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Part IV – Our American Biography 
 

 

 
 

Our ancestors ... possessed a right, which nature has given to all men, of departing from 

the country in which chance, not choice, has placed them. 

Thomas Jefferson 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

There is properly no history, only biography. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays, 1841 
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Chapter 11 – The Family Patriarch 
 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 7 

  
Children and Grandchildren of Nathan Polonsky 

  

Nathan Polonsky, born Menakhem Nahum 

Polonsky, in Shpola, Russia (now Ukraine), 

married Bessie (Basya or Batia) Shapiro in 

1881.  As of this writing, their descendants 

(past and present) number eight children, 

nineteen grandchildren, forty-three great-

grandchildren, fifty-three great--great-

grandchildren, and seventeen third-great-

grandchildren. 

 

This chapter presents biographical 

information for Nathan and Bessie 

Polonsky, and is followed by nine chapters 

containing biographical information for 

their 140 descendants and their spouses. 

 

Nathan Polonsky 

c. 1863 – 1929 
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Nathan Polonsky  & Bessie Shapiro 

The patriarch of the Polonsky family in America is 

Nathan Polonsky (c. 1863–1929).  Nathan’s birth name in 

Russia was Menakhem Nahum Polonsky.   

 

Nathan was most likely born in the town of Shpola, in the 

Zvenigorodka uezd (district) of the Kiev guberniya 258F 

(province) of the Ukraine, as his parents were part of that 

community.
305

  His wife Bessie (Americanized from 

Basya or Batia) Shapiro (c. 1865–1938) came from the 

Ukrainian town of Pereyaslav.  
 

Nathan and Bessie were married in 1881, in Pereyaslav, 

and their first son, Louis Isadore, was born there on May 

12, 1883. 259F

306
  Nathan belonged to the Shpola bourgeois or 

middle-class of tradesmen and merchants.  The family 

lived in Shpola throughout the 1880s and early 1890s, 

and their sons Joseph and Leon were likely born there.    
Nathan & Bessie Polonsky, Brighton Beach, Brooklyn,  

NY, c. 1920s 

 

Sometime around the mid-to-late 1890s, the family moved to Cherkasy.  At least four of their younger 

children, including daughters Rae (Rachil, b. 1898), 260F

307
 Fannie (Fania, b. 1899), 261F

308
 Pauline (Polia-Perel, 

b. 1901), 262F

309
 and Ruth (Raisa, b. 1903) 263F

310
 were born in Cherkasy.  According to Ellis Island 

immigration records, the ship’s passenger manifest listed Cherkasy as the place of last residence for 

Nathan’s family.  The town of Cherkasy is on the bank of the Dnepr River, about forty-two miles 

northeast of Shpola, and one hundred miles southeast of Kiev. 

                                                 
305

  The term guberniya is an obsolete Russian term referring to province, which has been replaced by oblast.  However, 
many Jewish genealogists and historians continue to use guberniya because it is appropriate to the historical period of 
interest.  The term uezd is an administrative-territorial unit, analogous to a county, which was used in pre-Soviet Russia. 

 
306

  Kiev Archive: Pereyaslav birth record for Levi-Itsko Polonsky, May 5, 1883, son of Nukhim Aharon Duvidov Polonsky 
and Basya Moiseyevna, Shpola bourgeois, Zvenigorodka Uezd.  Repository 1158, Cabinet 1, File 40.  

 
307

  Cherkasy Archive: Cherkasy birth record for Rachil Polonsky, December 21, 1898, daughter of Nukhim Aharon Duvidov 
Polonsky and Basya, Shpola bourgeois, Zvenigorodka Uezd.  Repository 931, Cabinet 1, File 3754. 

 
308

  Cherkasy Archive: Cherkasy birth record for Fannya Polonsky, November 30, 1899, daughter of Nukhim Aharon 
Duvidov Polonsky and Basya, Shpola bourgeois.  Repository 931, Cabinet 1, File 3776.  

 
309

  Cherkasy Archive: Cherkasy birth record for Polia-Perel Polonsky, April 14, 1901, daughter of Nukhim Aharon Duvidov 
Polonsky and Basya, Shpola bourgeois.  Repository 931, Cabinet 1, File 3831. 

 
310

  Cherkasy Archive: Cherkasy Birth record for Raisa Polonsky, February 10, 1903, daughter of Nukhim Aharon Duvidov 
Polonsky and Basya, Shpola bourgeois, Zvenigorodka Uezd.  Repository 931, Cabinet 1, File 3886. 
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Nathan Polonsky and his family made the journey to 

America on the Dwinsk, which departed Libau on May 5, 

1914, and arrived at the Port of New York on May 15, 1914.   

The Dwinsk was originally built by Harlan & Wolff Limited for 

the Holland-America Line, in 1897, and named Rotterdam.  In 

1906 it was purchased by the Scandinavian-American line, 

and renamed C.F.  Teigen.  It was transferred to the Russian-

American Line in 1913, and renamed the Dwinsk, with Libau-

New York service.  In 1917, the Dwinsk was transferred to the 

Cunard line sailing under the British flag.  It  transported 

troops during World War I, and was torpedoed and sunk by a 

German submarine four hundred miles from Bermuda, on 

June 18, 1918, with the loss of twenty-three lives. 

The SS Dwinsk 

 

The information on this passenger record was derived from the Dwinsk passenger manifest.  It spells Nathan Polonsky’s name as 

Nuchim.  His name was often abbreviated as Nukhim in Russia, which he later Americanized to Nathan.  However, his full name 

as inscribed in Hebrew on his gravestone, was Menakhem Nahum Polonsky.  He gave his age as 51 at the time of immigration, 

which means that he was born circa 1863. 

 

The Dwinsk passenger manifest shows that Nuchim Polonsky’s wife Batia accompanied him with their three daughters, Fania, 

Polia-Perel, and Raisa, and their son, Leiba (see lines 18 - 23).  Their American names became Nathan, Bessie, Fannie, Pauline, 

Ruth, and Leon.  Their eldest son, Isadore, had immigrated to America nine years earlier, in 1905, followed by their son Joseph in 

1907, their daughter Vera in 1911, and their daughter Rachil in 1913.  
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Nathan and Bessie immigrated to America with four of their eight children, arriving at the Port of New 

York at Ellis Island on May 20, 1914.  They made the voyage on the ship Dwinsk, sailing from Libau.  

According to the passenger manifest, Nathan was fifty-one years of age, and Bessie forty-nine.
 

264F

311
  

There were a total of 658 immigrants on that voyage, virtually all of them Russian Jews.   

 

The Story of Nathan & Bessie’s Betrothal 

 

Nathan and Bessie’s granddaughter, Bertha Paull Friedman, wrote a beautiful memoir entitled, “My 

Grandparents Betrothal.”  Based primarily on family stories that were told to her by her Aunt Ruth 

Polonsky, Bertha recounts the story of how her grandparents met, and came to be married:     

 

It seems our great-great-grandfather was a ‘Tsaddik.’  By definition a tzaddik is a most righteous man – 

one who does God’s bidding in a sudden magical rescue mission, and then vanishes.   

 

 A tzaddik could also be defined as a Chassid scholar.  Be that as it may, it appears Grandmother’s 

(Bessie Shapiro’s) father had a “mission” to a nearby town where he had gone by train.  While waiting 

at the station, he met another Chassid, and naturally they began talking.  They discussed religious 

beliefs, the Talmud, and finally their families.   

 

 My Grandfather (Bertha probably meant to say her great-grandfather here, as she is still referring to 

Bessie Shapiro’s father) proudly told he was a great-grandson of the Shpoler Zeida – the seventh 

disciple of the Baal-Shem-Tov – blessed be his name.  Surprised and delighted, the other Chassid (here 

Bertha refers to Nathan Polonsky’s father) disclosed that he, too, was a direct descendant of another 

disciple.290F

312
   

  

But, to continue, further conversation disclosed that the Polonsky Chassid had a son twelve years of 

age, while Shapiro had a daughter of eight.  She was the only daughter of five siblings, and since the 

family conducted a successful lumber business, she would be entitled to a substantial dowry.  The two 

Chassids then shook hands, and pledged the betrothal of their two children.  Since the two families lived 

in different towns, the families may have met on occasions, but never did the prospective bride and 

groom meet.   

 

When our grandfather became twenty and grandmother sixteen, it was decided the time had come for 

marriage.  Great preparations began, and no doubt, the entire town was invited, as well as people from 

surrounding shtetles.  However, there was a short period when the marriage was in jeopardy!  It seems 

my grandfather became curious about his bride-to-be, and sent her a photograph of him, asking for her 

picture in return.   

 

                                                 
311

  There is contradictory information concerning Bessie Polonsky’s age.  The Dwinsk passenger manifest lists her age as 

49 in 1914, indicating that she was born c. 1865.  The 1920 census lists her age as 55, again indicating that she was 
born c. 1865.  However, the 1930 census lists her age as 63, indicating that she was born c. 1867.  Her death certificate 
indicates that she died in 1938 at the age of 62, indicating that she was born c. 1876.  However, her first child, Levi 
Yitzhak Polonsky, was born in 1883, so the age listed for her on the death certificate is almost certainly incorrect. 

 
312

  Bertha appears to have the genealogy reversed – Nathan Polonsky’s father, Aharon David Polonsky, married Pesya 
Brayna Zeida, a descendant of the Shpoler Zeida.  Aharon David was also descended from Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz, 
through the rabbi’s daughter.  However, as a member of the Shapiro family, it is also possible that Bessie’s father was 
descended from Rabbi Pinchas Shapira, or that they share a common ancestor.  (Note: Spira and Shapira are older 
spelling variants of the Shapiro surname, which is derived from the town of Speyer, Germany). 
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Somehow or other, this great underhanded secret was discovered.  According to Chassidic law, it was 

against their religion to be photographed.  But, somehow, this great sin was rectified or condoned, and 

the marriage was performed as scheduled.  The marriage was to all appearances happy and productive 

– three sons and five daughters. 
 

Nathan’s occupation was listed as “realtor” on both census forms and on his death certificate, but it is 

not known if this is how he actually supported his family in America.  He and Bessie ran a grocery 

store in Brooklyn. 291F

313
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Nathan Polonsky on a summer outing with the children of the Pride of Judea Children’s Home, c. 1925 

 

Nathan, together with his sons Joseph and Leon, was very active in his synagogue, and in the Jewish 

community.  As evidenced by the above photograph, he also worked with orphaned and disadvantaged 

children at the Pride of Judea Children’s Home, in Brooklyn.292 F

314
  It is quite possible that Nathan was 

involved with similar Jewish charitable causes in Russia.  An article written by Nahum Polonsky in the 

Russian newspaper Hatsfira states:
315

 
 

Regarding the town of Stesnitz (in the Kiev district), thanking Y. Altman who provided money for hiring 

3 teachers to teach the 70 children, and who supervises it.  He also provided funds for clothes and 

shoes, as well as for circumcisions, weddings, and the like, as well as for teaching them the native 

language and trades.  

                                                 
313

  Arnold Paulen: Personal communication, with Jeffrey Mark Paull, October 3, 2009. 
 
314

   In 1920-21, Joseph Polonsky served as president of the Jewish Orphanage Asylum of Brownsville, East New York, in 
which capacity he helped raise funds for the building of a new Jewish orphanage, the Pride of Judea Children’s Home, 
and Leon served on the Pride of Judea’s Board of Directors. The book, An Orphan Has Many Parents, by Phil Craft and 
Stan Friedland, tells the authors’ moving story of being raised in the Pride of Judea Children’s Home, and the caring 
parental figures who ran the Jewish orphanage (see Bibliography). 

 
315

  Eliezer Makovetsky: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, September 13, 2011.  Although this quote from 
Hatsfira (February 4, 1894) does not provide enough information to verify Nahum Polonsky’s identity, similar articles 
sent to the author by Mr. Makovetsky mention Nahum Polonsky as the son of Aharon David Polonsky, and also mention 
Aharon David, along with other members of Nahum’s family, including his brother Pinchas, donating money to Shpola.  
Hence, there is a very good possibility that the Nahum Polonsky who is quoted in this article is Nathan Polonsky. 
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Bertha fondly recalled her grandparents, Nathan and Bessie in her memoir: 

  

As I recall, my grandfather was always well-dressed, immaculately groomed, and commanded attention 

when he spoke.  He became one of the bulwarks of the synagogue he joined in Brooklyn, as well as the 

founder and director of a charitable orphanage.   

 

As one of his more radical daughters put it: In Russia you were a struggling teacher and scholar.  You 

came to this country and became a Porritz. 293F

316
  (She meant he didn’t find it necessary to work, and 

instead gave advice to family as well as friends).  Actually, he never thrust his ideas or views on anyone, 

thinking it best for people to live their lives as they saw fit.   

 

My grandmother was a fabulous cook, and spent most of her time preparing food.  It was nothing for 

her to have twenty or thirty people for dinner.  She invited many people from her native country, and 

among her guests were the families of Mischa Elman and Yashcka Heifitz, who came from the same 

town.  My grandmother was also noted for her wisdom – that is, by all except her husband, who did, 

however, acknowledge her cooking to be the best. 

 

Nathan Polonsky passed away on October 9, 

1929.  On his death certificate, his age is given as 

sixty-two, and his parents are listed as Aaron 

Polonsky and Bessie Sied.   

 

Bessie Polonsky passed away on December 3, 

1938.  On her death certificate, her age is given as 

sixty-two and a half, and her parents are listed as 

Moshe Shapiro and Binnie Cohen.   

 

Nathan and Bessie are buried in adjoining rows in 

the same section of Mount Judah Cemetery, in 

Ridgewood, NY, in the borough of Queens. 
 

Nathan & Bessie Polonsky, Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, NY, 1923 

 

Nathan and Bessie Polonsky were true pioneers and founders of our American family.  It was 

incredibly courageous and selfless of them to leave behind the world they knew, and live out their days 

in an entirely new and different world.  Undoubtedly Nathan and Bessie missed their ancestral home, 

their family, and their customs and traditions in the old country, but how gratifying it had to be for 

them to see their children and grandchildren thrive in America, with all of the privileges and freedoms 

that they, and generations of their forefathers, could only dream of in Russia.  

 

Although most of us never knew them, our entire family owes an enormous debt of gratitude to these 

beloved founders of our American Polonsky and Paull family.  They have passed on to us one of the 

greatest gifts possible – our magnificent Jewish-American heritage. 

                                                 
316

  Rabbi Jonathan Panitz, Bolton Street Synagogue, Baltimore, MD: Personal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, April 
17, 2010.  According to Rabbi Panitz, the Yiddish word porritz means “landowner.”  
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Mt. Judah Cemetery, Ridgewood, NY 

 

Nathan is buried in Section 2, Block 21, grave 069 of Mount 

Judah Cemetery.  The Hebrew inscription on Nathan 

Polonsky’s headstone reads: “Here is buried an honest 

man, grandson [descendant] of the Saba Kadisha from 

Shpola, and grandson [descendant] of R. Pinchas of Koretz.  

Menakhem Nahum son of Aharon Duvid, of blessed 

memory passed away on 5 Tishrei, 5690 [9 October 1929].  

May his soul be bound up with the living.” 

Bessie is buried in Section 2, Block 21, grave 020 of Mount 

Judah Cemetery.  The Hebrew inscription on Bessie’s 

headstone reads: "Here is buried, Batia, daughter of Moshe.  

Passed away on the 10th of the month of Kislev, 5739 [3 

December, 1938].  May her soul be bound up with the 

living.”
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