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Rabbi Michael S. Beals November 1, 2015

Sam Swinger

Shmuel ben Lazar

February 2, 1927 – October 29, 2015

In the week that we bid farewell to our friend, Sam Swinger, Jews all around the work

are reading from the Torah portion in Genesis, called Hayyei Sarah.  We open this section of the

Torah with our patriarch, Abraham, in the same situation in which we find ourselves this

afternoon.  His beloved wife, Sarah, has just died, and he must bury her.  It is odd that the

Torah portion is translated from the Hebrew as “The Life of Sarah,” when it opens with her

death.  But if you read to the end, you see that Sarah might be physically gone, but her

influence lives on through those whose lives she touched.  And the same is true for Sam.

Surrounded by his wife, children, grandchildren, and beloved members of Congregation Beth

Shalom, where Sam was a life member, like the biblical Sarah, Sam continues to touch all of our

lives too.

Sam was a true life-long Wilmingtonian.  He was born in our fair city on February 2,

1929, to Louis and Gertrude Swinger.  He grew up at 21st and Webster Streets.

His father was a local butcher, opening stores first at 3rd and Lincoln and later at 10th and

Wilson.  Having a dad as a butcher means that even in rough times, Sam never went hungry.

And the Jewish population of Wilmington was guaranteed a steady supply of kosher chickens.

Sam grew up at Congregation Beth Shalom, where in 1940 he celebrated his bar

mitzvah, under the guidance of Rabbi Kraft and Cantor Salzer.  Five years later, in 1945, he

graduated from P.S. DuPont High School where he was known for his skills on the basketball

court.

When Sam graduated high school, the United States was still at war, so Sam enlisted in

the U.S. Navy to defend his country. And the Navy did what they felt was best with this nice

Jewish boy from Wilmington, Delaware.  They sent him to California and trained his to be a
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dental assistant.  Seriously, no one in the family has ANY idea why they sent Sam to California

to be a dental assistant.  From there, he was transferred to a navy base in Virginia, where he

reportedly spent a lot of time at Virginia Beach.   What I failed to mention was that World War

Two ended in the Pacific just months after Sam enlisted so the Navy got a little creative with

our friend, Sam.

After his tour of service was completed, Sam enrolled in the University of Delaware,

where he received his bachelor of arts in chemistry in 1949.  The best thing that happened to

Sam at UD was meeting Barbara Alper, the future Mrs. Swinger.  Barbara knew Sam’s

roommate, Jerry, from her days at P.S. DuPont.  Girls were not allowed in the boys dorm, so she

used to throw stones at the window sill to get Jerry’s attention.  Well one day she was throwing

stones and Jerry wasn’t at home.  But Sam was at home.  He saw this beautiful girl throwing

stones at his window so he did what any clever, red-blooded American man would do – he

went down to meet the girl throwing the stones. Barbara said the guy who came down to meet

her was very good looking: skinny, tall, brown eyes, wavy hair.  And well, they just started

talking.  And they kept talking.  There were coffee dates, and they just kept talking. And

somewhere along the way their friendship became something else.

On June 15, 1952, Sam and Barbara were married by Rabbi Kraft and Cantor Salzer, at

the same synagogue where they had both grown up at – although separated by a good six

years.  In fact Barbara and Sam were the very last couple to be married at the old Beth Shalom

at 18th and Washington Streets.  Soon after that, Beth Shalom moved to its new and present

home a whole two blocks away, at 18th and Baynard Streets.

After their wedding they honeymooned in, where else, Niagara Falls, and after that, the

couple moved into Barbara’s parents’ home.  From there they became among the first

homeowners in Gralyn Crest off Wilson Road, where they built their family. When I asked

Barbara the key to the success of their 63 years of married life, she said it’s all about being able

to give and take.  They were also very compatible.  None of their children ever recall their

parents raising their voices to one another.  They never traveled far.  They had their time share

up at Shawnee Mountain up in the Poconos, where all their children and grandchildren learned
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how to ski.  They had their week in the summer at Rehoboth Beach – and it was more than

enough.

Sam went to work for Sinclair Refinery in Marcus Hook.  It later became BP Refinery.

Sam began as a chemist and eventually became the Supervisor of the Chemistry Lab.  But being

in management took a toll on Sam – he didn’t like handing out pink slips, or being locked in

during labor disputes so in 1971, after almost 20 years, he decided to call it quits and to go into

business for himself. And Sam did very well.  Sensing a growing interest in personal health, Sam

opened up a Nature’s Way vitamin store in Newark.  He built that one business into four

successful businesses until he sold the last of the four stores to his son, Stuart, in 1996.

Starting in the early 90’s, when Sam started going to the Morning Minyan at

Congregation Beth Shalom to say Kaddish for his mother, Gerturde, Sam was unknowingly

entering his most successful of all his business ventures – the management of the Morning

Minyan.  It was a job that would span more than 20 years, including every day of my own

tenure at Beth Shalom.  He started as a humble student of Al Berlin, who had run the Morning

Minyan for many years.  But Sam quietly took notes about how he might do things a little

better.  Sam was also a humble student of his wife, Barbara, and the Beth Shalom Sisterhood

which Barbara and her friends ran for many years.  And Sam learned the art of food shopping

and preparation, and he realized an expanded breakfast on weekday mornings would serve the

Morning Minyan well.  As it says in Pirkei Avot, “ain kemach, ain Torah” – “without flour, there

is NO Torah.”

Sam just knew how to make so many people feel welcome to the Morning Minyan.  He

put people at ease, especially if they were first-timers to the Minyan.  He made Minyan like a

Jewish version of The Breakfast Club, or maybe more like a Jewish version of Cheers, where

“everyone knows your name, and they’re always glad you came.”  It took THREE Beth Shalom

members, trained personally by Sam, to do all the work of one Sam Swinger.

One of his protégées, Ed Sobel, wrote a wonderful tribute to Sam in a recent edition of the

Delaware-wide Jewish newspaper, The Jewish Voice, which described a wonderful celebration

held for Sam this past summer to thank him for all his years of service to the Minyan.  A golden
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acorn was purchased with Sam’s name on it, in celebration of Sam’s service and it is displayed

proudly at the base of our beautiful new Tree of Life in the atrium of Beth Shalom when you

enter the building for all to see.   One of the take-aways I learned from this story is that it is

important to honor people and tell them how much you love and appreciate them NOT just at

their funerals, but while they are alive and can personally enjoy the praise.  I am so proud of my

lay leadership at Beth Shalom for honoring Sam in such a meaningful way.

Sam had TWO families. He had his Beth Shalom family, and he also had his own

biological family – sons and daughters, grandchildren, even a great grandchild -- all of whom he

was very proud.

First on the scene was Stuart, born in 1957.  Stu told me that Sam was THE most

wonderful father he could’ve hoped for.  He said his dad was always there for him -- Like the

time Stu ran his arm through the front door window when he was eight.

Sam created a make-shift tourniquet with his belt and drove him calmly to the hospital.  All the

way, Stu was shouting “I’m gonna die!”  And Sam answered him, “No you’re not because I’m

not going to let you die!”  Of the most important values Sam imparted to Stu was the

importance to live within your means.

Stu blessed Sam with two grandchildren, Lindsay and Josh.  Stu said his children, really

ALL the grandchildren, LOVED to snuggle with Sam, their PopPop – also known as PePop,

because grandson Thomas couldn’t pronounce PopPop.

Margi was next on the scene, born in 1959. She wrote on Facebook that next to God,

Sam was the best man she ever knew.  She said she loved her dad to the moon and back.  He

was a kind and loving dad.  Sam only spanked her once in her entire childhood and it was only

because she ran across busy Wilson Road. Margi and Chris blessed Sam with four

granddaughters: Casey, Taylor, Courtney and Shannon – and Taylor blessed Sam with his one

and only great grandson – Jordan.
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Debra was born in 1964.  She told me that Sam didn’t believe in the rule of treating each

of his children equally.  Instead, Sam believed in giving each of his children what they needed –

he treated each of them as individuals.

From first-hand experience, she knows that her dad tried to teach and support his kids through

their mistakes.  She especially remembers her father-daughter date with Sam to see Jaws over

on Governor Prinz Blvd. – just the two of them.  She also remembers how important his

children’s education was to him.  Nevermind that Archmere Academy was a Catholic School ---

Sam thought it would offer Debra the best education so that’s where she went, while her baby

brother, Jeff was sent to Sanford.

Debra blessed Sam with two grandchildren: Thomas and Anna.  Thomas followed in his

PePop’s footsteps in terms of business entrepreneurship. Instead of opening up a Nature’s Way

store, Thomas runs a very successfully steak shop in Stone Harbor, New Jersey.  And Anna had

followed in her PePop’s footsteps by also improving herself through education.  She attends

Temple, studying Human Relations and Risk Management.

Jeff was the baby of the bunch, born in 1969.  Jeff, along with all his siblings, remembers

learning how to ski up at Shawnee.  Sam didn’t actually do the teaching himself, but he made

sure it happened.    And all four children knew something about Sam which not all of us may

have known.  Sam was a practical joker.  He had one shtick which was a Sam Swinger classic.

It starts like this: “Two birds are on a fence, Pete and Repeat. Pete flew away. Who was left?”

And you are supposed to answer: [pause] “Repeat.” And then Sam would start over again with

“Two birds are on a fence.” And so it would go on like this for quite a while.

And then there was the more immediate source of gratification, where Sam would say:

“Pull my finger.” And then one of his kids, or grandkids would, and then I won’t tell you what

Sam did next,‘’ but this type of behavior was featured in many Fellini films.

Debra told me that one day she decided to give Sam a taste of his own medicine.  It

seems that Sam had just bought a new car and he came around to show it off.  He pulled up,

and left the car running while he visited in the drive way.  Meanwhile, Debra snuck into the car
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and she got down really low so Sam couldn’t see her, and put the car in reverse down the road.

Well Sam took one look, thought he hadn’t set the parking break and in white socks, shorts and

very skinny legs, he took off after that car with his knees coming straight up to his chin – boy

could that Sam run.

All of his grandchildren will say that the two most important values their grandfather

imparted to them was the importance of saving and wise investments coupled with the

importance of getting a good education.  It is true that Sam never lectured his children or

grandchildren on how to be a good Jew, but as his rabbi, and I know his many friends at

Congregation Beth Shalom would attest that Sam didn’t need to lecture on how to be a good

Jew.  Sam demonstrated how to be a good Jew by his actions, and in our faith we believe

actions speak louder than words.

I began by mentioning the irony in this week’s Torah portion, named “The Life of Sarah,”

but opens up with her death.  But I think we get it now.  It is true that we have come together

as a family to bury Sam Swinger.  But because of the impact Sam had on all of our lives, we are

truly celebrating the Life of Sam Swinger, and as long as we remember him and let his example

guide us, then we can say of Sam, zicharon l’baruch, may his memory be for a blessing, and to

that we can all say a heartfelt amen.


