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Chapter 12 – We the People 
 

 

As discussed in the preceding chapter, the patriarch of our 

branch of the Polonsky family in America was Nathan Polonsky, 

born around the time of the American Civil War, in Shpola, 

Russia.  He and his wife Bessie Polonsky represent the first 

generation of the Polonsky family in America.
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Nathan and Bessie had eight children, including three sons – 

Louis Isadore, Joseph, and Leon, and five daughters – Vera, 

Fannie, Pauline, Rachil, and Ruth, all born in Russia, between 

1884 and 1907.  These eight children, representing the second 

Polonsky generation in America, founded eight distinct branches 

of the Polonsky family (see Figure 8).   
 

 

The Paull Family.  The Paull family represents the largest branch of Nathan Polonsky’s family.  The 

family name came into being when Nathan and Bessie’s eldest son, Levi Yitzhak Polonsky, 

Americanized his name to Isadore Paull, at the time of his marriage to Mary Gelman in 1906 (he later 

added Louis as his first name).  Isadore and Mary started out in Gallitzin, PA, and eventually settled in 

Pittsburgh, PA, where they raised four sons and three daughters, representing the third generation.  

Their four sons – Phil, Harold, Herbert, and Melvin – continued the Paull name.  Their three daughters 

– Bertha, Ella, and Lenore – married into the Friedman, Abrams, and Berman families.   

 

The (Joseph) Polonsky Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s second-eldest son, Joseph Polonsky, married 

Lucy Shlemoff.  Their son Arnold married Ruth Brian.  Their descendants represent the only branch of 

the family that still carries the Polonsky name.  Joseph and Lucy’s daughter, Ruth, married into the 

Saravay family.   

 

The Paulen Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s third-eldest son, Leon Polonsky married Ida Cornman.  

Leon and Ida had one son, Arnold Polonsky, who Americanized his name to Arnold Paulen after 

returning from WWII.  Their daughter, Doris, married into the Heimowitz family. 

 

The Erskine Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s eldest daughter, Vera Polonsky, married Max Erskine.  

Vera and Max had two sons, Eugene and Robert Erskine.   

                                                 
317

  Describing Nathan and Bessie Polonsky as the first generation to live in America refers to their generation, not to their 

date of immigration.  As they were both born in the 1860s, they represented the eldest generation of the Polonsky family 

to live in America.  Nathan and Bessie were not, however, the first family members to arrive in America – four of their 

children immigrated to America between 1905 and 1913, well before they did, in 1914. 
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The Adler Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s second-eldest daughter, Rachil (Rae) Polonsky married 

Herman Adler.  Rae and Herman had a son Leonard Adler, and a daughter, Bernice, who married into 

the Blumenreich family.   

 

The Chaber Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s third-eldest daughter, Fannie Polonsky, married Charles 

Chaber.  Fannie and Charlie had two sons, Richard and Mortimer Chaber.   

 

The Rabinowitz (or Robbins) Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s fourth-eldest daughter, Pauline 

Polonsky, married Harry Rabinowitz.  Their son, Martin, Americanized his name to Robbins, and their 

daughter, Naomi, married into the Reed family.  

 

The Gordon Family.  Nathan and Bessie’s youngest daughter, Ruth Polonsky, married Harry Gordon.  

They had no children. 

 

The children from these marriages comprise the third generation of the Polonsky family, which was the 

first generation to be all-American born.  The nineteen members of this generation, representing 

Nathan Polonsky’s grandchildren, were born between 1907 and 1933.  Known as the Greatest 

Generation, the third generation was shaped by the Great Depression of the 1930s, and World War II.  

Nearly all of the men born in this generation served their country during the war (see Chapter 21 – The 

Greatest Generation). 

  

After returning from the war, the third generation gave rise to the fourth generation, a large generation 

of forty-three members representing Nathan Polonsky’s great-grandchildren, born between 1937 and 

1971, with the majority born between 1946 and 1964.  This period defines the generation known as the 

Baby Boomers.  They grew up during the 1960s and 1970s, a time of great social unrest and cultural 

change in America.   

 

This generation attended college in great numbers, and has the distinction of being known as the 

largest and wealthiest generation in American history. 295F
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  Due to this greater educational opportunity, 

this generation of the Polonsky family enjoyed greater financial freedom and independence, and were 

more able to pursue career opportunities than previous generations.  In pursuit of these opportunities, 

they left their hometowns and fanned out across the country.  This mass migration has created what has 

been described as the “Diaspora in America” (see Figures 13 through 16 and Table 5).
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This independence has resulted in a greater degree of assimilation into American culture and society, 

but with this independence came less opportunity for family interaction, lost family connections, and a 

separation from the Jewish community.  The change is manifested by the dramatic increase in the rate 

of interfaith marriage among the members of this generation, and a decreased emphasis on the 

observance of religious customs and traditions (see Chapter 26 – Everything Must Change). 
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  Steve Gillon: Boomer Nation: The Largest and Richest Generation Ever, and How It Changed America.  Free Press, a 
Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc., New York, NY, 2004. 

 
319

  PBS.org: The Jewish Americans: A Series by David Grubin.  Migration: The Diaspora in America.  http://www.pbs.org/ 
jewishamericans/jewish_life/migration.html. 

http://www.pbs.org/%20jewishamericans/jewish_life/migration.html
http://www.pbs.org/%20jewishamericans/jewish_life/migration.html
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FIGURE 8 -- The Eight Major Branches of Nathan Polonsky’s Family 
 

This descendant chart depicts Nathan Polonsky, his wife Bessie Shapiro, and their eight children.  Because the Polonsky family 

is so large, separate chapters and descendant charts are presented in the book for each major branch of the family, 

represented by each of Nathan and Bessie’s eight children. 
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The members of the fifth Polonsky generation, represented by Nathan Polonsky’s great-great-

grandchildren, were born between 1963 and 2002.  They are the children of the Baby Boomers, and at 

fifty-three members, represent the largest of the six American generations of the Polonsky family (one 

of these fifty-three descendants has since passed away).  They also represent the first generation of the 

family to have a significant number of members born to interfaith parents  

 

The members of the sixth Polonsky generation, represented by Nathan Polonsky’s great-great-great-

grandchildren, were born between 1991 and the time of this writing (2012).  There are currently 

seventeen members of this very young generation – nine in the Paull branch of the family, seven in the 

Joseph Polonsky branch, and one in the Paulen branch. 

 

All told, there are 140 known direct descendants of Nathan and Bessie Polonsky, past and present, of 

which 114 are currently living in the United States and other countries.  Of these 114 living 

descendants, 109 are bloodline descendants, and five are adopted, or children of adopted descendants. 

As of this writing, there are a total of 164 current Polonsky family members, including spouses.
320

 

 

The following figures depict the number of Nathan Polonsky’s known descendants and total family 

members among each of the major branches of the Polonsky family by generation and their 

distribution across the country: 

 

The column chart in Figure 9 shows the distribution of all 140 direct descendants, both past and 

present, among the major branches of the family, by generation. 

 

The pie chart in Figure 10 shows the distribution of all 140 direct descendants, both past and present, 

among the major branches of the family. 

 

The pie chart in Figure 11 shows the distribution of all 114 current descendants among the major 

branches of the family.  

 

The pie chart in Figure 12 shows the distribution of all 164 current family members, including spouses, 

among the major branches of the family.   

 

The pie chart in Figure 13 shows the geographical distribution of Nathan Polonsky’s 114 current 

descendants across the United States. 

 

The maps in Figures 14 through 16 show the geographical distribution of Polonsky descendants’ 

families across the United States, and how this distribution has changed over time. 

 

Table 5 summarizes the geographical distribution of Polonsky descendants’ families both nationally 

and internationally. 
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  The total of 164 current family members includes all of Nathan Polonsky’s living descendants and their spouses, but 
does not include ex-spouses.  However, ex-spouses who were the biological parents of descendants are included in 
enumerations of all family members (past and present), and are also included in all genealogical charts and tables, as 
well as the index. 
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FIGURE 9 
 

Distribution of Nathan Polonsky’s Descendants Among the 

Major Branches of the Family, by Generation 

Several interesting trends emerge from this column chart representing all 140 of Nathan Polonsky’s direct descendants (both 

past and present).  The second generation started with a single founding member in each branch of the Polonsky family.  With 

the exception of the Gordon branch (Ruth Polonsky Gordon had no descendants) each subsequent generation increased in size 

through the fourth generation.  For the Paulen, Paull, and Robbins branches, this trend continued through the fifth generation.  

The Paulen, Paull, and Polonsky branches were founded by Nathan Polonsky’s three eldest sons, and are the only three 

branches to have sixth generation descendants thus far. 

 

The fifth generation is the largest generation in the Adler, Paulen, Paull, and Robbins branches of the family, while the fourth 

generation is the largest in the Chaber and Erskine branches, and the sixth generation is the largest in the Polonsky branch.  The 

Paull branch is by far the largest branch of the family, while the Erskine branch, having no fifth generation descendants, is the 

smallest. 
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FIGURE 10 
 

Distribution of Nathan Polonsky’s Descendants (Past and Present) 

Among the Major Branches of the Family 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
FIGURE 11 

 

Distribution of Nathan Polonsky’s Current Descendants  

Among the Major Branches of the Family 
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FIGURE 12 

 

Distribution of Nathan Polonsky’s Current Family Members 

Among the Major Branches of the Family 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

FIGURE 13 
 

Geographical Distribution of Nathan Polonsky's Descendants in the USA 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on 2012 data.  States are arranged alphabetically, beginning with Arizona at the 12 o’clock  

position (blue), and continuing around clockwise to Arkansas (red), California (green), and so on.  
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FIGURE 14 
 

U.S. Towns and Cities in Which the Polonsky Family Resided During the 1920s 
 

During the 1920s, Louis Isadore Paull settled in Pittsburgh, PA, where the Paull branch of the family originated.  Joseph Polonsky 
moved his family to Bethlehem, NH.  Nathan and Bessie Polonsky, and the rest of their children and grandchildren resided in 
Brooklyn during this era.  

 
FIGURE 15 

U.S. Towns and Cities in Which the Polonsky Family Resided During the 1960s 

The Adler family relocated to Detroit, MI in 1930.  The Polonsky family moved to Bedford, NH in 1959.  The Robbins family 

relocated to Denver, CO in 1963.  The Erskine family relocated to Rochester, NY in 1965.  During the 1930s through the 1960s, the 

Paull family largely resided in Pittsburgh, PA, with several family members relocating to Bellefonte, PA (1948), and the suburbs of 

Baltimore, MD (1968).  The remainder of Nathan Polonsky’s descendants resided in Brooklyn or Long Island, NY. 
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FIGURE 16 
 

U.S. Towns and Cities in Which the Polonsky Family Resides as of 2012 

The Polonsky family and its descendants currently reside in fifty cities and towns in twenty-one different states all across 

America, and in three different countries, including England, Australia, and  Israel.  The data in Figure 16 and Table 5 is limited to 

Nathan Polonsky’s 114 descendants, and reflects their places of residence in the United States as of 2012.  In general, children of 

descendants who are attending college or graduate school in different states are considered temporary residents of those 

states, and are counted as living in their parents’ place of residence. 

 

The maps in Figures 14–16 show several distinct geographical trends among the members of the Polonsky family.  During the 

1920s, Nathan Polonsky and most of the Polonsky family still lived in Brooklyn NY, where they had originally settled during the 

period from 1906–1914.  Only Nathan’s two eldest sons and their families lived elsewhere – Isadore relocated from rural 

Pennsylvania to Pittsburgh, PA, and Joseph relocated from Brooklyn to Bethlehem, NH. 

 

By the 1960s, only Nathan’s daughter Ruth Polonsky, and part of the Chaber and Rabinowitz branches of the Polonsky family still 

lived in Brooklyn.  The Paull branch resided in Pittsburgh, PA, the Polonsky branch in Bedford, NH, the Erskine branch in 

Rochester, NY, the Adler branch in Detroit, MI, and the Robbins branch in Denver, CO.  The Paulen branch and part of the 

Chaber branch had moved from Brooklyn to Long Island. 

 

By the twenty-first century, none of Nathan’s descendants still lived in Brooklyn (although several of his siblings’ descendants still 

do).  Neither did any of his descendants still reside Detroit, MI or Rochester, NY, and only a few remain in Pittsburgh, PA.  As of 

2012, the states in which the majority of his 114 descendants reside are California (28.9%), followed by New York (12.3%), Florida 

(8.8%), Colorado (6.1%), and Pennsylvania (6.1%).  These five states currently account for where nearly two-thirds (62.3%) of 

Nathan’s descendants reside.  The remaining 37.7 percent are distributed among sixteen other states, as well as the countries of 

Australia, England, and Israel (see Figure 13 and Table 5). 

 

These trends show a fourth generation that is much more mobile than the previous three generations and much less likely to 

reside in their home towns than their parents and grandparents were.  The general direction of migration has been westward and 

southward, with thirty-five descendants (30.7%) residing on the West Coast and Pacific Northwest, twenty-seven (23.7 %) residing 

on the East Coast, seventeen (14.9%) residing in the South, fifteen (13.2%) residing in the Southwest and Great Plaines States, and 

thirteen (11.4%) residing in the Midwest.  Six descendants (5.3%) currently reside in other countries, and the place of residence of 

two descendants (1.8%) is unknown. 
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TABLE 5 

 

Geographical Distribution of Nathan Polonsky's Descendants (2012) 
 

State Town or City Family State Town or City Family 

Arizona Peoria Adler Florida Miramar Erskine 

Arizona Surprise Bridges Florida Weston Schillinger 

Arizona Tempe Stanley Georgia Cornelia Sauls 

Arkansas Rogers Paull Iowa Burlington Polonsky 

California Altadena Paull Iowa Keosauqua Polonsky 

California Encinitas Chaber Illinois Carbondale Whaley 

California Fremont Schaub Illinois Chicago Bridges 

California Fullerton Ballon Kentucky Lexington Carter 

California La Canada Flintridge Blumenreich Maine Topsham Paulen 

California Los Angeles 
Abrams, Adler, Ballon, 

Kennedy, Mann 
Maryland Baltimore Berman 

California Menlo Park Adler Michigan Lapeer Thompson 

California Pacifica Paull Missouri Columbia Carevic 

California San Diego Blumenreich New Hampshire Bedford Polonsky 

California Santa Cruz Borrowman North Carolina Asheville Hoop, Love 

California Sonoma Chaber North Carolina Raleigh Paull 

California Walnut Creek Paull New York Gloversville Abrams 

Colorado Aurora Abrams New York New York 
Cohen, Harris, 

Heimowitz, Paulen 

Colorado Denver Levine, Paulen, Robbins Oklahoma Tulsa Hastings 

Colorado Englewood Levine Oregon Ashland Chaber 

Colorado Henderson Packard Pennsylvania Berwyn Biggin 

Florida Boynton Beach Reed Pennsylvania Pittsburgh Abrams, Paull 

Florida Jacksonville Miller Texas Brownsville Paull 

Florida Jupiter Erskine Wisconsin Madison Robbins 

Florida Lakewood Ranch Gaffney, Malone International 
London, UK, Sydney, 

Aus, & Ra’anana, Israel 

Lawrence-Brand, 

Macindoe, Paull 
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The Polonsky and Paull Family Biographies 

 

The history of the Polonsky and Paull family in America is largely told through family biographies.  

They tell the story of each American descendant of Nathan and Bessie Polonsky and their families, and 

offer a unique insight into our family’s shared American experience throughout the twentieth, and into 

the twenty-first century.   

 

The biographies in Chapters 13 through 19 are organized into seven chapters corresponding to each 

major branch of the Polonsky family descending from Nathan and Bessie Polonsky, and includes each 

of their 140 descendants (225 family members, including spouses) across six generations in America. 

The Rabinowitz and Gordon biographies are combined into one chapter, as Ruth Polonsky Gordon had 

no children, and therefore her family did not comprise a separate branch.
321

   

 

Chapter 20 focuses on Nathan’s siblings and their families.  Whereas our family descends from Nathan 

Polonsky, these cousinly lines descend from Nathan’s siblings – Basheva, Pincus, and Leyb Polonsky.  

Hence, our common Polonsky ancestor is Nathan’s father, Aharon David Polonsky. 

 

Over the course of preparing the family biographies, nearly every known living family member was 

contacted and interviewed by the author, either in person, or via telephone or email.  These family 

members served as primary sources of information regarding such vital statistics as names, dates, and 

places of births, deaths, and marriages. 

 

Each family member was asked to provide as much genealogical information regarding themselves, 

their parents, and their children, as possible.  Data from multiple sources were cross-checked for 

accuracy.  Family members were provided with multiple drafts of their family biographies over the 

course of their preparation, in order to check them for accuracy and completeness. 

 

For deceased family members, information was obtained from a wide variety of primary source 

documents, including: birth and death certificates, Russian birth records, marriage records, wedding 

announcements, U.S. Federal census records, U.S. WWII Army enlistment records and draft 

registrations, immigration records, steamship passenger manifests, naturalization records, the Social 

Security Death Index, obituaries, gravestone inscriptions, the JewishGen Online Worldwide Burial 

Registry, and the Yad Vashem Central Database of Shoah Victims’ Names.  

 

Information for deceased family members was also obtained from secondary sources of information, 

including interviews with their descendants.  These interviews were particularly useful for identifying 

ancestors in family photographs, as well as the time and place of the event depicted.  

 

While assembling the pieces of our family tree, I remained cognizant of the fact that citing genealogy 

sources correctly and completely gives genealogical research credibility.  Hence, care was taken to 

document all relevant genealogical information sources in both the footnotes to this text and the 

bibliography.  Pertinent verbal and email communications are also documented in the footnotes.  
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  Coincidentally, Pauline Polonsky’s husband, Harry Rabinowitz, and Ruth Polonsky’s husband, Harry Gordon, were 
cousins, and Ruth and Harry Gordon met at Pauline and Harry Rabinowitz’s daughter Naomi Rabinowitz’s wedding. 
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All of the genealogical and source information collected was entered into the author’s genealogical 

software program (Family Tree Maker 2012, by Ancestry.com).  The program was then used to create 

the many different family trees, descendant charts, and genealogical reports presented herein. 

 

The author wishes to once again thank the many members of the Polonsky family for so graciously 

responding to his numerous requests for biographical information and photographs of themselves and 

their families.  The family biographies presented in the ensuing Chapters 13 through 20, are based 

primarily on the information they so generously provided. 

A classic photograph of the Polonsky family, circa 1919.  Standing left to right, back row: Lucy (née Shlemoff) and her husband, 

Joseph Polonsky, Fannie Polonsky and her husband, Charles Chaber, and Vera Polonsky and her husband, Max Erskine.  Middle 

row: Isadore Polonsky, Nathan Polonsky, Bessie Polonsky, Rachil Polonsky, and Leon Polonsky.  Front row: Pauline Polonsky and 

Ruth Polonsky.  The children in the middle of the photo are Joseph and Lucy’s daughter, Ruth Polonsky, and their son, Arnold 

Polonsky.  The photograph may commemorate Fannie Polonsky’s marriage to Charles Chaber, who returned from WWI in 1918. 
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