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Notes from the Editor 
 

With the heat of summer, many residents 
flock to the beach, to the islands, or to the 
mountains. Writing for The Bridge is not a 
top priority when summer pleasures engage 
us. In July we received very few articles, then 
suddenly a flood arrives: feast or famine, 
editorially speaking. 
 
You will see there is a poem from the 
grandson of one of NewBridge’s poets-in-
residence, Caryn Finard. Generally, I don’t 
want to encourage submissions from family 
members, but I decided to make an exception 
in this case because I found this is to be an 
exceptionally good poem. 
 
With the waning of summer and the shorter 
daylight hours, I hope to encourage our 
newest residents to start contributing their 
thoughts and creative writing to The Bridge. 
There’s no better way to introduce yourself to 
the community than by sharing a glimpse of 
your life with us. Please feel free to send in a 
poem, a photograph, a (very) short story, or a 
reminiscence. For myself, it is a privilege to 
learn something about the writer, and then to 
share it with the NewBridge community.  
 
A warm welcome to our newest members, and 
let’s hear from you soon!  
 
Prue Thorner 
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Writing a Story for The Bridge 

 Choose a compelling story from your own experience. 

 Tell the story as if you were talking to a friend. 

 Give enough detail so we know the context, the time 
and place in which it took place.  

 Try to limit the length to no more than two single-
spaced pages or less. 

 If you have a photograph or two relating to the story, do 
include it. 

CONTRIBUTIONS 

We have been fortunate to receive five 
donations to help  support this issue of 
The Bridge. Special thanks to these 
generous supporters. 
 
There is a box for contributions at the 
Concierge desk near the mail room. If 
you would like to make a contribution. 
Please make it payable to Hebrew Senior 
Life and mark it on the Memo line 
designating The Bridge as beneficiary.  
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This Man Did Not Flinch 
An interview with Prue Thorner 

  
Arnold Vetstein met the 
woman who was to be 
his life-long love 
immediately after he 
had committed to a two
-year tour of duty in 
the Army. He had 
already earned his 
dental degree at Tufts 
and had served in the 
Navy at Chelsea Naval 
Hospital, Boston, 
gaining invaluable 
experience treating the 
sick and wounded. The 
year was 1949 and in that heady springtime 
he met Leona. He said he knew within 
minutes of meeting her that he wanted to 
marry her.  She needed two years of 
courtship before she would commit. This was 
perhaps just as well, as he would only have 
been able to see her infrequently during his 
military service, and who knows, does 
absence really make the heart grow fonder? 
 
After a year of service at Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina, Arnold was ordered to join the 999th 
Armored Field Artillery Battalion that shipped 
out to Japan and eventually to South Korea. 
In June 1950, North Korean Leader Kim Il 
Sung declared war on South Korea, with 
assurances of support from China and Russia, 
and opened with a huge artillery barrage, 
pinning down U.N. troops and capturing 
Seoul, the capital. General Douglas 
MacArthur later staged a brilliant and highly 
risky amphibious landing of Allied British, 
Canadian and U.S. forces 150 miles behind 
enemy lines at Inchon, and liberated Seoul.  
 
In December 1950, the coldest winter on 
record in that region, U.S. Marines became 
entrapped at the Chosin Reservoir as Chinese 
forces from the north sought to destroy the 
Allied troops. While 80,000 Chinese soldiers 
died during the operation, the Marines were 
incapacitated by the bitter cold and lack of 
supplies and winter clothing. 
 
Arnold Vetstein was assigned as the battalion 
dental surgeon, but on arrival in the battle 
zone, he found that due to a shortage of 
doctors, he would have to serve as both 
medical and dental officer, caring for 661 
officers and men in battle. For the next 16 
months he soldiered on in both roles. 
Supplies were scarce and winter equipment 

and sleeping bags were not available. In 
addition to treating war wounds and illness, 
he battled frostbite as the battalion’s 
constant enemy. 
 
The Chinese attack overwhelmed the Allied 
forces, and Arnold’s battalion was the last to 
withdraw from North Korea as they retreated 
to the south. Soon after, South Korea was 
liberated. For his bravery in rescuing the 
dead and wounded under fire, Arnold was 
awarded the Silver Star for gallantry in 
action. He later also received the Bronze Star 
for meritorious service in combat. Due to the 
scarcity of medical officers, Arnold’s two-year 
tour of service was extended an additional 
two years while he was still in Korea. He 
finally returned to the United States and was 
assigned to Fort Dix, in New Jersey. He 
rejoined Leona, the love of his life, and they 
were married within months. 
 
Leona and Arnold started a family in Newton 
as Arnold’s dental practice in Framingham 
grew and he began his rewarding career in 
organized dentistry, serving as president of 
the Massachusetts Dental Society. They were 
thrilled to have a son, Richard, and a 
daughter, Nancy. As Richard approached his 
third birthday, they began to realize that he 
had difficulties that only years later were 
diagnosed as autism. “Autism was little 
known in the 50s,” recalls Arnold. “Of those 
who were aware, the prevailing belief was 
that the cause was due to a mother’s neglect. 
We knew that was not the case and began 
looking for better answers.” 
 
After years of fruitlessly appealing to school 
authorities in Newton and other communities, 
Leona and Arnold heard about Dr. Carl 
Fenichel, a psychologist and educator who 
had founded the League School in Brooklyn, 
New York, for children specifically with 
autism. He believed that special education of 
these children with well-trained educators 
was the key to their progress. After Leona’s 
visit to the school in Brooklyn, she and Arnold 
founded the League School of Boston in 
1966. They enlisted Dr. Donald Gair, a 
psychiatrist at Harvard Medical School, to 
lend credibility to the promise of this kind of 
educational and psychological support for 
children at the school. The League School 
flourishes today in Walpole, Massachusetts, 
and serves over 100 students with residential 
and day school programs, in the words of 
their mission statement: “To help students 
with autism develop to their fullest potential 
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My Rotary International Story 
By Alan Kanegsberg 

 

A long time ago, when my children were teen
-agers, our family was host to a Rotary In-
ternational Youth Exchange student. This 
program allows high school age children to 
spend a year going to school in a foreign 
country. Rotary clubs send students out and 
receive foreign students in exchange. The 
program started in 1958 and continues to-
day. 

That spring in 1978, the Exchange student 
for my Rotary club was from England. He 
was 16 years old. Ian was from a Protestant 
prep school in a town outside of London 
where his father was the headmaster. 

Being spring, it was time for Passover in our 
house. We invited Ian to join our family and 
two other families for the Seder. Nothing un-
usual occurred during the evening. 

Two weeks later, my wife, Helaine, received 
a letter from Ian’s father. The letter ex-
pressed his deep thanks that we had invited 
Ian to the Seder. He explained that he had 
never told anyone that he was one of the 
10,000 Jewish German children transported 
to England in the early part of WWII via 
Kindertransport whose families sent them to 
England, knowing they would probably never 
see them again. Ian’s father was taken in by 
a Protestant minister who ran a prep school. 
He had been raised and educated as a 
Protestant and had eventually become the 
headmaster of that same school. 

Ian’s father was very grateful that we had 
provided Ian with this experience and said 
that he would explain his background to Ian 
when he returned home. 

 

 
Thanksgiving Celebration 

By Anne Barras 
 
“Go back to where you came from” was 
something I sometimes heard when I was a 
kid growing up in The Bronx. It was during 
WWll and some people believed that the 
Jews were to blame for America being in  
the war. 
 
In the public elementary school that I at-
tended, all of the teachers were single wom-
en, except for one man.  There was one Jew-
ish teacher out of approximately thirty teach-
ers, and she kept a very low profile.  The 
teachers made me feel that I didn’t belong in 
many subtle ways.  During assemblies, we 
would be told to tell our parents how to be-
have, (for example: “your father should take 
his hat off in a public building”, “your parents 
should not clap after the national anthem is 
sung”, and so on and so forth.)  We sang 
“The Lord’s Prayer” during the assem-
blies.  We had Christmas trees in all the 
classrooms and in the auditorium and we all 
sang Christmas carols. 
 
I was in conflict.  If I didn’t sing, I wasn’t 
part of the class, if I did sing, what would my 
parents think? But there was one holiday 
that made me feel that I belonged.  We could 
be like everyone else.  My family could cele-
brate Thanksgiving.  We could have our fam-
ily get-together and eat turkey and apple 
pie.  We could be American after all. 

in every aspect of their lives: social, 
emotional, academic and behavioral.” 

 
Beyond Arnold and Leona’s success with the 
League School is the personal success 
they’ve had with their son, Richard. Richard, 
now 61, lives independently, pays his own 
bills, cooks his own meals, and has been 
gainfully employed for more than 40 years. 
Both Richard and his sister, Nancy, a 
successful writer, call their father daily and 
love spending time with him.  

 
Arnold Vetstein did not flinch from his 
military service, nor did he hesitate, along 
with his wife, to pioneer one of the first 
schools in New England for children with 
autism.  
 

 
 

 

The Silver Star was awarded to 
Dr. Arnold Vetstein for his ser-
vice in the Korean War 
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Coming to America 
by Dorrit Senior 

 
On November 19, 1960 Boris, our three sons, 
aged 13 months to 5 ½ years, and I were on 
our way to the U.S., hopefully to start a new 
life in Boston. 
 
Emigration was not new to us. Boris was the 
son of immigrants from the Ukraine, and I was 
the daughter of a South African-born mother 
married to a German in Germany. We were 
both brought up in South Africa. Life was as 
easy as it could be, with family, friends, great 
working conditions, an ideal climate and much 
help available. But neither of us ever 
contemplated living out our lives in that 
environment, even prior to our marriage. Yes, 
it was seductive, but living under the 
Apartheid regime and its many prejudices, the 
master-and-servant way of life, was not the 
way we wished to live. Boris had already spent 
2 ½ years experiencing the many benefits of 
American medicine and had a strong desire to 
return. We had the opportunity and we 
snatched it. 
 
Ensconced on a Pan Am flight approaching 
Boston, I shall never forget my anxiety as we 
descended to Logan airport. We swooped 
down, skimming the waters of Boston Harbor, 
and I was certain we would land in the water. 
But we touched down safely. It was a crystal 
clear day, the sky blue and cloudless. After 
clearing a long customs process for new 
immigrants, we were met by a friend of Boris 
from his years at Mass. General Hospital’s 
pediatric department. He piled us into his 
station wagon and drove us to a rented home 
in Arlington. Along the way he pointed out the 
sights near Storrow Drive: the Charles River, 
the golden dome of the State House, Boston 
University, MIT, Harvard, and the stadium 
where Harvard and Yale were battling their 
annual football rivalry that very day. 
 
We arrived at what was to be our “transitional” 
home on Jason Road in Arlington. The house 
was a late 19th century Victorian, not what I 
had expected. My vision of the U.S. had been 
through American magazines depicting 
everything up-to-date and modern. We 
entered a sparsely furnished and rather 
shabby house, with only an old vacuum 
cleaner and a soapstone sink in the basement. 
No TV, and nothing else! 
 
Those first few weeks were nightmarish. I 
cried a lot out of frustration. I knew few people 

and I did not want to antagonize those few 
whom I had met. The future looked bleak. We 
had no bank account, no car, the weather was 
turning really cold, and we were unprepared 
for the heavy snows that were soon to descend 
on us. And getting the two older boys into 
school was a trial in itself. 
 
Our first task was to open a bank account, and 
for days Boris went to one bank after another, 
unsuccessfully. Since we were new immigrants 
we owned nothing, and just had a small 
amount of cash and travelers’ checks. None 
carried any weight at all, but eventually Mass. 
General Hospital came to our assistance and 
helped us establish a line of credit. We would 
finally shop for the necessities. 
 
What a pathetic sight the boys and I must 
have been. We were not used to taking taxis 
so we would walk almost daily to the nearby 
First National supermarket in Arlington. On the 
way home, I pushed the market carriage, 
Alan pushed Paul in his stroller, and Jeff 
carried a rather large bottle of apple cider. 
Thanksgiving was approaching. 
 
Within a week of our arrival Thanksgiving day 
dawned and we were introduced to what was 
to become my favorite holiday. We were 
invited to the Bennetts: Doris, Bud and their 
two daughters. They became our closest 
friends. For at least thirty years we celebrated 
Thanksgiving together. We had never 
experienced such a gastronomic feast: the 
very large turkey, the stuffing, the vegetables 
and all the pies. It was amazing.  
It was also our introduction to the kitchen 
waste disposal unit. We watched in awe as this 
machine chewed up everything that was fed 
into it. 
 
The days passed but we still had to find 
schools for the two older boys. There was 
another obstacle: Alan could already read and 
write, but the Arlington public schools would 
only accept him into their kindergarten 
because they felt he was not yet socially 
integrated. Their decision was based on the 
fact that South African English used different 
vocabulary. For example, Father Christmas 
was Santa Claus, a robe was a gown, and hay 
was straw! We rejected their offer and 
continued to search. Like manna from heaven 
we learned that Lesley Ellis Teachers’ Training 
College on Concord Avenue (now Lesley 
University) would accept our two boys. Their 
ratio of teachers to students was 1 teacher to 
5 students. It was ideal. 
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Our life was starting to become more stable 
and structured. We moved to a better-
equipped house in Belmont, we bought a car, 
Boris went to work, Alan and Jeff went to 
school, and Paul and I passed the time  
together doing chores or in the playground 
until his brothers came home. 
 
 

We met and made some meaningful 
friendships. 
 
Those early days were really difficult, 
emotionally. We yearned for family, friends 
and our life in South Africa. We knew it was 
the right move for us, but it was a long time 
before we felt that the U.S. was our home.  
 

Our Town 
by Barbara Rosenfield 

 

Marblehead is a somewhat quaint, historic 
seaside town, about 20 miles north of 
Boston. To get there by auto you must 
go through a tunnel or over a bridge. It has 
a beautiful harbor filled with all kinds of 
vessels, from small sailboats to large yachts, 
fishing boats, and lobster trawlers. It was the 
birthplace of the American Navy (though 
people in the town of Beverly, north of 
Marblehead dispute that claim). 

  
Marblehead sailors ferried George 
Washington across the Delaware during the 
Revolutionary War, and Marblehead 
statesmen, like Elbridge Gerry were active in 
the initial fight for independence. 

My family lived in the town for many years. 
The kids went to public and Hebrew schools 
there. We were active in the JCC, where I 
was a pre-school teacher, and in two 
synagogues, at one of which I taught Sunday 
School. We were also actively involved in 
many community, civic, and inter-faith 
organizations. 

My husband, Jay, ran for School Committee, 
losing by 12 votes. One of our daughters 
waitressed at a harbor-side restaurant, the 
other had a paper route. One son drove a 
launch for a yacht club, the other drove the 
Race Committee Boat and played in a 
Bagpipe Band, and the "little one” went to 
Hillel Academy. We loved and felt at home in 
the community. 

For twelve years my husband endured a 90 
minute commute to his business before we 
bit the bullet and moved from our beloved 

Marblehead to New Hampshire. But 
Marblehead and our many friends in that 
community remained foremost in my heart. 

On a rainy Sunday afternoon in May, the kids 
suggested we drive out to Marblehead for 
lunch. Once there they drove out to the 
lighthouse park at the end of Marblehead 
Neck, overlooking the harbor on one side 
and the ocean on the other. And there, to 
my amazement was a stand holding 
permanent viewing binoculars with a plaque 
with a dedication in 'honor of Barbara and 
Jay Rosenfield', from our children, 'who 
taught us to see different perspectives”.  

Although none of us is able to live there now, 
I feel so happy to have our name, and our 
spirit as a permanent part of our town.  

Marblehead Binoculars Dedicated to  

Barbara and Jay Rosenfield 
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 The Jewish Community of Myanmar 
By Terri Union 

 

Over 2,700 years ago the Assyrians exiled 
the ten tribes of the Kingdom of Israel. and 
they disappeared.  Since then, the Jewish 
people have mourned for those lost tribes.  
More than 100 years before Marco Polo, a 
Spanish Jew, Benjamin of Tudela, traveled 
much the same route covering greater 
distances than Marco Polo in a thirteen-year 
odyssey that took him to every part of the 
known world.  He spent several years visiting 
Jewish communities in the East and West. He 
described people he met on his travels and 
recorded his observations.  He wrote of 
finding the tribes of Dan, Reuben, Asher, Gad 
and Menasseh.  Benjamin recorded his 
observations, many of which according to 
scholars, are possibly imaginary.  But his 
writings prompted what is today a search for 
the Lost Tribes. 

My husband and I 
enjoyed traveling, 
especially to 
countries with 
different cultures.  
He passed away in 
July 2014.  I 
thought my long 
distance traveling 
days disappeared 
when I lost him.  
But in 2015, my 
daughter and her 
husband took their 
four children on a 
197-day journey 
from Africa to Japan.  They invited me to 
accompany them on part of this trip.  I chose 
to travel with them to Cambodia, Thailand, 
Vietnam and Myanmar, formerly known as 
Burma. 

We always researched to see if there was an 
existing Jewish community in places we 
visited.  Research for this trip revealed the 
smallest and most interesting Jewish 
community was in Myanmar. 

The Union of Myanmar is the largest country 
in mainland Southeast Asia.  From the 
beginning of the 19th century, first Christian 
missionaries and later some Jews found 
reason to believe that the populous Karen 
tribe of Burma was of Jewish descent. It was 
the cult of the High God Yuwah or Ywa, 
reminiscent of the Hebrew YHWH, which 
excited Christians and Jews, inspiring them 

with the certainty Karen must be some long-
lost relic of the ancient religion of the 
Hebrews.  In the early years of the 19th 
century Jews from India and Persia settled in 
Myanmar.  Baghdadi Jews with business 
interests would travel from Calcutta and 
would stop at Yangon on their way to 
Singapore, Jakarta, Manila and Shanghai.  

The first Jewish person definitely known to 
settle in Myanmar was Solomon Gabirol, 
probably a merchant. Another Jewish 
merchant, named Goldenberg, was from 
Romania engaged in the teakwood trade 
accumulating great wealth.  Solomon 
Reineman from Galicia arrived in Yangon in 
1851.  He wrote the first Hebrew account of 
the country and its towns.  Serious Jewish 
settlement didn’t begin until the British 
captured Myanmar and renamed the country 
Burma in 1852.  In 1857, Musmeah Yeshua 
Synagogue was established in Rangoon 
(called Yangon under the Burmese) as a 
wooden structure that was rebuilt in stone in 
1893.  A second 
synagogue was built 
in 1932 that no 
longer exists. At one 
time there were 
approximately 2,500 
Jews in Myanmar. 
When the Japanese 
invaded Burma 
during WWII, many 
Jews left for Calcutta 
or Israel.  
Approximately 500 
Burmese Jews 
returned in 1948 
when the British 
granted Myanmar independence as a 
democratic nation.  Following a coup d'état in 
1962, it became a military dictatorship under 
the Burma Socialist Programme Party. Most 
of the Jewish population left the country. 
Those that remained scattered to several 
places, particularly Mandalay where a few 
Jews still remain today. These people were 
from Bombay, Calcutta, Cochin and other 
parts of the Far East.  Some of these Jews 
were those Benjamin of Tudela thought were 
desendants of the Lost Tribes.  

In 2010, approximately 20 Jews remained in 
Yangon.  The synagogue, Musmeah Yeshua 
was maintained through the efforts of Moses 
Samuels, the patriarch of Yangon’s Jewish 
community from 1978 to his death in 2015.  
We visited the synagogue in Yangon and met 
Moses Samuels. who had assumed the role of 
Trustee of Musmeah Yeshua following in his 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/hebrew
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father’s footsteps. Samuels maintained the 
Synagogue and the cemetery.  After his 
death, his son Sammy assumed the role of 
Trustee.  

Musmeah Yeshua sits behind locked gates in 
the middle of a Muslim neighborhood.  The 
Muslim community protects and interacts 
with the Jewish population.  Sammy 
Samuels, the leader of Myanmar’s Jewish 
community said the Burmese do not 
distinguish between Israel and Judaism. “The 
Burmese population, if you tell them 
‘Judaism,’ they don’t know what it is, but if 
you say ‘Israel,’ they feel like Israel is a 
religion. They fully respect Israel.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photos of Musmeah Yeshua Synagogue, 

Myanmar by Terri Union 

     Ode To Jerry 
by Genevieve Wyner 

 
Ode to Jerry or Justin or Boo 
The man that I love and who loves me too 
There are no secrets after sixty-four years 
So here are my thoughts, they bring laughter and tears. 
We met at a mixer at Wellesley one night 

You on the stairs and I down a flight 
Our romance was rocky I think you should know 
With one cancelled wedding we managed to grow 
In our marriage, with strength and with love 
I think we were blessed by our God up above. 

Our three sons arrived in good health and what’s more 
They inherited brains from one of us I’m sure 
And perhaps the other did play a part 
In giving the family such a good start. 

It’s hard to imagine years passed as we two 
Ski’ed and then sailed, you played golf, you still do. 
I played tennis in Brookline and Newton with Bea 
And won the town’s tourney, my serve was the key. 

There’s a lot more to say about you as a dad, and 
As grandpapa one could only be glad 
As you’ve reached out to each child 
Whether happy or sad. 

There’s more to say, Jerry, a lot’s in your book 
But it’s time to say cheers as forward we look 
At our love and our marriage, we’re still doing fine 
Here’s to you, here’s to us, and it’s time now to dine. 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/judaism
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 My Nanny 
By Susan Green 

 

New Britain, Connecticut was home to a 
woman, much loved by friends and family 
who knew her, and especially by me. She 
was my grandma, Emma Gourson, who was 
only 16 years old when she made the rough 
crossing by sea from Lithuania. After she 
arrived she joined relatives in 
Connecticut.  Soon she met and fell in love 
with Harry Horwitz, a handsome, well 
respected young man, who was earning a 
good living, and they were married.  Over 
time they were able to buy a small home, in 
which to raise their five children.  Their 
eldest son, Jack Horwitz, was my father. 
Emma and Harry lived modestly and spent 
wisely so that, when she was widowed after 
a long and happy marriage, she was able to 
remain in the house for the rest of her life. 

My family would drive from New York to New 
Britain once a year at holiday time to join 
the aunts, uncles, and cousins living there. 
When we arrived at my grandma's house, I 
always made sure to be the first one out of 
the car so that I could enjoy Nanny's special 
greeting for me.  "My Sushi," she would say 
with a big smile and a wonderful hug, 
making me feel very loved and giving me an 
edge over my sisters. 

Because her home was small, the family 
rarely gathered at Nanny's for a meal, but 
one year a Passover Seder was held there. 
Conducted by Jack, it was somewhat 
abbreviated in deference to the children. The 
food was traditional and Nanny did most of 
the cooking. I will never forget the smell and 
taste of her tender, well flavored brisket 
which was called "Gedempte Fleisch" 
because she served it with so much fat on. 

Nanny always enjoyed participating in family 
celebrations.  By nature she was a party 
person, attending major birthdays and 
celebrations. The observance of her 90th 
birthday was held in the garden of one of her 
grandchildren.  She had been dressed in a 
red dress for the occasion and she smiled 
throughout, alert and interested in those 
present. 

 Nanny was short and chubby with a 
thoughtful smiling face, always thinking of 
others. I am honored when told that I'm like 
my grandmother. 

 

Emma Horwitz, Grandmother of  
Susan Green 

We encourage all residents to submit articles, poems and photographs 
for the upcoming Winter issue. 

Please submit your writing as a Word or Pages document. 

Please keep in mind that we cannot accept anything handwritten.  

Photos can be submitted in .jpg, .png or .tif format. 
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How Genealogy Changed My 
Scattered Family 
by Carol Clingan 

 

Genealogy is now a wildly popular hobby. 
One of the biggest sources in genealogy is 
the Mormon Church, which captures vast 
numbers of records to baptize the ancestors 
of its converts.  And my beloved genealogy 
partner, with whom I have worked for years 
after meeting on the Internet, is a Southern 
Baptist from rural Texas. And yet there is 
something about genealogy that is uniquely 
Jewish.  For us, it is not only a hobby, an 
intellectual exercise or a passion—it can be a 
mitzvah because of the centrality of memory 
in our tradition, and because our peoplehood 
and our faith are so intertwined. At the 
Pesach Seder, we are exhorted to tell our 
story to our children, as if we stood at Sinai.  
In the Shofar service, we are reminded that, 
in hearing the call of the shofar, we are 
renewing our covenant with God.  By 
remembering, we are keeping our tradition 
and our history alive.   

To Jews, even our names have power.  We 
trick the angel of death by giving a sick child 
a new name.  We call God Hashem, because 
God and God’s name are the same, and each 
exists because of the other.  We as a people 
are engaged in a worldwide effort to recover 
and record the names of every single one of 
our lost six million, because by remembering 
their names, we can yet thwart Hitler’s goal 
of obliterating us. We perpetuate the names 
of our ancestors through our children—and a 
genealogist can track these names beyond 
living memory.  I knew that I was named for 
my father’s aunt, who was recently deceased 
when I was born, but it was incredibly 
moving for me to learn for whom she was 
named in 1882, and to see myself as part of 
an even longer chain. 

I grew up in a very family-centered 
household.  Every Sunday we went to visit 
both sets of grandparents, and we had 
constant contact with our parents’ sisters and 
brothers and our cousins.  My mother’s 
family was small and almost all local.  But my 
father’s family was enormous and far-flung.  

I knew that my grandparents were all born in 
what we called Russia because they came to 
this country before the 1917 revolution, 
though it turns out they actually came from 
Ukraine and Belarus.  I knew that my mother 
had one grandparent who came to this 
country and my father had two.  My maternal 

grandparents arrived in 1912, newly married 
at the ages of 16 and 20, and settled in 
Philadelphia.  Within two years they had 
moved to Boston with their first child.  My 
father’s mother came to Burlington, Vermont 
when she was a baby, with her parents and 
10 of her eleven siblings.  My father’s father 
came to Boston in 1904 to ply his trade as a 
house painter. That’s pretty much all I knew 
until 1976, when the seminal moment in 
modern genealogy occurred with the airing of 
Alex Haley’s TV program, Roots.  That is 
when I trace my own interest in my family’s 
longer history—though, as a friend of mine 
once pointed out, I majored in Russian 
History and went to work after grad school as 
a researcher!  

In those early days before the Internet, I 
spent countless hours in the libraries looking 
up telephone numbers, in the archives 
winding through rolls of microfilm, in city 
clerks’ offices poring over vital records, and 
on the phone tracking down people and 
interviewing them.  I learned that I could find 
information that no one remembered, and in 
doing so I could rekindle the flame of 
memory. 

I also collected pictures, and now have 
photos of all my grandparents’ siblings and 
most of their parents too.  I have kept 
notebooks of all my conversations and 
findings, and I always asked people for the 
color behind these events.  What gave these 
young people the courage to leave their 
families when they were so young, and 
perhaps never to see them again? When I 
was twenty, I thought of my grandmother 
who had left home at sixteen and had four 
children by my age and never saw her 
mother again.  

Why did one sibling come to the U.S. while 
another stayed behind?  Why did eleven 
settle in Vermont and one go straight to 
Chicago?  Who paid their passages and how 
did they choose their destinations? And then, 
when I was more advanced—and after the 
Soviet Union began to open up—what was life 
like for my grandparents in their childhood 
homes?  And then, the jackpot question: 
what happened to the relatives left behind?   

I have found and spoken with relatives of 
both my parents who didn’t come to America, 
some in Ukraine and some in Israel.  I 
traveled to Israel to meet my grandfather’s 
sister, who told me in Yiddish that her 
brother Shulim went to America in 1912, and 
she’d never seen him or any of his family for 
80 years until I turned up. I held a reunion 
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for 180 relatives of my father’s Vermont 
family—a powerful gift to him in his last 
years, a reconnection to his childhood. 

One of my grandfather’s Russian relatives 
gave me a lead on connecting with a member 
of my grandmother’s family.  I contacted a 
man who turned out to be my mother’s first 
cousin, and he sent me a wrinkled and faded 
picture of their grandparents.  We had some 
pictures of my mother’s grandmother, but 
her grandfather died when her own mother 
was six.  My mother had never seen him.  Of 
all the pictures I brought her from my 
searches, this is the one she framed and kept 
in her living room until she died. 

The same cousin told me about another 
cousin of his and my mother’s, and I wrote to 
him. By this time I had learned that a picture 
inscribed “to a nephew from an uncle, Isak 
Yakovich Shulman,” was the father of my 
new correspondent, and I enclosed a copy of 
the picture in my first letter to his elderly 
son.  His reply: “I opened your envelope, and 
from across the ocean and across the years 
came this picture, the first time I have gazed 
on my father’s face since I left for the war in 
1942 and came back to find my whole family 
gone and all our possessions destroyed.” 

Since I started on this sacred work fifteen 
years ago, I have discovered countless 
cousins, in many countries.  I have 
reconnected branches on the family tree, and 
my life has been incredibly enriched by my 
relationship with these people, many of 
whom were at my granddaughter Elizabeth’s 
recent wedding.  I have also recorded and 
widely disseminated data-laden family trees 
and the stories that illuminate them. 

There is a midrash about a rope that is 
broken between God and a human being.  
When the ends are reconnected, the story 
tells us, the connection is shorter and 
stronger.  Through my research, I have 
shortened and strengthened the chain of my 
own personal Jewish history, and I have paid 
honor to my parents and their ancestors by 
keeping their memories alive in my 
documents, my pictures and my heart. 

     
____________________________________ 

Carol Clingan has been researching her 
family history for almost 30 years. She 
speaks, teaches about it, and also does 
research on commission. 

§ 

I am from struggles, 

from pain and death. 

I am from Israel, 

(holy, hardworking 

and hope as bright as gold.) 

I am from the woods 

the trees 

home to the birds and I 

dark, deep, silence 

I am from love and hate, 

from mothers and fathers. 

I am from the friends 

and families 

from keep smiling. 

I’m from never look down 

with joy in my pockets 

and sorrow too 

I’m from Harry and Dorothy 

sugar and spice. 

From World War II 

the death of my brothers 

marriage between my parents and theirs 

joy, sorrow 

light, dark 

I hope my life will be filled with bright. 

  ___________ 

Nathan Oasis is the grandson of Caryn Finard 

Where I’m From  
By Nathan Oasis  Age 12 
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Paris, 1954 
By Serena Kafker 

 

Paris in 1954 did not resemble the carefree, 
glamorous city I had read about and enjoyed 
vicariously in films.  Dilapidated, gray, grimy 
monuments. Grim-faced people, many 
dressed in black, to save on cleaning bills.  I 
was there because my husband had won a 
coveted Fulbright award to spend a year in 
Paris doing research for his doctoral 
dissertation. The grant provided a modest 
stipend, an academic adviser, and an 
outstanding orientation program led by well-
known French scholars, journalists, artists, 
and political figures.  What it did not offer was 
a place to live, only a list of possibilities. 

Our introduction to life in France thus 
consisted of many frustrating hours on faulty 
telephones in the poorly lit, smelly basements 
of cafes, and then on our feet tracking down 
the meager responses to our calls.  Our first 
visit took us to a rundown building on the 
fringe of the student quarter. France's 
housing stock had been slowly disintegrating 
since the Depression followed by World War 
II, when nothing could be built due to the 
economic situation in Europe, so it was in 
short supply. A few flights of stairs (there 
were no elevators) led us to the door of an 
apartment owned by a fragile, elderly lady, 
who had converted it into a student "pension" 
providing a bedroom and meals. She seemed 
surprised to see us, but showed us into an 
unappetizing dining salon with curtains drawn 
and a fetid odor.  By the time she finished 
explaining the extensive rules of her 
establishment, we were relieved to escape. 

The next and only remaining stop took us to a 
street around the corner from the Rodin 
Museum in a comparatively upscale 
neighborhood --the 7th arrondissement 
(district). It is now a much sought after 
address with elegant apartments, fine 
restaurants, and chic shops. In 1954 it was 
dreary, but answering our ring was an 
attractive, well-dressed woman, as the French 
say, "une femme d’un certain age." 

She showed us the room that would be ours--
a large, bright tastefully decorated bedroom 
adjacent to a "salle de bain"—strictly for 
bathing and laundry. The toilet was a small 

closet-like room elsewhere in the apartment. 
We would share these facilities with madame, 
monsieur and their twenty-year-old daughter. 
We asked very few questions (a mistake!) and 
took it on the spot.  It would require our 
entire Fulbright check to pay for it, but the 
alternative did not even bear consideration. 

What we did not know: we occupied the 
master bedroom while monsieur and madame 
camped out in a small den area. Another 
bedroom (small) was rented to an American 
divorcee, who was hanging out in the "City of 
Light." I never knew where the daughter 
slept. We were allowed one bath a week and 
could wash up in the salle de bain when no 
one else was using it (rarely!).  Also, although 
the Fulbright people expected the hosts to 
allow the students to eat with the family in 
order to polish their French, we had our 
dinners served to us by a silent maid (a 
frightened teenager from a remote village in 
Normandy) in our palatial bedroom. Our two 
included meals turned out to be breakfast and 
dinner, while the family had their big meal at 
noon. Dinner was an afterthought.     

We accepted all of this until Christmas time, 
when mama and papa arrived from the 
provinces for an extended visit and joined the 
crowd. The "salle de bain" became an even 
busier spot, and peace and privacy, such as it 
was, vanished.  What to do?  A friend told me 
that UNESCO had a housing service for its 
employees.  Why not see whether they were 
truly universal in their concerns? I made an 
appointment and met with a kindly man who 
explained that they could barely find housing 
for their own employees much less rich 
Americans like me. I responded the only way 
I could. I wept. Unashamedly.   

And so it turned out that a bachelor employee 
had just quit and was vacating a very tiny 
studio with a narrow sofa couch. I stopped 
weeping, shook his hand, and we moved in 
shortly. The happy ending proved to be a 
nondescript, very tiny studio on the elegant 
Avenue Marceau (16th arrondissement) a few 
steps from the Champs-Elysees.  Paradise! It 
only took our entire monthly Fulbright check. 
Do not conclude that the moral of this tale is 
weeping will always get you what you want. 

 

 


