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Rabbi Michael S. Beals October 9, 2011

Roberta Marcus

Rachel bat Mechel u’Perel

August 20, 1935 – October 6, 2011

I should say from the outset, that I both loved and felt loved by Roberta

Marcus. As a result I feel somewhere between a family member and a rabbi as I

speak about her, and with my closeness, plus as a result of writing this tribute to

Roberta coming off a 25-hour Yom Kippur fast and leading services, I do not really

trust my objectivity. But we’ll leave it in God’s hands and know that I had the very

best of intentions.

Rabbis normally rely on the Torah portion of the week to help frame their

remarks about the dearly departed. In this case, that would leave me speaking

about sacrificial offerings and scapegoats sent into the wilderness of Azazel. Not

a promising start. Roberta died the day before Kol Nidrei. Kol Nidrei – her

favorite service of the year. So much so that two nights ago we dedicated our Kol

Nidrei service to Roberta’s memory. Sometimes families have trouble

remembering a loved one’s yarhtzeit, anniversary of passing on the Jewish

calendar. But that will never be the case for Roberta. Because we will always

remember she passed away the day before Kol Nidrei.
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If you back up for a moment, what comes right before Kol Nidrei? It is a

special time when families gather for a pre-fast meal. And that’s where we must

both begin and end our reflections about Roberta. It was, it is, and it will ALWAYS

be about her family. What a wonderful tribute to her memory, that every year

right before Yom Kippur Roberta’s family, the Alderson’s and the Stape’s, with her

husband to lead them, will be doing exactly what she would have wanted –

gathering together as an extended family. So this holy day season is the

commentary on Roberta’s life and her values.

Her love of family was not created ex nihlio. There was an inspiration for

this value. It came from her own parents’ family. Roberta was the only child born

to Pauline and Max Marcus … yes Marcus, how convenient that Roberta did not

have to change any of her legal documentation when she married …. She was

born a Marcus and she would marry a Marcus … no relation either. Roberta was

born on August 20, 1935 in the Williamsburg neighborhood of Brooklyn. Now

even though Roberta was an only children, her father was one of seven children,

and they all lived together – in the same apartment house, or just across the

street. At one point Roberta’s grandfather lived with them too. So the primary
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value she learned from her earliest days was the importance and love of family.

This value would inform her for the rest of her life.

Roberta grew up in an Orthodox neighborhood, and it is no wonder that

Judaism was also another abiding value in her life, from her earliest memories to

the present, when she was busy making her own positive Jewish memories for her

children and grandchildren.

Roberta graduated Eastern High school in 1942, in only three and one half

years, because she was a great student. In particular, she was a voracious reader

– a value she learned from her mother, Pauline, who believed that books were

the gateway to a good education and a better life. And Pauline felt her daughter

should be able to read all types of books. She even went head-to-head with one

of her daughter’s teachers over the reading of the Good Earth, which her teacher

thought was too racy for young Roberta. “Nonsense,” thought Pauline. Going to

bat for her child, advocating for her, and taking on all comers, was another value

which Roberta learned at a young age, and practiced for the rest of her life. But I

will let her four grandchildren tell you more about that later.

From Eastern High, Roberta continued her studies at New York University.

She also began working at Schenley Exports, where she served as the Executive
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Secretary for the Director of Marketing -- a prestigious job for the times. In her

spare time, she was either at the public library reading books, or shopping at

Bloomingdales. Because Roberta was so svelt, she could fit into and buy the floor

samples. So on a working girl’s budget, Roberta always was wearing the latest

styles. Another value passed down to daughters and granddaughters - dressing

with style.

It was a svelt, brown-eyed, brunette Roberta Marcus that caught the eye of

an equally dashing Eugene Marcus 1954. They actually met under the chuppah.

No, it wasn’t their chuppah. Roberta was best friends with Dossi. Dossi was

marrying Shelly, Gene’s brother. Roberta was Dossi’s maid of honor and Gene

was Shelly’s best man. I guess that kind-of made Roberta and Gene the best

couple. It wasn’t long after that Gene began courting Roberta. Their one-and-a-

half year courtship including trips to Rockaway Beach. They were married on

December 9, 1956, at the Avalon in the Bronx. Roberta looked like a model and

Gene looked quite the gentleman in his top hat. They honeymooned in Florida.

Jokingly, Gene said they paid for it from the money they made at the dog track.

Gene was in the Navy at the time of their marriage. His work brought the

young couple to all parts of the country, including a stint to California, where they
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lived right off Hollywood Boulevard. In order to avoid a prolonged assignment to

the hinterlands of Canada, Gene accepted a transfer to the Air Force, and that is

how the young couple found themselves in Dover, home of one of the finest Air

Force bases in the country. And from 1956 up until just three years ago, they

always called Dover home. When Gene got out of the Air Force, in 1965 he and

Roberta started a new venture by opening up and running a liquor store together

just off of Loockerman Street.

Roberta opened a new chapter in her life, when in 1976, she entered the

field of Real Estate. She did her best work with Harrington E.R. A. Realty, became

a $ 5 million dollar seller, and was recognized as a Salesperson of the Year. She

eventually inspired her husband, and both her daughters to also obtain Real

Estate Licenses, and the Marcus’ created a truly family-run business. What made

Roberta such a success was that she truly wanted to help people, and getting her

clients in just the right house was her way of making a difference in their lives.

Also, Roberta was truly a people person. She treated everyone equally, with

equal respect, and this, too, is a value she has passed down to her children.

Everyone was Roberta’s friend, from the waitresses at the local diner, to her nail

clinician, to her doctors, yes, to her rabbi. How could you not be smitten by
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Roberta? She made every person in the room feel that they were a personal

favorite, that they deserved her love and respect. And for those of you so

blessed, she gave the very best hugs in the world. Roberta’s daughters told me

growing up, their housekeeper, Willlhemena, affectionately called “Billy,” was

completely dedicated to Roberta, in no small part, because of the respect and

love Roberta, as an employer showed to her.

I was told that Roberta would feel uncomfortable having me speak such

praises of her so I will stop and respect her wishes. Roberta was both a private

and humble person. She was happy to do right, for her synagogue, for her friends

– especially her Mahjong circle, where she perfected her pineapple and cherries

plate – but most of all she wanted to do right by her family. And if I was speaking

about her family , then I think Roberta would have given me leave to go on

forever.

Caryl was the first of Roberta and Gene’s two daughters. She attributes

above all to her mother how to live life Jewishly. I might add, on personal

observation, that among the Jewish values Roberta passed down to her daughter

Caryl was the mitzvah of hachnsat orchim, hospitality. Both Roberta, through

what I have learned, and Caryl, through what I have experienced first-hand, know
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how to throw the perfect party – the Jewish Martha Stewart, and know how to

make each of their guests feel special and wanted. It is a gift to be sure. Growing

up, Roberta and Caryl did not always see eye-to-eye in fashion. In the 7th grade,

Caryl wanted a pair of jeans, to which Roberta replied negatively: “what,

dungarees?” Another one of Roberta’s values: she always spoke her mind. One

of her granddaughters quoted one of Roberta’s fashion judgments: “what

costume party are you going to?” or the proverbial favorite, “is that a shirt or a

dress?” By the way, Roberta ended up compromising with Caryl and purchased

feau jeans – they looked like jeans, but the material was more upscale.

Roberta would take Caryl and later Felisha as well, on shopping excursions

to New York City where both girls would be outfitted for the year. The only

problem was that the styles in the Big Apple were about two years ahead of

Dover, so the girls always had a bit of challenge when they came back to our

state’s capital. But best of all were the fashion shows Caryl and Felisha put on for

Roberta’s parents after a day of shopping. Roberta’s parents meant the world to

Caryl and Felisha and in time, both daughters would name both their two sons

and their two daughters in loving memory of Pauline: Pamela and Paige and in

loving memory of Max: Max (well that was pretty obvious) and Mark.
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Caryl shared with me that the two most important values she received from

her mother, after the emphasis on living a Jewish life, was Family is Number One

and Honesty – telling the truth. Added to that was the importance of treating

everyone you meet with respect, regardless of what station of life they occupy. In

order to get the full flavor of Roberta’s life, I asked each of her loved ones what

was their favorite dish that Roberta made. Only Caryl answered chopped liver

and it was a clear way of Roberta showing her love for her first daughter.

In time, Caryl would marry Jeff. Jeff told me that Roberta treated him more

like a son, than a son-in-law. That said, our special condolences go out to Jeff

who just last year lost his own mother and father. To lose Roberta, another

mother to him, must be such a tremendous loss on top of these other two deaths.

Together, Caryl and Jeff blessed Roberta with two grandchildren, Pamela and

Mark.

Pamela, the first grandchild, the princess, shared with her grandmother a

love of reading. They would always compare what the other was reading at the

moment, and Pamela attributes her voracious love of reading to her

grandmother. And if you had to name a favorite food grandma made, hands down

it would be her brisket. The most important value Pamela learned from her
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grandmother was a love of family. And Pamela’s boy friend, Jim, added:

“Grandma always said what she was thinking and I found that really refreshing.”

Jim also said that when he thought of Grandma, he thought of New York City,

because she had a certain glitziness and glamour inherent of the city of her youth,

which she kept with her all of her life and was able to pass on to his girlfriend.

Mark, the youngest of Roberta’s grandchildren, like his father, Jeff, is a man

of deep feelings and few words. But he did share that he is indebted to his

grandmother for teaching him how to play poker, a life skill which will serve him

well when he goes off to college.

Felicia came along two years after Caryl. As a result, she got all of her big

sister’s hand-me-downs growing up, not because they couldn’t afford new for

Felicia, but because Roberta so liked the clothing she bought for Caryl and she got

to relive the joy all over again by seeing the same clothes on her younger

daughter. Like her mom, Felicia was inspired intellectually by her mother and

bested her mom by six months, finishing high school in only three years. Her

mother always encouraged her intellectually and was proud that even today, her

daughter has gone back to school in pursuit of becoming a Nurse Practitioner. In

fact Felicia attributes her mother’s love of helping people to why she became a
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nurse – the ultimate of helping professions. My own father benefitted from

Felicia’s excellent care when he was laid up in Wilmington Hospital for ten days,

following my installation as your rabbi. He never forgot Felicia’s wonderful

attention in what was a very scary experience for him, 3000 miles away from

home.

Roberta’s combined qualities of love of Judaism and determination came to

a head in the Jewish community of Dover, when Roberta made it possible for

Felicia to become the very first bat mitzvah at Congregation Beth Sholom of

Dover. The rabbi at the time, was not so keen on having a young woman read

from the Torah, so Roberta found a wonderful tutor to make it happen for Felicia.

In Dover it was not easy being Jewish, but Felicia remembers her mother, who

served on both the Sisterhood and General Board of Beth Sholom, making their

home a very Jewish home, and as a result, when she fell in love with Gary

Alderson, marriage was only possible if he agreed to let her create her own Jewish

home. Of course Gary did one better by actually joining the Jewish faith himself

and working side-by-side with Felicia to create a Jewish home.

Gary shared that his first meeting with his future mother-in-law was serving

as her nurse. Roberta first identified Gary as “that good looking doctor.” Felicia



11

said,”no, that’s a nurse, in fact, he’s your nurse.” Roberta, a little put-off said, “oh

no that man can’t be a nurse, and certainly not my nurse.” But she got past her

gender biases and Roberta fell in love with Gary before Felicia did. Gary said that

was the plan all along. He figured if he could get the future mother-in-law to fall

in love with him it would be easier to get the daughter. It clearly worked. Gary

said even before he converted, he always felt loved and accepted by both Roberta

and Gene. And Roberta claims to have made a gastronomic Jew of Gary before

the conversion was official. As a result, when asking Gary what were his favorites

of his mother-in-law’s dishes, Gary answered all the Jewish comfort goods, from

gefilte fish to lox.

Paige, was the first of Felicia and Gary’s children, a second granddaughter

for Roberta. Roberta was so supportive of all her grandchildren. After she saw

Paige in the Hamby Jr. High production of Fiddler on the Roof, Paige would never

be Paige, again but would have a new pet name. Roberta called her by her

character name, Shprintze, one of Tevye’s beloved daughters. When Roberta was

in the hospital, Roberta made room for Paige in her hospital bed and said,

“Shprintze come over and join me.“ Once, when Paige wasn’t feeling well during a

family trip to New York, Roberta crawled into bed with Paige and told her the
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complete childhood stories of growing up in Williamsburg. The next day, when

the family actually visited all these places from their grandmother’s childhood, for

Paige in particular, they all came alive because of the stories her grandmother had

shared with her while sharing her bed.

Aside from sharing a joint love of take-out Italian food, Paige said more

than anything she learned from her grandmother the importance of respecting

one’s elders. Roberta would advise Paige, no matter how much she was tempted,

she must not talk back to her parents, along with other traditional values like

getting up for the elderly.

Named directly for Roberta’s father Max, she was fond of calling Felicia and

Gary’s son by Roberta’s father’s affectionate Yiddish name, Michela. As a result,

whenever she saw Max, she would say, “Michela, have you had something to eat,

maybe a little chicken soup with matzah balls?” And so it should be no surprise

that Max’s favorite dish from his grandmother’s kitchen is chicken soup with

matzah balls. As he was making the long trip down from his military academy in

Vermont back to Delaware to be able to say goodbye to his grandmother, he was

sure to ask that his mother have this comfort food waiting for him upon his

return. And this all leads to the most important value he learned from his
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grandmother: hospitality – hachnsat orchim. The fact that, from a very early age,

Max remembers his grandmother always trying to feed him, see to his needs –

these are the caring values that Max wants to embrace in his own life as an adult.

These past three years have been both challenging and joyful for Roberta.

Neither Roberta nor Gene were keen to give up their home of over 50 years in

Dover. But with Roberta’s health challenges, Caryl, Jeff, Felicia and Gary were

insistent. And so the Marcus’ of Dover became the Marcus’ of Wilmington, taking

up residents at number 2710 Shipley Road, across the garden path from Caryl and

Jeff’s home. The blessing was Gene and especially Roberta were able to be at the

very crossroads of all four grandchildren’s lives, with some taking up temporary

residence in their extra upstairs bedroom. Such proximity of grandchildren,

spoke to Roberta’s most important value.

Gene and Roberta were married just shy of 55 years. When asked what

was the secret of the success of their marriage, without even a moment’s

hesitation, Gene replied , “my wife was the glue that kept our family together,

plain and simple.” Family. Mishpucha. We end where we began. When we try

to make sense of Roberta Marcus’ life we come back to that pre-fast meal on the

Eve of Kol Nidrei, Roberta’s favorite synagogue service. As the family gathers,
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with special foods to see them through the 25-hour fast to come, we look around

the table and we see all of Roberta’s favorite people, and in the love she showed

for her family, she reflected back a generation to the love she received from her

extended family in Williamsburg growing up. And as the Marcus’, Alderson’s and

Stape’s sit down to enjoy each other’s company, joined by other dear friends, the

beautiful hospitality will be a tribute to the equally beautiful hospitality which

Roberta emulated in her home to loved ones and strangers alike in Dover. And as

we sample the delicious holiday food, we can remember all the delicious dishes

Roberta made for her holiday table. And so every future Kol Nidrei and the dinner

preceding will always be dedicated to Roberta’s memory, and with a full heart we

will be able to say Zichrona l’vracha – May her memory be for a blessing, and let

us say, amen.


