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Rabbi Michael S. Beals June 22, 2010

Pearl Oltman Kristol

Peril bat Sereal v’Tovah

February 9, 1921 – June 10, 2010

Our tradition tells us that only the most righteous among us pass away on

Shabbat. And there can be no doubt that Pearl Kristol was among the most

righteous – a true ayshet hayil, a woman of valor. She passed away on the day

when Jews throughout the world were chanting from the Torah portion called

Hukkat, from the Book of Numbers. It is a portion that deals with endings. Moses

learns that he will not cross over the Jordan and enter the Holy Land. Aaron dies.

And I think most significantly to us, Moses and Aaron’s sister, the prophetess

Miriam dies as well. Our tradition teaches that Miriam was so righteous that a

well of water accompanied her throughout the forty years of wandering in the

desert. Immediately upon her death, the well vanished and the Israelites

panicked. On some Passover seder tables today, standing next to the wine-filled
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cup for Elijah is a cup of well water in memory of Miriam –cos Miriam – the Cup of

Miriam.

Pearl Kristol was the Miriam of our generation. She may not have had a

well of water to represent her righteousness. But through the family that she

built as well as the Delaware Jewish institutions for which she volunteered, and

later endowed and nurtured, there is tangible evidence everywhere you look –

especially in this sanctuary this afternoon, to attest to Pearl’s righteousness.

Pearl was born on February 9, 1912. She was the eldest of three children

born to Samuel and Tillie Oltman. Both her parents were immigrants – Samuel’s

family coming from Skierniewice (pronounced Skernivitz), outside of Warsaw,

while Tille’s family came from Zhitomir, in the Ukraine, just west of Kiev. In

Philadelphia, where they settled, Samuel made his living as a women’s fashion

tailor, and he passed on his sense of fashion and elegance to his eldest daughter.

Pearl’s two younger siblings, Jack and Ruth, have since passed, but we are blessed

to have Ruth’s son, noted archaeologist Barry Gittlin with us today. Pearl and her

family moved several times in her childhood, from South Street to Strawberry

Mansion and later to West Philly. Yiddish was the first language Pearl heard

growing up; she acquired English in school. Aside from Yiddish, Pearl’s Judaism
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was strengthened during her summers at Camp Hoffnung, a Jewish summer

camp, up in Bucks County. She graduated Kensington High School and never had

the opportunity to further her formal education. But education would be a life-

long value for Pearl, and she would help ensure that her children and her

children’s children would be afforded fine educations – and she has also ensured

quality education for Jewish students attending the University of Delaware

through the Kristol Center for Jewish Life at Hillel.

After graduating high school in 1930, in the year following the Great Stock

Market Crash of 1929 and the beginning of the Great Depression, Pearl began to

take jobs in different offices around the city, but it wasn’t long until she came to

work for her father in the family business.

In 1932, Wilmington Jewish gentleman named Abram, but also called

Abraham, Abe, Al and to most of the world, “Boomie” (pronounced Buhmie)

Kristol came knocking on Pearl Oltman’s door. He was sent to Pearl Oltman’s

door on special orders from his family to accompany Pearl to a cousin’s wedding

in Philadelphia. Now this was not the first time that a good-looking man had

come knocking on Pearl Oltman’s door. Normally, Pearl’s father, Samuel, would

be reading the newspaper and he made a point of not even looking up. But not
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this time. Something about Boomie was different. He did look up. He liked what

he saw and began to engage him in conversation. Pearl’s mother came in to meet

Boomie and instantly knew, even before Pearl knew, that this was the man Pearl

was going to marry.

Pearl recollects she was more ambivalent. But Boomie wasn’t ambivalent.

He saw in this slender, five-foot-two, brunette with brown eyes, a catch. And so it

should come of no surprise when this young Wilmingtonian braved the hazards of

maneuvering his car through Marcus Hook and Chester, ling before I-95 was built,

for another date, and another, and another. For three years they dated . I was

told Kristol men don’t move very quickly. Finally, one day, Pearl’s baby sister Ruth

said to Pearl, :”When are you getting married?” Pearl said, “I don’t know, he

hasn’t asked me.” So Ruth turned to Boomie and said, “You know, I have a

birthday in June, why don’t you get married on June 23rd?” And Boomie said,

“That’s okay with me.” And according to Shelley Kristol, THAT’S how you handle

Kristol men. So Pearl and Boomie were married on June 23, 1935. Tomorrow

would have been their 75th wedding anniversary.

Pearl didn’t want to spend money on the wedding. Rather, she was a

shrewd business woman, even back then, and she wanted to use what little
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savings the couple had to open up a business of their own. She warned her future

husband, if you go working for your father, you will always be an employee.

Better you should be an owner and be your own boss. But Pearl’s father, Samuel,

would hear nothing of the kind. So great was his love for his daughter and new

son-in-law, that he threw an elegant wedding at the Broadwood Hotel. You can

get a sense of how elegant an event it must have been by a photo of Pearl in a

beautiful wedding dress, with a unique, fashionable collar around her neck.

Elegance. Fashion. Dignity. All fitting words to describe Pearl both then, and for

the rest of her life. There is another wonderful photo of the couple on their

honeymoon on the Boardwalk of Atlantic City. Pearl is wearing a very fashionable

hat and dress topped with a jacket, with a wonderful, carefree smile on her face

as she holds the arm of the man she loves.

The new couple settled temporarily with the Boomie’s family on Front

Street, what is now Martin Luther King Blvd. But they soon moved into an

apartment of their own on the north-east corner of 3rd and Market Street, and

they opened their own business at 208 Market Street. It was a cross between a

Pawn Shop and a Notions Store. Basically they got their hands on whatever they

could buy and resell. Pearl worked very hard at Boomie’s side. She was a hard
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workers and she was very savvy. In time this business venture would transform

itself into the very successful Al’s Sporting Goods.

It was a little more than a year after their wedding that Pearl gave birth to

Dan. He claims that because of the way his mother dressed him and his younger

brother by 13 months, Howard, it was impossible to tell them apart. Howard

stressed, not so, because although they wore identical clothers, Mom put each

child in a different color, so she could tell them apart. When it came to eating

patterns, it was very easy to tell them apart. Dan wouldn’t eat any vegetables.

Pearl felt that Dan had to eat vegetables to survive. So Dan learned the art of

negotiating vegetable consumption … if Dan could negotiate his mother Pearl’s

minimum number of peas consumed, Dan could leave the table. It is, perhaps this

early experience in negotiations and sticking to one’s guns, that made Dan so

successful in real estate in later life … or perhaps not. Dan would go on to Penn,

later Penn Law School, marry Kathy, and bless Pearl with two granddaughters,

Sarah, who would graduate Denison, and Susan, who would graduate from Penn.

And these granddaughters would bless Pearl with five great grandchildren: Eloise,

Landon, Oliver, Hugh and Kitty. You will be hearing from Dan, Sarah and Susan in

just a few minutes.
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In 1937, Howard came on the scene. Where Dan gave Pearl all sorts of

trouble about eating, Howard was most accommodating. He would eat whatever

Pearl cooked, and then some. What a joy! With Howard’s arrival, Pearl gave up

working full time in the store to become a full time mother. And after his birth,

the family moved up to 28th Street, between West and Washington, and then

again, to 200 block of 35th Street. Howard said that his mother created a

disciplined environment and structure for both he and Dan to do their studies.

Education was a premium for both their mother and their father. Howard would

go on to Harvard, later Harvard Law School, marry Shelley, and bless Pearl with

four grandchildren, Adam, who would graduate from Johns Hopkins, Penn, and

Columbia’s Business School, Evan, a graduate of USC, Todd, who would attend

Harvard, Oxford and Harvard’s Business School, and Drew, who would attend

Emory and the University of Michigan’s Law School. Together, these four

grandchildren would bless Pearl with seven great grandchildren: Maddy, Tali,

Jason, Ryan, Dylan, Zachary and Julia.

Ten years after Danny and Howard were born, while enjoying a vacation in

Atlantic City, Pearl pulled her two boys aside and said, “boys, I’m pregnant.” Then

in her kind, engaging way, Pearl asked her two boys, “what would you like to
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have?” Without missing a beat, the boys answered: “a dog.” That wasn’t the

answer Pearl was looking for. Actually, Pearl was a very fastidious, neat person, a

trait she passed on to Howard. A dog did not fit. We know this because for a

time the Kristol’s did have a cockerspaniel, but it soon disappeared under

mysterious circumstances that have, to this day, never been fully explained. With

the two older boys out of the house, David did get a dog, perhaps a replacement

for the two older brothers, Sherry, who I understand dwelt in the basement of

their Brandywine Hills home. David would continue the family enterprise of

getting a stellar education by attending Penn, and later Harvard’s graduate

school. He makes his home with Marjorie.

Not only was a respected and beloved mother and bubba, but she was also

a beloved mother-in-law. All three of her daughters-in-law, Kathy, Shelley and

Marjorie will attest to how she treated them like daughters, and how much fun it

was to take the train with her into New York City and go clothes shopping. Pearl

was great company, and had fabulous taste in clothes.

Earlier, I talked about the Prophetess, Miriam, whose righteousness was

symbolized by a mythical well of water that followed her and the Israelites

through their 40 years of wandering in the desert. No wells for Pearl. Her
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righteousness was expressed in the large family she created: three boys, six

grandchildren and 12 great grandchildren. Her righteousness was expressed in

the fine education all of children and grandchildren received. And it should be no

surprise, then, that FAMILY and EDUCATION were her two most important values.

But to that I would add a third, FRIENDSHIPS. Pearl was part of a group of 8

women who played cards together for more than 30 years. Their games changed

with the times, starting with Mahjong, moving on to Oklahoma and culminating in

Canasta. Of all her dear Wilmington girl friends, only Molly Cohen is left. Her

daughter, Shelly Cohen Mand, said her Aunt Pearl and Uncle Boomie were the

best of neighbors and friends. When Shelly was around six or seven, the Cohen’s

who lived on the 400 block of 35th Street, suffered a terrible fire. Without missing

a beat, Pearl opened her home up to her girlfriend, Molly, then pregnant with her

second child, her husband, and of course, Shelly. It was several weeks until they

could return to their own home. But this was the type of friend Pearl was. Pearl,

her fellow card players and their husbands, would save up money and then take

trips together, perhaps a show in New York City and an overnight.

To the values of FAMILY, EDUCATION and FRIENDSHIP, I would add a fourth

value of Pearl’s: JEWISH INSTITUTION BUILDING. Pearl was a 60 year-plus
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member of Congregation Beth Shalom, ensuring both her boys had good Jewish

educations and celebrated their bar mitzvahs on the bima. She was active in the

Sisterhood as well. She was very active fundraising for the Jewish Federation of

Delaware, working their Economy Resale Shop over on King Street. Pearl served

both as Secretary and Treasurer for B’nai Brith Women, and was a member of the

Kutz Auxiliary. But where Pearl really left her mark was with the Jewish students

at the University of Delaware. Along with her sons, she decided to redirect some

of the funds set aside by her husband, of blessed memory, for the purchase of the

building that would become the Kristol Center for Jewish Life for Hillel. As Pearl

became more involved in the project, she later used the Jewish Fund for the

Future to create funds at the UD Hillel that would solely be used for Jewish

programming, ensuring that the Jewish students at the University of Delaware

would have the best Jewish-based experiences on campus. Under the guidance of

Hillel Director Hal Osman, and his talented staff, Pearl’s and children’s vision, that

Jewish life should be open to Jewish students with all sorts of backgrounds, being

as open and welcoming as possible, has become a reality – a reflection of how

Pearl ran her family.
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For the past 25 years, Pearl has made her home in West Palm Beach,

Florida, where she made a new circle of friends, while always remaining loyal to

her Wilmington friends as well. In 1990, Boomie, the love of her life, passed

away. He was her favorite traveling companion – together they saw the world,

including trips to Israel. In time she outlived all her friends. But even as she

entered her 98th year of life, Pearl was true to her name. Like a string of pearls,

she was elegant, she had luster, she had dignity. Until just weeks before her

death, she arranged all her day-to-day finances herself. She was fiercely

independent and lived on her own. She was loved by all, and was proud of her

title: Mom-Bubby. She balanced her warmth, kindness and sympathetic nature,

with a keen intelligence and wisdom – she was no pushover.

Pearl was really the Biblical Miriam of our time. She had everything we

praised in the Biblical Miriam, and then some. From painting to intricate

pettipoint, Pearl strove to put beauty in the world, reflecting the music and

poetry her biblical counterpart, put in her world. Miriam was concerned about

her family, the Jewish people, And Pearl was concerned both about her family

AND the Jewish people. May Pearl’s memory be for a blessing, may we strive to

make her life values OUR life values, may she rest in peace, and let us say amen.


