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Panic in Jerusalem

Parents in a tight-knit neighborhood believe a pedophile ring is terrorizing
children. What if it doesn’t exist?
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Email Print

A playground in Nahlaot. (All photos Michal Chelbin)

The neighborhood of Nahlaot in Jerusalem is less a single neighborhood than a cluster of
smaller semi-distinct neighborhoods that, beginning in the 1870s, grew incrementally as the
city’s population expanded beyond the Old City. Batei Rand and Batei Broydes are two of
these clusters, each with a few hundred residents. Both are overwhelmingly Haredi and built
around semi-enclosed courtyards. The apartments are continuous and are stacked on two
levels, the upper one accessible via a shared, wrap-around balcony. Most of the apartments
are single-entrance and open into the courtyard, so there is little privacy, and the residents
are, for the most part, very poor. Most families don’t own their home, but instead lease it on
extremely favorable terms from a charitable organization. Many of the families have been in
the neighborhood for generations, and the area, marked by labyrinthine cobblestone
alleyways, Jerusalem stone, and gardens, has long been beloved by those that live there.

“It was the most quaint, amazing, incredible, peaceful, loving community,” a former resident
recently told me. “A place where religious and secular got along with each other. It was like
an example of what Israel could be.”

All of this changed in October 2010, when a 44-year-old man named Binyamin Satz was
arrested. Satz is mentally handicapped, and court documents note that he is on state
disability, has schizophrenia, Tourette’s syndrome, and “a non-specific eating disorder.”
According to his lawyer, Roy Politi, he eats “only bread and cheese, but not when they are
touching.” Politi told me that Satz weighs less than 9o lbs. A neighbor described Satz as “very
strange, very slight,” with an “extremely pronounced twitch from his shoulder to head.” Politi
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described Satz as “functioning like a 12-year-old kid.”

When Satz, who had been living with his parents in another section of Jerusalem, moved into
his second-floor apartment in Nahlaot in the early 2000s, his father visited his son’s new
neighbors. “His father came, he sat down in our living room,” said Malka Lerner, who asked
to be referred to by a pseudonym. “And he told us, ‘Please accept my son, he is a special boy.
He loves kids, he’s very nice to kids. He has no sexual yediah [knowledge]. He’s like a 7-year-
old.””

For as long as people can remember, Satz was socially involved with children, who, with their
parents’ knowledge, would visit his apartment. How pervasive this was is hard to determine.
Politi says, “the whole neighborhood, 30 to 40 kids,” but one parent told me, “no more than
five children.” In any case, Politi says his client played chess or balance games with the local
kids. Lerner would occasionally find one or both of her sons in Satz’s apartment. “Every once
in a while, I would find them in the house, and I would call them out,” she said.

The first complaints surfaced in early October two years ago. Lerner, whose older boys, aged 6
and 7, had showed signs of developmental issues since moving to Nahlaot three years before,
received a call from a close neighborhood friend, Noa Klein. “Her son came home crying that
someone bit him,” Lerner told me of Klein. (Klein declined to be interviewed.) The boy
wouldn’t say where, but when Klein was bathing him that night “she saw a bite on his private
parts,” according to Lerner. Klein’s son wouldn’t say “who did it to him, but said it happened
after he visited Binyamin Satz.” Lerner urged Klein to go to the police. And on Oct. 11, Klein
reported to the police that her son had been bitten on the penis. According to Politi, the
police have photographs of the wound, though the police would not make them available to
me. Politi, who told me he has seen them, acknowledges that the pictures show a mark but
says its cause is unclear. “It can be anything from closing a zipper to a real bite,” he said.

In her complaint—what the investigating officer wrote down on Oct. 11—Klein specifically
said that Satz was not the one who bit her child, but that the child had left Satz’s apartment
before meeting someone else who bit him:

The kid came home from Talmud Torah [school] at two o’clock and immediately
started crying about someone biting him. I asked him, “Where?” and he said, “On my
arm,” but there’s no mark. I told him, “Let’s find out who it was and we’ll catch him.” T
gave him my hand, we ran outside, and then he told me that he met Binyamin, our
neighbor, and he asked for toffee, or that Binyamin asked him if he wants toffee, I'm
not sure, and then they went up to Binyamin’s apartment. [Speaking in voice of her
son:] Binyamin has a “round thing” on his bed, and whoever stands there for a little
bit gets a toffee, and whoever stands there longer gets ice cream, and I didn’t make it
[ie., didn’t manage to stand for a long time on the round thing] so I left there and
then someone bit me. So, I asked him [and here she returns to her own voice], “Who
bit you? Binyamin?” He answered in the negative. He said: “No, someone else, scary,
without a kippah.”

Right now, Binyamin Satz, Benzion Primashelanu, and Zalman Cohen are in jail, charged
with sodomy and violence against Israeli children. Six other men have been arrested,
questioned on suspicions of the same, and released. A 70-year-old woman named Sarah
Vorst was violently beaten by five men in February, her apartment ransacked, and her
computer and telephone stolen—according to many because her attackers believed she was a
mastermind behind the pedophiles’ plot.

To date, more than 70 children, nearly all from Haredi families in the tight-knit community
of Nahlaot, have been interviewed by Social Services and have claimed to suffer severe sexual,
psychological, physical, and ritual abuse at the hands of nearly 60 individuals. At least
another 50 children have claimed abuse, though they were not interviewed by Social Services.
The children have identified the perpetrators either by name or by telling characteristics: the
one with the ponytail, the one who exercises, the filmer, the one with a walker, the one who
wears a knitted kippah, and so on. Those accused include American immigrants, middle-
aged men, elderly women (nearly half of those accused are female), geriatric couples,
teenagers, mother-son teams, mentally handicapped individuals, at least one Arab, suspected
Christian missionaries, and, more recently, a few prominent members of the community,
including a rabbi. Some of those who have been identified by one or more children are
unaware, or appear to be unaware, that they have been accused.
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There was no hint of pedophilia in the community before October 2010. But the Haredi
community in Nahlaot now believes that the highly organized ring has been operating
secretly for years—possibly generations—and is governed by an elaborate hierarchy.
According to community members with whom I've spoken over the past year, they believe that
a small number of masterminds, including the 70-year-old Vorst, a convert to Judaism who
directs Ohel Sarah Imenu, an organization that facilitates Haredi conversions, used formerly
abused teenagers and mentally handicapped locals as scouts for the victims. Community
members believe that these scouts watched the children and parents from outdoor locations
that offered prime vantage points—under the guise of tending gardens, doing calisthenics, or
panhandling—and memorized their schedules, recording when the children would be
unsupervised. The pedophiles noted the schedules of various homeowners, residents of
Nahlaot claim, and they allegedly snuck into dozens of apartments and sheds in the
neighborhood in order to abuse the children, who have pointed out these locations to their
parents. Many are convinced that there are Christian missionary motivations at play here and
that false converts have infiltrated their community. A number of locals told me they believe
that the videos and media produced by the pedophile ring are being sold for tens of
thousands of dollars or more.

The Nahlaot situation is already widely referred to as the worst pedophile case in Israel’s
history. This is a phenomenal understatement. If true, this would be, in terms of the number
of perpetrators and the scope of conspiracy, unprecedented in known criminal history.
Indeed, not only that: It would be the first proven instance of an association generally
acknowledged to be the great white whale of sex crimes. “To be perfectly blunt,” said Dorothy
Rabinowitz, a member of the Wall Street Journal’s editorial board who won a Pulitzer Prize
for her extensive coverage of such cases, “there is no such thing as a pedophile ring.”

KKK

By the summer of 2011, there was, in the eyes of many in the community, no doubt that a
pedophile ring was in their midst. It was around this time, too, that Leiby Kletzky, an 8- year-
old Hasidic boy from Brooklyn, was abducted and gruesomely murdered by someone in his
community. Parental fears were at a fever pitch. Aaron Leibowitz, a rabbi in Nahlaot, wrote
an open letter to the community:

A great darkness has come over our community. I am sorry to have to share with any
of you who may be hearing this for the first time that over 100 children, almost
exclusively from the charedi camp, have been molested by a circle of despicable sexual
predators living amongst us. While a few of these monsters have been put behind bars,
there are others who continue to walk free due to a lack of hard evidence, and the
problematic nature of child testimony. I was personally told by the social service
official in charge of interviewing the children that there is no doubt that some of these
men are guilty, only a lack of admissible evidence.

This lack of admissible evidence was indeed a problem from the start. The two-page report of
Noa Klein’s original complaint, which is now court evidence and which I read in Politi’s
office, shows the interviewing officer clearly growing more and more concerned about Satz.
The complaint certainly contains potentially inappropriate behavior—including having
children over to play games—but nothing illegal was mentioned. Satz was nevertheless held,
but after six days he was released due to lack of evidence.

Three days later, another complaint, this one filed by a local father named Dovid Manheim,
mentioned Satz as well. Unlike Noa Klein’s complaint, this time Satz was directly accused.
Mannheim approached the police to find out why Satz had been released after only six days.
“My neighbors ... told us that Binyamin Satz abused the children of one of the neighbors,” he
said, according to the complaint. “We later found out that Binyamin Satz was arrested last
Friday and was then released to house arrest, since there was no evidence against him
because the kids didn’t tell the police or investigators. So, I came here yesterday to help, and I
met the investigator Aliza, to find out how I can help in this case. She told me they need a
testimony about an act that happened with a child. I came to the police today, because last
night I asked my son [redacted], who'’s 7, ‘Did you go into his house?’ That’s all I asked. And
then he told me everything on his own.”

After hearing these stories, Lerner began to suspect that her own children’s developmental
issues—which include extreme fear, antisocial tendencies, nervousness, and incontinence—
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