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Patrick Cosgrave
takes the pulse of the
man in the street
I HAVE a litmus paper test for defining love of a
country other than one's own. It is this. When
one finds the inevitable irritations and incon-
veniences attendant on foreign travel annoying
or even anger-generating, then one does not,
clearly, love the country where one is. When one
finds them amusing — or tolerable — then one
must have a very special kind of affection for the
place where they happen.

Thus. The other day I had an almighty row
with a taxi-driver in Tel Aviv. He had taken an
age, and many wrong turnings, to get myself
and my family from Tel Aviv centre to Holon.
1 ie wanted to charge me more than trie ta
had already agreed.

I refused to pay. Our dispute was certainly
undignified; it threatened to become violent.
Even so, when he went away with the twelve
(new) shekels we had originally agreed on, I was
smiling, not because I had won the argument,
but because the transaction had had a certain
characteristic Israeli ebullience about it.

Had the same argument taken place with a
French, or German, or American, driver I
wouhThave strode off muttering — or, maybe,
shouting — imprecations not only against the
driver, but against his native land and
everybody who sailed in her.

Ebullience is not a characteristic that has
been thought of as typically Israeli over the four
years since I was last there for any serious period
of time. (I went for a couple of days to report on
the committee of inquiry into events at Sabra
and Chatilla, but that doesn't really count.)

Jewish and gentile friends alike had, in the
interim, told me of a gloom which was all-
pervasive in Israel. The economy was out of
control. The international situation was
threatening. The Government of National
Unity could not make up its mind what to do
about the new Syrian deployment of SAM
missiles, nor about the Syrian tanks being
moved forward to the Golan Heights.

Israeli tourists had been murdered at Ras
Burka in Egypt, and the Egyptian Ambassador
had been withdrawn. That fact, combined with
the continuing quarrel over the future of the
Taba strip in Sinai, suggested that the peace
process begun by Menachem Begin and Anwar

Tel Avlvlans pass Xbe time of day at roadside cafes as the Egyptian delegates to the Taba talks
(pictured left) take a break In the negotiations over the ownership of the Slnal strip

Sadat was in peril. AH in all, the reports I had
received were universally gloomy. And the
mood and attitude of the Israelis were — so I
was told — of a matching sombre hue.

Well, it isn't so. The Israeli mood is certainly
more sober than when I first visited the country
ten years ago. But it is a travesty of the truth to
suggest that it is depressed.

President Herzog put it well in a conversation
we had. "Can you imagine," he said, "any other
country in the world where the people would
accept a 30 per cent cut in their standard of
living without riots, and with no more than
token strikes? Can you imagine that even in
Britain?"

I could not. The sense of community, and the
determination for survival, which have
characterised Israel even from long before the
creation of the State seem to me to be as strong
now as they ever were. The spirit that pervaded
the yishuv is alive and well and living in the
nation State of Israel in 1986.

The difficulty today's Israelis have in making
themselves understood — even to Jews — in the

outside world is that their achievements are no
longer obviously dramatic. When the desert was
being made to bloom, when Masada was being
excavated, when hostages were being plucked
out of Entebbe — then there were simple and
heroic stories to be told, stories that could be
summarised in a headline.

When the present Israeli Finance Minister
manages to cut his country's inflation rate by
several hundred percentage points, you can't
describe what he has done in a few words.
Nonetheless, he has done it. It has happened.

Now, it is true that all the foreign policy
problems remain. The peace process is stajgnant.
The King of Jordan, after a secret meeting with
Shimon Peres in 1985, has backed away from
the kind of Israeli-Jordanian deal that has been
dreamed of by Israeli statesmen since David
Ben Gurion and Golda Meir.

The Israeli Cabinet cannot make up its
collective mind about what to do in the Bek'aa
valley. Syrian tanks are massed below the Golan
Heights. The dictator of Syria and King Hussein
have kissed one another. The dangers facing

Israel are as immediate as ever they were.
And yet. And yet. The economic triumph of

the present National Government of Israel is a
spectacular one. In June of last year, in London,
Itzhak Shamir said to me ". . . the economy is
the test for this Government, and for the State.
Nothing approaches it in importance. The
economic difficulties of Israel are the reason we
came together. The two main parties are in full
agreement about what has to be done, and we
must seek to do it together.

"I do not think we can fail. I do not think the
nation can allow us to fail. Were we now facing
the threat of serious attack, were we under a
military threat to our stability, we would have >
two major problems. As it is, we have only one.
And that is the one we must attendlo."

On the last day of 1985 I sat with Mr Shamir
in his office in Jerusalem. I reminded him of
what he had said half a year earlier. Was he
happy with what had been achieved?! asked

He shrugged in that gentle way he has, and
turned the question back on me. "How have
you found it?" he asked. "How have you found
us?" I had to reply that, apart from a very nearly
complete incapacity to understand the new
shekel, and the ways of Israeli taxi drivers, I
found it good.

I would, however, be a less than truthful
reporter if I did not report other Israeli views.

I went to a party in Jerusalem. During the
"conrscof the evening-no^>ne present mentioned-
the terrorist attacks at Rome and Vienna. I
found this omission in conversation curious and
intriguing.

I raised it with a friend at lunch the next day.
"I think," he said, "that they were just tired.
They were just like you [meaning the British
Government] in Northern Ireland." That wâ ,
the view of a brave Israeli whose judgement i
have come to trust over a decade.

Mr Shamir, though, had a different explana-
tion. "Look at it this way," he said. "When,
before the foundation of the State, my wife and I
were in the underground, we had to decide
whether or not we would try to have a child. We
decided to try because, however difficult life
may be, you have to try to live it normally. The
friends at your party were living life normally."

I cannot do better than that summation. The
most exciting thing to say about the Israelis in
1986 is that they are living their lives normally.
No neighbouring power dares to do more than
threaten them. They have got inflation under
control. And their taxi drivers are both rude and
incompetent.

NAMING NAMES
Joseph Witriol discusses fads in the choice of Jewish forenames over the centuries
THE NAMES of the patriarchs and
matriarchs are recorded once only
throughout the whole period of
biblical history, from the time of
Abraham in about 1900 BCE to that
of Ezra in the fifth century BCE.

We do not read of anyone else
being called Abraham or Sarah,
Isaac or Rebecca, Jacob or Leah or
Rachel. The same applies to the
other major heroes and heroines of
Hebrew history: there is only one
Moses, one David, Solomon,
Miriam, Deborah, Ruth.

With the single exception of
Joshua, the son of Nun, the biblical
characters are referred to without
benefit of patronymic. Sub-
sequently, for purposes of identi-
fication, it became necessary to add
the father's name: David ben Moshe,
Miriam bat Yitzchak — and this, of
course, is still the practice in the
synagogue.

(It may seem only just that a
woman, at least, should be identified
by her mother's rather than her
father's name, a matter which has no
doubt engaged the attention of
Jewish feminists.)

Even today, the majority of
Jewish names are biblical, but some
have fallen out of favour. I have
never heard a Yehoshafat or a
Zefaniah or an Amos being called up
to the Torah, though Amos is a
common enough American name
and not unknown today in Israel.
And the beautiful name of Heftzibah
("my delight is in her") seems,
strangely, to be confined, as far as I

know, to Heftzibah Menuhin.
During the Hellenistic period, in

the last three centuries before the
common era, Jews adopted many
Greek names, not excluding that of
Antiochus (the Syrian king against
whom the Maccabees rebelled);
Antigonos, Paphos, Tarphon,
Alexander.

Roman influence was less marked.
Nevertheless, several sages of the
Talmud had Latin names, including
a Rabbi Titus, a Romanus, Justus
and others. None of the Greek or
Roman names has survived, except
Alexander and its aphetic form
"Sander."

The Middle Ages, from about 500
CE, saw a revival of biblical names,
not merely such "classics'- as
Abraham, Moshe, David, Shclomo,
but lesser-known characters:
Amnon, Elchanan, Hanoch and
others. New Hebrew names were
created: Nissim ("miracles"), Chaim
("life"), Yomtov ("festival").

Curiously enough, the name Israel
is not found as a personal name until
the sixth century of the common era,
from which time, too, dates the
revival of the'name Samson.

It was in the Middle Ages that the
custom of naming a child after a
deceased grandparent or relative
became widespread. (There _are
traces of the custom in the Talmud,
redacted from 200-500 CE.) Inevi-
tably this led to a restriction in the
range of names available.

I. Ch. Taviov's "Shemot
Hayehudim," in "Kitvei Taviov"

(Berlin, 1923), cites the case of an
Italian sage who signed himself
Meshullam ben Moshe ben
Kalonymos ben Yekutiel ben Moshe
ben . . . ben . . . Issiel: fourteen
generations with only five names
recurring. The signature of
Maimonides (thirteenth century) has
six names over eight generations.

When Jews began to give their
sons "goyishe" names, from the
sixth century of the common era
onwards, the rabbis insisted that the
child was to be given a Hebrew
name, in addition, at his brit. This
could be his "name in Israel" by
which he would be called to the
reading of the Torah and by which
he would be identified in all legal
rabbinical documents.

These "extra" Hebrew names
would sometimes be straight
translations of the non-Jewish
appellations. Thus the Latin
Benedict ("blessed"> would be
translated by the Hebrew Bamch,
the German Hirsch, meaning
"stag," would be rendered by the
Hebrew Zvi. Phoebus, the name of
the sun god, would become in
Hebrew Uri ("my light") or Shraga
(Aramaic for "light").

Sometimes the gentile name
would be converted to a Jewish
biblical one by a process of
association. For example, Loewe in
German (Yiddish Leib), Leone in
Italian, meaning "lion," would find
himself being called Yehuda, with
reference to "Judah is a lion's
whelp" (Gen. 49:9).

The German Wolf ("woolf")
would be called Binyamin
("Benjamin shall ravin as a wolf,"
ibid, 27). The two names would go
together: Yehudah Leib, Binyamin
Volf, Chaim Feivish, the last named
deriving from Latin vivus, "living."

Girls were not "called up," so it
was less necessary to translate the
foreign names which they had
adopted in profusion. However,
Taviov points out that there were
exceptions, so Freude (German,
*\j°y") would become Simcha
(though this was a man's name, too),
Buona (Italian, "good") became
Tova, German Trost ('"consola-
tion") became Nechama.

The corruption of Hebrew names
£nd the adoption of foreign ones
reached its peak, or rather trough,
among the German Jews of the
Middle Ages and has continued
throughout the diaspora until the
present day. Taviov lists thirteen
variants of Joseph, excluding the
Greek form Yossei occurring in
Yossei ben Yozer and Yossei ben
Yochanan in the first chapter of
PirkeiAvot.

Taviov is particularly scathing on
the corruption of Hebrew names. A
boy should be ashamed of being
called Itzi or Itzik, instead of
Yitzchak, he says; a girl should be
ashamed of befnglcnown as Zippa or
Zippka instead of Zippora. If
hypocoristic forms are essential, he
suggests variants conforming with
the spirit of the Hebrew language; if
a "pet" name for Zippora is
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necessary, why not Zipporiah; for
Joseph, why not Yossifon?

As for "foriegn" names — Alfred,
Siegfried, Phyllis, Samantha et hoc
genus omne — they should be
banished utterly, thought Taviov.
We have thousands of names of our
own in the Bible and the Talmud.

Perhaps he w^| being ultra-
nat ional i s t ic . Even in Israel
"foreign" names have not been
wholly eliminated. Golda Meir,
whose nationalist fervour could
hardly be impugned, did not find it
necessary to "convert" to Zehava.

Perhaps only with the advent of
the Messiah will absolute onomastic
rectitude be achieved. In that day the
Aubreys and Maurices and Selwyns
shall vanish from the face of the
earth and tBere^shalT bc~ndne~ buf'
Abraham and Moshe and Shelomo.
In that day every Sadie shall be
Sarah ("princess**), every Minnie
Malka ("queen") , and every
Yennte Yafa ("beautiful").
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