
A WATCHUNG COMMUNICATIONS, INC. PUBLICATION The Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains – Fanwood TIMES Thursday, September 25, 2008 Page 21

Westfield Charity Game Helps
Benefit Saint Barnabas Patients

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – In the end, not
even an ironically named tropical
storm could stop Daniel Berke’s
Third Annual Charity Baseball
game.

What started as a Mitzvah (trans-
lated to: “good deed” in English)
project two years ago has now blos-
somed into a regular September tra-
dition, with a new deserving ben-
eficiary named each year.

Gathered in Westfield’s Tamaques
Park under ominous skies from
Tropical Storm Hanna earlier this
month, kids rallied together to put
on a competitive, sportsmanlike ef-
fort as parents, grandparents and
onlookers took in the atmosphere
from the stands.

This year, the Hannah Peretsman-
Breene Foundation, named in
memory of an Essex County teen-
ager, will make use of the $2,450
raised.

Hannah was 16 when she passed
away in 2004 due to a pancreatic
tumor. She was treated for a number
of years at St. Barnabas Medical
Center in Livingston, and her par-
ents saw that there was nothing to
keep patients occupied on nights
and weekends.

“After she died, we talked about
setting up a program for teens and
volunteers on the weekends and
nights… The first volunteers were
Hannah’s friends and cousins, and
it has gone on since the fall 2004,”
Miriam Peretsman, Hannah’s
mother, said.

The foundation funds supplies
and materials – such as T-shirts and
dye for tie-dyeing or cupcakes for
decorating – that are used to enter-
tain patients in a previously
underutilized playroom.

“It’s meant to provide ways for
kids to have fun and be distracted,”
she said.

Since the foundation began, for
20 hours a week, the playroom is
staffed with volunteers who can now
interact with patients through a va-
riety of activities and provide com-
panionship to those suffering from
pneumonia, neurological disorders
or cancers. Even if patients are con-
fined to their rooms, activities and
opportunities exist for them to have
fun with volunteers.

(There is always a need for more
volunteer assistance. Teenagers of
16 years and up who are interested
should write Mrs. Peretsman at
HPBfoundation@optonline.net).

Daniel, 14, said it was an interac-
tion with Liam Keller, with whom
he plays on a local baseball team,

which led to choosing Hannah’s
foundation as this year’s charity
recipient.

Meg Berke, Daniel’s mother, re-
membered that a simple question
from Liam’s mother, Pam Keller,
started the ball rolling. When asked
what he had planned for the sum-
mer, Daniel told Mrs. Keller of his
anticipated preparation for the char-
ity game. Once Mrs. Keller heard
this, she recommended Hannah’s
foundation; as it turned out, Liam is
Hannah’s second cousin.

In addition to this stroke of hap-
penstance, Mrs. Berke said there was
another small coincidence. The
Peretsman-Breene family lives in
South Orange, where the Berkes had
called home before moving to
Westfield.

Daniel met Hannah’s family after
the game for the first time and said
the couple was “very appreciative,
very grateful of the afternoon and
how much fun we had.”

Daniel, taking in everything, said,
“It’s pretty amazing… It’s my plan
for this to be an annual event and
continue on.”

Though Daniel’s blue squad lost
to the grays, 3-1, Daniel was happy
knowing that it was Jack Breene,
Hannah’s brother, who scored the
winning run of the four-inning af-
fair.

While the game had an air of casu-
alness to it – parents could be ham-
ming it up in the stands one minute
and coaching third base the next –
players did not take it easy.

Bunts were executed, steals and
pickoffs were attempted, and uni-
forms were covered in infield dirt
following slides. Outfields of as
many as five players would swarm to
fly balls, and the kids played for
keeps.

One player even “took one for the
team” and had to be helped off the field
after a pitch glanced off his knee.

With the game now in its third
year, Daniel admitted that it was a
little tougher to get motivated, but
after some helpful parental prod-
ding, he not only delivered a suc-
cessful event, but he garnered more
support from local businesses than
in the past and built a Web site
(charitygame.roxer.com/homepage)
in order to give the game some pol-
ish.

Calling the venture a “tremendous
experience,” Mrs. Berke said it has
taught her son business and social

skills that are difficult to learn other-
wise. From her observations while
walking around the town with Daniel,
she said the Westfield community
truly “rallied around the efforts.”

She highlighted one business in
particular, Stop & Shop, which was
so impressed with a thank-you letter
from Daniel that it placed the note on
the store’s bulletin board and do-
nated even more money to this year’s
game.

“I was so proud of him,” Evan
Berke, Daniel’s father, said. “I’m
also moved by the goodness this
brings about in people.”

Thinking of other ways to help the
older children at St. Barnabas, Mrs.
Berke is arranging for AJ Lewis, a
magician who appeared at Daniel’s
Bar Mitzvah, to “donate a show” to
the center.

The game marked a truly family
affair for the Berkes. Daniel’s grand-
mother attended, and Mrs. Berke’s
sister, who lives in California, do-
nated $285 to cover the cost of T-
shirts that the boys wore as uniforms
and were given out to the crowd.

The past two years, weather has
not cooperated with Daniel’s base-
ball game, and this year was no dif-
ferent. Under a shroud of dark clouds
and steamy heat until mid-afternoon,
the game rapped up before the rain
came.

Fifteen minutes after the field was
cleaned up, pouring rain, held over
from a fading tropical storm, soaked
the area. Rain from Tropical Storm
Hanna – the irony and coincidence
of which were not lost on Mr. Berke.

“I think it’s divine intervention
that on a day where we come to-
gether for Hannah and her founda-
tion, Tropical Storm Hanna holds
out just long enough,” Mr. Berke
said.

While Mrs. Peretsman said she
was “really impressed” by Daniel
and the game, she said witnessing
such benevolence is not uncommon
in her life.

“I see so many teenage volun-
teers, and many kids have this im-
pulse to help, so at this point, I’m not
surprised,” she said.

While Mrs. Peretsman acknowl-
edged that life without Hannah is
difficult, she finds a certain Jewish
axiom to be comforting.

“There’s a saying in the Jewish
faith – ‘may her memory be for a
blessing.’ We hope it will be a bless-
ing for those in the hospital and other
people,” she said.
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Sedaka Brings Six Decades
Of Music to Arts Center

RAHWAY – Neil Sedaka will cel-
ebrate 50 years of making music,
live at the Union County Performing
Arts Center later this month.

Tickets for the show, to be per-
formed on Friday, September 26, at
8 p.m., range from $57 to $87.

With a career spanning six de-
cades, a rare feat in the entertain-
ment world, Sedaka never ceases to
amaze.

He has written a new collection of
songs for the recent release, The Show
Goes On. Sedaka has been working

on numerous other projects, every-
thing from a CD with demos from
the beginning of his career to an 8-
CD box set.

Several reissues of his recordings
are released every year in America and
abroad. And as in the past, when sing-
ers as diverse as Patsy Cline, Rose-
mary Clooney, the Swedish group
Abba, and Cher recorded Sedaka
songs, contemporary performers such

as Gloria Estefan and Sheryl Crow
continue to record his music.

On April 29 last year, Sedaka won
over a whole new generation of fans
when he appeared as a guest judge
on the Fox Network’s “American
Idol.”

Sedaka has written an autobiogra-
phy entitled “Laughter in the Rain:
My Own Story.” He has performed
on behalf of the American Cancer
Society and the Alzheimer Associa-
tion, among many other charities.

It was in 1958, when Sedaka was

catapulted into stardom after Connie
Francis recorded his “Stupid Cu-
pid.” She then sang the theme song
Sedaka and Howie Greenfield had
written for the 1960 MGM spring
break classic, “Where the Boys Are,”
which would be her biggest hit.

The arts center is located at 1601
Irving Street in Rahway and can be
contacted at (732) 499-8226 and at
ucpac.org.

Modern Man Mixes Folk
And Satire in WF Church

By ERIC NIERSTEDT
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — On Saturday night,
the First United Methodist Church
was filled not with sermons, but with
jokes about an aging Bob Dylan, road
kill dinners and reluctant martyrs, as
folk-comedy trio The Modern Man
performed as part of the Coffee with
Conscience concert series.

Kicking off its ninth season, the
series has artists perform for a differ-
ent charity each night. This evening’s
profits went to the Eric Johnson
House, an AIDS service center lo-
cated in Morristown.

After a brief introduction by the
coordinator Ahrre Maros, the band
(guitarists David Buskin and Rob
Carlson, keyboardist George
Wurzbach) started with a brief song
titled “Don’t You Hate It When They
Make You Sing-along?,” set to the
tune of Dylan’s “Froggy Went A’
Courtin.”

They of course, asked for audience
participation during the song.

After setting the tone for the evening,
Modern Man continued to lower the
bar with “Bumper Huntin,” a song
about a recent law passed in Tennessee
that allows people to eat any animal
they run over on the road (and yet there
was still room for a joke about coun-
try-rock group The Eagles).

They also performed songs whose
subjects ranged from the teenage angst
caused by a father who looks like
Moe (from the Three Stooges), how
Dylan began changing his song lyrics
to include his growing prescription
needs and their sitcom theme about
Abdul, the reluctant martyr.

As the band continued to play, it

showed a tremendous amount of mu-
sicianship, as members moved from
folk songs to rap and then back to
Beach Boys-style parodies. In be-
tween, and sometimes during songs,
the trio kept the humor going with
witty, off-color banter, keeping the
crowd in stitches.

The best was Mr. Wurzbach, the
keyboardist, who told ridiculous sto-
ries without ever changing the ex-
pression on his face. This included a
tale of how his German immigrant
parents had never told him of his
heritage, so he learned it during pu-
berty, when he “felt a desire to invade
Poland.”

Mr. Buskin and Mr. Carlson kept
pace with their bandmate, as they told
stories of their festival performances,
which served as intros to their songs.

This included the tale of playing a
nudist concert in West Virginia (pre-
ceding the song “Folk Music in the
Nude”), as well as their response to
an invitation to camp in the woods
after a Texas performance (preceding
“Jews Don’t Camp,” which also in-
cluded a bit of “If I Were a Rich Man”
from Fiddler on the Roof).

Modern Man also made room for a
serious song called “Fiddler’s Green,”
an Irish-influenced tune that man-
aged to be both wistful and uplifting
at the same time.

The band ended the night with a
government-inspired song, about how
New Jersey briefly outlawed runny
eggs. The song was perfectly set to
the music of “Born To Run,” ending a
perfectly entertaining evening of folk
humor.

More on Modern Man can be found
online at moderman3.com.

“DON’T YOU HATE IT WHEN THEY MAKE YOU SING ALONG...?” Members
of Modern Man, a group that brings its irreverent and satiric views on the world to
wonderful acoustic melodies, visited the First United Methodist Church in Westfield.

By MARYLOU MORANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

AREA – Honesty, integrity, educa-
tion, charity and family.

These were the five principles that
guided Saul Israel Nitzberg throughout
his entire life.

They saw him through his boyhood
in Pruzhany, Poland.

They kept him focused during his
immigration to the United States and
subsequent medical education at Emory
Medical School.

But perhaps the most important
role these five principles played in
Mr. Nitzberg’s life is that they forced
him to choose life when death was all
around him in Auschwitz.

Mr. Nitzberg passed away in 2000,
but his story lives on in his own words in
a book entitled “I Chose Life: A Holo-
caust Survivor’s Search for Peace,” co-
authored by his wife, Mildred Nitzberg,
formerly of Newark, and Marilyn Segal.

Woven throughout this inspiring story
of triumph over unimaginable human
adversity is another compelling narra-
tive – Mr. Nitzberg’s personal quest for
peace and his search to find his brother,
Lova, from whom he had been sepa-
rated for 34 years.

Lova had fallen into the hands of the
Russians when they occupied Poland.

The brothers were eventually reunited
in Russia in 1973.

To tell Mr. Nitzberg’s story with his
own voice, Mrs. Nitzberg drew heavily
from the audio and visual interviews she
conducted with him as part of her work
as chair of the Oral History Committee
of the Holocaust Documentation and
Education Center in Hollywood, Fla.

The center records and documents
the oral history of Holocaust survivors
and educates young people on the be-
haviors that lead to genocide.

“This is not only a book for Jews,”
Mrs. Nitzberg said. “It has implications
in the non–Jewish community as well.”

“As people, we need to learn the
lessons of history. I am one small voice,
but I want people to understand that if
[the Holocaust] happened once, it can
happen again,” Mrs. Nitzberg said.

“It is happening right now,” she con-
tinued.

Mrs. Nitzberg originally began writ-
ing “I Chose Life” for her children and
grandchildren as a testament to their
father and grandfather, but she soon
realized the value of her husband’s
story as a teaching tool.

“The book is not self-serving,” she
said. “People have to hear the lessons of
the past…The family wanted Saul’s
story to be told.”

One of the Nitzberg’s sons, Rick, is
a vascular and general surgeon in
Summit.

For all the heartbreak the book entails,
there are victorious moments as well.

Moments like the celebration of the
Nitzberg’s 50th wedding anniversary,
the weddings of their five children and
the births of their 12 grandchildren.

“Writing the book was very drain-
ing, but it literally saved my life,” said
Mrs. Nitzberg, who holds a doctorate in
Psychology.

“Even though it was very emotional
to write, it carried me through and kept
me close to my husband.”

“I Chose Life” is filled with photos,
letters, certificates and other documents,
all of which authenticate and add to the
historical perspective of Mr. Nitzberg’s
story.

“I Chose Life” can be purchased
online by logging on to
ichoselifebook.com.

Holocaust Memoir Keeps
Memory of Physician Alive

WE’RE TALKING BASEBALL...Westfield’s Daniel Berke, 14, and friends played a charity baseball game earlier this
month to raise money and awareness for an area charity. What started as a Mitzvah Project two years ago has blossomed
into an annual event. As of press time, Daniel has safely surpassed last year’s total, garnering $2,450 for the foundation.

Leader/ Times writer Christina Hinke
Chats with Neil Sedaka ~  See Page 22


