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Hello from the Other Side
Issie’s Side of the Research 

By Barbara Toby Stack and Israel P. Perel

I began genealogy in the 1980s with a substantial 
accounting of my mother’s mother’s family, the Yechts 
of Volhynia, prepared by her half second-cousin once 
removed Joseph Seigal Chandler (1920-2011), and 
since shared widely. This family, which began moving 
to Montreal and Portland, Maine around 1892, was 
Lubavitcher Chasidic, and some branches remain so 
to this day. Joe’s work inspired generations of family 
genealogists.

In 2018 my third cousin in southern California, Issie Perel, 
now President of the Jewish Genealogical Society of the 
Conejo Valley and Ventura County (JGSCV), wrote me 
about a 2nd cousin Ancestry match, a British adoptee, 
Dorothy Goldsmith, born in 1945, with whom he was 
corresponding. Her mother had been in the Auxiliary 
Territorial Service, the ATS, during the war, stationed in 
London. Her father was unknown. And Issie turned out to 
be a very good person to ask for help.

Many ZN stories are about the threads of connection 
severed by immigration, or war. In this case, the severing 
involved a friendly American soldier. This story has two 
sides: for Dorothy, it was a who-am-I and who’s-my-
daddy-story; for Issie, it was a who’s-this-new-cousin 
story.

Her story features romantic young soldiers stationed in 
wartime London; kind of a sexy, rainy noirish tale. But 
that’s another matter, though also somewhat related. We’ll 
likely never learn more about that story than genealogy 
can reconstruct.

I quickly received updates that Issie had a theory, the new 
cousin had matches which indicated a relationship to the 
Filler branch of our shared Yecht family, to the Fuller 
branch of the Fillers. The next question was, who was 
this likely father, an American soldier named Roy who, 
according to Dorothy’s family lore, had been  stationed in 
England during the war. 

The likely branch from Joseph Chandler’s original very long 
scroll of a tree

 

 
Later version of Joe Chandler’s tree. I first saw this a a printout 

and it was years later that I discovered Joe had used Excel to 
make another version of his huge tree. After he died it was 

almost lost; but that’s another story.

As Issie was considering possible relationship pathways 
he recalled that he’d read in Sam Fuller’s book, A Third 
Face, that Sam had been stationed in England during 
the war. Upon returning to the book, he realized that 
Sam had not been stationed in London but his brother 
Ray had been. Turns out that Raymond Fuller fit the 
billet. Issie identified the Filler/Fullers as the source of 
Dorothy’s DNA matches to people who had already tested. 
Verification involved asking some people hypothesized to 
be related be tested and then found to be relatively close 
relations, relatively speaking.

Barbara has been researching her roots in 
Poland and Ukraine since the late 1980s. In 
2009, a mutual friend introduced her to 
Jeremy Frankel, who pointed her to the 
LDS Family History Library in Oakland 
and to the SFBAJGS.

Issie Perel has been researching family 
genealogy for 15 years, motivated by the finding 
of ancestors lost in the Shoah. He has met 
previously unknown cousins in the US, Canada, 
France, England and Israel. He is most grateful 
to Cuz Barbara for shaping and sharing Joe 
Chandler’s seminal family history.
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Samuel Fuller, A Third face: My Tale of Writing, Fighting, and 

Filmmaking, 2002, New York: Alfred A. Knopf

So Issie contacted Samantha Fuller, the daughter of Sam 
and Christa Langewiesch Fuller, and she graciously agreed 
to test.

The following article tells the story from the point of view 
of the Ancestry match, cousin Dorothy Goldsmith from a 
small mining village on the edge of the Northumberland 
Moors, in England. From the time she first learned of 
her adoptive origins she suspected she might be Jewish, 
though it turned out to be for all the wrong reasons. And 
when she learned who her paternal family was, she feared, 
that she might be rejected by her new American kin.This 
was the photo of Dorothy’s grandfather which she found 
on my website. Dorothy saw his stern face on my website 
and feared a cool reception from her American Jewish 
family. It appears that he wasn’t the kind of guy who 
smiled for the camera.

 
1920: L to R: Beryl Filler and Nathan Chandler, father of Joseph 
Chandler. Originally from the collection of Joseph Chandler and 

published in France in 2017: Frank La fond, Samuel Fuller - 
Jusqu’à l’épuisement, Aix-en-Provence: Rouge Profond

And she was nervous about intruding into a family already 
settled in its relationships But a lot has happened since 
1920, since 1944, since 2018. 

 
A young Raymond Fuller from Baum-Schatz family album 

graciously shared by Carole Schatz Robberson

   
The above photos of Raymond Fuller were taken by family 

friend Gene Gutowski and shared by his son Adam Bardach, 
first with Christa Fuller, and then with Dorothy.

What follows is a story of identity, 
determination, research, success, and the joy 

of new, knowledge, warm reunion, and an 
expanded world.

Many thanks to Christa and Samatha Fuller for your 
several generous contributions to Dorothy’s quest, to 
Adam Bardach for sharing his father’s photos with 
Dorothy and with ZichronNote, to Carole Schatz 
Robberson for sharing her Baum family photos with us, 
to Issie Perel for opening our family to Dorothy, and for 
enduring my many questions about the details of this 
story’s unfolding. And our special gratitude to Cousin 
Dollie, for entrusting your story to ZichronNote.

https://archive.org/details/thirdfacemytaleo00full
https://archive.org/details/thirdfacemytaleo00full
https://www.amazon.fr/Samuel-Fuller-l%C3%A9puisement-Frank-Lafond/dp/B075N576GR
https://www.amazon.fr/Samuel-Fuller-l%C3%A9puisement-Frank-Lafond/dp/B075N576GR
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My Trip to Family
© 2025 Dorothy Goldsmith

Dorothy Goldsmith was born in 1945 and raised by maternal grandparents near the steelmaking and mining 
town of Consett in the North-East of England. She worked mainly as an HR Manager with Philips Electronics, 
most of the time near Sunderland on the North East coast, but for a while in Slovakia. Dollie never quite 
settled: married three times; and, then finally and happily, to a Cuban marine engineer. Her sons are grown and 
settled in their careers, and she has three lovely grandchildren.

When she retired 20 years ago, Dollie set up and helped run (as a volunteer) a drop-in centre for asylum-
seekers and refugees, who previously had no central place to meet others and access proper health, legal and 
language help. It’s still going strong, though she has, at almost 80, stepped back somewhat.

When Doerothy finally found the route to her family, most ably guided by her second cousin, Issie, she felt a deep sense of peace 
and identity to finally know.

I was born a few weeks after the end of the second world 
war in Europe, and raised in a small mining village on 
the edge of the Northumberland Moors, in England. I 
had a very secure childhood: I did well at school (singing 
and acting came easily to me, as did the whole range 
of academic subjects–except cooking, at which I was 
abysmal). I had a Mam and a Dad, one living older sister, 
and one sister who had been killed in the war, and whose 
photo in an ATS uniform stood on top of the sideboard. It 
was part of the furniture to me. 

Then, one afternoon in the playground, I had been saying 
something about my Mam and one of the other girls said, 
in a not unkindly way, “but she’s not your Mam.” I was 
taken aback, and went off to think about it. I told my Mam 
about this, and she said “that’s not true” but something 
about the way she said this kept niggling at me, and I kept 
poking at it, in the way a tongue will poke at the edge of 
a jagged tooth. Again and again I returned to the subject 
and eventually my Mam said she was my Mam because 
she and my Dad had adopted me after my birth mother 
died; but that the flat-looking photo, sunshine-faded, was 
actually of my birth mother, their elder daughter Esther, 
who didn’t mean anything to me at all. Not my sister at 
all—my mother. I was 10 at this time; I took the informa-
tion and did nothing with it. It did not occur to me that I 
must have had a different Dad; and we never thought of 
challenging our parents in those far-away days.

My Mam herself died about eight weeks after that. 
Nothing further was said. I would occasionally look at 
the photo of Esther, my birth mother, with a very small 
amount of curiosity. As I grew, it was obvious that I was 
a bit different from the other kids in the village. I had 
extremely dark hair, olive skin that went very brown in 
the Summer, and I was the only adopted kid I knew of. I 
explained it to myself that as my surname was Goldsmith, 
I must be of Jewish descent—Esther Goldsmith, my 
mother, was evidently Jewish, wasn’t it? 

        

My Dad said we weren’t Jewish, had nothing to do with 
the Jews, but I wasn’t convinced. Deep down, I was 
convinced I was Jewish. (This even though I had been 
baptised into the Protestant faith, and attended the local 
Primitive Methodist chapel each Sunday.) My great-aunt 
Emmeline Gardiner confirmed to me that she thought 
we had been Jewish at some time, but not now. It might 
surprise people nowadays, but I wouldn’t have dreamt of 
challenging my Dad again, so just left it.

Life intervened in my musings—my Dad retired from 
the mines and I became restless, dissatisfied with small-
village existence. I lived a life I blush a little now to 
remember; I ended up at 20, living in Sunderland, a port 
city on the North Sea coast, married to an Officer in the 
British Merchant Navy, and we had a home which we 
shared with my son and my Dad, close to the ground 
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where his beloved football (soccer to you guys, I guess) 
team played. I asked if I could go through his suitcase of 
papers—he agreed. This was an old cardboard suitcase, 
which had been given to him on his discharge from the 
Army at the beginning of 1919, and I had not realised how 
much information it contained, stuck under the bed as it 
was. 

Well, there was my baptism certificate: it seemed my 
godmother was someone called Daphne Mauricette 
Pauline Diggins. Anyone who understands the class 
system in UK will know that this was NOT a working 
class name. How did she come to be my Godmother? And 
why was the baptism down near London?

And there were my adoption papers, dated 1948, in which 
the man who had married my mother just four weeks after 
my birth, and who is listed on those papers as “William 
Bush, husband of the late Esther Bush, the mother of the 
infant Dorothy Evelyn Goldsmith, and a person liable to 
the support of the child” relinquished the child to Anthony 
Goldsmith and his wife Frances Goldsmith, etc.etc.

Hmm—so Esther had been married, so quickly, to 
someone who wasn’t my father. And there was her death 
certificate, stating she had died in Greenwich (in London) 
about half a year after she had married, cause of death 
given as diabetes.

I knew so little about her. My Dad muttered there had 
been other papers, but they were burned. In 1972, my 
Dad died having said nothing further about my origins. 
I am not sure he actually knew much more. He is buried 
in the little cemetery in our village, next to his wife and 
my mother Esther (her body had been brought back from 
London by train to be close to her family). Illegitimacy 
was a shame in those days, and I trust their shame and 
sorrow has melted into the oblivion of the grave. They are 
still there, together, forgiven and almost forgotten.

I wanted to know about all of this, I wanted to solve the 
mystery of who I was. I used the address given on the 
adoption papers for this William Bush to write and enquire 
if he would be prepared to give me any information, but 
he did not reply. Instead, his mother, who still lived at 
that address, replied to the effect that my real father had 
been killed in the war before he even knew I was on the 
way, but she could tell me nothing more. In the way that 
families ebb and flow in their allegiances, she now no 
longer was in touch with him and his second wife. Dead 
end there—she said she couldn’t remember his address. I 
contacted the vicar of the parish where I was christened, 
to ask if there was any other information in his registers. 
Nothing—but it seemed that several single mothers had 
given birth in a nursing home next to that Church. I asked 
my older sister (in reality, my Aunt) what she knew—she 
couldn’t or wouldn’t tell me anything.

Life just kept moving on. I divorced, re-married and had a 
second son. 

A few years later, out of the blue, I had a letter from 
William Bush. He had found my original letter among his 
Mother’s stuff as they were clearing up after her death. 
He wrote to say he was sorry he couldn’t give me any 
information, but that I was welcome to visit. I quickly 
took the opportunity and met him and his wife, who kept 
herself very close to him. He said that he had thought I 
could have been his at one time. What an untold story 
lay in those few words. I figured it out, but did not say 
anything that might have caused him any discomfort. 
Now, whether this was intended to give his second wife 
a more sympathetic view of Esther, or whether it was 
true, I have no idea. He was almost crying as I left, and 
he phoned me the next day to say that he had been unable 
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to speak, really, the previous day, but would come down 
from the moorland town where he lived to talk to me 
properly. He never did. Whether his wife intervened, or it 
was too painful, or he just changed his mind, I shall never 
know. All I did get out of him was that my eyes shine the 
way Esther’s had shone.

I decided to try my mother’s best friend, called Dolly. (I 
was named after her.) Eventually, she replied, saying that 
she was the only person left who knew the truth about me. 

My father, she told me, was an American Italian called 
Roy or maybe Ray, but she couldn’t remember his second 
name. He had been stationed in UK during the war, was 
an Army Lieutenant, who had lived in Harley Street, and 
had a wonderful way with words, and had written for 
Esquire. She told me I looked extremely like him. When I 
wrote back to ask what had happened, I had a reply from 
her daughter saying that Dolly was too ill to give me any 
further information. I now take that to mean that she didn’t 
want to give away the facts around my birth and the hasty 
marriage to someone who wasn’t my father. 

Well, that was a lot more information, but I couldn’t think 
of a way to follow it up. The Italian bit had surprised me, 
but would have accounted for the dark hair, olive skin, 
etc, and, after all, Ray was a very common Italian name. 
Hmm—he’d written for Esquire. I found their archives on-
line. Nothing identifiably likely. 

I tried a couple of organisations which tried to unite war 
babies with their fathers, but the lack of a surname made 
this very difficult. In fact, it was impossible. So, I lived 
with the idea that I was part Italian on my father’s side, 
and part-English/Jewish on my mother’s side. My third 
husband (my second husband had died) was Sudanese, and 
once, when he visited Beirut in Lebanon, he decided to 
buy me a dress he found particularly pretty. When he was 
asked what size I was, he was perplexed, but responded 
“She has an Italian backside.” The dress fit, and this 
tentative confirmation of my origins amused me no end. I 
moved on from him, and married—am still married to—a 
Cuban guy. When I drifted out of my sixties and into my 

seventies, the need to know was still there, like a recurring 
pain, coming suddenly out of nowhere to torment me 
before receding. But never gone. It seemed that I could 
never know who I am.

I had been vaguely aware that police, medical specialists, 
etc. were using something call DNA analysis to identify 
people and/or attributes. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful,” I 
thought, “if ordinary people like me could use this analysis 
to find out about themselves.” Ancestry had opened in 
2015 in UK and someone told me that this was, indeed, 
possible. I hesitated for a few months: shouldn’t the past 
just rest in peace, and things that had been the scandal of 
our village so long ago, be left undisturbed? Did it matter 
if I didn’t know, never found out? But the recognition that 
all the main players but myself were likely dead; and the 
village where I was brought up wouldn’t any longer have 
the faintest idea about me, gave me the release to have 
a last fling at the problem. Thoughts of maybe having 
relatives living in the warmth of the Mediterranean; of 
maybe finding the Jewish Goldsmiths, attracted me to the 
point where I bought a kit, and spat into it, before sending 
it, a message from my ancestors in a little bottle, in a code 
unreadable by me, into the wide sea of the human genome 
to be translated. And I waited. 

The results came back.  
Scottish/Northern English, 50%; 
Mediterranean, 0%;  
Eastern European Jew, 50%.

I couldn’t reconcile myself to this. For me to be 50% 
Jewish meant that one of my parents was completely 
Jewish—at least, that’s how I thought. And I knew that, 
on my Dad’s side (grandfather) we were from solid North 
of England roots. And on my Mam’s side, (grandmother) 
I knew her mother had Scottish ancestry. Her own father 
was uncertain, and it took me a long while to find out 
that he, too, was from a family of Scottish borderers, and 
not Jewish, as I had believed. But despite all that, I was 
Jewish! Dolly hadn’t known everything, after all, and Ray 
had been Jewish. I was right in my feeling of Jewishness, 
but completely wrong about its origins.

I am sure that those who have tried searching for their 
origins via DNA analysis will know that the service also 
provides information about people who are likely to be 
related to you. There was one guy surnamed Goldsmith, 
from near our little village, and I had known his 
grandfather, my grandfather’s brother. So, that was valid. 
But the list of people whose names I did not recognise was 
much, much bigger.
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After just a couple of days my wonderful second cousin, 
Issie, contacted me, to try to work out the connection 
between us. He, too, thought that Esther Goldsmith 
probably indicated a Jewish ancestry and cited a number 
of family names with whom I might be connected. I had 
to explain that I didn’t know who my father was, and told 
him the only clues I had—the letter from my mother’s best 
friend, Dolly. He’s an expert genealogist, and worked out 
that, given the number of families we shared in common, 
my father had come from one of those families. 

We worked on who might have been where at the time 
I was conceived/born. Esther had been in the ATS, in 
London (it had been a time of conscription, during the 
war) and worked as a driver. We identified a family called 
Fuller as a likely source of my origins, and found a couple 
of brothers, Sam and Ray, who had been in the Army in 
Europe. We discounted Sam on the grounds that Sam 
was in a mobile combat unit while Ray was stationed 
in London.. He had been an Army Lieutenant based in 
London at the time Esther had been posted there, but we 
couldn’t trace that he was a writer, until Issie turned up 
something that he had, in fact, been writing stuff. 

When Issie contacted his Fuller cousins, I think they 
viewed the connection as unlikely—Ray himself had died 
decades ago, having returned to USA and made a new 
life. We found his Army records were not available. But 
there was quite a lot about him in Sam Fuller’s book A 
Third Face. Working on what we knew about him and 
that he was with SHAEF [Supreme Headquarters Allied 
Expedition Forces] based in London, we worked out that 
SHAEF moved its headquarters to France after the D-Day 
victories, and that he must have gone with them at that 
time. Can’t be certain, but that move was in September/
October 1944, and I must have been conceived around 
then, having been born in June 1945.

 
A Third Face, p157, March, 1944, Ray Fuller and his mother 

Rebecca

Still it was still tentative, until Samantha Fuller took a 
DNA test which identified her as my first cousin. So, 
her father’s younger brother, Ray, was established as my 
birth father, the other sons of the Fuller family having 
been ruled out as not being in UK during the last stages 
of the war. I was sent several photos of him, and one in 
particular, I looked at thought “Yes, that’s him” Dolly was 
right that I looked extremely like him. Later, Ray’s son 
Paul took a DNA test which identified him as my half-
brother. Mystery solved!

 
Raymond Fuller and his friend Gene Gutowski at Notre Dame. 

Photo provided by Gene's son  Adam Bardach

It was sad to learn that my grandmother was alive when 
I was an adult, that my Uncle Sam too, had died not too 
long before I found out who I am. I might have known 
them, had things turned out differently. However, I now 
have a number of lovely cousins of varying degrees. More 
importantly, I have ancestors, whose presence I feel, 
stretching back so very far. I find I come from a family 
which were once living in Russia and which emigrated 
to USA when the pograms and general living conditions 
made life there very difficult. I have a family to belong to, 
and am no longer no-one. I do wish I could have met them 
all, especially my grandmother Rebecca. I am confident 
she would have accepted me.

In UK, I have some trouble with being Jewish: I am an 
atheist; I was not raised as a Jew, and my mother, Esther, 
I now find, was not Jewish as I had thought. But Issie 
assures me that there are many definitions of Jewishness, 
and that many Jewish people would accept me as such. 
And nothing can stop me feeling as Jewish as I always 
have.
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What else? My sons are interested to know their 
inheritance also. Raf, the elder, when he found out, 
was quick to say “Ma, this doesn’t give you the right to 
whoosh around this house singing ‘If I were a rich man.’” 
He was a bit perplexed that I had always had Fiddler on 
the Roof as my preferred musical, and that it has parallels 
with our own family story.

I haven’t forgotten my Goldsmith roots either. It seems 
my great-great-great grandfather was called John William 
Goldsmith, and was a sailor who came to this port of 
Sunderland, then bustling with ship-building during and 
just after the Napoleonic wars. He fell for and married a 
local lass called Hannah Burnip and left the sea to live 
here. From my bedroom window I can see the lights of 
the port—now much diminished in importance—where 
he landed into this city. I am not unmindful that I have as 
many Scottish/northern English ancestors as I have Jewish 
ones, but I don’t feel I know of them quite as well. 

It has been deeply satisfying finding out who my 
biological father was, and finding I have a family to 
belong to. But when I talk about my Dad, I really mean 
the elderly inarticulate miner who took me as a baby and 
who stood by me through thick and thin. It must have 
been hard for a single taciturn grandfather without much 
education to take care of the quick, restless, wilful child 
and teenager I became, with no-one to help him. I feel I 
understand him so much better now. And so, I found my 
father and my family, and I love and honour my Dad.

My deepest love and thanks to Issie for all his 
hard work in working out who my family is, 
and for his ongoing support and acceptance. 
None of this finding myself would have 
been possible without him, his rigour and 
evidence-based research leading me home.

Dorothy’s story ends in a dovetail with Issie’s story: in 2023 Issie traveled to London for the IAJGS conference and to 
meet his “new” cousin and her family, a visit which was, by all reports, universally enjoyed! L to R: Beth Perel, Issie’s 
wife, Issie Perel, Dorothy’s son Raf Mulla, Dorothy’s son Edgar Richardson, and Dorothy Goldsmith.

https://www.jgsgb.org.uk/iajgs-international-conference-2023-223
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In the form of a genuine welcome to all the new 
members of JewishGen, and also as an expression of 
pleasure to see so many new people hunting in the 
forest of Jewish genealogic research, here is a long, 
think-about-it posting on the general subject of the 
meaning of life and where to find a death certificate. 
No one is permitted to take this personally.

So many new people have joined JewishGen that 
I want to offer them my personal hello and hopes 
that they will find family going back to Adam and 
Eve (it’s not impossible you know, though any 
such results would be considered very speculative). 
Nothing makes me happier than to find people 
digging up their Jewish roots. For the last 100 
years, Jews (mostly Eastern-European Jews) doing 
genealogic study was not considered a very Jewish 
pastime, and that so many believed this to be true is 
testimony to our poor knowledge of Jewish history: 
for 25 centuries and more, Jews have been genealogic 
aficionados, fascinated by the subject! Interest in 
it went into decline during the latter part of the last 
century and did not pick up again until about 30 years 
ago. The reasons for this anomaly are complex and 
sociologic, probably due in large part to the desire on 
the part of immigrants to avoid even thinking about 
the miserable unpleasantness of the life that they had 
left behind them in what is now nostalgically referred 
to as “the old country.” The idea that someday their 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren would be 
searching their brains out to find a maiden name here, 
a distant cousin there, and even take a visit back to 
beautiful downtown Slutsk would never, never, never 
have occurred to them.

Many of the new contributors to the JewishGen 
Discussion Group appear to be rather new at what I 
call the “Yichusology business.” That’s no crime. We 
were all new to genealogic matters when we started 

and I see, in the questions of many of the submitters, 
the same problems that I had to dig my way out of. 
The biggest problem that faced me when I began, 
and that I see facing some of the newcomers, is not 
genealogic. It is expectational. Let me explain.

When I began to find my roots, I was absolutely 
convinced that “my family’s file” was out there 
somewhere, that it contained all of my history 
in all branches, and all I had to do was find out 
where it was located; i.e., genealogy was the hunt 
for a complete but already-created file that was all 
about my family.

I envisioned armies of government workers 
(Department of Commerce???) preparing my file 
as I headed towards and through puberty, and now 
that I was old enough to have this intense interest 
in where I came from, my file was there waiting for 
me. It would tell me my Bube Sprintze’s maiden 
name (which my mother had forgotten), and what the 
original family name of my grandfather, Alazar Yusof 
ben Avraham had been (my father never really knew), 
and those thousand questions that would enable 
me to know who I was and how did I get to where 
I am. And best of all, this file would document in 
considerable detail, the travels of all of my ancestors 
from the year of the destruction of the second temple, 
maybe even the first. Who’s got my file, please? 
Would whoever has it please notify me by Tuesday 
next? Would that inconvenience anyone?

So I started my genealogic quest by presuming the 
existence of such a file and this made my search easy. 
I would keep asking “where” all my data was and 
never have to bother with actually researching it. I 
went to the New York Public Library and asked if 
they had my file. Then I tried Yeshiva University, the 
Jewish Theologic Seminary, Hebrew Union College, 

A Jewish Genealogic Fable
By Dan Leeson 

Reprinted from ZichronNote February 1996

The following is an amusing little tale written by the late but not forgotten member Dan Leeson, and 
widely circulated on JewishGen. With thanks to Rosanne Leeson, we share Dan’s fable and humor here. 
Boldings are ours.

https://www.sfbajgs.org/ZichronNote/ZichronNote-1996-2.pdf
https://www.jewishgen.org/InfoFiles/dlfable.html
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the American Jewish Historical Society, and finally 
the Ponnovez Yeshiva. Hmm. No file. Maybe I’m 
asking the wrong questions. Its kind of like trying to 
locate a misplaced library book.

Of course there was no Internet then, only mail. So 
I sent out a million letters asking everyone if they 
knew where my file was. It would be easy to spot. My 
Bube Sprintze died in Lodz sometime after WWI, and 
I think my grandfather was from Sidzun or maybe it 
was Radviliskis, I’m not sure. But he had red hair, 
that I am certain of. All good data, of course, no silly 
family stories and other stuff like dates and precise 
locations. Just solid evidence like “red hair.” But no 
one seemed to have my file. Did the Department of 
Commerce spend all of that taxpayer money to make 
a file on me only to lose it?

One day, in the NY Public, I met a woman who 
was doing her genealogy and she had a file!!! It 
was a foot thick and wandered through the middle 
ages with the same ease that I wandered through 
Moskowitz and Lupowitz’ dairy restaurant. So I 
asked her where she found her file (mine would 
be bigger and more impressive, of course, because 
I’m sure that there was royalty in my family) and she 
looked at me as if I had asked her where to buy a size 
19 bustle frame?

“What the hell are you talking about?,” she said 
graciously, full of the warmth and charm of someone 
suddenly disturbed. “This file has already taken me 
23 years to put together. Every scrap of paper in it 
was lovingly found by me. What’s with you? You 
think someone has already done your genealogy for 
you? You have to do it yourself, you yutz!.”

I smiled condescendingly at her outburst. Clearly she 
did not understand. “Of course,” I said. “I know that 
I have to do it, and that is exactly what I am trying 
to do. I am doing my genealogy by locating my file. 
When I find it, I will have done my genealogy. It will 
all be there and my genealogy will have been both 
found and completed by the act of finding the file and 
then I can go on to something else in life.”

“Gevalt!,” screamed the lady, causing armies of 
librarians to say “Ssshhhh.” “I have the misfortune 

to be in the presence of a class A, gold-medal 
meshuggah! There is no file on you, Mr. Crazy, 
dopey-in-the-head. All there is about you and your 
family in the world consists of little remnants of 
what your ancestors left as they passed through 
this mortal coil.” (Now that lady had a flair for 
language. “Mortal coil” is hot stuff. I wonder how to 
say “mortal coil” in Yiddish? But I woolgather.)

“What do you mean?,” I said.

“You imbecile, you! Four hundred years ago one of 
your ancestors, a tinsmith by trade, made a pot that 
he sold in the central market in Ehrfurt, Germany at 
a price that was considered by the buyer to be way 
too high. Your ancestor was sued by the buyer and 
taken to court. The court record, (Vol. 524, page 
361, subfolio CIX, city of Ehrfurt, now located in 
the federal archives in Berlin) records his name, the 
name of the suing party, and the price of the pot as 
well as the fact that your ancestor was found guilty of 
price gouging and spent one month in the slammer.”

“I don’t want that information!,” I said. “I want his 
birth certificate, full name, name of wife (including 
maiden name), date of death, death certificate, plus 
the names of all his children as well as the full names 
of all their spouses. That’s what I want. What do I 
care for a law suit in 1695? And besides, no one in 
my family was ever in, as you indelicately put it, ‘the 
slammer’!”

“You better start learning to love the kind 
of information that is out there,” said my 
new-found friend, “because that is what 
you will get if you are very, very fortunate. 

Besides, birth certificates and last names are a 
relatively modern invention. With any luck there 
might be a record of this man’s circumcision if a 
mohl book were kept in Ehrfurt at that time, but 
only if the mohl book still exists and he were born in 
Ehrfurt, which I am convinced he was not.”

“How do you know all this,” I countered, “and how 
did my ancestor get to Ehrfurt if he wasn’t born 
there? My family came from Lithuania and Poland.”
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“Like hell they did,” my friend replied. “Nobody 
came from Lithuania and Poland because they 
came from somewhere else until they eventually 
went to Lithuania and Poland and, eventually 
found residence in those countries. 

And how I know this is because it happened to one 
of my ancestors and I was telling you this story in 
the hopes of getting through that thick Polishe dripke 
skull of yours.” (Please do not ask for a translation 
of “Polishe dripke.” My mother would have been 
ashamed if she even thought that I knew what that 
meant.) “Finding that court record about that pot is 
what genealogy is all about. And finding out how 
your Jewish ancestor got to Ehrfurt in the first place 
is also what Jewish genealogy is all about. It took me 
four years to find out about the pot and the day I did I 
treated myself to a bottle of Dom Perignon 1927 and 
a large plate of very greasy kasha varnishkas!!” (In 
addition to our many other fine qualities, Jews have 
a very cultivated and discriminating sense of haute-
cuisine.)

And ever since that fatal encounter with that lady in 
the NY Public, I have been looking for those little 
fragments that my ancestors left in this world as they 
passed through it. On good days, I find nothing. On 
bad days I find contradictory information or data 
that shows unequivocally that I have been slogging 
through the wrong family for three months. On very 
bad days the microfilm reader at the local Mormon 
stake is busted beyond human recognition, the part 
needed to fix it is in Pakistan, and seated next to 
me at the only functioning reader is a researcher 
who asks me if I ever considered the advantages of 
both a good insurance program and becoming a tree 
worshiper?

Now this whole megillah is being posted for the 
sole purpose of trying to help all the new JewishGen 
researchers to get their expectations set at the right 
level.
The rules are these:

1. There is no file. The Department of Commerce 
never heard of you. They are doing the other 
person’s file.

2. Once in a while you’ll find a cousin who has 
genealogic data, but it is probably all wrong, your 
name will be misspelled, and s/he will have you 
identified both as a bastard and an adoptee which, 
according to Jewish law is going to give you 
and your descendents trouble for the next seven 
generations.
3. If it is out there, you have two problems: (1) 
identifying “there” and, (2) finding “it,” whatever 
it is. When you do find “it” it will probably be a 
report of the death by venereal disease of your 
direct paternal 5-times grandfather. Now that’s 
genealogic success!!
4. If you don’t know much, other genealogic 
researchers will help you for about 3 milliseconds 
and then drop you like a “heise kartofel” when they 
find out your are not a relation.
5. The joy of genealogy (It’s up there on the 
bookstore shelf next the The Joy of Sex) is as much 
in the search as in the find. Oh the things you will 
learn about living as a Jew in Turkey in 1542, life 
in the Pale in 1875, the main consequences of the 
expulsion from Portugal just before the beginning 
of the 16th century, the exquisite scholarship of 
my Litvak ancestors in Vilna, the Jerusalem of 
Lithuania, and a good recipe for cheese kreplach 
(called “salte noces” among the Litvak cognoscenti 
and made mostly of fat and flour and other artery 
clogging things).

So those of you out there who are posting questions 
such as, “How do I find out about my uncle 
Mordechai who had blue eyes?”, keep posting, but it 
is very unlikely that anyone will respond to tell you 
that your uncle Mordechai became the leading brain 
surgeon in Omaha, ca. 1913 where he did the first 
Nebraskan brain transplant, putting the brain of a 
Litvak schnorrer into the body of Rumanian Zionist. 
The resulting composite schnorred his way to Haifa 
where he became mayor in 1921 and still schnorrs. 
He may still be mayor for all I know. And the reason 
why no one will tell you this story is because it is 
buried in Omaha newspapers all of which you are 
going to have to research, yourself, alone, in a dusty 
corner of the Omaha Public Library as penance for 
not realizing what a terrific history your family has.
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I conclude by pointing out the obvious. A vast body 
of literature has grown up about “How to do your 
genealogy” and even specialized subsets such as 
“How to do your Jewish genealogy.” It can be even 
more precise: “How to do your German Jewish 
genealogy.” The volume of this helpful literature is 
now so large that becoming acquainted with it has 
become almost more forbidding than doing your 
genealogy.

The preparation and publication of helpful 
genealogical literature is a cottage industry in 
America and elsewhere. Little firms in Arkansas and 
Utah are cranking out brochures that are sold for very 
modest amounts about “Cemeteries in Cape May 
County, New Jersey” or “Swedish Immigration To 
Minnesota” (which is probably not going to help you 
much).

Suppose you pose to yourself a question as simple 
as “How do I get my uncle Mordechai’s death 
certificate from Omaha?” Eventually you will learn 
that there are several books that deal with obtaining 
vital records from every corner of America. And, 
therefore, doing your genealogy partly involves 
devoting the time needed to become familiar with the 
basic genealogic “How” and “Where to” literature.

And that is what the Frequently Asked Questions 
(FAQs) are trying to do for you. The FAQs describe 
the basic elements that you need to learn about in 
order to get off the ground. I know that it’s easier to 
post a question to the board about “Where do I go for 
Omaha, Nebraska death certificates?” than to do the 
research needed to get the same answer, but in the 
long run, and for the serious genealogist, there is no 
other good long-haul way of working. 

In order for the many experts on the board to be able 
to help you, you must know what to do, how to do 
it, where to search, how to search in those places, 
what’s right, what’s not likely to work, etc., etc., etc., 
before you pose your question. And if you avoid this 
learning process, those who can help are not going to 
want to; i.e., they are not motivated to help those 
who give the appearance of not being ready to do 
some heavy-duty research on their own.

One of the things that one will learn about from these 
FAQs is what the “Social Security Death Index” is, 
and how to get death certificates from Passaic, NJ, 
and which researchers in Lithuania might be able 
to help you (and how much it will cost, and who to 
write to, and what the protocol is when in this mode). 
There is a lot of sorting out of things that have to 
take place in your head before you can do optimally 
productive genealogic work. It is not dissimilar to 
studying any advanced technical discipline in that 
one needs time to prepare to study at an advanced 
level.

It depends if you want to work hard or want to work 
smart. If you want to work hard, ignore the FAQs, 
post requests on genealogic lists asking for your 
grandmother’s maiden name, and then sit back and 
listen to the unproductive silence. If you want to 
work smart, find the FAQ that deals with documents 
and records in the country where your grandmother 
was born, and then start poking there. Make no 
mistake; you will also have a lot of silence here too, 
but it is productive silence.

Genealogy is, if I may paraphrase Einstein, 99% 
perspiration and 1% inspiration, though the 
percentages may be somewhat inaccurate. As much 
as I would like to find someone to do the 99% part, I 
always wind up doing it myself, and in the long run I 
am happy that I did do it because the voyage was as 
fascinating as its conclusion.

Now I must go. There is a microfilm waiting for 
me in the Mormon stake of San Jose that deals 
with the Jewish community of Ehrfurt in the 16th 
century. Maybe there will be something in it about 
pot makers. Probably not. But I am going to look 
anyway. And who knows...?

Oh yes, does anyone out there know where my file 
is?

Dan Leeson, March 1996
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The Hebrew, October 30, 1868, p1: “Old Fanny’s Advice to 
Mothers and Daughters.” The beginning of the article.

Girls Just Wanna Have Fun

The Hebrew, October 30, 1868, p4: “The Presidential Election”

The Hebrew, October 30, 1868, p1: “European Emigrants”
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www.sinaichapel.org

Your Story Belongs in ZichronNote

Have you had a breakthrough in your family research, solved a family mystery through a 
novel resource, pulled together a team of cousins to reconstruct a branch, or walked where 
your ancestors walked? Have your projects moved forward with a surprising discovery? Has 
your family’s history or pursuing your family’s history taught you something about life? Tell 
us your story, share your discovery! We want to read about it in ZichronNote.

And you don’t have to do it alone. ZichronNote will help you tell your tale, perfect your 
images, and create a layout you’ll be proud to share with friends and family. Remember, you 
retain the copyright!

Please submit inquiries and materials to zichronnote@sfbajgs.org.

https://www.sinaichapel.org/
mailto:zichronnote@sfbajgs.org
https://sinaichapel.org/
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For more SFBAJGS program information and to register for a presentation, visit https://www.sfbajgs.org 
Feel free to invite friends!

For genealogical programs offered by other groups throughout the Bay Area
Bay Area Genealogy Calendar

a project of CA State Library Sutro Library

  SFBAJGS Vice President Preeva Tramiel is an amateur genealogist and author of a 
memoir, The Girl On The Wall, who has been researching the Adler family of 
Mukacheve, Ukraine, since 2008, including traveling back to Transcarpathia and 
Hungary to see where her family lived. She runs the meetings held on the Peninsula.

Preeva Tramiel: Genealogical Tips
“What the difference is between a first cousin and a first cousin somewhat removed?”

The degree of cousinhood is determined by the more senior, 
genealogically speaking; the person higher up the tree, nearer 
the ancestors, nearer the closest common ancestors. The 
degree of removal is determined by the generational offset of 
the two cousins.

What is the relationship between Brucha and her first 
cousin’s granddaughter Alison? She and her first cousin share 
grandparents as their closest common ancestors. The offset 
is +2, or twice removed. Abie and Beckie are Alison’s great 
great grandparents.

You can find many helpful explanations online as well as 
great charts and table. Here’s one good source. And another.

https://www.sfbajgs.org
https://www.library.ca.gov/Sutro/Genealogy/Calendar/
https://archive.org/details/isbn_9780996734301
https://blog.genealogybank.com/how-to-calculate-family-relationships-cousin-chart-part-1.html
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/cousin-chart

