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Carol and I were living in NYC at Manhattan Plaza, a high rise apartment for people in the arts in NYC. At that time, we were the proud new parents of Josh Saltzman, while I was a student at the Jewish Theological Seminary and cantor of Beth El in Plainfield, New Jersey. Carol, a member of Actors Equity and the Screen Actors Guild was acting and singing in both in musicals and in opera.

One of my teachers, composer and Yiddishist, Lazar Weiner, recommended me to WEVD for a Yiddish Art Song Series on Radio, which I performed together with Carol Nissenson. During that time we also did some work for the Workman’s Circle which brought us together with a conductor who was both temperamental, musical, and very energetic, Zalman Mlotek.

Through that Conductor, Carol was engaged as a professional singer, or as we call it, a ringer, to go with the Workman’s Circle Chorus, with the average height of its members, around 5’ tall, to sing at the White House and Capital Rotunda for the inaugural ceremony announcing the Dedication of a new museum, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC. This idea had been sponsored during President Carter’s administration, and was created through an act of Congress, with one of the Congressional sponsors being Representative Sidney Yates, who also sponsored the legislation creating the National Endowment for the Arts.

President Ronald Reagan and Senator Edward Kennedy spoke at the event, as did Elie Weisel. Author Hyman Bookbinder, wrote about the event. The contrast of being there to create a Museum to the worst crime in human history against Jews for being Jews, yet  that day hearing the words of Yiddish resound in the capitol rotunda, American Liberty was ringing throughout the land.

We arrived in Washington in 1981. Ten years after our arrival in DC, I was contacted by the Congressman Yates and his wife, Addie Yates, and asked if I would come to their apartment to discuss the possibility of my directing a program for the opening of the Museum. The Yates’ lived in the beautiful Towers apartment complex off of New Mexico Avenue in Washington, which was owned by Estelle Gelman and her family, members of Adas Israel where I was Hazzan.

The Yates had heard that I had a Youth Choir which was performing and had an excellent reputation, and that they would like me to invite them to hear the choir to determine if they were an option for the opening of the museum. Addie said to me, we are looking to develop the program and you came highly recommended for both the script, the choir and the production of the program.

They were not talking about the outdoor program, but a specific section of the museum dedicated to the one and a half million Jewish children who perished in the Holocaust. 

I indicated that I would be interested in helping, and they asked what remuneration I wished to have. I responded that my work would be my contribution and that it allowed me freedom to both speak up or to quit if and when I was not happy with the results. Later they asked me to be the director of the program, and again I indicted that it needed separate musical directors, stage directors, lighting designers, and others. Taking on the whole responsibility would not be wise.

When Addie and her assistant came to hear the choir, she immediately said they were not very good, and could I get them to a higher level over the next two years? I responded again at a meeting that, even though I knew they could hire the National Cathedral Choir or the best children’s choirs in the country, this choir was the one that had a right to be there. These were the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of survivors and Holocaust victims. No one had more right to be there than they did, and for us it was not a show, but part of our lives.

I began the hard work of improving a choir which only met once a week on Sundays, and I auditioned additional students and required that they match pitches and rhythms accurately.

I hired an assistant, Anne Wiezerowski, to help me with this audition process and improving both the discipline and musicality of the choir members. 

One little girl I rejected kicked me in the shins. Actually she had her friend kick me since I couldn’t identify the other girl!

Another issue was “what would be our purpose”: The dedication of the Meyerhoff Auditorium, and the Tile Wall created for the Remember the Children exhibit known as Daniel’s Story.

The capitol Children’s Museum had been a testing ground for the docents and the exhibit which was expanded and later installed at the main museum. Meeting in Congressman Yates office, there was a committee of people including the head of the museum, Sarah J. Broomfield, the Yates, survivors, docents, and me. I asked what was the purpose of the program, who was going to be the audience, what were their ages, and how long would the program run?

Another question I raised was who would be represented in the script? Was it enough to have some of the survivors in the room represented, or did we need Anne Frank or better known stories? Finally I wrote to Yates’ and said that the purpose of the museum should not by to create giant tomb for us to pour out our sorrow, rather it should be an exhibit of truth which teaches us, records, and makes us think about how a rescuer did what they did, while remembering what can happen when good people do nothing, or worse, when people help those who wish to commit evil.

The Yates asked me to recommend some possible quote for the walls of the museum: I suggested Washington’s “To BIgotry No Sanction, To Persecution No Assistance” since one entrance faced the Washington Monument, and there was a debate about why this was on the capitol mall. Congressman. Yates selected that idea.

The Yates arranged for me to meet the architect, James Ingo Freed, who was born in Germany in 1930. I had a hard hat on when I went to the architect’s trailer. He was suffering from Parkinson's and could barely stand still as he spoke. He showed me the plans and blueprints for the Theater, since we needed information to plan, how many children, child actors, piano, flute, bass, and conductor could be on this stage. We needed to know the access to the stage, the size of the waiting area, lighting, and seating capacity, and dressing rooms with bathrooms. Where I would stand as conductor? Mr. Freed escorted me through the shell of the theater, and the great hall and I began to understand the power of the design and the enormity of this project.

Years ago,as a High School student I read Lucy Davidowitz’ classic ‘Hitler’s War Against the Jews’. It contained a a photo of a choir from a ghetto, perhaps it was Lodz, or Vilna, or Kovno. In the photo one can see the beautiful faces of children lined up in choral rows. They all have yellow stars, yet their eyes sparkle with life, proud of their accomplishment. When one looks to the bottom of the photo we see the sagging skin and swollen legs of malnourishment, an image one never forgets.

I spent a good part of my life working with Jewish children so they would have a different kind of experience. The children on the bus to the dedication of the museum were proud and beautiful. I asked that the girls wear colorful ribbons in their hair so that we would be saying ‘we are here.’ We were not there to change to the past but to make a better future. Our sons were in that choir, Josh, who was thirteen, and Michael, who was nine. Our theme was ‘We Sing for Them’. These were my words to the Yates in directing what we were about and why we continue. In a way that is why we are here as well for Shabbat - we sing for them - and that is why I cannot stop even though I cannot sing anymore and speak hesitatingly.

The Washington Post cited our program on the front page story. We performed our program many times after that day, for the Top Brass of the Military, for DC School children, and for survivors. Many of the children in my choir are now connected to music, theater, dance, justice and the law, history, writing, cantorial music, and medicine.

Outside, President Clinton and Elie Wiesel spoke, while our little choir drew attention to Daniel Story, the dedication of the Tile Wall for Children, and the Dedication of the Joseph Meyerhoff Auditorium. Our program was recorded later for VHS distribution in Schools for Holocaust Education.

Addie Yates obituary in the Washington Post included the following:

She was president of the Democrats for Congress Wives Club. She helped

organize the Children's Tile Wall at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial

Museum in which children recorded their impressions of the Holocaust

on ceramic tiles, which then were combined to form a wall. She

produced the Remember the Children programs at the museum featuring

the children of the Adas Israel Youth Choir.

We sang for her as well as we celebrate our freedom as Americans, and celebrate that we live in a time of an Israel reborn.


