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I recently returned from the trip of a 
lifetime—not the culmination of 
more than two decades of dreams, 
but the link between the dreams and 
a reality of discovery. During my 
three-week trip to the world of my 
ancestors, I took more than 1,300 
photos that ranged from flowers and 
street scenes to cemetery stones and 
everything in between. I also kept a 
journal that is almost 100 pages long, 
researched in three different ar-
chives, and met my family—
descendants and survivors, who live 
in the same town my family has lived 
in for more than 175 years, based on 
actual records. 

Almost 25 years ago, I began se-
riously looking (or at least planning 
to look) into my family’s history. 
Until that time, like so many of us, I 
believed that what could be known 
about my family was already 
known—there was nothing to be 
found of our history before my an-
cestors arrived in New York. Since 
my direct ancestors had all come to 
New York between 1894 and 1921, 
that meant, as far as I could tell, that 
we would never know anything else. 

My maternal grandparents had 
photo albums that I would pore over 
as a child, with my grandparents ea-
gerly identifying all their friends and 
telling short bits about them, but all 
of their photos were taken AA—after 
arrival. Nothing in those books to 
identified where they had come from. 
My grandfather’s older sister was a 
little more forthcoming—she said the 
family had come from “Keef.” That 
was the extent of what she was able 
or willing to talk about. My grand-
mother, who was born in New York, 
said she didn’t know where the fam-
ily had come from—by the time we 
had thought of asking that question, 
she was the only person on her side 
of the family of that generation still 
alive. 

My dad’s family was even more 
of a mystery. They were the latest 
arrivals—his parents had come to the 
United States in 1920 and 1921, met 
in New York, and married there sev-
eral years later. My grandmother 
died when I was almost six years old, 
and although we knew that she had a 
sister in New York whom we saw 
frequently, that was the extent of her 
family. My grandfather was only this 
open about his childhood in 
Europe—he was born in Suceawa. 
His family had come from some-
where else at some earlier time. That 
was it! Some story. Periodically, I 
would ask my grandparents about 
family who had died in the Shoah 
and the response was always that any 
family we knew about were here, 
that no one had remained in Europe. 
End of story. We did know that my 
grandmother’s family had come from 
someplace called Stanislawow. 

A few years before my grandfa-
ther died in 1985, he spoke a little 
more of his family and my grand-
mother’s, and even went through 
some photo albums with me, talking 
briefly of one of his brothers who 
had been killed in one of the camps, 
the only one of his siblings who had 
remained in Europe. His father had 
died in 1926, and his mother had ar-
rived in the United States shortly 
afterward to join her children. These 
brief discussions about his family’s 
background were a result of pushing 
him to talk, when Yad Vashem was 
making a concerted effort to fill out 
pages of testimony. My grandfather, 
though, preferred not to discuss the 
past. At least not his past. 

When my grandfather died, my 
dad and I went to the apartment he 
had occupied for 60 years. There we 
found, under a stack of books, sev-
eral boxes and grocery bags. When 
we opened them, we saw papers and 
took the boxes and bags home to 

look through them. There were also 
photo albums. When we sorted 
through receipts from furniture pur-
chases and hospital stays dating from 
my father’s and uncle’s births, we 
also found letters. 

The letters were in several lan-
guages—primarily Yiddish and Pol-
ish, but many also in German, Eng-
lish, and other languages. The Eng-
lish letters were mostly from my dad 
to his parents during his years at col-
lege. Some of the Polish letters dated 
to a period shortly after my grand-
mother arrived in the United States 
and included letters dated in the late 
1940’s. From Europe! There were 
also letters which appeared to have 
been sent from my grandparents 
(they were written in Polish) to 
someone in Europe, stamped “Unde-
liverable” and returned to my grand-
parents. I remember that when we 
first saw those envelopes, we thought 
it was very sad that my grandparents 
had been writing to someone who 
must have been killed during the 
war. I think in many ways the reality 
was even sadder than what we imag-
ined. 

Coincidentally, I had a secretary 
who spoke and read Polish. She 
agreed to translate the letters, and 
from them we made an amazing dis-
covery. One of my grandmother’s 
seven siblings who had stayed in 
Europe had survived the war with his 
wife and their son. They had written 
over and over in the mid-late 1940’s, 
and my grandparents had tried to re-
ply to them, but all my grand-
mother’s letters remained undeliv-
ered, sealed for 40 years until we 
opened them. 

Never being one to let closed 
doors stop me when I am on a mis-
sion, I located a marvelous woman 
who was running an outfit in Jerusa-
lem called “The Search Bureau for 
Missing Relatives.” A few weeks 
later, I knew that in the late 1960’s a 
man in New York had been looking 
for the same family and they had 
been located living at the same ad-
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dress they had prewar. I wrote to 
them at that address. Six weeks later 
I had an answer! The family had 
moved, the name of the city had been 
changed from Stanislawow to Ivano-
Frankivsk, and my letter to them had 
been delivered! My grandmother’s 
brother Samuel, his wife Diana, and 
their son Eugene were all still living, 
and Eugene now had a child of his 
own, who by then was an adult. She 
was an English teacher and it was 
she who was writing to me, and 
whom I traveled to meet in summer 
2009. Samuel and Diana died within 
a few years after our correspondence 
began; Eugene died 18 months ago. 

When planning my trip, I made 
several decisions that are probably 
contrary to most people’s instincts 
when traveling to a new place. I de-
cided after looking at a variety of 
tours that I didn’t want to participate 
in a formal tour group, nor hire one 
of the professional guides. In gen-
eral, I avoid tours except perhaps for 
a day when there is something I can’t 
get to on my own. I also didn’t want 
to travel by myself and my cousin 
doesn’t drive; I hate driving outside 
the U.S. My cousin was working un-
til 1 July and I had to be back in the 
U.S. by 12 July for some work-
related meetings, so I made some 
other decisions. I would fly to 
Ukraine about ten days before my 
cousin was free and travel and do re-
search during that time. After 1 July, 
my cousin would do some research 
with me in Stanislawow, and we 
would travel, with her husband, to 
nearby cities: Kolomyya, Nadworne, 
and anywhere else I wanted to go. So 
the problem remained of how I was 
going to travel from Kiev to Zhi-
tomir, Husiatyn, Skalat, and Terno-
pil, and get around in those cities, not 
speaking a word of Ukrainian (al-
though I can read Cyrillic). My 
cousin said that a former student of 
hers might be able to take his vaca-
tion while I was in Ukraine, meet me 
in Ukraine, and take care of driving 
me around and doing some research. 

After many e-mails back and 
forth, her former student, a young 
man in his late 20’s, and I reached a 
plan. He would stay with relatives in 
Kiev for a couple of days. I would 
fly in and arrange for a hotel and a 
rental car for the day we would leave 
Kiev. He would drive. He would 
contact archivists in Zhitomir and 
Ternopil, and we would have an ad-
venture. Traveling this way, I am 
sure I missed things on the regular 
tour route—some “must sees”—but I 
am also sure that we saw many 
things off the beaten track. We had a 
great week on the road, and instead 
of 10 days of traveling, we spent five 
days, arriving in Stanislawow for the 
weekend, our heads spinning at all 
we had seen, and with a plan for my 
guide to return to Zhitomir to photo-
graph the cemetery and to stop at the 
archives there and do some follow-
up work for me. 

In Stanislawow, my cousin made 
plans with the archives for us to 
spend some time there. We spent two 
solid days doing archival research, 
and the archivist spent several more 
pulling records for us. When I left, 
we also had a plan for the research to 
continue. I was able to visit the 
apartment my grandmother’s brother, 
sister-in-law, and nephew had lived 
in for most of their lives, see the 
building they lived in before the war, 
and discover what had happened to 
the apartment my great-grandmother 
had spent her life in (and where my 
grandmother had lived her first 
twenty-five years before she left 
Europe). We found out some intrigu-
ing things about the family and hope 
we will, through further research, be 
able to find out more. My cousin, 
who didn’t have much of an idea of 
the history of the family, is now in-
terested and will continue the re-
search. Many of her former students 
who joined us at points of our travels 
to give us directions to cemeteries 
and memorials, and who said they 
had been unaware of the murders 
during the Shoah on the streets in 

their cities, were moved by learning 
the history and will, I hope, talk to 
their friends and learn more. 

People told us stories. Some, like 
the stories Rabbi Kolesnik in Ivano-
Frankivsk told us, had been much 
repeated. Some, like the stories my 
cousin’s mother told us, had never 
been voiced. My cousin had an op-
portunity to read first-person ac-
counts of what they had witnessed on 
the streets of the city she has lived 
her whole life—stories she had not 
heard before, but which moved us 
both to tears. When repeating some 
of these to non-Jewish friends, one of 
these told her of his family, who had 
sheltered Jews during the war. The 
next day, he gave me a gift of a copy 
of a book that mentioned his family’s 
role. 

I returned home with memories 
to share, a world to describe, and 
pages of transcription of the brief re-
search I had done, with more pages 
to follow in the months to come. My 
dad and I will spend, together, a long 
time sorting through those pages and 
analyzing what data are in them, fit-
ting the pieces together in our tree 
and helping others make connections 
from the information we found. 

Rabbi Kolesnik, who at one time 
had boxes of papers from all over the 
oblast which had survived the war 
has only one box now—the rest were 
destroyed in a fire a few years ago. A 
young woman who works part-time 
for him is scanning these remaining 
files and sending them to me; I hope 
people here will be able to translate 
the material. The Jewish community 
in Ivano-Frankivsk, where 120,000 
people were killed between 1941 and 
1943, is now a handful. The syna-
gogue which is being beautifully re-
stored barely gets a Shabbat morning 
minyan, but they persevere. Rabbi 
Kolesnik has dreams of building a 
mikvah and of a museum that fea-
tures the community that was and the 
rabbinic dynasties from the area. 


