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MEETING THE FAMILY 

A South African Odyssey 

By  Sue Axel 

 

The discovery of my paternal grandfather’s 
family though genealogy and a lot of luck was 
a wondrous happening.  Since childhood, I 
knew Grandpa Louis had siblings and they 
were in South Africa, but that was the sum to-
tal of my knowledge.  Finding the family, first 
in England, then in Canada, Australia, and  
New England, was like opening a treasure 
trove.  My husband and I visited with them. 
Abe Jacobson of London provided us with the 
outline of the family and where they currently 
were, and so began our travels.  We took my 
Aunt Bea Goldberg Richman to Boston to meet 
her first cousin Bertha Jacobson Sandler and 
their connection was immediate.  But since my 
great-grandfather Jacob had immigrated to 
South Africa and we had not met the major 
portion of the family, we decided to go to 
South Africa and visit.  What a trip it was! 
 
Jacob Nowesenitz was born in Lithuania and 
was a grain merchant.  He lived in Klikoli, on 
the border with Latvia.  Jacob married Riva 
Gavronsky and they had 14 children, seven of 
whom survived to adulthood.  My grandfather 
Louis was the first-born in 1873 or 1874.  
Shortly after his Bar Mitzvah the Tsar’s gov-
ernment came looking for recruits for the army 
and my grandfather left the country for Ireland.  
He left on the papers of a boy who had recently 
died and adopted that family name of Gold-
berg.  He traveled with a cousin or an uncle.  
We have not been able to document the rela-

tionship.  They were in Ireland for a few years 
and then came to the United States in 1888.  
Grandpa spoke English when he arrived here, 
however, with an Irish accent!  He then went to 
Philadelphia and the American portion of the 
story begins.  Unfortunately he never saw his 
family again, but they did keep in touch for 
several years.  After Grandpa Louis died, con-
tact was made briefly and then lost. 
 
Jacob and Riva’s next child was Gertie in 
1884, followed by Joseph in 1885, then Sarah 
in 1888, Moritz in 1890, Cecilia in 1892 and 
John in 1894.   Since there was 12 years be-
tween the first two boys, the need to leave 
Lithuania to avoid military service was not as 
acute, even though conditions were not salubri-
ous.  Jacob reportedly went to New York in the 
early 1890s and did not find it to his liking, so 
he returned to Lithuania.   At the behest of a 
cousin, Joseph Orkin, Jacob immigrated to 
South Africa in 1895.  He went to Philippolis, 
a farming community in the Orange River Re-
public, where his cousin provided him with a 
cart, horse and goods to peddle.  His family 
was now in Pop élan, where Riva was a baker. 
 
During the Anglo-Boer War, the English con-
fiscated Joseph’s possessions. Jacob, not a citi-
zen, went to East London in the Eastern Cape.  
After the war he returned to Philippolis. The 
farmers returned as well, ruined, with homes 
and stock destroyed.  In short, they all strug-
gled.  Joseph Orkin left the area leaving his 
shop to Jacob.   
Jacob apparently was an austere man who 
worked diligently.  Unfortunately he was not 
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able to save enough to bring his family from 
Lithuania.  The farming community, which 
spoke primarily Afrikaans, had difficulty-
pronouncing Nowesenitz, so the name was 
changed to Jacobson.  Jacob learned the lan-
guage and became a citizen of the Orange 
River Colony January 7, 1904. 
 
The farmer Andries Lubbe, who farmed Boes-
manfontein (Bushman’s Fountain), now owned 
by my cousin, a few miles from Philippolis, 
would often stop by and chat with Jacob.  He 
always inquired when Jacob’s family was ar-
riving.  Mr. Lubbe felt it was no way for a man 
to live.  Money was tight, with barter being a 
way of doing business.  Jacob felt his family 
would come in a few years.  The situation 
bothered Mr. Lubbe, who asked about the cost 
of bringing the family. 
 
One day in 1903, Mr. Lubbe came into the 
shop and waited until all the customers had 
gone.  He again inquired the cost of bringing 
the family to Philippolis.  Jacob told him it was 
a sum he could only dream of.  Andries Lubbe 
asked if one hundred fifty pounds would be 
enough.  Jacob said that it was, and Lubbe 
poured the golden coins over the counter.  The 
money was repaid with interest.  Later Jacob 
learned that Andries Lubbe had borrowed the 
money to give to Jacob from a man who re-
ceived reparation money. 
 
The family arrived in August 1903.  Joseph 16 
arrived a few months before the rest of the 
family.  Gertie was now 22, Sarah 19, Moritz 
13, Cecilia 11, and John 9.  The family was all 
together except for Louis. 
 
The children grew, prospered and married, had 
children, and in the United States Louis mar-
ried and his family grew to eight children.  One 
daughter Sophie died of TB in her late teens.  

The other children married and had children and 
so on.  So there we were, a family separated by 
an ocean and separate histories. 
 
In March 2004 my husband and I traveled to 
Australia to meet my cousins, Naomi and Jack 
Fletcher and their children.  They were marvel-
ous and very helpful describing family history.  
Much revolved around Philippolis.  So there was 
nothing else to do then go and see for ourselves 
and we did in August 2004. 
 
Philippolis is in the Free State.  It is what we 

would describe as high desert, which is hot in 
summer and very cold in winter, though it does 
warm up during the day.  It is also rather dry.  
The area is predominantly farmland and golden 
in color.  It is similar to parts of the American 
West, especially the area of northern New Mex-
ico. 
 
The town is small and charming with few streets.  
My great-uncle Moritz’s store was built on the 
location of his father’s store.  Jacob’s house was 
across the road from the store.  When Moritz 
married, he lived in a house not far from the 
church that dominates part of the town.  The 
house backs up to the store.  It is a karoo house, 

Jacob’s House in Philippolis 
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indigenous to the area.  The houses have high 
ceilings, but no insulation, so they are hot in 
summer and bitterly cold in winter, but charm-
ing nevertheless.  When Moritz died, his chil-
dren gave the house to the town and it is now 
the library. 
 
The Jewish Cemetery where my great-
grandparents are buried is maintained by my 
cousin Leslie and is very close to the town. 
Visiting there was a feeling of completion, of 
reuniting the circle of family.  It was a cold and 
cloudy day, but it felt so right and at the  
 
same time so sad that the family had been 
separated for so long.  The feeling of being 
with my cousins was not that of a stranger, but 
of belonging and as the song says, “we are 
family”.  It was a truly overwhelming feeling I 
only wish the distance was not so great so we 
could continue visiting back and forth, but who 
knows what the future will bring. 
 
We stayed with my cousins Alice and Leslie 
Jacobson at Boesmanfontein.  We originally 
met them in North Vancouver, B.C. when we 
visited with their daughter Sandra Cassel and 
her family.  Alice and Leslie’s son Benjamin 
lives next to his parents with his family.  They 
are part of a small group of Jewish farmers in 
the area. 
 
In 1997, my cousin Dr. Julius Jacobson com-
piled a description of Philippolis and the Jew-
ish Community there.  He noted that Jews lived 
in adjacent towns.  The Jews of Philippolis 
bought the building where Laurens van der 
Post, the historian, writer and philosopher, and 
grandson of Andries Lubbe was born.  From 
1927 to 1935 Louis Caplan, a Hebrew teacher 
and schochet provided education for the chil-
dren.  After Rev. Caplan left, kosher meat 
came from Colesberg or Springfontein.   

 
My grandparents considered living in Philippo-
lis around 1900.  They wrote and asked about 
the ability to obtain kosher meat.  The story is 
that it was not available then and so my grand-
parents stayed in New Jersey.  Apparently ko-
sher meat was available after 1903.   
 
During Rev. Caplan’s tenure there were regular 
Friday night services, and no less than eight 
cousins had their Bar Mitzvah there.  The Ja-
cobson family were prominent members of the 
schul as there were so many of them!  Many 
services were held in the Dutch Reformed 
Church with Jacob leading the davening. 
 
Early on the Jewish Community of Philippolis 
had shopkeepers, farmers, tailors, hotelkeepers, 
physicians and an attorney.  Now that commu-
nity consists of my cousins Leslie and Benja-
min and their families.  They belong to the 
United Hebrew Congregation of Bloemfontein, 
a small Orthodox schul.  Bloemfontein is a 2½-
hour drive away. The original schul in Bloem-
fontein was huge, and as the community dwin-
dled it was sold.  We attended the Bar Mitzvah 
of one of Benjamin’s four sons, Gavin.  Rabbi 
Moshe Silberhaft and Cantor Eric Wener offi-
ciated.  They travel around the Free State pro-
viding services to the scattered Jewish Com-
munity. 
 
After staying with Alice and Leslie we toured 
the southern part of the country visiting rela-
tives along the way finally arriving in Cape 
Town.  One of the more amazing things is the 
very strong family resemblance.  One cousin 
laughs like my brother, another looks as my 
grandfather did at that age.  Another cousin 
resembles my aunt when she was that age.  
And I found out that I resemble my great-
grandmother Riva.  The feeling of connected-
ness is and was overwhelming.  It was an 
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honor and a privilege to walk where my ancestors 
walked and be reunited with my extended family.  
I only wish we had been able to do it sooner and 
we didn’t live so far from each other. 
 

The Doctor Is In 
PEARLS FROM RON DOCTOR 

 

U.S. World War I Draft Registrations.  

On May 18, 1917, Congress passed the Selective 

Service Act authorizing the President to draft 

men into military service. The Selective Service 
System (SSS), under the office of the Provost Mar-
shal General (PMGO), was responsible for the 
process of selecting men for induction into the 
military service, from the initial registration to the 
actual delivery of men to military training camps.  
 
During World War I, there were three registrations. 
The first was on June 5, 1917, registering men be-
tween the ages of 21 and 31. The second was on 
June 5, 1918, registering men who had turned 21 
since June 5, 1917 (A supplemental registration on 
Aug. 24, 1918, registered those becoming 21 since 
June 5, 1918.). The third registration was held on 
September 12, 1918, and registered men 18 
through 45. So, all men born between 1872 and 
September 1900 who were not in active military 
service by June 1917 filled out draft registration 
cards, whether they were native born, naturalized, 
or alien.  
 
The draft registration records consist of approxi-
mately 24 million cards (about 23% of the popula-
tion in 1918). They are reproduced in M1509, 
WWI Selective Service System Draft Registration 
Cards, 1917-18, on 4,277 rolls of microfilm. It is 
important to note that not all of the men who regis-
tered for the draft actually served in the military, 
and not all of the men who served in the military 
registered for the draft. Moreover, these are not 
military service records. These records end when 

individuals reported to the Army training camp. 
They contain no information about an individ-
ual's military service.  
M1509 is arranged alphabetically by state or ter-
ritory, and then by county or city (except for 
Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island, 
which are arranged by division or counties), and 
then alphabetically by surname of registrant. 
Each of the three registrations used a slightly dif-
ferent type of card. Each card asks for the same 
basic information, posed in formats of 10, 12 or 
20 questions: name, age, address, date and place 
of birth, race, citizenship, and name and place of 
employment. The 10-question format (June 
1917) also asked for the place of birth of the reg-
istrant's father and the name and address of the 
nearest relative. The 12-question format (June 
and August 1918) included the registrant's occu-
pation, marital status, dependents, former mili-
tary status, and claims of exemption from the 
draft. The 20-question form (Sept. 1918) asked 
more specific citizenship information and name 
and address of nearest relative. Accompanying 
each is a brief physical description of the regis-
trant.  
 
Also available on microfilm is M1860, Boundary 
Maps of Selected Cities and Counties of WWI 
Selective Service Draft Registration Boards, 
1917-18, on one roll of microfilm. These maps 
can simplify the task of finding the card of a reg-
istrant who lived in a heavily-populated area. 
Some of these maps are draft board maps show-
ing the boundaries of the draft boards while oth-
ers are just street and road maps. The maps are 
arranged geographically and cover major cities, 
including Atlanta, Baltimore, Boston, Bridgeport 
(CT), Buffalo (NY), Chicago, Washington (DC), 
Cleveland, Cincinnati, Hartford (CT), Dallas, 
Denver, Indianapolis, Jersey City (NJ), Kansas 
City (KS), Louisville, Los Angeles, Milwaukee, 
New Orleans, Minneapolis, New Haven, San 
Diego, St. Paul, Seattle, and Toledo, as well as 
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the New York City metropolitan area and major 
cities in Pennsylvania. They were filmed in their 
plastic sleeves, due to their fragile condition and 
age.  
 
If the NARA facility nearest you doesn't have the 
roll of M1509 you need, the Atlanta office provides 
reference services for draft cards. There is a form 
available on NARA's web site, http://
www.archives.gov/facilities, which researchers can 
use to request a search. Cost is $10 for each search. 
 
The draft registration records consist of approxi-
mately 24 million cards (about 23% of the popula-
tion in 1918). They are reproduced in M1509, 
WWI Selective Service System Draft Registration 
Cards, 1917-18, on 4,277 rolls of microfilm. It is 
important to note that not all of the men who regis-
tered for the draft actually served in the military, 
and not all of the men who served in the military 
registered for the draft. Moreover, these are not 
military service records. These records end when 
individuals reported to the Army training camp. 
They contain no information about an individual's 
military service.  
 
M1509 is arranged alphabetically by state or terri-
tory, and then by county or city (except for Con-
necticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island, which 
are arranged by division or counties), and then al-
phabetically by surname of registrant. Each of the 
three registrations used a slightly different type of 
card. Each card asks for the same basic informa-
tion, posed in formats of 10, 12 or 20 questions: 
name, age, address, date and place of birth, race, 
citizenship, and name and place of employment. 
The 10-question format (June 1917) also asked for 
the place of birth of the registrant's father and the 
name and address of the nearest relative. The 12-
question format (June and August 1918) included 
the registrant's occupation, marital status, depend-
ents, former military status, and claims of exemp-
tion from the draft. The 20-question form (Sept. 
1918) asked more specific citizenship information 
and name and address of nearest relative. Accom-

Index to Births, Marriages and Deaths of Eng-

land and Wales 
 
The website http://www.freebmd.org.uk claims 
to have indexed more than 92 million births, mar-
riages and deaths in England and Wales from 
1837-1910. The database is in great demand and 
response time can be slow. The operators state it 
is least busy between midnight and 6:00 a.m. 
GMT. Some images of the actual registers also 
are available. 
 
A comparable site exists for an index to the 1891 
and 1901 censuses. It is located at http://
freecen.rootsweb.com. Once an individual in lo-
cated in the index, it is possible to display all 
members of the household who are listed in the 
index. 
 

Jewish Records Indexing-Poland an-

nounces that new data was added to da-

tabase. 
 
Approximately 125,000 new entries for 60 towns 
were added. JRI-Poland < www.jri-poland.org > 
now has indices to more than 2.5 million Polish 
Jewish records in its searchable database. Of the 
60 towns, 14 are totally new to the JRI-Poland 
database. In addition, we have added new years 
of data for a number of towns as records for later 
years became available for indexing. Data for 14 
Shtetl CO-OPS were added. With this new data, 
six additional Shtetl CO-OPs have been com-
pleted and the full indexing of 32 more LDS mi-
crofilms. We are listing the towns below fol-
lowed by their Gubernia code (the first two let-
ters of the name of their Gubernia) so that you 
can focus your search by Gubernia. Do **not** 
search by Town name as this will not generate 
results! For hints on maximizing your search re-
sults by using geographic coordinates, please re-
fer to: http://www.jri-poland.org/
searchpageshints.htm If you have questions about 
the specific years and types of records in the da-
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  the database that might be variants of the sur-
name sought. You can see such a list by going 
directly to the SLEIF site at http://ellisisland.org 
and searching for a name of interest but misspell-
ing it in a way that assures the misspelling exists 
nowhere in the database. For example, instead of 
searching for "Mokotoff," search for "Mokotaff." 
Finding no exact matches, the SLEIF search en-
gine displays the 30 most likely alternate names. 
The alternate names proposed not only include 
names that are phonetically similar (soundex) to 
the sought surname, but also proposes handwrit-
ing and spelling-error alternatives. For example, 
searching for "Mokotaff", the suggested alternate 
spellings start with Mokotoff, Mokoloff, Moko-
tow and Mokutaw. Mokoloff is a handwriting 
variant of Mokotoff because the "t" might be 
misinterpreted by a transcriber as an "l". That is 
the power of this Alternate Name feature. 
 
The SLEIF site does have an Alternate Name op-
tion when there are hits using their search engine, 
but their implementation only searches the first 2 
of the 30 options; there is no way to access the 
remaining 28 entries except through the back 
door described above. 
 
Enter Dr. Stephen P. Morse. His website at 
http://stevemorse.org does take advantage of 
the 30 variant spellings, but it only exists in a 
place not frequented by Jewish genealogists. 
Jewish genealogists usually use his Blue Form 
variant because it isolates those immigrants in the 
Ellis Island database that indicated their race was 
"Hebrew" (Jewish). This form has a number of 
powerful features not available on other forms. 
But the variant-spellings option only exists on 
Morse's White Form, the one that searches the 
database for all ethnicities. Next to surname, se-
lect the option "sounds like (many)". Using that 
option to search for persons named Mokotoff 
yields immigrants with the surnames Magidof, 
Mijatov, Mokatel, Mokutaw (my grand-uncle's 

tabase for your town, go to the "Your Town" fea-
ture on the JRI-Poland website at www.jri-

poland.org. You will find links there to your 
Town Leader or Shtetl CO-OP Coordinator who 
will be able to help answer your questions. Spe-
cial thanks -- as always -- goes to JRI-Poland's 
Database Manager Michael Tobias, as well as to 
all the Shtetl CO-OP Coordinators and Volun-
teers, Archive Coordinators, Town Leaders and 
Contributors who have helped the JRI-Poland da-
tabase continue to grow. 
 
 "First American Jewish Families" 

Now on Internet 

================================= 

The American Jewish Archives has placed the late 
Rabbi Malcolm H. Stern's "First American Jewish 
Families" online with a searchable index at: 
http://www.americanjewisharchives.org/aja/

FAJF/intro.html.  

 
The book contains family trees of Jewish families 
that arrived during the U.S.Colonial/Federal pe-
riod (1654-1838), tracing many families to the 
present. 
 
It provides birth, marriage and death information, 
dates of arrival in U.S. and other data. You can 
search the database by name or browse surnames 
by their initial letter. Clicking on a particular 
name brings up the page in the original book 
(PDF file) that shows the family tree on the page. 
The book itself is out of print. 
 

Using the Advanced Search Feature of 

the Ellis Island Database 
 
There is a powerful feature of the Ellis Island Da-
tabase that most genealogists do not take full ad-
vantage of. It is the Alternate Name feature. This 
feature, developed by a professor of linguistics for 
the Statue of Liberty Ellis Island Foundation 
(SLEIF), selects the 30 most likely surnames in 
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family), Magidoff, Mikoloff, Matukoff, Mutofoff, Makotow (another grand-uncle), Mocatuv, Mohotoff 
(distant cousin), Molotoff, Mokoloff, Mokotow (grand-aunt--this is the correct Polish spelling of the name) 
and three Mokotoffs (all distant cousins). 
 
 

 

 
The year was 1978 and I was just getting around to 
reading Dan Rottenberg’s Finding Our Fathers, pub-
lished the year before.  
 
It got me thinking about my mother’s claim that she 
and my father were distant cousins. I remembered the 
funny story she had told me. Needing help filling out 
the application for citizenship, the questioner asked 
her name: Annie Garfinkel. Then they asked for her 
maiden name: Annie Garfinkel. “No, you don’t un-
derstand. Your name before you got married.” Again: 
Annie Garfinkel. A second request for her maiden 
name and she was still Annie Garfinkel. They didn’t 
seem to understand! 
 
So I thought it would be interesting to find the family 
connection. By 1978, both my father and mother had 
died. I turned to my sister Matie/Mickey/Mildred 
Garfinkel Samet, living in Mount Airy, NC to see if 
she knew the location of the family shtetl. She tells 
me Bialistock, which I soon learn is NOT where the 
family originated. However, she said she had some 
Yiddish letters that Mama had given her many years 
ago and they might be of help. A second call to my 
oldest sister Olga Garfinkel Weinstein informed me 
that the entire family was from the shtetl of Divin, 
just south of Kobrin. She also said that many from 
Divin had settled in an area of Queens New York 
called Middle Village.  
 
The two Yiddish letters arrived. They were written 
with an ink pen on graph paper that had now turned a 
golden color, sent to our home in Charleston, SC. All 
I could read was a date: 1939! Meanwhile, I had be-
gun to contact family members, filling a two-drawer 
file cabinet with manila files listing last names: Ta-

nenbaum, Goldsmith, Goldberg, Kraselsky, Vener, 
Rosenshein, Klyn, Levy, Blitt, Lipkind. Which of 
these names would be in the letters?  
 
I held the letters for several years, trying to locate a 
translator. Several people that I approached tried to 
translate but the results were poor and the names not 
clear. Finally, Eli Schlossberg, my elfin recluse friend 
who had learned his Yiddish in Riga as a child, was 
able to make sense of the strange scribbles. One letter 
had the signature of Mordhi Litvinski, the other, 
Zaidel Litvinski. The letters mentioned other mem-
bers of their family but they were primarily pleas for 
help. From the letters I was able to discern that my 
maternal grandmother, Elsha Levy Garfinkel, living 
in Middle Village, had been sending funds. After her 
death in 1937, my grandfather had not continued the 
practice. By 1939 the Divin cousins had located my 
mother in Charleston to appeal for her help. The Lit-
vinski name was not on my list of gathered names and 
no one in my immediate family could tell me who this 
family might be. 
 
On my way to the 1984 International Conference on 
Jewish Genealogy in Jerusalem, I spent some time in 
New York City visiting a friend and doing research at 
Yivo. A visit with an elderly cousin of my mother, 
Brochkie/Bertha Hochman Serchuk in Brooklyn, fi-
nally solved the mystery. She remembered the Litvin-
ski family, having left Divin much later than most of 
our family. They were the children of the sister of my 
maternal grandmother. My cousin Brochkie remem-
bered that Elsha, my maternal grandmother, had 2 
sisters, Hannah and Peril and a brother Nuskie. Han-
nah had married Mr. Litvinski and the family re-
mained in Divin. The other sister, Peril, married Abe 
Kraselsky. The Kraselsky children all came to the US 

The Mysterious 1939 Yiddish Letters By Sandra Shapiro 
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and settled in Alabama. 
 
She was vague on the children of Nuskie. And so I thought that was the end of the story on the Litvinski 
family. I had assumed they had all perished in the Holocaust. In June 1997, 13 years later, I received a letter 
from Bert Litwin. He had located me from my inquiry at the US Holocaust Memorial Museum. His father, 
Ben Litvinski/Litwin had left Divin at age 13 and later brought over of 3 of his 6 siblings. Three other sib-
lings and their mother were caught in the Holocaust. The family also settled in Alabama. I have often won-
dered if the two first cousin families, Kraselsky and Litvinski/Litwin, children of two sisters, knew of each 
other, having both settled in Alabama.  
And now, 26 years later, I still don’t know how my mother and father were cousins! 

New in Our Library  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“There Once Was a World” A wonderful descrip-

tion of shtetl life before and after The Holocaust. 

 
Eishyshok, in Lithuania, was for nine centuries a 
center of Jewish life in Eastern Europe, where Jews 
lived "under all the various governments that had 
fought for control of it: Lithuanian, Polish, German, 
Russian, and Soviet." But as a result of the Holo-
caust, writes Eishyshok native Yaffa Eliach in this 

rich, vastly detailed history, "nearly a millennium of 
vibrant Jewish life had been reduced to stark images 
of victimization and death." Eliach offers his chroni-
cle by way of a memorial to those lost citizens and 
their disappeared history, working through archives, 
family photo albums, and the memories of survivors. 
 
Also New in the Library: 
 

The Lords’ Jews:  Magnate-Jewish Relations in the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth during the 18th 
Century  by MJ Rosman 

 
JGSO BOARD MEMBERS  

Officers 

 

Sandra Shapiro, President sgshapiro@comcast.com  
Harvey Klevit, Treasurer, hk8731@pacifier.com 
   Shalshelet Editor 
Golda Edwards, Secretary 
 

Board Members at Large:  
 

Sue Axel, Outreach  
Ronald D. Doctor, Past President, Membership  
Julian Kaufman, Volunteer & Mentor Coordinator  
Harvey Schulzinger, Librarian 

Joan Teller 

Joe Mayer  

SHALSHELET  is published  by the Jewish Genealogical Society of Oregon (JGSO). The Jewish Genealogical Society of Oregon 
meets monthly at the Mittleman Jewish Community Center in Portland, Oregon and is a member of the International Association of 
Jewish Genealogical Societies (IAJGS). We welcome your submissions to Shalshelet. You may submit articles, notices, 
suggestions or story ideas to: Harvey Klevit at hk8731@pacifier.com ; or you may mail them to us at: JGSO, PO Box 19736 
Portland, OR 97280  For permission to reproduce any copyrighted material, please contact the author.. 
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             The Chernoff Saga:  Branches of Connection in Hawaii, Missouri, and Washington 

                                                                         By Leah Hammer 
 
It all started with an e-mail I wrote on March 14, 2004, at 9:57 p.m.:  Dear Marilen and Jordan, I am looking for my Chernoff con-
nection.  Can you tell me where your family is from?  My grandmother was from Skidel, but I have no idea where my grandfather 
was from.  I only know his name when he left Europe.  Chernoff.  I'll look forward to hearing back from you.  Perhaps we can find a 
connection. 
 
Being the e-mail junkie she promptly responded at 10:33 p.m.:  "The only thing I know about my grandfather is that, according to a 
cousin, he was born in "Novgorod-Sevorsk, State of Chernigov (now Gorky)".  
 
At 11:21 p.m., I sent another e-mail from:  Thank you so much Marilen, I'll let you know if I can find any connection.  I do know 
that my mother knew of, but had never met a cousin by the name of Howard Chernoff that was the Curator of the New San Diego 
Children's Zoo and active in W. VA radio. 
 
That third e-mail was the clincher.  On March 15, 2004, at 12:03 a.m., she wrote:  Ohmygod, WE MUST BE RELATED!  Howard 
Chernoff is the cousin to whom I referred. 
 
The rest of our story is now history, but it's a history that just keeps growing and growing .There is no end to the growth of family 
trees; they just keep maturing in all directions.  Our history is especially incredible because it was less than six months later when we 
met face-to-face.  I traveled from Washington with my son Mark to St Louis, where the two of us were met by my first cousin, Har-
riet, who lives in Hawaii.  Harriet and I share the same grandfather who was a brother to Marilen's grandfather, thus making us sec-
ond cousins. Marilen was there to greet all of us. The more we talked, the more we shared stories, the more we shared pictures, the 
more we knew we were related.  Our hearts and souls melded together; we, indeed, became one family Mishpocha. 
 
But, I'm jumping ahead.  How did I even find Marilen?  I logged on to JewishGen, http://www.jewishgen.org/, and searched through 
Family Finder (JGFF, http://www.jewishgen.org/jgff/).  I have done the same thing in the past without success, but as our story 
points out, it's important to be tenacious, and keep going back.   I saw Marilen's name, and five others of interest and e-mailed. She 
was the first responder. In shortly over two hours of correspondence we won the greatest Bingo game ever.  We won the entire 
board. 
 
My grandfather had ten siblings. I only knew of eight of them through a tiny piece of paper that I had kept after querying my mother 
some 25 years earlier. That's the extent of the Chernoff family I knew until that fateful evening on March 14. Marilen had mentioned 
that the only family information she had was a note Howard had written to her mother many years ago.  It listed the names of her 
grandfather's siblings, including some dates. I also had my grandfather's death certificate, containing more information. This infor-
mation included his actual place of birth and the informant on the death certificate was his brother, another match to Marilen's grand-
father's sibling list, Harry. 
 
My grandfather was known by another name.  As the story goes, he changed his name while a youth in Russia to avoid the Russian 
draft.  He took the name of a deceased soldier, a neighbor's son.  When he came to this country, he retained the name he adopted.  He 
always told the family, though, that he was a Chernoff.  On the back of one of his pictures he even wrote the name Louis.  This pre-
sented another link to our puzzle.  One of Marilen's grandfather's brothers, on the list was named Louis.  Marilen did not have any 
pictures of Louis, but in her mother's vast collection of photos and letters, she did find one of another brother, Harry.  In scanning 
photos back and forth, I discovered many photos, and I had of the same "Harry Chernoff”, my mother's "Uncle Harry." The photos 
were of the same man. In addition Harriet's father's name was Harry Chernoff Goodman. Another photo of mine showed my Grand-
mother with another Chernoff sibling, Aaron Chernoff.  More threads to the puzzle 
 
Then in September, came the fateful day of our meeting.  Marilen took one look at me and gasped, I was the mirror image of her 
mother 40 years ago.  We had shared pictures back and forth, but nothing was like the chemistry created as we stared at one an-
other.  Marilen did not see a strong resemblance between Harriet and myself when Harriet arrived at the airport, but that following 
Sunday at a family dinner at her home, we discovered whom their daughter, Lisa, looks like.  They were never quite sure; Lisa really 
did not look like anyone in their family.  When together, we had no doubt; Lisa was definitely a Chernoff, the resemblance between 
her and Harriet is striking! 
 
Meetings and holidays do come to an end, as did our week together in September, a September we will never forget.  The treasured 
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moment for us was the realization that we now were connected and we would share the rest of our lives.  Growing up, I was only had 
Harriet that I was close cousins with.  Now I have another with whom each day opens with" good morning" e-mail and each day 
ends with a "good evening" e-mail.  For genealogists, if not for everyone else in this world, the age of modernity has been a bless-
ing.  Marilen, Harriet, and I would not have met had it not been for the Internet, JewishGen, and e-mail.  It is through e-mail that we 
are in daily contact.  We will be in daily contact for the rest of our lives. 
 
Words are the beauty contained in the lines of writing; they convey the "heart."  And as one of my cousins said, "The cream rises to 
the top and now we get to savor the sweetness of it."  How blessed we all are to be able to savor the sweetness of ever growing fam-
ily. 
 
How interesting are the branches of a tree, much like the stitches in a quilt.  The branches connect the leaves to the trunk, just as the 
stitches in the quilt connect the patches of material.  Genealogy is the connecting thread between people.  The stitches remain part of 
our fabric forever; they are the tiny stitches of love.  The Chernoff Saga has not ended. 
 
PS:  We have just found two other cousins that I had not been in touch with for over forty years and had lost, but again through the 
Internet and perseverance and through an Uncles Death Certificate, we have not connecting two first cousins to Harriet and I.  An-
other bonus is we found the adopted son of Howard the catalyst that brought us all together, 
 

Leah Hammer 

JGSO Member 

Port Townsend, WA 

President’s Message 
 

Wow, another year, and what a lineup of upcoming programs to help you in your family research! I know that 
those of you who were fortunate enough to attend the past autumn series of programs are wondering how to 
top those speakers. Well, we invite you to come and judge. 
     Monday February 21 our ever knowledgeable Ron Doctor will speak on “Reading Jewish Tombstones”. 
Many times I have found this often neglected resource more valuable than a death certificate. Monday March 
21 we will be showing the much praised movie “Raising Atlantis” by Yale Reisner. It is the story of the resto-
ration of Jewish Heritage in Poland. The Holocaust destroyed both Jewish and Polish culture in a six year pe-
riod, followed by a 45 year period in which almost a total change in the underlying culture of  Poland under 
Russian domination occurred. With the fall of the Berlin Wall, and a return to Western civilization, Poland is 
finally beginning to feel the loss of its thousand year plus Jewish minority and to understand what that meant 
to Polish identity. A questions and discussion period will follow. April is still in the planning stages.  
     This year our Brunch will be held in May, on Sunday May 15 and our speaker will fly in from the Big Ap-
ple just for us! Estelle Guzik, the editor of the recently revised Genealogical Resources in New York, will be 
our speaker. She also has very exciting news to share regarding the current availability of the HIAS records 
now being indexed in New York.  
     And since it is a new year, a friendly reminder to mail your 2005 dues to PO Box 19736, Portland, OR 
97280. 
 
Sandra G. Shapiro, President 
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