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Albert Fineman
Shlomo Abba ben Ben-Zion u’Bracha

May 27, 1921 - October 26, 2005

While the entire Jewish world is celebrating new beginnings as we start, once again, the
annual cycle of Torah readings with Genesis and the Creation of the World, it seems ironic that
we have gathered today to mark an ending, as we say farewell to Albert Fineman. But perhaps
there really is no irony. For as we review Albert’s life, and the principles for which he stood,
perhaps we, like the Torah reading, will have the opportunity to begin again, as we apply Albert’s
values to our own lives.

Albert Fineman was born in Wilmington on May 27, 1921. He was the last of nine
children born to Latvian-born Bertha and Russian-born Benjamin Fineman. His older siblings,
Minnie, Sam, Max, Lillian, Harry, William, Louis and Ida have all since passed away.

Ida’s daughter, Beth Goldman is with us today. She remembers her Uncle Al very fondly.
She called him a “straight arrow.” Beth remembers her Uncle once addressing his sons at the
cemetery, looking at the gravestones and remarking: “the moral of the story is you need to live
your life so you have a good name.” And he did. Beth said her uncle never took advantage of any
body or any thing, even if he was well within his rights to do so. As an example, she told me that
when her Aunt Selma need to be placed in a nursing home, and her Uncle Al could have qualified
for Medicaid assistance, he turned it down saying that “as long as I can afford it, I do not want to
take that money. Better it should be there for someone who really needs it.” Beth said her uncle
was not only a wonderful husband and father, but also a wonderful baby brother to her own
mother, Ida, in later years. Always dependable. After Albert’s wife, Selma died, Beth and Albert
became very close. Both looked forward to their regular get-togethers over lunch at the Golden
Castle diner, where Albert would predicably order the Western omelette.

The Fineman family may have been poor, but they were rich in love, remembers Albert as
he looked back on his childhood. His family supported itself with a grocery store in what was
then the Jewish ghetto of Wilmington, over at 2nd and Market Streets.

Bertha was the more observant of the Finemans, and she made sure all her girls carried on
the Jewish traditions. The same cannot be said of the Fineman boys. That said, Benjamin,
although not religious, had a passion for Jewish scholarship and it said that often the rabbis of
Wilmington would turn to Benjamin for advice and consultation. Benjamin would pass on both
his allergy to Jewish religious observance as well as his passion for Jewish scholarship and
intellectual curiosity to his youngest son, Albert. As a budding self-educated scholar, it should
come of no surprise that Albert’s first job was working at the Wilmington Public Library. He
graduated from Wilmington High School and then went on to study at the Merchant Marine
Academy. At age 18, he began working for Dupont, but shortly after beginning employment
there World War II broke out and Albert joined the Merchant Marines, where he saw the world –
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traveling to such far flung countries as Egypt and South Africa.
After the War he returned to Dupont, where he served the company for 40 years as a lab

technician, retiring in 1979. But his real love was for the landscaping business he started called
Azalea Acres. The company began innocently enough, when he was landscaping his own home.
One of his neighbors asked him where he got the plants, Albert said he pick some up, and well
word got around and a business was created. But it was much more than just a business. Albert
spent all five weeks of his vacation time from Dupont seeing to his landscaping business. Often,
after putting in long hours, he would volunteer his time to customers to show them where they
ought to be planting their shrubs and flowers. He just liked helping people – this desire to help
being the hallmark of his life. Almost every Wilmington knows that you should never plant a bush
too deep in the soil lest it die – and it was Albert Fineman who spread this knowledge. Through
Azalea Acres, Albert introduced more than 100 different varieties of plants to Wilmington that
had never grown here before. Perhaps more important, many of the stately trees that grow in
North Wilmington began as saplings, planted by Albert Fineman – Wilmington’s very own Jonny
Appleseed.

Just before war broke out in 1939, Albert had met the lovely Selma Jacobs at a dance at
the local YMCA. According to Selma, of blessed memory, Albert was very good looking. Later
when Selma would take her kids around Wilmington and they would pass little old ladies, she
would say: “Dad dated her and her and her and her.” Throughout his life, Albert always looked a
good 20 years younger than his actual age. Throughout the war and even after, Selma and Albert
would correspond, and I understand that some of those letters were very romantic. They were
married in 1948, and after 54 years of marriage they were still very much in love, holding hands
and laughing together. When Selma’s Parkinson’s Disease necessitated her being moved to
Shipley Manor in the last two years of her life, Albert would be by her side ten hours per day,
seven days per week. Albert’s level of dedicating to his wife was so impressive that one nurse
told Albert’s children that had she ever met a man like Albert, she would’ve gotten married.

The first of Selma and Albert’s children was Harold, born in 1954. During high school he
got involved in an international student exchange program which allowed him to travel to Peru.
Tragically, his airplane crashed in Peru and he died in 1970. It is a tribute to Selma and Albert
that they continued to host foreign exchange students in their home long after the loss of their
first-born son.

Their second son, David, was born in 1955. David remembers that the defining moment in
their relationship came as a teenager. David used to help his dad with the landscaping business.
One day Albert sent his son with the pick-up truck to get an order of bushes. When David saw
the bushes he thought they were in terrible condition. So he did not pick them up. He was scared
what his father would do, seeing him come home empty-handed. Albert supported David’s
decision and even told off the supplier who tried to pawn off second-hand goods on what he
mistook as a gullible youth. Albert’s confidence in David had a profound impact on David’s life,
and gave him the confidence to succeed. David also remembers when his father verbally told him
that he loved him. He said men of that generation weren’t in the habit of verbalizing their love for
their sons, and that those three words: “I love you”, meant so much to David. David married
Elizabeth, and together they had a daughter, Megan. Albert was a doting Grandfather to Megan.
One year, while her parents were stationed overseas with the Foreign Service, Grandpa Albert,
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already well into his 70's, drove himself and Selma from Wilmington down to Virginia for a
Parents’ Weekend at Megan’s Virginia boarding school, so she would have family with her.
Albert was ever so proud of Megan’s academic accomplishments, especially her entrance into
University of Virginia’s prestigious School of Law.

Both David, and Betty born in 1966, also went on to college, studying at the University of
Delaware. Both children earned masters’ degrees. Albert used his landscaping business to make
sure both of his kids could have a good education. The fact that his children surpassed his own
education, and his granddaughter surpassed her parents’ level of education must have been a
source of unending joy for Albert. He never stopped talking about his David, Betty and Megan to
anyone who would listen. He was so proud of their accomplishments. Betty remembers that the
only time she saw her father cry was when she was in high school and her parents attended a
school banquet where Betty received an academic award. That academic recognition for his
daughter meant so much to Albert. Like her brother David, Betty also grew close to her father by
working with him in the landscaping business.

Betty said her defining moment with her dad happened shortly after her mom died. Her
father encountered a homeless person near the New Castle County Library. Albert approached
her, told her that his wife had just passed on, that she appeared to be the same size as his wife,
and there were new clothes hanging in her closet which had never been worn. Albert asked her
would she like to have them. Betty said that one story forever changed the way she would treat
people in need. Someone once said of her father, you know you were well-named, because you
really are a “Fine man.”

It is true that Albert was not a religiously observant Jew, but he expressed his Judaism
through his kindness to others. But it was deeper than that. First, he helped support
Congregation Beth Shalom by paying membership dues for more than 50 years. In addition he
made sure that all three of his children went to Hebrew School and had bar or bat mitzvahs. He,
like his father Benjamin, was voracious reader of all things Jewish. And finally, after Selma had
died, it was his heartfelt wish to go visit Israel, and he had actually signed up for a Federation trip,
which was cancelled when the U.S. went to war with Iraq. After that his health began to fail
making such a trip impossible.

In his last years, he lived at the same Masonic Home of Delaware where he had
volunteered and served on its board. The nursing staff remembers how wonderfully polite Albert
Fineman was to the very end, always asking: “please” or “if it would not be too much trouble”,
and always acknowledging kindnesses with a heartfelt “thank you.” The staff at the Masonic
Home said that Albert was a delight.

And speaking of the Mason’s, Albert was the first Jewish an to attain the distinction of
33rd Degree Mason in the State of Delaware. This designation is the highest level of attainment in
the Masonic Order and few people reach this level. Albert joins the ranks of such notables as
Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson who were also members of the Mason’s.

Finally, no story of Albert would be complete without telling you what a funny guy he
could be. He would often say to Betty: “why couldn’t I have been born rich instead of good
looking?” When telling a joke, Albert, anticipating the punch line, would sometimes laugh so
hard the he would actually start crying with laughter and couldn’t finish the joke. If he could have
controlled himself he may have been able to go to Stand Up Comedy School.
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So, as we open the Torah and begin with those immortal words: “Bereshit bara Elohim et
ha shemayim v-et ha-aretz” “in the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” we have a
chance to begin our own lives fresh as we take Albert Fineman’s helpfulness, honesty,
compassion, loyalty, intellectual curiosity, and humor, and inculcate these qualities into our lives.
Then we can truly say: “zichrono l’vracha” -- may his memory be for a blessing.”


