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Needless to say, once we got over the shock, my 
sister and I were ecstatic. Words cannot sufficiently 
describe our joy and excitement. My sister and I 
“met” Jack and our new sister-in-law Julie via Skype 
the next weekend. My children and grandchildren 
met Jack and Julie via Skype on Thanksgiving. My 
cousins made contact with him, as well. Jack, who 
grew up as an only child, now had siblings and 
cousins, a niece and a nephew, and great-nieces 
and nephews.

Many phone calls and e-mails later, my sister and I 
boarded a plane for our first in-person meeting with 
our brother and his family, who live in Pennsylvania. 
Our niece and her family came from Washington, 
D.C., and our “new” nephew lives near his parents. 
We had a glorious visit; it was so natural and 
wonderful. We have so many years to catch up on 
and so much information to share and questions to 
be asked/answered. I’ve been for another visit and 
hope to go again this year. We continue to call every 
week and e-mail.

I still marvel at this connection, this completion, if 
you will, of my heritage and lineage. It was exciting 
to learn that Jack is a world-renowned Holocaust 
scholar, writer, and lecturer. My sister and sister-
in-law are both speech therapists. Our political 
agendas are the same, as is our taste in movies and 
other cultural activities. Our families and friends are 
thrilled that we have found each other. As for me, 
I’ve filled in some gaps and expanded my family, and 
continue on the journey of discovering my heritage.

My sister and I always knew we had an older brother 
but did not know his name, where he lived, or if 
he was even alive. All we knew was that our father 
arrived in America married to an American citizen 
and that they had a son. In fact, I thought my brother 
had been adopted when his mother and our mutual 
father divorced and so I never tried to locate him, as 
I felt it would have been an impossible task.

Although my family tree (a work in progress) had 
been on Ancestry.com for quite a number of years, I 
had only recently added photographs, including one 
of my father. One night soon after adding the photos, 
I received an e-mail from David Zubatsky, a Jewish 
genealogist in Pennsylvania who thought his friend, 
Jack, might be my brother. I was stunned, to say the 
least, and very excited at the same time.

David included Jack’s contact information in his 
message, and when I read the message the next 
morning I picked up the phone and called. Alas—all 
I got was a message machine. I left a message and 
when Jack called back he got my message machine. 
When we finally connected and he said he’d call me 
that night, I told him I was e-mailing him a photo of 
my father with a very beautiful woman. I did not know 
who she was and was hoping he might recognize her.

When I picked up the phone at 7:00 p.m. I heard, 
“Hello, Sis. The picture cinches it. The lovely woman 
is my mother, and I have the same photograph on 
my mantel.”

Finding My Brother, Jack
Rebecca Elliott

Rebecca is a member of SFBAJGS. This story first appeared on the Ancestry.com blog in 2012.

Me, Jack, and my sister My 2014 visit to see Jack and his family
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I started the Kirkuty Web site, http://www.kirkuty.xip.pl/, 
in autumn 2005. It is hard to believe it was almost 
10 years ago. At the time I was a sales manager in a 
travel agency in Warsaw. One day I decided I needed 
a break. I started to visit different places in Poland. 
I took some photos, including some at a few Jewish 
cemeteries. After a few months I decided to put photos 
of these cemeteries on the Internet. I paid some money 
to a young Webmaster to teach me how to make a 
Web site. The site was ready in December 2005, with 
just 40–50 photos from a few Jewish cemeteries. Not 
very much. I thought that maybe once or twice per 
month someone would look at these pictures. But 
since the very beginning many people started writing 
to me, sending information and asking to add their 
photos. It became my hobby. Not only photographing 
the cemeteries but also gathering information about 
their locations, number of matzevot, and the histories 
of these sites.

According to different sources, about 1,200 to 
1,400 Jewish cemeteries are in Poland. So far I have 
published information—or at least mentioned—about 
800 of these cemeteries. During the first years I was 
very busy. I visited many cemeteries, took photos, and 
wrote a lot of descriptions. In 2009 the Museum of the 
History of Polish Jews invited me to join its team and 
to become involved in a similar project, the Virtual 
Shtetl. My private site still grows, though, as I add 
new information, new photos, and so on.

On http://www.kirkuty.xip.pl/ you can find information 
about approximately 800 Jewish cemeteries in 
Poland and of course thousands of photographs of 
general views and of individual tombstones. There 
are also my writing about Jewish cemeteries and 

funeral customs, some advice for people who would 
like to take care of a cemetery in their own towns, 
and yahrzeit dates of famous rabbis and tzadikim. 
My Hebrew is basic, but sometimes I compile lists of 
names from preserved matzevot. Last year I created 
such lists for Niepołomice, Szczytno, and other towns. 
It is very important work, because many people look 
for graves of their ancestors, especially Americans, 
grandchildren of Jews who emigrated from Poland in 
the 19th and 20th centuries.

Sometimes finding a grave changes someone’s life. 
For example, in 2008 a woman from Denmark visited 
my site and found a photo of her cousin’s grave in 
Włocławek. She thought he had been killed during 
the Shoah. They had lost contact. But he lived in 
Poland and passed away in the 1960’s in Włocławek. 
So when the woman found a photo of his tombstone, 
she was in shock. I contacted a friend who knows 
a few Jews from Włocławek now living in Israel. My 
friend found an Israeli branch of the man’s family. 
After a few months the woman from Denmark met 
her cousins in Israel. This is how one photo on my 
site helped reunite members of a family.

In 2006–2007 my project had a small editorial 
team: Małgorzata Frąckowiak, Katarzyna Nocek, Artur 
Cyruk, and me. But now I work alone. Of course, the 
continued growth of the site would not be possible 
without the support of the many correspondents 
who send information and photos. In particular, I 
should mention Małgorzata Płoszaj from Rybnik and 
Jacques Lahitte from Warsaw, a Frenchman who 
came to Poland because he fell in love with a beautiful 
Polish woman and then started to explore the Jewish 
heritage of our country.

For many years I covered all the costs of my 
hobby: server, books, travel expenses. After three 
or four years I decided to add a PayPal button to 
my site. Many people wrote that they liked the 
project, so I thought they might also send some 
money. Very few people gave any donations, but 
that did not change anything; I continued my 
work. Sometimes my friend Herman Storick from 
Larchmont, New York, and another friend sent 
me some donations. In 2014, thanks to Herman 
Storick’s generosity, I produced thirteen plaques 
to mark a few totally devastated cemeteries and 
graves of Jewish soldiers of the Polish Army who 
were killed during the war in 1939. The situation 
has become better since 2012, when the San 

Kirkuty: The Jewish Cemetery Web Site for Poland
Krzysztof Bielawski

Krzysztof is very modest about the mitzvah he is doing by photographing matzevot in Polish cemeteries. He has twice 
received an award from the Israeli embassy in Warsaw for his work. 
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decided to support the site. These donations 
help me visit more cemeteries and document 
surviving tombstones. I appreciate it.

Although it is not my main activity, sometimes 
I try to do something about preserving Jewish 
cemeteries. For example, in 2007 I went to 
the small town of Nowogród. The local Jewish 
cemetery was completely devastated, with only 
one remaining matzevah. Not far from the 
cemetery I found an abandoned, ruined house. 
Its owner had used some matzevot to build the 
foundation. I informed the local newspaper 
and TV. The town mayor promised to negotiate 
with the owner. After a few months the town 
authorities transferred all matzevot from the 
foundation to the cemetery.

I have inspired some similar projects. A few years 
ago Duvid Singer, a Bobover Chassid from Borough 

Park, New York, asked me for help in searching for 
graves of famous tzadikim. We were involved in such 
projects in Parysow, Żelechów, and now in Mielec.

SFBAJGS Family Finder Update
The surnames and towns being researched by our newest members are listed below. This database is maintained  

for the benefit of our membership. If you have a correction or update, please write to SFBAJGS at  
familyfinder@sfbajgs.org or at P.O. Box 318214,  San Francisco, CA 94131-8214. 

___Surname____________Town, Country_______________________________   _______Member__                              ___
Abramson/Abramczyk	 Pultusk, Poland	 Deborah Barr
Barr	 Moghilev-Podolski	 Deborah Barr
Blinder	 Russia; New York	 Deborah Blankenburg
Bloch	 Germany	 Deborah Blankenburg
Braunstein/Bronstein	 Poland or Austria-Hungary	 Alana Shindler
Chambre	 Lich, Germany; Kassel, Germany	 Erica Chambre
Elster	 Chelm, Poland	 Deborah Barr
Frohmann	 Griesheim, Germany	 Erica Chambre
Goldberg	 Russia	 Joyce Donahoo
Gurefsky	 Rascov, Moldova; Kamenets-Podolsky	 Deborah Barr
Holtzman	 Pultusk, Poland	 Deborah Barr
Jankowicz	 Riga, Latvia; Pennsylvania	 Anna Young
Kanter	 Bender and Odessa, Ukraine	 Alana Shindler
Kusher	 Poland; New York	 Deborah Blankenburg
Lumer	 Rascov, Moldova	 Deborah Barr
Marcus	 Russia	 Joyce Donahoo
Papkin	 Russia, United States	 Joyce Donahoo
Ralsen/Rolzen/Rosen	 Bender, Ukraine	 Alana Shindler
Rojansky/Rosensky/Rosinsky  Slonim, Poland; Russia; London	 Anna Young
Rothenberger	 Baden, Germany; Giessen, Germany; Gedern, Germany	 Erica Chambre
Schindler/Shindler	 Varklanni, Latvia	 Alana Shindler
Shure	 Riga, Latvia; Pennsylvania	 Anna Young
Steifel	 Baden, Germany	 Erica Chambre
Voehl	 Gedern, Germany	 Erica Chambre
Young	 Riga, Latvia; Pennsylvania	 Anna Young
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I’ve forgotten now what I made for that dinner, 
because Nimoy arrived late due to a business call. 
He apologized specifically about missing the meal, 
however, and also spoke to the group longer than had 
originally been planned to help make up for it. For two 
hours about ten of us enjoyed hearing him talk on a 
personal level about his life and work. He told us he 
got his first paid acting gig because the cast needed 
a young man who could speak Yiddish (apparently 
difficult for casting directors to find even that long 
ago!), and that the favorite project he had worked 
on was A Woman Called Golda. He also mentioned 
that when Kennedy was running for president in 
1960, he was somewhat confused about all the fuss 
made about the possibility of a Catholic becoming 
president. Growing up in Boston, his world had been 
half Catholic and half Jewish; a Catholic president 
seemed like no big deal.

When a well known Jew passes away, it often 
feels like losing a close member of the family. Even 
though I have no (known) direct family connection 
to Leonard Nimoy, as many of us who use DNA in 
our research have learned, Eastern European Jews 
are related in many ways due to endogamy. A study 
released in 2014 even claimed that we’re all at least 
30th cousins. So in one sense I did lose a member 
of my family.

LLAP, Mr. Nimoy. Thanks for the memories.

Invite a Friend to Join SFBAJGS
http://www.jewishgen.org/sfbajgs/about.html

Leonard Nimoy, continued from page 8
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Calendar of Upcoming SFBAJGS Events
Sunday, 14 June, Oakland: Social Media for Genealogists. SFBAJGS member Meredith Sellers will illustrate how social 

media sites can assist your genealogy research efforts, discuss the pros and cons of different platforms, and outline ways to 
maintain a secure online presence.

Monday, 15 June, Los Altos Hills: Liberation from a Shoah Ghost: The Girl on the Wall. SFBAJGS board member Preeva 
Tramiel will discuss her recently published memoir and her research into her father’s life. 

Sunday, 19 July, San Francisco: 20th Century Immigration and Naturalization Records. Marisa Louie, formerly with the 
National Archives, will discuss Alien Case Files and how to obtain them, and Jewish refugees who were detained at Angel Island.

Sunday, 16 August, Oakland: Bring Your Own Brick Wall. Bring your problems, questions, and documents (copies, please, 
no originals), and experienced SFBAJGS researchers will try to provide information and suggestions that may help you solve 
some family mysteries.

Monday, 17 August, Los Altos Hills: JRI-Poland: Go for the Record! JRI-Poland board member Robinn Magid will demonstrate 
how easy it is to download actual images of records relating to your ancestors. 

Sunday, 20 September, San Francisco: Researching Your Litvak Roots. Judy Baston, Vice President of LitvakSIG, will give 
an overview of sources online and in various repositories for researching your Litvak heritage.

See page 3 for meeting locations and times and page 4 for other events of interest. 
For more program information visit http://www.sfbajgs.org/.


