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SOLVING FAMILY  

HISTORY PUZZLES 



RULES OF GAME PLAYING

• Make use of multiple paths, redirecting when necessary 

• New information may alter your strategy 

• Revisit old information 

• Understand that moves build on prior moves 

• Learn from others



SOLVING PUZZLES

• What do you want to know?   

• What do you know? 

• Work from what you know to what you don’t 

• Gather anecdotal information from family members 

• Assume there is a grain of truth in family story, but don’t 
expect it to be precise



FINDING YOUR PATH

• Consider paths to your desired information - what sources 
contain it? 

• Consider whether direct path is the most efficient path 

• Search broadly at first, narrow as necessary 

• Don’t expect perfect matches 

• Be prepared to hold conflicting thoughts in your mind



WHERE DID THEY COME FROM?

Finding the Family Ancestral Town



WHAT DO WE WANT TO KNOW?

• Where are grandparents from? 

• Records that document the trail.



WHAT DO WE KNOW?

• Grandparents’ names, Leon and Bella Lehman   

• Family story is they came through Galveston 
sometime after 1910   

• Had naturalization records from 1921 which give their 
ages as well as children’s names



WHERE TO START?

• Where are we likely to find the town of origin? 

• Likely place to find the answer is immigration record  

• What will help us find the immigration record? 

• Census record tells us year of immigration.



FIRST SEARCH STEPS

• Search for Leon Lehman in Mpls, born 1877+/-5 yrs. 

• Two sites: Ancestry.com or familysearch.org



1930 CENSUS – LEON LEHMAN

Leon Lehman, widowed 

children Max, Harry, 
David and daughter-in-
law and two 
grandchildren   

Leon immigrated in 
1913,  Max 1923, Harry 
and David 1920



IMMIGRATION RECORDS 

• Search on Ancestry.com, EllisIsland.org or Stevemorse.org 

• Need to search on the name he went by in Europe 

• Input Leib Lehman (or Leiman/Lejman) into Ancestry 

• Birth year 1877 +/-2 years 

• Arrival year 1913 +/-2 years



IMMIGRATION RECORDS

Found on Ancestry 

Leib Leimann from Warschau 
going to Galveston port 

nearest relative in Europe, wife 
Beila Leimann 

going to St. Paul, MN 

Check for 2nd page 

gives name and address of who 
he is going to in Minnesota 

Not on Ellis Island



SEARCHING ON STEVEMORSE.ORG  
 

GALVESTON PORT

• Won’t work on  

• Sounds like  
• Leiman, Lejman, Lehman 

• Best match  
• Lejman, Lehman 
•   
• Starts with 

• Lejman, Lehman

• Will work on 

• Sounds like  
• Leimann 

• Best match  
• Leiman 

• Starts With 

• Leiman



 So we’re done, right? 

Was he really from Warsaw or 
perhaps a surrounding town?



JRI-POLAND.ORG: THE DIRECT PATH

■Determine what names would have been before Americanized 

■ Search for Leib Lejman and Bajla



FINDING RECORDS AT THE POLISH ARCHIVES



FINDING RECORDS AT THE POLISH ARCHIVES

• Google Translate - [The Book of duplicate acts born, marriages and deceased]



SEARCHING POLISH VITAL RECORDS

•  Listed in order of birth – marriage –death 

• Same if you search films at the Family History Libraries 

• Or on-line at the Polish Archives 

• Marriage records are a full page, while birth and death are only a portion 

• Each year is designated on the cover so it alerts you to when the year begins 

• Then search for section on marriage, then record number 

• Index is often at the back 

• Click on 







             MARRIAGE RECORD



STEVEMORSE.ORG

English to Russian: Transliterating names from English to Russian in One 
Step         

 шая лаиб легман   

Russian Print to Cursive: Converting from Russian Print to Cursive in 
One Step        

http://stevemorse.org/russian/eng2rus.html
http://stevemorse.org/russian/cyrprintcurs.html?font=print


 VIEWMATE

• www.jewishgen.org/ViewMate/ 

• Resize image 

• Upload image 

• Contacted when ready for posting 

• Notify email boards and request assistance

http://www.jewishgen.org/ViewMate/
http://www.jewishgen.org/ViewMate/


             MARRIAGE RECORD

Marr. 47 reg. in 
Piotrkow July 22, 1896 
of Szija Lejb LEJMAN, 
19, tradesman, son of 
Machil and Chana nee 
GOLDBLUM to Bajla 
Brandla BLUMSZTEJN, 
21, dau. of Icek and 
Szajndla Laja nee 
LEJMAN



How do we know this is the right record?



             TOMBSTONES

Tombstones 

Joshua Areih 
father Menachem 

Belya Brina 
father Yitzkak

Marriage Record 

Szaja Leib  
father Machil 

Balja Brandla 
father Icek



          Are we sure yet? 



Immigrated 
between 
1920-23

Login in 
Ellis Island

Lejman



STEVEMORSE.ORG

Enter Lejman and arrival of 1920-23 
Can also search on Ancestry.com



IMMIGRATION RECORDS 

Beila Brandel Lejman with 
sons Hersz and David 

Nearest relative in Europe- 
mother Szejndel 
Blumstzteijn 

Going to husband Louis in 
Minneapolis



WHAT DID EACH SOURCE TELL US?

• Oral history  
• Census 

• Immigration 

• JRI-Poland – vital records  
• Polish archives 

• SteveMorse-Russian  
• Viewmate-translation  
• Tombstone-names  
• Americanized/Original Names 

• Meaning & derivation of Jewish names

• Port of entry to cross-check 

• Years of immigration 

• Reveal town of origin 

• Marriage record index 

• Locate actual record 

• Validate correct marriage record 

• Translate record 

• Compare names to marriage record  
• Search under correct names  
• Compare different but similar names 



CHALLENGES

• Not all resources work 

• Polish Archives are difficult to maneuver 
• How do you know when you have proved it out 

• Marriage record was promising 

• Matched closely with tombstones it was likely 

• Match between marriage record and immigration record 
proved it out



WHEN FEW ARE LEFT TO SHARE STORY

Connecting Holocaust Victims to Family



WHAT DO WE WANT TO KNOW?

• Names of family members 

• Dates and places of birth



WHAT DO WE KNOW?

• Names of grandparents who both died in the Holocaust 

• Town



FIRST STEPS

• Start with the obvious 

• Search JRI-Poland for vital records by name and town 

• Found likely grandfather’s birth record –only one record



          JRI-POLAND SEARCH



  POLISH ARCHIVES AND VIEWMATE

Parents Israel 
Mordko 
Stern and 
Perla 
Wolfenfeld

Translated on Viewmate 





Ordered additional records from the FHL 

Found 60 records back to his 4th great grandmother



DILEMMA 

• How to verify likely grandfather’s record as actual?  

• Was I building a house of cards on an incorrect record? 



     YAD VASHEM RECORD

Searched Yad Vashem and located record submitted by uncle with names 
of parents that tied to birth record.



WHAT SOURCES DID WE USE?

• JRI-Poland – to find grandfather and work our way back 

• Polish Archives – to get birth record 

• Viewmate – to translate 

• Family History Library –to get multiple records 

• Yad Vashem –to verify correct record



A TOMBSTONE FAMILY TREE

Connecting Tombstones from New York to Belarus



WHAT DO WE WANT TO KNOW?

• How does the New York family connect to Belarus? 

• Does the Belarus cemetery hold any family members? 

• Is there any family relationship between “cousins” from 
anecdotal information?



WHAT DO WE KNOW?

• Oldest relative in US was my great-grandfather who is buried in NY 

• Family came from Dunilowicz based on immigration records  

• Family is buried in the Dunilowicz section of the cemetery in NY 

• Landsman from Dunilowicz included Abraham and Sadie Singer 

• A cousin of my father told me that the name was changed from Raichel to 
Rothchild



AN INQUIRY

• Contacted Jewishgen.org E-mail Boards 

• Has anyone been to Dunilowicz? Anything you can tell me about it? 

• “My family is from there so could you keep an eye out for their name.” 

• “Yes, I have and I had the cemetery transcribed.” 

• May find similar information on JOWBR (Jewish On-line Worldwide Burial Registry) via Jewish Gen



THE STARTING POINT

My great-grandfather’s 
Tombstone



Schloime Raichel  
great-grandfather’s - NY

Eska Raichel Zinger 
 Dunilowicz, Belarus

Pesach Mordechai 
Dunilowicz, Belarus 
great- great grandfather

TOMBSTONE CLUES



THE CONNECTING LINK

Nearest Relative in Europe 
Benes Singer

Going to Cousin  
Abram Schwartz



THE MYSTERY OF AWSAJ ISRAEL OSIAS 
JOSHUA RAICHEL ROTHCHILD

Going to

his son Morris Rothchild

Awsaj Raichel, a 66 year old widowed merchant



In the same plot had  
Israel, Morris, 
Hyman, Sarah 

Rothschild



CONTACT CEMETERY

• Through the cemetery you can get photos of tombstones 

• Sometimes the monument makers are the ones who provide them 

• Typically send a contribution of $10 per photo 

• Each one is a bit different, but contact to find out



    THE MISSING PIECE



Schloime Raichel  
great-grandfather’s - NYJoshua Raichel NY

Eska Raichel Zinger 
 Dunilowicz, Belarus

Pesach Mordechai 
Dunilowicz, Belarus 
great- great grandfather

TOMBSTONE TREE



THE STORY IN THE DATA

• Immigration Date 

• Naming Patterns



            NAMING PATTERNS

	
Pesach	
Mordechai

siblings

Eska	Raichel,	
Benjamin	
Singer

Schloime	
Raichel	
(Rothchild)

Osais	Raichel	
(Rothchild)

	

comon	
grandparents cousins Abraham Mary Morris

common	great-
grandfather 2nd	cousins

Isidor,	Paul,	
Frances Philip,	Helen

Paul,	Irving,	
Rose
	

common	great-
great	grandfather 3rd	cousins B.	Singer Susan 	



WHAT SOURCES DID WE USE?

• Jewishgen email boards 
• Tombstones- Dunilovichi 
• Tombstones - US 

• Burial Societies 

• Death Records 

• Cemetery Records 

• Immigration Records 

• Oral history-name change, landsmen 
• Naming patterns-relationship



ALL SOURCES USED IN CASES

• Oral history 

• Naming Patterns  

• Americanized/Original 
Names 

• Meaning & derivation of 
Jewish names 

• Jewishgen email boards 

• Tombstones- US and 
Europe 

• Burial Societies 

• Death Records

• Cemetery Records 

• Marriage Records 

• Census  

• Immigration 

• Polish archives 

• Viewmate 
• Yad Vashem 
• Family History Library/Familysearch 
• Ancestry.com 
• JRI-Poland  

• SteveMorse 



FINAL THOUGHTS

• Some puzzles take years to solve 

• New records go on-line, new resources arise, your knowledge grows 

• You may find the stepping stone that takes you to the answer 

• Sometimes the obvious isn’t so obvious, it takes awhile to recognize 

• Revisit past research



WHAT 

• Census 

• Immigration  

• US Vital Records 

• Proximity of towns 

• European vital records 

• Tombstones 

• Holocaust Records 

• Translation

• Ancestry, Familysearch 
• Ancestry, Ellis Island, Nat’l Archives, 

Steve Morse 

• Civil Offices, FHL, Italiangen 
• Jewishgen community finder 

• Polish archives, FHL, JRI 
• Cemeteries, JOWBR 

• Yad Vashem, ITS 
• Viewmate, Steve Morse (names)

WHERE

WHAT AND WHERE



ONLINE RESOURCES

http://www.studio409art.com/Genealogy/Articles.html 

 Handout for overview talk 
 A listing of online sites with active links 
 Blog posts on specific genealogy topics 
 Fiction and non-fiction books on Jewish topics that may inform your  
genealogy search

MNJGS.org  - Minnesota Jewish Genealogical Society, see Resource page



                   QUESTIONS?


