ברכה לצילה, ליום הולדת השמונים, מגיסתה רוז כהן, אשת אחיה הצעיר
THIS IS YOUR LIFE CELIA COHEN                                          July 29, 1989

Dear Celia,       

          As they say in America… "You have come a long way Baby!"
          From your birth in Chercasa, Russia, on the second day of Rosh Hashana in 1909, you have experienced many things – good and bad. And you have accomplished what few people have done – the fulfillment of a dream.

           Your childhood in Chercasa where you were third in line – first came big sister Neena, then Leah, you and Sima – was spent in the bakery run by our grandfather, who was a greatly loved and respected man, and in the little room you lived in with your mother and sisters. Just one room and a kitchen for all of you until you moved into the house that grandfather built where he provided living quarters with your own entrance from the yard, just for you. Your love of cleanliness may have come from your memories of how clean your mother kept her family regardless of how poor you were. That one dress that you had was washed and ironed over and over and the house was always spotlessly clean.


Was it the sight of the carts of bodies – bodies of Jews murdered in the Gregorovitch pogroms in 1918 – the spot checks to see if you could pronounce your R's properly to determine whether you were Russian or Jewish, or the attitudes and awareness of the difference between Yiddish and goyishness that sparked your life's commitment to Zionism?


You came to Canada in 1923 where your parents' dream of having sons was realized. Lou was born in 1924 and Ben in 1926. Your thoughts of going to Palestine grew and in 1930, in Montreal, you took part in a meeting that was to lay the foundation for the first American kibbutz.  One amongst them was a fellow named Shmuel Cohen. He was asked to prepare a musical performance. He knew a woman who had a very sweet voice with whom he could sing a lovesong.  Her beauty was confined to her voice. She was a rather heavy (zafteck) lady. As he was singing Shmuel heard someone laughing and when he looked around he saw a girl with long dark hair that hung in a heavy braid down her back speaking to her friends.  He was annoyed and was later told that she had remarked, "How did he pick such an ugly girl to sing a lovesong with?" Shmuel was so angry with her remark, that when asked if he wanted to meet this dark haired girl who was our own Celia, he emphatically said, "NO!"

Before aliya the group from Montreal went to New York to take the boat for Palestine and there Celia and Shmuel met for the first time. In Mishmar Haemek the romance began. Celia, you decided that if Shmuel must sing lovesongs, then it must be to you.

Celia, you arrived in Israel on May 8th, 1931. First you went to Mishmar Haemek for orientation and then to Hadera in 1932. The village was ridden with malaria and there you worked filling swamps.


Now on with the love story and family life of Celia Cohen. Celia and Shmuel were married by a rabbi in 1934 and the fact that they were married by a rabbi came as quite a surprise to their friends. The weddings took place in a tent at that time, and tents played quite a role in their romance. It was just before the union of the North American and Polish groups that Shmuel, as a bachelor, shared a tent with Moshe Blumstone and Avram Fine. Celia didn't like the fact that Shmuel's tent was dirty, so one day when he came home from work he did not find his bed in the tent. His neighbors told him that Celia had taken his bed and put it in her tent. "But she lives with Tsipora," Shmuel said. "Not any more," was the answer. More and more Shmuel started to enjoy his arrangement and now 56 years later he is still being bossed by Celia and enjoying it even more. Now they live in a lovely home, unlike the tent that blew away one windy night to be found in a distant Arab village – and Celia has even more space to clean.

July 5, 1937 was the beginning of Celia and Shmuel's fulfillment of their dream. The men and three women – one a specialist in Morse Code, another a nurse and the third a housekeeper left for Juara. The other women with children were not allowed to join them. As the group arrived at the top of the hill, three women who had hidden jumped out of barrels and the group then numbered thirty.


As women and children, including Celia and their young daughter Ora, could not join them yet as it was too dangerous, the couple remained in Hadera, although Celia did go for several weeks to take care of one of the Juara group who was ill.  Celia, it was following that, that you went to Gan Shmuel to learn how to raise chickens while Shmuel remained in Hadera to raise Ora. In 1938 the first children's' house was built and a security house as well. That was when your family was reunited and family life was established in the kibbutz.

Celia, do you remember your train ride with lazy Mishka who accompanied you to Kibbutz Merhavia where you waited to go into labor with Ora, and how the women on the train who looked at 18 year old Mishka said, "poor young man, so soon to become a father?" In 1940 you traveled in grand style when you gave birth to Talma. That time it was by truck. You may have been happy with your second daughter, but Ora did not share the excitement. Do you remember when she climbed up a tree at a stopover on your bus ride home and how after much coaxing, she finally blurted out, "Why do we need Talma, you already have a girl?"

Celia, I am sure that the difficult times during the Second World War are not forgotten and the rationing. Then there was the visit by your parents and brother Lou in 1950. That was the first time that you saw your family in nineteen years. In 1954 you visited Canada. I was pregnant with Sharna at that time and it was then that I first met you.  It was the beginning of a love affair that has lasted for thirty five years.


Celia, your devotion to your family and community are appreciated and well recognized. Your green thumb, your sense of cleanliness – even though we all tease you about it – are admired but it is your strength that really is worthy of world fame.


WE LOVE YOU AND WISH YOU A HAPPY BIRTHDAY AND MANY HEALTHY YEARS AHEAD.










Rose Cohen







                  (for Celia's 80th birthday) 

