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Rabbi Michael Beals        March 10, 2008 

Congregation Beth Shalom       Wilmington, DE 

 

Morris Ariff 

Moshe ben Nachum v’Chana 

December 18, 1915 – March 8, 2008 

 

 “Mild-Mannered Morris,” “Pop-Pop,” “Frumme Moishe,” “Moshe Rebeynu.”  These 

were four of the affectionate ways family and friends referred to our Morris Ariff.  Half of these 

pet-names refer to Morris’ Hebrew name:  Moshe, Hebrew for Moses – the law giver, the 

towering figure who dominates four of the Five Books of Moses, the Torah.  But as we open this 

week’s parasha, Vayikra, which begins the third book of the Bible, Leviticus, we are not focusing 

on Moses at all.  Rather it is Moses’ mild-mannered brother, Aaron, Cohen Ha Gadol, the High 

Priest, who is featured as the servant of the people, who help them come closer to God by 

assisting them with their sacrifices offered at the newly constructed Tabernacle. 

 As I marvel at our newly constructed Tabernacle, the renovated and rebuilt 

Congregation Beth Shalom, finished just in time to honor Morris, I am struck with how much 

more our “Frumme Moishe,” our beloved Morris, resembles Aaron, not Moses.  Like Aaron in 

the Torah, Morris Ariff was a man of the people.  Like Aaron in the Torah, our Morris was a 

rodef shalom, a pursuer of peace.  Like Aaron in the Torah, our Morris was mild mannered.  

Morris would never have shattered the ten commandments if he got annoyed with his people – 

Morris would have appreciated the craftsmanship, the exquisite penmanship carved on the 

stone slabs, all the time and energy put into those ten commandments.  No, Morris, would 

have been the guy who gathered up the gold, threw it into the kiln, and out popped a golden 

calf.  That’s not to say that Morris did not have principles and standards.  He did.  But he wasn’t 

the type to force them on another person.  Rather, Morris led through example.  And in that 

way, he inspired all of us. 

 Morris was born on December 18, 1915, right here in Wilmington.  He grew up on Third 

Street, in the old Jewish neighborhood.  And if you want details about life in the “hood,” I will 
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refer you to Mutzie Bellak, during our meal of condolence back at the shul.  Morris was one of 

three children born to Nathan and Anna Ariff.  Morris two sisters, Jenny and Esther, have since 

passed away.  Gladys tells me that Morris lived in among the kosher delis and bakeries of 

Wilmington.  He had a particular fancy for something called lox soup.  As a newly married wife, 

Gladys obliged Morris by going to the local deli and buying it for him.  Gladys tells me once was 

quite enough. 

 Morris grew up at Hesed Shel Emes shul, learned how to daven there, had his bar 

mitzvah, and these early-acquired skills made him a vibrant part of the spiritual life of 

Congregation Beth Shalom for close to 60 years.  He was a graduate of Wilmington High School, 

where he first acquired his love of bowling, golf and photography.  He used to love to go down 

to the Brandywine River and photograph nature in all its beauty.  Truth of the matter: Morris 

was really an artist.  He saw the world through the lens of his camera.  He knew how to frame 

every picture.  Morris could see beyond the periphery and go straight to the core, the essence 

of the subject in front of him.  It was quite a gift. He knew how to bring out the beauty of each 

of his subjects.  But he also knew how to work hard.  And he used his photographic abilities not 

only to capture everybody’s simcha, but also to put food on the table.  Both the art and the 

work ethic were gifts he passed on to his children and his children’s children, as you will soon 

learn. 

 Upon graduation in 1933, he struck up a deal with Wilmington Dry Goods Store.  He 

would take up a photo concession where he would run one of those machines where you put in 

a quarter, sit in a booth, and out comes the photos.  In return, Wilmington Dry Goods would get 

a percentage of the profit.  It worked out very well for both parties.  So much so, that in the 

summers Morris ran an additional photo concession out of Rehoboth Beach.  But Morris was 

not only an entrepreneur, he was also an artist and dedicated to good photography.  So in the 

back of the store, Morris had a camera, and when the booth just couldn’t capture the moment, 

he would take more sophisticated portraits of his subjects. 

 He was known as “have camera will travel.”  He was constantly on hand in the Gold Ball 

Room of the Hotel DuPont to capture the benefit dances which raised money for all sorts of 

worthy causes.  And for 30 years he captured the graduating classes at Friends School and for 
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40 years at Ursiline Academy.  In the composite photos, Morris would handwrite in the name of 

each graduating senior in beautiful lettering with his steady hand.  His opportunities to 

photograph even brought him to the local roller rink to capture the skaters.  Morris learned 

how to rollerskate for these gigs, and he discovered he was really good at it – he found a 

beautiful pre-Gladys girl, and he used to roller dance with her and win competitions --- WHO 

KNEW? 

 In 1941, war broke out and Morris traded his roller skates for combat boots.  He was 

drafted into the Army Air Corps.  He was assigned to training programs in Florida and Texas, but 

it was in Denver, Colorado that he was trained in the art of overhead photography by the 

reknowned director, Frank Capra, on loan from the movie studios to support the war effort.  

Now Capra had already made a name for himself, but he was still five years away from making 

the movie that would make him immortal, “It’s a Wonderful Life.”  I cannot help but thinking 

that the menchlichkeit of Jimmy Stewart’s character was inspired by Mr. Capra’s encounters 

with Morris.  Frank Capra was so impressed with Morris’ abilities that he had him sent to New 

York City for advanced training.  From there Morris was sent overseas with the Fifth Airforce in 

Europe and assigned to the 463
rd

 Bombadeer Group.  Morris responsibility was to fly missions 

with his group and photograph the bombing over German Army positions in real time, to 

ensure that the bombs hit their intended targets.  As an Amercan, but especially as a  Jew it 

must have been very rewarding for Morris to know that he was doing something very real to 

help rid Europe of the Nazi scourge that was destroying his people by the millions. 

 While visiting with the Ariff family to prepare for today, I was treated to some amazing 

photos of Morris – he was great on both sides of the camera lense.  There is one photo of him, 

bare chested in a kyak in Italy that helps us understand why Gladys fell for this lean hunk – who 

knew?  And there are two photos of Morris in uniform, one a formal portrait shot, and one of 

him in action photographing, which are really amazing. 

 Even in combat, Morris was a mench.  While stationed in Foja, Italy, he shared his 

meager rations with the impoverished local townspeople who were starving.  And it was while 

stationed in Foja, that he met up with our own beloved Rabbi Jacob Kraft, for whom this 

sanctuary is named.  Rabbi Kraft was on sabbatical from Congregation Beth Shalom at the time 



4 | P a g e  

 

in order to serve his country as an Army Chaplain.  Morris and Rabbi Kraft celebrated Shabbat 

together in Foja.  Both men were serving their country with distinction.  Yes, this truly was the 

truly the Greatest Generation, as these servicemen have recently been dubbed as we look back 

on what they did for the cause of democracy in such a perilous time. 

 Upon returning from Europe at war’s end, Morris returned to his concession at 

Wilmington Dry Goods, and shortly thereafter met and married Betty Goldberg in 1945.  

Together, they had their beloved son, Michael, in 1948 – the year of the Birth of the State of 

Israel.  Alas, Betty passed away quite suddenly in 1950, making Morris a widower.  Morris 

remained close to Betty’s two brothers, Marvin and Jerry Goldberg.  Michael remembers his 

dad filling the house with family so that he would never feel alone.  Michael was traumatized at 

having losing his mother at such an early age, and his earliest childhood memories were of how 

supportive his father was to him.  It was Morris love for Michael that caught the eye of Gladys 

Roda, self described gay divorcee, a scintillating temptress with two children of her own, Louis 

and Sharon. 

 The year was 1952.  Morris’ now four-year-old son was serving as the ring bearer for his 

Uncle Marvin Goldberg’s wedding.  Half way up the aisle to the chuppah Michael lost his nerve 

and ran into the arms of his loving father, Morris.  Gladys, a friend of the bride, Charlotte, 

watched this event take place, and instantly fell in love with Morris.  Morris danced with Gladys 

that night, and actively pursued her.  Their first date was at a beach house in Atlantic City.  I, 

there rabbi, was shocked.  First date and they are already spending the night together.  Gladys 

let me hang there in suspense.  And then told me it wasn’t so hot and steamy, he was 

surrounded by 20 of her relatives crammed into the same beach house.  So much for the 

formalities of meeting the family.  Morris proposed to Gladys at an upscale restaurant called 

Bookbinder’s in Philadelphia just a few months after dating, and they were married that same 

year: August 17, 1952. 

 Gladys said she didn’t even give it six months.  They were so totally different.  Gladys 

was loud, flamboyant, expressive – Morris was quiet, modest, shah-shtill.  But what could have 

driven them apart, made for a wonderful, exciting, interesting, memorable 55 years together.  

Gladys says with exhuberance that it was a LOVE AFFAIR and she would not have changed a 
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moment of it for the world. They did a double adoption, with Morris becoming father to Louis 

and Sharon, and Gladys becoming mother to Michael.  They never used the term “step.”  The 

categories of adopted and biological were blurred out of existence by the love both parents felt 

for all thee of their children … and in time a fourth, Michele, which they had together. 

 Morris and Gladys made their home right around the corner from Mildred and Herman 

Cohen, with whom they have remained friends to this day, Soon after Morris and Gladys were 

married, they bought Davis Studios, a pre-existing photographic studio in Wilmington, and 

began running it together.   It was a great success.  During an ulcer attack in 1958,  (Gladys 

swears she wasn’t responsible for the attack), which landed Morris in the hospital,  Gladys had 

to learn how to take and develop the photos herself.  She would bring the negatives to Morris’ 

hospital bed each night, and he would decide which ones to go with and which ones to toss.  In 

their partnership, Morris referred to Gladys in the store “as the girl in the office,” NEVER as his 

wife.  Gladys explained that that way if she did something wrong, he could blame her, while he 

could never blame his wife.  In the same way, Michael, who assisted their parents, was known 

as “the boy over there,” but NEVER as his son – same reason. 

 Morris knew how to work hard, but he also knew how to play hard.  He liked the 

balance.  For Morris, his playing hard was his time on the golf course.  His family was his first 

love, but his family had to share him with his other loves: golf and of course photography.  

Morris also loved to travel.  His favorite trip was with Gladys and two bus loads of Beth Shalom 

congregants to Israel, led by then-Rabbi Geffin.  Perhaps a close second might be their trip with 

Michele for her 16
th

 birthday to England, France and Switzerland, or perhaps for Pesach to 

Curacel, where they made arrangements to celebrate the seder with Mikveh Israel, the oldest 

standing synagogue in the Western Hemisphere and home to Cantor Swerling, the celebrated 

long-serving cantor of Beth Shalom.   

 To get a unique take on Morris, though, I need to share with you a trip that Morris and 

Gladys took to Hawaii.  The couple were on a beach together when these two young ladies, in 

little bikinis walked by.  Morris, known for wandering off without notice, wandered after the 

girls, followed them on to a reef, and had them pose for him for a photo shoot.  They turned 

out to be stewardesses from Scandinavian Airlines and they were more than happy to oblige 
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our man with a passion for photography.  Morris got their addresses, sent them the photos, and 

they remained pen pals.  Morris did not believe there wasn’t a photo he couldn’t take.  Of 

course that almost got him thrown off the set of “Tequila Sunrise,” including the unauthorized 

shot Morris got of Mel Gibson in the Director’s Chair (before we found out that Mel-baby was 

an anti-Semite and not worth the film in Morris’ camera). 

 Yes, there was this whole other side of “Mild-Mannered Morris,” like the time when 

Gladys arranged for a belly dancer to dance for Morris and their friends for a surprise 65
th

 

birthday party.  The dancer was quite a temptress in her own right, and as she lay on the 

ground, on the Oriental rug spread out in the family basement, Morris got right down on his 

back beside her and started dancing too.  Now you know I would only tell you these stories with 

Gladys’ active encouragement.  It says something about the love and fidelity of their 

relationship that Gladys enjoys these stories safe in the exclusive love that Morris had for her. 

 There are so many lovely stories that Louis, Michael, Michele and in abstentia, Sharon, 

shared with me.  Louis told me that Morris was just a fabulous father to him.  His hard work and 

even temperament influenced his entire life.  But the happiest moment for Louis was when 

Morris pinned his gold bars on him, in tribute of his 26 ½ years of service to the US Army and 

for earning the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.  I am sure Morris own love of country and service 

was an inspiration to Louis. 

 Michael, with tears in eyes, recounted how his father  was always there for him, from 

the time of his mother’s death forward to the present.  Be it laying the tiles in the basement 

one-by-one, “like this son,” or putting up the paneling in the den, the two men were bonded to 

one another.  After a motocycle accident in 1968, Rabbi Kraft got Michael to start coming to 

Beth Shalom’s morning minyan.  And Morris tagged along.  Morris came to love going to shul, 

then under the control of Pop  Golden, and Morris kept going and going and going, which is 

how he earned the knick name, Frummer Moishe.  He loved the shul and he loved the people.  

That is why it was so important to have Morris’ leviah in this sanctuary,  and the meal of 

condolence right back here too.  Morris LOVED this place so much. 

 All the kids shared with delight their visits to what was then the countryside, to 

Lynwaithe Dairy Farm for ice cream or casting a bamboo pole out over the Brandywine to fish, 
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to those wonderful, long car trips to visit Aunt Jenny and Uncle Max.  And how Morris loved his 

cars.  He was always thrilled to bring home the newest edition, be it the Green and White 

Rambler, the Oldsmobiles, or posing next to the hot red Corvette in his later years. 

 Louis, Michael, Michele and Sharon said agreed their father loved routine, he lived for 

routine. He wanted to have his meals at a set time each day.  And he was particular about the 

arrangement of food on his plate: the veggies, meat and potatoes must each have their unique 

position on the plate, and shouldn’t touch each other – kind of like an artist’s palette.   

 Michele, born in 1954, felt as the youngest girl, that she got the best end of the deal 

with Morris.  When she contemplated what she should do, it was always “what would daddy 

like?”  And Morris would not deny her anything.  Her fondest memory was having her meet him 

once a week at Carcroft Elementary School for lunch, on those little kiddy picnic tables, with all 

of Michele’s other little friends.  Now in retrospect, he may have been coming for the fried 

chicken, turkey or meatloaf – because he always came on the only day that the school offered a 

hot lunch, but let’s face it, how many other working parents would take time off to have lunch 

with their child in school? 

 Michelle and her husband, Jerry, would bless Morris with four grandchildren, David, 

Chad, Eric and Meredith.  David will address you in just a few minutes.  Chadd told me that he 

loved bonding with his PopPop over miniature golf and bowling, and that it was PopPop’s 

bowling lessons which allowed him to triumph over his friends when bowling with them.  Eric 

told me that during his PopPop’s visits to their home in Florida, he was always amazed with 

Morris’ waking up rituals, which would include rolling out of bed in his underwear and 

immediately starting to do push ups and sit ups.  He was also amazed by his cutting his Snicker 

bars into eighths before eating them.  Eric attributes his own exercise regime and his 

meticulous nature to his PopPop.  And Meredith agreed, that those Snicker bars were essential 

for pantry stocking when PopPop was coming to visit, but that we must also remember his love 

of Tasty Cakes just to be fair. 

 Jennifer, born to Louis and Minh, was Morris’ first grandchild.  She was the one who 

would accompany his PopPop out on the golf course, and although her golf game wasn’t much 
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to speak about, she prided herself on being an excellent caddy to both her grandparents.  Her 

husband, Hal, told me how Morris welcome him so lovingly into the family from the get-go. 

 Michael’s son, Benjamin, now 22, just had his photos from Ireland featured in a special 

Hadassah Magazine story featuring the Jews of Ireland, I am sure in eager anticipation of that 

favorite Jewish holiday, St. Patrick’s Day.  Benjamin prides himself on being a junior Morris, 

from his love of photos to his ideals, his love of life, and his temperament – all of which 

Benjamin tries to infuse in his own life.  Watch out for Benjamin’s next photo shoot, the Jews of 

China.  I know Benjamin made his PopPop very proud. 

 Morris Ariff was not just an inspiration to Benjamin, he was an inspiration to ALL of us.  I 

was blessed to know and love Morris during my short time here.  He had me sit for a formal 

portrait as the new Rabbi of Beth Shalom, and then had Elissa, Ariella and our then-infant, 

Shira, sit for a Family Portrait upon the occasion of my installation as Rabbi of Congregation 

Beth Shalom.  Morris good nature, his confidence, his vision, his loving qualities, were all 

evident in the time we spent together.  Last Sunday, I enjoyed making him laugh at his hospital 

bed in Wilmington Hospital, and as I recited the viddui, the final confessional at his bedside at 

Christiana last Wednesday afternoon, and held his hand, and kiss his soft keppie to say 

goodbye, I could feel his love and serenity.  He did not answer me then, nor did he laugh, but I 

could feel the presence of his soul which filled our lives collectively for these past 92 years.  

May his memory be for a blessing and inspire us to be sweeter, more loving, more hardworking, 

more appreciative, and more observant of all the beauty that surrounds us because of his life, 

and let us say, amen. 

  

  


