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Rabbi Michael S. Beals July 1, 2016

Congregation Beth Shalom Wilmington, Delaware

Irving Nathaniel Morris

Yitzhak Nahum ben Avraham Leib Ha Cohen v’Rachel

December 18, 1925 – June 28, 2016

When trying to grasp the meaning of a life so monumental as Irving Nathaniel Morris, it can be
quite overwhelming.  Fortunately, our Jewish tradition always points to the Torah, our “Guidebook to
the Universe,” for guidance.  In examining this week’s Torah portion, Shelach L’cha, taken from the Book
of Numbers, the parasha in which Irv passed away this past Tuesday, we are immediately given a Divine
hint of where to begin in addressing the driving force behind Irv’s life.

In this week’s Torah portion, traditionally the Rabbis of old liked to focus on the lack of faith
demonstrated by the Children of Israel upon hearing the negative majority report from the ten spies
who claimed that they looked like grasshoppers in their own eyes, so they must have seemed in the
eyes’ of the Nephilim giants who lived in the Promised Land.  The people hear this report, start
mourning, and they are sentenced to 40 years of desert wandering.  This tells us nothing about Irv.  To
understand Irv, we must focus on the two spies, who in the face of such mass hysteria, stood up to the
crowd and issued a positive report, claiming all things are possible with God’s help.  The name of the
first spy was Joshua, in Hebrew, Yehoshua.  It means “God saves.”  The name of the second spy was
Caleb.  It means “all-heart.”  On Irv’s desk was a plaque with a quote from the Shakespeare play Julius
Cesar.
It read: "His life was gentle, and the elements/
So mixed in him that Nature might stand up/ And say to all the world, 'This was a Man'." As this quote
suggests and like the biblical spy Caleb, Irv was ALL-HEART. For Irv, THIS is what it meant to be a Man.
And despite a series of potentially faith-crushing experiences, Irv remained true to the name
“Yehoshua,” – God saves.

And most important, for the better part of five decades, especially in his work on desegregation,
and in insisting on fairness in the legal system as documented in his book, The Rape Case, Irv spoke truth
to power.  Had he lived in biblical days, he would have been right there with Joshua and Caleb, facing
down the hysterical crowds. Who knows, if Irv had lived 3,200 years ago we may not have had to
wander for 40 years in the desert. We will never know.  But we DO know that like Joshua and Caleb, if
you believe in the rightness of your cause, there is no turning back – even if it takes decades to see
justice prevail. Irv was the big-hearted, faithful man, brave in the face of societal close-mindedness – He
was the Joshua and Caleb of our day.  He was nothing less than our hero.

Our hero was born on the 18th day of December 1925 in Trenton, New Jersey.  He was the third
of four children born to Abraham and Katie Morris.  In reviewing the names of his siblings, Irv speculated
that his parents must have had visions of English nobility.  There was Sylvia, followed by a 17 year gap,
then in quick succession, Melvin, of course Irv, and finally Herbert.  Not a bad lot – Melvin would
become the engineer, Irv the lawyer and Herbert the rabbi.  Irv opined that he may have chosen the
legal profession because a neighborhood woman was boasting about her son, the lawyer, and Irv’s
mother looked suitable impressed. In time, Irv would become the brother all of his other siblings came
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to rely on.  This was certainly the case when Irv’s brother, Melvin died tragically young, at the age of 48.
Irv became a second father to his brother’s children. We will hear from one of those children, Abraham
Morris, in just a few moments.

Irv would step in again, much later in life, when his beloved son-in-law, Bruce died, and Irv
became a role model to his grandchildren.  Like the biblical character Caleb this week’s Torah portion,
Irv was all-heart from the very beginning.

Based on a recent conversation Karen had with her father, it seems safe to say that Irv’s own
father was the model for this big-heartedness.  Abraham Morris was strong and warm and the rock of
the family.  During the Depression, it would be Irv’s mother, Katie, who would take over the reins of the
family, combining strength with a certain toughness needed to get the family through trying times.  Irv’s
life was marked by a series of close calls.  The first near-death experience was when Irv was about six,
and he narrowly missed being struck by a car as he ran across heavily trafficked Broad Street in the
Chambersburg section of Trenton, New Jersey, where he lived behind and above the men’s furnishing
store his parents owned and operated.

It was soon after that the family moved to their Ninth Ward Wilmington address in Delaware,
where their new neighbors included Rabbi Jacob and Leah Kraft of Congregation Beth Shalom.  The
Kraft’s were early role models to the impressionable Irv.    Leah was one of his early Hebrew School
teachers.  And in later years, when Irv was attending the University of Delaware, Irv would take over
Leah’s class as a Hebrew School teacher in his own right.  He had his bar mitzvah at Congregation Beth
Shalom’s original location, two blocks away at 18th and Washington Streets, in 1938.  Two years later, in
1940, he had his confirmation. You can still find an early image of Irv hanging proudly among the
confirmation classes of Congregation Beth Shalom’s early years.  If you look at the end of the first row
on the impressive wooden display board of Congregation Beth Shalom presidents, occupying the years
1965-67, on a shiny brass plaque, you will Irv’s name.  He gave wonderful pro-bono legal guidance to
Beth Shalom’s rabbis, from Rabbi Jacob Kraft to Rabbi Herb Yoskowitz.  Even in his later years, I knew
him personally to be so respectful of me.  He had a real love of rabbis.  Together with his wife, Doris, Irv
was part of the mainstay of young leaders who built the institutions and made the Jewish community of
Delaware what it is today.   A 2014 Tribute to Irv, titled “Irving Morris: A Defender of Civil Liberties,”
published by the Delaware Historical Society, reminds us of his service as Chair of the Wilmington
Campaign for State of Israel Bonds in 1963-64, Campaign Chair for the Jewish Federation of Delaware in
1969-70, as well as Federation President. Doris and Irv, as a team, were responsible for the move of the
Jewish Community Center to its current beautiful Garden of Eden Road location in Talleyville. Irv and
Doris were a true team in their support of our Jewish community.  The lovely brass ark doors, matching
ner tamid behind me, as well as the symbolic menorot flanking me on either side, were all designed and
arranged for by Doris as part of an earlier remodeling effort.  We continue to admire and benefit from
Doris’ efforts years later.  Irv was a regular attendee of Morning Minyan worship, both here in
Wilmington, and later in his new home in Palm Beach, Florida. I will want to return to the subject of
Irv’s profound faith a little later, but it is clear that Joshua, this week’s Torah hero, whose name means
“God saves,” speaks to Irv’s love of his Jewish community.

But Irv’s love of community did not end with the Jewish community.  He was a leader in United
Way, President of the Delaware State Bar Association in 1978, President of the American Civil Liberties
Foundation in Delaware from 1993 to 1996 – and in 1993was honored by the Delaware State NAACP for
his services in Public Education Litigation.

Irv attended and graduated from PS Dupont High School in 1943.  From there, he continued his
higher education at the University of Delaware.  But in his sophomore year, his education was
interrupted.  He had intended to enlist in the U.S. Army, but before he could, he was drafted.   On March
14, 1945, when Irv was a little bit past his 19th birthday, a German machine-gunner opened up on Irv at a
distance of less than ten yards, and just missed him. It would be Irv’s second near-death experience.
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Irv’s companion, Jack Coburn, followed Irv thinking he could lead the two of them back to their lines
since Irv had been in their rifle company the longest.  Jack shot the German machine-gunner but it was
no good.  Before the day was out, both Jack and Irv were captured. As Irv liked to put it, “I spent the
next six weeks as a guest of the Germans.”  Of course being a captured Jew in Nazi Germany was
nothing short of terrifying. Irv’s parents were told their son was MIA – Missing in Action.  They feared
the worst. Then seven weeks later, Irv was liberated and returned to the United States, but it was to the
wrong coast.  So Irv had to hitch hike across country to get back to Wilmington.  About that time, Irv’s
parents received an official communique from the War Department stating that Irv had been found.
And then almost immediately after that, Irv himself showed up at his parents’ front door – what
emotional roller coaster – but what a happy ending.

On the GI Bill, Irv was able to complete his University of Delaware education and then he
continued his education at the Yale Law School.  Irv’s career as a lawyer was legendary.

He began his career clerking for U.S. District Court Chief Judge Paul Leahy, from 1951-53. From
there he went into private practice with Phillip Cohen, LLC, and almost immediately Cohen turned over
the running of the firm to Irv. It was at about this time that Irv decided to use his knowledge of law for
the greater purpose of tikkum olam, the Jewish term for repairing the world.  In fact, as early as 1950,
Irv was doing socially path-breaking work a researcher for Wilmington attorney Louis L. Redding, in a
case involved in the U.S. Supreme Court’s holding that separation of the races in public schools was
unconstitutional. A 1994 Opinion piece in the News Journal proclaimed “Mr. Morris has done as much as
any individual alive to end the systematized segregation of black children in Delaware schools that once
was dictated by the Delaware constitution and was perpetuated by statute and practice until 1978.”

The article went on to explain that “Irving Morris mapped legal strategy for the coalition’s attack
on a 1968 law that effectively drew a racial noose around the Wilmington city schools.  He represented
the coalition when it won a far-reaching desegregation order from a federal judge.  He was there again
in successful negotiations to achieve an agreement that would permit the court to gradually step out of
the case and allow the state to handle the job of desegregation.”

Remember – Irv started this work, not in 2008, when we elected our first African American
President, but rather in the early fifties when racism was the norm among many Americans.  Irv Morris’
positions were not popular back then.  Irv was nothing short of the biblical Caleb and Joshua,
confronting the hostile crowd and speaking God’s truth.  And with the persistence of a Joshua, who
would go on to lead the Israelites after Moses’ death, Irv fought the battle of desegregation for nearly
half a century – that’s persistence.  I strongly recommend Irv’s article, The Role of Delaware Lawyers in
the Desegregation of Delaware’s Public Schools: A Memoir, to get a more thorough sense of Irv’s work in
this area of the law.

I was especially drawn to none-other than Supreme Court Justice John Paul Steven’s praise of Irv
in a review he wrote of Irv’s book The Rape Case: A Young Lawyer’s Struggle for Justice in the 1950’s.
The book concerned an encounter between an unnamed young woman and three young men in
Wilmington’s Woodlawn Park in the early hours of October 30, 1947.  In synopsis form, Irv wrote that
the book “is essentially the story of a fledgling lawyer’s struggle to overturn the result of a flawed trial
by proving … police perjury.”

Justice Stevens praises more than just the book.  He wrote, “Irving Morris’s vivid recollection of
events that occurred many decades ago demonstrates how the intangible benefits that lawyers receive
from unpaid devotion to their profession generally far exceed the value of fees received from paying
clients.  I have often quoted the advice that John Adams gave to a young lawyer: ‘Now, to what higher
object, to what greater character, can any mortal aspire than to be possessed of all this knowledge well
digested, and ready at command to assist the feeble and friendless…?’ Morris’s story exemplifies this
lesson.  As he writes toward the end of the book, ‘Even though my clients paid little, I know I have
earned far beyond what I ever imagined I might receive from successfully representing them.’”
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In looking back at the case, The News Journal’ ‘s Harry Themal wrote, “Morris was one of the
top lawyers in the city.  He was renowned for his thoughts and actions about civil liberties, and as a
lawyer dealing with people who had been wronged by the system.”

Irv endured derision and numerous courtroom defeats before finally winning his clients their
freedom.  This engaging, detailed account is a lesson in the courage and character required of those who
would ensure fairness and the rule of law.  Like biblical Joshua and Caleb, Irv, in his legal career,
consistently stood up for what was right, even if it wasn’t what was popular.  What is even more
touching is that, in writing The Rape Case, Irv worked side by side, with grandsons, Jonathan and Adam,
to make sure that every word was meticulously researched, and all stories told were obtained through
permission so as to respect the feelings of the subjects in his complicated story of justice delayed.

Irv deftly combined pro bono work with growing his firm.  After the 1968 Wilmington riots
following the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Irv went into the inner city to represent those
incarcerated for rioting.  But Irv also carved out a niche in his professional life for security fraud litigation
and derivative litigation.

From a very early age, Irv always wanted to be his own man.  This was first reflected when he
once ran away from home to stay with his big sister, Sylvia.  Later, he went on to run his own law firm.
Irv would later write, “Absent starting my own practice, I knew of no other opportunity that would
provide the latitude I saw in practicing law with Mr. Cohen.  I did not expect to make a great deal of
money, but I knew I would be my own boss.”

And so Irv Morris was his own boss for the next 40 years. But in 1991, he took a decidedly
secondary role to his daughter, Karen, with the opening of Morris and Morris.  In fact Irv wanted to call
the firm, “Karen L. Morris and Father.” Karen said she was learning how to be a good lawyer from her
father all the way back to age seven, when she would first accompany her father to the office.  She said
above all she learned from her father the value of “complete integrity.”  Her father observed that people
are tempted to cut corners, and that you have to be constantly asking yourself, in the practice of law,
are you working for the right things?  Both father and daughter agreed it is a constant struggle and one
had to remain vigilant.  Karen may have been the lead lawyer in the firm, but she relied on her father’s
experience, good reputation, and relationships he had forged over a lifetime to make Morris and Morris
a success.

We all know the official date of Irv’s retirement from law: September 11, 2001 – it was Irv’s third
and final near-death experience.  He had come up from Wilmington bound for New York.  He got on the
PATH train in Newark and was headed to the PATH terminal at the bottom of the Twin Trade Towers of
the World Trade Center in lower Manhattan.  The time was 8:45 am.  As Irv recalls, “Suddenly, I heard an
announcement to the effect that the train would not go to the World Trade Center but rather use the
33rd Street Line and arrive in New York near Penn Station.” When Irv arrived at his destination at One
Penn Center Plaza between 7th and 8th Avenues and ascended the 49th floor for a pre-arranged
deposition, he could look downtown and see smoke billowing from the upper floors of the North Tower
where a large commercial aircraft had deliberately flown into it.  Had Irv’s PATH train not been diverted
from the World Trade Center at the very last moment, Irv would have been killed. In baseball they say
“three strikes and you’re out.”  This was Irv’s third close call and when Irv got back to Wilmington after
boarding the last Acela train out of Manhattan, he announced his retirement.

What a legal career! His peers so respected his work that he was awarded the Delaware Bar
Association’s highest award for leadership and service, The First State Distinguished Service Award.

As successful as Irv was at building a legal career that impacted so many people, he was just as
successful at building a family.  And that is solely because Irv chose the right person with whom to build
that family.
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In 1951, a young Doris Richter was working at the Plainfield JCC, in New Jersey, where she led a
student group, which included Irv’s sister, Sylvia’s daughter. The young daughter talked a lot about the
incredible Doris Richter to her mother, Sylvia. So Sylvia worked out a blind date between Doris and her
brother, Irv. Irv told me neither of them was enthusiastic about this blind date, which they undertook in
a small group, going together up to Manhattan, where they were going to see the new movie, The
Clouded Yellow, starring Trevor Howard as an ex-British Secret Service Agent who finds work cataloging
butterflies on a country estate, only to fall in love. How amazing it is that Irv remembered every detail of
this encounter, from the movie plot to the lead actor, decades later, as he lovingly helped me construct
Doris’ eulogy.

But Irv remembered far more than the actors or the plot. Irv, than 26, remembered reporting to
work the next day to Judge Paul Leahy, for whom he clerked, and telling the good judge, “Last night I
met the girl I am going to marry.” Beautiful, brunette, elegant, bright, there was much to catch Irv’s
eye. And Irv, fresh out of law school, working for the most prestigious judge on the Federal Court in
Delaware, was quite a catch himself.

They were married on December 25, 1952, not more than a year after meeting, at Temple Shalom
of Plainfield.  Rabbi Sidney Nathanson presided. Most memorable to Irv and Doris was Rabbi Nathanson
telling the young couple that they would be blending their lives, which the young couple heard as
“Waring Blenders,” the Cuisinart of their day, and the young couple had to do everything they could to
keep from giggling under the chuppah.

After their honeymoon, they moved to their first home at 905 W. 23rd Street, between Franklin
and Broom Streets, where they counted Rabbi Jacob and Leah Kraft among their most cherished guests
and neighbors.

In 1953, Irv and Doris were blessed with their first child, Debbie. In childhood, Debbie would be
dropped off by her mother, Doris, for her extracurricular events. However it was Irv who was
responsible for picking her up, and alas, that did not always go so well. Let’s just say that Debbie
became very close friends with the janitor at Beth Shalom, because they were sometimes the only ones
left at the Hebrew school by the time Irv got around to picking her up. Debbie will be sharing her own
memories with you in just a few minutes.

Together with her husband of blessed memory, Bruce Zakheim, Debbie blessed Irv with three
extraordinary grandsons, Jonathan, Adam and Sam.  Adam shared with me that in his mind, what made
his grandfather successful was that for Irv Morris, words had meaning, and actions had meaning.  Words
like “community,” “faith,” and “country” – these were not just mere words for his grandfather – he
always meant what he said. And it wasn’t only the Jewish community which his grandfather cared about
– Irv was equally appreciated for his leadership in the United Way.  Adam added that for his
grandfather, actions spoke louder than words.  For Adam, what made his grandfather extraordinary was
not just his work but his character.  After the loss of his father, Adam said he could not have hoped for a
better role model than his grandfather.

Together with his wife, Amanda, Jonathan recently blessed Irv with his first great grandchild,
Brooke Rose, born this past May. On a very special trip down to Florida, brothers Adam and Sam set up a
Facetime encounter between Brooke Rose and Great-Grandpa Irv.  This was less than a month ago.
Adam said it was so great to see his grandfather’s face.  It will go down as one of THE most special
moments in Jonathan, Adam and Sam’s lives. You will be hearing the Zakheim grandsons in just a little
while.
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In 1956, Irv and Doris were blessed with their second child Jonathan, affectionately known as
“Johnny.”  Johnny’s tragic death in 1963 was a crisis of faith for Irv, who was tied to his Judaism. It is
perhaps astonishing through this horrible time in Irv’s life, Irv kept praying. At the time he said, “I have
to keep praying, even if I can’t believe, I STILL have to keep praying.” And eventually, in time, he could
once again believe.

The next child born to bless Irv and Doris’ lives was Karen, of whom I have already shared much.
She was born in 1958.  Karen will be sharing her own thoughts with you in just a few minutes.  Together
with her husband, Alan, she blessed her parents with two remarkable grandchildren, Ben and Josh.
Having helped organize Ben and Josh’s respective Confirmation ceremonies (their photos hang on the
same wall as their grandfather), and having officiated at Josh’s bar mitzvah, I know firsthand how much
naches these boys have brought to their grandfather. You will be hearing from some of the
Morris/Levenson men as well.

David was born in 1964.  From his father, Irv, David understood the importance of truly loving
his work, the way his dad did.  Rather than embarking in law, however, David drove himself to the
Florida Keys, and embarked on the life of a professional sport fisherman.  He blessed Irv with four
grandchildren, Tyler, Shelby, Payton and Devon.  Tyler, in particular, has spent a lot of time with his
grandfather Irv recently, either cooking him meals or going out with him.  Tyler has a wonderful smile
which infused his grandfather with so much joy.

David told me that it is natural in the life of men, men being what they are, that occasionally a
beautiful woman will pass by, other than one’s wife, and the man, by nature, will give an admiring
look. It’s natural. But it was not so with David’s father, Irv. In the 47 years that David has had to
observe his father as a married man, he has never, ever seen him look at another woman. This, David
opines, is not just because his father was such a good husband, but because he married such an
extraordinary woman. For his father, Irv, there would never be, could never be, another woman who
came close to measuring up to Doris Morris – there was simply no reason to look at any one else. You
will be hearing from David, and Tyler in just a moment.

Doris brought joy and beauty into Irv’s life.  She gave him experiences he would have never had
on his own, and ensured that travel was an important feature of their life together as well. Adam
observed that during his and Sam’s recent trip to Florida, they found their grandfather singing to and
from the restaurant in the car.  He was singing a song with the refrain, “I will only love her, never
another.”  It seemed that as of late, Irv was sorely missing his bride of 58 years. It is a comfort to think
that after 90 years our hero, our biblical Caleb – which means all heart, our biblical Joshua – which
means God saves, our Irv has finally been reunited with his Doris, where he can sing these songs in her
presence. Zikaron l’baruch -- May Irv’s memory be for a blessing, and let us say amen.


