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Chapter 3 – Our Oral History 

 
 

 

When I first embarked on my quest to discover our 

family’s lost heritage, I had no family tree and very few of 

what genealogists refer to as primary documents – vital 

records such as birth and death certificates, or marriage 

records.  Along with the Ellis Island immigration records 

for my grandfather and great-grandfather, I had a brief 

memoir about my great-grandparents’ betrothal, a Polonsky 

family photograph ... and very little else.   

 

With very little written information, and no idea of where to 

turn for answers, I came perilously close to abandoning my 

search.  It was at that critical crossroads in my research that 

our family’s oral history provided the guiding light. 

 

The Polonsky family has a centuries-old history and tradition that had been told through story, and 

passed down through the generations in Russia.  Since immigrating to America, however, much of that 

oral history has been lost, due in part to our ancestors’ desire to leave their painful memories of the 

“old country” behind, and to assimilate into American culture.  

 

Fortunately, however, due largely to the preservation efforts of my Aunt Bertha Paull Friedman, 

essential remnants of our oral history survived.  These remnants provided valuable genealogical clues 

and insights regarding who we may descend from, and where to begin to look for more information.  

According to our oral history, we are descendants of the famous rabbi and tzaddik, the Shpoler Zeida.58F
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Many family members recall attending the annual commemorative dinner meetings or Seudahs of the 

Shpoler Zeida Society in Brooklyn during the 1950s and 1960s.
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  The word tzaddik is Hebrew for “righteous one.”  It is a title which is generally given to those who are considered to be 
righteous or saintly, such as a spiritual master or rabbi. 

 
63

  Martin D. Robbins and Arnold Paulen: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, May 4, 2008, and May 9, 2008.  
Both Marty and Arnold recalled attending the annual dinner meetings of the Shpola Zeida Society in Brooklyn.  They 
recalled these being large affairs, with many members of the Polonsky family in attendance. 

 
64

  Rachel Ballon: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, April 29, 2008. Rachel recalls her mother, Bertha Paull 
Friedman, attending the annual Shpoler Zeida dinner. 

 
65

   Mady Chaber: Email correspondence with Jeffrey Mark Paull, September 3, 2008.  In her message entitled, “Rabbi 
Aryeh Leib,” Mady wrote: “I do think the East Coast Polonskys’ interest in this topic is influenced by the annual reunions 
and what I remember as a child was the importance of remembering this distant relative and honoring his good works 
and what I recall was portrayed as the evidence of his closeness to God in the story of the almost drowning.” 
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At these annual Seudahs, the story of the Shpoler Zeida and his miraculous rescue from drowning in 

the frozen Ros River during his visit to the town of Boguslav (located between Kiev and Shpola) was 

told.
66

  Nathan Polonsky’s son, Leon Polonsky, served as the Chairman of the Shpoler Zeida Society 

during this time, and was instrumental in organizing these annual Seudahs.    

 

I was only vaguely aware of this oral history, and even less aware of its significance.  Hence, my first 

order of business was to find out who the Shpoler Zeida was.  Rabbi Yehuda Leib, often called the 

Shpoler Zeida (Grandfather of Shpola) or Saba Kadisha (Holy Grandfather) was a tzaddik and Jewish 

mystical rabbi, and a disciple of both the Baal Shem Tov (the founder of Chassidic Jewry), and Rabbi 

Pinchas of Koretz (see Chapter 5 – Our Illustrious Ancestors). 

 

In tracing our ancestry back to the Shpoler Zeida, the only documentation that I was aware of was my 

Aunt Bertha Paull Friedman’s memoir, which was itself based upon our family’s oral history, and 

Bertha’s recollection of family stories told to her by her Aunt Ruth (Nathan Polonsky’s youngest 

daughter).  Bertha’s memoir presented the following genealogy for the Baal Shem Tov and his 

disciples:  
 

…as listed in the Genealogy, the Baal-Shem-Tov was the founder of Chassidism; two of his grandsons 

were the second and third disciples, followed by Nahum of Bratzlav, fourth; Dov Ber of Mezritch, fifth; 

Yaakov Yosef of Polnoye, sixth, and the Shpola grandfather – Arye Leib of Shpola, seventh. 

 

Bertha then went on to relate the story of how the marriage between her grandparents, Nathan 

Polonsky and Bessie Shapiro, was arranged by their fathers, each of who claimed that they were 

descendants of disciples of the Baal Shem Tov: 

 

It seems our great-great-grandfather was a “Tzaddick.”  By definition a Tzaddick is a most righteous 

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

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

disclosed he, too, was a direct descendant of another disciple. 

 

Although a delightful story, for the purpose of tracing our family’s lineage the information contained 

in Bertha’s memoir is subject to several major limitations.  The first and most obvious one is that it 

does not contain the names of any descendants in the Shpoler Zeida’s lineage other than Nathan and 

Bessie Polonsky, and it does not make clear which one of them is his descendant.    

 

Another major limitation involves the way the memoir itself is written – it is difficult to know exactly 

who is descended from whom.  For example, when Bertha states that, “My Grandfather proudly told he 

was a great-grandson of the Shpoler Zeida,” it is difficult to ascertain whether she meant her 

grandfather, or was still referring to her grandmother’s father, and meant to say her great-grandfather.   

                                                 
66

  Mordecai L. Kalmanson, Editor:  The Shpoler Zeide: Biographical Sketches, Tales, and Musical Works of the Great 
Tzaddik.  Reb Yehuda Leib (Aryeh Leib) of Shpola.  Shpoler Zeide Family Society, Brooklyn, NY, 1983, p. 7. 
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If Bertha did mean to say her great-grandfather, then it appears that it was Bessie Shapiro’s father 

whom Bertha was referring to as being “descended from the seventh disciple, Arye Leib of Shpola,” 

and Nathan Polonsky’s father whom she was referring to as being “a direct descendant of another 

disciple.”  The way that the memoir is worded, however, these relationships are not entirely clear.62 F

67
 

 

In addition to the uncertainty regarding relationships, another question arises regarding the time period 

represented by the lineage presented in Bertha’s memoir.  Bertha’s grandparents, Nathan and Bessie 

Polonsky, were born circa 1865.  Following the genealogical convention of an average of twenty-five 

years between generations,
68

 their great-grandparents were likely to have been born circa 1790.  

However, the Shpoler Zeida was born in 1725, about sixty-five years before that.  This essentially rules 

out the possibility of either of Bertha’s grandparents being great-grandchildren of the Shpoler Zeida.  

Hence, there is considerable uncertainty regarding both the identities of the descendants, and the 

number of generations in the Shpoler Zeida’s lineage presented in Bertha’s memoir. 
 

Despite these uncertainties, Bertha’s memoir represents a very important genealogical document to our 

family.  If the essential genealogical information contained her memoir is correct, it would mean that 

Nathan Polonsky and Bessie Shapiro are descendants of two different disciples of the Baal Shem Tov, 

with one of them being the Shpoler Zeida.  If verified, this would be extremely valuable and useful 

information.  Interestingly, one of Leon Polonsky’s grandchildren stated that he recalled being told that 

we are descended from the Baal Shem Tov’s disciples on both sides of the family. 63F
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The wonderful story of her grandparents’ betrothal, as related by Bertha Paull Friedman in her memoir, 

is evidence that the centuries-old Jewish custom of shidduch – arranging marriages between one’s 

children and learned families, or families with yichus, is part of our family’s history and tradition.   
 

Thanks to my Aunt Bertha’s memoir, I had a place to start in my quest to discover our lost heritage.  I 

read everything I could find about the Shpoler Zeida – the famous tzaddick and rabbi who is so deeply 

embedded in our family’s oral history, and whose name has been passed down through the generations, 

for two hundred years.  But the question of exactly how are we descended from him remained.   
 

Bertha’s memoir derives from her remembrances and interpretation of stories that were passed down to 

us by our ancestors over many generations, and then retold to her by the elders in the family.  As 

stories are retold, it is human nature to forget, reinterpret, color, embellish, and omit factual details.  

Hence, I had to ask myself, after two hundred years of retelling, how reliable can that information be?   
 

I will confess that at first, I was skeptical of the story of our family’s descent from two different 

disciples of the Baal Shem Tov, as presented in my Aunt Bertha’s memoir – until I found a critical 

piece of information in the unlikeliest of places.  As it turns out, it had been hiding in plain sight there 

for the better part of a century. 
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  As discussed in the following chapter, it was actually Bertha’s paternal great-grandmother (Nathan Polonsky’s mother) 
who was the descendant of the Shpoler Zeida, and not her maternal great-grandfather (Bessie Shapiro’s father). 
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  Israel Pickholtz: Dealing with Relationships that are Known but Cannot be Proven: Case Study.  Avotaynu – The 
International Review of Jewish Genealogy 25(1), Spring, 2009, p. 46. 
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  Robert Heimowitz: Verbal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, July 10, 2008. 
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