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               She’s in her stocking feet when she opens the door of her contemporary Riverdale home, and with her bright white socks, petite pink zip-up top and black stretch slacks, she looks like a cheerleader who has just led the college football team to the season’s biggest victory.  

   

               She doesn’t like to talk about herself, so once she lets the family’s pet bunny, an adorable black lion-mane named A.J., out of his cage so he can bounce around the kitchen like a baseball on Energizer batteries, she refers to her notes -- the ones her husband urged her to make. “It’s embarrassing for me to tell you everything I’ve done,” she says, shaking her head so that the morning sun highlights her shoulder-length blond hair as it catches in her rhinestone chandelier earrings that are studded with pastel flowers. “It comes off as tacky. I don’t accept honors, and I’m not interested in titles.”  

   
  It’s probably easiest to start with her name. She says it’s Nancy Katz.        

             That’s a surprise because most people know her as Nancy Spielberg. Steven’s sister. Or Steve as she and the rest of the family call him.  

                 While she has always kept her maiden name for professional reasons, she answers to both Nancys but at different times. Nancy Katz is a devoted wife and mother, the Modern Orthodox Jew who keeps the Sabbath and cooks kosher. Nancy Spielberg devotes her life to doing charitable works, primarily for causes that are related to children.  

                  For the purposes of this story, she doesn’t really even want either of her names to appear in print because it’s the charitable work she really wants to talk about and it’s the work, not the workers that’s all important. She’s most involved with Chabad’s Children of Chernobyl, which, since she helped found its U.S. chapter in 1990, has airlifted some 2,500 Soviet Jewish children from the site of the world’s worst nuclear accident to Israel, where they receive medical care, education and physical and emotional support. (What she doesn’t say is that she played a key role in the production of “Chernobyl Heart,” the 2003 Academy Award-winning short documentary.  Her name -- Nancy Spielberg -- does appear in the film’s “thank-you” credits, but not in any formal category that would make her eligible to put Oscar on the living room mantel.)  

                 “The fallout from the explosion was 300 times that of the atomic bomb of Hiroshima,” she says. “Every bite of food causes the radioactivity to collect in the body, and children are the most vulnerable. The cancer rate in Belarus and Ukraine is 200 to 500 times normal, and generations will be affected.”  

                  Helping Children of Chernobyl became her priority after she and several family members made a trip to Israel in 1990. “We saw all these children sharing one bicycle and when we asked, we were told by the rabbi that they had just come from Chernobyl, and my stepfather said, ‘We’re going to buy them bikes,’ and the rabbi said, ‘We need a little bit more than bikes.’”  

              That’s all it took to Nancy moving.  

   

               “When she uses her Spielberg name, it seems she is able to do even more to help other people,” says her husband, Shimon Katz, who laments the fact that she downplays her good deeds. “The majority of her time is spent helping others. She has taken the brand name, which is hers, and uses it to help other people. It’s hard for her to say no. For every board she is on, there are another 10 that call her to serve. If she can’t do a proper job or devote time to it, she won’t do it, but she says that if using my name will help, then let’s do it.”  

                  Nancy, who in typical fashion stays behind the scenes, gives all the credit to her husband, saying, “Shimon taught me how to be a giver. He taught me how to do things on a bigger level and told me that you can accomplish anything if you don’t care who gets the credit. Just when I think I can’t do any more, he calms me down and says, ‘Look at how much good you’re doing.’”  

                  In addition to Chabad’s Children of Chernobyl, Nancy serves on the boards of several organizations that aid children, including some of the other arms of Chabad like Tzivos Hashem, which runs the Jewish Children’s Museum in Brooklyn’ and Kollel Chabad, whose soup kitchens feed the hungry; Project Sunshine, which entertains children in hospitals; the Joseph Papp Humanitarian Fund, which brings supplies to and supports orphanages in the former Soviet Union; and her brother’s Shoah Foundation, which records the stories of Holocaust survivors. She also is involved with the West Bank’s Yeshiva Ma’arava Machon Rubin and is one of the founders of Halamdan Hakatan, which publishes educational books for children.  

                “One of the reasons that I’m involved in so many charities is because after ‘Shindler’s List’ came out, Steve got on national television and said, ‘This is blood money. I’m not keeping a penny of it,’ and every rabbi called me,” she says, adding that Holocaust survivors started dropping by her house to leave diaries and photos. “It was overwhelming, but it was wonderful.”  

                  When she does take the time to look at how much she’s doing, she sees that she’s not doing enough.  “If I could go into every hospital and visit sick kids, I would. My brother is wonderful about giving. I once had a fight with him because I said, ‘I want you to guarantee me autographs for every sick child,’ and he said, ‘Are you crazy, Nancy? How could I commit to that?’ My attitude is that you have to learn how to give till it hurts,” she says, her apple-green eyes lighting up like Grucci fireworks displays on the Fourth of July. “It has to make a dent somewhere. There has to be a sacrifice.”  

                 Perhaps the biggest sacrifice she has made is putting her own writing career on hold. Although she has worked on film development projects and although she has written a number of short humorous Erma Bombeck-type essays, she hasn't sought to get anything published.  “I want to be judged fairly,” she says. “Whenever I take a writing course, I’m registered as Nancy Katz, but can I tell you something? I'll probably publish under Nancy Spielberg because I'm not a schmuck.”  

                  And she doesn’t have much time for putting down her thoughts because in addition to raising two children -- 17-year-old Jessica is trying to decide where to go to college and 13-year-old Melissa is wild about horses -- she ends up reading a lot of other people’s scripts. “There are advantages and disadvantages to having a famous brother. And what I do is I weigh the sense of pride and awe I have that my big brother is the big Steven. I have to manage the balance. Sometimes I have adverse reactions to it. Sometimes I’m fine with it. And oh, yeah, sometimes I get jealous. I deal with it by thinking of ways I’m better than he is. I have more rhythm. I can dance better,” she says and laughs. “I get scripts from everybody, including the mailman. Sometimes I get angry and think, ‘I don't get paid to read this,’ but sometimes I say, ‘Someone worked really hard on this. I can’t just junk it.’But I cannot pass things on to Steve. And I only work on film projects that I want to work on.”  

                  Of all of her accomplishments, she is most proud of her immediate and extended family. Steve isn’t the only celebrity in the clan. Her 86-year-old mom, Leah, who looks and acts more like 36, holds court at the Milky Way, the kosher restaurant she owns in Los Angeles. (“I feel so blessed that I have two other moms as well: Bernice, my stepmom, and my mother-in-law, Rebbitzen Rivkah Katz, who  
coincidentally shares the same birthday with me,” Nancy says. “The amazing thing is  
that they all love each other and get along beautifully.)  Her 89-year-old father, Arnold, an electrical engineer, helped develop the first computers in the 1950s. Her sister Anne, a screenwriter, co-produced and co-authored the screenplay for the Oscar-nominated 1988 Tom Hanks film “Big.” And rounding out the quartet is Sue, a Silver Spring businesswoman whose husband, Jerry, is an active political figure in Maryland.  

                  “I come from a family that is half religious and half not religious,” Nancy says, adding that her husband’s father, Rabbi Leon Katz, one of the founders of Modern Orthodoxy in the United States, comes from a long line of famous rabbis. “And my children see that everyone in my family is loved equally whether they turn on a light or not on Shabbos.”    

                  The 49-year-old Nancy, the youngest in the family, didn’t find her Jewish roots until she was a preteen, but when she did connect, they blossomed like a giant sunflower. The children -- Steve, Anne, Sue and Nancy -- grew up in Arizona, which, Nancy says, “was Goyville. We were brought up not religious, but we were strictly kosher on the holidays. We were the only Jews in class, but we always had a Jewish identity and it was strengthened because we were surrounded by non-Jews.”  

                  Anti-Semitic incidents, including name-calling, also reminded them of their heritage. “People would call us dirty Jews,” Nancy says. “And one time the neighbors next door smeared our windows with soap, so my brother got Skippy peanut butter and smeared it on their windows, which is harder to get off than soap.”  

               When she was 10, her parents divorced. “I thought my life was over,” she says. Steve and Anne, who were in college, moved to Los Angeles with their father, while Sue and Nancy stayed with their mother, who married Bernie Adler, a longtime family friend who was Orthodox. When he started the first Hebrew day school in Phoenix, the girls couldn’t wait to attend. “We said to our parents, ‘We have to keep kosher so our friends can come over,’” Nancy says. “Later, we moved to LA to be with the rest of the family. There, I saw that you could be a normal person and be religious and keep kosher. I went to UCLA, which at that time was called JewCLA.”  

                  Religion plays a key role in Nancy’s life. “I live in the secular world, but I’m traditionally bound,” she says. “I’m Modern Orthodox; Judaism is a little bit of a one-size-fits-all kind of thing. You can cinch it in at the waist if you need to, you can let it out when you need to.  I never want to tell my children they can’t attempt and accomplish something because of a conflict involving their religious beliefs. Shabbos and Kashruth might be challenging, but they need not be restricting. We encourage our children to be worldly and spiritual.”  

   

               “Shindler’s List” added another dimension to the Spielberg family’s Judaism. “The movie made my brother a better Jew, a much more active Jew,” she says. “We had heard of the Holocaust, but it never really affected anyone in our family directly.”  

                  There may not be Holocaust stories in the Spielberg history, but there are lots of other stories about this normal-abnormal family that are just waiting to be told, Nancy says. The plots will have a pet monkey, an eccentric gypsy mother who plays the piano and who writes fake excuses to the principal so her daughters can stay home from school and a father who makes mechanical devices and puts them to the test in the back yard. There may even be one about a woman whose brother, Steve, grows up to become one of the biggest filmmakers in Hollywood. Someday, she promises, she will write them all down.  

                  “I thank G-d that my family loves each other, and we all get along,” Nancy says. “We all exchange really funny e-mails and all get giddy with each other. We really are tickled to get together. Maybe the older we get, the more important it is to hold on.”  

   

    

   

  

   

   

   

   

