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Selma Lewis . .

. A Distinguished Historian Who

Helped Shape Memphis History

The Jewish Historical Society Mourns Her Passing

“Selma Lewis enriched the lives of all she
knew" headlined The Commercial
Appeal’s obituary for the beloved Selma
Seligman Lewis who died March 2, inan
automobile accident in Georgia at age
78.

The lengthy obituary only began to
portray the remarkable woman who had
called Memphis home for more than 50
years and had made such profound
contributions to it. “From helping needy
school children get (free) school lunches
to chronicling the history of black and
Jewish people, (she) touched (so) many
lives in Memphis."

Born in 1921 in Nashville, Tennessee,
Selma was graduated from Vanderbilt
University in 1942, where she was voted
‘Lady of the Bracelet," the highest
accolade for a senior woman. Longtime
friend from her college days, Memphis
attorney Francis Loring said that “Selma
never changed; she was always the most
caring, the most capable human being.
She only became even more so. | think
she was born a wonder.” That same year
she married her college sweetheart,
Memphis-born James Marshall Lewis,
soon to see active duty in the navy in the
Atlantic theater. They moved to his

hometown soon after the war ended.
Awarded her MA and Ph.D. from (then)
Memphis State University in 1976, she
wrote her dissertation, “Social Religion
and the Memphis Sanitation Strike,” as

IN MEMORIAM

part of an ongoing commitment to civil [*

rights. Abe Kriegel, former chair of th
history department at the university,
recalled her as an “enormously
courageous woman involved in many
causes...she possessed grace, charm
and intelligence.” Longtime friend,

traveling companion and widow of her .‘

favorite professor, Mary Al|ce Orr says

qualities of a saint.”

In 1962 Selma was elected the first
woman president of the Jewish Family
Service. Earlier she had served as vice-
president of Family Service of Memphis.
In the late 1960’s Selma was
instrumental in founding the Fund for
Needy School Children, which provided
lunch and other services for low-income
children. She served as its chair from
1972-74.

As a VISTA volunteer for the
Metropolitan Inter-Faith Association
(1972-77) she co-authored Historic
Black Memphians with Marjean Kremer

’Ot _
749 Qw_

0.

Seima Lew;s 1921 -2000

for an exhibit at the Memphis Pink palace
(1975). From 1977-79, under MIFA's
aegis, she served as the first co-
coordinator of the Memphis Coalition for
the Homeless.

With Mrs. Kremer she also wrote The
Angel of Beale Street: A Biography of
Julia Ann Hooks, published by St. Luke's
Press in 1986. Three years earlier, as
volunteers, the two edited the first
Directory of Mental Health Services of

Please see Lewis, Page 3

“The Jews Of Memphis” Film Receives Great Reviews
It Brings History To Life

On Sunday, October 17, 1999 an
overflow crowd of more than 360
people were present at Longinotti Hall
at St. Francis Hospital for the premier
showing of the Society’s hour long
documentary film. The film, “Jews of
Memphis”, was produced by Rob and
Pam Cooper for the Jewish Historical
Society of Memphis and the Mid-South.

Sumner Levine, President of the Society
stated that the video traces “the evolution
of Memphis Jewry."

The film, narrated by Tim Sawyer is a
great documentary presenting many
historic photographs with voice over
commentary along with interviews by
over twenty Memphians such as Dr.

Please see Film, Page 6

Save this Date

Sunday, April 9th

The Jewish Historical Society is
planning a one day trip to Blytheville
and Jonesboro, Arkansas. Joel Felt
has arranged a visit to these two
congregations. Both are few in
members but are still active. The trip
is limited to 45 people. Don't delay—
send a check for $10.00 per person
to Jewish Historical Society, 33 E.
Yates S., Memphis, TN 38120.
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Presndents Message: « - -

Unquestionably, the highlight of the
last two years, as your president, has
been the opportunity of being in
contact with our beloved Selma
Lewis. Your Jewish Historical Society
has been involved in many
worthwhile projects since its
inception, but nothing was as
rewarding and successful as the
publication of A Biblical People In The

Sumner Levine

Bible Belt and our film, The Jews Of Memphis, (which is

scheduled to be shown on WKNO on April 15).

I was fortunate enough to be in almost daily contact with
Selma and learned what a gracious lady she was. She was
always generous with her time in personally autographing
her book or sharing her knowledge with everyone who sought
information. Phyllis and | were fortunate to have spent a
weekend with Selma at the Southern Historical Society
Convention in Richmond. Her search for knowledge and
interaction with her fellow authors was a joy to behold. We
have all been blessed to have had Selma as a part of our
life.

Our meeting on March 5, 2000 was dedicated to Selma’s
memory and it was certainly appropriate that we had an
historian, Dr. Stephen Whitfield, Professor of American
Studies from Brandeis University, conduct a seminar on
Jewish Humor and American Jewish History. It was an
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outstanding program that was arranged by Marcia Levy, meeting. Past presidents of Memphis community organizations
Nation President of Brandeis University National Women's Wwill relate some of their experiences during their terms in office.
Committee, and Rabbi Micah Greenstein, a longtime friend Moderator will be Richard Kremer; the panel will consist of Marcia

of Dr. Whitfield. It was one of our best programs.

Bicks, Joyce Lazarov, Dr. Joseph Parker, and Dr. Thomas Stern.

On April 9", Joel Felt is planning a one-day trip to Blytheville This should be an outstanding program.

and Jonesboro, Arkansas. On April 16th, the second part of

Jews In The Arts will be presented

| want to thank everyone for all of your efforts and the

outstanding support that we have received as shown by your
On June 11, 2000, Marjean Kremer is planning our annual attendance at our programs and activities this year. I

Qur Past Presidents

When Selma agreed to write our
history of the Jews of Memphis, it was
an impossible dream come true. Selma
had worked for MIFA and for so many
efforts in the larger community, and her
writing had been about Julia Hocks, the
Sanitation Strike, and MIFA, that this
seemed an unlikely idea. But it turned
out to be something she really wanted
to do. She did it with all her heart and
wonderful mind, leaving the Jewish
community its heritage and giving honaor
to herself. We are grateful for this and
for all her devoted work throughout the
community where she lived out her
religion. She was a guiding light.

But, of course, it is still the person
herself thatis so hard to part with. Selma
had a glow, inward and outward. You
heard it in her warm voice punctuated
with little laughs—and felt it in her
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Remember Selma

attentiveness and kindness. And she
had the glow of intelligence and good
judgment, all endowed with her radiant
perscnality and lively sense of humor.
Having been among her friends is
something | will always cherish. Thank
you, Selma, for having been all that you
were. The harder to lose you.

Harriet Stern
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| called her my verbal encyclopedia of
Memphis Jewish history. | called on her
so often and always received not only
answers, but the charm, grace, warmth
and inspiration that was Selma. The
book is closed, but the memories, like
pages special to each of us, remain her

legacy forever.
David Schneider
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Before | became actively involved in
the Jewish Historical Society, | knew of
Dr. Lewis, but | did not know her
personally.

As President of the Jewish Historical
Society, | assumed the daunting task of
trying to enhance the process of the
publication of our book. This process
necessarily involved making some hard
decisions and causing both negative and
positive criticism of Dr. Lewis' work.

Dr. Lewis, without hesitation, accepted
all input, regardless of pride of
authorship. She was a real scholar and
lady in every sense of the word.

| know she will be sorely missed by
the entire Memphis community. | extend
all of our heart felt condolences to her
family and friends.

Stephen A. Biller

Please see Presidents, Page 3






















