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Rabbi Michael S. Beals January 8, 2008

Frances Sandal Kirshner

Fruma bat Michael v’Chava Leah

October 21, 1911 – January 6, 2008

This week, around the world Jews read the Torah portion called, Bo, taken from the Book of Exodus. The
portion recounts the dramatic events around the exact moments when our ancestors were freed from slavery, left
Egypt, and began their journey to the Promised Land. What an appropriate time in the life of the Jewish people for
Frances Kirshner to take her leave of us, and begin her own journey to the Promised Land – not an earthly
Promised Land, but rather Ha Olam Ha Ba, the world to come. And after hearing the account of her 96 years on
this earth, there will be no doubt that no one would be more deserving of a heavenly reward than Frances
Kirshner, who personified the Yiddish phrase a guttene neshuma, a good soul.

Like our biblical ancestors in Egypt, Frances, was born into abject poverty in perilous conditions, not in
Egypt, but rather in the small shtetl of Chudnev, Russia, on October 21, 1911. As a baby, her mother, Eva, and
father, Max, moved her to the larger Russian town of Berdichev, made famous for the great tsadik, wise rabbi, who
once lived there. In later years, Frances accompanied her children on a family trip to Monticello, Virgina, home of
America’s third president, Thomas Jefferson. Up until then, Frances had not found the words to describe her early
life in Russia. But during that fateful trip to Monticello, upon visiting the slave quarters of Thomas Jefferson’s
estate – with their dirt floors, white washed walls, single room enclosures, Frances found the closest thing to a
replica of her early living conditions. Of course, missing was the constant fear of being shot, especially following
the Russian Revolution in 1919, coupled with the constant pang of hunger. When Frances was no more than two
years old, conditions were so desperate that her father, Max, left for America with the hope of raising enough
money to send for her mother, herself, and her brother Sam.

It would take eight long years for Max to raise the money. The trip in 1921, from Berdichev to
Wilmington, Delaware was a harrowing one for Frances and her family. By day they rode on a hay wagon, crossing
the European continent. By night they lit fires to keep the wolves at bay. And by day and by night, they were
harassed by villainous soldiers, who robbed Frances and her family of what few valuables they painstakingly tried
to carry with them out of Russia. When they finally got to France, reunited with Max, they were set back again, as
the tickets for the ship were stolen from her father just before their departure. They finally raised the additional
funds and set sail from England aboard the SS Acquitainia. Frances’ first memories of America were being raised
above her father’s shoulders to take a glimpse of the Statue of Liberty, her father saying: “now, Franya, you are
finally safe.” Frances’ second memory was the shock she felt seeing children playing in the streets of America. In
Russia, children stayed out of view lest they be killed. Frances took to America immediately, learned to speak
English with a perfect American accent, and NEVER looked back.

The Sandal family made their first home in America at 3rd and Pine Streets in what was the Jewish
neighborhood in Wilmington. The next year Bertha, Frances’ baby sister, and thank God, still with us today, living
in California, was the first family member to be born in America. The family ran a grocery store to feed the family.
In the mid-1920’s, the Sandals bought a new home and grocery store in the Italian neighborhood of 8 th and
Woodlawn Streets. Unlike the first store, this one had electricity. The Sandal home was a religiously committed
home. The family belonged to the Orthodox Hesed Shel Emeth synagogue, where they attended services regularly.
Frances attended Wilmington High School and then went on to Goldey College, learning typing, bookkeeping,
shorthand, and other business skills. She was a quick learner. For fun she would walk with her girl friends to the
Jewish Y at 6th and French Streets, and attend the dances there.

In 1929 the Depression hit, and it hit the Sandal family hard. Frances first started helping to support her
family by working in the family grocery store. Then she took a job at the Giant Tiger Supermarket. Her next job
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was at the now legendary Wilmington Dry Goods store at 5th and King Streets. Frances worked in the Dress
Department, six days a week, at $7.10 per week wages. Every penny went home to her parents, and she even
forwent taking public transportation, choosing instead the long walk from her home, in order to maximize her
earnings by not paying the five cent carfare. To help keep the family warm, Frances would join other girls and
women along the B & O Railroad line, hoping to catch falling coal as the train went by, to heat their homes.
Frances claims that when the train engineer saw the women gathering by the train tracks, he would somehow
force the train to jerk and dislodge some of the coal, so the women’s wait by the tracks would not be for nothing.
To bring in more funds, Frances worked every Sunday for 12 hours, washing dishes to bring in an extra dollar. And
finally, Frances also worked free of charge selling fruit. In exchange for her efforts, she was allowed to bring the
bruised fruit home to her family. And in this way, Frances helped keep her family alive. The Torah portion talks
about the deprivations Pharaoh forced upon our people. It sounds so distant. But when you hear what Frances
did to sustain her family during the Depression, the 400 years of slavery endured by our ancstors in Egpyt does not
sound quite so distant after all.

In 1939, or perhaps it was 1940, Frances met Sam Kirshner. He was a very nice man. Together they would
go bowling, or take in a movie. But Sam was painfully shy, and although he was an electrician by profession,
Frances was not feeling any electricity from Sam. Frances was afraid her relationship was going nowhere. So
when she went to Philadelphia with her girl friends and met a nice Jewish boy at a dance, who eventually asked
Frances to marry him, she didn’t exactly say no. When Sam called a few weeks after the proposal, asking Frances
to go out, she refused him, explaining she was engaged to be married. Well shy Sam was furious! He told Frances
that he wanted to ask her to marry him. So she said yes to Sam, too. “Afterall, every girl needs a spare” – that’s
what Frances used to say in jest. In actuality, she broke it off with the first boy, and Frances and Sam were married
on November 30, 1941, in a small ceremony at Hesed Shel Emeth synagogue.

Frances and Sam planned a three-day honeymoon at the New Yorker Hotel in New York City – that was
all they could afford. It turned out that Sam’s side of the family was very religious, and they came up with the
extra money to allow the new couple to enjoy the Jewish tradition of sheva braches, which extends the
honeymoon celebrating to a full week. At the end of their week, the new Kirshner couple took the train back to
Wilmington to begin their new married life together on a day that would live in infamy: December 7, 1941. Sam
was drafted in 1943, and served on bases in the South, mostly in Alabama and Mississippi. But being a Jew in some
of these southern towns was actually more dangerous than if he had been shipped off to Europe or the Pacific –
anti-Semitism being so strong in those parts of our country back then.

Frances gave birth to her first child, Carole, in 1945. Carole said that one could not hope to have a better
ally or supporter than her mother. She was proud of everything Carole did, and when she heard how her mother
described her to others, Carole wasn’t sure who she was talking about. Because funds were in short supply,
Frances, Sam and Carole lived with Frances’ mom and dad over on 8th and Woodlawn. As a result, Carole became
very close to her grandparents, which in turn, strengthened her relationship with her own mother. Carole
remembers when she was 23 she felt it was time to move out of her family home and have her own apartment.
She found herself a flat over in Claymont. Well, Frances was livid. And when Frances was livid, she would not
speak to you. That lasted about a day or two. Then Frances called Carole and told her to come over to the shop.
Frances said: “I want you to know, I don’t approve. But I understand why you have to do it, and I want you to
know you can always come home.” And to seal the deal, Frances added: “now come here.” And behind the
counter, Frances had socked away eight bags of groceries and anything else Carole might have needed to begin her
new life away from home – in far away Claymont.

When Carole was preparing to marry her husband, Cordell Thomas, a nice Quaker boy, Frances was not
thrilled. She summoned him to the house, on West 22nd Street, and started in on him about converting to Judaism.
Cordell, politely and kindly explained why that wouldn’t work for him. At the end, she hugged him and said: “okay,
you can be my son.” And Cordell will readily admit that Frances was a wonderful mother-in-law, and he, in turn,
took good care of her, too. Carole and Cordell blessed Frances with two grandchildren, Mark, 33, and Elizabeth,
26.
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Frances was a skilled and accomplished match maker. Recently, she turned to Mark, who having been the
only grandchild for seven years, had a very special place in her heart. She said recently: “You know, Mark, girls
don’t just come flying out of windows. You have to go out and find them!” Mark, not missing a beat, retorted:
“Grammy, you come out to Seattle, I’ll get a puppy, and together, we’ll be able to get lots of girls!” Nothing made
Francese happier than a call from her grandson Mark.

Elizabeth was Frances’ best friend. They had a very special, unique relationship. Elizabeth could convince
her grandmother to do anything. Perhaps because of her early childhood, where there was absolutely nothing to
eat, Frances took great joy in feeding people in later life. So when a very young Elizabeth used to enter Frances’
home, make a bee line straight for the high chair, climb into it, roll up her sleeves, showing her grammy that she
meant business, Frances would be in bliss. A girl who loved to eat – Frances’ prayers had been answered. Elizabeth
spent a good deal of her afterschool time with Frances, and later, two hour-daily calls. They were incredibly close.

When Frances was pregnant with Carole, her husband Sam had felt that Frances was carrying a boy. So
he was a little disappointed when he found out his son was a daughter. He had been away in the service when she
was born. But upon meeting Carole, he admitted, she was cute.

Well eventually Sam got his wish in double, when the twins, Howard and Jeffrey, simply known as “the
boys” were born three years after Carole. Howard and Jeffrey remember their childhood as being a blur of
“shopping and schlepping” with mom. The boys added that, like their sister, they remember their mom being
incredibly supportive.

One day, when Howard was a teen, driving his mom down Pennsylvania Avenue, a police officer pulled
him over for speeding. Howard explained that he was only speeding up to overpass another car, and then he was
returning to the posted speed. The police officer countered that in the moment of passing, he was speeding, and
he would have to ticket him. Frances was incensed. She insisted they were not speeding, to no avail. Then she
asked the officer what was his name was. The officer, in surprise, answered. Then Frances, still supporting her
boy, asked the officer if he were related to the politician running for state office. The officer, said, “yes, that’s my
brother.” So Frances told him: “well listen here. We’re NOT going to vote for your brother, and NONE of our
family are going to vote for your brother either!” At that, Howard reckoned it was time to go.

Howard married Janet, and together, like big sister Carole and Cordell, they blessed Frances with two
grandchildren, a boy and a girl: Daniel, 23 and Victoria, 19. And Jeffrey married Judith,and blessed Frances with
two grandchildren, a boy and a girl: Drew, 24, and Blair, 19. And this brood used to go with Frances and Sam to a
tiny, one room condo on the edge of Atlantic City every summer – all sleeping on little cots – and that’s how
Daniel, Victoria, Drew and Blair got to bond with their grandmother.

The boys said besides being incredibly supportive, their mother liked to protect them at all costs. So there
was the time when the boys wanted to get a pet duck during a visit to Vineland. They put the duck in a box down
in the basement. The duck destroyed the basement. So two days later the duck was gone. Frances told the boys
that it wasn’t working out with the duck but that she donated it to the Brandywine Zoo and they could visit it
whenever they liked. It would have a blue band around its neck, so they couldn’t miss it. So the boys went to the
zoo for years visiting their pet duck. Only 20 years later did Frances confess that she really brought the duck to the
local butcher and that’s how they managed to afford duck for dinner. It took her 20 years to part with that secret,
proving not only was Frances protective of her children’s feelings, but also very good at keeping secrets.

For 15 years, during the seventies and eighties, Frances was a business owner: proprietress of The Attic
Treasure Shop on 22nd and Washington Streets. The store was written up in all sorts of magazines. Frances always
loved collecting things and nothing gave her greater joy than going to yard sales. Frances had an incredible work
ethic. Well into her 90’s, she would join her octogenarian girl friends Hilda Coder, Cissie Berlin – both Beth Shalom
members who I was honored to bury – along with Ruth Colben, she should live and be well, and Frances would go
to work for her daughter at the Court of Common Pleas, helping organize the records. If there was no work to do,
Frances would call upstairs telling them to send them down work.
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Frances was also a dedicated Jew. She waited until the new Congregation Beth Shalom building was
completed at 18th and Baynard in 1953, and then joined and put her daughter in the Hebrew School, where she
thrived, with teachers like Rabbi and Leah Kraft, of blessed memory, and our own dear Joe Byer, who will be 94,
please God, next month, and he is inviting you all to the shul on February 9th to celebrate – lunch is on him. Carole
went well beyond Confirmation studies, to continue to higher learning, covering material like Pirkei Avot. The boys
both celebrated their bar mitzvahs on the Congregation Beth Shalom bima. Living right behind Congregation Beth
Shalom, Frances and her family attended Shabbat services every week and derived great satisfaction and joy from
their 54 year relationship with the shul, where many friendships blossomed.

I would be remiss if I did not tell you that Frances never had an unkind word to say about anyone, had a
wonderful sense of humor, was a bit of a daredevil, was almost always willing to try new things, and had a
wonderful singing voice. She will always be remembered by these immortal words:

Happy Birthday today,

Your life’s rosy as May.

A little older and bolder,

This glorious day.

When Frances turned 93, she strayed away from Carole, found a bar, entered it, told the singer
entertaining the guys that today was her 93rd birthday, the band stopped, Frances took the mic, sang that song,
and spent the rest of the afternoon dancing with the guys in the bar.

The children asked me to dedicate the last words of this tribute to Kelley, who was Frances’ caretaker for
the last two years. On any given day, where were Kelley and Frances? It could be the Philadelphia Zoo or maybe
the Baltimore Aquarium….you never quite knew. Kelley’s whole family knew Frances as Auntie Fay. At 96, her
children could have never dreamed that their mother would have the wonderful quality of life that Kelley provided
for her. Kelley has the blessings and thanks of the entire family.

So as we read and study the exodus of our ancestors from Egyptian bondage to freedom in the Promised
Land in this week’s Torah portion, we celebrate Frances’ 96 year journey in this life, and on her new path towards
an Eternal Promised Land. You will never meet a person more worthy of Life Eternal than Frances Kirshner,
zichrona l’vracha, may her memory be for a blessing.

I would like to conclude with a beautiful tribute which Carole, Howard and Jeffrey used to celebrate their
mother’s 90th birthday, six years ago…


