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Rabbi Michael S. Beals January 14, 2011

Irv Epstein

Aharon ben Yosef v’ Sara

March 3, 1921 – January 11, 2011

There is something very powerful about dates and the effect they have on us. January
11, 2011, 1 – 11- 11: the date that Irv Epstein, at the age of 89, left this world for the next. The
repetitions of the number one so strongly represent how those of us, gathered here today, felt
about Irv. But more than that, it was another January 11th that Irv’s much-adored mother,
Sarah, passed away. The coincidence of dates, if there are coincidences, reminds us of our
strongly held belief that Irv has now been reunited with his mother, his Tillie who left us a little
over two years ago.

From a Jewish perspective dates are also very powerful. For example, Irv passed away
in the week when Jews throughout the world are reading from the fourth Torah portion in the
Book of Exodus, called Beshalach. It is most noted for Moses’ memorable Song of the Sea, and
in fact this coming Shabbat is called Shabbat Shira, the Shabbat of Song. Moses, perhaps with
his sister Miriam’s help, as she also wrote a song in this week’s portion, wrote his song because
his heart was filled with gratitude for God’s miraculous saving of the Israelites from the
pursuing Egyptian army. For anyone even remotely connected to Irv, the connection is so
obvious it almost doesn’t need to be mentioned. As you will soon hear, Irv was all about
songwriting. He wrote a song to celebrate everyone’s milestone, from dear family members to
dear friends. And more often than not, like Moses, Irv’s heart was also filled with gratitude
when he wrote these treasured songs.

So, with Irv in mind, “let’s start at the very beginning, which is a very good place to
start.” 1906. No, that’s not the date that Irv was born. Rather, that was the date that Irv’s
father, Joseph, who had already married Irv’s mother, Sarah, back in Minsk, landed in America.
He traveled with his wife, Sarah’s sister, Rebecca (more on her later) and husband, landing in
Baltimore, and settling in Camden, New Jersey. Camden had a thriving Jewish community at
the time and with its ship yards, was a great place of employment for a new immigrant. Irv’s
mother, Sarah, and her two children, Anne and Abraham David (who later would go by A.
David, or just David), were left behind in the Old Country, while Joseph worked long hours to
raise enough money to bring them over as well. In time, Joseph would work hard enough to
bring not only his own wife and children but also his extended family over as well, either
directly through the East Coast or via Gavelston, Texas. Irv’s remaining siblings, Samuel and
Ruth were born in Camden. Irv, the baby, finished up the set of Epstein siblings by entering the
world on March 3, 1921. Anne, as the eldest of the brothers and sisters, was the matriarch of
the children. She was later known for her Annotations column in the Cherry Hill Jewish Voice.
We are blessed to have Anne’s daughter, Nancy, with us today.
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Of all the siblings, Irv most looked up to his brother David. I have a page from the
eulogy Irv wrote for his brother, Dave, written on February 19, 1975. Irv wrote:

There is one sentence that says it all – one phrase – three words – “made a difference.”
Dave Epstein made a difference. His life made a difference, for his family, his friends, his
community, his synagogue. For countless, countless people Dave Epstein made a difference. He
walked into a room – it made a difference. You knew he was there. His presence, his style, his
class, his articulation, his clarity of mind and ability to recall. He was your friend – it made a
difference. The loyalty, the devotion, the smile, the humor, the laugh, the sweetness, the charm,
the warmth, the caring about you.

I needed to share this passage with you for two reasons. First, because it gives you a
flavor of Irv’s wonderful gift of language. But second and most important, it shows what an
incredible influence Dave had on his baby brother, Irv, because Irv could have easily been
writing these same attributes about himself. He clearly learned these qualities from his brother
who provided the role model. We are blessed to have Dave’s son, Eddie, with us today.

Irv especially adored his mother, Sarah. In later life she would count on visits from her
grown children. One of her sons was very wealthy. He drove a Cadillac. Irv drove an
Oldsmobile. Sarah would ponder, “will the Cadillac come and get me today. No, so I will call
the Oldsmobile.” Perhaps Sarah, in childhood, doted on Irv the most, as he was her last child,
her baby. The love was obviously reciprocated and that is why we can gain comfort knowing
they are now united once again.

One of the reasons why Irv’s dad, Joseph, ended up in Camden was because he was a
very effective labor and community organizer. So the Jewish community made sure he got up
to Camden. He was very effective in organizing the local Workmen’s Circle. It was at the
Workmen’s Circle shul that Irv met the beautiful Tillie Greenstein, although they actually met
earlier when Irv, as a child, bought his first chapeau in Tillie’s family hat store. Now teens, Irv
and Tillie both attended the Workmen’s Circle shul of Camden for their Jewish education. The
Workmen’s Circle, with its emphasis on good socialist values like social justice, which I am sure
would include universal health care in the current national debate, did not stress the rituals of
the Orthodox home Tillie grew up in. Irv claims it was the influence of his father that got the
Epstein’s to send Tillie to the Workmen’s Circle. Irv told me, with a laugh, when it came to
observance, “we ruined her.” Hardly. Tillie was part of a four-generation Congregation Beth
Shalom family, which has included not only her and her husband, but two of her children, and
for a time, even her grand and great grandchildren – who I think they’ll eventually be back.

Irv was a great success at Camden High School, where he graduated in 1938. I have a
page from his yearbook, The High School Record. Of Irving Epstein, it was written:

Our editor, Irving Epstein, certainly needs no introduction. Previously holding the
positions of Subscription Manager, Publicity Manager and Assistant Editor of the RECORD, he
has proved himself a capable executive and possessor of a wealth of literary talent. As for his
dramatic and vocal abilities, his brilliant portrayal of “Alberto” in “Wildflower” certainly speaks
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for itself. Writing plays is Irv’s pet hobby. However, he has gone further than the mere writing
of them; for already, several of his musical comedies have been produced by local organizations.
Irv’s plan after graduating in January are indefinite, but his ambition is to become a successful
playwright. Good luck, Irv! May you realize your ambition and attain the highest peaks of
success.

Some of the local organizations which produced his plays included the Camden chapter
of AZA, showing Irv’s continued connection to his Judaism. Irv’s taste for show biz was fueled
not only by his own talents but also by the Boarding House his Aunt Rebecca ran in Camden,
which often provided shelter for the local entertainment celebrities of the day. And as a
beloved son of her sister Sarah, Rebecca made sure young Irving had access.

Although Irv did not become a famous playwright, you can see all the pieces of Irv’s later
successes all contained in that wonderful snapshot description from his senior year in high
school. He would go on to attend Temple, which Irv told me was very different than “going to
temple.”

But, what happened to Irv’s sweetheart, Tillie? Well Tillie graduated from Camden High
School in 1944. She was voted “the wittiest girl in the class” – but she would remind us that it
SHOULD have been “the wittiest and PRETTIEST girl in the class.” Her entire family agreed that
she had the most unbelievable sense of humor and was as sharp as a tack. Irv told me she had
a quip for every discussion, no matter how complex. At their last anniversary, their 61st, they
toasted for 40 more years together, to which Tillie added, “and I STILL haven’t made up my
mind about him.”

They did not get to the chuppah one-two-three. While attending the nursing school at
the Jewish Hospital in Philadelphia (now Albert Einstein Medical Center), Irv noted that Tillie
had a long string of boyfriends after her. None the less, during breaks from rehearsals during
Irv’s college productions, Tillie would come over from the Jewish hospital and spend time with
him. Things got more serious when Irv took Tillie to his graduation party, featuring the Jimmy
Dorsey Band, but even then, Tillie danced with all of Irv’s male friends. Tillie tried to make
good. She told Irv: “you’re a lousy dancer but a great singer.”

Since 1940, when Irv and Tillie began spending more time together, Irv started writing
songs for Tillie. The first was a parody based on a song by Oscar Hammerstein called “Wild
Flower.” Every birthday, every anniversary, Tillie would receive a freshly written song by Irv. In
time, he would branch out and write songs for each of their children’s and grandchildren’s
birthdays and celebrations. Tillie would edit these songs, Irv generously accepting all her
changes, and then when Irv would sing these songs. Tillie, who now knew them so well, would
stand behind Irv and mouth them all – she couldn’t help herself.

Well it was war time. Irv entered the army and had won a relatively secure job
stateside, conducting aptitude tests for soldiers. No chance of being shipped overseas, right?
Wrong. He was stolen by an illiterate, but obviously very clever First Sergeant in need of a
corresponding secretary overseas, who recognized Irv’s talents. So on November 20, 1944,
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Tillie and Irv were married in a very humble ceremony in the study of the most Orthodox rabbi
in Camden, Rabbi Naphtali Riff. They had an abbreviated honeymoon in New York. Irv
remembers fondly having a meal at the Waldorf Astoria with Tillie. He was in uniform and
Frank Sinatra, who they would see again, was performing. They were ushered to the table
closest to Sinatra, and at the end of the meal there was no bill. Not for a man in uniform.

Before he knew it, Irv was shipped off to Normandy France, as both a corresponding
secretary and as a supply sergeant for the Signal Corps. It was on his way back from the front
lines along the Red Ball Highway, that his jeep hit a landmine and rolled over on top of him. He
was sent to Wallawalla, Washington, where he was not doing well. Tillie flew out, and using
advanced nursing techniques she had mastered at the Jewish Hospital of Philadelphia, which
were light years beyond the U.S. Army, she patiently nursed him back to health. Irv was always
grateful that he could serve his country, and in later life, grateful for the care he received from
his local VA Hospital. He even praised their coffee and doughnuts, even their wheel chairs. The
American Flag and Military Escort at interment, following services, represents Irv’s love of
country and his military service.

After Irv’s recuperation, he was able to get a 30-day furlough and since they were
already on the West Coast, they took a much deserved, belated honeymoon in sunny, southern
California. There, with Irv in uniform, they were able to attend the radio broadcasts of the
greats of their day, like Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby. At one point, like right out of an old “I
Love Lucy” episode, Irv told Tillie, “I think I see Ingrid Bergman, but I’m not sure. I don’t know if
I should get her autograph in case it’s not her.” Tillie, with typical Tillie humor, advised him: “so
go get her autograph. Bring it back here. We’ll read it. If it says ‘Ingrid Bergman’ then you’ll
find out.”

After receiving a military discharge, Irv and Tillie returned to New Jersey where in 1946,
Irv opened the Apparel Shop in Maple Shade, New Jersey. As a husband and wife team, they
would run that store for 40 years. They sold socks, underwear, sportswear. The store was a
legend. Irv said he takes credit for inventing the first side-walk sale. Irv said he had terrible
taste. He never picked the things that would sell. So when it was time to clear inventory he
would take all his losers and put them out on the sidewalk at incredibly low prices to get rid of
them. This would all come to an end when Tillie entered the business and became the buyer
for the store. No more losers. Everything sold.

Tillie’s entrance into the day-to-day running of the business allowed Irv to follow his
true talent, creating ads for the store. His Christmas-time ads, printed in the local newspaper,
were so popular that the Christians of Maple Shade would eagerly await them so that they
could read, or rather, sing them at their Christmas family dinners. Most were parodies of
popular Christmas songs like:

Things you bought in – a- hur-ry,

Fa, la, la, LA, la, la, la, la.
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We’ll exchange in Jan – u – ary,

Fa, la, la, LA, la, la, la, la.

And there was something about Santa in Levis, but as he wrote these every year, for almost 40
years, I’ll leave the rest to your imagination.

But I do have an ad copy of Irv’s response to a real problem. After he and Tillie had
been in business for a while, large shopping malls began to open. First there was the Cherry Hill
Mall, which the family told me was the first large shopping mall to open in America, nebich, too
close to Irv and Tillie’s store. That was soon followed by Morristown Mall and Eschelon Mall in
Voorheys. The situation was so bad, that it caused Irv’s mother, Sarah, to lament: “Oi, mine
Oiving is a sandwich.”

But Irv responded to his predicament with characteristic wit. I had an ad, Irv wrote,
which reads “tired of being ‘malled’? Get it, m-a-l-l-e-d, pun on m-a-u-l-e-d. And under the
name of his store, The Apparel Shop, Irv added the following string of letters: “b-e-a-t-s-t-h-e-
m-a-l-l”, which you could either read as “Beats Them All” or “Beats the Mall.”

Tillie ran the business so well it freed Irv up to follow his passion for community service,
where he served on the Board of Beth El, as Treasurer of the Jewish Federation of Cherry Hill,
and as the President of the Jewish Community Center of Cherry Hill. And what a good example
he set, as his daughter, Judy would later go on to serve in the same capacity as President of the
JCC of Wilmington. We are going to turn to Stuart Alperin, Executive Director Emeritus of the
Jewish Federation of Southern New Jersey, in just a few minutes, to talk about Irv’s incredible
impact on the community. Suffice it to say now, that Irv, with his lunchtime friends, which
included noted author Philip Roth’s father, changed around his community from being known
as the city with most bars per capita, to something much more appealing. His friends called his
efforts, “Irving Renewal.”

All of Irv and Tillie’s children went on to work in that family store. First there was Judy,
born in 1946. She would go on to marry Alan Levy, bless Irv with two incredible
granddaughters, Rachel and Andrea, who in turn would go on to bless him with three incredible
great-grandchildren: Rachel’s Jacob and Sam, and Andrea’s Gabriel. All three great
grandchildren began their Jewish education at the Wilmington JCC, ensuring a continuity of
commitment to Yiddishkeit, with Jacob and Sam now attending Hebrew School.

Ira was born in 1951. He was the best folder in the store. When Ira folded a shirt you
couldn’t tell if it had ever been taken out of the box – he was THAT good! With Marsha he
blessed Irv with two wonderful grandsons: Jordan and Ben, and with Elizabeth he blessed Irv
with three additional wonderful grandchildren: Ethan, Aiden and Olivia.

Phil, the baby, arrived in 1954. He claims that he was the first of his siblings to actually
get paid minimum wage at the store, and he credited his time in the store for his perfection of
the spelling of the word “socks”, which, as a very young baseball fan he thought was spelled
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“s-o-x,” but which he later learned, as he filled out his first sales slip, was actually spelled “s-o-c-
k-s.” Together with Barbara, they blessed Irv with two wonderful grandchildren, Rachel and
Daniel.

Judy, representing herself and her siblings, will address us. And before that, Rachel
Abrams, representing the next generation, will share some observations of her own

I will tell you that when Irv and Tillie finally sold the store, Irv ended one career and at
age 75, began a new one. Capitalizing on the talents first mentioned in his high school year
book, Irv became Ad Director for the Jewish Voice of Cherry Hill. Then, at age 79, he turned his
talents to revitalizing our own Jewish Voice of Delaware. He took a very small, three-page
newspaper, and with the revenues he brought in through advertisements, expanded it to a 15-
page newspaper. The successes Michelle Miller has enjoyed as our current Jewish Voice editor
were built squarely on Irv’s shoulders, and everyone gathered here today who lives in the
Jewish community of Delaware and its environs have benefitted from Irv’s efforts, which
sometimes meant schlepping to Dover in the snow to make sure that ad copy was received in
time. Irv was ingenious and relentless in getting new ads for our Jewish newspaper.

One day, Irv was enjoying a corn beef sandwich, over at Short Hills Deli in Cherry Hill.
He convinced the owner, Jerry, that he should take out a big ad in Delaware’s Jewish
newspaper. Beth Shapiro saw the ad and decided to use them to cater her husband, DuPont
President Irv Shapiro’s funeral. It was one of the biggest funerals in Jewish Delaware. Thanks to
that experience, perhaps ten percent of Jerry’s revenues now comes from Delaware’s Jews,
and he will be catering the meal of condolence at Phil’s home, so you should all come and eat.

These last two years without Tillie have been hard for Irv. He spent the majority of that
time at Foorward Manor and the last few months at the Kutz Home, where he was treated like
gold, and he said so. With Tillie’s passing, Irv was able to stand out of her shadow (Tillie was a
star in her own right), and have wonderful encounters with his loved ones, including his
youngest great grandchild, Gabe, who affectionately named Irv “Bee Bop.”

In his last months, if you would ask Irv how he was, he would respond: “I’m in good
shape for the shame I’m in.” His attitude was always positive, always optimistic. Right before
he died, his children and grandchildren once again asked him how we was and he answered
“I’m perfect,” and then he passed.

Like Moses in this week’s Torah portion, Irv always had a song ready to go. And also like
Moses, Irv’s song was filled with gratitude: for his Jewish community and wider community
which he always nurtured, for his business of 40 years, for his friends, but above all, for his
wonderful family. Like Moses, like Irving, may we too embrace gratitude as our attitude and fill
our lives with song, and then Irving Epstein’s memory will be for a blessing, zichrona l’vracha,
and we will say amen.
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