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#OMGI Saw Zaide on Facebook 

Jewish Genealogy @ Spring Conference 
by HALLIE CANTOR, Acquisitions, Y-hlva Unlv•nlty 
Photios by 11MA WEIN 

What's your yichutP. 
When the search for lineage can prove 

frustrating and (no pun intended) dead end, 
NYMA's Spring Conference "From Gener· 
ation to Generatioo: Jewish Genealogy in 
2011," held Tuesday, May 171h at Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, 
can prove most welcome. Whether or not you 
uncover a High Priest or two in your own 
family tree, you the librarian can now help 
others untangle their roots. 

Stein, Berg, Of' Steinberg? 

In "Making Connections: Introduction to 
Jewieh Genealogy," Robert Friedman -
President, Steps t.o the Past LLC - provided 
baby steps to finding your background. This 
may often begin with the basic question, 
"Where did my surname come fromr 

For the Jewish world, the commonality of 
surnames reflects a shared history. During 
much of the Diaspora, Jews simply took on 
patronyms (e.g. Ieaacsohn, ''eon oflsaac"), or 
patrilineal status (Cohen, Levi, Israel). In 
the late 19th century, and the development of 
the European bureaucracy, farnily names 
eventually included towns (e.g. Lubavit.ch) or 

ROBERT FRIEDMAN: 

"Review, organize, and preserve.,. 
occupntiona, both secular and religious (e.g. 
Glazer, Schochet), as well as per�onal 
characteristics, such as Klein (small) or 
Schwartz (black>. So prevalent have some 
surnames (e.g. WeiI1Btein, Steinberg) becom� 

among Ashkenazim as to now be considered 
quintessentially Jewish. 

For this reason alone, finding 100 
Shapiroe in the phone book can be daunting. 
Especially when the spelling varies (i.e. 
Szapiro, Schapiro), depending on where your 
zeidy came from. And even then - what part 
of Poland or Hungary? Not only have 
records in those areas been unreliable-if 
not destroyed in the Holocaust-but the 
frequent border and government changes, as 
well as population transfers. in that part of 
the world can make family search a lesson in 
futility, rather than history. 

So where do you start? 
The first place, Mr. Friedman suggests, is 

relatives. Interviews with elderly family 
members open a whole wide world. Thie too 
is not always easy, depending on the age and 
faculties of the person. NevertheleBS. the 
great-aunt who can't remember "off the top 
of my head" may be gently asked open 
questions, or shown photographs, to stim· 
ulate memory. 

Immigration and citizenship records, 
particularly those at Ellis Island, include 
paaaenger departure liats, petitions for 
citi7.ensbipa, and alien registrations. How· 
ever. because of poasible difficulties. like 
Anglicization or name changes, as well as 
simple human spelling errors, flexibility is 
needed. as well as the need at times to revise 
or fill in the gaps. 

"Resource"-fulnen 

As the process of genealogy unfolds, notes 
will be taken down, records uncovered and 
cross·checked, lists of names and sources 
will grow longer, often yielding amazing 
discoveries-and pitfalls. To keep track of 
your goal, Mr. Friedman emphasized three 
steps: review, organize, and preserve. 

Nowadays the computer has thankfully 
taken over many clerical and investigative 

(Cont'd on pg. 8) 
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(CollfereDce, coDt'd from pg. 3) 
functio]).f.l, and crucial items such as records 
or photographs can be stored or digitized. In 
addition, organizations can be accessed and 
networked via the web, which include not 
only genealogicaJ societies but government 
and religious organizations. Mr. Fried.man's 
"Genealogy Source Checklist." handed out to 
participants, ran the gamut of legal 
documents, business records, directories, 
bibliographies, and periodicals. 

And, library sources. One page, "Sug· 
geeted Genealogico.1 Materials for a Jewish 
Library" - jointly prepared by Steven Siegel 
for AJL's 2004 convention and currently 
updated - includes How·To· Books, Ref· 
erences, and Periodicals. The librarian can 
accesa maps, atlases, and special collections 
to locate background.e and provide materiaJs 
not readily available, as well as help the 
seeker navigate Mr. Friedman's "Recom· 
mended Web Sites (short list!)." (Beware: 
some of the websites, like -:?J:s-·w .ar,_ce�try.com 
or �f@tnot�m.. are fee·based.) 

The "rout,e to roots" need not be limited to 
the U.S. - or even Jewish sources. Not only 
does Yad Vashem offer background to the 
vanished world of sbtetla, but the Mormons 
also have their own extensive database, 
''Familysearch." European emigration or 
immigration record.a may be acceBBed via 
W\\'W.gcrmanroot1:1.comfoi.html. Samples of 
newspaper and directories handed out by 
Mr. Friedman charmingly revealed the 
flavor of small town or regional Americana. 

Orphanages. cemeteries, funeral homes. 
The sky's the limit. But knowing how to 
reach it will take time and energy, and above 
all, '·resource"·fulness. 

Who R IA 
In an increasingly web·based discipline 

where one material uncovers another, then 
another, the library will play a major role, 
according to second speaker, David M. 
Kleiman - Curator. Loeb Visitors Center of 
Touro Synagogue nnd President of Heritage 
Muse, lnc.-whose topic ·'Family History in 
the Digital Age" addressed the snowballing 
effect of technology. 

Interest in person.al history has not been 
only a Jewish t.-end. The popularity of TV 
shows like W'ho Do You ThiDk: You Are? 
reflects a national interest in climbing 
family trees. Television, itself, interestingly, 
is one tool to help contact far flung relatives, 
to "get the name out there" and share needs 
and information. In this day and desire for 
quick access. it helps to "be a good ancestor." 

CAPTIVE AUDIENCE: 
Getting tips on •anaestor-lng" 

Through current technology, it is possible 
to eta.rt from the known to the unknown: 
searches begun years ago may be resumed, 
refined, and broadened to include new 
webeit.es and fellow genealogists. Interaction 
with new sources of knowledge, via iPad or 
the social networking sites, may uncover 
new material, and future bubbes and zaides 
might have their own pages on Facebook. 

Asking pertinent questions about back· 
ground will broaden the mind, as genealogy 
encompasses names, dates, and places. 
Family history will not only include "Kodak 
moments" but anecdotes, mementos, and 
videos. Through the web and database 
software it is not only possible to search but 
to share family hi.story with others, who 
might recognize a name and contact the 
seeker with additional information. The goal 
is to help the patron to think deeply, as he or 
she will discover new sources but new ways, 
as well, to access the past. 

In the hands of a capable librarian, the 
amateU:t sleuth can blossom. When eval· 
uating the patron's needs. the librarian 
should have m mind the intent of the 
research as well as the researcher's skill 
level and expectations. 
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Dr. Kleiman cited typical resources 
available to the patron: books. periodicals, 
websites. Other considerations: the user 
community (i.e. fellow genealogiet.s), or tech· 
nical support, including file format transfers 
of data between genealogical systems. Some 
libraries. university or research in par· 
ticular, might offer workshops in method
ology. A patron might be encouraged to link 
up with a local genealogical society. 

SHMOOZE: 

Breaktlme Activity 
Dr. Kleiman demonstrated certain 

desktop databases, such as Legacy (personal 
favorite), which, though Iese graphic, has 
many useful functions. Bet Hatefut.sot, in 
Tel Aviv, offers myHeritage, free of charge. 
There are Blso web·based databases, many of 
which are open source, and images of actual 
records. Dr. Kleiman handed out lists of 
useful genealogy and family history research 
web sites. (He himself can be reached at 
da\·id.kkiman@h!."ritag('muse.comJ 

DEEPLY HONORED: 

VIVO Ubrartan Aviva Astl'lnsky 
A good librarian can help the patron to 

think deeply and teach him or her good web· 
reeeareh skills. This is especially crucial, 
given the current migration of archives and 
collections, both government and private. 

into Google·Land. Good libraries will be con· 
nected to other libraries, as well, for sharing 
of digital resources. The world of genealogy, 
like other disciplines, will depend heavily on 
databases, be they in print or cyberspace. 

Surprl••I 

The conference ended with fond farewells 
honoring the retirement of Aviva Astrinsky, 
of YIVO, and Phil Miller, of Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion. 

Speaking on Aviva's behalf, Naomi 
Steinberger - Librarian, Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America - praised Aviva's in· 
valuable supervision and her involvement in 
NYMA'e inception. Marlene Schiffman -
Cataloger, Mendel Gottesman Library, 
Yeshiva University - lauded Phil Miller's 
academic achievements, including a diseer 
tation on the Karaites and expertise in Near 
Eastern linguistics and languages. "Before 
there wae Google, there was Phil Miller," she 
said, referring to his encyclopedic memory. 

MR. GOOGLE: 

Phll MIiier, Ur-Search Engine 
Perhaps only someone like Phil Miller 

would have the knack not only to tie in the 
conference theme, hut connect it to both 
personal and professional life. Genealogy, he 
said, is something where "we could all agree 
to prepare to he surprised." Through re· 
search he located "third cousins," one of 
whom he dated in high school! 

"Sometimes you think nobody cares," he 
said, referring to the importance of personal 
stories, histories, and pictures. ''But we do." 

Parting words, then, to posterity: To be a 
good ancestor, be a good librarian. 

(For Phi/'6 retirement letter, please 
tum to following page.) 
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Lenitraotl �ha\om! 
Two years ago, when I took on the presidency of 

AJL--NYMA, I was 20 pounds heavier, and the full Impact of While spending time with 
the Bernard Madoff scandal had not yet been fully realized. some of our members at the 
Now I am hard at work trying to keep the pounds off and recent Association of Jewish 
struggling, along with everyone else, to deal with the effects Libraries convention In 
of the economic downturn. Montreal, I re.atlzed that our 

The past two years have been painful for many rn this llbrarlans need the assfstance 
country, particularly the non-profit institutions. Many of us and support of other librarf ans . have experienced reduced hours, along with salary and I Col budget cuts, making It increasingly difficult to maintain our at the critlca Juncture. -

standards of service to the public. Our institutions are no laboratlon, Input, and slmply 

longer as generous as they once were, with stipends that had staying up-to-date are most 
enabled us to attend conferences, or with time for us to important during this period. 
attend woricshops. We think back fondly to the days of the AJL�NYMA, as a profess-
Avi Chai Bookshelf program, which had helped me to bulld sional organization, seeks to 
the Ma'ayanot Library and others to do wonderful, innovative further the knowledge base of 
things, and we look forward to an uncertain future. llbrariaos and alms to proVide 

Despite this, and sometimes other dlfflcultles as well, our opporbJnltfes for leam1ng 
members have managed to continue providing us all with Within Judatca llbrarlanship. unfailingly excellent programming, giving us opportunities to Let us continue to work continue learning and growing in our profession. It has been :tx>wards the furtherance of our· 
an enonnous privilege to work with you and to get to know 

��rus In th'ts niche. some of you better during this tlme. ;)N 

As I look around me I think of how far we have come : I look forward to the future 
over the years, of the many ways in which our profession has and hope to galvanize strength 
evolved, and wonder about what Is yet to come. I recall the from vartous facets of the 
morning I arrived at Solomon Schechter 19 years ago and 'varied Judalca library world to 
found a computer on my desk. Not only did I not know how present relevant and cu1Tent 
to use It, I didn't even know how to turn it on. We should be programming for our 
proud of all we have learned and of the ways in which we librarians. Particularly on that continue to grow. · Id k I am happy at this time to pass my job onto a member of topic. If you wou Ii e to be 
the next generation, Tina Weiss, of Hebrew Union College. Involved ln programming or 
llna will, I am sure, offer a fresh perspective and inject a presenting, or lf you have a 
youthful energy into our organization. She Is a dedicated subject of interest that should 
librarian, a wonderfuf photographer, and a talented individual be shared wlth colleagues, 
in other areas as well. I look forward to working with her. please do be In touch. 

I want to thank all members of the Board, who have done Wishing you a happy, 
more than their fair share to keep thin� going smoothly. healthy, and successful New 
Their wisdom and support have been priceless. . Year. Hope to see you all 

�i. fr,wman. duringithe upcomlng year at 
lmmwiat� 'Pat.t 'PrHidmt. AJ'L-NYMA our van'ous programs. 

1'ina W$46", 
frffidint, AJ'L-NYMA 




