tfiloh dedicated in memory
of the women’s late husband and
father, Dr. Steven Steinberg.

ambassadors. The Baltimore group also met several
times prior to departure to go over details and get
a clear idea of what was in store for them.
Collectively, the group said they were eager to dig
in and get their hands dirty and were willing to
take on any task. They looked forward to speaking
with Israeli soldiers face-to-face and, as diaspora Jews,
express support for the soldiers’ military service.
VFI, said organizers, is thorough about setting
expectations for its missions, especially the accommodations. They are,
in a word, rustic — it is the military
after all. At a group meeting before
departure, there was a mild but palpable concern about possible long walks
to find outdoor bathrooms in the
middle of the night, ill-fitting army
fatigues, less-than-desirable food, cold
showers and uncomfortable beds.
Adele and David Myers, members
of Congregation Shomrei Emunah,
are both in their 70s and originally
from South Africa. Though they don’t consider
themselves luxury travelers, they both admitted
they aren’t “the camping type.” They were still
excited about volunteering, motivated, they said,
by their strong connection and dedication to Israel.
“I was ready for something different,” said Adele.
“I’m very emotional about Israel and very attached
to Israel. … I don’t want to just have a vacation; I
want to have a meaningful experience, and I think
this will give it to me.”

June Karlin cleans military communications equipment during her two-week stay
on base. In her down time she had several meaningful conversations with soldiers.

Larry Feldman
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BT executive director Eve Kresin Steinberg and
daughter Rachel Steinberg Warschawski, a visual
artist and first vice president of the Pearlstone
Center board, both looked forward to sharing the
base experience and spending a whole week together.
The trip carried extra significance because it was dedicated to the memory of the women’s late husband
and father, Dr. Steven Steinberg, a VFI volunteer
from 2009 who passed away in December 2011.

participation helps eliminate the need to call in
reservists so they can stay with their families.)
Schmelzer is fit and runs five miles a day so he
wasn’t afraid of physical work, but he laughed at
the response he got from his cousin living in Israel
when he told him about the trip.
“What’s an old thing like you doing that for,” said
Schmelzer’s cousin, “and what can they use you for?!”
On this, his first trip to Israel, Robert Cohen, 59,
said he was looking forward to seeing
some sights during the free weekends
but most of all spending two weeks
doing all he could to help on the base.
“Some people have lots of money
they can give, but not the time,” said
Cohen. “I’m the other way. I don’t
necessarily have lots of money, but I
can give of my time.”
Fellow VFI traveler Gerson Kaplan,
— Eve Kresin Steinberg, BT executive director and VFI volunteer
75, said he “was 9 when Israel was
established, I remember it like it was
yesterday. The joy we felt. … I feel a
“The trip is in his memory, but the best memo- sense of obligation to support them.”
rial to my dad is just getting up and doing the
Also on the trip was June Karlin, a family friend
work,” said Warschawski. “He would take on any of BT graduate and IDF soldier Jordan Low who
job, no matter how big or small, and he didn’t seek was hospitalized last summer after his tour of duty
the limelight. He was always ready to lend a hand.” in Operation Protective Edge.
Romanian-born Gene Schmelzer, 67, was look“When there’s someone that you know and … he
ing forward to connecting with soldiers, practicing is in intensive care, suffering from lung damage,”
Hebrew and embedding himself in the experience of said Karlin, a BT member and 70-something
what he imagined a 55-year-old Israeli reservist grandmother, “I had to do something, and that’s
might do when called for service. (VFI volunteer my reason for going.”

“I NEVER THOUGHT ABOUT WHAT
WENT INTO THE LOGISTICS OF
PREPARING A BASE OR COUNTRY
OR NATION TO GO TO WAR.”

jewishtimes.com
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VFI national president Larry Feldman,
who attended his fourth VFI tour with
his wife, Joan, maneuvers a large
vehicle as part of his duties on base.

Sar-El uses between six and eight bases regularly
throughout the year, including three communications bases and two medical supply bases.
Although base locations are normally communicated when a group arrives in Israel, the Baltimore
contingent received its assignment a few days
before departure. “Home” for the next week or two
would be Bahad One, a large concrete complex in
the Negev desert that houses about 2,000 soldiers.
“This base was 10 times size of any other base”
he has visited with VFI, said Feldman.
Bahad One is a training base for all IDF officers
as well as a large military equipment storage facility. The base has several warehouses, a hangar-sized
garage, a synagogue, a gym, three- and four-story
sleeping quarters and a dining hall. The Baltimore
group said the food was better than expected,
accommodations were Spartan but comfortable,
evening activities were well-planned and engaging,

and the group dynamic they developed was positive
and supportive.
There were some minimal drawbacks too, such
as the absence of showerheads (but plenty of hot
water), no coffee on base and the occasional lumpy
mattress. Some were also surprised by the lack of
prayer before and after meals. An ongoing humorous issue the women took in stride was caused by a
lost women’s bathroom key that made it necessary
for female volunteers to share the same lavatory
area with some of the male soldiers.
“I’m not sure who was more surprised the first
time we ran into each other,” said Steinberg, laughing. “We all realized we were old enough to be
these guys’ mothers so it didn’t really matter.”
The only complaint the volunteers voiced about
their work was that some days they weren’t kept
busy enough.
Tasks varied and often required meticulous

attention to detail and included some heavy
physical labor. The volunteers cleaned the fine, talcum powder-like dust from inside and outside of
armored personnel carriers and thoroughly cleaned
and lubricated the communications equipment
inside of them that they then wrapped, packed and
stored. Sometimes the dust was intense, and they
wore masks.
They rotated the stock of oil barrel reserves used
for machinery and weaponry and replaced vehicle
batteries so large it required two people to carry
them. They sorted and labeled hundreds of tires,
some 6 feet in diameter and also cleaned, coiled
and stored yards of cables, much of which was left in
disarray after being returned from combat in July.
“I never thought about what went into the logistics of preparing a base or country or nation to go
to war,” said Steinberg. “Every little cable needs to
be in the right place for them to pick up and take
with them. … All of it must be in the right place
and ready to go.”
Soldier Hadar Berman, 20, served as the group’s
coordinator and liaison. She said sometimes fellow
soldiers are surprised to see the volunteers on base,
especially when the volunteers are older adults, but
they are appreciative.
“Just to see the connection between soldiers
and volunteers — it’s very nice because of the
age difference,” said Berman. “They still find this
common ground to stand on, and a lot of volunteers are interested in hearing the soldiers’ stories,”
which they have the opportunity to do because
they often work and eat side by side.
Karlin remembers a conversation that really stood
out. At a meal one afternoon she spoke to a young
female soldier while another soldier translated.
The young woman wanted to know why Karlin

Solidarity and Support
A group of about 170 lay leaders and supporters from Friends of the Israel
Defense Forces (FIDF) recently returned from a seven-day trip in Israel
to show their support and appreciation, in person, to the women and men
of the IDF.
FIDF was established in 1981 by a group of Holocaust survivors to provide financial support for the education and well-being of IDF soldiers
and the families of fallen soldiers. It’s created about a dozen programs to
support many aspects of a soldier’s military experience, including before,
during and after his or her time of service.
“[Mission participants] directly see the impact of their support,” said
Dr. Philip Berry, regional executive director for the Midatlantic FIDF
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chapter. “It’s important for the [soldiers] to understand they’re not just
protecting Jews in Israel but Jews worldwide and also non-Jews — a strong
growth point within the organization — and for them to know that there
are people thousands of miles away who care so deeply for their well-being.”
The group visited several bases and met with dignitaries such as Israel’s
newly elected President Reuven Rivlin and Lt. Gen. Benjamin Gantz, IDF
chief of the general staff.
This was the sixth mission for Bobby Cohen, chairman of the Washington,
D.C., FIDF chapter.
“This mission was really about the soldiers who fought in Gaza, their
stories and their bravery,” said Cohen, 70, of Potomac. “At every dinner

was on base. She explained her stay as a volunteer
to show her support of Israel. The soldier asked her,
“If you love Israel why don’t you make aliyah?” Karlin replied she didn’t want to leave her children and
grandchildren in the U.S. and added that her
friends and family also feel a strong bond with Israel
and show support in many ways, such as through
advocacy, volunteerism and donations.
“I didn’t think anyone cared about Israel outside of anyone who lives here,” the young soldier
responded. At that point, Karlin became emotional and teared up. The translator then turned
to Karlin and said, “You have changed her mind
about people outside of Israel.”
Cohen brought a big bag of candy and offered
it to soldiers as an ice breaker, which led to lots
of conversations, including one with a young
female soldier that, when she learned he was from
Pikesville, pulled out her phone, showed a contact name and photo and said excitedly, “Do you
know Becky?” Cohen, astonished, looked at the
photo on her phone and said, “Yes, she works in
the office at Beth Tfiloh.”
Perhaps the biggest highlight for the group was
the opportunity to witness two officer commissioning ceremonies on base that featured soldier
formations, a parade and marching bands. David
Myers noticed something that surprised him.
“We saw several young women [graduates] in
long skirts,” said Myers. “Some officers told us
that more and more Orthodox Jewish girls are
going into the army. Most of those who do go in
are permitted to wear skirts if they choose.”
The sheer sight of so many proud IDF officers and
their families had a poignant impact on Schmelzer.
“For so many years and centuries, Jews had no
power, no army,” he said. “And to see that many

Robert Cohen
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Adele Myers, who traveled on the
Israel mission with husband David,
cleans and wraps communication
equipment at the IDF base in the
Negev desert.

young people becoming officers in the Israeli army,
it was very emotional for me and very significant.”
Lazarus, who meets every group at the airport and
ensures safe arrival at a base, admitted the experience
isn’t for everyone but cited statistics that show more
than 50 percent of volunteers repeat the experience.
“It gets into our blood, we get a little masochistic,”
she said, laughing. “We come back for more and
more. … We have many people who come every year
and more than once a year.”
Lazarus likens it to the intense experience of
summer camp.
“[Kids] get off the bus and don’t stop talking

there were soldiers on crutches and with broken arms, but every single one
wanted to get back to their units. That’s how unbelievably brave the kids
are and how unbelievably positive the country was in supporting them
in the war.”
The group visited the newest IDF base being built in the Negev desert, an
artillery base, an intelligence base, a navy base and an air force base complete
with close-up views of F-16 aircraft.
Berry, who became involved with FIDF about two-and-a-half years
ago when his son joined the Israeli military, said what really stood out
during the visit was “the number of kids from around the world who
volunteer and serve in the IDF” and that they “are so young but have such

about it until the next summer,” she said. “This is
what it’s like with Sar-El. You keep talking about it.”
“It’s a really heartening experience,” added
Warschawski. “And to see the courage and the
devotion and all of the incredible intention and
level of seriousness with which these young soldiers
take their responsibilities to do their job — they’re
doing this for all of us, and we owe them a debt of
gratitude for their service. And this is the least we
could do to show them our thanks.” JT
View more photos of the volunteers at work on the
base at jewishtimes.com.
mgerr@jewishtimes.com

responsibilities compared with kids in the U.S., like commanding Iron
Dome [batteries] and patrol boats.”
Cohen said a highlight for him is the opportunity to support the
IMPACT program, which provides 1,000 academic scholarships per year
to soldiers in need. At a final banquet gala, the group met some of the
scholarship recipients.
“We met two of our soldiers,” said Cohen, who donates to the program
with his wife, Lorraine. “[One of them] grabbed me around the neck and
started crying. He’s studying to be an accountant. He wouldn’t let me go;
he wouldn’t stop crying.”
— Melissa Gerr
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