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Rabbi Michael S Beals August 30, 2010

Yosef ben Moshe Ha Cohen

June 6, 1924 – August 28, 2010

This week Jews around the world are reading the combined Torah portion Nitzavim and
Vayelech. The Torah portion begins in a very inclusive way. Moses addresses the Israelites, on the verge
of their entry into the Promised Land, saying: “ALL of you are standing together this day, men, women
and children, from the heads of the tribes to the wood choppers and water carriers, to enter into a
covenant with the Lord.” This opening from one of the concluding parshiot of the Torah seems to be
very fitting for Joseph Davis, whose life we remember today. Joe looked at fellow human beings, and
like Dr, King’s “I Have a Dream Speech,” he judged people not by the color of their skin, but by the
content of their character. In fact, jokingly his children shared that for their father, the world could
roughly be understood as God on top, followed by PhDs, then Engineers, then Angels, and then …
everybody else – Joseph Davis’ “meritocracy.”

Joseph Davis was born on June 6, 1924 in Vienna, Austria, to Gladys and Max Deutsch. He was
an only child who shared his apartment with 12 other family members. His father was a hardworking
electrician. Although Joseph was not born into a religiously observant home, he was very proud of his
cohen or ancient priestly heritage, knowledge that was passed down from father to son, by word of
mouth, through the millennia.

It was only through luck or the hand of God, you take your pick, that Joe and his family survived
the Nazi Holocaust. In 1938, the year after his bar mitzvah, the Austria Joe was born into was annexed
to Nazi Germany through a political arrangement called the Aunschluss. All of Hitler’s anti-Jewish
Nuremburg laws were extended to the Jewish citizens of Austria, many of whom had loyally served the
Austrian Emperor Franz Josef loyally during the First World War. Joe’s Aunt, uncle and cousins had a
visa to leave Austria and come to the United States. However at the last moment, government
investigation revealed that one of Joe’s cousins had actually been born in Bulgaria, and so their visa
could not be used. They gave their visa to Joe and his parents who quickly left Vienna in 1939 and made
their way to Ellis Island, where they quickly rejected their last name Deutsch, meaning German, and
changed it to the more socially acceptable Davis. Alas, Joe’s aunt, uncle and cousins perished in the
Shoah, a fate that would have been Joe’s, had it not been for the unfortunate Bulgarian birth of his
cousin.

The newly-dubbed Davis family made their way to Flint, Michigan, where distant sponsoring-
family already made their home. Joe completed his high school education and then registered to serve
his newly-adopted country. Because he was Jewish and recently arrived from Europe, the U.S. Army
chose to send Joe to the Pacific theatre of operation rather than Europe. Joe was part of a brave force
which slowly pushed the Japanese Imperial Army westward through the Pacific towards Japan. Joe was
particularly proud of his participation in battles at close quarters, and a wound he received on his thumb
by a Japanese bayonet – a wound for which he received a small pension from the VA until the end of his
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life. Eventually, Joe was part of the US occupation force in Japan itself. While headquartered there he
acquired a puppy named Butch who accompanied him back to America at the end of the war in 1945.

From 1945 through 1949, Joe attended Michigan Tech., on the Upper Peninsula of Michigan,
where in 1949 he earned his bachelor’s degree in Chemical Engineering. Upon graduation, Joe returned
to Flint and then went on to Detroit, where he began work for Ethel Corporation, creating catalytic
converters, which was cutting-edge technology back in the late forties.

It was in the early fifties, on a blind date during a hayride, where Joe met the beautiful Ann
Escoff. He recounts that the moment he met her, he knew, I repeat, he KNEW he was going to marry
her. Ann did not know that. They dated for about two to three years and she eventually came to know
what Joe knew all along. They were married on October 31, 1954, in Ann sister, Shirley’s home, in a
small, modest ceremony. Their children described their marriage of 45 years as an Ozzie and Harriet
marriage. Hardworking Joe came home every night, to be greeted by adoring children who opened the
door for him, and a doting wife who always had a wonderful dinner waiting for him.

Joe moved from Ethel Corporation to Scott Paper Company in the late fifties, where he became
one of the first environmental engineers to work on waste treatment. During one visit to the plant, Ann
watched with horror as Joe crossed a four inch-wide platform over a vat of toxic sludge to adjust a valve,
and that was the last time Ann went to visit her husband at work.

In 1957, Ann and Joe’s first child, Michael was born. By this time the family had already joined
Congregation Beth Shalom, where Michael would later celebrate his bar mitzvah. Michael remembers
fondly his father’s passion for model trains, and enjoyed working with his dad to work on the wiring,
laying the tracks, making designs, and putting the chemicals in the train’s engine that would make the
steam come out. Following his father’s values of hard work and education, Michael graduated
Westchester University in Computer Science, where he would meet and marry Jodie in 1985. Together,
they would bless Joe with two grandchildren, Aaron and Stephen.

In 1960, a daughter was born to Ann and Joe, and she was named for Joe’s beloved mother,
Gladys. She remembers her father supporting her by dutifully attending her violin performances in the
Mt. Pleasant High School Orchestra. She also remembers the fun she had attending auctions with her
father, where they would bid on boxes filled with all sorts of treasures, then getting the boxes back to
their home, and opening them up to see what they had bought. Both Michael and Gladys fondly
remember family trips led by their dad to quarries where they explored rock formations. The kids loved
both the climbing and the adventures. Imagine how thrilled Joe was when his baby girl followed in his
daddy’s footsteps and earned her Engineering degree from the University of Delaware. It was there that
she would meet and marry fellow engineer Jim Scott in 1982, Together they would bless Joe with two
grandchildren, Andy and Kelly. And following that famous Jewish saying, l’dor va-dor, from generation
to generation, imagine how thrilled Joe must have been to learn that grandson Andy, is studying
engineering at Virginia Tech – a third generation Davis engineer in the making!

In 1966, the Davis family relocated from Michigan to Wilmington, Delaware, when Joe was
transferred to Scott Paper’s Eddyshore Plant, near Chester, Pennsylvania. When the plant closed, Joe
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began work for the Environmental Protection Agency office in Philadelphia. Unlike other EPA employees
whose experience was limited to the public sector, Joe was able to take his private sector experience
and apply it to his government work by helping companies both comply with environmental legislation
and save money at the same time. By coming up with unique, creative, cost-saving solutions, Joe had a
much easier time gaining companies’ cooperation with environmental guidelines. Combining his loyalty
to his religion and the environment, Joe was particularly proud of the work he did to improve the
environmental practices of a large Empire Kosher Meat processing plant.

After retirement, Joe enjoyed his involvement with National Association of Retired Federal
Employees. He also took great joy in his participation in the Delaware Mineralogical Society. He played
chess through the mail in the days before the Internet, and he and Ann belonged to a bridge club which
they loved. Joe especially enjoyed wood working, tools, and fixing things – anything. His love of tools
and wood working brought him close to his son-in-law, Jim.

I want to close with one telling story that brings us back to the Torah portion. At his job at the
EPA there was an African American secretary who was not being treated fairly by her white co-workers.
Joe spent his lunch hours to work with the secretary to master the computer, which would be her ticket
to advancement. They worked together as a team, and upon mastery of the computer, she was able to
surpass her white co-workers. Joe was particularly proud of her advancement and the supporting,
behind-the-scenes role he played. Such a gesture brings to mind the opening words of the Torah
portion: that we are all called into one community – the princes of the tribes and the water carriers and
wood choppers, men, women and children, into one, covenantal community. Joe, more than others
understood both these words, and Dr. King’s dream that people would see past the color of one’s skin to
the quality of one’s character. Joe understood this. May his blessing be for a blessing and an
inspiration, and let us say, amen.


