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Chapter 23 – Broken Bridges 
 

 
 

Given how close the Polonsky family 

was for three generations in America, it is 

difficult to fathom how an entire generation 

has grown up having virtually no interaction 

with their second cousins.  This chapter 

explores the dynamics of our family, to better 

understand why we have lost contact with one 

another.  It is my hope that this understanding 

will enable us to reverse this trend, and 

rediscover our family connections.
 
 

 

 

As the second and third American generations of our family aged, and began to pass away, interactions 

among the Adler, Chaber, Erskine, Gordon, Paulen, Paull, Polonsky, and Robbins branches of the 

Polonsky family gradually diminished, then finally ceased altogether.  As a result, members of the 

fourth (Baby Boomer) generation did not have the opportunity to establish connections with one 

another.  It would not be an exaggeration to say that very few family members born after World War II 

have had the opportunity to meet cousins in any branch of the family outside their own, and most are 

not even aware that they have cousins in the other branches. 

 

To better illustrate this point, when I began researching our family history, I asked my cousins in the 

Paull family how I might go about re-establishing contact with our cousins throughout the Polonsky 

family.  Of the fifteen members of the fourth generation in the Paull family, only four recalled ever 

meeting a family member from any of the other branches of the Polonsky family.  No one seemed to 

recall their names, where they lived, or who their children were, and several of my cousins were under 

the mistaken impression that they had all passed away.    

 

The situation is not very different among the other branches of the Polonsky family.  With a few 

exceptions, most of the family members in the seven main branches of the Polonsky family – Adler, 

Chaber, Erskine, Paulen, Paull, Polonsky, and Robbins – have lost contact with one another.  If things 

continue in this manner, there is a good chance that the families will continue to drift apart until all 

connections are irretrievably lost.   

 

And yet, when I have talked to family members about it, they sound quite regretful over losing contact 

with one another.  “I can’t believe that it’s been over twenty years since I last saw or spoke with cousin 

so-and-so” is a common response.  What then, are the reasons behind these lost connections?    
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As mentioned in the last chapter, I had heard family stories growing up that my great-grandmother had 

too many small children to manage, so when her first son, Levi Yitzhak was born, she sent him away 

to be raised by relatives.  With no parents to look after him, he was forced to learn a trade, while his 

brothers received university educations, and learned professions.  For this reason, the rumor went, he 

was considered the black sheep of the family.  This story seemed to be used as a justification for why 

the Paull family had so little contact with the rest of the Polonsky family.  

 

However, while most family stories contain a kernel of truth, there are several reasons to be skeptical 

of this particular one.  First, Levi Yitzhak was the eldest child in his family, so it doesn’t seem likely 

that his mother would send her first-born son away to attend to other children.  Older children were 

usually expected to help with younger children.  Second, all four of his sisters married men in the 

trades, which casts serious doubt on him being looked down upon because he was a watchmaker. 

 

Most importantly, as discussed in the last chapter, the lack of contact between the Paull family and the 

other branches of the Polonsky family was a function of changing demographics, not family politics.  

Members of the second and third generations of the Paull family were invited to, and attended far too 

many Polonsky social events from the 1920s through the 1960s, to make the case that they were being 

ignored, or treated like second-class citizens.   

 

Putting aside this particular family legend then, the question remains, why in a family that used to be 

so close, did the various branches of the family completely lose contact with one another?   There 

appear to be at least three main reasons why the torch was not passed on from the third to the fourth 

generation of the family. 

 

Generational Differences  

 

The members of the second and third generations were either siblings or first cousins.  They were 

closely related to one another, and grew up in either the same house or the same neighborhood.  They 

knew each other well, and were connected by bonds of family, community, and shared cultural and 

religious experience.   

 

In contrast, the members of the fourth generation were not as closely related or situated.  They were 

more secular than their parents and grandparents, and less observant of Jewish religious holidays and 

customs which traditionally brought the family together.  Hence, they had fewer opportunities to 

connect with family than their parents and grandparents.  

 

Loss of Key Family Members 

 

Certain key family members took an active interest in family, were reunion and event planners, and 

served as builders of social bridges among the different branches of the family.  Ruth Polonsky 

Gordon, Mort Chaber, and Bertha Paull Friedman all served this role in the Polonsky family.  Ruth, 

who passed away in 1981, and her niece Bertha, who passed away in 1988, were very close.  They 

represented the last link between the Paulls and the other branches of the Polonsky family.  After these 

key family members passed away, no one took over their roles, and the connections among the 

different branches of the family were lost.  
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Without these key family members, there was no one to organize the Polonsky family reunions.  In 

1982, the last gathering attended by a member of the Paull family was held.  The last known Polonsky 

family reunion was held in 1984.  Hence, nearly thirty years – more than a generation – has passed 

between family reunions prior to the family gathering held in Orlando during the summer of 2011. 

 

Changing Demographics   

 

Up until World War II, nearly the entire Polonsky family lived in Brooklyn.  Gradually, family 

members began to leave their home towns and relocate for college, careers, and marriage.  This was 

particularly true of the fourth generation (see Chapter 12, Figures 13–16).  With greater distance, 

people began to lose touch with one another and drift apart.  Obviously, it became more challenging 

and difficult to gather the family for social events when they were spread out all over the country. 

 

Family Estrangements 

 

In addition to these important factors, there is yet another reason for lost connections among family 

members.  Occasionally, as in many families, disagreements have led people to lose contact with one 

another.  There are siblings in the family, for instance, that have not spoken to one another in years, or 

in some cases, decades.  Far less common are rifts between parents and children, but they do happen, 

especially in families where divorce is involved.  Rarer still are those few individuals who have chosen 

to have no contact with anyone in the family.       

 

Family estrangements are sometimes triggered by a traumatic event, such as divorce, or the death of a 

parent.  Sometimes, however, family estrangements appear to come from “out of nowhere.”  In these 

cases, inter-personal tensions, conflicts, or resentments may have been building for years, and all that it 

took was a trivial misunderstanding, or petty argument to cause a rift. 

 

Anything from trivial disagreements to serious breaches of trust can trigger rifts, but they’re often 

prolonged by stubbornness.  Sometimes it’s a matter of not having the communication skills and not 

knowing how to fix the broken relationship.
478

 

 

While reconciliation in families is the ideal, it is not always possible or desirable.  Sometimes contact 

only provides further opportunities for negative interactions.  Relationships involve at least two people, 

and one person cannot heal, grow or nurture a relationship on his or her own.  You can’t make 

someone reconcile with you, and that can be extremely painful to accept.  You can let them know 

you’re there when they’re ready, but you really can’t do more than that. 

 

It may be worth remembering, however, that decisions need not be frozen in place forever, and it never 

hurts to leave the door to reconciliation open, in the event that people or circumstances change as they 

so often do.
 479

 

                                                 
478

  Sarah Treleaven: How to Deal with Family Estrangement.  http://www.more.ca/relationships/family-and-friends/how-to-
deal-with-family-estrangement/a/35144/2 

 
479

  E-Stranged Blog: Broken Bridges.  November 25, 2009.    http://estrangedfamilies.wordpress.com/2009/11/25/broken-
bridges/. 

http://www.more.ca/relationships/family-and-friends/how-to-deal-with-family-estrangement/a/35144/2
http://www.more.ca/relationships/family-and-friends/how-to-deal-with-family-estrangement/a/35144/2
http://estrangedfamilies.wordpress.com/2009/11/25/broken-bridges/
http://estrangedfamilies.wordpress.com/2009/11/25/broken-bridges/
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Reconnecting with Family 

 

The lost connections and broken bonds that have occurred among the different branches of the family 

are nothing new; it has been happening in Jewish and non-Jewish families since biblical times, as 

epitomized by the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel. 398F

480
  The fact that it is not uncommon, however, does not 

make it any less unfortunate.  As descendants of the Polonsky family, we all share a wonderful 

heritage, and we have much to offer one another.   

 

One very positive consequence of my research into our family’s ancestry and heritage has been the 

opportunity to bring family members from different branches of the family closer together.  In an email 

message to his cousin, Robert Erskine, Marty Robbins wrote: 399F

481
 

  

I called Arnold and had a long talk with him and Marcia last Friday night.  I haven’t seen or spoken to 

him since my father Harry’s death in 1996.  It was good getting in touch with some long, lost cousins.  

Many thanks, Jeff, for starting this renewed interest in the family. 

 

In an email message to his cousin, Arnold Paulen, Marty wrote: 400F

482
  

 

This correspondence that Jeff started has brought back a flood of wonderful family memories, almost all 

from a child’s perspective, which had almost been lost.  Now, so many years later, I must admit I miss 

that family and all of those people who are gone.  It has become somewhat of an emotional experience. 

 

It is deeply gratifying to know that my research efforts have sparked a renewed interest in resuming 

contact among members of the Polonsky family, and if this book furthers that purpose, I shall be both 

pleased and grateful.   

 

As explained in more detail in the Preface, it was while researching our family tree for my son 

Joshua’s Bar Mitzvah that I discovered the Polonsky family.  Marty Robbins represented my first 

contact with a Polonsky relative outside of my own Paull branch of the family.401F

483
  Marty led me to find 

Robert Erskine, and Bob led me to find Madelyn Chaber, who lived just a few miles from us. 402F

484
   

 

We were honored and delighted to have Mady join us in celebrating Joshua’s Bar Mitzvah, and for 

Mady, it was her first opportunity to meet and get to know her cousins in the Paull family.  Mady’s 

interaction with the family added something special to the entire weekend celebration. After all, the 

most important ingredient to have at a family celebration is family! 

                                                 
480

  Wikipedia: Ten Lost Tribes.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ten_Lost_Tribes. The Ten Lost Tribes of Israel refers to those 
tribes of ancient Israel that formed the Kingdom of Israel and which disappeared from Biblical and all other historical 
accounts after the kingdom was destroyed in about 720 BC by ancient Assyria. 

 
481

  Martin D. Robbins: Email correspondence with Robert Erskine, June 9, 2008. 

 
482

  Martin D. Robbins: Email correspondence with Arnold Paulen, June 10, 2008. 
 
483

  Jeffrey Mark Paull: Email correspondence with Martin Robbins, May 4, 2008.  Marty’s response followed the same day. 
 
484

  Jeffrey Mark Paull: Personal communication with Robert Erskine, May 16, 2008, and email correspondence with 
Madelyn Chaber, May 16, 2008.  Mady responded on May 18, 2008, and invited our family for brunch at her house, 
which we attended on Sunday, June 1, 2008.  Mady attended Joshua’s Bar Mitzvah on June 21-22, 2008. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ten_Lost_Tribes
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“Mady in the Middle.”  Seated L-R: Heather Abrams, Howard Paull, Barbara Paull & Linda Mann.  Standing L-R: Irwin Paull, Mady 

Chaber, Joshua Mann, Howard Mann & Ben Abrams.  Joshua Paull’s Bar Mitzvah Reception, Berkeley, CA, June 21, 2008.  
 

 

In May of 2011, Kara and I 

attended my cousin Harrison 

Paull’s graduation from the U.S. 

Air Force Academy, in 

Colorado Springs, CO.   

 

After more than three years of 

communicating via email, and 

talking on the phone, this trip 

provided me with the long-

awaited opportunity to finally 

meet Marty Robbins at his home 

in Denver.   

 

Kara and I spent a lovely day 

with Marty and Mari Jo hiking a 

beautiful canyon on the way to 

Boulder, CO, where we had a 

delightful dinner together.  I felt 

an instant connection with both 

of them – it was as though we 

had known each other for years. 
Jeffrey Paull, Mari Jo Joiner & Marty Robbins, Eldorado Canyon, CO, May 27, 2011 
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The following month, Kara and I took our family on vacation to Sarasota and Orlando, FL.  In 

Sarasota, we visited with Marty’s daughter, Audrey Robbins Gaffney, and her family.  Our boys, Justin 

and Joshua, and Audrey’s children, Trey and Callan, really connected.  It was wonderful to see the 

young cousins enjoying each other’s company, and wanting to get to know each other better. 
 

Joshua & Justin Paull, Trey & Callan Malone, and Jessica & Morgan Berman, Hard Rock Hotel, Orlando, FL, June 25, 2011 

 

Audrey, Trey, and Callan gathered with us later that 

week for a Polonsky family reunion luncheon at the 

Hard Rock Hotel in Orlando, FL.  Fourteen family 

members of the family attended the luncheon.  From 

the Erskine branch were Robert and Janie Erskine, 

daughter Barbara, and her husband Ron Miller.  From 

the Robbins branch were Audrey Robbins Malone 

Gaffney, son Trey and daughter Callan.  From the Paull 

branch were Jeffrey Paull, Kara Riley-Paull, and sons 

Justin and Joshua.  Also from the Paull branch were 

Donna Berman, and daughters Jessica and Morgan.   
Audrey Robbins Malone Gaffney & Bob Erskine,  

Hard Rock Hotel, Orlando, FL, June 25, 2011 

 

Following the luncheon, Trey, Callan, Justin, and Joshua went off to explore Universal Islands of 

Adventure together, while the adults chatted in the hotel lobby, and lounged by the pool.  This modest 

family gathering represented the first time in over a quarter of a century that the members of the 

Polonsky family had assembled for a family reunion.  Hopefully, there will be many more to follow.     
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Polonsky family reunion luncheon, from left-to-right: Jessica & Donna Berman, Audrey Robbins Malone Gaffney, Barbara Erskine 

Miller, Ron Miller, Jeffrey Paull, Janie & Bob Erskine, Kara Riley-Paull, Joshua & Justin Paull, Trey & Callan Malone, and Morgan 

Berman, Hard Rock Hotel, Orlando, FL, June 25, 2011 
 

It has been a deeply 

rewarding experience for 

me and for my family to 

have had the opportunity 

to reconnect with some of 

our newly-discovered 

cousins in the Polonsky 

family.  We have much in 

common, and we share a 

unique and incredible 

history, and a very special 

bond.  Although there is 

no substitute for 

childhood memories, 

there is also something 

magical about meeting 

new family members for 

the first time, and building 

new relationships.   
Jeff Paull, Janie & Bob Erskine & Barbara Erskine Miller, Hard Rock Hotel, Orlando, FL,  

June 25, 2011 
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Janie Erskine, Morgan & Jessica Berman, Bob Erskine, Jeff Paull & Kara Riley-Paull, Hard Rock Hotel, Orlando, FL, June 25, 2011 

 

Another deeply gratifying experience was reuniting Marty Robbins and Naomi Reed with their dear 

cousin and childhood friend, Nora Sutton.  Nora is the daughter of Bella Cogan (née Polonsky) and the 

granddaughter of Nathan’s brother Leyb (Louis) Polonsky. 

 

After locating and contacting Nora in Delray Beach, FL, I informed her of Marty and Naomi’s desire 

to reconnect with her.  Perhaps it was beshert (destiny) that Naomi had recently relocated from Long 

Island, NY, to Boynton Beach, FL, which is only five miles north of Delray Beach, where Nora spends 

the winter.   

 

I provided Nora with Naomi’s contact information, and Marty with Nora’s.  On January 12, 2012, 

Marty called Nora from his home in Denver.  The very next evening, Naomi and Nora rekindled their 

friendship over dinner. 
 

It was the first time they had seen each other since Nora’s wedding in 1952 (see Chapter 11 – The 

Family Patriarch).  Marty sent me the following message regarding his long-awaited conversation 

with his cousin Nora: 
485

 

  

                                                 
485

  Martin D. Robbins: “Reconnecting with Nora.”  Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, January 19, 2012. 
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Hey Jeff, 

 

It was a wonderful chance to reconnect with Nora after more than 60 years.  

 

We did discuss all kinds of things but what 

was most enjoyable was our discussions 

about Camp Wo-Chi-Ca, which all three of 

us attended as children.  Of course, within 

my mother Pauline’s political purview, it 

was the perfect place, a communist youth 

camp that Nora and I loved and Naomi did 

not much care for because they made 

campers “work.”
 486

  Pauline did not get the 

nickname “Pauline the red” for no reason.  

It was not ideological as much as her belief 

that lefties had more fun.  Little did she 

know or understand that Marxists do not 

have much of a sense of humor. 

Nora Cogan & Marty Robbins at Camp Wo-Chi-Ca, c. 1945 

 

I am glad Naomi and Nora got together that very evening after my phone call.  Nora only lives in 

Florida for three months a year so she will be heading back to New York, where she has a home in 

Brooklyn as well as one in Westhampton. 

 

We will all probably continue to stay in touch. So we really do have to thank you for this wonderful 

opportunity.  Also, please remember, through your efforts I reconnected with my cousins Bob Erskine 

and Arnold Paulen, as well as with Rachel [Ballon, née Friedman].  

 

Martin 

 

Rebuilding Bridges 

 

The different branches of our family may be separated by distance, but we are bound together by our 

shared ancestry and heritage.  Our connection to family is an integral part of our sense of identity.  It is 

unfortunate that so much time has passed by without any meaningful contact between family members, 

and I for one, would like to change that.   

 

It is not too late to provide our children with the opportunity to know their cousins, just as our parents, 

and grandparents did.  I believe that we all have an opportunity to strengthen our bonds with one 

another, form new friendships and relationships, and renew and reinvigorate old ones.  Let us continue 

their tradition of joyous family gatherings and celebrations into the twenty-first century and beyond.  

Together, we can make the most of that opportunity to rebuild bridges, and enrich our lives.  

                                                 
486

  Wikipedia: Camp Wo-Chi-Ca.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Radh/Camp_Wo-chi-ca.  The name Wo-Chi-Ca is an 
abbreviation of Workers Children's Camp.  It was organized through the International Workers Order.  The interracial co-
educational summer vacation camp was situated in Hunterdon County, at Port Murray, NJ. Founded in 1934, it closed in 
the early 1950s, partially as a result of the pressures of McCarthyism. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Radh/Camp_Wo-chi-ca
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