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Chapter 4 – Two Tablets of Stone 

 
 

 

The family story told in Bertha Paull Friedman’s 

memoir provided intriguing clues regarding how we in 

the Polonsky family are descended from two very 

important Chassidic rabbis.
70

  Further, it tells us that 

both of these rabbis were disciples of the Baal Shem 

Tov, one of them being the Shpoler Zeida.  

 

This oral history, if true, gives our family a great 

advantage in tracing our ancestry, because family trees, 

some dating back to the Middle Ages, exist for many of 

the prominent rabbinical lineages and dynasties of 

Eastern Europe and Russia, and there are several well-

known books which chronicle them.64F

71
   

 

But is the story true?  And, if it is true, how do I go 

about proving it?  How do I move our family’s ancestry 

from the realm of folklore, to that of established fact?  

These ever-present questions dominated my thoughts 

over the summer of 2008.    

 

I kept thinking that there had to be a way ... that if I could just identify a single descendant of one of 

the documented rabbinical lineages as one of our ancestors, it might reveal how we are descended from 

the disciples of the Baal Shem Tov.  But in order to do this, I had to find a way to go at least one 

generation further back, and find out who my great-great-grandparents were.   

 

I was convinced that this knowledge would be the key to linking Nathan Polonsky and Bessie Shapiro 

to their Russian ancestors, one or more of whom may have been descendants of the Chassidic 

dynasties documented in the rabbinic literature.  This single-minded focus dominated my thoughts 

during the first several months of my genealogical research, and kept pushing me forward. 

                                                 
70

   The term “Polonsky family” as used in this context, is meant to include Nathan Polonsky’s descendants in all seven main 
branches of his family, including the Paull, Paulen, Polonsky, Erskine, Adler, Chaber, and Rabinowitz branches. 

    
71

  The Index volume of Encyclopedia Judaica contains genealogical charts for the major Chassidic dynasties from the Baal 
Shem Tov, to the present.  Otzar Harabanim: Rabbis’ Encyclopedia, is a biographical directory of twenty thousand 
rabbis from 970 to 1970.  There is a name index, a town index, a book index, and cross-references to the rabbis’ 
fathers, fathers-in-law, sons, and rabbinical students.  Encyclopedia L’Chasidut, by Yitzchok Alfassi, devotes itself 

exclusively to Chassidic rabbis, from the Baal Shem Tov, to 1980, the year the book was published.  These, and nearly 
all similar books which document rabbinical lineages and dynasties, are written in Hebrew. 
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Identifying my great-great-grandparents seemed like a reasonable enough objective, but it was actually 

a very daunting task.  Bessie had been gone for over seventy years, and Nathan for over eighty, and 

there was no one remaining in the Polonsky family who knew where they were born, or who their 

parents were. 65F  I searched the Internet for months for their vital records without success.  It soon 

became obvious that I was not going to find their Russian vital records in a database containing only 

American vital records. 

 

Their birth and marriage records might exist 

someplace in the Russian archives, but 

locating them, if they were not destroyed in a 

pogrom or during the Holocaust, seemed 

next to impossible.  Even if by some miracle 

I was able to obtain their Russian records, I 

would be unable to translate them.  

Moreover, I didn’t know what Nathan and 

Bessie’s Hebrew or Russian birth names 

were, so how would I even know which 

records were theirs?    

 

As the waning days of summer gave way to autumn, I was no closer to reaching my goal of identifying 

who my great-great-grandparents were.  Although I kept accumulating U.S. documents and records 

pertaining to Nathan and Bessie, it looked very much as if my genealogical research had hit the 

proverbial wall.  Then, one day in the early autumn of 2008, I noticed a small detail in the records that 

changed everything.  

 

I had previously determined that Nathan Polonsky’s birth year, as derived from U.S. census and 

immigration records, was circa 1863.   According to our oral history, I thought that there was a good 

possibility that Nathan was born in Shpola, so I thought that it wouldn’t do any harm to check the years 

for which there were surviving vital records for Shpola.  I knew that this information could be obtained 

from the searchable archive database on Jewish genealogist Miriam Weiner’s Routes to Roots 

Foundation website. 66F

72
  There I noticed something very interesting.    

 

According to the archive database, there was only one single year’s worth of surviving birth records 

for Shpola.  The year was 1863.  That just happened to be the same year that Nathan Polonsky was 

born!  I knew that if Nathan’s birth record could be located, it would indicate who his parents were.  

That would provide me with the prized link back to earlier generations! 

 

I quickly realized that this incredibly fortuitous coincidence represented my best, and perhaps my only 

opportunity to ever find out who my great-great-grandparents were.  I decided that it was too valuable 

of an opportunity to pass up.  

                                                 
72

  The Miriam Weiner Routes to Roots Foundation Archive Database, Search Archive Record Groups.  
http://www.rtrfoundation.org/search.php. 

http://www.rtrfoundation.org/search.php
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If I had to identify a single turning point in my research, this was it.  Although I do not think of myself 

as a religious person in the traditional sense, I do believe in signs, and I had just received a colossal 

one.  It was a message ... a call to action ... and from that moment on, I knew exactly what I had to do: 

seek out the existing Shpola vital records.    

 

To locate Nathan Polonsky’s birth record in the existing Russian archives, I knew that I would need 

help.  To find that help, I looked up people on the JewishGen website who had indicated an interest in 

researching their Polonsky ancestors.  There I came across the name of Joshua Buch.67F

73
  I sent Joshua 

an email message, and he promptly responded.   

 

Josh recommended that I contact Yefim Briskman, a student at Brooklyn College, who had assisted 

him in locating Ukrainian records for his branch of the Polonsky family, and he provided me with 

Yefim’s email address.  He indicated that Yefim was a translator, not a genealogist, but that he had 

been very helpful in locating, obtaining, and translating Ukrainian records from the Mormon archives.   

 

On September 26, 2008, just before Rosh Hashanah and the start of the Jewish New Year, I sent Yefim 

(who now goes by the name Jeffrey)
 

68F

74
 the following email message: 

 

To:   Yefim (Fima) Briskman 

From:  Dr. Jeffrey Mark Paull 

Subject:  Request for Assistance Researching the Genealogy of the Polonsky Family 

Date:  September 26, 2008 

 

Dear Yefim, 

 

I am contacting you on the recommendation of Josh Buch.  You were of tremendous assistance to him, 

and he is certain that you will be able to help me as well. I would like to hire you to assist me in my 

genealogical research.  I have a modest research budget, and would be happy to compensate you for 

your time. 

 

I am in the process of writing a book on the history and genealogy of my branch of the Polonsky family.  

My great-grandfather, Nathan (Nerchim) Polonsky, was born in 1863.  He married Bessie (Batia) 

Shapiro.  They immigrated to America from Cherkasy in 1914.  

 

According to military draft registrations, one of their sons was born in Shpola, and another son was 

born in Kiev.  I believe that my great-grandfather was born in Shpola also, but he may have been born 

in Cherkasy, or even Kiev. 

 

                                                 
73

  Joshua Buch’s Polonsky Russian ancestors are from Nizhyn in the Chernihiv Oblast, while ours are from Katerynopil, 
Shpola, and Cherkasy, in the Cherkasy Oblast.  Nizhyn is approximately 112 miles from Cherkasy.  As of this writing, we 
have not identified any common ancestors. 

 
74

  Yefim Briskman was born in 1969, in Kursk, Russia, near Belarus, and is fluent in both Russian and Hebrew.  He 
immigrated to the U.S. in 2002, and studied pre-pharmacy in Brooklyn College, NY.  He is now studying at the School of 
Pharmacy at Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey.  In April of 2009, Yefim gained his U.S. citizenship, and 
legally changed his name to Jeffrey Briskman.  
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According to family lore, we are descended from the Shpoler Zeida, one of the disciples of the Baal 

Shem Tov.  However, tracing our family’s genealogy back to the time of the Shpoler Zeida is probably 

over-reaching.  My goal is simply to find out who Nathan Polonsky’s parents and siblings were.  If I 

could go two generations back, that would be truly incredible! 

 

I have been searching JewishGen and Routes-to-Roots web sites for the existing Jewish town and shtetl 

archives.  Apparently only a single year of late 19th century birth records for Shpola survived the 

Holocaust.  The year is 1863 (see below).  This happens to be the year that Nathan Polonsky was born 

(based upon U.S. immigration and census records)!  If his birth record can be located, it would indicate 

who his parents were.  This would be an important link back to earlier generations. 

 

There is also census data for Shpola for the years 1834, 1858, and 1897.  This data might list Nathan’s 

parents and siblings, if they were living in Shpola at that time.  However, unless I found Nathan’s birth 

records, I wouldn’t know who his parents were, so a list of people with the Polonsky surname, living in 

Shpola, would be of limited value.
75

 

 

Since I don’t speak Russian, Hebrew, or Yiddish, I will need help in obtaining, translating, and 

investigating these records.  You may also know of other relevant records that you may have access to 

through the Mormon genealogical database.  Do you think you will be able to assist me in my 

genealogical research? 

 

L’Shana Tova, 

 

 Jeff Paull 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
75

   The two data tables above were included in the author’s email correspondence with Yefim Briskman on September 26, 
2008.  They show the years for which Shpola birth and census records exist in the Russian archives according to Miriam 
Weiner’s Routes to Roots Foundation website: http://www.rtrfoundation.org/search.php. 

http://www.rtrfoundation.org/search.php
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Yefim replied to my message the same day: 
 

Dear Jeff, 

 

My first advice to you is just find out what cemetery Nathan was buried in, and just look at his grave 

stone.  His father’s name could be written on it.  If you take a picture of the grave stone, I'll translate 

the name.  You will probably get 1 generation back.  The same is for Bessie. 

 

I know that there are microfilms with Cherkassi vital records.  I will find the description of the films and 

send it to you - you can decide which of them we should order and watch.  I need to check if any Shpola 

microfilms are available.  If no films are available, you should contact an archive in Cherkassi, and 

they could research your documents.  I can translate their results. 

 

 Fima [Yefim] 

 

 

Look at Nathan and Bessie’s gravestones – 

what a brilliant idea this was!  And it just so 

happened that I had already located and 

acquired digital photos of Nathan and Bessie’s 

gravestones by searching Jewish cemetery 

records on the JewishData.com website. 69F   

 

I quickly examined the photos – the Hebrew 

inscriptions on them were clearly visible!  I 

immediately sent the photos to Yefim, with 

copies to my Polonsky and Paull cousins.   

 

 

 

 

Yefim wrote back early the following day, September 27, 2008, and what he found inscribed on those 

two tablets of stone was nothing short of miraculous: 

 

 Hello everybody, 

 

 If these tombstones are what you were looking for then I have great news for you: 

 

 1) Grandson of rabbi Pinkhas from Karats, Menakhem Nahum, son of Aharon Duvid 

 

 2) Batia, daughter of Moshe 

 

Now, you have one generation back for both Nathan and Bessie and probably Aharon Duvid’s father 

Pinkhas.  More than that, you have the name of the place where Pinkhas lived – Karats (or Karach). 

 

 Yefim 
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I wrote Yefim back expressing my gratitude for his translation, which led to this astonishing discovery, 

and asking him several additional questions about the inscriptions.  In my message, I also re-sent the 

photos of the gravestones as digital file attachments, so that Yefim could examine them in more detail.  

Again, he responded the same day with additional information regarding the inscriptions: 

 

Dear Jeff, 

 

On the bigger pictures, I found one more interesting addition: “...grandson of grandfather Kadisha from 

Shpola and grandson of Pinkhas from Korets...”  

 

I'm not sure if Kadisha was the name or “grandfather Kadisha” was the special name (like Baal Shem 

Tov for example).  Check this information please - it can be very important. 

 

Next, on Nathan's tombstone [it is] written that he was grandson of Pinkhas, but it was not mentioned 

that Pinkhas was father of Aharon Duvid.  It's also possible that Pinkhas was father of Menakhem 

Nahum's mother and not father.  According to Jewish tradition, only [the] name of [the] father was 

written on tombstones in Hebrew.  I rarely saw surnames.  

 

About the tombstones: I am sure that they are actually Nathan’s and Bessie’s tombstones.  The record 

on Nathan's one showed that he was a grandson of [a] very important rabbi - usually tombstones didn't 

include names of grandfathers.   

 

Why husband and wife were not buried together?  Probably Nathan's family didn't have money to buy 

two plots together.  I think it was [the] usual case. I saw many other families where husbands and wives 

were buried on different plots.  

 

Another very interesting thing.  You mentioned Rabbi Phineas Shapiro of Korec.  But Nathan's wife 

Bessie was Shapiro too.  Were they relatives? 

 

Yefim 
 

At Yefim’s suggestion, I also ordered copies of Nathan and Bessie’s death records from the New York 

City Department of Health, in the hope that they might contain their parents’ names, and perhaps even 

their place of birth.  Several days later, on Eretz Yom Kippur, the death records arrived.   

 

Now I had the genealogical information from both Nathan and Bessie Polonsky’s gravestone 

inscriptions, and their death records.  According to Jewish custom, generally only the father’s Hebrew 

name is inscribed on Jewish headstones, along with that of the deceased.  But death records listed both 

the father’s and the mother’s names.  The two sources of information dovetailed nicely.   

 

From Bessie Polonsky’s gravestone, Yefim translated her Hebrew given name, which was Batia 

Shapiro.  Her father’s name, also on the headstone, was Moshe Shapiro.  From Bessie’s death 

records, I obtained her mother’s maiden name, which was Binnie Cohen.  With this genealogical 

information, I could now trace Bessie’s lineage one generation further back on both her maternal and 

paternal side. 
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From Nathan’s gravestone, Yefim translated Nathan Polonsky’s Hebrew given name, which was 

Menakhem Nahum.  His father’s name, also on the headstone, was Aharon Duvid Polonsky.  From 

Nathan’s death records, I obtained his mother’s maiden name, which was Bessie Sied.  With this 

genealogical information, I could now trace Nathan’s lineage one generation further back on both his 

maternal and paternal side as well. 

 

Nathan’s mother’s name as it appeared on Nathan Polonsky’s death record was Bessie Sied (Seide).70F

76
  

Bessie is the Americanized version of the name Pesya, and Seide is an Americanized variant of the 

name Zeide or Zeida, which was the surname adopted by the Shpoler Zeida’s descendants.  Hence, it is 

reasonable to conclude that Bessie Seide or Pesya Zeida was a descendant of the Shpoler Zeida, whose 

descendants lived in Shpola for generations. 

 

To be sure, this new genealogical information gleaned from the headstones and death records was both 

fascinating and exciting.  But the truly astonishing find was the part of the Hebrew inscription on 

Nathan’s gravestone pertaining to his yichus or lineage.  The literal word-for-word translation read: 

 

“Here buried a good man, MENAKHEM NAHUM, son of AHARON DUVID.  Grandson of SABA 

KADISHA OF SHPOLA, and PINCHAS OF KORETZ.”  

 

The translation of the Hebrew inscription on Nathan Polonsky’s gravestone had unlocked the mystery 

of our ancestry, and confirmed the story that had been passed down for nearly two hundred years 

through our oral history.  At first, I found the shock of this revelation difficult to fully comprehend.   

 

But there it was – carved in stone – a Hebrew inscription which served as a clear testimonial to the fact 

that Nathan Polonsky was the descendant of two of the most revered Chassidic rabbis in Jewish history 

– Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz, and the Saba Kadisha of Shpola (the Shpoler Zeida).  These two tablets of 

stone had revealed astounding information regarding our family’s yichus ... information which I feared 

had been lost forever.   

 

As the significance of what I had discovered began to sink in, I marveled at how this treasure trove of 

genealogical information has been on public display on these two simple tablets of stone every day for 

well over seventy years – predating World War II, the modern era of television, computers, and 

electronic communication – and most of us.  It really was more than just a story.  I now knew who our 

great-great-grandparents were, and from which illustrious and revered Jewish rabbis we are descended.   

 

The timing of this discovery, lining up as it did with Yom Kippur, the highest Jewish holiday of the 

year, seemed to be more than just a coincidence.  I couldn’t help but feel that I had been entrusted with 

the mission of finding this priceless information, and of putting it into the hands of my family.  It was 

the closest thing to a truly Jewish spiritual experience that I have ever had. 

                                                 
76

  As often happens with maiden names, Nathan Polonsky’s mother’s maiden name Zeida or Zeide (often spelled Seide in 
America) was misspelled “Sied” on his death record.  However, on his sister’s, Basheva Polonsky Cohen’s death record, 
her mother’s name is spelled correctly as Pesya Brayna Seide, and on his brother’s, Pincus Polonsky’s death record, it 
is spelled Pesya Zadin, providing additional confirmation of his mother’s descent from the Shpoler Zeida.  
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In the days and weeks that followed this remarkable discovery, I continued to ask questions.  The 

genealogical evidence from the gravestones and death records was very convincing, but I wanted to be 

absolutely certain about it, so I asked Yefim about certain discrepancies.   

 

For instance, why didn’t the Hebrew gravestone inscription identify either the Saba Kadisha of Shpola 

or Pinchas of Koretz as rabbis?  Yefim explained that the names of grandfathers are rarely found on 

Jewish headstones, and when they do appear, they are reserved for rabbis of great importance, so that 

the title of “rabbi” is implied or understood. 71F

77
 

 

I was also bothered by the discrepancy in time periods.  Allowing twenty-five years per generation, 

Nathan’s father, Aharon David Polonsky would have been born circa 1838.  Aharon’s father (Nathan’s 

grandfather) would have been born circa 1813.  But the Shpoler Zeida was born in 1725, and Rabbi 

Pinchas of Koretz was born in 1726.  How could they have been Nathan’s grandfathers? 

 

Enter Hebrew translator David Goldman.  David explained that the Hebrew word for grandson on 

Nathan’s tombstone pronounced neched isn’t limited to meaning only grandson, but that it can also 

mean great-grandson, great-great-grandson, third-great-grandson, and so on.  The most appropriate 

English translation of the Hebrew term neched is “descended from.” 72 F

78
   

 

This clarification resolved the remaining discrepancy involving time periods.  I also sent photographs 

of Nathan and Bessie’s tombstones to David, so that he could independently translate and verify the 

Hebrew inscriptions.  He verified the inscriptions, and confirmed that Nathan Polonsky is, in fact, a 

descendant of both the Shpoler Zeida and Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz.  His literal translation read as 

follows: 

 

“Here is buried an honest man, descendant of the SABA KADISHA from SHPOLA, and 

descendant of R. PINCHAS of KORETZ.   

 

 MENACHEM NACHUM 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.” 

 

My question, “How do I move our family’s ancestry out of the realm of folklore, to that of established 

fact?” had now been answered.  Through our oral history, our ancestors have kept the story of our 

being descendants of the Shpoler Zeida alive across the generations, for two hundred years.  The 

veracity of our oral history had now been verified.   

 

The story of the two Chassids that was recounted in Bertha Paull Friedman’s memoir – that we are 

descended from two disciples of the Baal Shem Tov is also true – the two disciples being the Shpoler 

Zeida, and Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz.  However, in a slight departure from the story in her memoir, both 

of these disciples are on Nathan Polonsky’s side of the family.  

                                                 
77

  Jeffrey Briskman: Verbal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, September 27, 2008. 
  
78

  David Goldman: Verbal communication with Jeffrey Mark Paull, November 24, 2008. 
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By the end of September 2008, just five months after I began my research, I knew who Nathan 

Polonsky’s ancestors were, and where they had lived.  There was no longer any doubt regarding who 

our family was descended from.  What I didn’t know was precisely how Nathan Polonsky was 

descended from the Shpoler Zeida, and Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz.   

 

For the answer to these questions, I would have to seek out information from the land of our ancestors 

in the Ukraine.  I knew the task ahead would be challenging, but I now had the essential information 

needed to locate and identify our ancestors from records that might exist in the surviving Russian 

archives. 

 

The dark, impenetrable past, which before the start of the Jewish New Year seemed as though it would 

never yield its secrets, had been illuminated, and no longer seemed far beyond reach.  It would take 

many more months of research and study to fully appreciate just how far back into that glorious past 

this astonishing information would take me. 

 

In the ensuing months, I discovered more about our ancestry than I ever dreamed possible.  Eventually, 

through Russian censuses and vital records, I identified every ancestral link in our family’s lineage 

from our American progenitor Nathan Polonsky, to Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz.   

 

Rabbi Pinchas Shapira of Koretz proved to be a descendant of exactly the kind of eminent rabbinical 

dynasty that I was hoping to connect our family to.  He is the direct descendant of the Shapiro 

rabbinical dynasty, which traces its descent from Rashi, through the Treves rabbinical lineage. 

 

Through his ancestry, and the marriage 

connections of our Polonsky ancestors 

to the Shapiro, Lurie, Katzenellenbogen, 

Wahl, Yaffe, Twerski, and Gelles 

rabbinical lineages, as well as to the 

Shpoler Zeida, we have a yichus as 

ancient and esteemed as any Jewish 

family can claim.  We descend from a 

constellation of legendary rabbinical 

scholars and renowned community 

leaders who were the interpreters of 

Jewish law, and the guardians of Jewish 

ethics.  Let us now proceed to meet 

some of these illustrious ancestors. 
 

Rashi Chapel, Worms, Germany73F

79
 

                                                 
79

  JewishEncyclopedia.com: Worms.  http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/15013-worms. The Worms Synagogue 
was built in 1034, and is regarded as the oldest existing synagogue in Germany.  Prominent in the legendary and 
historic accounts of the Jews of Worms is the Rashi Chapel, built in 1624 on the west side of the synagogue, by David 
ben Isaac Joseph Oppenheim.  The fact that Rashi lived for a short while in Worms, where he was a pupil of Isaac ha-
Levi, gave rise to the legend that he taught in the edifice erected five hundred years after his death. 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/15013-worms
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