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Rabbi Michael S. Beals December 14, 2009

Wilmington, Delaware

Erwin R. Schmerling

Eliash ben Henech

July 28, 1929 – December 22, 2009

Erwin Schmerling passed away on Shabbat Ha Kodesh, when Jews around the world were
celebrating the first day of Chanukah and reading from Parashat Va-yeishev. The Torah portion
discusses the ups and downs of a young , promising, beautiful, “y’fay to-air vee-fay mar-eh,” Joseph,
who in his youth, is violently separated from his homeland, forced to become a wanderer, faces
numerous adversities in his new, adopted home, only to make a success of himself and rise to great
heights. It is startling how much the young Joseph of the Torah and Erwin share in common.

Erwin was the eldest of two children born to Lilly and Heinrich Schmerling on July 28, 1929, in
Vienna, Austria. The story goes that several generations earlier, when the family lived in the Pale of
Settlement, east of the Austria-Hungarian Empire, the family name was Kornmall. But then the Mayor
of Vienna made it possible for Jews, living under terrible oppression, to resettle in Vienna. And in
gratitude, several Jewish families changed their name to Schmerling in honor of the Viennese Mayor
who saved them. Several generations after this story, Heinrich, along with his brothers, made their
living in the jewelry and diamond business.

Early childhood was beautiful for both Erwin and his younger sister, Flora, who sends her
condolences to us from far-away Scotland. The family wintered and summered in the mountains, they
had a maid and nanny, and enjoyed all the benefits of a secular, Jewish middle class lifestyle. Then in
March 1938, with the Anschluss and the extension of Hitler’s brutal Nazi regime over Austria, Erwin’s
idyllic childhood came to a crashing end. How ironic that Erwin passed away on the first day of
Chanukah, when we remember the cruelty of another occupying power, and the cruelty of another
tyrant in the person of Antiochus the fourth.

As the Nazi’s came banging at the door of the Schmerling Viennese flat, which would result in
the ransacking of their home and his father being dragged off to Buchenwald, an eight-and-a-half-year
old Erwin, his three-year old sister, and his mother were saved from capture by the aforementioned
maid and nanny, true righteous gentiles, like the biblical Shifra and Pu’ah, may their memories be for a
blessing. Due to their mother, Lilly’s British passport, the three Schmerling’s were able to cross the
border and escape by train into neighboring Switzerland. Several diamonds were sewn into the hem of
Lilly’s coat. The family would have to live on those diamonds as they became refugees, although one
would eventually become Esther’s engagement ring. Claiming neutrality, Switzerland soon disposed of
the Schmerling’s, and Lilly and the children became wanderers in the England of Lilly’s birth. It was, at
first, a hand-to-mouth existence. Meanwhile, fulfilling the mitzvah of freeing the captive, Heinrich’s
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brothers were able to buy his freedom and smuggle him out of Nazi-occupied Austria and get him on a
boat bound for Palestine. Erwin and his father were separated for ten long and formative years, and
that separation permanently frayed the fabric of their family when they were reunited in England, after
the war. If only Lilly had agreed to Heinrich’s pleas to join him in Palestine, things might have been
easier for the family. Of course we will never know for sure.

Finally making their home in Cheltenham, Erwin applied himself rigorously to his studies in
England. He was determined to rid himself of his accent, the accent of England’s enemy, and through
thorough and relentless emersion, he acquired an educated English accent along with its accompanying
fluency. Erwin’s hard academic work paid off with a full scholarship to Cambridge University, where he
would earn his BSc in Maths and Physics, followed by a Doctorate in Radio Physics. From this
experience, Erwin honed his values for hard work and education, principles which would serve him well
for the rest of his life.

His brilliant work at Cambridge’s Cavendish Laboratory caught the attention of his superiors. In
1955, Erwin was awarded a Fulbright Scholarship to Penn State University, where he served as a
Professor of Electrical Engineering, and taught and conducted research in Ionospheric Physics. It was in
1956 that Erwin walked through the door of the Hillel Jewish student organization on campus and set his
eyes on the young, lovely Esther Feldman. It was precisely for this reason that Erwin had walked
through those doors in the first place. And according to Esther, Erwin made quite an impression. He
was handsome, with his then full head of hair, he spoke a beautiful English, with that sophisticated
Oxbridge accent, he was erudite, cultured, witty and amusing. But nothing happened. That is until
several months went by, and the two o them found themselves at an interfaith service at the
university’s chapel. Erwin did not waste any time. He walked right up to Esther and asked her on a
date. He took her to the very best place to eat in town, the Tavern.

They dated for less than a year when Erwin popped the question after Erwin had refused to
accompany Esther to a movie, forcing her to slam the door to his apartment and go alone. That must
have been some door slam; it knocked young Erwin to his senses. Because when Esther returned, Erwin
asked her to marry him. They were married in April 1957. They postponed their honeymoon for a year,
and then traveled all throughout Europe for six months, visiting Erwin’s family in Vienna, Paris,
Amsterdam and Zurich. Esther and Erwin, both for business and for pleasure, would return to these and
other European capitals time and time again during their 52 years of marriage together. Traveling would
always be a highlight of their married life together, including the cruises which they enjoyed in later
years. However I would like to think that the most meaningful trip they every took together was their
synagogue tour of Israel, where Erwin’s father had sought and found refuge during the Holocaust.

Sara, Esther and Erwin’s first child, was born in 1961. She, along with her sister, would enjoy
family vacations in Cape Cod, Wallop’s Island, and even up into the clouds in Colorado. Yet Erwin was
not as available as he might have been, so immersed was he in his work for NASA, rising to the position
of Program Chief of Ionospheric Physics – no wonder why Erwin was such a Trekkie…Trecker….fan of
Star Trek. Erwin prided himself in being a good provider for his family and was determined to save
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enough money for his children’s college education, ensuring that they would leave university without
education debts to be repaid. Perhaps you will hear stories from Sara during the more intimate setting
of the meal of condolence later this afternoon. Sara would go on to marry David Helman, and together
they would bless Erwin with eight wonderful grandchildren: Efraim, Leah, Yaakov, Aharon, Akiva, Rivkah,
Avigayil and Shifrah. David was proud to call Erwin “Dad,” and they enjoyed conversation over strong
coffee together.

Elaine, Esther and Erwin’s second child, was born in 1964. She will be speaking to you
personally about her memories of her father, putting his life in perspective in a way which I cannot. I
will tell you that she, and her husband, Warren, blessed Erwin with two wonderful grandchildren, Shira
and Jordi. It was at Shira’s bat mitzvah, five years ago, that I first had the pleasure of meeting Erwin.
During the time I knew him, I learned that as a man of science, he did not put much stock in religion.
And yet it was with a certain amount of pride, that on the bima of my synagogue at Congregation Beth
Shalom, he took the Torah into his hands, during the intergenerational Torah pass, passing it on to
Elaine, who together with Warren, passed it on to Shira, with the hope and prayer that she should one
day meet and marry a man who would help her create a Jewish home and thus pass the Torah down to
yet another generation. I do know that Erwin has a certain pride for the State of Israel, especially after
its miraculous victory in the Six Day War of 1967, surviving against all odds. Perhaps as a Jewish refugee
himself, Erwin knew what it meant to survive against all odds. In Hebrew school yesterday, Jordi told his
classmates during Morning Tefillah, before Kaddish, that he was grateful that his grandfather Erwin
preserved the stories of his European past for him. I commented that his grandfather was part of a
precious remnant who could still bear first-hand witness to the cruelty the Nazis imposed on that
generation of Jews – forever disrupting their lives. I will sorely miss Erwin when we pass the Torah
down from generation to generation at Jordi’s bar mitzvah in May of 2011.

Elaine tells me that her father suffered from dementia for the past ten years. This must have
been a heavy burden, not only on Erwin, but on Esther and his two daughters. Rather than an external
suffering imposed by others, like the Nazis and the Anschluss, this was a more insidious suffering from
within. The family will forever be grateful for the love and attention shown by Erwin’s caregivers,
Rochelle and Cheryl, may their lives be blessed. I was also asked to single out Compassionate Care
Hospice for singular praise and the family has asked me to encourage you to seek them out for your own
loved ones should, G-d – forbid, the need ever arise.

One of the happiest days in Erwin’s life occurred in 1961, when Erwin became a naturalized
citizen of the United States of America. When reviewing Erwin’s life, love of America, his
encouragement that all citizens embrace their privilege and right to vote, will rank as one of his top
values. He also championed complete and full English emersion programs, as opposed to what he felt
were less rigorous English as a Second Language programs. In general, he was a champion of hard work,
as well as acquiring and maintaining a good education. Here in Delaware he was an enthusiastic student
at the Academy of Life Long Learning and enjoyed the Arden Club dinners.
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They say that only tsadikim, only particularly righteous Jews die on the Sabbath. And Joseph,
the undisputed star of this week’s Torah portion, a life which so resembles Erwin’s childhood, was
known as Yosef Ha Tsadik, Joseph the Righteous. And yet we know, by his own account, that Erwin was
not a Jewishly religious person. So perhaps, in reviewing Erwin’s life, we are forced to redefine what it
means to be a righteous person. Perhaps righteousness transcends religious observance, or cannot be
limited to just religious observance. Certainly in his desire to provide for his family, to ensure the
education of the next generation, in his pursuit of science and expanding our understanding of the world
G-d bequeathed to us, we can begin to comprehend Erwin’s righteousness. Zichrona l’vracha – May his
memory, and at this time of Chanukah, may his inner light, be for a blessing, and let us say amen.


