
Every year, the Memorial Day is also marked by a major ceremony held in Netanya, 
conducted by the “Hanoar Haoved VeHalomed” Movement and the Netanya Municipality. 

At the ceremony, four beacons are lit in memory of the four thousand who perished and 
the missing. The torchbearers are, for the most part, family members of the perished . 

The memorial site for those who 
perished on Mount Herzl in Jerusalem

Sara and her mother lighting one of the 
beacons at the Memorial in Netanya in 2017
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‘My grandmother attempted to leave Ethiopia for Jerusalem in 1976 with her husband, 
her children, and grandchildren. Starting the journey, my grandmother Sai Wundmagen 
and some of her children were arrested in the city of Gondar by Ethiopian police forces, 

who banned immigration to Israel and Zionist activity, after a year she was released from 
detention and continued her journey towards Sudan.

Throughout the journey my grandmother was healthy and strong despite her age and 
carried her baby granddaughter most of the journey. When she arrived in Sudan, she 

became very ill.

After several months in the refugee camp, the Sudanese government evacuated the 
Jews back to the Ethiopian / Sudanese border to prevent them from immigrating to 

Israel. And again, they began the journey to Gondar and from there to Addis Ababa, the 
capital (they were told that there was a possibility to immigrate to Israel from there). 

When she arrived in Addis Ababa, my grandmother died and did not get to come to Israel, 
but her children and grandchildren immigrated to Israel in May 1991.

May 24, 2017 My mother (Birkea Baruch) and I light a beacon in memory of my 
grandparents. We were invited to light a beacon in memory of my grandmother who did 
not survive the trip to Israel in a ceremony that marks the day in the city of Netanya, the 

city where we live.’

For more information about this story 
watch the following video produced by 

the Jewish Agency  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CJb5KUNYox4


For Israelis of Ethiopian descent, known as the Beta Yisrael community, Yom Yerushalayim also 
has increased significance as a Memorial Day for Ethiopian Jews who perished on their way to 
Israel. About 4,000 members of the community perished on the roads and in camps waiting to 

immigrate to Israel. 

Due to the secret nature of the rescue of Jews from Ethiopia in the early years their Jewish identity 
was often hidden following the instructions of the Mossad agents who were coordinating the effort.  

This  made it difficult for the immigrants to observe the laws of kashrut and purity; in the desert, 
the immigrants could not bury their dead for fear of the robbers, while in the camps they could not 
bury the dead in a Jewish ceremony from the terror of the Sudanese guards.  This period is one of 

extreme sadness for the community who always dreamed of returning to the land of the Tanach and 
specifically Jerusalem.

In November 1984, “Operation Moses” began, the first state operation to bring Ethiopian Jews to 
Israel. The operation was conducted in secret from Sudan, and as part of it approximately 8,000 

Ethiopian Jews were part of a mass rescue using Israeli planes and a complete news blackout, 
however, due to the leak of information about its existence to the press in Israel, this operation 

ended prematurely. Many families were left behind, torn, and divided, until “Operation Solomon,” 
in which 14,324 immigrants were brought to Israel in May 1991, by additional emergency flights, 

within 36 hours.

The Ministry of Immigrant Absorption commemorated the memory of Ethiopian Jews who 
perished on their way to Israel in a temporary monument erected in 1989 at Kibbutz Ramat 

Rachel, in collaboration with the Jewish National Fund and the Jewish Agency. At the end of 
2003, the Ministerial Committee on Immigration, Absorption, and Diaspora Affairs decided 
to erect a permanent monument on Mount Herzl to commemorate the Ethiopian Jews who 

perished on their way to Israel. The government has determined that a state ceremony in memory 
of the victims will be held annually on, Jerusalem Day.

Yom Yerushalayim & the 
Beta Yisrael community



In March 2007, a monument to the Ethiopian Jews who perished on their way to Israel was 
inaugurated in the southern part of Mount Herzl. 

Setting an official date for Memorial Day for Jews who perished on their way to Israel and 
establishing the memorial site on Mount Herzl was a lengthy process led by associations and 
community representatives. The date was chosen to be Jerusalem Day as it symbolises the 

deep connection between Ethiopian Jews and Jerusalem and the longing to survive and reach it. 
However, choosing this date proved to also be controversial according to some Ethiopian activists 

as it separates the celebrations of the Jewish majority and the Memorial Day of Ethiopian Jews.

In 2007, the memorial site was inaugurated on Mount Herzl. On the monument are engraved 
the names of 1388  of those that perished whose names have been verified. Since then, the 

ceremony has been held at the site, with the participation of representatives of the Israeli 
government, the President of Israel, Beta Israel Kessim (spiritual leaders) , the families of the 

victims, and others. During the ceremony, the President and the Prime Minister will deliver 
speeches and the ceremony will consist of prayers and singing hymns. In addition to the large 
commemoration on Mount Herzl, Memorial Day for Ethiopian Jews is mentioned in all schools 

and youth movements.

Commemoration


