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In this week's Torah portion, called Hayye Sarah, we bid farewell to dear friends. At the
very beginning of the portion, we read of the death of Sara, at the ripe old age of 127. At
the very end of the pararsha, the text reads: "And Abrahan breathed his last, dying at a
good ripe age, old and contented, and he was gathered to his kin."

The religion of our Torah envisioned Abraham transitioning to an afterlife, where he was
united with his ancestors in Sheol, a huge cavern under the earth. More than his
ancestors, I hope that Abraham was reunited with his wife, Sara.

As in the Torah portion, today, we too gather to bid farewell to an old friend, Hy Portnoy,
who has been a part of the Wilmington scene since the late 40's. And like Biblical
Abraham, we hope in ha olam ha-ba, the World to Come, Hy will be reunited with his
beloved wife, Bea, who he has missed terribly these past five years.

Our Torah portion opens with these words: "Vayih'yu hayeei Sara may-ah shana
v'esareem shana v'sheva shanim sh'nay ha-yay Sara...And the years of Sara's life were
one hundred years and twenty years and seven years." Rashi, the great medieval biblical
scholar commends that the text describes Sara's life span in such an extraordinary way to
tell you something of her life. He says: "at the age of 100 years she retained the beauty of
a twenty-year old, and at twenty she retained the innocence of a seven year old." So in
encountering her death, we learn something of her life...in encountering her death, we
learn something of her life....and so it is with our friend, Hy Portnoy.

Hy was the seventh and last child born to Celia and Abraham Portnoy, originally of
Minsk, White Russia. Hy's parents had immigrated to America early in their marriage
which meant the majority of Hy's siblings were born in America, on the Lower East Side
of Manhattan. Hy's first home address was the famous Rivington Street. Hy's other
siblings, Raie, Esther, Edith, Ann, Sara and Julius have all since passed away. Although
not blessed with biological children of his own, he and his wife Bea had a loving
relationship with all of his nieces and nephews, and his sister, Sara's daughter, Phyllis,
was actually like a daughter to him. It was Phyllis who was with Hy at the end, and
helped him with his transition from this world to the next.

Hy was born into a very Orthodox home. His mother, Celia, would not do anything
without first consulting with the neighborhood rabbi. Such a traditional setting ensured
Hy a thorough Jewish education. His bar mitzvah, in 1929, heralded the beginning of the
Great Depression, which would leave an undieable mark on his life. To his last days, Hy



got regular use of that early Jewish education. He was a regular attendee of our Shabbat
and Yom Tov services, having first joined Congregation Beth Shalom with his wife in the
late 40's. It was at these services that I first met Hy. Hy's graduated Seward Park High
School in 1934 and immediately went to work at a luggage store in Manhattan. He had
the intellectual stamina to go on to college but it was the Depression, and going on for
higher education was a luxury hy would not afford.

In 1941 Japan attacked Pearl Harbor and not long after that Hy was drafted into the army,
where he eventually made a grade of Sergeant. He was first stationed at Ft. DuPont in
New Castle, Delaware. It was at one of the USO dances hosted at Ft. DuPont that a
young, good-looking Sgt. Portnoy met the lovely, Beatrice Greenberg. If you look at
photos of the time, you will be struck by not only how straight Hy's back was back then,
but also by his thick, wavey black hair. Bea's lovely, Mona Lisa smile, and her high
cheek bones made her quite a catch too. With Hy being shipped off to China there was
no time for a wedding. But Hy and Bea wrote letters back and forth during those years of
separation, and Hy often asked Bea to wait for him.

And wait for him she did. After serving our country during World War II, Hy returned
safely to the United States. Shortly after his return, on January 12, 1947 30-year old Hy
and Bea were married in New York City. Hy and Bea made their first home in
Manhattan, where Hy went to work with his brothers-in-law, Irving and Willy, in the
Smoke Fish Business. The smell from his store was so strong that Bea made Hy change
his clothes on the fire escape before entering their apartment for she would have been
overwhelmed by the fish fumes. Even Hy enventually tired of the smell of smoked fish,
although never the taste.

Hy and Bea went south to Wilmington where Bea and her Greenberg family had made
their home for many years. After first living with Bea's mom, the young couple soon
moved to a home of their own on the 700 block of 38th Street in what was then the
Jewish neighborhood of Wilmington. Hy worked very hard selling custom-made
draperies, dresses, even funiture out the back of his stationwagon. His clientelle were
mostly from the Italian and African-American communities of Wilmington, and Hy was
wonderfully successful, in no small part because of his ability to transcend cultural, racial
and religious boundaries. He was able to anticipate the needs and tastes of his clientele,
and provide them with quality products. Often he would drive up to his old stomping
ground on Orchard and Rivington Streets, visit the family, fill up the station wagon and
then make his way back down to Wilmington. At this same time, by now the late 40's,
the Portnoy's joined Congregation Beth Shalom, then under the leadership of the beloved
Rabbi Craft. The Portnoy's remained loyal Beth Shalom members all their lives.

Bea helped keep Hy organized and they had a beautiful relationship. Hy never failed to
praise Bea in public, and although he could be a little opinionated and stubborn, he saved
his best side for Bea, who he adored through 52 years of marriage. In later life they had
the opporutnity to travel together, to places like Italy and France, but the most important
trip of their life was to Israel. While Bea took care of Hy during most of their years of



marriage, especially with her fabulous cooking, which including her white fish salad --
nobody did it better, her brisket, and her amazing selections of cakes, it was Hy who
would take care of Bea during the last five years of her life which were ravaged by the
effects of Alzheimer's Disease. Hy's niece, Phyllis, said that Hy did for Bea what few
husband's would have been capable of doing alone But Hy's love for Bea sustained him.
When he could not go on alone, a blessed woman named Zola assisted, and in the end Hy
was indebted to the care of the Kutz Home. Zola would laterdirect her ministering
abilities to Hy's assistance and helped him during his last weeks of life.

I am grateful that I met Hy during Shabbat and Yom Tov services, where I could see him
at his happiest. Hearing the ancient Hebrew liturgy brought Hy much comfort. Although
after the passing of Bea, the void, the lonliness was almost unbearable, especially at night.
So we take comfort with the possibility that Bea and Hy are together again. May his
memory be for a blessing.


