
1/3/24, 12:08 AMBrother of Evanston teen held hostage by Hamas speaks out

Page 1 of 10https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-natalie-judith-raana…hopes-for-safe-return-20231018-bxnrn3g6izftfjjx2e3bs5yop4-story.html

NEWS

Brother of Evanston teen held hostage by
Hamas speaks on hope for a safe return: ‘We
are a peaceful family’
By Ilana Arougheti

Chicago Tribune • Published: Oct 18, 2023 at 6:35 pm
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On Oct. 24, Natalie Raanan’s 18th birthday, her brother Ben planned to

take her to get her first tattoo, with matching ink of his own. The two

never got as far as choosing a design.

Natalie, 17, and her mother Judith Raanan, 59, of Evanston, were taken

hostage during a visit to Israel by the terrorist group Hamas, which

controls the Gaza Strip, during a coordinated attack on Oct. 7.

Now, as the search for Natalie and Judith continues, Ben Raanan, 34,

instead sat Wednesday for a tribute tattoo — a tree of life with Natalie’s

and their brother’s names in the branches.

[ Update: Natalie and Judith Raanan, Evanston residents who have

been hostages of terrorist group Hamas since Oct. 7, have been released,

Israeli state-sanctioned news channel KAN 11 reported on Friday.  ]
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Ben Raanan, of Denver, Colorado, are awaiting word about the location of his mother Judith

Raanan, and his sister Natalie, who were taken hostage during a visit to Israel by the terrorist

group Hamas on Oct. 7, 2023. (Hyoung Chang/The Denver Post)
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Judith Raanan and her daughter, Natalie Raanan, at Natalie's high school graduation. They were
visiting relatives in southern Israel when Hamas attacked Oct. 7. (Family photo)

Judith and Natalie were visiting relatives at Nahal Oz when Hamas

operatives attacked the kibbutz near the Israel-Gaza border. The family in

the U.S. last heard from Natalie about 6 a.m. via text, saying that she and

Judith were locking themselves in a guesthouse because they heard

gunfire and explosions.
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When Israeli Defense Forces soldiers searched the guesthouse several

hours later, they found broken glass on the floor, Ben said. A neighbor

later confirmed they had seen members of Hamas leading them from the

guesthouse at gunpoint in the early hours of Oct. 7.

Ben believes his sister and stepmother are alive.

“We’ve received information from both Israeli intelligence and American

intelligence, and the belief is that they are still alive and somewhere in

Gaza,” he said.

Natalie was born in the Chicago area, but lived with her mother in Israel

for nearly a decade before the pair returned to live in Evanston. She

graduated from Deerfield High School in the spring.

“When she first moved to America, she barely spoke any English, and I

barely spoke any Hebrew,” Ben said. “We went to see Cirque du Soleil,

and it was just this really fun memory of, ‘Oh, we’re going to get along

fine, even though we can barely speak the same language.’”

Now living in Denver, Ben said he and Natalie kept in touch by phone

throughout her high school years. Natalie last spoke to Ben about a week

and a half before she was taken hostage. She had asked him about the

Chicago homicides in 2023: 617 people slain.
Here’s how that compares with previous years.
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mobile game Pokémon Go, a recent discovery for her.

“It’s weird because our family is separated — I’m in Denver, she’s in

Chicago — but we’ve always been really united by our culture,” Ben said.

“We’re a family that’s very based around us living completely separate

lives but loving each other so immensely.”

Sigal and Avi Zamir attend a vigil for their relatives, Judith Raanan, and her daughter, Natalie
Raanan, at a family friend's home on Oct. 12, 2023, in Evanston. (John J. Kim/Chicago Tribune)

Ben described his sister as a “typical 17-year-old” with a big heart,

enamored with her phone and her closet, but even more so with her dog,

Panda.

Natalie left for Italy first before traveling with her mother to Israel, Ben

said. Before she left, he said the “big discussion” in her house was

whether she should study fashion design, interior decorating or tattooing,

Ben said.

“She’s not a politician or a soldier,” Ben said of his sister. “She is an

artist.”

His stepmom Judith, who was born in Israel, was married to Uri Raanan,

Ben and Natalie’s father, for several years around the time Ben was 14.
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Natalie and Judith grew extremely close to Ben’s other brother, Natalie’s

half brother, who is autistic. Judith visited him biweekly for nearly six

years, and the pair enjoyed doing art projects together, Ben said.

“Judith is a very kind of spiritual person who loves people,” he said.

Judith has worked as a life coach, Ben said. Her website also lists her as a

certified medical aesthetician, working in the beauty and wellness

industry. Judith and Natalie belong to Chabad of Evanston, where Judith

has been active for about a decade.

The Raanan family last received an intelligence update several days ago,

but remains in daily contact with representatives of both governments,

Ben said.

Mia Schem, 21, a French and Israeli woman also held hostage, was

featured in a video recently released by Hamas. The Raanan family is

calling for Hamas to release a similar video featuring Judith and Natalie

as the family holds out hope for their safe return, Ben said.

“We are respectfully asking Hamas,” Ben said. “That would be really,

really helpful, and we would really, really appreciate it.”

At least 31 American citizens have been killed as a direct result of Hamas

actions since Oct. 7, President Joe Biden said Wednesday, speaking from

Tel Aviv.

Thirteen Americans are still unaccounted for as of Tuesday and believed

to be hostages of Hamas, according to an Oct. 17 interview between White

House spokesperson Karine Jean-Pierre and National Security Council

spokesman John Kirby.

“There’s no rationalizing it, no excusing it, period,” Biden said

Wednesday, referring to the Oct. 7 attack in which Natalie and Judith

were taken hostage. “The brutality we saw would have cut deep anywhere

in the world.”

The Israeli military says that Hamas is holding 199 hostages in Gaza,

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/press-briefings/2023/10/17/press-gaggle-by-press-secretary-karine-jean-pierre-and-nsc-coordinator-for-strategic-communications-john-kirby-en-route-tel-aviv-israel/
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Reuters reported Monday. Hamas says it has 200 to 250 hostages.

Ben and Natalie’s aunt and uncle attended a Zoom meeting with Biden on

Oct. 13, as he addressed the families of American hostages.

“When President Biden met with us … he spoke very kindly,” Ben said. “It

was clear this wasn’t some political thing to him. This meant a lot to him.”

The Raanan family is cooperating with the Biden administration as they

wait for news on Judith and Natalie, Ben said. The family has been in

touch with Illinois Democrat Rep. Jan Schakowsky, U.S. secretary of

state’s office, the consul general of Israel to the Midwest and the FBI, the

Tribune previously reported.

The Raanan family is also praying for civilians in Gaza, who Ben

emphasizes “are also victims in this matter.”

“We are a peaceful family,” Ben said. “We believe that all life is important

and are really, really, really focused on the humanity of all this.”

Ben Raanan holds his phone showing an old photo of himself and his sister Natalie. (Hyoung
Chang/The Denver Post)

As they remain in constant contact, family members are working in teams

to advocate for the safe return of Natalie and Judith. They are dividing

efforts, with some working with reporters, others working with the U.S.

and Israeli embassies, and some engaging with the FBI.

“We’re in constant communication with each other,” Ben said. “The only

thing we have right now is hope. We believe Natalie and Judith are alive.

We are hoping they are being treated well, and hoping that everything is

OK and they’re not doing too horribly.”

Biden spoke from Tel Aviv, saying there’s “no higher priority” for the

American government right now than negotiating the safe return of

hostages.

Hamas warned last week that it would kill a hostage every time Israeli

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/former-hamas-chief-meshaal-says-israeli-captives-include-high-ranking-officers-2023-10-16/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/evanston/ct-prayer-vigil-mother-daughter-missing-israel-20231013-uyncs7jchrab7ot2e57sqx4kgm-story.html
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military forces bombed a civilian target in Gaza without warning, The

Associated Press reported.

Uri Raanan, who is Natalie’s father and Judith’s ex-husband, has raised

more than $8,000 as of Wednesday toward Judith and Natalie’s medical

and psychological recovery.
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The fundraiser, created Sunday, also supports travel to meet with public

officials, and future public awareness events held by the Raanan family.

Ben said the family wishes they could tell Judith and Natalie that a whole

team of loved ones are standing by to help.

“We love you very dearly,” Ben said. “We are hoping you are being treated

with respect, and we can’t wait to go on this journey and be there as a

support for you.”

Ben said when he thinks of his sister and stepmother’s return, he

imagines taking them out to a fancy dinner — with a Natalie twist.

“I’d love to say I’d take them to the most beautiful meal ever,” Ben

Raanan said. “But Natalie would probably prefer McDonald’s fries. So

we’ll get some fries.”

The Associated Press contributed.
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