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Chapter 2 – And So, It is Written 

 
 

 

The study of lineage has been of importance to the 

Jewish people since biblical days, and lengthy genealogical 

lists are recorded throughout the Bible.  The Talmud in the 

Tractate Kiddushin stresses the importance of yichus or family 

background:  

 

Ten lineages emigrated from Babylon.  The Holy One, 

Blessed Be He, does not bestow his Divine Presence, other 

than on Israeli families of noble Yikhus. 

 

The Torah places importance on yichus because man is 

influenced by the qualities and characteristics of his 

forefathers, both genetically and by the moral values that are 

passed from generation to generation.   

 

The book of Mishlei (Proverbs, 1:8) states: “Heed, my son, the moral advice of your father, and do not 

abandon the teaching of your mother.”  This theme is taken up in the Talmud (Avot 3:1): “Know from 

whence you came, and where you are going, and to whom you will have to give account in the future.” 

 

The Torah, while emphasizing the importance of yichus, also cautions that we cannot rely solely on the 

virtues of our ancestors, or claim their deeds as ours.  The Midrash (Psalm 146:3) states: “A man must 

not rely on the virtues of his ancestors – if he does not do good in this world, he cannot fall back on the 

merit of his fathers, for in the time to come no man will eat off his fathers’ works, but only of his 

own.” 

 

At different periods throughout Jewish history, the study of Jewish yichus has assumed great religious 

importance, and at times, even mystical significance. 44F

47
  One of the most comprehensive collections of 

genealogical quotations based on Jewish religious sources appears in Zekher Yehosef, by Rabbi Joseph 

Zekhariah Stern.
48

  He stresses the duty to perpetuate the memory of former generations: “How can we 

not stretch out in our hearts to our ancestors who may be forgotten within two or three generations as if 

they never existed?”   

                                                 
47

  Rabbi Meir Wunder: The Reliability of Genealogical Research in Modern Rabbinic Literature.  Avotaynu – The 
International Review of Jewish Genealogy 10(4), Winter 1995. 

 
48

  Rabbi Yosef Zekhariah Stern: Sefer Zekher Yehosef.  Originally published by Tsevi Ya’aḳov ben Eliyahu Bomberg, 
Warsaw, 1860.  Reprinted by Hotsa’at Otsar ha-sefarim, New Yorḳ, NY, 1991. 
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Along these same lines, many believe that we have a duty and obligation to perpetuate the memory 

of those who perished during the Holocaust or during anti-Semitic acts throughout the course of 

Jewish history:
 49

 

 

In particular we have a duty to immortalize the memories of the communities and families that perished 

for the sanctification of the Holy Name during the Holocaust or during anti-Semitic acts throughout the 

course of Jewish history: To do justice with the deceased and give them a memory upon the face of the 

earth.
 

45F 

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, persecutions, expulsions, and wars, and their attendant economic 

deprivations were the root causes of the major Jewish migrations over the centuries, from west to east, 

across the European continent. 46F

50
   The Jews were forced to be mobile, and none were more so than the 

rabbis, who went wherever new communities required their services.  Family and trade connections led 

to arranged marriages involving distant towns, so that many families spread over entire regions and 

provinces.
 

47F

51
 

 

The Age of Enlightenment is the era in 

Western philosophy and intellectual, 

scientific, and cultural life, centered upon the 

eighteenth century, in which reason was 

advocated as the primary source for 

legitimacy and authority. 48F

52
  The Jewish 

emancipation followed the Enlightenment, 

and took place between the late eighteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. 49F

53
   

 

The flow to Eastern Europe was reversed in 

the ages of enlightenment and emancipation, 

during which many Jews returned to the 

western lands that their ancestors had left 

centuries before. 50 F

54
   

 

Depiction of Napoleon emancipating the Jews, 1806  

                                                 
49

  Rabbi Shmuel Gorr: “Torah and Genealogy,” cited in Davidic Dynasty http://www.davidicdynasty.org/Torah.php. 

 
50

  The historical regions of Central Europe to which our ancestors migrated are often described as Silesia (located mostly 
in present-day Poland, with parts in the Czech Republic and Germany), Bohemia (located in the Czech Republic with its 
capital in Prague), and Galicia (located in East-Central Europe, currently divided between Poland and the Ukraine). 

    
51

  Edward Gelles: An Ancient Lineage – European Roots of a Jewish Family.  Vallentine Mitchell, London, 2006, p. 4. 
 
52

  Wikipedia: Age of Enlightenment.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment. 
 
53

  Wikipedia: Jewish Emancipation.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_emancipation. 

 
54

  Ibid. 

http://www.davidicdynasty.org/Torah.php
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Age_of_Enlightenment
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_emancipation
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These migrations, resulting in Jews constantly moving from place-to-place, 

are just one of many factors that make the study of Jewish genealogy so 

challenging and difficult.   

 

However, even more daunting to the study of Jewish genealogy is the 

widespread destruction of civil authority and Jewish community records that 

have accompanied the many expulsions, pogroms, and wars that have 

plagued the Jewish people throughout their history, culminating in the 

Holocaust.  Only a small fraction of these vital Jewish records and 

tombstone inscriptions have survived. 

 

In addition to migration, and the dearth of civil and community records, another factor compounding 

the difficulty of researching Jewish lineage is the lack of family surnames.  Aside from their use in 

rabbinical families, Jewish surnames were not generally required or adopted in Europe until the late 

eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries. 

 

This lack of surnames, combined with 

commonly used first names and double-first 

names gave rise to considerable confusion. 

Nicknames, matronyms, occupationally-derived 

sobriquets, and other pseudo-surnames further 

added to the confusion.  Not only could siblings 

or fathers and sons have completely different 

surnames, but the same person might be called 

by different names, according to circumstance.
 
 

In addition, information regarding wives, 

including their maiden names, was often 

inadequately recorded. 51F

55
 

 

Against this background, there are a limited 

number of great rabbinical families whose lines 

of descent were studied and preserved over the 

centuries.  These families include some who 

rose to prominence through the great distinction 

of one or two individuals, and others who 

produced a succession of illustrious rabbinical 

scholars or community leaders. 

 

Through the practice of shidduch or arranging marriages between family members of equal yichus or 

distinguished birth, these families tended to intermarry to produce an intellectual elite that contributed 

to European culture, while holding the Jews together through millennia of hardship and persecution.  

                                                 
55

  Edward Gelles: An Ancient Lineage – European Roots of a Jewish Family.  Vallentine Mitchell, London, 2006, p. 3. 
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They provided guidance and leadership, and within 

the framework of Jewish communal self-

government, they were the interpreters of Jewish 

law, and the guardians of Jewish ethics.
 

52F

56
   

 

Among several of these ancient and erudite 

families, their descent from biblical times, and the 

House of King David have respectable 

foundations. 53F

57,
 54F

58,
 55F

59,
 56F

60
  Many Jewish families have 

gone to great lengths to document their descent 

from King David, traditionally considered the 

finest lineage a person could have.
 

57F

61
 

 

Hence, with regard to Jewish genealogy, and the attendant difficulties of tracing Jewish family history, 

the sword cuts both ways.  The lack of Jewish surnames, combined with the widespread destruction of 

Jewish records and tombstones, can greatly hinder genealogical research, often rendering it virtually 

impossible.  But for those fortunate individuals who can establish descent from one or more of the 

great rabbinical families, there exists a treasure trove of genealogical information.    

 

I grew up with only a dim awareness of our ancestry, and only recently did I turn to a serious study of 

our family origins.  Never did I dare to imagine that I would succeed in tracing our family’s ancestry 

through a millennium of history, to Europe’s most ancient, distinguished, and illustrious rabbinical 

families.  However, it is precisely because we descend from these centuries-old rabbinical families that 

this success was possible. 

 

We in the Polonsky and Paull family are the direct descendants of many of these illustrious rabbinical 

families, and the beneficiaries of the magnificent historical legacy that they left behind.  Indeed, it 

would have been impossible to unravel even a small part of our heritage had not so many of our 

forebears been distinguished progeny of these esteemed rabbinical families and dynasties, whose 

names, ancestors, descendants, and places of residence were documented in the rabbinical literature.   

 

From these sources, a picture emerges regarding who our ancestors were, and where and when they 

lived.  We shall explore this wondrous picture together in the next three chapters.    

                                                 
56

  Edward Gelles: An Ancient Lineage – European Roots of a Jewish Family.  Vallentine Mitchell, London, 2006, p. 4-10. 
 
57

  Davidic Dynasty: Principal lines descended from King David, No. 3 of 19 genealogical charts researched and prepared 
by Chaim Freedman.  http://www.davidicdynasty.org/familytrees.php#. 

 
58

  Neil Rosenstein: The Lurie Legacy – The House of Davidic Royal Descent.  Avotaynu Inc., Bergenfield, NJ, 2004. 
 
59

  Edward Gelles: An Ancient Lineage – European Roots of a Jewish Family, p. 340. 
 
60

  David Einsiedler: Are You a Descendant of King David?  A Look at Rabbinic Sources. 
http://www.jewishgen.org/rabbinic/journal/kdavid4.htm. 

 
61

  Arthur Kurzweil: From Generation to Generation – How to Trace Your Jewish Genealogy and Family History.  Jossey-
Bass, A Wiley Imprint (2004), p. 197. 

http://www.davidicdynasty.org/familytrees.php
http://www.jewishgen.org/%20rabbinic/journal/kdavid.htm
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