Be like the bird, who

Halting in his flight

On limb too slight

Feels it give way beneath him,

Yet sings

Knowing he hath wings.

–Victor Hugo (1802-1885) 
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A FEW WORDS ABOUT EDITH RUINA

Edith Esther Elster was born on August 16, 1924 in Buffalo, New York. She was the second of seven children of Jewish immigrants from Poland.

Edith’s parents owned a produce market where she acquired a life long appreciation of fresh fruits and vegetables.  As an eighth grader she was a finalist in a citywide spelling contest.  She earned her bachelors degree from the University of Buffalo, where she was elected to Phi Beta Kappa as a junior, and she then went on to get a Master’s degree in social work from the University of Pennsylvania.

In 1946, while still a graduate student, Edith met Jack Ruina at a party in New York City; he was then awaiting discharge from the army.  Their first “date,” however, was not until January 1947, but only two weeks later Jack, with uncharacteristic impetuousness, suggested that they might get married someday.  Edith neither accepted nor rejected the idea explicitly but nevertheless they proceeded on the assumption they would marry. They held off their wedding until October 1947 because Jack’s mother had a hard time accepting the idea that Jack, the youngest of her nine children, should marry ahead of several others –no less to a girl who knew not a single word of Yiddish! 

Edith and Jack started life together with the modest means that graduate student life afforded.  When they learned they were expecting their first child (Ellen, born in 1950), they treated themselves to a celebratory dinner at Mama Leone’s, thinking it would be one of the last times they could afford to eat out.  Jack’s career advanced quickly, however, and many memorable dinners with friends followed as he and Edith moved to Brown University (where Andy was born in 1953), then the University of Illinois, then Washington DC (where Rachel was born in 1961), and then to MIT.  While at MIT there was another interlude in Washington.

The experience of so many moves inspired Edith in 1970 to write a book, Moving: A Common Sense Guide to Relocating Your Family.  While raising her three children, Edith worked as a social worker in Illinois. Later she directed an MIT program (Women in Technology and Science) that encouraged girls to study science. She was active throughout her life, taking up tennis and swimming relatively late in life without ever getting very good at either one.  After their house was built in Wellfleet, Edith spent much of the year there gardening, bird-watching, and swimming.  With Jack she enjoyed long walks in Cambridge and Boston, and hikes in Aspen and Switzerland.

In the 1980's Edith learned of a group of young Zionists who survived the Holocaust using forged identification papers and passing as Polish workers. Edith set out to tell the group’s story in English, spending many years meeting and interviewing survivors of the grupa, researching archives in the U.S. and Israel, and becoming acquainted with leading historians of the Holocaust in the process.  With help from many people here and abroad, Edith finished her manuscript in the final months of her life. Although she did not live to see How They Lived to Tell published, her family has had the book printed and will ensure that the story of the grupa is available to others. 

In addition to the pleasure she got from her family (now including seven grandchildren ages four to 22), and her work and hobbies, Edith was always interested in others. It wasn’t unusual for Edith to learn someone’s life story within minutes of meeting, and she proved to be an empathic and attentive friend. Her life, too, was enriched by the vast network of friendships developed in Edith’s and Jack’s extensive travels.  Edith’s lively conversation was inevitably spiced with puns, a predilection inherited from her mother.  Edith’s explosive laughter at these happy occasions, and the frequency with which she laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks, are a few of the things her family and friends will remember best.

You will hear more about Edith from her friends and relatives at this service.  We’re happy to have you join us in celebrating her life.  

