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Captain CB “Sully” Sullenberger recently wrote that "I have long known that serving a cause 
greater than oneself is the highest calling, whether in the military or in civilian life.” My 
grandfather, Herman Grackin epitomized that life of service.

Herman was a proud Jew and fiercely patriotic American, born on December 7, 1925. His father 
Max served America in WWI as a young immigrant and his mother Libby was a passionate 
Zionist, lifelong volunteer, and Social Justice advocate.

Growing up in the Bronx, Herman played in the streets with his older brother Julius and rooted 
for the Yankees. He attended daily Yiddish school in addition to Public School. Despite many 
childhood illnesses, and even significant quarantines, Herman skipped grades and graduated 
early from DeWitt Clinton High School.

On Herman’s 16th birthday, America was attacked at Pearl Harbor. Not old enough to register 
for the military on his own, Herman received his mother’s signature to enlist in the Merchant 
Marines when he turned 17. He later volunteered for the US Army, traveling the world to serve 
our nation and the ideals he believed in. Throughout his life, Herman voted for candidates he 
felt were moral and fair, regardless of political party. He would later sum up his politics to me in 
one sentence: “I won’t vote for any damn draft dodger.” 

After World War II ended, Herman returned to New York City and worked at the International 
Ladies Garment Worker’s Union office, where he met my grandmother, Lillian. They were 
married six months after their first date. He attended NYU on the GI Bill and he and Lillian 
moved out to Long Island to raise my mom and uncle. Herman had a long career as a Probation 
Supervisor and was married to my grandmother until her death in 2011.

Three years ago, Herman had a fall and ended up in assisted living right here in Ardsley. We 
were so lucky that he got to be a regular part of our lives during his last years. He presented to 
Gabi’s class on Veteran’s Day and joined our twins for their preschool’s Shabbat. Herman and 
my mom rode on the Honor Flight to Washington DC with fellow Veterans. We celebrated 
birthdays and holidays together, and watched football games on the weekends. He enjoyed 
coming to Woodlands for the High Holidays, telling us that if a tent was good enough for Jacob, 
it was good enough for him. He was always particularly moved by this Yizkor service and would 
be honored that his life story was shared today.

I last spoke with my grandfather almost six months ago, on March 30th, three days before he 
died. He was lucid when he answered his cell phone at White Plains Hospital, right after his 
COVID test came back positive. I told him how much I regretted that we couldn’t visit and asked 
if he was comfortable. He replied, “Keep your distance. Comfortable is relative but I’m in bed. 
I’ve had a very long life. I love you all very much, you know that.”

After a life of service to his family, community, and country, my grandfather shouldn’t have died 
alone in the hospital, with a funeral and shiva on Zoom, due to an inept political response to this 
pandemic. 

Captain Sullenberger has also remarked, “We leave a little bit of ourselves with everybody we 
come in contact with.” My grandfather was a man of principle and left us with his legacy of 
service which we will carry with us always.


