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Rabbi Michael Beals October 28, 2008

Congregation Beth Shalom Wilmington, DE

Sam London

Shmuel Shakneh ben Meir v’Sarah

July 4, 1921 – October 26, 2008

Sam London passed away in the week when Jews throughout the world are reading the second
parasha from the book of Genesis, Parashat Noah. And this strikes me as fitting for two reasons. The
first, rather obvious: “and it rained for forty days and for forty nights.” I normally appreciate when
funerals for congregants happen during beautiful weather … it makes things so much easier. But if we
wanted a day that really matched our feelings regarding the death of Sam London, then I could not hope
for a more miserable day than today.

The second reason why I find today’s Torah reading so appropriate for Sam is because of the
opening lines from the parasha: “Noah ish tsadik tamim haya b’dorotav … Noah was both a righteous
and pure man for his generation. “ I had to do a double take. Was the Torah describing Noah, or our
friend, Sam London. Because give the roughness, the crudeness, the lack of civility we find in our
society, especially as these political campaigns, rife with negative messages and distortions grinds to and
end, we have to admit it is hard to find a lot of righteousness and purity. But like Noah in his day, Sam in
our day gave us all a respite from those things harsh and crude. The Sam I have been blessed to know
almost every day of my four years-plus service, and which all of you have known far longer, has been an
oasis of civility and gentility --- the sunshine which breaks forth after the storm clouds have receded.

One of Sam’s relations was on the phone with me the other day, and referred to her relative as
Uncle Sam. I laughed, and thought of Jimmy Cagney singing ”I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy.” Then I
stopped laughing when I wrote down Sam’s birthdate: July 4th, 1921. Sam really was a Yankee Doodle
Dandy, born right here in Wilmington, Delaware, a real native, to Meir and Sara London. Sam had one
brother, Albert, long since passed. As a boy, Sam was very proud to have been selected as a bat boy for
the original Blue Rocks baseball team – Wilmington’s homegrown AA team. Sam, like most Wilmington
Jews of his generation, was a graduate of PS Dupont High School, part of the graduating class is 1939.
Sam’s father, Meir, made a living hanging wall paper. I imagine money was tight and there were no
other role models to pave the way for higher education. Which makes it so extraordinary that Sam,
based on ability and ambition, entered Temple University in Philadelphia, upon graduation frm high
school. However, his education was cut short. Word War Two broke out. In 1943, Sam was shipped
overseas, where he worked with the legendary General George Patton. After the war, Sam would
return to Temple, where he earned his bachelor’s in Business Administration. He would continue his
education and earn his CPA certification, and build one of the most well-respected Accounting Firms in
the State of Delaware. So respected was he that his colleagues elected him President of the Delaware
CPA Society.
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Janet Banks, an intelligent, lovely girl from a fine Wilmington Jewish family, met Sam back in
1935. She was 18 and Sam was older, college man. Now Sam was very popular and had a lot of girl
friends. But there was something really special about Janet. Their courtship did not proceed on a direct
course because of World War Two. There were letters exchanged between Sam and London during
those war years. Upon questioning, Sam could not remember exactly what he wrote in those letters but
he must have said something right because almost immediately after completing his tour of duty, in
March 1944, Janet and Sam were married in Rabbi Waldman’s home, a mere two blocks from this very
spot … well maybe four blocks, as CBS was located over at 18th and Washington at the time.

The newlywed couple moved into Janet’s parent’s home which enabled Same to complete his
degree from Temple in 1947. By the early 50’s, Sam was able to open his own accounting practice and
buy a home of their own at 505 West 39th Street, a whopping one block away from his inlaws (thank G-d
they got along!) And then the family began to grow.

Philip, of blessed memory, was their firstborn, born in 1948. Randy followed in
1954. Back in Twin Oaks, where the family moved in the 50’s, Randy remembers his dad, who worked
out of the house, taking time off to watch him play softball, just about 100 feet away, at the field behind
Lombardi Elementary. It was strange moving from the very Jewish neighborhood of 39th Street to Twin
Oaks which was just open fields back then. The London home was the second home built in the
development. But where one Jew goes, other will follow. Soon half the homes in the development
were occupied by other Jewish families who would become life-long friends. Two of those neighbors of
more than 43 years, Nancy and Bob Kauffman, said that they and the neighbors knew the kind, gentle
accountant by his title: “Good Neighbor Sam.” Their daughter, Robin wrote of Sam: Mr. London
touched so many without realizing it. He was truly a mench.” Randy said his dad was so influential in
his own life, that like his dad, he became a CPA. Not only that but Randy actually worked for his dad
from 1980 through 1985, before striking out on his own. For the rest of their adult lives they were also
able to talk about the ins and outs about taxes. Of his father, Randy said: “Dad really knew his stuff and
as well respected. When I was going out on job interviews, people would hear my last name and ask me
if I was related to Sam London. And it really helped when I told them I was.”

Ellen, born in1960, was Sam’s third child, and first and only daughter, earning her the title:
“daddy’s little girl.” She remembers in childhood, her father putting her little feet on top of his feet and
dancing around the room with her, to music from Broadway musicals, which Sam sang along with in
what, Ellen said was an awful singing voice. But Sam was not discouraged. He enjoyed his own singing,
he was amused by his own stories, and laughed at his own jokes. Ellen said that Sam even prepared a
joke for his own funeral. He said when they erected the gravestone, he thought it should say: “He
finally lost his balance.” Ellen explained that it was a tax joke based on an accountant’s balance sheet.
The problem is by the time you get around to explaining the joke the train has already left the station
…but God bless Sam for trying. Ellen told me after her mom died in 2005, she and her father became
even closer, and they spoke to each other every day , with a regular appointment set for 9 p.m, no
matter where Ellen may be in the country due to the travel demands of her work.
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Ellen’s son, Daniel, was very close to his grandfather. Perhaps one of the proudest moments of
Sam’s life was when Daniel became a bar mitzvah at Congregation Beth Shalom back in 1996. Sam and
Janet were life-long members of Beth Shalom, and Sam was a regular Shabbat shul goer after Janet
passed away. It is on account of Sam’s deep affection for this synagogue that our sanctuary was chosen
for this service. As he matured, Daniel became a wonderful help to Sam, be it helping him with his
computer or even figuring out how to get his power window in the car to go up. Just as Daniel counted
on Sam to be there for the hockey games and school events in his youth, Daniel was there for Sam as he
got older.

Matt rounded out the family, born in 1961. Matt told me that no one enjoyed his feeble
attempt at humor more than Sam London. One of Sam’s favorites was : “What time do you go to the
dentist? TOOTH Thirty. Tooth thirty, get it, tooth thirty .. yes … no? It’s okay. Sam recently welcomed
Matt’s wife, Kim, lovingly into the family, and Sam was very proud of his grandsons, Kevin and Leo. I
remember Sam showing off Leo’s pictures to me, sent from California, during one of my earliest visits to
the London’s home in Twin Oaks. We miss having Kevin and Leo with us today, but we are remembering
them fondly and extend our condolences to them out in California.

Although not a biological daughter, Mary Ellen, wife of their deceased first son, Philip, was as
good as a daughter to Sam. He thought very highly of her and told me how very pleased he was when
she married Allan two years ago, and was able to welcome him into the extended London family. I was
always touched and impressed with love and respect she showed for her father-in-law.

And there is one more child of Sam’s I must mention. Cleo. Cleo was Janet’s cat. Sam wanted
to have nothing to do with Cleo. But somehow Cleo managed to wrap Sam around her little paw after
Janet passed, and Cleo could not have hoped for a better daddy. Talk about transformations. It is very
sweet that Matt and his family have agreed to provide Cleo with a loving home, thus maintain a living
link of love between him and his father Sam.

Aside from running a very successful accounting firm, Sam was a wonderful volunteer. One of
the most important community Jewish resources in the Delaware Valley is the Albert Einstein Academy,
our own Jewish day school. Out of pure love for the community, Sam dedicated many hours to helping
the institution make financial decisions behind the scenes. Today, our Jewish day school is in great need
of community support to thrive, but back in Sam’s day, the finances were strong. One of our most
respected community leaders, Michelle Margules, wrote of Sam:

“He was truly dedicated to AEA. He worked at length, especially with Debbie Goodman, to help
with the school’s accounting and budgeting process and really played an important role in making it a
truly professional organization in that regard. His contribution was greatly appreciated especially since
he was well beyond the point in his life at which his family would personally benefit from his efforts. He
was wise and easy to work with.”

I became close to Sam, while visiting his wife, Janet over at Christiana Hospital. I remember it
has been Janet’s wish, with the beginning of the Capital Campaign, that a room or other part of the
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synagogue be dedicated in the memory of her heroic son, Philip. When Janet passed, it was Sam’s
intention that something be dedicated in both Janet and Philip’s name. Now that Sam has passed, it is
up to all of us gathered here today to donate enough funds so now that Philip, Janet and now Sam will
have something permanently dedicated in the synagogue, so the name London will live on both in the
good deeds of Randy, Ellen and Matt, as well as in a plaque dedicated somewhere in this vibrant
synagogue building.

Sam knew how to transform his environment. When his home was sold in Twin Oaks and he
moved into Forwood Manor just a couple of years ago, at first the transition was difficult. But not for
long. Sam soon made friends with everyone. With the residents, of course. Who, especially among the
ladies, would not be charmed by this good looking, intelligent, gentle gentleman. But the staff at
Forwood Manor, the nurses, the receptionists, Randy the Activities Director, they all loved Sam.
Recently, noting the growing number of Jewish residents at Forwood Manor, Sam reached out to me as
both his rabbi and President of the Rabbinical Association of Delaware, to create a rotating rabbinical
program among all my colleagues to present first-rate programs of Jewish interest the residents every
month. Sam kept after me, making phone calls, introducing the rabbis, serving as a liaison between the
Activities Department at Forwood Manor and the rabbis, to make sure this program worked. And I
learned just how vital Sam was, because after he became seriously ill about one month ago, the
program, without his stewardship, began to fall apart. In Sam’s memory, I am inspired to work with
Forwood Manor to try to restart it and perhaps to rename it in Sam’s honor.

“Noah ish tsadik tamim haya b’dorotav … Noah was both a righteous and pure man for his
generation. “ Sam London was both a righteous and pure man for his generation. In his absence, we
must all redouble our efforts to transform our environments and to try to restore a modicum of civility
and kindness, which has gone missing with the passing of Sam. May his memory be both an inspiration
and a blessing , and to that let us say amen.


