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 Attending a JGSGB Lecture Pays Off 
 

by Judy Izenberg  

For six years I had been looking on passenger lists for the arrival of Bessie Werber, the mother of my 

93-year-old cousin, Sam Werber. It was likely that she landed in New York, because Sam was born 

there in 1915. Since his father, Philip Werber, had come in 1912, Bessie most likely arrived after her 

husband and certainly no later than early 1915. 

I had looked for her in all the usual places: Ellis Island and all other U.S. ports of entry, including the 

Canadian crossings. Even using Steve Morse’s site—especially the “sounds like” feature—did not help. 

I did find someone so close: correct age, correct name, but single and going to Philadelphia to her fa-

ther. Neither could I find any naturalization. Yet I had found them on at least one census record. 

I go to most JGSGB meetings, but I was especially looking forward to the November 16 program on 

using American resources to be given by Carol Clingan and Paul Auerbach. Paul’s story sounded in-

triguing, and though I have used ANCESTRY.COM a million times, I thought, who knows, I just might 

pick up a tip or two. 

The first tip I noted was to use only the first few letters of a surname followed by an asterisk (*) in  

order to make a “wild card.” I had heard this tip before, and, if memory serves me right, I had even 

tried it, but I didn’t remember for which name. I even put an asterisk next to that note to remind me 

to try this tip at home. 

I continued listening and writing down tips, and nodded my head when it was mentioned that people 

who transcribe information from records often make errors. I had found my cousin’s father—whose 

name was Feivel when he entered the U.S.—recorded as “Jerwel,” not too far-fetched considering the 

letters that were mistaken: a ‘J’ for an ‘F’ and ‘rw’ for ‘iv’. Remember that cursive handwriting is not 

always perfectly neat and can also be very flowery. Either way it is hard to decipher. 

Oftentimes I put off for tomorrow what I could do today...and then forget to do it. Therefore, this time 

I decided to get right to work. I had been planning a visit to my elderly cousin in New York, and, given 

his failing health, I wanted to bring him something to brighten his days. So I set about looking for his 

mother, that elusive great-aunt of mine. I 

went straight to Steve Morse’s site STE-

VEMORSE.ORG and clicked on the “gold 

form.” I tried to put in “wer*” for the last 

name, but it wouldn’t take the asterisk, 

so I left it out. [An asterisk does not work 

on Steve Morse’s site because his “starts 

with” data field automatically handles 
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“wild cards.” Ed.] I put in the date range of 1912 to 1915, hit SEARCH, and received 2463 hits. In order 

to reduce the number of hits, I went back to the gold form and checked the “Russian” box under 

“Ethnicity”. This gave me 896 hits. 

VOILA! There she was, #14, “Werba, Bassie” instead of “Werber, Bessie” as I knew her. 

I was sure that this was the correct person, for the manifest listed her as married, age 22, having left 

her father Yankel Kvittek in the town of Orlik, and traveling to her husband Feivel Werber. It couldn’t 

be any more definitive! 

Just for fun, I decided to return to the search form and add her home town. I entered just the first let-

ter “o”, the reason being that the proper town name, Olyka, had been written in the manifest as Orlik 

and has appeared elsewhere under many other variant spellings, including Oliki. (I didn’t enter the 

first two letters as “ol”, since that would have missed “Orlik”.) Now I received only 61 hits, and Bassie 

was #2 on the list. 

This discovery clarified just exactly how I am related to my elderly cousin. He looked a lot like my fa-

ther, but growing up I never thought to ask how we were related. Only recently did I ask him, and he 

told me that his mother and my father’s mother were sisters with the last name of Kw(v)ittek. Ah, yes, 

as soon as he said Kvittek I remembered that my father had told me many years earlier that his 

mother’s maiden name was Kvittek. 

I immediately sent an email thanking the two speakers, Clingan and Auerbach, for reminding me 

about a tip I had known so long ago but had forgotten to use again. Then I was off using that tip to try 

to find other missing relatives (no luck yet). 

Even if I hadn’t learned anything new that afternoon, the presentations were spellbinding, and I en-

joyed every minute. How wonderful that an offhand comment can set the wheels in motion that lead 

to the discovery of a whole family line! Such are the benefits of being a member of JGSGB and going 

to lectures. 

P.S. I just called my cousin Sam to see how he was doing in the hospital. I couldn’t wait to show him 

the manifest, so I gave him the good news over the telephone. He was simply delighted, and I do hope 

that this will perk him up and hopefully put him on the road to recovery. By the time you read this, I 

will have brought him a little book showing what I’ve found about his family. 

 

Judy Izenberg is researching her family from Ukraine, ROSENFELD and GOLDMAN 

from Novograd Volynskiy and IZENBERG and WERBER from Olyka. She is also trying to 

find elusive living GOLDMAN relatives who emigrated to Buenos Aires,  

Argentina. Contact Judy at IZENBERG@JGSGB.ORG 
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Book Reviews 
 

The World War I Years 
Backdrop to Jewish Family History 

 

by Howard Morris 
 

For most Jews, the trail of immigration is part and parcel of genealogy. One of the critical waypoints 

in that journey is World War I. Two recently published books tell of the disruption in Jewish life that 

severed and scattered branches of many family trees. 

In The Enemy At His Pleasure, A Journey Through the Jewish 

Pale of Settlement During World War I (Henry Holt & Co., New 

York, 2003), the famous journalist and playwright S. Ansky re-

cords his experiences in relief work for Jewish charitable organi-

zations and his observations of the horrors endured by the Jews 

caught in the crossfires of the Russian, German, and Austro-

Hungarian armies on the Eastern Front. The book is a translation 

and new edition by Joachim Neugroschel of Ansky’s original 1920 

Yiddish edition, titled The Destruction of Galicia (Khurbn Galit-

siye in Yiddish). 

Jewish shtetls were occupied by these armies as they advanced 

and retreated throughout the war years. The details of Ansky’s 

daily accounts of towns looted and burned, and hostages raped 

and killed, are both reminiscent of the past centuries of pogroms, 

as well as foreshadowing of the Nazi-era horrors that lay only two 

decades in the future. 

The eternal themes of Jewish history were played out: the fickle-

ness of the local populace, the underlying hatred, and the scapegoating of the Jews by all sides. There 

were some differences, however. The Cossacks inflicted the worst treatment. One of several particu-

larly gruesome images was that of Cossacks ripping babies from their mothers and tossing them in 

the air to catch them on the points of their swords. 

The book also describes the details of Anksy’s maneuvering among bureaucrats to obtain and distrib-

ute aid. The reader is aware that, tragically, not long after the War the U.S. instituted a restrictive 

quota system that shut the gates of escape to a new life. 

 

The second book, Anna’s Shtetl (University of Alabama Press, Tuscaloosa, 2007), covers the same 

period in history from the point of view of one particular family. Author Lawrence A. Coben tells the 
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Book Review 

story of Anna Spector Dien, whom he interviewed more than 300 times. The book describes her life 

between 1912—when her father left Korsun, a Ukrainian shtetl south of Kiev, for America—and 1922, 

when she and other family members were finally able to reunite with him. 

The heart of the book is the inability of Anna’s family to complete their migration to America and the 

cutting off of communication owing to the upheavals of war. Anna’s Shtetl also tells of the pogroms 

instigated by military groups and joined by peasants during the years of World War I, the Bolshevik 

Revolution, and the Russian Civil War. 

The book also relates the rich detail of everyday shtetl life and describes 

not only the atrocities suffered but also the kindness and friendship of 

many non-Jewish neighbors. To complement the memoir format of the 

book, there are two appendices that are invaluable to genealogists. One 

deals with the history of shtetls; the other surveys types of writings about 

the shtetl, both nonfiction and fiction. 

It seems that many people embark on their genealogical inquiry after mid-

dle age, when grandparents are no longer around to tell why and how they 

left the old country and how family branches got separated. Even when 

grandparents were around, many refused to talk of the traumatizing trials 

and travails that led to their departure, of the possessions and livelihoods 

lost, of the lives to be rebuilt. 
 

In a sense, these two books are surrogate grandparents, filling in gaps in our family histories, telling 

what happened in excruciatingly painful detail. They provide the historical and cultural backdrop to 

our study of family history. 

Fee-Based Request Program 
 

for Immigration and Naturalization Records 
 

The U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS)—formerly the INS—has introduced a 

fee-for-service program that promises much faster responses. For complete details, go to 

WWW.USCIS.GOV/GENEALOGY.  To make either online or postal-mail requests, click on the 

appropriate link in the “Related Links” section in the upper-right corner of the page. Carefully 

follow the instructions, FAQs, and Quick Tips. 

Marian Smith, USCIS historian, emphasizes the following. (1) When requesting an index search 

for an immigrant, specify all variant spellings, birth dates, etc. in a single request (this will ex-

pedite the search—and save you money). (2) When submitting requests by postal mail, be sure 

to send them to the Chicago PO box address listed on the form. Be sure to include all required 

information—no refunds are given. 


