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Dear JSM Readers,

Fall is in the air, and the temperatures at night 
are finally making it seem real. For those 
summer-lovers like me, it wasn’t quite the 
same this year. With daytime temps feeling like 
the 100s, I only made it to the pool a handful 
of times. My plants didn’t even get as much 
attention as they deserved. It’s the first time 
since my 30s I can remember looking forward 
for some cooler days.

As I write this letter, we are between Rosh 
Hashanah and Yom Kippur. I can remember as 
a child getting my new winter dress to wear for 
the high holidays. (Was it really that much cooler 
then, or did we just burn up in wool?) I don’t 
think it’s so formal these days – at least at some 
synagogues. Spending the day in some comfy clothes might just make it a 
little easier to forget how hungry we are!

When my kids became bar and bat mitzvah, we also dressed up more 
formally than we see these days at the kid’s parties. Today, it’s a little 
bit more relaxed and perhaps theme-related.
	
Dahlia Frieden (page 16) certainly wore the right shoes to her bat 
mitzvah party. Her dazzling tennis shoes lit up as she danced the night 
away.

Sam Cooper was cool and collected in his shorts and casual shirt as he 
arrived at his party in a Lamborghini Huracan – a surprise from his 
parents. Check it out on page 12.

The day was a little more formal for Elisa 
Barrack and Jorge Castillo at Memphis 
Botanic Garden. Their wedding brought 
together two families from two different 
cultures. Read more about the happy 
couple on page 8.

We have stories about two inspiring 
women, Ruth Samuels (page 22) and 
Meggan Keil (page 24). And, then there’s 
Murray Habbaz who has led a most 
interesting and diverse life, on page 20.

Finally, check out Seth Feibelman’s recipe 
for the crispiest fried chicken (page 15), 
the Lejman family’s fur babies on page 7, 
and another excerpt from Harry Samuel’s 
“Crossroads: Chance or Destiny.”

While this issue is finally being put to press, the Guide to Jewish 
Memphis is in the works. Don’t get left out. If you would like to 
advertise in this special edition, which is available year-round, please 
reach out to Larry at 901.763.2215.

Shana Tova!

Susan C. Nieman  -  Publisher/Editor

Letter From 
the Editor
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Contributors

Seth Feibelman is currently suffering from head 
and neck cancer.

Seth made a career in food service. He has run the 
Food and Beverage Operations for Hilton, The 
Memphis Zoo, Methodist Hospital and Mud Island 
Riverpark. He has also taught countless aspiring 
young chefs at the University of Memphis and 
L’Ecole Culinaire.

Currently, Seth cannot eat or drink without 
assistance and is unable to work. To learn more 
about his fight visit https://gofund.me/ChefSeth 
or his facebook page at Seth Feibelman. 

Shoshana Y. Cenker is a word & grammar nerd 
with 20+ years in creative services. She’s an 
editor for a global financial services company 
and runs her freelance communications 
business, as a content writer, editor, 
proofreader, copywriter, marketing consultant, 
and wordsmith extraordinaire. She and her 
three kiddos – twin boys Aiden and Kivi, and 
daughter Lyla – happily live in her hometown 
of Memphis, with their pup, Memphis. 
ShoshanaAY@gmail.com

Harry Samuels, author of “Beshert: True 
Stories of Connections” and “Crossroads: Chance 
or Destiny?” is a graduate of Washington 
University. He has devoted many years to 
volunteerism in Memphis, Tenn. He and his 
wife, Flora, have been married for 62 years and 
are the parents of Martin, William and the late 
David Samuels.
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Hollywood Pet Stars

Melinda and Michael Lejman are parents to three humans, Jillian, Dylan, 
and Henry, three dogs and a cat.

Bu was given to the Lejmans by a friend who couldn’t care for him at the 
time. “It was supposed to be temporary, but we fell in love with him and 
luckily his first owner let us take ownership,” said Melinda. After their 
senior dog, Hannah, died in 2019, they adopted Rosie from the Humane 
Society to keep Bu company.

Adopting a dog from the Humane Society was a great experience, and they 
returned in 2020 to find their cat Atticus, named after Atticus Finch in the 
novel “To Kill a Mockingbird.”

“Atticus was actually a surprise for our teenage son during the pandemic,” 
said Melinda. “We couldn’t throw him a big party, so we blindfolded him 
and took him to the Humane Society where he picked out the cutest 
tuxedo cat, Atticus.”

“Ruby is the only purebred dog we have ever owned,” explained Melinda. 
“We got her at 10 weeks of age, and she has been such a wonderful 
addition to our family. She’s sweet and playful and loves to cuddle.”

When asked about traveling with their pets, Melinda commented; “How? 
We take our dogs camping, but we usually only take one at a time. Our 
camper isn’t big enough for our family of 5 plus 3 dogs!” And when they do 
need to, they occasionally board the dogs at Brown Dog Lodge.

Love Most: We love cuddling and snuggling with our pets. It was especially 
therapeutic during the pandemic when we were more stressed than usual.

Pet Peeve:
Bu and Rosie bark at literally everything that goes past our front window. 
We are also feeding a stray cat right now and they get so mad when they 
see him come around. Ruby is a literal “ankle biter” in the mornings. She 
follows us around and bites our pants legs and sometimes gets some skin 
along with it!

Pampered:
Dr. Morris at The Pet Hospitals takes care of the health needs. While the 
furry family members are groomed “in our bathtub!” said Melinda. While 
working and taking care of a family of five, along with four pets, Melinda 
splurges on fancy treats from Hollywood Feed. Sometimes Ruby gets to go 
to work. “She’s very popular!”

The Lejmans also make dog treats for purchase and donate a portion of 
the sales to local animal welfare organizations.

A Full House By Susan C. Nieman
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An International 
Wedding Soirée in 
the Bluff City 
By Shoshana Cenker
Photos by Elizabeth Hoard Photography

It wasn’t just flowers in bloom at the Memphis Botanic Gardens on June 4 
of this year – love had blossomed as well, as Elisa (née Barrack) and Jorge 
Castillo were married on a lovely summer day.

The happy couple met through a mutual friend in Atlanta who had invited each 
of them to a karaoke party. Though they connected on Facebook after that, they 
went their separate ways and didn’t see each other for quite a while.

“Fast-forward two years later – February 2021 – and we both attended 
Chabad Young Jewish Professional’s Purim party,” explained Elisa, a native 
Memphian. “Although we didn’t speak at the event, Jorge saw me from afar 
and was smitten. He reached out on Facebook the next day, and we set up a 
date for the following week. Our first date was spectacular and from then on, 
everything fell into place!”

Elisa and Jorge Castillo 
celebrate their June 

wedding at Memphis 
Botanic Garden

Simcha Scene



Simcha Scene
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Elisa and Jorge with the Barrack family

Elisa and Jorge with the Castillo family

Elisa’s grandmother, Doris Califf, with all her grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

Fast-forward again to 2023, with wedding 
planning in full effect. Elisa’s mom, Cindy, 
and event planner, Janis Kiel, took the lead in 
planning the wedding festivities, with Elisa 
joining in on certain decisions and details. 
She’d travel from Atlanta to Memphis a 
couple times a month for vendor meetings, 
food tastings, hair trials, dress fittings, and 
more fun wedding needs. Jorge, originally 
from Peru, helped with technical things – like 
spreadsheets and attendance tracking – and 
took the lead with the food and drink menu, 
since they had decided to include many 
delicious Peruvian flavors.

“The wedding weekend was fabulous from 
beginning to end!” said Cindy. “There were 
so many wonderful moments, but the one I 
will remember always is the bedeken. We were 
surrounded by family and close friends. Rabbi 
Ian Lichter and Cantor Ricky Kampf from Baron 
Hirsch Congregation, accompanied by a trumpet 
player, took special care to make it feel like a 
significant event. When Jorge knelt down in 
front of Elisa and told her he loved her, just after 
veiling her, it was an emotional moment. It is the 
first time I have seen my husband, Jon, in tears.”

Elisa echoed the sentiment, with the ketubah 
and bedeken ceremonies as two of the most 
special moments. The ketubah is the Jewish 
marriage contract, and the bedeken is a lovely 
ceremony where the groom veils the bride, just 
prior to the actual wedding ceremony.

“We decided to have a private, intimate ceremony 
before the chuppah. We loved how involved 
our families were, including our fathers who 
exchanged a watch and our mothers who broke 
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a plate. The excitement and joy of our marriage could be felt 
throughout the whole room through smiles, Jewish songs, and 
clapping,” remembers Elisa. “For me, the most special moment 
of all took place during the bedeken ceremony. At this moment, 
I awaited Jorge as he marched and danced toward me, with the 
sound of trumpets in the background. The energy I felt in this 
moment was truly magical and unforgettable.”

The festivities continued after the ceremony with a joyful 
music, dance, and food-filled reception. “Our reception 
resonated with the soulful tunes of Al Paris and the 
Heartbreakers,” said Elisa. “Embracing our Jewish heritage, 
close friends and family lifted us during the Hora, and we 
danced until the venue closed. Our palates traveled to Peru 
with delightful appetizers like empanadas, ceviche, and palta 
rellena, all paired perfectly with a refreshing pisco sour.”

“We are very thankful that life brought us together!” added 
Jorge. “We loved that our family and friends came together 
from near and far to celebrate us – their presence made us feel 
very special.”

The love this beautiful couple shares not only makes them feel 
special, but everyone who attended their happy day feels it, too.
“It was incredibly special to have our family and friends there 
to celebrate Elisa and Jorge,” said Elisa’s proud dad, Jon. “We 
feel so blessed that Elisa’s grandmother, Doris Califf, and 
97-year-old grandfather Irving Barrack were there. And Jorge 
had relatives who traveled to Memphis from Madrid, Spain, and 
Lima, Peru!”

“We couldn’t be happier to have gained a daughter!” added 
Jorge’s happy parents, Ernesto and Marianela Castillo.

Jorge and Elisa Castillo are living in newlywed bliss in Atlanta. 
Jorge, who’s from Arequipa, Peru, is a technology consultant 
and fintech entrepreneur. He earned his MBA at Emory 
University. Elisa, born and raised in Memphis, is a speech-
language pathologist at Northside Hospital. She earned her 
undergraduate degree from Indiana University, and master’s 
from Southern Illinois University.

Mazel tov to the happy couple!

A touching moment when Jorge 
says, “I love you,” during the 
bedeken (veiling ceremony).
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On a nice summer day in June of last 
year, Sam Cohen celebrated his bar 
mitzvah simcha: Friends and family from 
across the country — Nashville, Tenn., 
Clarksdale, Miss., Palm Beach, Fla., 
Cincinnati, Ohio, Chicago, Boston, San 
Diego and Tuscaloosa, Ala. — flocked to 
the Bluff City to celebrate.

The weekend’s festivities kicked off with 
a Friday night Shabbat dinner at the 
Hilton Garden Inn in Germantown. It was 
catered by Hog Wild and featured music 
by artist Gerry Finney — with Gibson’s 
Donuts for dessert.

“Friday night dinner was nice! One of 
my favorite parts of my bar mitzvah was 
having my friends come in from out of 
town,” said Sam. “I got to spend a lot of 
time with them. And having local family 
and friends too — the weekend felt like it 
brought everybody together.”

For services at Temple Israel on Shabbat, 
Sam prepped for his speech with help and 
guidance from Rabbi Micah Greenstein 
and David Rosenthal, and Atlee Silk 
helped with Hebrew.

“There was certainly an overload 
of happiness,” said Sam’s parents, 
Stephanie and Stuart. “Sam put in a lot 
of work, and seeing it come into play was 
surreal. The day was full of emotions — 
many of our friends in attendance had not 
experienced a bar mitzvah before. Hearing 
their reactions after the ceremony was 
profound, there was so much appreciation 
and love for the beauty of the day. We 
could not have been prouder!”

Celebrations continued Saturday night 
with a hoppin’ party at Temple Israel. 
Working with party planner Einat 
Loskovitz, the synagogue’s atrium was 
beautifully decorated by Holiday Flowers 
and featured a blue, red and green color 

Bar Mitzvah Festivities with a 
Sophisticated Touch

 By Shoshana Cenker :: Photos by Paige Miller Photography

Simcha Scene

Sam Cohen reads his 
torah portion with his 

family by his side.
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palette, with a masculine theme and argyle 
pattern. “We loved using the argyle theme,” 
noted Stephanie, “it felt timeless and classy.”

Guests dined on dishes catered by Another 
Roadside Attraction, enjoyed custom caps by 
a local airbrush artist, rocked out to a DJ, and 
played fun games like pop a shot, foosball, and 
air hockey. Sam’s logo featured a fishing pole 
and archery arrow — two of his hobbies. “Sam 
loves to fish; lake or ocean, deep sea fishing is a 
favorite,” explained Stephanie. “He also enjoys 
archery.”

But how Sam got to his party is pretty amazing. 

Sam, who loves cars, rode up to 
his Saturday evening party in a 
Lamborghini Huracan.

Sam, with his parents and 
sister, Sadie.
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“I love all cars,” he said, “and my parents arranged 
it, so I was dropped off in a Lamborghini Huracan! 
It was a surprise; no one knew! On the way to 
Temple, we drove super fast!”

“The weekend was a whirlwind, full of excitement 
and emotions, Sam’s speech and thank yous moved 
the room, and when he said, ‘and Mom,’ I just 
lost it! There’s nothing I would change about the 
moment!” said Stephanie.

For the bar mitzvah boy, nope, young man, 
finishing his bar mitzvah was the most rewarding 
part. “It took a lot to learn everything I needed to 
do, but I had a lot of great help – tutors, Rabbi, 
and family,” said Sam, who’s mitzvah project 
raised scholarship funds for Camp Nebagamon 
in Wisconsin. “And it was nice seeing family and 
friends throughout the weekend.”

“Sam’s bar mitzvah was at the tail end of Covid,” 
added Stuart. “It was wonderful to be able to 
celebrate the event and feel ‘normal’ with our 
friends and family.”



Jewish Scene  I  September 2023       15

On The Menu

On the Menu By Seth Fe ibe lma n

Beer Battered Fried Chicken Breast
4-6 Boneless Chicken Breasts
2 cups flour + 2 cups flour set aside
2 cups Tiger Tail beer
2 tbsp Salt + 2 tbsp Salt
2 tbsp Pepper + 2 tbsp Pepper
1 tbsp Garlic powder + 1 tbsp Garlic powder
1 tbsp Onion powder +1 tbsp Onion powder
Vegetable Oil

Garlic Mashed Potatoes 
3 qt salted water
1 Tbsp minced garlic
1/3 cup butter
3/4 cup sour cream
Salt
Pepper

Directions:

Add enough vegetable oil to a pot or fryer to cover the chicken. The amount would be 
affected by the size of the pot, but you want to have enough oil so the chicken can float. 
Heat the oil to 350 degrees.

The darker the beer, the darker the chicken will turn out. I like to use Tiger Tail as 
my beer of choice. It is light, has a higher alcohol content, and I am a Memphis Tiger 
through and through. Mix equal parts beer and flour and add ½ the spices. Whisk 
thoroughly. Over time, the flour may separate, and liquid will be on top. Just mix it up, 
and it will be fine. The batter is only good for a day or two, so I would mix and use right 
away and discard the remainder.

Take the remaining ½ of the ingredients and mix them in a shallow pan. Dredge the 
chicken in the batter, then drop it into the dry ingredients. Using a dry hand, coat 
chicken and carefully drop it in the oil. Make sure the chicken does not stick to the 
bottom using a pair of tongs. Fry the chicken until the internal temperature reaches 165 
degrees (approximately 7 minutes). The smaller the chicken, the less time it will take to 
cook. Remove from grease and place on a paper towel to absorb excess grease.

Directions:

Bring salt water to a boil. Peel and cut potatoes into uniform size pieces. Add potatoes 
to water and boil until fork tender. Strain immediately. Sautee garlic in butter for 1 
minute. Add garlic butter to potatoes. Also add the sour cream, pepper, and more salt 
if necessary. Mash potatoes by hand or with a mixer blend. Do not over mix or the 
potatoes will become too firm.

When I was working as Chef for Methodist South Hospital, every 
Wednesday was fried chicken day. We did not use beer batter for the 
chicken in the hospital, but the method they used made the best fried 
chicken. While working for Hilton, I added the beer batter fried chicken 
to go with our locally brewed beer specials. I tried several of the varieties 
and found that Tiger Tail worked best. I started using the batter on 
chicken breast strips and called them “Tiger Tails” on the menu. Then 
I noticed that people were asking for the chicken as an entrée, so I 
decided to add a full chicken breast and added beer battered chicken 
wings to the menu as well. All the chicken became a big hit!

I chose garlic mashed potatoes as a side because the creaminess of 
the potatoes compliments the crispiness of the chicken. Melting the 
garlic in the butter before adding it to the potatoes is critical. The 
butter carries the garlic flavor through the mash rather than leaving it 
in the garlic pieces. Also, you may add more sour cream or a little milk 
to thin out the potatoes to your desired consistency. Due to my throat 
cancer, I need my potatoes loose and well blended. However, the 
more you mix potatoes, the rubberier they become. So, remember to 
add all your ingredients, then mix only until blended. Keep potatoes 
warm in the oven until ready to use.

Beer Battered Fried Chicken Brea st with Ga rlic Mashed Potatoes
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DANCING
WITHDahlia

By Susan C. Nieman :: Photos by Rivkah Braverman
Israel Photos by Yonit Schiller Photography

Family and friends from 
across the U.S. and all the 
way from Israel celebrated 
the bat mitzvah of Dahlia 
Freiden last December.

“We were thrilled to welcome to 
Memphis members of both sides 
our family from Detroit, Miami, 
Boca Raton, Fla., Teaneck, N.J., 
New York, Baltimore and Silver 
Spring, Md., and Israel!” said dad 
Yoni Freiden. 

The festivities kicked off with a 
Friday night Shabbat dinner at 
Baron Hirsch with close friends 
and family. After Saturday 
morning services, Dahlia gave 
a D’var Torah from her studies 
with Mrs. Anat Kampf. And 
her parents, Aviva and Yoni, 
sponsored a kiddish lunch.

Anticipation of the weekend had 
Dahlia very nervous. “I spent so 
much time worrying about the 
speech, and if everything would 
work out as planned,” she said. 
“When the date finally came, I 
stopped worrying and started 
enjoying every moment of the 
fantastic weekend!”

Enjoy she did. After all her 
studying and meaningful 
presentation, Dahlia finally had 
the chance to celebrate Saturday 
night. Dressed in pink lace with 
sparkling sneakers, she made her 
entrance into her party, which 
featured a dancing motivator, 
who kept everyone on their feet 
all evening. Guests also had fun 
with the photobooth gear, lots of 

Dahlia Freiden and her 
immediately family traveled to 

Israel the week following her bat 
mitzvah weekend.
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popcorn, candy and other delectable desserts. The décor and swag were a 
mixture of pink, purple and black – all her favorite colors.

Dahlia, a devoted Swiftie and dance lover, takes vision dance lessons and 
loves to dance and party with all her friends.

“We had the best time dancing,” said Dahlia. “But most importantly it 
felt amazing to see so many people celebrating me, especially with those 
who helped me reach this milestone.”

“It means the world to us that she turned out to be such a beautiful and 
responsible young adult,” said Yoni. “It means a lot to her grandparents 
and grandparents that sacrificed so much for her to be here celebrating 
being an observant Jewish girl.”

In addition to studying for her bat mitzvah, Dahlia made sure each 
resident at Memphis Jewish Home & Rebab received a Chanukah card. At 
the party she had a sign encouraging others to join her in her mitzvah 
project by making a card.

But the bat mitzvah festivities didn’t end that weekend. A week later 
the family boarded a plane to Israel, a tradition that began after the bar 
mitzvah weekend of her brother, Ben. 

Aviva, Yoni, Ben, 
Max, Margalit and 

Dahlia Freiden
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Simcha Scene

“Dahlia is the second child to do this,” said Yoni. “We tour, visit family and 
eat! Dahlias great-grandmother lives in Jerusalem, and she couldn’t attend 
the bat mitzvah in Memphis, so we got to spend a Shabbat with her!”

“We are so proud of the accomplishments Dahlia has already made and 
look forward to the accomplishments she will continue to make,” said 
mom Aviva.

Vendors: 

Photographer – Rivkah Braverman 
Party Planner- Sarah Leah Freiden 

Party Favors - Mazel and Merch 
PhotoBooth - Marcy Millman productions 

DJ/Band - Gayle Abowitz from Chicago

Dahlia celebrated the special weekend with all her friends.

Dahlia, Aviva and Yoni with his parents, grandparents Hugh and 
Debbie Freiden of Memphis, Yoni’s sisters, Shirli Gotlib (Ari) of 
Detroit, Ariella Schwartz (Adam) of Teaneck, N.J., Tamara Goodman 
(David) of Silver Spring, Md., and Meirah Weiss (Adam) of Boca 
Raton, Fla. and all of their children.

Dahlia, Aviva and Yoni with Aviva’s parents, grandparents, Harriet 
and Eliot Jacob, and her sisters, Lonnie Goldman (Hillel) Goldman 
and family and Goldie Milner (Jacob) and family all of Baltimore.

Dahlia and her siblings, Ben (15), Margalit (9), and Max (1)
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CROSSROADS: Chance or Destiny?
By Harry Samuels

This collection of connection stories is a follow up to Harry’s 
first book, Beshert, which Jewish Scene readers enjoyed 

years ago. I hope you enjoy them as much as I do.

All of us have the ability to experience the synchronicity that is 
often the result of reaching out to others. ~ Harry Samuels

Jeff and Greg are sons of our good 
friends, Marilyn and Sam Fox, of St. 
Louis, Missouri, who provided the 
following:

During the 80s, Jeff and Greg were 
traveling in Europe on an Italian train. 
The passenger car to which they were assigned became extremely 
crowded. Jeff decided they should move. “Why don’t we go to 
another car that’s less crowded,” he said. “I don’t care if we were 
assigned here. At least we’ll be able to rest.”

Later their parents received a call from the boys. “Our train 
was in a terrible accident,” they announced. “The passenger car 
we had just left was completely destroyed.”

During that trip, the two boys were sitting in a plaza in 
Florence, Italy. They were enjoying lunch near the Uffizi art 
museum when they were startled by the sound of someone 
revving a motorcycle. Before they could protest the unwelcome 
racket, they noticed the driver, who seemed oblivious to them. It 
was their brother, Steve, who had been traveling alone throughout 
Europe that summer. He had not been in touch with his siblings 
and was unaware of their location. A book should be written 
about Sam and Marilyn Fox. The three of us attended Washington 
University together, and Sam and I were fraternity brothers. 
He came to St. Louis from Desloge, Missouri, in 1947, and has 
made an enormous impact on society – locally, nationally and 
internationally. He is the founder, chairman, and chief executive 
officer of a private firm, the Harbor Group, Ltd., operating one 
hundred forty companies worldwide with twelve thousand 
employees. He and Marilyn have served numerous charitable 
organizations as financial supporters and in leadership positions. 
Sam has been especially devoted to Washington University where 
most recently he has been responsible for a dramatic expansion of 
its endowment fund. He is life trustee and former vice chairman 
of its board.

For sixty years I have been seeking someone who had a 
connection with my father’s hometown in Poland. Its population 
was minuscule, and I had given up the idea of learning much 
about it. Recently, Sam heard me mention its name, Annapol. 
“That’s where my mother lived,” he told me. “We took a film 
crew there and have several hours of unedited tape of our visit.”

  

ITALY
As told to Harry Samuels 
By Marilyn and Sam Fox
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Murray was born in New York City in 
the 1930s to dad Ralph, from Aleppo, 
Syria, and mom Mary, from an Aleppo 
family in Chicago. “My dad’s family went 
through Europe to reach America. He was 
multilingual, speaking five languages and 
a great cook,” shared Murray proudly. “I 
was close with my three brothers and one 
sister, all of whom have passed away. We 
were all raised in the Bensonhurst Syrian 
community of Brooklyn – the safest 
neighborhood in the world! I loved living 
there; it was simple and fun.”

Murray learned to speak Syrian from 
his beloved grandmother, who only 
knew 10 English words. “She taught me 
a lot – about life and culture and coffee, 
all in Syrian,” he said in his jovial tone, 
“I love coffee!” Murray has solid yichus 
(lineage) – his great-grandfather HaRav 
Ezra Hamway Habbaz was the Chief Rabbi 
of Aleppo. (When you see Murray, ask him 

about the hilariously unbelievable story 
of his great-grandfather’s advice about 
how a fresh bread roll saved a couple from 
divorce. True story!)

In Brooklyn, Murray attended PS 
205, and his family went to Magen David 
Synagogue, “a place I loved,” which was 
also his Hebrew school. His father opted 
for Murray to have a Thursday bar mitzvah 
service. “For some reason, a bar mitzvah 
on a Thursday, rather than Saturday, was 
thought to be something special,” he said.

Fast-forward to the Korean War, when 
Murray joined the Air Force (AF) in 1951. 
He was sent all over the U.S., Korea and 
Japan. Murray had earned a few college 
credits before joining, and the AF helped 
him continue – while he served, he took 
college classes at night from Waseda 
University when he was stationed at an air 
base near Tokyo.

In 1955 Murray was discharged as a 

Laughter Keeps
Murray Habbaz Young By Shoshana Cenker

A beautiful family, Middle Eastern roots, military service, exciting jobs in entertainment, 
plenty of laughter. All that and more has filled Murray Habbaz’s interesting life.

Murray Habbaz

Murray served in the Air 
Force from 1951-1955.

A Life Well Lived



Jewish Scene  I  September 2023       21

A Life Well Lived
Sr. Airman and went back to college at a special technology school 
for radio and TV production in Miami, thanks to the GI Bill of Rights. 
When he graduated, he was hired by a CBS affiliate TV station in 
Tampa for camera, audio, lighting and announcing work. From 
there, he went to work for a radio station, doing production and 
announcing.

“Radio was fun! I was the No. 3 DJ in the whole city. My producer 
had given me a radio name: Don Holiday.” Murray explained. “One 
time, my next-door neighbor said she heard the greatest DJ on the 
radio and that she’d like to meet him. So, I told her to hop in my car 
and took her to the station. When we walked in and the secretary said, 
‘Hello, Don Holiday,’ my neighbor almost flipped out!”

One of the most exciting celebrity encounters was thanks to an Air 
Force friend, who brought the celebrity to the station: widely well-
known bandleader Paul Whiteman, who premiered “Rhapsody in 
Blue” back in 1924. “Everyone went bananas over him!”

The music industry was Murray’s happy place, and he eventually 
worked in sales and promotion at MCA Records, encountering some 
of the biggest stars in the world: Leonard Skynyrd, Sonny and Cher, 
Elton John, The Who, Tina Turner, nice Jewish drummer Buddy Rich, 
and others.

During his exciting career, Murray got married and started a 
family – daughter Jill lives in Boca Raton, Fla., and has two sons and a 
daughter; daughter Marjorie lives in Nashville and has two daughters.

“It was great growing up with such an interesting, encouraging, 
and supportive dad,” said Jill happily. “To this day, he still inspires 
and impresses me!”

After his first marriage ended, Murray began dating Janice 
in Memphis long distance. She was also in the music business, 
promoting concerts and later worked for Memphis Jewish Federation 
for many years. Eventually Murray moved to the Bluff City, and the 
happy couple married. “It was my lucky day meeting this lovely 
lady,” he said of his bride of 43 wonderful years. “Marriage is about 
give and take – the other side is not always right and not always 
wrong.”

In Memphis, Murray opened a music shop Downtown called Music 
Makers, which he had for several years. He then worked in the home 
healthcare field for 12 years before retiring.

As for his own musical taste, Murray likes top 40 from back in 
his DJing days and some classical. “I don’t believe a word I see on 
TV now, I like Hollywood from back in the day,” said Murray, who 
was a delightful, constant comedian as we spoke. “I’ve always been 
interested in entertainment.”

And not just in radio and music. He loved going to movies at the 
Metro Theatre as a child, and even took to the stage himself later in 
plays like “My Three Angels” at Theatre Memphis. And, he performed 
stand-up comedy while in Florida. “I did a show in Miami Beach with 
dancers and a piano player,” he said. “I only did clean jokes. I don’t 
need filthy or foul language. I was paid $50 a night plus dinner for 
that gig back then.”

“He’s a ham,” said Janice lovingly. To which Murray responded, 
“Someone has to do it!”

In Memphis, Murray started out attending services at Baron 
Hirsch Congregation, where Janice attends. These days, he enjoys 
Chabad. The two love travelling – they’ve been going to Puerta 
Vallarta for 30 years, and they like cruises. They’re also big into 
volunteering: as an airport guide, with the TN Highway Patrol, 
Selective Service for Memphis, FBI Citizens’ Academy, West Cancer 
Clinic where Janice has volunteered for 19 years, and others. “We 
meet a lot of interesting people!”

Murray’s life has been guided by some impactful philosophies, 
that are certainly worth sharing. “Do the best you can with what 
the good Lord gave you; look out for each other; love the lady you’re 
with.”

Perhaps above all, “I love to laugh,” he said with a big ole smile. “I 
have to laugh, if we don’t, we’re in trouble. Laughter keeps you young.”

Janice and Murray enjoy 
volunteering at FBI Citizens 
Academy and Selective Service 
for Memphis.
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Memphian Ruth Samuels has a passion for 
the arts of all kinds. And she started making 
pottery eight years ago, when her sister, 
Heather, sadly passed away. “I had always 
painted, sketched and, of course, loved a 
good craft, but needed a different outlet at 
the time,” she explains. “Pottery resonated 
with me, as Heather loved nature, was kind, 
and had a flair for color.”

To craft her beautiful creations, Ruth 
uses four different clays and hundreds of 
glazes to get the effects on her pieces. Each 
season, she adds more glazes to create new 
combinations.

“I love building something and using 
my hands to create something special 
and unique and things that make people 
happy,” says the artist, who went to 
Yeshiva University for undergrad and 
Hunter College for grad school, earning her 
master’s in education. “My pottery is one 
of a kind and whimsical. I use a lot of color, 
which can be bright or soft.”

While most of us probably only have an 
idea about pottery-making from the movie 
“Ghost,” Ruth is sharing an inside look and 

“Heart Girl” Creates One-of-a-
Kind, Whimsical Pottery By Shoshana Cenker

Inspiring People
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how the process takes shape. She typically 
slab builds, beginning with 25-pound 
blocks of clay that she cuts from. After 
she cuts the clay, she cuts and measures 
the weight, if she wants a series of pieces 
to be the same size. She then rolls the 
clay out and begins cutting the shape and 
forming the piece.

Sometimes there’s texture, handles, 
flowers, butterflies, hearts, etc., added 
to the piece. It dries under plastic, 
and then Ruth cleans it to make the 
edges smooth. It dries for several days, 
depending on the size of the piece, 
and then it’s fired in a kiln. Once it’s 
fired, she glazes it. Each layer of glaze 
needs to dry before the next layer can 
be put on. Since she uses many colors 
at a time, this process takes time and 
organization. Ruth has notebooks of 
combinations that she’s created over the 
years to keep track of glaze interactions. 
The unique colors of her pieces are 
due to the glaze ingredients, firing 
temperatures, and many other variables 
when using multiple glazes. After it’s 
glazed, it’s then fired a second time.

“I am often called the ‘Heart Girl,’ 
as I make a lot of hearts of all shapes 
and sizes,” said Ruth, who sells a lot 
of her works during holidays, which 
she describes as the backbone of most 
small businesses. “I make the dishes 
for [restauranter] Erling Jensen and 
on special order for clients. My picture 
frames are a client favorite as well. I do 
take custom orders, and my pieces are 

sold at Dazzle. I’ve also sold my pottery 
at various art shows in the city.”

Ruth takes creative inspiration from 
“everywhere!” We’re talking nature, 
fashion, art, interior design. “Many 
times, I will use a client’s pallet to 
create custom pieces. When creating 
the dishes for Erling Jensen, I worked 
with the owners and chefs so the dishes 
would complement the beautiful food,” 
she explained. “And I love my clients’ 
feedback! My dishes are used as a set or 
oftentimes added to a set for a refresh. 
I’m often sent pictures of them being 
used for a simple dinner or for their 
dinner parties. My favorite is when I walk 
into a home and see my pieces being used 
at dinner or placed to accent their decor.”

Ruth, who’s married to Richard 
Wurzburg, had previously lived in New 
York City for 23 years, before making 
her way back home to Memphis 12 years 
ago. She works at the Margolin Hebrew 
Academy as the general studies principal 
for grades 1-6, art teacher for grades 
K-6, and teacher of various other classes 
including math and social studies.

To custom order her unique pottery, reach 
out to her on Instagram at @samuels.designs 
or stop by Dazzle in the Regalia Shopping 
Center to buy a piece from her collection 
of art.

Inspiring People

Richard Wurzburg and 
Ruth Samuels
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After graduating from Duke University with degrees in Political 
Science and French, Meggan started her career in Boston at the 
international headquarters of Facing History and Ourselves. She 
then earned her master’s in education from UMass-Boston, as a 
member of the first cohort of the Boston Teacher Residency.

“But my goal was always to return home to Memphis, where I 
wanted to raise my children and make a deep impact on the city I 
love,” she said. “My husband, Daniel, and I moved back in 2005, 
right before our first child, Sadie, was born.”

Over the next 10 years, Meggan worked in education throughout 
Memphis: Facing History and Ourselves, Rhodes College, 
Memphis PREP Program (now REACH Memphis), and The 
Soulsville Charter School.

“These experiences helped me build a vision for the city,” 
she explained, “as I designed and implemented exceptional 
opportunities for Memphians.”

That Soulsville accomplishment, in particular, is quite impactful. 
Hired in 2010, Meggan was tasked with building a world-class 
college and career counseling program, in the heart of one of the 
poorest ZIP codes in the U.S. She had to act fast, considering the 
school’s first graduating class would be in 2012. She succeeded, 
creating and then growing a department that ensured every 
graduate had been accepted to college and also connecting students 
to summer growth experiences while in high school and continuing 
to support them as alumni.

“The way I went about building that department,” Meggan 
noted, “is how I confront all leadership challenges I face: listen to 

Meggan Wurzburg Kiel Runs 
for Memphis City Council, 
District 5 By Shoshana Cenker

A local member of the Jewish community has her sights set on public service. Meggan Wurzburg Kiel is proudly running 
as a candidate for Memphis City Council, District 5.

Inspiring People
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Inspiring People
stakeholders, research best practices nationally, build consensus, 
and move forward with transparency and accountability.”

Eventually, Meggan joined the Memphis Interfaith Coalition for 
Action and Hope (MICAH), a new org her lifelong congregation, 
Temple Israel, was involved with. MICAH connects people from 
faith communities to decision-makers in local policy.

“Through MICAH, I began to attend City Council, County 
Commission, and School Board meetings; I learned about the 
budgets and watched how our local government functioned 
(or dysfunctioned),” Meggan said. “In a volunteer role as the 
first chair of partnership, I brought a wide range of 40 religious 
congregations and nonprofits together and learned even more 
about the issues facing the city I love.”

After three years on MICAH’s founding board, she was hired 
as an organizer. In that role, she trained members of MICAH’s 
congregations how to advocate for important issues – whether for 
their family, congregation, neighborhood, or the city more broadly. 
“MICAH leaders coming together with environmental leaders, bus 
riders, and the business community to advocate for investment 
in public transit showed me what it could look like for everyday 
residents to be at the table advocating for what is important to 
them,” she explained. “This advocacy led to a first-time public 
transit investment from the County and increased investment from 
the City.”

All of Meggan’s work led her to run for City Council, using her 
skills as a leader to advocate for District 5, which covers most of the 
Poplar-Walnut Grove corridor from I-240 on the eastern border to 
Crosstown on the western border.

She’s also relying on her faith as guidance.

“There is a midrash (Bereshit Rabbah 39:1) that shares the story 
of Abraham coming across a burning palace,” Meggan shared. 
“Abraham asks G-d, ‘Where are you? Can you not do something?’ 
And G-d replies, ‘I am here, where are you?’

I feel those words deeply in this moment. Our world is certainly 
on fire; Memphis is on fire. … I feel called to serve my City in this 
moment.”

Something Memphians might not be aware of is that the City 
Council is a nonpartisan body, confronting different issues than 
national partisan ones.

“We must address our community’s safety, infrastructure, and 
economic development. These are not partisan issues,” she 
explained. “They are human issues that affect all of us, each and 
every day, and require leaders who will listen closely to residents, 
bring together the stakeholders, and then work diligently to move 
Memphis forward.”

Meggan believes she can usher in positive change with accessible, 
communicative, and thoughtful leadership, noting several complex 
problems Memphis faces, including community safety and 
economic opportunity.

“Communities that have begun to make progress in these areas are 
showing that partnerships between multiple agencies – including 
the police, other government entities, and community organizations 
of multiple sizes – are critical to partnering intervention and 
prevention,” she said. “We must both respond to current levels of 
crime and also address prevention efforts for Memphis to become a 
city where we can all live, work, and raise our children in safety.”

She adds that improving literacy, public transit to jobs, and 
affordable housing can help alleviate long-term poverty and 
reduce violence. Those efforts, along with hospital- and school-
based interventions and robust re-entry supports, can reduce 
violent crime, as is the case in other cities that have adopted those 
comprehensive strategies. Investments in areas that impact safety 
also build up Memphis’ ability to attract and maintain major 
employers and prepare workers for the jobs our city needs to grow 
and thrive.

“As a former educator,” she said, “I have seen that intentional 
pipelines to workforce development programs for high school 
students and opportunity youth (those 25 and under disconnected 
from school and work) are a good investment both for safety and 
economic development.”

Meggan has lots of love for the Bluff City, believing that with 
proper leadership, listening, partnerships, and collaboration, the 
City can be transformed.

“While some may choose to focus on people’s differences or how 
dire the situation is, I have and will focus on what we share in 
common and a vision for a thriving Memphis so that we can move 
our community forward, as partners,” she explained. “Memphis’ 
challenges and opportunities, while complex, are not unique. In 
every role I have ever held, I have analyzed what’s working, what’s 
not working, and done the homework required to identify solutions 
from other places. I then apply them to my specific context and 
put in the hard work of reconciling multiple perspectives and 
competing needs. Leadership requires constant communication 
with other stakeholders and building collaboratively, because it 
takes broad buy-in for any policy to work, or even get passed. This 
is the type of vision I bring to Memphis – not lofty dreams but the 
clarity needed to execute real change.”

For more information about Meggan Kiel’s campaign for City 
Council District 5: megganformemphis.com

The City Council election is Oct. 5, 2023. 
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