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   “It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances. The true
mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible.”  Oscar Wilde

     Once upon a time, in the city of New York, lived Leopold Besser, born in 1865. My
great-grandfather, Ben Besser’s, brother. My grandmother’s uncle. A wood “turner” by

profession. Husband of Lena, nee Kempner.  I had been to their graves in Little Rock,
Arkansas.  Married for 16 years.  Four Children.  How to explain this divorce

announcement so elegantly worded in the “paper of record?”
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           Not to mention this surprising turn of events in a subsequent issue of The Times:

Two divorce trials? Here was a tantalizing mystery to be solved! To view the trial transcripts I
headed to the County Clerk’s Office for the State Supreme Court of New York County
(Manhattan).  The “Division of Old Records” is on the 7th floor of   31 Chambers Street, Room
703, New York, NY 10007 -- Hours: 9:00AM – 5:00PM  (Monday – Friday) but closed for lunch
“usually” between 1:30PM – 2:30PM – which means always check ahead.

FAQ Website: http://www.nyc.gov/html/records/html/about/faq.shtml

 Note: This division of the County Clerk’s Office is the custodian of old records of the State
Supreme Court in New York County and its predecessor courts, as well as other materials which
fall within the jurisdiction of the County Clerk. Court Records are indexed by computer,
alphabetical card indexes, and libers. (Genealogical Resources in New York, edited by Estelle M.
Guzik, JGS, Inc. 2003)

The records pertinent to my research were:
- Historical Records I: includes Court of Common Pleas, 1786-1895; Superior Court cases, 1828-
1895
- Matrimonial Records: includes Matrimonials, 1784-1895 and
Superior Court, 1847-1895; and Supreme Court, 1911-1940

ItalianGen’s NYC Marriage, Birth and Death Indexes:
http://www.italiangen.org provided certificate numbers,
which I used to get copies at the NYC Municipal
Archives, 31 Chambers Street.

To flesh out more details—with newspaper clippings
and city directories--I visited the New York Public
Library, Fifth Avenue & 42nd Street branch : City
Directories USA & Regional Newspapers (Microforms
Room 100)
Little Rock Arkansas Democrat-Gazette on
microfilm in the Microform Room for
obituaries—important for tracking other family
members, business ads, social notices and more.



These court records answered many questions, but raised others: where and when was Lena born,
when did Leopold emigrate from Czestochowa, Poland, where were their children born, when did
they move to Little Rock, and who was the mysterious “uncle” being sued and the “guardian”
Pauline Cohen.  This line of research required some serious internet sleuthing, including:

 Finding a 19th century perspective map of Little Rock, which simplified locating addresses.

Library of Congress URL for panoramic maps http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/pmmapquery.html

Dan Kazez’s CRARG (Czestochowa Region Research Group) database for the Lists of Residents
information on the Besser Family: http://www.benkazez.com/dan/crarg/
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Ancestry.com: http://www.ancestry.com - was used to find census records, city directories,
newspapers, passenger records, marriage and naturalization records.
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Interviewing those who were there—eyewitnesses--by taking a video or oral history, is
crucial, so I started tracking down other Besser relatives. One told me:
“I personally knew my Great Uncle Leopold, his wife, Marie, and their daughter, Gertrude,
who would come and visit us often! That was in the early 20s and I was quite young!”
~ Bobby Besser, Leopold’s great nephew interviewed in 2004, Boca Raton, Florida

                 Mary and Gertrude?  What happened to Lena? Another mystery to unravel.

Ellis Island Passenger Records – In 1923 Mary Besser took her US-born daughter back to Poland!

And finally: research into what life was like in Little Rock at the
turn of the century was facilitated by the book: A Corner of
 the Tapestry:  A History of the Jews of Arkansas by Carolyn
Gray LeMasters, University of Arkansas Press, 1994.

This is one of the most comprehensive studies ever done on
a state's Jewish community, A Corner of the Tapestry is the
story – untold until now -- of the Jews who helped to settle
Arkansas, and who stayed and flourished to become a
significant part of the state's history and culture.  Many Besser
clues were found within those pages


