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“You Are going back to prepare your brothers for Aliyah.
You are the first bridge in a national mission.”

— Yitzhak Ben-Zvi to the members of the first group (1958) 
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Preface

“You are the first bridge” said the second president of the 

State of Israel, Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, in his sending off speech to 

the members of the first group, as they were going back to 

Ethiopia. To them his words were a purpose, a will and a 

road map rolled into one. The goal of this book is to bring 

the actions and contributions of twenty-seven Kfar Batya 

graduates to their community and to the Aliyah of the 

Ethiopian Jews to Israel.

Forty years ago, in January 1955, twelve boys and girls 

arrived in Israel from Ethiopia in order to study in the Kfar 

Batya boarding school. The following year, in November 1956, 

a second group of fifteen boys and girls arrived. Both groups 

were educated in Kfar Batya; the first for three years and the 

second for eight years; and both returned to Ethiopia as soon 

as they graduated. The stories of the students—from the 

moment they were chosen in Ethiopia, through the period 

of their studies in Kfar Batya, to their return to Ethiopia and 

everything that happened to them there up to their “second” 

Aliyah to Israel—is now published for the first time.
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In December 1994, two researchers, Ovadya Suliman and 
Azriel (Rili) Kamon, from The Institute for Research of the 
Zionist and Pioneering Movement in The Sephardic and 
Eastern Communities in Yad Tabenkin (hereafter: The Eastern 
Institute), had started to document, in recorded and written 
interviews, the stories of twenty out of the twenty-seven 
Ethiopian graduates from Kfar Batya. In the following year, 
in December 1995, the task of documentation and research 
was finished and the results are published in this book.

The recorded interviews were written and edited according 
to the chronological order of the chapters in the book, while 
keeping their authenticity and with minimal interference to 
the text. The materials were transferred to the interviewees 
for corrections and reviews and were then returned to us. 
If for any reason there are still mistakes or inaccuracies, we 
beg for the interviewees and readers’ forgiveness.

The book contains the testimonies of twenty Kfar Batya 
graduates and an interview with a prisoner of Zion’s wife 
(Hava—Yaakov Elias’s wife). Four graduates are living abroad 
(not in Israel) and we were not able to interview them. 
Another three graduates refused to be interviewed.

The interviews were conducted in Hebrew.
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Were interviewed and their testimonies 
are in the book:

The first group:
1. Gedalya Ouriya

2. Gabayeh Adammeke

3. Hayim Baynassi

4. Zimna Berhanni – without recording

5. Akiva Baruch

6. Tadessa Bayoch (Noaach Reuben) – without recording

7. Yosef David

8. Yosef Maspan Trunne – Yoffi

9. Avraham Kehati

The second group:
1. Yaffa Eliyahou

2. Yaakov Elias

3. Yitzhak Edgar – Yair

4. Tirtza Edgar – Taki

5. Yosef Zevadya – Asaffe Gette 

6. Dan Biyadgalin

7. Ora Yona

8. Moges (Mahareto) Rahamim

9. Ayanahou Allamenech

10. Ayanahou (Simcha) Genbar

11. Akiva Elias (Aklilo Tadessa) – preferred to send a written 
testimony
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Not interviewed:

The first group:
1. Rachel Tuabe – refused to be interviewed

2. Malka Avraham – living in Canada

3. Eli (Alelek) Abebe – living in Ethiopia

The second group:
1. Rachel Tasfaya – refused to be interviewed

2. Matti Elias – refused to be interviewed

3. Baruch Taganya – living abroad

4. Patigo Tadessa – Tadessa Zakay – living in the United States

Our purpose is to bring the stories of the graduates of Kfar 
Batya to the Israeli public and the Jewish world so they 
will get the recognition and appreciation they deserve. We 
hope and believe this book will help with creating a sense 
of  “community pride” among the young generation of 
Ethiopian Jews that made Aliyah to Israel and that it will turn 
this unknown and important chapter in the history of the 
Jewish people and the State of Israel into an educational tool 
for bringing people together and encouraging brotherhood.

Ovadiya Suliman, Rili Kamon
The Institute for Research of the Zionist and Pioneering 
Movement in the Sephardic and Eastern Communities

Yad Tabenkin – Efal
February 1996
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The history of a nation is built from the actions of individuals. 
The life stories in front of us are a collection that has now 
joined the long, complex and amazing story of the “Kfar 
Batya graduates.”

For the first time, we are witnessing the unravelling of 
the moving, painful, and surprising documentation of the 
story of those whose lives were woven into the history of 
Ethiopian Jews.

So young, practically children and teenagers, they answered 
the calling and the responsibility that bequeathed to them 
Yona Bogalla, their leader, to get up and go on a mission. They 
were taken from the people and “the people are waiting for 
them” (as he said). And when the mission became too hard, 
President Yitzhak Ben-Zvi called to them to carry on. “You are 
the first bridge,” he said, and most of them happily agreed.

The road was full of hardship for each of them in their own 
way and place. But together their lives became milestones 
for the Ethiopian Jews to follow on their journey to fulfil the 
dreams of their ancestors in their longings for Jerusalem.

This book gives these much worthy heroes a place of honor 
in the legacy of the Ethiopian Jews’ history. A place they have 
won by their own merits.

They were fortunate to witness as their wish became a reality 
in their lifetime—the entire Ethiopian Jewish community 
came to Israel, and that was their comfort and pay.
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The Ethiopian Jewry, who fought in the past and still fights 
in present day for its identity, needs a written history as a 
foundation to its heritage and new identity, which it will 
pass along to its sons.

This book is a great contribution for the “Kfar Batya 
graduates” and the entire Ethiopian community, and it 
ought to become an inseparable part of the history of the 
Israeli people.

And finally, greetings and much appreciation to Ovadiya 
and Rili, who had taken on themselves the complex and 
sensitive mission of publishing this important chapter in 
the story of the Ethiopian Jews.

With much appreciation,
Dr. Malka Shabtay 

Anthropologist
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Chapter 1

Jerusalem

Almost every parent used to talk about Jerusalem. Jerusalem 
is the whole of Israel. They (the parents) used to say, “At 
the moment we are in a foreign country. This (Ethiopia) is 
not our country, and someday we will return to Jerusalem 
. . .and in Jerusalem, you don’t need to plow the fields and 
work hard. Over there you can get ten times the crops you 
get in Ethiopia, because there, God’s blessing is on the men 
and the land. There, you don’t need to grow vegetables; if 
you want honey, you just go to the river of honey. And if you 
need milk, you don’t need to have a cow; you just go to the 
river of milk. There, one loaf of bread is more than enough 
for one family and they can’t even finish the loaf, because 
the blessing of God is upon them . . .” As a child, I wanted 
to get to Jerusalem as soon as possible. The Kesim* used to 
say, “Soon we will arrive (in Israel).” After a funeral, at the 
end of every prayer, Jerusalem was mentioned, “Next year 
in Jerusalem.” (Yaakov Elias)

* Kes – A religious leader in the Ethiopian community. Plural: Kesim
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 . . . I looked for Jerusalem since I was an infant. My mother 
says I used to disappear from the house. And she, like a “good 
Jewish mother,” was worried and used to find me somewhere 
outside, threatening with my little finger a passing airplane 
in the Ethiopian skies saying, “Airplane, airplane, I will get 
you down and you will take me to Jerusalem . . . “ Nothing was 
more captivating than my father’s and other relatives’ stories 
about Jerusalem. It wasn’t something concrete or tangible 
that you would run to and grab a hold of no matter what. 
It was close and yet so far away . . .  (Yitzhak Edgar –Yair)

We used to think about our close ancestors and the 
Cohanim used to think about Jerusalem without even 
knowing where it was . . .  (Gedalya Ouriya)

 . . . I was a cantor and used to read the book of Psalms. 
I always wanted to get to Jerusalem. I was nineteen at the 
time and joyful when I heard about the possibility of going 
to Jerusalem, and that the Israeli government had made 
my dream closer. The storks used to appear once a year in 
the Ethiopian skies. Shimala in Amharic means stork. They 
flew in flocks high in the sky. When the stork arrived, it had 
a lovely tweet. Then the Jews would look up and say that it 
was bearing news. Everyone used to go out, look up, and 
sing, “Shimala, stork, how is our country?” and they were in 
Ethiopia. So, what did they mean, “how is our country?” and 
the answer was that their country was still Jerusalem. That 
question just described the longing for the land of Israel. They 
used to finish the song with the words, “Welcome, Shimala. 
You come once a year. Tell us the word from Jerusalem . . .” 
(Yosef David)
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When Jerusalem was mentioned my heart was there in its 
entirety. I was about nine years of age and Jerusalem seemed 
to me as a part of the dream that we had had for thousands 
of years . . . (Akiva Baruch)

We used to love listening to stories of my grandfather, 
Mazaro Levi (my mother’s father). He used to tell us so much 
about Jerusalem, and describe it as a paradise, even though he 
had never been to Jerusalem; and we were carried away. Even 
when we were already in Kfar Batya, there was a hill towards 
Herzliya (on which later they built the high school) that I 
used to look at and see how right he was—since you could 
see Herzliya in the distance and it seemed like Jerusalem in 
his stories. (Ora Yona)
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Chapter 2

Childhood in Ethiopia

Dan Biyadgalin

“I was sent to school and Gado to herd sheep.”

I was born in a place called Wagara during the Italo-Ethiopian 
war. When the war ended, my parents left the region and 
moved to Uzava in Gondar County where I grew up. I began 
my studies with my father, and later on, they brought a blind 
teacher there who taught us how to read the bible in Amharic. 
He also knew to correct us if we made any mistakes when 
reading. While I was studying, my father had decided that 
my younger brother should also begin to study. However, 
150 chapters from the book of Psalms, that was the quota, 
were too much for him and he quit. Then my father decided 
to send me back to school and make my brother, Gado, into 
a shepherd. In Uzava, Yona Bogalla opened a school, and I 
transferred there.
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Akiva Elias*

“I practiced writing on my hand and leg.”

I grew up in a remote village called Zenago. It was a large 
village with only Jewish dwellers. The village was about 
80km east of Gondar and the people lived by the foot of the 
mountain. Before that, it was located in the highland on top 
of the mountains. And as a result of the Italians bombing 
(in the Italo-Ethiopian war), the residents abandoned the 
village called Belbaho, and fled to the foot of the mountain 
to build the new village. At first, it was a temporary shelter 
in the woods. They lived in huts they built for use just until 
storms had passed. As time went by, they turned them 
into their permanent homes and the huts were replaced 
by houses. I was born in a different place, but was raised 
in that village in the bosom of my parents and family. My 
grandfather was a Sofer STAM** who copied holy books onto 
scrolls. One of those books is in my possession until this day. 
In the village, two great Kesim led village life. In the center 

* The interviews with Zimna Berhanni and Tadessa Bayoch were 
not recorded and all the material under their names is under the 
exclusive responsibility of the interviewer and editor. Akiva Elias 
gave his testimony in his handwriting and they are not a part of 
the recorded interview.

** Sofer STAM – a Jewish scribe who can transcribe religious 
writings. An abbreviation for Sfarim, Tefillin, and Mezuzot. 
(Sfarim – Torah books and scrolls, Tefillin – a collective term 
for Jewish phylacteries, Mezuzot—a parchment inscribed with 
religious texts and attached in a case to the doorpost of a Jewish 
house as a sign of faith).
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of the village stood the Masjid that was used as a synagogue 
by the entire village. One of my childhood memories was 
the ritual of the bringing of the Barbeta—the bread that was 
made for the Sabbath instead of a sacrifice. After the prayer, 
the Kesim used to say a blessing for all the loaves of bread 
that were brought.

After that, they broke the bread and everyone, including 
the children, feasted together in the Masjid. A son of a 
Kes, named Zion (now he is a Kes), taught me how to read 
Amharic writing, but I taught myself how to write it. Since 
in those days there was a shortage of paper, I practiced 
writing on my hand, leg, and other various objects. In time, 
ties were formed between the village and Yona Bogalla, God 
rest his soul, and Tadessa Yaakov(1), and with them arrived 
textbooks, notebooks, and a Hebrew and Amharic teacher. 
However, this quickly stopped and all that was left was the 
Hebrew alphabet we had learned. News from Israel arrived 
irregularly through newspaper clippings and the ties that 
were formed. That is how we learned about the wars and 
the troubles with the neighboring countries (with Israel). 
The rumors impacted the people. They were talking about 
going to Israel, and some exaggerated and tried to convince 
the farmers not to work their lands, because they were about 
to make Aliyah to Israel. Eventually the lands were worked 
and in most cases for years and years.
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Yaffa Eliyahou

“A child had his roles in the family as early as the 
age of five.”

I come from a small village called Seramala. We used to walk 
to Ambover, where there was a synagogue and a big Jewish 
school, which had a lot of Kesim. It was a beautiful place; 
we lived by a long river and we used to drink, bathe, and 
wash our clothes in its water. There was a division of labor 
in the family; the man went to work the fields and the wife 
and daughters took care of all the needs of the household. 
The food was made at home, and of course, no food was 
bought since it wasn’t Kosher. It was very interesting for 
us as young girls—all the women going together to gather 
firewood, bring water, grinding and making spices, short 
and various tasks. If there were babies, they were tied to the 
backs of the mothers and were breastfed there. There was 
no powdered baby food. Usually families who were related 
lived together and the entire family would help. Everything 
was very green and pretty. In the afternoon, you could see 
the animals coming to the river. From as early as the age of 
five or six years old, a child had his role in the family. The 
fathers used to play with the children. Indeed the tasks were 
hard, but the important thing was tight family ties.
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Akiva Baruch

“I was living in the village of Seramil, not far from 
Ambover.”

I was born in a place called Adarega—a small town. I lived 
with my parents in a village called Seramil not far from 
Ambover. I was the son of the chief Kes. His name was Avraham 
Baruch. He was the head of the Kesim, a great man. I have 
two older brothers. One has begun his studies to become a 
Kes and the second is a religious man who speaks Hebrew. 
You could say we were a respectable family, thanks to our 
father, a well-respected man, and a religious and spiritual 
leader accepted by the community . . .

Yitzhak Edgar – Yair

“Collecting firewood as we went along.”

We were living in Ugara, in a region called Garbite, which is 
located on a highland, a great plain that you couldn’t see the 
end of. It was located north of Lake Tana by the town of Dabat.

When I was nine, my brother ran away from home after 
a fight with my father. He ran away to a place not far from 
Addis Ababa, from which he used to send letters to my father, 
imploring him to send me to join him. My father objected 
to me leaving because I was the last son in the house. There 
was the matter of the cows, sheep, and so on, and someone 
had to stay with them. The issue was that the school was 
remote from where we lived, away from home, and from 
my mother. Although there was the possibility of getting 


