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This year the Jewish and Israeli community 
celebrated Lag B’Omer with bonfires, 
marshmallows, bubbles, craft activities and a fire 
performer.  Organised by Jewish Community Council 
and supported by a grant from the department of 
Premier and Cabinet, the festival enjoyed a good 

I am staying at 6903 Oakridge Avenue in Chevy 
Chase, where my parents brought me home when 
I was born in 1965. My father lived here for nearly 
sixty years, and the house is infused with him. I 
see him in the large backyard, which he doggedly 
mowed with a manual lawnmower—the only one 
I’ve ever seen. In the kitchen is the coffee grinder 
he ran at 7:00 each morning to grind enough 
coffee to wake the dead. There is the corner table 
displaying photos of beloved English and Welsh 
springer spaniels across five decades. Upstairs is 
the bedroom he shared for more than fifty years 
with my mother. Rather than a single king-sized 
bed, there are two 
individual beds pushed 
together, so that my 
father could sleep under 
a light blanket and my 
mother could pile her 
bed high with comforters. 
Daddy told me once 
this arrangement saved 
their marriage! The 
living room is packed 
with hundreds of books, 
which I have no doubt 
he and my mother read 
and discussed. There are 
also hundreds of LPs, 
with a special stack of 
the records he especially 
loved. The living room is 
home to the enormous 
desk I remember seeing 
moved into the house when I was a girl. It was here 
that my father sat wrapped in his tallit on Shabbat 
mornings in front of his iPad as he joined Torah 
study and Shabbat morning services during the 
long months of Covid lockdown. Every corner of the 
house testifies to a joyful life well and fully lived. It 
is my privilege to celebrate his life with you today.

 I’d like to share with you a complete picture of 
my father’s life, but I realise there are many holes. 
So many questions I never got around to asking! I’ll 
share what I can, and perhaps someone out there 
can fill in the missing spaces for us.

 Irving Edward Kaminsky was born on May 23, 
1930, in Bangor, Maine. His parents Sam and Anna 
were no doubt very, very surprised to welcome him: 
he was born into a family of three siblings, who 
were already teenagers. The timing of his arrival 
just as the Depression was gaining strength was 
just terrible. Daddy observed more than once that 
if his mother had discovered she was pregnant in a 
time when abortion was legal, he probably would 

not have been born. At the time of his birth, his 
parents were running a general store in the town 
of Brownville Junction, forty miles from Bangor. 
Unfortunately, the business failed when he was 
three, and the family resettled in New York City. 
Daddy mostly grew up in a crowded three bedroom 
apartment in the South Bronx, where family came 
and went and often came back. I can’t tell you 
much about his early years, except to say that life 
was difficult as his father eked out a miserable 
living in a garment factory. Summers appear to 
have been considerably brighter. He was sent off 
to upper state New York to Camp Kinder Ring, a 

Yiddish socialist summer 
camp poised opposite 
the communist Yiddish 
summer camp Kinderland. 
Of course, there was great 
rivalry between the two 
camps, which was no 
doubt part of the fun. My 
father embraced socialist 
ideology, and this no 
doubt played an important 
role in shaping his 
progressive and activist 
politics. 

 Daddy was bright 
enough to win a coveted 
space at Bronx Science 
High School. He went 
on to study at City 
College of New York, but 

unfortunately I can’t tell you what his major was. 
I do know that he studied French for his years 
there and became relatively fluent in the language. 
He was then drafted into the US Army and began 
his 22 months of service in June of 1953. He was 
eventually based in Heidelberg, Germany, as part of 
the American effort to rebuild that country. 

 Daddy regarded his short stint in the army as 
some of the best times of his life. He described the 
anxiety but also the sense of liberation of leaving 
his sheltered Jewish life to experience the larger 
world. Early in his army career, he and his buddies 
went to the fabled Heidelberg pub the Red Ox, 
where he had his first drink other than kiddush 
wine. After a few beers, he was overcome with a 
happy enthusiasm. He leapt onto the table and 
began belting out Yiddish songs to his German 
audience. He was summarily thrown out. The same 
thing happened on his subsequent visits, until he 
was banned from the Red Ox. He described sitting 
just outside, as his mates passed him tankards of 
beer through the window. 
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 Daddy took full advantage of his time in Europe 
to travel widely. His photo album includes pictures 
of London, Paris and Rome as well as places 
throughout Germany. His time in the army was 
also when he forged some of his most significant 
friendships with Chris Zervanos and John Kronik. 
The three men and their wives would gather at 
least once each year for decades afterwards. He 
also qualified for the GI bill, and the generous 
funding enabled him to attend Harvard Law School 
after his discharge. Why law? Another question we 
don’t have the answer to. Kate and I speculated 
that perhaps he preferred law to medicine, and as 
a first-generation American Jew those were the 
only two paths he was permitted to consider. But 
now we’ll never know for sure. Upon graduation, he 
made the decision to move to 
Washington, DC and look for a 
job there. It took quite a while 
for him to find employment, 
and that time of waiting was 
very challenging. One of the 
stories he loved to tell was of 
attending a family wedding 
and piling his plate high time 
and time again at the buffet. 
One of his relatives remarked, 
“You look like you haven’t 
eaten in a week.” My father 
replied, “Try two weeks!” 

 Eventually he did find 
work at the National Labor 
Relations Board, where he 
spent much of the next 
thirty years. His colleague 
of many years Lafe Solomon shared recollections 
of their time together and said, “Irv could always 
be counted on to give his all to support the rights 
of US workers, but above all, he was one of the 
gentlest and most kind-hearted men that I have 
ever had the pleasure to work with.”

 Daddy was dating a nice Jewish woman when 
he met her lovely roommate Naomi. How their 
initial courtship deepened into a lifelong romance 
is another question I can’t answer. The two of them 
came from completely different worlds: Daddy 
had grown up immersed in the wraparound Jewish 
cultural life of New York. He shared that at the time 
of his bar mitzvah, he hadn’t yet figured out that 
were gentiles in the world. Mommy had lived in 
small Jewish communities across the central part 
of the US. Her father was a Reform rabbi, and that 
was pretty much all she’d ever known. Theirs was 
a mixed marriage for sure. Grandfather married 
the two of them on September 15, 1962, and they 

celebrated with a small dinner gathering at the 
Mayflower Hotel and then a bucolic honeymoon 
in the Caribbean. They found an apartment in DC 
and then, on their second wedding anniversary, 
purchased the home on Oakridge Avenue that 
came to mean the world to them both.

 My parents didn’t always see eye to eye. They 
could argue ferociously, but always came to a point 
of agreement. They were both brilliant and deep 
thinkers who connected around ideas as well as 
around their romantic attachment to each other. 
When I was born in 1965 and Kate 2 ½ years later, 
they rebelled against the convention of putting 
children to bed at 6:00 pm each night. My father 
would come home from work and then embrace 

the several hours he had to 
play with us before we went 
to bed. My most special 
memories were of our family 
vacations. We used to drive 
down to the Outer Banks 
of North Carolina for the 
October long weekend long 
before that area was dotted 
with high rise apartment 
buildings. We’d bring our 
dog Stuffy and rent a very 
basic cabin for four beautiful 
days near the beach. In the 
summer, we’d make our way 
up the east coast to Bangor, 
where my father’s mother 
had settled near her brother 
and daughter. Bangor was a 
deadly dull place, but we’d 

take day trips to the more scenic corners of Maine 
like Bar Harbor. And then we’d drive west and rent 
a cabin at Lake Mooselookmeguntic or somewhere 
nearby for a quiet and serene week.

 Politics were always an integral part of our 
lives. It never occurred to me that there were 
families where political discussions weren’t 
normal at the dinner table. My father was a federal 
employee and so prohibited from involvement in 
elections, so my mother made sure to be twice 
as active for both of them. Both were drawn into 
life at Temple Sinai. They were founding members 
of the Chevy Chase kallah, which met monthly to 
discuss books and enjoy a meal together. Daddy 
joined the ritual committee and was active in other 
ways too. We attended synagogue fairly regularly. 
I remember Daddy bowing his head at Aleynu and 
also for the rabbi’s closing prayer. Our bat mitzvah 
celebrations were big deals to him and Mommy, 
and they made sure the two of us continued our 
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studies through confirmation. Many years later, 
Daddy was one of four bar mitzvah boys, who 
participated in a special seventieth anniversary 
close to their 83rd birthdays. They even had t-shirts 
made!

 Unusually, Daddy never brought work home. 
Both Kate and I remained hazy about what exactly 
he did. We visited his office every once and a while, 
where he worked away first on a manual typewriter 
and eventually on an IBM Selectric. I knew it had 
something to do with labor law, but I was pretty 
fuzzy about what that meant, and he almost never 
talked about work at home. In those days, it was 
possible to work a forty hour week, and then leave 
the office behind. He made sure to do exactly that.

 My parents shared housework more or less 
equally, which is unusual even in our era and 
was almost unheard of in theirs. Mommy did 
the cooking, so Daddy was always in charge of 
washing the dishes, especially after Kate and 
I left home and were no longer available as 
dishwashers. He began to cook several dinners 
each week so that Mommy would have to wash 
the dishes instead. He often cursed as he worked 
and muttered about how it was all going wrong. 
It almost never did. He became an excellent cook; 
his bluefish was especially delicious. He baked 
occasionally, especially chocolate almond tortes 
when my mother’s birthday fell during Pesach. At 
Thanksgiving, the two of them worked hand-in-
glove to produce a magnificent feast of turkey, 
stuffing, brandied sweet potatoes, green beans 
with almonds, pumpkin and pecan pies, and the 
beloved creamed pearl onions he remember from 
his childhood. 

 Kate and I grew up 
and made our own way in 
the world. Kate followed 
in Daddy’s profession and 
became a lawyer, while 
I followed my mother’s 
father and became a rabbi. 
My father took quiet but 
great pride in his daughters’ 
accomplishments. We never 
doubted that he thought 
the world of us, even if 
he rarely expressed that 
directly. 

 Daddy retired at sixty-
five and began a new stage 
in life. He was one of those 
retirees who was 3 as busy 

as when he was working, but now he was doing 
only what he wanted to. He volunteered primarily 
with Food and Friends, preparing and delivering 
meals to AIDS patients. Eventually, he found his 
way to the Library of Congress, where he trained 
as a docent. I had the joy of going on one of his 
tours just a few years ago, as he climbed dozens 
of stairs and took obvious delight in showing 
off this beautiful building and its treasures. And, 
of course, he took advantage of his status as a 
retiree to throw himself into politics. One of the 
high points for him was on January 20, 2009. He 
dressed himself in layer after layer on that frigid 
day and, despite my mother’s worries, went to the 
Washington Mall for Barack Obama’s inauguration 
as president. 46 years earlier, he’d attending the 
March on Washington and heard Martin Luther 
King’s iconic “I have a dream” speech. 

 Some things didn’t change after he retired. 
One was jogging. He’d been swept up in Jim Fixx’s 
revolution and had been running two miles nearly 
every day for years. In 1998, he decided to see if he 
could run a marathon. He trained for months and 
on October 25 he ran the Marine Corps marathon 
at the age of 68. He only did it once, but for sure 
that’s one more time than most of us. He went back 
to running two miles and continued to do so for 
more than ten years after that. 

 He took enormous joy at the birth of each of 
his four grandchildren. He and Mommy came to 
stay when both of my sons were born and were 
absolutely invaluable as they cooked, washed 
dishes and did endless loads of laundry. Kate’s son 
Simon suffered terribly from colic, and Joe was 

out at sea with the Navy. Without 
hesitation, Daddy packed a bag 
and drove down to Florida to help 
her out for weeks. He and Mommy 
visited me in Australia four times, 
including for both of my sons b’nai 
mitzvah. He made frequent trips 
to Iowa to see Simon and Remily, 
and presented both of them with 
a beautiful tallit for their bar and 
bat mitzvah celebrations. He was 
an involved and doting grandfather 
who lovingly took on the identity of 
Zayde. 

 In 2015, my mother, who 
had been extraordinarily healthy, 
suddenly became gravely 
and mysteriously ill. It was a 
heartbreaking time for her and my 
father, as test after test failed to 
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arrive at a diagnosis. She was eventually admitted 
directly into the intensive care unit, where she was 
finally diagnosed with terminal cancer. My parents 
had written advanced directives years ago, and my 
father knew my mother’s wishes. When I arrived 
from Australia, he had the respirator turned off. She 
lived another five days, and we were able to bring 
her home to the bedroom the two of them had 
shared for nearly 53 years. Kate, Daddy and I were 
all with her when she died. He grieved deeply for 
her, but he was able to work through his sorrow 
and find a new lease 
on life. He stayed in the 
house, surrounded by all 
of his shared memories 
of her. As Kate said, he 
found God after her 
death. He began to attend 
weekly Torah study at 
Temple Sinai, followed by 
their heimisch kehillah 
service. He tracked the 
weekly Torah portion and 
occasionally offered his 
own commentary as part 
of the kehillah service. 

 One night, he bravely 
came to an evening for 
older singles at Temple 
Sinai. He reported that 
there was only one other 
man present, who fled. 
My father had his pick 
of dozens of women, 
and he chose Ravelle 
Brickman. They dated for 
several years, and then 
fell into a comfortable friendship, attending the 
theatre together and making sure to celebrate 
each other’s birthdays. Ravelle was just one of the 
people in his life who kept a close eye on him as 
he became more frail and his memory began to 
fail. Thank you to my sister Kate, to Fran and Jerry, 
to Georgia, to Donna and Jacob, Joe and Desiree, to 
Chevy Chase@Home, and to the myriad others who 
looked after him in recent years. Your care means 
so much to us!

 Earlier this year, my brother-in-law Joe accepted 
a position at the Pentagon and moved in with 
Daddy. It was a lovely arrangement for both of 
them. Daddy cooked for the two of them, and 
Joe made sure he was eating. They went out 
often to eat and for the occasional beer. In May, I 
made it back to DC for the first time since 2019, 
and the three of us flew to northern California 

to rendezvous with Kate for my cousin Frank’s 
wedding. It was an absolutely glorious weekend, 
and my father enjoyed every minute of it. Frank’s 
new bride Patty wrote to us to remind us how 
much her friends had loved burning up the dance 
floor with Daddy, who kept getting up for another 
dance and another. We landed very late in DC, and 
when no staff was available to push my father’s 
wheelchair back into the airport, the captain 
himself did so. This was just the icing on the cake! 
We are so touched to have Frank and our honorary 

cousin Jenyth here with us 
today. Frank’s daughter Audrey, 
who attended college in nearby 
eastern Maryland and whom 
Daddy treated as his adopted 
daughter, has come as well.

 In late July, Daddy moved 
to Sunrise Assisted Living in 
Silver Spring. We could not have 
hoped for a better place for 
him to spend his final months. 
Kate and I were overwhelmed 
by the affection the staff there 
expressed for him. They loved 
how gracious and respectful 
he was. They loved him! But 
despite their best efforts, he 
declined very quickly. Daddy’s 
nephew Peter and his wife Kim 
travelled here from Connecticut 
last weekend for the 
opportunity to say goodbye, and 
his niece Diane spoke with him 
over FaceTime from Florida. It’s 
hard to escape the conclusion 
that he waited for me and Kate 

to both be here before he suddenly took a turn for 
the worse on Monday and passed away less than 
48 hours later. JSSA hospice cared for him in his 
last days and helped to make sure that he was 
comfortable and pain-free. We were grateful that 
both his long-time rabbi Hannah Goldstein and 
JSSA’s rabbi David Rose came to visit on his last 
two days of life and offered prayers to ease his 
passing. 

 I am sad to have lost Daddy, but grateful for 
the wonderful life he lived and for his kind and 
generous spirit.  Even with his aches and pains in 
these last years, he never complained but looked 
for joy instead. I’m so thankful to have had him as 
a presence in my life for 57 years. His memory is a 
blessing to all of us who knew him. 
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