
Page 1

Shalshelet
Issue 6 A Publication of the Jewish Genealogical  Society of Oregon Winter 2000

Great Grandpa was a Citizen Spy
by 

Michael Steinore

It was sometime between 1911 and 1918 that my great grandfather, Mark R. Levey, inexplicably changed his 
name to Robert A. Rodson.  Born in Boston, well established in the woolen rag trade, married with teenage 
daughters, and already in his late thirties, he did not fit the usual profile of those who changed their names in 
those days.  Why he did so remains a puzzle, but the following story may offer a clue:

A few months ago, my father gave me a shoe box full of family photos and documents.  In it was a 
membership card for Robert Rodson, stating that he was a member in 1918 of the American Protective League 
(hereafter called APL).  I hadn't heard of this organization, but from the title I assumed it was some sort of 
charitable group or perhaps a politically oriented club.  In the same shoe box was a 1919 letter from the head 
of the Los Angeles division of the American Protective League to Robert which had this rather imposing 
subtitle: "Organized with the Approval and Operating under the Direction of the United States Department 
of Justice, Bureau of Investigation".  A representative paragraph went like this:

"Beset by cunning enemies spreading German propaganda, it is with justifiable pride that your Chief points to 
this unique secret service force - of which you were one - who sifted rumor from facts and brought to the 
Court of Justice the guilty enemy of the United States.  You have done your part quite as surely and 
importantly as the brave soldier in France did his."

Well, apparently the APL was no charity or club.   The gist of the letter was to thank my great grandfather 
for his volunteer service and to announce the dissolution of the group, which I now understood to be linked to 
World War I.  But exactly what did Great Grandpa and the rest of the members of the APL do during that 
war?  

Some research was needed.  Web sites confirmed that this group was a volunteer civilian secret service during 
World War I, with branches all over the United States.  Through Worldcat, a catalog of domestic and 
international library holdings, I acquired a 36-page report to Congress in 1918 from the Attorney General 
describing the structure and organization of the APL.  Additionally, I found an excellent book by Joan Jensen 
entitled "The Price of Vigilance", that provided a vivid picture of the political and social atmosphere in the 
U.S. before and during World War I.  It explained why a group like the APL was not only tolerated, but 
thrived:

Imagine the year is 1917.  The U.S. maintains an uneasy neutrality with Germany, however both sides are 
using foreign agents to undermine the other. There is considerable paranoia in the U.S. about resident aliens of 
German ethnicity, German agents infiltrating society fomenting unrest, sinking merchant ships, etc.  Because of 
this, a multitude of municipal guards and citizen leagues are forming.  Strangely, the Attorney General says 
the Justice Department's Bureau of Investigation (later known as the FBI) can do nothing because espionage in 
peacetime is not a crime.

President Wilson would like to expand the Secret Service, which currently has primary jurisdiction for 
counterespionage, but to do so would require funds from Congress, something that is not likely.  The solution 
is a completely volunteer organization: the American Protective League. 

Continued on Page 9: 
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Presidents Message
Growth, Growth Problems & Rewards

Ron Doctor, President JGSO
8 November 2000

JGSO is growing! Unofficially, we have 83 members 
(officially, the number is 67). Either way, that's a large 
increase from the 32 members we had a couple of years 
ago.  That growth has brought us some challenges as well 
as new opportunities. 

One challenge relates to our budget. As you may know, 
until two months ago, MJCC did our mailings for us. 
Now, we must pay our own mailing costs. Each month 
we mail meeting notices to 117 non-members and 25 
institutions as well as to our members. In addition, we 
occasionally have special mailings, and we must mail our 
newsletter, Shalshelet, to members and to other JGSs four 
times each year. These annual mailing costs exceed our 
revenue from dues. The Board has taken action to deal 
with this situation. Recognizing that 90% of our 
members use e-mail, we will shift to e-mail distribution 
of notices as much as possible. We will continue mailing 
notices to members who do not have e-mail, but we no 
longer will mail notices to non-members. Instead, we will 
rely on e-mail, our web site, and public notices to let 
non-members know about our meetings. We also will 
look into the possibility of using e-mail and our web site 
to distribute Shalshelet. If you have any views on this, 
please contact me (rondoctor@qwest.net) or any Board 
member. We would like to hear your opinions. Despite 
these measures, mailing costs still will take a big bite out 
of our budget. To bring the budget back in balance, the 
Board voted to increase annual dues by $5 per year, 
effective January 1st.  The increase will be reflected in 
the 2001 membership renewal notices that will be mailed 
in December.

When our membership was small, almost everybody in 
JGSO knew each other, and many members had 
intermediate to advanced genealogical skills. That is no 
longer the case. During the past few years, Jewish 
genealogy has become increasingly computerized. New 
computer-based programs, the opening of eastern 
European archives containing 19th century Jewish 
records, and creation of many, many on-line databases 
have made it easier to search all those newly opened 
resources. And people have responded. More and more 
Jews across the nation and the world have begun efforts 
to trace their ancestors and to learn how they lived in 
their ancestral towns and shtetls. But all these 
newcomers to Jewish genealogy need to be educated in 
genealogical techniques. They need to learn about the 
new resources, about how to use them, and about how to 
overcome the "brick walls" that we all occasionally run 
into. 

Continued on Page 5:
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Search the Oregon Jewish Cemeteries Data 
Base on-line:

Through the efforts of volunteers led by Elliot Axel, 
you can now search the Oregon Jewish Cemeteries Data 
Base on line at http://userdb.rootsweb.com/cemeteries/  
(Select Oregon from the “Location” menu).

Elliot has recently added the records from Temple Beth 
Israel and Havurah Shalom.  Data from Willamette 
National Cemetery and Neveh Zedek have also been 
updated. The database now has 7950 records.

You can contact Elliot Axel at ekaxel@home.com

mailto:rondoctor@qwest.net
mailto:AMenashe@aol.com
mailto:Sandrasays5@aol.com
mailto:ajagendorf@aol.com
mailto:lkraiman@hotmail.com
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mailto:ekaxel@home.com
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LONDON2001
21st International Conference on Jewish Genealogy

8-13 July 2001
Intercontinental Hotel, Hyde Park Corner

London2001: promises a catalog of events as varied 
and as exciting as London itself.  The really exciting 
news is that our location allows us to present a 
platform for speakers from all over the world, 
including Eastern Europe.  London2001 will provide 
unequivocal first-hand information, advice, and 
research opportunities, as well as a jumping-off point 
for travel around the UK and to Europe and beyond.  

Speakers: archivists, librarians, historians, 
geneticists, and expert genealogists.   Lectures, 
seminars, panel discussions, special interest group and 
birds-of-a-feather meetings, and workshops for 
beginners and experts alike, will all be featured. 

Archival resources (a few highlights): guided tours 
to Public Record Office,  Family Records Center, 
Metropolitan Records Center, Mocatta Library, 
Mormon Family History Library, and British Library.

Side trips:  of Jewish interest in and around London. 
Visits to the East End  (London's old Jewish quarter); 
the Imperial War Museum's new permanent Holocaust 
Exhibition; films and theater; regional tours to 
provincial England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales should 
all be considered. 

London highlights:  Tate Modern and the Millennium 
Bridge, Tate Britain, Courtauld Museum, Wallace 
Collection, Jewish Museum, British Library,  
Shakespeare's reconstructed Globe Theater, the classic 
tourist destinations of Tower Bridge and the Tower of 
London, Westminster Abbey and Big Ben, music, dance, 
theater, Royal Parks, shopping, restaurants (it's true: 
London is now one of the food capitals of the world). 

Shtetl Shleppers: tours to a wide variety of points 
of Jewish interest in Europe will be available as an add 
on to London2001.

For detailed program and registration information go to 
http://www.jewishgen.org/london2001

Upcoming JGSO Events.

December 13: Report on IAJGS Conference 2000. 
Speakers include:  Ron Doctor, Sandra Shapiro, 
Elliot Axel, Suzanne Axel.  Hear the latest 
international genealogy news. 

January 17: Travel to Belarus, A Personal 
Experience.  Sandra Shapiro will discuss her 
travels to Belarus last summer.  

February 21: Obituary and Funeral Home 
Records.  Nancy Christie will discuss the use by 
genealogists of obituary and funeral home records, 
as well as their value and availability. 

March 21: How to attend a conference:  
preparation for the National Genealogical Society 
Meeting of The States, in Portland  May 16-19.

April 18: Travel to Romania, A Personal 
Experience.  Fred Schwartz will discuss the 
preparation and findings of his recent trip to 
Romania.

Wednesday May 16.   National Genealogical 
Society dinner meeting at the Oregon Convention 
Center.  Speakers:  Gary Mokotoff, Eileen Polakoff,  
Hal Bookbinder. Meet and hear these international 
Jewish genealogy leaders.  A light dinner will be 
served.  Seating will be limited and advance 
registration will be necessary.

JGSO meets monthly, from September to June, 
generally on the third Wednesday of each month.  
Meetings are held at the MJCC unless noted 
otherwise.  For more information see our web site 
http://www.rootsweb.com/~orjgs or email, Ron 
Doctor, JGSO President, rondoctor@qwest.net or 
Abby Menashe, Amenashe@aol.com or by phone 
(503) 245-5196.  Meetings are usually free of 
charge to members.

All members are welcome at JGSO Board Meetings 
which are generally held on the second Wednesday 
of every month from 7:00 to 8:30 PM at the MJCC. 
Contact any board member for details.

http://www.jewishgen.org/london2001
http://www.rootsweb.com/~orjgs
mailto:rondoctor@qwest.net
mailto:Amenashe@aol.com
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JEWISH GENEALOGY: 
LINKING THE PAST AND THE 

FUTURE

Portland will host the upcoming meeting of the 
National Genealogical Society,  May 16-19, 2001. 
Three eminent Jewish genealogists, who will be 
speakers at this convention, will  be the featured 
speakers at a dinner sponsored by the Jewish 
Genealogical Society of Oregon on Wednesday 
evening, May 16, 2001, at the Oregon Convention 
Center. This will be a rare opportunity to meet 
and speak with Gary Mokotoff, publisher of 
Avotaynu,  Eileen Polakoff, professional 
genealogist, and Hal Bookbinder, vice-president 
of the International Association of Jewish 
Genealogical Societies. Our association 
encourages you to mark this date on your calender: 
this will be one of the highlights of the year’s 
programming. Seating will be limited and advance 
registration will be necessary. For more 
information on this dinner event, contact Sandra 
Shapiro (503)-694-5646

The “Conference in the States” meeting of the 
National Genealogical Society will be held at the 
Oregon Convention Center May 16-19, 2001. This 
meeting is hosted by the Genealogical Forum of 
Oregon, with the participation of the Clark 
County Genealogical Society and the Genealogical 
Council of Oregon.  

For information on the program and registration go 
to: www.ngsgenealogy.org 
or 
E-mail conference@ngsgenealogy.org 
or 
call 1-800-473-0060

  

Book Review 
by 

Carole Glauber

Yiddishland by Gérard Silvain and Henri 
Minczeles, Gingko Press, Corte Madera, 
California., 1999,  585p.  $45. 
Yiddishland is an informative book that takes 
the reader on a journey into the land known as 
the Pale, or the Pale of Settlement that 
extended from the Baltic to the Black Sea 
from about 1791 to its destruction during 
World War II.  For 35 years, author Gérard 
Silvain has collected tens of thousands of 
Judaic postcards from this region, and it is 
this collection that brings to life the rhythms 
of the shtetl. The postcards depict daily life 
from the busy, crowded streets, yeshiva 
students, and intellectuals, to pogroms, child 
beggars, cemeteries, funeral processions, and 
Kosher soup kitchens. There are also Nazi 
propaganda cards, anti-semitic caricatures, 
and photos of pogroms, including one sent by 
French observers to French Parliament 
members with the ironic caption, 
“picturesque Russia.”

The second author, Henri Minczeles, traces 
the religious, social, cultural, intellectual and 
political evolution of this area he calls 
Yiddishland. His essay does a fine job of 
recreating this way of life: for the men. If you 
are searching for insights into the women’s 
lives, this essay is not the place to look. 

Interestingly, most of the images were not 
made by Jews, but rather by roving army war 
photographers who seemed to find the Jews 
more of a curiosity than anything else. The 
cards were purchased and mailed as a souvenir 
of one’s journey to a foreign land. The authors 
missed an opportunity by failing to translate 
more of the hand written messages. The ones 
they do translate are fascinating.

Yiddishland is a must-see for anyone 
interested in portrayals of shtetl life, albeit 
through the eyes of foreign photographers. It 
offers captivating insights into the lives of our 
ancestors and a way of life destroyed not that 
long ago. Yiddishland is now available in the 
JGSO Library.

YOU ARE INVITED....

The JGSO holds its monthly board meetings on the 2nd 
Wednesday of each  month (August-June*) at 7:00 pm at the 
Mittleman Jewish Community Center. All JGSO members 
are invited to attend.
For more information, contact Ron Doctor at (503)-234-9528 
or E-mail rondoctor@qwest.net

(*Note: The December meeting will be held on Wednesday 
the 5th.)

mailto:conference@ngsgenealogy.org
mailto:rondoctor@qwest.net
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President’s Column, continued from Page 2:

We are experiencing these shifts in Jewish genealogy at JGSO and we are trying to deal with them. We greatly 
expanded JGS Oregon's services this year. Based on results from this years JGSO Survey, we shifted our 
monthly programs more toward fundamentals. Thanks to Christine Olsen, our Web master, we created a 
new web site, found a permanent home for it (http://www.rootsweb.com/~orjgs), and are expanding our 
web-based services. 

Under Elliot Axel's leadership, the Oregon Jewish Cemeteries Project moved forward in giant strides. 
The database includes 7950 records from Jewish cemeteries all over Oregon. It is available through JGSO’s 
web site. Elliot and his team (including a Boy Scout troop) have walked the cemeteries to gather data and 
have negotiated with various congregations to obtain their cemetery data. This was a tremendous feat; 
Elliot and his people have done an outstanding job on this project. 

JGS Oregon has been busy expanding on other fronts as well.  We published the second edition of 
Getting Started in Jewish Genealogy: A Handbook for Beginners  (98 pages, more than double the size of the 
1998 edition). We increased the size of our library by almost 50%. We expanded our newsletter, Shalshelet, 
to 10 pages. 

We began a new era of cooperation with other organizations. Thanks to the efforts of Bob Behar and 
Abby Menashe, we held two joint programs with the Oregon Jewish Museum. Both were remarkably 
successful. When the Russian Winterfest Stroganoff Exhibit came to Portland (one of two U.S. cities) this 
year, JGSO helped plan and participate in a special day-long Winterfest Genealogy Symposium, 
presenting one of the talks. JGSO member Joella Werlin helped organize the event; and Jane & Harold 
Pollin provided critical financial support for the Symposium. Registration exceeded expectations; 135 
registrants paid to attend the Seminar. This was the first time that all of the genealogy organizations in the 
Portland area and the Oregon Historical Society cooperated to co-sponsor an event;  we will continue this 
cooperation in 2001. We are working with the Genealogical Forum of Oregon on planning for the National 
Genealogical Society's 2001 Conference in the States, which will be held in Portland from May 16-19, 
2001. JGSO will sponsor a special meal event at the Conference. This will be your chance to meet and 
speak with three of the leading gurus of Jewish genealogy: Hal Bookbinder (VP of IAJGS), Gary Mokotoff 
(Publisher of Avotaynu), and Eileen Polakoff, professional genealogist and Avotaynu’s "Ask the Experts" 
columnist.

Jewish genealogy is continuing on its course of rapid change. New databases and new services appear 
almost weekly on JewishGen and its associated web sites. JGSO’s Board is trying to come up with ways to 
help you make sense of these changes and to help you use the new resources in developing your own 
family history. Here are some of the ideas the Board will be considering over the next few months:

Institute a "schmooze session" for a half-hour before each monthly meeting. This would give you a 
chance to talk to fellow members about genealogy problems you've encountered, and to examine 
some of the resources we bring to each meeting.
Create a mentor program in which more experienced members would help newcomers to Jewish 
genealogy, one-on-one.
Create an ongoing Genealogy-in-the-Schools program to build on the successful Jewish day school 
and Sunday school classes we held a couple of years ago.

The Board cannot do this alone. We need your help. We need your ideas. We need your participation. 
Specifically, we need one person to manage each of the activities I listed above. And, most important, we 
need one of you to serve as a "Volunteer Coordinator".  So, who will step forward to do these jobs?  
Remember, our growth and the services we are able to offer depend entirely on how active our members 
are. If you can help, even a little bit, please contact me, either by phone (503-234-9528) or by e-mail 
(rondoctor@qwest.net), or come to one of our upcoming meetings. Our programs for the year are listed in 
the November meeting flyer and on our web site. I hope to see you at our upcoming meetings.

http://www.rootsweb.com/~orjgs
mailto:rondoctor@qwest.net
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SEPHARDIC ORIGINS
by

Robert I. Behar

Scores of books have been written about the Spanish Inquisition and Sephardic culture. Most of 
these books follow a pattern of concentrating on prominent names and specific dates and 
events. Few authors explore the substance of daily life for Jews in Spain between 711 CE and 
1492 CE.

There are a few sources to recommend for those readers who are interested in the details of 
Jewish daily life in ancient Spain. Two books which provide excellent insights are “The Rise and 

Fall of Paradise” by Elmer Bendiner (1983, G.P. Putnam & Sons), and “Inquisition and Society in 

Spain” by Henry Kamen (1985, Indiana University Press). There are also a number of 

commercially available cook books which explain the history and importance of their foods to 
the culture.

A long evolution led to the Sephardic identity, which, ultimately, spread throughout the world, 
but predominantly to the countries around the Mediterranean.  Jews first arrived in Spain in 
small numbers along with the Phoenicians (the Philistines of King David’s time). The release of 
the exiled Jews from Babylonia enabled more Jews to emigrate to Spain. Later, a considerable 
number of Jews were taken as slaves to Spain by the Romans. Life under the Romans, and their 
successors, the Visigoths, was harsh. The skills which many Jews had developed in medicine, 
agriculture, various crafts and commerce helped make life tolerable for the Jewish communities 
by virtue of their tradition of pooling their resources. Once, however, the pagan Visigoths had 
been converted to Christianity by Catholic missionaries commissioned by the Roman Church, the 
situation for Jews became precarious.

The invasion of Spain in 711 CE by Muslim armies composed of Arab chieftains and Berber 
mercenaries was greeted with joy by the Jews. The Moors granted the Jews their freedom and 
allowed open worship. The two peoples were not strangers to each other: they had common 
Semitic origins and had co-existed elsewhere for centuries.

The Jews under Moorish rule began to evolve a distinctive culture. They continued a religious 
orthodoxy, following the Babylonian Talmud. They became proficient in Latin-influenced 
languages, such as Castilian and Catalan, as well as the Arabic and North African languages. 
The Jews interacted with, and adapted from all the non-Jewish cultures, a rarity at the time:  
neither the Christians nor the Muslims sought the same level of interaction with each other. 

Continued on Page 7
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Continued on Page 5:

YIZKOR BOOK COLLECTION TO MOVE TO NEVEH SHALOM LIBRARY

Sephardic Origins: Continued from Page 6

The 10th and 11th centuries were a high point of Jewish life in Spain, which the Jews later called 
the “Golden Age”. Jews were sought out for their advice by Christian kings and Moorish Sultans. 
Jews were unequaled in medicine and certain critical commercial callings. Once the Jews began to 
enjoy their freedom and largess, it was also inevitable that some departed from strict religious 
observance, and inter-married with Moors and, occasionally, with Christians.  Some Jews 
converted voluntarily. Thus, even among the large majority of observant Jews, a great “cross-
pollination” occurred in food customs, language, philosophy, the arts and architecture, which 
heavily influenced Jewish life and outlook. Jews borrowed extensively from the other languages, 
and also adopted traditions of using proper surnames, of daily dress, food preparation and 
social graces, as well as song, dance and poetry. It was during the Golden Age that the Jews 
names Spain “Sepharad”, from which come the terms Sephardic and Sephardim. The more 
conscientious Moors and Christians, who witnessed the Jews’ willingness to adapt from their 
cultures and traditions to create a unique and admired society, were pained to see the violence 
later visited upon Jews by Christian fanatics and Moorish renegades. 

As the Christians’ military strength grew and they began taking back lands, the Moors were 
beaten back to Southern Spain, and were eventually driven out of Spain. There followed a 100 
year holocaust from 1391 to 1492, resulting in the death, forced conversion and expulsion from 
Spain of hundreds of thousands of Jews, one-half of the world’s then known Jewry.

Few historians have expressed the reasons why a people who had been so ravished, after 
making such major contributions to Spain’s military and commercial ascendancy, continued the 
memory of their contributions. Sephardics to this day, whether they live in France, Turkey, the 
Balkans, Israel or in the United States, point with pride to their time in Spain. Their ancestors did 
not permit the depredations they suffered to erase or soil their achievements, and they 
maintained their religion and sense of honor in the face of death and expulsion. There remains a 
strong bond with these ancestors. So it is that many of our traditions remain strongly held. Such 
traditions are enjoyed not merely as symbols, but as living bonds with a proud history. Food 
styles continue to be followed and popularized in published books. The offering of festive 
Sephardic dishes to house guests is a highly appreciated honor. The naming of children for 
grandparents in their lifetime is another great honor. The interest in perpetuating the usage of 
Castilian Spanish and of the unique Sephardic language, commonly called Ladino, but more 
correctly called Judezmo, is also an honor paid to older generations who are leaving us. 
Sephardim are grateful to the countries which received them after the expulsion from Spain, 
notably The Netherlands and Turkey. Sephardim have fared relatively well in those countries ever 
since their arrival. Nevertheless, the Sephardim have always recognized that it is up to each 
succeeding generation to honor the sacrifices and achievements of their ancestors by continuing 
the traditions formed in Sepharad.

Robert Behar is a member of the Board of the Jewish Genealogical Society of Oregon. 
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The JGSO Library is housed in the 
Feldstein Library 

at Congregation Neveh Shalom 
Winter 2000 hours:

Monday, Wednesday , Thursday
9 am - 2:00 pm  

Wednesday* 5:00 pm-8:30 pm
Sunday* 8:30 am to noon

*when religious school in session
 

ANNOUNCEMENTS

Shalshelet is published quarterly by the Jewish 
Genealogical Society of Oregon, which is affiliated 
with the Mittleman Jewish Community Center, 
Portland, Oregon.

Paid advertisements or inquiries should be 
submitted to the Society in care of the MJCC at:

6651 S.W. Capitol Highway
Portland, OR 97219

For permission to reproduce any copyrighted 
material, please contact the author.

Visit the JGSO Web Site: 
http://www.rootsweb.com/~orjgs/
You will find here our calender, a family finder for 
society members, links to past presentations, links 
to research tools and other interesting odds and 
ends. Thanks to web master Christine Olsen: 
Christine-Olsen@home.com.

====================
THINGS FOR SALE BY JGSO

Getting Started in Jewish Genealogy

Handbook 2nd Edition by  JGSO-- $5.00  

Cemetery Database CD-ROM -- by IAJGS $35.00 

Family Tree of the Jewish People CD- ROM -- by 

IAJGS $35.00. 

Do People Grow on Family Trees? --by Ira 

Wolfman, $10.00.
For more information, contact Ron Doctor  at (503)234-
9528 or e-mail at (rondoctor@qwest.net). 

Can you help? 
These are a sample of some of the requests we 
periodically receive from those around the country 
seeking information about ancestors in Oregon. 

Mon, 21 Aug 2000 .  I have REITER family in Portland but 
have lost touch with them and I wondered if there are any 
members of your Society researching this surname that I 
could contact.  I've been doing this for 11 years and am about 
to open a web site containing the family- history info I've 
gathered.
Jeanne Blitzer Andelman
andelman@oh.verio.com
 

Fri, 06 Oct 2000. I am searching for relatives of Inca 
Greenblatt-Gershfield or her daughter Helen Gershfield.  
They lived in Portland, Oregon.  Inca was my grandmother's 
sister.  Thank you.
Mike Dubnoff 
mike@dtecstaff.com

Sat, 21 Oct 2000 .  I am looking for information on relatives 
that may have lived in Portland around the turn of the 
century. I have not been able to find them in the census.  Last 
name was Nemerofsky. Is there anyone you can recommend 
that can help my investigation.  I am willing to pay a 
reasonable fee for research.
Ron Neuman
ZackBo@aol.com

22 Oct 2000.  I live in New Jersey and surely cannot attend 
your meeting.  I was wondering if anyone at your meeting 
has a tree that contains info on my husband’s maternal 
grandmother's family, possibly making them related to 
him.  Perhaps they'd be willing to exchange, or share their 
info with me.  The surnames are Auerbach and Arback.  His 
grandmother was Jennin (Ginendal) and she had brothers, 
Morris, Harry and Irving (Usher).  Her father's name could 
have been Noah.  She and the brothers came first to 
Portland and she settled later in NYC with her husband, 
Philip Meyers.  Perhaps you can post this at your meeting 
and I would welcome the chance to connect.
babycat3@aol.com

http://www.rootsweb.com/~orjgs/
mailto:Christine-Olsen@home.com
mailto:rondoctor@qwest.net
mailto:andelman@oh.verio.com
mailto:mike@dtecstaff.com
mailto:ZackBo@aol.com
mailto:babycat3@aol.com
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Great Grandpa was a Citizen Spy. Continued from Page 1: 

The APL was a civilian secret service, operating as an auxiliary of the Department of Justice’s Bureau of 
Investigation.  A small group of private businessmen organized it in March 1917.  At its peak, the APL had 
between 200,000 to 250,000 members organized with military-style ranks in 1,200 different divisions.  The 
movie director Cecil B. Demille started the Hollywood chapter of the APL.  Though the APL's members had 
no special law enforcement powers beyond those of the ordinary citizen, they nevertheless investigated and 
collected information on enemy aliens and U.S. citizens alike.  

A large part of the APL's work consisted of collecting information on individuals who were deemed 
disloyal or thought to be engaged in enemy activities.  Information was collected in a variety of ways 
through members who were employed in a wide swath of industries: real estate, financial services, 
insurance, engineering, hotels and restaurants, utilities, etc.  The entire force worked on a volunteer basis, 
and raised the considerable funds needed to pay for administration and operating expenses entirely from 
private contributions.  The APL also kept tabs on all alien Germans, prevented liquor sales and prostitution 
in the vicinity of military bases, and investigated draft dodgers.   As an aside, many genealogists know that 
World War I draft registration cards are an important genealogical tool because World War I was the first 
U.S. war requiring conscription of young men.  Interestingly, it was members of the APL who investigated 
protesters at draft registration offices, and ensured enrollment.

Membership in the APL was open to any adult citizen of "good character", but it was by invitation only 
from a current member.  Each membership prospect underwent a detailed investigation by current members.  
Many men in their early forties like my great grandfather, too old to be conscripted, saw the APL as a 
chance to do something patriotic, while a few were no doubt attracted by the opportunity to investigate 
others and settle personal grudges.  The membership list was closely guarded, and members were not 
allowed to publicize their affiliation or make use of it to demand special treatment, though intimidation 
and abuses were common in some units.

The Department of Justice being a Federal agency, I contacted the National Archives to see if they had kept 
any APL records.  It turns out they have quite a few records of the APL distributed among various 
archives, but the main collection of APL records, including membership applications, resides at the College 
Park, MD facility.  Genealogically speaking, the APL membership application includes a great deal of 
valuable information, including place of birth, business experience and history, military, police or 
government experience, and any foreign languages spoken.  Unfortunately, National Archivists long ago 
made the strategic decision to retain only a representative sample of APL records, and not the entire set.  
Whether or not this was because the activities of the APL were seen as an embarrassment, or worse, a 
serious retreat from America's democratic values, I don't know, but in any case, they did not have the 
membership application for my great grandfather. 

Which brings me back to the original puzzle of why my great grandfather changed his name.  Perhaps he 
was trying to hide some indiscretion in his past which he felt would have precluded his ability to join the 
APL.  Then again, maybe he was trying to hide his Jewish background.  While some divisions of the APL, 
like San Francisco and New Orleans, had substantial Jewish membership, other divisions in this invitation-
only organization were formed from social networks that frowned on Jews.  Or perhaps, it was for entirely 
another reason.  In any case, membership in the APL gives me an insight into my great grandfather that I 
would otherwise not have.

Michael Steinore is researching the Katznelson family from Bobruisk Uezd, Belarus, especially the towns of Urechye 
and Lyuban.  He can be reached at msteinor@teleport.com.

mailto:msteinor@teleport.com
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UPCOMING EVENTS

On December 13th, Ron Doctor, Sandra Shapiro, Elliot 
Axel and Suzanne Axel will report on their 
participation in the  Salt Lake City IAJGS Conference 
2000. Hear the latest international genealogy news. 

On December 10th, JGSO will be an exhibitor at the 
annual Hadassah Hanukkah Gift Fair at the MJCC. We 
need volunteers to work at our table: Call Abby 
Menashe at 503-245-5196 for more information.

Read about next year’s IAJGS Conference London2001 
on Page 3.
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