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Anne Ethel (Watnick) Oxfeld
Hannah bat Benyamin v’Yetta

In this coming week’s Torah portion, V’zot Ha Brakha, which we always
read at the Jewish holiday, Simchat Torah, we recount the death of Moses,
the most memorable of all the characters we find in the Torah. In focusing
on Moses’ death, we can find a framework to appreciating Anne Oxfeld
long and rich life. Although she did not quite make it to Moses’
extraordinary 120 years of life, she came close, passing away at the age of
91. Just as Jews all around the world will spend time in shul to recount the
details of Moses’ life, we now spend a few minutes to remember and
celebrate the life of Anne.

Anne’s parents and inlaws were Russian immigrants who came to America
around the time of the Russo-Japanese War in 1905. Her family, the
Watnick’s and the Fox’s were originally from Berdichev in Ukraine. Her
mother Yetta spoke very little English but could always find her way
around, including taking the bus to distant Wilmington to see her daughter,
Anne.

Anne was the youngest of 5 children. She was very close to her siblings
Louis, Irving, Nathan and Elena. With Anne’s passing, now all five Watnick
children have since passed away.

Anne was born in 1917 in Philadelphia. Her parents, Yetta and Benjamin,
gave Anne the Hebrew name Hannah. What a beautiful name they
blessed her with. The name means gracious, from the Hebrew root, chen,
in Hebrew. I am sure you would all agree, that she was well-named. In the
Book of Prophets, Channah was the extraordinary women whose method
of praying was so heart-felt, so original, and so extraordinary, that she
caught the attention of the High Priest Eli, who pronounced that God would
answer her prayers. This is the story we read about every year, on the
First Day of Rosh Hashana.

Anne graduated from Girls’ High, a prestigious public school in
Philadelphia. She had blond hair but had Scarlet Fever and it grew back as
brown. She would have graduated early from high school but because of
the illness she graduated with her class. She later attended many class
reunions in Philadelphia.
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Anne , along with her siblings, belonged to a Cousins Club in Philadelphia
where they enjoyed many gatherings with their many cousins – it is not
surprising that they had a very large extended family.

Like Anne, Albert Oxfeld, also known as Algy, was also born and raised in
Philadelphia. Anne first met Al at a party in Philly. He was the hostess’s
date. He got a job in Wilmington and they settled there when they got
married in 1941. They were married for 44 years when Al passed away in
January 1985. They knew both joys and sorrows in their long years
together. They had a daughter who died soon after birth from Infant
respiratory distress syndrome (IRDS), previously called hyaline
membrane disease. President John Kennedy lost an infant son to this
disease while he was in the White House.

Al was drafted into the Army during World War II and had the misfortune to
have his tour extended by being sent to Japan in the army of occupation.
After he finally got home, Phyllis was born in 1946. Anne third’s pregnancy
resulted in another miscarriage and her son Eric was born in 1951. She
always said the doctor told her to please not try for more children, his heart
wasn’t strong enough.

Anne and Al were active in Congregation Beth Shalom, where they enjoyed
life time member status. Phyllis was confirmed there in the days before girls
had bat mitzvah ceremonies. Eric celebrated both his bar mitzvah and
confirmation on the bima on Beth Shalom. Anne showed her commitment
to Judaism not only by synagogue membership and ensuring that her
children had a good Jewish education. Anne also served as President of
the Wilmington chapter of B’nai Brith International.

Anne and Al started their family in downtown Wilmington but after World
War II they were among the first to move to the suburbs.
Anne stayed home to raise her family but later worked for many different
employers. Eventually she got a job with the Wilmington Board of
Education, from which she retired after many years in 1981. She also did
the books for Al’s store, which was called Algy’s Fishing & Hunting Supply.
They closed the store when he retired. As a bookkeeper, Anne was always
very well organized. She was also very frugal. But she wasn’t only
interested in numbers - she also took up painting later in life.
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She was extremely proud of her children, their respective spouses, Patrick
and Lynn, as well as her grandchildren, Heather and her husband,
Stephen, as well as Evan and his wife, Caitlin, and her grandson Andrew.
Anne was also privileged to live long enough to also enjoy the blessings of
great grandchildren Alexander, Westley and Lelan.

Anne was a strong woman who stood up for her family and what she felt
was right. She was an outspoken believer in civil rights. She and Al took
pride in having black friends back when Wilmington still had segregation.
She often told the story of going to a nice restaurant with a black colleague
but walking out when the restaurant refused to serve her friend. She would
want to pass her social values, based on her Jewish upbringing, to her
grand and great-grandchildren so they could keep her memory alive in the
way they treat their fellow Americans.

Anne liked to travel. She participated in many elder hostels, before and
after Al died. A favorite elder hostel to which they returned many times was
in Towson, MD. She also liked the one in Jekyll Island. She and Al traveled
to Israel and Egypt, also Haiti/Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico. After
he died, she visited India, Spain, London, Venezuela, and Alaska.

Anne kept her house until 1994 when she moved to Florida, where she
lived for many years, first in a town house and finally at Coral Oaks
retirement community in Palm Harbor. She did all this on her own initiative;
it was important to her not to be a burden on her family.

Anne had a long and fulfilling life. She will be greatly missed by her family
and friends but leaves a remarkable legacy in the accomplishments of her
children, grandchildren and great grandchildren.

As we get ready, this week to conclude the annual reading of the Torah,
with the last words of Deuteronomy and the death of Moses, so too, do we
mark Anne’s passing. But the story does not end here. For the Jews, as a
people, we get ready to start afresh, with the first words of Genesis, “in the
beginning.” And so, too, may we commit ourselves to taking Anne’s values
as we start afresh, and commit ourselves to the best that Anne had to offer.
May her memory be for a blessing: zichrona l’vracha and let us say amen.


