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			RUTH MAISNER

			in conversation with Matt Elliott
with thanks to Lior Maisner

			We chose to go for a better life!

			Ruth Maisner was born Rita Abecassis in Casablanca, Morocco on Wednesday, 3rd October, 1956. It was then, as it is now, a tumultuous time in the region. Earlier, in March of the same year, the French Moroccan Agreement was signed by Premier M’Barek Bekkai in Paris, ending the Treaty of Fez and declaring the independence of Morocco from colonial France. On 29th October, 1956, with Ruth less than one month old, Israeli forces attacked across Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula. A week later, British and French air forces arrived at Port Said in Egypt, escalating the Suez Crisis.

			Ruth’s grandmother Sfika was known as ‘Mamma Sitta’, which is a nickname for grandmother in Ladino (Jewish Spanish). As a 15-year-old girl Sfika set forth on a remarkable journey, travelling through several countries including Spain, Turkey, Egypt and Syria before arriving in Morocco. There she met her husband, and Ruth’s father, Yehuda. Yehuda and Sfika settled in Casablanca and started a family, which included Ruth’s mother Juliette. Ruth said that her mother was a beautiful and kind woman. In Casablanca Juliette would meet and marry Ruth’s father Solomon and together they raised a large family, with Ruth having six brothers and five sisters. Her brother’s names are Avi, Charli, Marco, Henry, Simon and Jaques. Her sisters’ names are Caroline, Lilyan, Giselle, Sol and Dina. Ruth remembers living comfortably in the picturesque coastal city. Her family was relatively wealthy, owning a large house and being able to employ a young servant named Hada, who Ruth remembers playing hopscotch with. Ruth’s father Solomon owned a men’s clothing shop, and she vividly recalls him travelling into the markets to find the finest buttons to sew onto blazers and jackets. Ruth said that she loved to play Damka, an Israeli name for the game we know as draughts, with her brothers. However, she was closer to her slightly older sister Giselle and her younger sisters Sol and Dina, and this has remained the case throughout their lives. Ruth says that the family were happy in Casablanca.

			However, Sultan Mohammad V, who returned from a two-year exile in Madagascar in 1955, his son Hassan II, who became king upon his death in 1961, and Premier Bekkai, were Berber-Arabs who practiced the Sunni Islam faith. Operation Yakhin, led by Israel’s Mossad (Intelligence and Special Operations), was a program introduced in the early 1960s to discreetly emigrate Moroccan Jews to Israel. As part of this arrangement the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HAID), an American organisation, paid Hassan II a fee for every Jew who migrated. In addition to his menswear business Solomon was a senior official in the Jewish Agency at the time, being responsible for organising passports for members of the Jewish community. Prior to the family’s departure Solomon had discovered that he was suffering from a serious kidney condition, which would lead to him dying at a young age. As he wished to be buried in Israel and for his wife and children to be protected, Solomon also organised for his family to migrate. At its peak in the 1950s, Morocco’s minority Jewish population was about 225,000. By the end of Operation Yakhin in 1964 the Jewish population was approximately 2250, demonstrating the effectiveness of the program. The state of Israel was established in 1948, at the end of World War Two, with a primary objective of providing a home for Jews escaping Nazi Germany, eastern Europe and beyond.

			As might be expected, young Ruth went about her childhood oblivious to the political context into which she was born, or any external factors that may have led to her family’s decision to emigrate. “Yes, there were some people who hated Jews in Morocco, but my family got on well with the Arabs,” she said. Despite this, Ruth’s parents chose to leave Morocco for Israel in 1964, when she was seven years old. “We chose to go, for a better life,” she insisted. The family travelled by boat to the port city of Haifa, via the Turkish city of Antalya, before settling in the growing coastal city of Nahariya. At that time Nahariya was starting to be known as a city for ‘honeymoon couples’ and today has a population of almost 70,000 people. Once there the family lived in a much smaller home, a three-bedroom apartment, far too small for such a large family, grandparents included, and without Hada. Still, Ruth recalled being very happy with her family’s relocation to Israel. Her father quickly resumed his career in men’s fashion. Without the help of a servant, Juliette had plenty on her plate keeping such a large family fed, clothed and educated. Sadly, Solomon would die at a young age due to kidney failure. This unfortunate genetic condition is shared by Ruth and five of her siblings.

			At home Ruth was expected to support her family, who lived a traditional Jewish lifestyle. This included a strict observance of Shabbat. On Friday’s Ruth would help her mother to prepare the evening feast, often including Humin, a slow-cooked stew especially popular amongst Sephardic Jews, with origins in the Iberian Peninsula. This casserole includes a mix of beef, potatoes, eggs and beans.

			Lior recalls Ruth occasionally cooking this meal for him over the years, enthusiastically describing the cooking of the eggs “shell and all” with the flavour seeping into them throughout the day. Both agreed that it is a delicious, comforting meal. Besides its lovely taste, the ability to cook the meal slowly in a low-heat oven allows the Humin to be eaten warm on Saturday, which allowed the family to adhere to Jewish law, which forbids cooking on the Sabbath. Later, when Ruth married Lior’s father Amir, she would also cook Cholent, which is an Ashkenazi Jewish variation of the same dish.

			After her father’s death in 1967, Ruth was raised by her mother, known affectionately by Lior as ‘Safta’, a Jewish word meaning grandmother. Juliette would live to the age of 68, passing in 1995, shortly before Amir, Ruth and Lior returned to Israel for a family holiday. Thankfully, most of Ruth’s extended family also migrated to Israel and lived in Nahariya, so they were never short of support throughout her childhood. As a child Ruth loved to go bushwalking in the nearby Mount Carmel National Park, a beautiful location with pine, eucalyptus, and cypress trees. At our second meeting Ruth showed me two photographs. One was a photo of a large group of children taking a break from a hike in the mountains. Another was of a teenage Ruth with a girl named Penina, a Hebrew word meaning ‘pearl’ or ‘precious stone’. Ruth remembered Penina as her “best friend” and recalled fondly her time spent with her family at their citrus farm.

			Another place that Ruth loved to go hiking was Golan Heights in the southwest corner of Syria. It is bordered by the Yarmouk River in the south, the Sea of Galilee and the Hula Valley in the west, Mount Amana (or its less peaceful moniker, the Anti-Lebanon Mountains) and Mount Hermon in the north and Wadi Raqqad in the east. It hosts vital water sources that feed the Hasbani River and the Jordan River.
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			After migrating at the age of 7, Ruth loved to go bushwalking at Golan Heights in the North of Israel. Here she is pictured (second from the left) with a group of friends and siblings, taking a break from their adventures.

			On the evening of our second meeting, none of this geographic information was of any interest to Ruth, who steered clear of political conversations. However, Lior, a lawyer who always displays a keen interest in geo-politics, explained that the region was initially occupied by Israel following the Six-Day War in 1967, with a third of the land being returned to Syria following the Yom Kippur conflict of 1973 and acting as a buffer zone since then. Recently, further clashes within Syria led to Israel occupying the remaining third of Golan. One particularly interesting group, Lior told me, are the Druze, who live within and on either side of the contested area.

			A BEAUTIFUL AND PEACEFUL YOUNG WOMAN, RUTH WAS ALWAYS HAPPIEST WHEN EXPLORING THE OUTDOORS.

			Over the years the mysterious Druze have isolated themselves to steer clear of the many neighbouring conflicts, to maintain their independence and identity. At this stage in life, it is possible that Ruth feels the same way, as she blissfully ignored Lior’s complicated but fascinating history lesson.

			Ruth attended school in Israel, progressing all the way through to the end of Year 12. She said that she enjoyed school and that her favourite subjects were History and Geography, as she always dreamed of travelling beyond Israel’s borders. Ironically, for someone who ended up working in a bank, Ruth was very clear about the subject she disliked most. “No Maths, I hated Maths,” she said with a laugh. I asked Ruth whether she ever intended to go to university, and she said that it was a possibility. She did well at school and would have been supported to do so by her family, but ultimately the freedom of working and earning her own income was a greater drawcard than further study. More likely it seems, she desired some release from her family duties. As many of her older siblings left home, it was often left to the dutiful Ruth to take care of Sol and Dina and to help her mother with the household chores. At the completion of her schooling in 1974, an eighteen-year-old Ruth immediately commenced her mandatory two-year period of military service. Despite being forced to join the military, at a time when the Yom Kippur conflict of October 1973 was still fresh in her mind, Ruth remains grateful for this opportunity.

			

			AT AGE 18 RUTH COMPLETED HER TWO YEARS OF MANDATORY SERVICE WITH THE ISRAELI DEFENCE FORCE. HERE SHE IS ON THE FIRING RANGE

			“It gave me the confidence I needed,” she said. Ruth was assigned to clerical duties, a role that she

			fulfilled with aplomb, soon rising to the rank of First Sergeant. A fit, active and athletic young woman, Ruth also participated in military training activities, including obstacle courses where she was required to climb over high walls. While serving in the military Ruth met an American girl named Michal Shimshoni, who would become a lifelong friend, writing many telegrams and letters to each other over the years. Lior was able to show me some of the letters, written in Hebrew, during our conversations.

			WHILE COMPLETING HER MILITARY SERVICE, RUTH MADE A LIFE-LONG FRIEND IN MICHAL SHIMSHONI, DAUGHTER OF THE FAMOUS COLONEL DANIEL LEVIN SHIMSHONI, WHO WAS ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF THE ISRAELI AIR FORCE. IN HER ROOM SHE KEEPS A BOX OF LETTERS THAT THEY HAVE WRITTEN TO EACH OTHER IN HEBREW.

			Michal’s father, Colonel Daniel Levin Shimshoni, was one of the founders of the Israeli Air Force, establishing its technical training school and pilot-training program. Educated at Princeton (Mechanical Engineering) and Harvard (Economics and Public Policy), he also helped establish TEKEM, one of the first Information Technology startups in the Middle East, while helping to develop the political science department at Tel Aviv University. Friends in high places indeed!

			At our first meeting Lior had awkwardly, for all concerned, revealed a series of photos of Ruth wearing bikinis and relaxing at Nahariya Beach. With this in mind, I took the chance to ask Ruth whether the sudden appearance of an American friend, and her newfound independence, had led to any youthful misdeeds. With a giggle and a cheeky grin, Ruth refused to acknowledge that she had ever spent a night on the town, nor had she entertained the idea of boyfriends before marriage. She was a good girl from a traditional Jewish family after all. No, no, she insisted, their friendship was in daylight hours only and strictly coffee, shopping and art museums! Thankfully for Ruth, and possibly Lior, a nurse arrived just in time to give Ruth her evening medications and offer us a cup of tea, noting her discomfort at the two middle-aged men badgering her beloved resident about her social life. Then, in the same breath, she enthusiastically joined the enquiry. It probably should not have surprised us that Ruth, a former soldier in the Israeli Defence Force,

			was capable of keeping her secrets. While she enjoyed her military service, Ruth never seriously considered it as a career option. “I always wanted to travel,” she said. Instead, Ruth accepted a position at Barclays International Bank in Nahariya, working as a teller.

			AFTER WORKING AT BARCLAYS BANK IN NAHARIYA, RUTH SAVED ENOUGH MONEY TO GO ON A EUROPEAN HOLIDAY THROUGH ENGLAND, THE NETHERLANDS, GERMANY, FRANCE, SWITZERLAND AND ITALY. HERE SHE IS IN FRONT OF A BARCLAYS BANK OFFICE IN LONDON.

			While she still lived in her family home, as was expected of an unmarried woman in those days, Ruth enjoyed the freedom of working in the city. She did not, however, enjoy the constant threat of warfare, with bombs regularly flying directly above her workplace throughout the Lebanese conflicts of 1978 and 1982. Still, Ruth is remarkably flippant when describing these experiences, humorously waving her hands above her head to indicate her memories of this time which do not appear to have had any lasting, traumatic impact on her life.

			AFTER RETURNING FROM EUROPE, RUTH VISITED A FORTUNE TELLER, WHO TOLD HER THAT SHE WOULD MEET A “FOREIGN MAN IN TWO WEEKS TIME”. SOON AFTER, SHE MET AMIR MAISNER, PICTURED HERE AT GOLAN FALLS. TWO WEEKS LATER THEY WERE MARRIED.

			While she contributed much of her income to support her family, Ruth saved what she could to go on a long-awaited European adventure. Rather than travel with Michal, or her sisters, Ruth chose to travel alone.

			Also, while she joined a tour bus from Haifa to Tel Aviv, and then again upon arrival in Europe, Ruth insists that she travelled alone and preferred it that way. It was no Contiki tour! Ruth described her summer trip through England, the Netherlands, Germany, France, Switzerland and Italy as “beautiful.” With a lifelong love of history and art, she immediately recalled the wonders of various museums in Tel Aviv and visiting the Louvre in Paris, determined to see the famous Mona Lisa painting. Always an avid bushwalker, Ruth enjoyed hiking through The Alps, where she claims to have seen snow. I questioned this claim, given it was a summertime holiday, but it is true that The Alps can indeed have snow at any time of year. After returning from her holiday Ruth, who Lior described as a “superstitious” person, chose to visit a fortune teller in Nahariya. Ruth insists, and Lior recalls the story being re-told many times, that she was told she would meet “a husband from a faraway place in two weeks and then move overseas.” Sure enough, two weeks later, she would meet the man who would soon become her husband, Amir Maisner.

			Amir’s grandfather Bernard Maisner and his family, who were Ashkenazi Jews, had migrated from

			Poland in the 1920s to operate a linen cleaning business in Hannover, Germany. Bernard, his wife Rivka (née Richter), and their five children, including Amir’s father Isidor or ‘Izzy,’ escaped from Nazi Germany in 1937, just one year prior to Kristallnacht, or ‘The Night of the Broken Glass’. Although immigration at that time was restricted by the White Australia policy, the family’s move was likely facilitated by the Australian Jewish Welfare Society. Due to Australia’s restrictive immigration policy, only 8200 individuals, primarily from Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia, were granted safe passage, while many others were turned away. At the Evian Conference in July 1938, Colonel Thomas White’s statement that Australia did not wish to import a “racial problem” reflected a reluctance to help refugees escaping the Nazi’s. So the story goes, Bernard was given $10,000 by Rivka’s family to emigrate to Australia. Isidor’s record on the Holocaust Survivors and Victims Database indicates that the family travelled on the RMS Orcades, arriving in Australia on 7th March, 1938 and settling at 16 Acland Street, St Kilda.

			

			This loan was soon squandered, so a further $10,000 was then provided by the Richter’s for the family to move to Israel after World War Two. This was where Izzy would meet his wife, and Amir’s mother, Batami Sanai. Amir was born in Israel in 1956 and lived there until he was about ten years old. The family then returned to Australia, where in 1970, sadly, Batami died of skin cancer. Her body

			was sent back to Israel for burial. Lior recalls that his grandfather was a “troubled soul” who had escaped Nazi Germany with dreams of becoming a doctor but was frustrated at only becoming what he considered to be a lowly podiatrist.

			After Batami’s death, Izzy, Amir and his brother Robert, known as ‘Raz,’ moved from Sydney to Melbourne, where they were supported by extended family members throughout the Jewish community. This included Lior’s third cousin Robert Richter. Richter, born in the Ukraine, is a high-profile barrister who became a Queens and now Kings Counsel. Once again, Lior took charge of our conversation, allowing Ruth to rest. He said that Robert was held in high esteem, defending high-profile clients throughout the Melbourne ‘Underbelly’ era, such as Mick Gatto, but seemingly never falling prey to the temptations of his gangland associations. Richter also defended Cardinal George Pell against accusations of child abuse, perhaps not something to be glorified, but certainly evidence of his extremely high standing in legal circles. For Lior, Richter has always been regarded as a mentor and role model. Lior was also close to his father’s nephew, Benjamin ‘Beny’ Maisner, a famous musician and conductor from Toronto, Canada. Cantor Maisner, as he was known, has been honoured for restoring and preserving the Jewish musical heritage of Germany with the nation’s highest honour, the Cross of the Order of Merit. He also sang with The Grateful Dead, although he didn’t know who they were, and rubbed

			shoulders with famous opera singers Placido Domingo, Richard Tucker, and Jan Peerce, as well as the American actor and comedian Danny Kaye. Lior said that, despite the tyranny of distance, he maintained a relatively close relationship with Beny right up until he passed on August 7th, 2025, at the age of 81. Like Ruth, despite his own humble upbringing, Amir certainly had some interesting connections in high and sometimes dark places.

			Amir returned to Israel in his mid-20s, around 1982, and soon after Ruth had returned from her European sojourn. His objective was clear; he was there to find a Jewish wife. How Ruth met Amir is a matter of debate. At our first meeting Ruth insisted that she had met him while working at the bank, but Lior was not so sure. “No mum, dad always said that you met him while hitchhiking when you were in the army,” he argued. “No, no, no,” she responded with a sly grin, “I met him at the bank!”

			At our first meeting Lior had shown me a photograph of his father celebrating his bar mitzvah at age thirteen. At that time, I noted that he looked quite tall in the photograph. “No, he was short, but quite handsome, yes?” replied Lior. I agreed. At our second meeting he showed me another photograph of a blonde-haired, bronzed Amir swimming at what they believed would be the waterfalls at Golan Heights, Ruth’s old stomping ground. We all agreed that he looked like an Aussie, in fact he could have played Mick ‘Crocodile’ Dundee!

			I asked Ruth what it was that attracted her to Amir. Why did she want to marry him? Was he handsome? Was he romantic? Was he funny? Was he intelligent? Again, Ruth was noncommittal and pragmatic. He was a man who had met her while working at the bank. He had asked her to go next door for a coffee during her break and, after a few brief meetings, including a trip to the Golan Falls, he had asked her to marry him, so she had accepted. Ruth said that she always knew Amir was a bit “lost,” refusing to go into any detail, but that didn’t stop her from accepting his proposal. Once again, Ruth insists it was her choice to leave, no doubt believing that it would lead to a better and safer life. She did not particularly want to leave, as she loved her family and it made her sad. However, with bombs flying to and fro above her on a daily basis, she also knew it was the best thing she could do.

			

			So, newly married, Ruth and Amir departed Israel for Australia and would not return for over a decade. For Ruth this meant leaving behind her beloved mother, brothers and sisters. The newlyweds travelled by plane, arriving in Sydney sometime in 1983. They would live there, in a small apartment at Ball Street in East Balmain, for a couple of years, with Ruth transferring to a Barclays Bank office and Amir working odd jobs. Still a young woman, Ruth recalls making a friend in Sydney, a French girl named Kersley, who she would go shopping with. On one of these shopping trips she came across a desperate young artist named Brett Whiteley. Suffering from a

			severe drug addiction, he offered to sell one of his paintings to her for just $300. Ruth, who loved art and knew its value, ran home to tell Amir about her discovery and was dismayed when he refused to let her make the purchase. At this time Lior grunted dismissively, “what a schmuck!” Ruth did not deny that this was the case.

			Amir and Ruth would move with Amir’s father and brother to the Melbourne suburb of Malvern in 1985, the same year that their only son Lior was born. As a young mother, living in an inner-city suburb would provide some independence and freedom for Ruth. Again, they lived in a tiny apartment, this time on Irving Street. While Amir worked at a service station, Ruth would sometimes catch the tram into the city to have coffee and go shopping with her friends, who were usually the wives of Amir’s work colleagues. She also received much-valued support from a family friend named Florence Cohen. Lior’s first steps would take place at a local shopping centre when someone offered him chocolate.

			Ruth’s eyes light up when discussing this time in her life. She had always wanted to be a mother. Despite their working-class lifestyle, Ruth was content, safe and happy. This was all she had ever wanted, and Ruth said that Lior was an “angel” who rarely caused her any grief as a young child. She would spend her days happily feeding Lior and doting upon him, while listening to her favourite music, including The Seekers, The Beatles, Earth, Wind and Fire, Tina

			Turner, Eric Clapton and even some glam-rock by Bon Jovi! With reasonable English, her third language after French and Hebrew, Ruth would also watch Australian television shows, including the seminal suburban Melbourne series Neighbours. Unsurprisingly, Ruth identified Scott Robinson (Jason Donavon) and Charlene Mitchell (Kylie Minogue) as her favourite characters. Lior said that they actually met Scott and Charlene, or Jason and Kylie, at their local deli on Glenferrie Road. Apparently, Ruth was completely starstruck and Kylie described Lior as “cute.”

			AMIR AND RUTH’S ONLY CHILD, THEIR SON LIOR, WAS BORN IN 1985. THEY INITIALLY LIVED IN THE INNER-CITY SUBURB OF MALVERN BEFORE MOVING TO THE OUTER SUBURB OF NARRE WARREN THROUGHOUT HIS SCHOOL YEARS.

			While they were never wealthy, Lior recalls that Ruth would always save up the little money that they had to attend the big concerts when they came to town. A highlight for Lior was attending Michael Jackson’s HIStory tour in November 1996 at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, along with over 90,000 fans. “That would have been a spectacular concert. She was a bit of a cool mum,” I said. Lior agreed.

			In 1990, as Lior was approaching primary school age, the family took up an opportunity, offered by the housing commission, to move to a larger home and property in Narre Warren, 38 kilometres southeast of Melbourne’s CBD. While this was a good decision for the family, as Lior was able to roam the streets safely playing with his friends, it was a somewhat isolating experience for Ruth. During the day Amir would go to work, leaving Ruth to get Lior to and from school, keep the house tidy and prepare meals. Despite this, Ruth wouldn’t have had it any other way. Lior remembers her as a loving, patient and supportive mother. He said that Amir, a scrappy entrepreneur, was always seeking new sources of income. He recalls that, besides working shifts at various service stations, Amir would sell “dodgy” used cars. “We had a new car every two weeks,” he said, correcting himself by saying “and by new, I mean a new ‘shit’ car every few weeks!”

			Living in a new ‘suburban sprawl’ development, with no Jewish community to speak of, prevented Ruth from visiting a synagogue but it did not stop her from

			continuing to practice her faith. Every Friday she would lead the family in the Jewish prayer, known as Kabbalat Shabbat. This would involve lighting candles, reciting blessings over wine and bread (Kiddush and Hamotzi), and participating in prayers and songs, including the Sh’ma and Hashkiveinu. The family also observed the Sabbat, to some extent, on Saturdays, though never as strictly as Ruth’s family had back in Israel. Lior said that Amir sometimes claimed to be “the best Jew ever” but, in reality, moving to Australia and away from his extended family at such a young age had disconnected Amir from his faith and traditional customs.

			While Amir was always striving to earn enough money just to get by, the family did occasionally make time for holidays, including long drives to Sydney and the Gold Coast. One time they visited Dreamworld, although Ruth was not interested in the scary rides! Lior recalls the family would typically hire a car and stay in hotels, “we didn’t really do anything, we were just happy to go somewhere and sit by the pool.” Lior remembered his father hiring a Nissan Skyline for one of these trips, a very popular car in the early 1990s as I recall.

			Ruth’s mother Juliette would die of a heart attack just a couple of months prior to the family being able to visit her homeland. In 1995 Amir, Ruth and Lior returned to Israel. Lior recalls that Ruth had a vision of her mother, affectionately known as Safta, while

			they were staying in her old home in Nahariya. The vision occurred about three weeks into their trip and Lior remembers asking Ruth if she had said anything, but she said no, “Safta was just looking at me while I was sleeping and she was smiling.” Lior also remembers Ruth, by then in her late 30s, enthusiastically speaking to her family in French. Despite having lived in Australia for over a decade, she had remained in close contact with her family, in particular her sisters Sol and Dina, overcoming the 7-hour time difference to make STD calls at odd times, much to Amir’s annoyance as he stayed up late awaiting calls from overseas businessmen. Lior, who was ten at the time, remembers that Ruth’s youngest sister Dina, who would have been in her early thirties but seemed much younger, was especially excited about their visit and has remained in contact over the years.

			Ruth enjoyed her trip home, saying that it “had not changed” and it was lovely to reunite with her family and old friends, though not Michal who had moved to Herzliya, an affluent city in the central coast of Israel, closer to Tel Aviv. She recalled returning to her “favourite place”, Nahariya Beach. Lior recalls that the family spent some time at a kibbutz where Amir’s uncle lived. A kibbutz, a Hebrew word for “gathering”, is a collective community of 100 to 400 people with a specialised trade. There are many kibbutz who trade peacefully in Israel and rely upon each other for survival. Ruth, Amir and Lior also visited the Old City of Jerusalem, including the

			Wailing Wall, where they recited prayers and placed notes into crevices in the ancient stones. Lior recalled that the family generally felt safe throughout their Israeli holiday, however he did recall Katyusha rockets being launched by Hezbollah, the Lebanese militia.

			AMIR, RUTH AND LIOR RETURNED TO ISRAEL IN 1995, VISITING THE OLD CITY OF JERUSALEM AND THE WAILING WALL.

			Lior insisted that, while wearing a kippah, a brimless skullcap worn by Jewish people, a car veered towards the family, with Ruth jumping across to rescue him. He also remembered being caught in a rip at the beach. As was often the case, Ruth remained ambivalent to Lior’s recollections of Israel being a dangerous place, however she did say that she was more than happy to return home. As for the ever-industrious Amir, Lior said that he spent his time in the old city haggling with an Arabic man over two leather jackets, one black and one orange!

			After completing his primary school years at Oatlands Primary School in Narre Warren, Lior attended secondary school at Hallam High School. This was not a prestigious school, far from it, but Ruth valued education and always supported her son. After arriving in Australia, Amir had attended Monash University, attempting to complete a political science degree but withdrawing a semester short of graduation. Lior would share his parents’ interest in the social sciences and also their strong work ethic. When he wasn’t roaming the streets, he was being dragged around town by his father, who had started a small business. Lior remembered ’my father had a friend who would get him these big barrels of coolant. It was our job to take the barrels to a factory where we would pour them into bottles and then drive around town trying to sell them.’ I asked whether this was merely a “side-hustle”, a way of earning some extra income to supplement Amir’s salary at the service station, but Lior believes it was

			a little more successful than that. ‘I believe it eventually became our main source of income,’ he said, ’you have to remember that this was the 1990s recession, times were tough, and people had to find a way to get by.’ So, despite sometimes being quick to acknowledge his father’s faults, Lior was also able to acknowledge his entrepreneurial spirit.

			Lior also remembers Amir as a somewhat abrasive figure, which made it difficult for the family to maintain strong friendships or for him to join a sports team. ‘I tried to join a footy team once, but it didn’t work out, my dad didn’t want to take me and he would get into arguments with the other parents,’ he said. Instead, Lior claims to have spent his time hanging out in the streets, sometimes getting into fights in a tough neighbourhood where he stood out as different to his predominantly Anglo-Saxon peers. ‘I’ve had to learn to stand up for myself,’ he said, a trait that would no doubt help Lior later on in the court room. When he wasn’t getting into fights, Lior was sometimes able to keep his head down and study. Hallam High was a tough school, with only 8 students in his graduating class achieving a score high enough to attend university. Lior was not one of these students but after his VCE exams he studied hard and was able to gain entry to Victoria University due to his disadvantaged status and a successful Law School Admission Test (LSAT). He would eventually graduate with honours and has gone on to have a successful career both in Melbourne and in Mildura. ‘You must be proud that your son became

			a lawyer?’ I asked. ‘Yes, of course’ Ruth said with a glint in her eyes.

			Lior moved to Mildura in 2011 to commence his career as a lawyer with Martin, Irwin and Richards. However, soon after Amir’s health took a turn for the worse. He suffered from end-stage diabetes, which led to general organ failure. In 2015 Lior returned to Melbourne to be with his parents. After a couple of years of doctors “propping him up”, Amir’s heart gave out in April 2017. As is often the case, Lior felt both sadness and relief at his father’s death and for his mother, who had lost her husband but was also relieved of the burden of taking care of him. Ruth decided to move out of the family home and into a modern, three-bedroom apartment in the inner-city suburb of Armadale, near Malvern, situated seven kilometres south-east of Melbourne’s central business district. Like Malvern, Armadale has a significant Jewish population of 6.8 percent, and this was perhaps a chance for Ruth to reconnect with her community, although by that time her health was also in decline. Ruth required a kidney transplant in 2008, followed by a stroke that caused her to lose feeling in the toes on her left foot and has since rendered her immobile. She did, however, manage to fit in a couple more trips, including visiting Tasmania with Lior in 2010 and travelling solo on a Pacific Island cruise. Following Amir’s passing Ruth lived independently but with increasing home support, until her back gave out in August 2021, towards the end of the COVID19 pandemic and what

			Lior described as “brutal” lockdowns. Ruth was then admitted to hospital before being admitted into aged care just three days after her 65th birthday.

			This was a happy but complicated time for Lior, as his first and only son Gabriel was born only a couple of weeks later. Therefore, it was a long time before Ruth could meet her grandson, due to the restrictions that remained in aged care facilities. When Lior, his wife and Gabriel moved up to Mildura in July 2022, they brought Ruth with them, where she has settled into Chaffey Aged Care in Merbein. Lior recalls that Ruth was initially reluctant and worried about the long drive but ended up “relishing” the road trip, no doubt enjoying such an extended time with baby Gabriel. He says that Ruth also had a lovely time settling in at Chaffey, where despite her physical ailments, she is happy and treated well.

			Although Lior has now separated from his wife, he and Gabriel visit Ruth every week. She keeps a bag of chocolate cornflakes on standby for his visits and prepares her hands for Gabriel’s increasingly powerful “high fives.” While Ruth is unable to play an active role in his day-to-day life due to her physical ailments, she treasures these visits and no doubt loves being a grandmother as much as she does being a mother.
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