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Jewish Agency representatives great Yemenite immigrants upon arrival in Israel. 

 
Haaretz20160609 Decades later, disappearance of 1,000 children in Israel remains a mystery 
www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.724172 
 
Twenty years ago, Haaretz ran a series of reports about the disappearance hundreds of Mizrahi infants, 
most from Yemenite families, during Israel’s early years. Were they kidnapped and put up for adoption? 
Had they died and been buried without their parents’ knowledge? Or is there a third possibility? By Ehud 
Ein-Gil 
 
One day, 20 years ago, I went to Rehovot to look for Beit Genazim, the archive in which – according to the 
report of the Shalgi Commission, established in 1988 to clarify the fate of the Yemenite children who 
disappeared in Israel’s early years – the records of the Tel Aviv-based “Mother and Child” hostel, a 
temporary orphanage run by the Women’s International Zionist Organization (WIZO) were being held. I had 
made the trip after Haaretz Magazine published a number of investigative reports on the “Yemenite 
children affair.” 
 
According to the map, the archive was located in the industrial zone between Rehovot and Yavneh. Signs 
led me to the western edge of the zone, where the road ended in a small paved plaza surrounded by a few 
small factories and workshops. None of them bore a sign indicating that it was Beit Genazim. A guard at 
one of the factories pointed toward the nearby orchard, where a dirt path led to a one-story structure. 
 
There was no sign on the building, whose entrance was blocked with a heavy metal sliding door. The door 
was not locked. Opening it, I found myself in a small space in which a counter stood, with rows of shelves 
behind it. Standing at the counter was an elderly clerk. I introduced myself as a journalist from Haaretz. 
 
“I’ve been waiting for you,” the man replied. 
 
So the WIZO files are here? 
 
“Yes.” 
 

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.724172
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Can I look through them? 
 
“Do you have authorization from WIZO? We are a private company that is only safeguarding the material 
for them.” 
 

 
Immigrants from Yemen at a transit camp in central Israel, 1950. Seymour Katcoff, GPO 

 
But the files are still here? 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Has anyone from the commission of inquiry been here? 
 
“No.” 
 
No time to waste 
 
The affair of the disappearance of more than 1,000 infants in the nascent Jewish state, during the years 
1948-1954, refuses to die. According to continuing widespread accusations, the infants were kidnapped in a 
secret, well-organized “establishment” operation, so that they could be given (or sold) to childless 
Holocaust survivors. Three separate official commissions investigated the issue, and all reached the same 
conclusion: The great majority of the children died of disease and were buried. But none of the reports 
published by the commissions satisfied the parents and other members of the families of the infants who 
disappeared. In their eyes, the reports were establishment whitewashes. 
 
The Shalgi Commission, created in 1988 and headed by Moshe Shalgi, a retired District Court judge, was the 
second of the investigating bodies. The third, a full-fledged state commission of inquiry, was established in 
1995 under public pressure exerted by the families and by an organization called Mishkan Ohalim, headed 
by Uzi Meshulam, a religious leader from Yehud. They were not satisfied with the conclusions reached by 
the two previous commissions or by the fact that only 627 cases had been investigated to date. 
 
In November 2001, after more than five years of work, the state commission published its report. However, 
its evidentiary materials, including the findings from the WIZO files stored in Beit Genazim in Rehovot, were 
sealed for 70 years, strengthening the suspicions that the establishment was hiding something. 
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This past April, two organizations, Amram (Spirit of the East) and Physicians for Human Rights, asked the 
attorney general to order the unsealing of the secret documents reviewed by the third investigative 
commission. 
 
Because of the conditions in the transit camps, and specifically the crowding in the tents where families 
lived, infants were taken to the “babies’ house” – generally a building – to which their mothers would come 
every few hours to nurse them. According to the apologist version of the story, if a baby became ill, and the 
staff wasn’t free to track down its parents, the infant would be sent to the hospital. When the parents 
arrived at the babies’ house and their child wasn’t there, they would be referred to the hospital. If at the 
hospital they were told that the infant had died and been buried, or that the whereabouts of the baby were 
unknown – because, in the absence of proper identification, he or she had been sent for adoption or to a 
children’s home – from the parents’ point of view, the child had “disappeared,” or even been kidnapped. 
 
In 1950, there was an epidemic of polio, and the disappearances became more frequent. Every child with 
even a high fever was immediately hospitalized, so as to avoid the possibility of the virus spreading, with 
time not being “wasted” on trying to find the parents first. When the mother showed up to nurse her baby, 
or the father just to see the child, they would be told that he or she was in the hospital. 

 
Yemenite Jewish children at a transit camp in Aden await transferred to Israel, December 1949. David Eldan/GPO 

 
The known facts are shocking, even according to the most conservative account: More than 1,000 children 
– three-quarters of them Yemenite, with the rest from other Middle Eastern, or North African and Balkan 
countries, known collectively as Mizrahim – disappeared from their parents’ custody, died of diseases and 
were buried without their families’ knowledge. 
 
It’s essential to grasp the meaning of this number. Between 1948 and 1950, about 50,000 Jews from Yemen 
were flown to Israel from the city of Aden. This means that 1.5 percent of the community disappeared – 50 
percent more, proportionally, than the number of Israelis killed in the War of Independence. In today’s 
terms, it’s as though 100,000 infants had vanished in Israel during the past five years – or died and were 
buried without their parents’ being informed. 
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Shortly after the state commission of inquiry began hearing testimony, Dov Alfon, then the editor of 
Haaretz Magazine, sent a reporter, Yigal Mashiach, to interview families whose children had disappeared. It 
was the start of a riveting journalistic saga that generated 12 investigative articles in less than two years 
and new revelations. 
 
These revelations included the following: the testimony of an ambulance driver who transported dozens of 
Yemenite babies from transit camps to hospitals; the first publication of the story of Yehuda Kantor, who 
was adopted as a child and was looking for his biological mother; testimony about “dozens, perhaps 
hundreds” (in the words of an investigator who worked with the first two committees) of children whose 
connection with their parents had been severed and who had been transferred to the WIZO residence in 
Jerusalem and thence put up for adoption; a girl who had been given for adoption to a Jewish couple from 
England; and numerous flaws in the then-ongoing work of the commission, which for some reason 
employed only one investigator, although it was not underfunded. 
 
Following the publication of the commission’s final report, Haaretz Magazine ran three additional articles 
that uncovered many problems in the panel’s work and in the manner in which it presented its findings and 
grounded its conclusions. For example, another reporter for the magazine, Aviva Lori, located Saada Awawi, 
whose daughter, the commission stated “with certainty,” had died in the hospital at Tzrifin – except that 
Awawi told Lori she had given birth to a son. 
 
‘Gray-area kidnapping’ 
 
The Haaretz Magazine investigations did not turn up indisputable evidence of organized kidnapping of 
children for adoption. But the facts that were uncovered presented a grim picture in themselves, which 
Yigal Mashiach termed “gray-area kidnapping”: racist behavior by establishment officials, which led to 
criminally negligent treatment of children, particularly infants. As a consequence, dozens, possibly 
hundreds of children were separated from their parents and sent to hospitals without their details and 
identity being recorded, so that when they recovered, the authorities didn’t know where to send them. 
Instead of efforts being made to find the parents, the children were put up for adoption. Many children 
died and were buried, without an attempt being made to locate their parents before the funeral, or at least 
to inform them about the child’s death and his or her place of burial. 
 
Gray is not a color favored by the Israeli society. Many prefer a clear division: black or white. As no smoking 
gun was found pointing to out-and-out, organized kidnapping for the purpose of offering the children for 
adoption, the representatives of the establishment and its advocates viewed the findings as proof that the 
“libel” had been refuted. The evidence of racism and criminal negligence, and indeed the very fact of the 
disappearance of hundreds of infants, was summarily dismissed on the grounds that it was all the result of 
chaos in a fledgling state that took in masses of new immigrants, and had both good intentions and a 
shortage of manpower. 
 
It goes without saying what the public response would be today if one infant disappeared from a hospital: 
The police would mobilize all their resources to find the baby, and the distraught parents would be bathed 
in a vast outpouring of public sympathy. 
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A Yemenite Jewish boy at a transit camp in Aden, December 1949. David Eldan, GPO 

 
Still, some people were appalled even under the conditions of that time. Here, for example, is the reaction, 
in 1952, of a senior police officer, Yeshurun Schiff, in a document classified “secret,” which reported on the 
failure of the police to locate six infants whose whereabouts were unknown: “Wherever the investigation 
was conducted, the investigators encountered an absence of orderly registration in the hospitals, clinics, 
baby houses and so forth, a situation that made it impossible to conduct an efficient, orderly investigation. I 
am not of course ignoring the fact that all these cases occurred in the period of the extensive immigration 
from the countries of the East, at a time when the hospitals and medical institutions were under great 
pressure. Still, it seems to me that this gloomy affair cannot be ignored, given that it involves the 
disappearance of infants whose fate remains unknown. I believe that the case will make waves among the 
public.” 
 
The other side, too, with its all-or-nothing approach, dismisses the findings of those crimes that were 
proved, because they are not sufficiently sweeping in their eyes: Many people continue to espouse the 
theory of organized, establishment kidnapping, and thereby prevent discussion and recognition of facts 
that are not in dispute. This allows broad segments of the public to cling to the view that the talk about 
organized kidnapping is itself a racist conspiracy aimed at stigmatizing all Ashkenazim. 
 
The state commission of inquiry “rejected out of hand” the allegation of “establishment kidnapping,” but 
the Haaretz Magazine reporters demonstrated that its conclusions could not be taken as the final word on 
the matter. That panel itself heightened suspicions that it was hiding incriminating findings by ending its 
work without leaving instructions on what to do with the material it collected and the transcripts of its 
hearings – both those held openly and those held in camera. The immediate consequence was that all the 
material was deposited in the State Archives and remained classified. 
 
In April 2002, the investigative files of individual cases of children who disappeared were opened for the 
perusal of the families. In December 2002, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon signed a directive allowing access to 
the transcripts of the open hearings. The rest of the material, and the transcripts of the closed-door 
sessions, were sealed for 70 years, in part for reasons of “personal privacy.” 
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Perhaps a commission of inquiry was not the right way to uncover the truth from the outset. The term 
“inquiry” – which in Hebrew also means “interrogation” – does not encourage witnesses to tell the truth, 
lest they incriminate themselves or others or stir the wrath of the families. Under the impression of what 
they had seen of the ongoing work of the commission of inquiry, some witnesses who were interviewed by 
Yigal Mashiach also took refuge in the words “I don’t remember,” or simply lied. Shimon Shershevsky, who 
ran WIZO’s Mother and Child center in Tel Aviv in the years when the children disappeared, told Haaretz 
Magazine, “I never saw a Yemenite child there, I never heard about adoption.” 
 
Perhaps the South African model of “truth and reconciliation” might have helped uncover the truth here as 
well. Those who told the truth would be guaranteed amnesty, while the victims, and society as a whole, 
would be willing to forgive the criminals if they expressed contrition and apologized for what they did. 
Now, though, it’s probably too late. 
 
Ehud Ein-Gil was deputy editor of Haaretz Magazine and took part in the investigations of the Yemenite 
children affair.  
read more: http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.724172 
  

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.724172
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Haaretz20160621 Israel vows to reveal truth about 'kidnapped' Yemenite children By Jonathan Lis 
www.haaretz.com/misc/article-print-page/.premium-1.726342 
 
Minister Hanegbi to examine possibility of publishing archived material on affair, to 'lift the secrecy that has 
accompanied the issue.' 
 

 
Jewish Agency representatives great Yemenite immigrants upon arrival in Israel.Teddy Brauner / GPO 

  
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on Tuesday entered the debate on the fate of children of immigrants 
from Yemen who disappeared in the state’s early days, calling to “reveal the truth about the Yemenite 
children,” and said that “the time has come to know what happened and to do justice here.” 
 
Between 1948 and 1954, somewhere between 1,500 and 5,000 Sephardic children, mainly Yemenite 
toddlers, were reported missing, with many parents being told their children had died, sparking claims they 
were kidnapped and given to Ashkenazi couples. Three separate committees that investigated the affair 
ruled that most of the children had died of sickness and that a small minority had been put up for adoption. 
 

 
Yemenite Jewish children at a transit camp in Aden await transferred to Israel, December 1949.David Eldan/GPO 

  
Netanyahu wrote on his Facebook page that “the subject of the Yemenite children is an open wound that 
continues to bleed for many families who don’t know what happened to the infants, to the children who 
disappeared, and they’re seeking the truth.” He added that he did not understand the immunity imposed 
on documents relating to the affair and promised to check the issue. 
 
During the upcoming cabinet meeting or the one following, the government is expected to authorize 
Minister in the Prime Minister’s Office Tzachi Hanegbi to begin examining the material. Hanegbi promised 
to consider publication of all the minutes except for those shielded by privacy laws. 
 

http://www.haaretz.com/misc/article-print-page/.premium-1.726342
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“It may not dull the families’ longing, but it will help them understand what happened to their loved ones,” 
he told Haaretz recently. “I probably won’t be able to solve all the mysteries, but it may lift the secrecy that 
has accompanied the issue since the founding of the state.” 
 
Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked has offered Hanegbi assistance from her staff. 
 
Opposition leader Isaac Herzog joined the call to publish the material. “The minutes of the Yemenite 
children affair should be revealed and the families should receive answers insofar as possible,” he wrote on 
his Facebook page. “They’ve been waiting for decades. It’s a wound that for years nobody wanted to open, 
but in its 68th year Israeli society is definitely capable of dealing with it even if the truth is painful.” 
 
Dark past comes to light 
 

 
Yemenite Jews en route from Aden to Israel. 

  
State Archivist Dr. Yaakov Lazovik Tuesday told the Knesset Constitution, Law and Justice Committee that 
“about one-and-a-half-million pages of minutes are deposited in the *state+ archives. Personally I’ll be very 
happy to open them, we don’t want to hide anything.” 
 
He added that “the law imposes two restrictions: The Archives Law closes archives for 30 years – some have 
been stored since 1996 and some since 2001 – but the government can order them opened earlier. The 
Protection of Privacy Law forbids revealing information about citizens as long as they are alive. Because we 
have no way of knowing if they are alive, we have to wait 70 years. In 2002 it was decided that anyone can 
see material related to his family. If it is decided to reveal the material it will take us a few weeks to scan 
it.” 
 
Lazovik suggested blacking out the names “and revealing the documents already now.” 
 
Committee chairman Nissan Slomiansky said that if the government decides not to publish the minutes he 
would submit a proposal that he believes would receive a large majority in the Knesset. 
 
Five MKs spoke about the disappearance of relatives in the 1950s. One of them, Nava Boker, said that she is 
personally familiar with the subject. “My parents are no longer alive. My mother said she gave birth to a 
daughter and the hospital told her that the child had died. When she asked to see the body and bring it for 
burial she was told that the child had been sent for an autopsy. She was naïve and accepted it. My sister 
may have been kidnapped and given to another family and we don’t know what happened to her. A year-
and-a-half ago I was approached by a reporter who had found two graves in my siblings’ names. The hevra 
kadisha [religious burial society] gave us vague answers and we let it go. Today the wound was reopened. If 
my siblings are alive it’s important to me to meet them.” 
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Yossi Gamliel told the committee about his brother’s disappearance. “My brother Yohanan, born in 1954, 
felt unwell at the age of 9 months. He was sent to Kaplan Hospital and later to Eitanim Hospital. When my 
parents came to visit they were told that he had died and the hospital had buried Yohanan. In the 1950s 
parents didn’t ask many questions. I received the papers, and at the top of the chart it said he was sent 
‘home.’ I go to the grave and discover that there’s someone else there. I tell the hevra kadisha 
representative that it isn’t Yohanan and he says, ‘Yohanan is buried underneath.’” 
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Haaretz20160630 Will soon-to-be-released Israeli archive on missing Yemenite 

children reveal anything? By Ofer Aderet 

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.727924  

Following public pressure, 1.5 million pages on the Yemenite affair are set to be published by 

the end of the year in an attempt to solve a 70-year-old mystery. 

   

The storage rooms of the Israel State Archives in Jerusalem houses 3,500 files comprising 1.5 

million pages about the affair of the missing Yemenite children, who disappeared in the early 

years of the state. This ticking bomb was meant to lie there undisturbed, far from the public 

eye, for several more decades, until the expiration date of the immunity imposed on the 

documents. 

 

However, in the wake of renewed public protest, spearheaded by various organizations 

working to reveal information about the fate of the children, the archive has already begun 

preparations to dust off these pages. Barring unexpected delays, the material will be published 

by the end of the year in an attempt to solve the mystery that has persisted on the public 

agenda for almost 70 years. 

 

Many Yemenite families all over the country are waiting for word of the archive, in hopes of 

finding among its documents answers to the questions that have been plaguing them for 

years: How many children disappeared and under what circumstances? Did they really die due 

to illness, as the state commission of inquiry found 15 years ago, or were they systematically 

kidnapped and given up for adoption, as some of the families believe? And above all: Who is 

responsible for their disappearance and why has nobody answered for that to this day? 

 

Chief State Archivist Dr. Yaakov Lazovik declared this month in the Knesset Constitution, Law 

and Justice Committee that if the government approves, he won’t block the opening the 

documents. ―We’ll be very happy to open anything. Hiding things doesn’t make us happy,‖ he 

said. The files will be opened to the public not long after the decision is taken to reveal them — 

―a few weeks," Lazovik said, depending on the budget that will be allocated for scanning the 

material and preparing it for publication. 

 

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.727924
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The man who holds the key to opening the documents is Tzachi Hanegbi (Likud), the Minister 

Without Portfolio who was appointed by the prime minister this month to examine the 

concealed documents and to recommend the best way for the government to proceed. Next 

week he will meet with employees of the State Archives in order to estimate the amount of 

material that he will have to examine. 

 

―I’ll approach the task with an open mind, while understanding the urgency of the matter," 

Hanegbi told Haaretz this week. "At the same time, there is a large number of cartons which 

have not been uploaded to a computer but exist on paper only — so first of all I’ll have to 

study the material.‖ 

 

Awaiting Hanegbi’s examination are materials collected by three state commissions of inquiry 

on the affair, in 1967, 1988 and 1995. Some of the files were shelved because they record 

discussions held behind closed doors; others, due to privacy laws. In addition, State Archives 

workers believe that there may be other relevant material scattered among different 

collections in the archive, which until now was not classified as relevant to the subject. If it is 

decided to reveal the material, the archive will also prepare to find those documents. 

 

The three commissions of inquiry reached similar conclusions: Hundreds of Yemenite children 

who disappeared in the early years of the state died from illnesses. The fate of several dozen 

others is unknown, but no evidence of institutionalized and organized abduction has been 

found. 

 

However, a growing suspicion among the families of the Yemenite children persists regarding 

the findings, whether due to methodical shortcomings in the work of the commissions, the 

many questions left unanswered, or the exposure to negligence and racism that characterized 

the establishment during those years. Many of them don’t believe a word of the reports, and 

are demanding a reexamination of the material. 

 

But can the documents of the State Archives help them? Will they provide the ―smoking gun‖ 

in the guise of minutes containing an institutional decision on an organized abduction 

operation? A historian who has scrutinized these documents in the past told Haaretz this week 

that the material is ―rich and interesting,‖ but ―does not include documents that the 

government tried to conceal from the public.‖ In other words, from the looks of it, the material 

itself cannot disprove the conclusion of the commissions of inquiry. 

 

Dr. Dov Levitan of Bar Ilan University, an expert on the immigration and absorption of 

Yemenite Jews who for years researched the story of the disappeared children, came to a 

similar conclusion. ―Anyone nurturing a hope ahead of the publication of the State Archives 

documents will be disappointed. The disappointment will be as great as the anticipation,‖ he 

told Haaretz. ―In the media and on the social networks they are telling people that the 

government has been hiding material from them for the past 70 years. But I’m familiar with 

the material, and I will say unequivocally: There are no such documents.‖ So what is hiding in 

the archive? Certificates of death and burial, medical files from hospitals and a lot of ―dry and 

professional material,‖ according to Levitan. 

 

Some of the Yemenite immigrant organizations have declared Levitan their enemy, describing 

him on the Internet as ―a denier of the abduction of Yemenite children.‖ Levitan is undeterred. 

In a long conversation this week he explained the findings of his study on the subject. 

 

―I worked on it for years and I had access to almost every possible document. I interviewed 

families and had access to materials that nobody had seen. I found a large number of failures 
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and mistakes by the state and the establishment, but I can’t put even one finger on a case in 

which I can say that there was an act of abduction or a criminal act. There was no criminal act. 

They didn’t kidnap children, but there was something irregular here,‖ he said. 

 

Levitan expanded: ―There were instances where children were adopted and the parents didn’t 

know about it. The adoption papers were signed far too easily. But was there a deliberate 

policy of abduction here? Absolutely not.‖ 

 

How were children given up for adoption without their parents’ knowledge? An examination of 

the commission of inquiry reports and investigative articles published in Haaretz and in various 

media outlets in the past decades points to negligence in the handling of sick children, who 

were taken away from their parents and sent to hospitals with no record of their personal 

information. Those who died were buried without any attempts to locate their families. Some 

of those who recovered were given up for adoption instead of investing efforts in looking for 

their parents. 

 

―The state made mistakes, out of arrogance or thoughtlessness, and failed to issue death 

certificates as required. But the vast majority [of the children] did in fact die. Others lost their 

identity and some were adopted. But there aren’t so many cases of adoption… If there had 

been dozens or hundreds of adopted children, wouldn’t that have been discovered? In a 

country like Israel it’s impossible to conceal secrets,‖ said Levitan. 

 

Attorney Rami Tzuberi, one of the leaders of the legal battle to expose the truth about the 

missing Yemenite children, rejects the assertion that the children died. As long as the 

examination is incomplete, he said, the story is still open ―because people haven’t received a 

solution. First the grandfather, then the son, and today it’s already the grandson‖ who doesn't 

know what happened. He told Haaretz that the affair won’t end until answers are found. ―After 

all, no parent killed his child. Someone took them and didn’t bring them back — neither alive 

nor dead.‖ 
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Haaretz20160723 Who's responsible for disappearance of 1,000 children in Israel? 

Inquiry fails to say By Boaz Sangero 

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.732488 

The Kedmi panel that investigated the disappearance of Yemenite children in the nascent State 

of Israel did not take seriously the allegations that they were abducted and avoided casting 

responsibility on state institutions. 

  

 
The report of the state commission of inquiry that dealt with the disappearance of children of 

new immigrants from Yemen during Israel’s early years is framed in legal language. The 

manner in which the commission’s members discussed the data they had is very similar to the 

style of writing used in legal judgments. It follows that any serious attempt to address the 

report must analyze it (in part) like any other legal text. 

 

The panel, whose investigation went on between 1995 and 2001, was headed by Justice Jacob 

Kedmi, who died earlier this month. (The report, in Hebrew, is available online.) The 

introduction to the report states that between 1,500 and 5,000 children disappeared between 

1948 and 1954. Complaints concerning 1,053 children were submitted to the three bodies that 

addressed the subject. (The Kedmi Commission was preceded by two earlier committees.) The 

great majority of those referred to Jews of Yemenite origin – about two-thirds of the cases 

about which complaints were filed, or a total of approximately 700 children. 

 

Some 50,000 immigrants from Yemen arrived in Israel between 1948 and 1954 in Operation 

On Wings of Eagles (popularly known as Operation Magic Carpet). The vast majority of those 

who disappeared were infants. According to the statistical data, there were 5,824 immigrants 

from Yemen of the appropriate age (from birth to 4 years). Hence, of every eight infants, at 

least one disappeared. That astonishing picture would seem to call for a meticulous 

examination and a thorough investigation, not least because of the fact that about half of the 

disappearances occurred during the relatively brief period when the immigrant camps were 

operating (from the end of 1949 until mid-1950). 

 

The main conclusion I reached, from an analysis of the report itself, based on the standard 

tools of analysis for a legal text, is that the commission’s work suffers from the most basic flaw 

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.732488
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(perhaps other than corruption) that can affect a commission of inquiry: an absence of all 

suspicion. 

 

The most basic assumption in investigative work is that something is apparently wrong and 

that the matter needs to be probed fully, and that if there are guilty parties they must be 

found. It is possible for an investigation to determine, at its conclusion, that there was no basis 

for suspicion. But that is not the case with the affair under discussion here. The report leaves 

many weighty questions unresolved. The commission’s own description of its working method 

and its presuppositions show that both during the investigation, and even before it began, 

suspicion was not its guiding light. The strongest impression created by the report is that the 

members of the body were not intent on conducting an in-depth probe, but rather, on 

explaining and persuading the public that, actually, the situation was not all that bad. Thus the 

panel made do with a small team of one or two investigators. 

 

Its report assumes throughout that the administrative work conducted during the period under 

investigation was sound and that the documentation – death and burial records – was reliable, 

serving as a self-fulfilling prophecy to prove the prior assumption. Despite the many 

contradictions and lacunae in the documentation from the period in which the children 

disappeared, the commission relies on it, reaching the conclusion that 93 percent of the 

children were missing because they had died. 

 

However, if one takes seriously the allegations of improper administration – whether because 

of establishment-sponsored abduction or due ―only‖ to establishment indifference to ―ad hoc‖ 

abduction of infants for the purpose of adoption – reliance on the contemporaneous 

documentation is extremely problematic. Anyone capable of abduction, or of ignoring such an 

act, is certainly also capable of producing fraudulent documentation or of allowing it to be 

produced. 

 

The members of the Kedmi Commission, however, are not suspicious even when they 

encounter warning lights, such as the destruction of burial records and their subsequent 

reconstruction. They have no idea who destroyed the records (or why) and who reconstructed 

them (or why), but nevertheless rely on the reconstructed ones. 

 

The panel takes a very lenient approach to the serious failures and the grave acts that are 

elaborated (partially) in the report. Thus, even the destruction of archives under their very 

noses does not elicit any real suspicion from its members. When government officials don’t 

cooperate and don’t produce material that has been requested, this official body merely 

expresses regret – but does not wield the coercive powers it possesses as a state commission 

of inquiry. 

 

In most of its letters of reply to the parents (collected in two thick volumes as annexes to the 

report), the commission states that the child in question died ―with certainty‖ – even when 

contradictions appear in the ―reliable‖ document concerning the date of death, cause of death 

and place of burial. Nor does the commission become suspicious when it emerges that some 

physicians engaged in arranging adoptions (meaning they had an interest). The same is true 

when a physician states on a death certificate that the child died and was buried. But what is a 

doctor doing in the cemetery?! 

 

Similarly, the panel’s members show no signs of suspicion even at the fact that the 1960 

population census lists many of these children under the rubric of ―left‖ or ―left the country.‖ 

Draft orders that some of the children received also set off no alarm bells. Rumors that 

circulated at the time, according to which Youth Aliyah, the official organization that dealt with 
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orphans and children whose parents were unable to care for them, was an ―address‖ where 

one could easily adopt a child, also failed to make the commission suspicious. 

 

For some reason, the Kedmi Commission treats as reasonable the possibility that parents 

abandoned their children or could not identify them when returned from the hospitals. Did its 

members think that this could have happened to them, too? 

 

Burdening the parents 

 

The commission did not apprehend its task correctly: It behaved not like a body of inquiry but 

like a court of law. In that context, it placed the heavy burden of proof on the aged parents. It 

refrained from conducting comprehensive DNA tests, making do with the findings in one grave, 

in which a match was found between the DNA of the bones and the DNA of the family, in order 

to reject all the parents’ allegations. But it was not alleged that there were no children who 

died and were buried, nor are we talking about a law of nature that can be refuted by a single 

counter-example. 

 

Another major flaw of the report is that it refers exclusively to the claim of establishment-

sponsored abduction (and to intentional theft, which is similar in essence), and addresses most 

of its efforts toward an attempt to refute this. In the lexicon of criminal justice, both 

establishment-sponsored abduction and intentional theft alike are based on criminal intent: a 

desire for certain consequence to occur. Yet, criminal responsibility can be imputed in cases of 

―indifference,‖ ―recklessness,‖ ―turning a blind eye‖ and even in cases of ―negligence‖ alone. 

Furthermore, this is certainly so in cases of administrative or civil responsibility, which are not 

based on intent. The report drawn up by this body flagrantly ignores the possibility of 

responsibility that is not based on intent. In this way, its members made life easy for 

themselves. 

 

In addition, the report ignores the possibility of intentional abduction that was organized not 

by the establishment but by private individuals, with the establishment being indifferent or 

turning a blind eye to/allowing the phenomenon – or, at the least, being negligent. 

 

The commission talks about ―ad hoc placing [of children] for adoption‖ without sharply 

criticizing any such horrific phenomenon and without being suspicious about the supposed 

circumstances. Why didn’t anybody look for the parents? The commission accepts excuses like 

the hospitals were so busy dealing with patients that they didn’t get around to registering the 

children’s details. Were the clerks also treating the children medically? 

 

The report suggests, furthermore, that the failures and the wrongful deeds were committed by 

institutions, but that not one of them was carried out by flesh-and-blood people who can be 

identified by name and be charged with personal responsibility – not necessarily criminal, 

given the passage of time. The members of the panel did not find any person responsible, only 

abstract entities which, for example, were involved in ―not setting procedures to remain in 

contact,‖ or had to deal with the ―absence of a central institution for reporting.‖ 

 

For some reason, the commission prefers to blame the parents of the missing children, rather 

than clarifying the establishment’s responsibility for that situation in any serious way. Even 

though the statute of limitations for the criminal offenses has expired, it is of immense social, 

public and moral importance to uncover the truth, to apprise both the parents and the families 

of the children who disappeared and Israel’s citizens in general of that truth, and to draw all 

the lessons necessary to ensure that not even one similar case recurs here. 

 



17 
 

DNA testing – now 

 

Even without the many pieces of data that are missing in the report, even if we make do with 

the minimal problems whose existence even the commission acknowledged, the picture that 

emerges is grave and requires the drawing of important lessons – something the Kedmi 

Commission does not do. It ignores the scale of the phenomenon. Even if ―only‖ 69 children 

disappeared, as it found, that is a very large number. What would the response be today if 

even one single child disappeared? 

 

In the 1960s, when Yossele Schumacher disappeared, all of Israel’s intelligence services were 

mobilized in the search for him. He was found abroad (the boy had been taken by his 

grandfather, who wanted him to have an ultra-Orthodox education) and brought back to 

Israel. Why did the disappearance of 1,000 children (according to the commission) or more 

(it’s known that not all the parents went appeared before the panel) not engender an 

investigation at the time? 

 

According to the commission, 983 of the children whose parents said they had disappeared 

had died. Even in the 1950s, Israel was not a backward country in terms of health care. If so 

many infants died, who is responsible for the fact that they were not treated properly? Was 

this the result of medical negligence? And why were the parents not invited to the burial? 

 

What can be done today? It’s not clear whether another commission of inquiry would be 

useful. It is an urgent basic necessity to make public the transcripts of the panel’s hearings 

and the documents that were available to it, even if that may turn out not to be very helpful, 

either. But the effort must be made. 

 

The one effective tool that needs to be used is DNA testing. The state must take responsibility 

and provide every family that so wishes with a genetic comparison between the remains in the 

grave (if grave and remains are found) and samples from family members. 

 

DNA testing could have been done at the time the commission held its hearings, in the late 

1990s and the beginning of the 2000s. Now it is essential. Just as Israel invested millions in 

the search for Yossele Schumacher in the 1960s, and millions in the search for the sunken 

submarine Dakar, and just as it spends resources whenever someone goes missing, it is 

glaringly obvious that resources must be allocated to investigate the disappearance of at least 

1,000 children. 

 

I am not a historian. For those who seek a historical account of this affair, I can warmly 

recommend a soon-to-be-published study by the historian Dr. Nathan Shifriss. As a jurist, I 

analyzed the commission of inquiry’s report and found serious flaws in it. (I published a 

detailed critique of the report in 2002 in the journal Theory and Criticism – available online in 

Hebrew.) 

 

The report is not reassuring. On the contrary: The more I read of it and its annexes – the 

letters to the parents – the more convinced I became that things were not managed properly. 

 

My conjecture is that there were people who took advantage of the weakness of the 

immigrants from Yemen and abducted many children for sale or for adoption. People were 

quick to assert that the connections between infants and their parents had been severed, 

instead of searching for the parents properly and diligently. 
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The phenomenon of ―ad hoc placing [of children] for adoption‖ was apparently a regular 

phenomenon. The authorities turned a blind eye – indifferently, recklessly, negligently – and 

that, too, is very grave. A racist approach appears to have existed holding that it was 

preferable for the children of the immigrants from Yemen to be raised in more established 

families. To admit this undermines the fine Zionist narrative we like to tell ourselves. But 

without an admission and a rectification of the tremendous wrong that was done to the 

children’s parents, we will not be able to be the kind of good society we aspire to be. 

 

The parents are already old; some have died. We must wait no longer. All the material of the 

state commission of inquiry must be made public. Genetic comparisons must be undertaken 

immediately for every family that so wishes (the tests are no longer as expensive as they once 

were). A true investigation must be launched. And where there is no suspicion, there is no true 

investigation. 

 

Boaz Sangero is a professor of law who teaches at the College of Law and Business, in Ramat 

Gan.  


