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Playing Jewish geography
with your ancestors

The time is now to start discovering your own
personal landscape and history

By MIKE KARSEN

WE'VE ALL PLAYED JEWISH
Geography with people we think
we know, “Where did you prow
up?" “What shul did you go to?"
“Did you have a younger broth-
err’

Researching your famaly his-
tory is like plaving Jewish Geng-
raphy—but with your ancestors.
Unfortunately, many of the indi-
viduals who had the information
we need are oo longer here to
ask, and we never thought to
inguire when they wene still sif-
ting next to ws at the dinner
table. So what do we do now?

How to start

The jourmney to discover vour
family’s history begins by talk-
ing with your oldest and most
knowledgeable living relatives,
Consider vourself the family
detective. The following list of
questions should be helpful in
slarting your investgation:
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your siblings named?

8. Do you have any old fami-
Iy phoros? Who are these peo-
ple?

6. What was the hardest pan
af your life and whal was the
most joyful?

7. Tell me ahout your earliest
memornes of the family.

If individuals are far away.
talk te them by phone and

Key resources ql.”: the
Jewish genealogist

Jewish Genealogical Society of Winois
(312) BE6-0100 = wrw jewishgen.orgjosi’

lliana Jewich Genealogical Soclety

(708) S47-9457 = www lincolnnet.natijgs
Jewish genealogy = www. jewishgan.org
Ellis Izland = www.elisisiandrecords. org

| record the comversation
| ¥ i ; i
m if n_..dszn {with .__un_a
| “permission). Even if you
are not ready to take the
plunge  into gencalogy,
infervicw everyone you
can now—before it's (oo
late. If vor are the one
with the most memorics
of the family's history,
write them down orf
record them as a lasting
gift to your children and

1. Tell me about your grand-
parents—their  names  and
when/where they lived. Who
were their siblings?

2. Who were the firsl mem-
hers of the family to come o
America? When and where did
they arrive?

3. What can you tell me ahout
the “old” couniry or life in the
“old” neighborhood?

4. For whom were vou-and

grandchildren, mnieces and
nephews, .

The key documents for Jewish
genealogy

Once you have made signifi-
cant progress on the inter-
views, you can obtain official
documents and records to pro-
vide verification of some of the
facts obtained through the oral
testimonies and also to fill
ofher voids. This new informa-

The Bursztyn & Gilder lamilies from Poland {circa) 1907,

tion becomes parm of the Family
puzzle that you are piccing
together.

lewish genealogy is—for
tx—by and large a story of
immigrants who came to the
United States for a better life
and then proudly became Amer-
ican citizens. A greal source of
family information, naturaliza-
tion papers usually show when
and where the applicant was
bom, when and where sfhe mar-
ried, and when she came (o the
[I.5.A. If you do not have these
records, you can easily gel

them. as they have been pre-
served by the coun where your
relative was naturalized. There
is even an index thal lists every-
ome who wis naturalized in the
Chicago area starting from the
late 1 8{0s.

Ship manifests provide a cru-
cial link between life in Amer-
ica and our ancestral homes.
When our ancestors hoarded
ships in the great ports of
Europe, their names were care-
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fully documented. Many of
these records have been pre-
served, microfilmed, and are
available for the family histori-
an’s use. A big boon to geneal-
ogists came recently when the
Ellis Island records were digi-
tized, indexed, and put online
by the Ellis Island Foundation.
Before you run to your com-
puter, however, do keep in
mind the following. When our
ancestors left the shretls of
Eastern Europe, they in most
cases were not using the names
by which they would later
become known in America. A
search for Paul Karsen's arrival
yielded “none found,” but a
search for Pesil Pekarsky
{actually transcribed as Pesie
Pekarsky) informed me that my
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As you uncover more of your family’s history, you will find
that the rewards for playing this version of Jewish Geography
are many. Through honoring our ancestors and reconnecting
with living relatives, we bring the family back together.

father arrived on the 5.5, Rot-
terdam on Aug. 3, 1914, from
Zytomir, Russia,

Local resources to help you
delve more deeply into your
family's history include the Jew-
ish Genealogical Society of 1li-
nois (JGSI), which has monthly
programs covering  various
aspects of Jewish genealogy. In
addition, JGSI is sponsoring a
one-day conference next month
in Skokie, which will include
sessions on how to obiain natu-
ralization papers and how to
search the Ellis Island website,

Az you uncover more of your

family's history, you will find
that the rewards for playing this
version of Jewish Geography are
many. Through honoring our
ancestors and reconnecting with
living relatives, we bring the
family back together. ]

Cin Sunday, June 6, 2004, the
Midwest Conference on Jewish
Genealogy will offer 15 sessions
in three concurrent tracks—for
beginners through advanced
researchers. For more informa-
tion, call (847) 803-4446, e-mail
jesi2004 @yahoo.com or visil
www jewishgenorglfigsifeonf.



