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Preface 
  

 

 

 

When I was a young boy, during a much simpler time 

before the digital information age, I loved reading tales 

about the days of yore.  Mystical kingdoms inhabited by 

noble kings, fair queens, and gallant lords and knights in 

armor captured my imagination.  Their heraldic coats of 

arms – bold symbols of family importance, legacy, and 

pride, handed down from one generation to the next – 

fascinated me.  I was in awe of these kings and knights, and 

the noble families from which they descended.   
 

The limit of my knowledge regarding my own family’s ancestry stopped at the doorstep of my 

grandparents.  Beyond that, there was a vast emptiness.  I daydreamed about how incredible it would 

be to come from a family of history and legend that could trace its lineage back to ancient nobility.  

Never did I dare to imagine that one day, as I approached my sixth decade, these dreams would 

become a reality.  Even now, it’s difficult to describe the feelings that accompanied the remarkable 

discovery that I do indeed belong to such a family – one that descends from a lineage every bit as 

ancient and noble as any I had ever dreamed of.  

 

Please accompany me on an incredible journey, as we explore our family’s lost heritage – a truly 

fascinating journey of discovery that spans over one thousand years of Jewish history, and connects us 

to some of the most illustrious rabbinical lineages and Jewish families in all of Europe.  This millennial 

history is divided between two books.   

 

This, the first book, A Noble Heritage: The History and Legacy of the Polonsky and Paull Family in 

America, begins with a brief overview of our family’s rabbinical history and lineage.  It explains how 

our ancestors migrated across the continent of Europe in their search for the simple freedoms that we 

take for granted today.  It also presents the all-important clue left behind for Nathan Polonsky’s 

descendants which made the discovery of our noble history and ancestry possible. 

   

The primary focus of this book is our family’s history since immigrating to America.  It tells the story 

of the Polonsky family, beginning with the patriarch, Nathan Polonsky, and includes all of his known 

descendants within each of the eight branches of the family.  We follow our ancestors’ departures from 

Russia, gain a deeper appreciation of their experiences as new immigrants in America, and learn of 

how they loved, embraced, and defended their adopted homeland.   
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Much of this story is told through biographies of the American descendants of our family, spanning a 

total of six generations in America.  We observe how our family has grown and thrived, and how it has 

changed and evolved in response to American culture and society. 

 

The second book, Of Noble Descent: The History and Ancient Lineage of the Polonsky and Paull 

Family, will focus on the European history and ancestry of the family.  It traces our ancestry back from 

the distinguished Polonsky rabbinical lineage, through many of Europe’s most influential and 

illustrious rabbinical families, including the Kalonymos, Treves, Shapiro, Luria, Katzenellenbogen, 

Yaffe, Wahl, Twerski, Wertheim, Gelles, and Zeida families.  

 

Here, we will come face-to-face with the many luminaries in our lineage dating back to the revered and 

legendary biblical commentator Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki Tzarfati of Troyes (1040–1105), better known 

by the acronym Rashi.  Through the use of numerous family trees, descendant charts, and historical 

documents, we will see exactly how we are descended from them and the illustrious rabbinical families 

from which they came. 

 

How the writing of this book came about is a story unto itself.  I grew up in Pittsburgh, surrounded by 

a large extended family, including my grandparents, and many aunts, uncles, and cousins on both sides 

of my family.  Family gatherings were frequent and well-attended.  But growing up in California, 

neither of my sons, Joshua or Justin, had many opportunities to get to know their extended family.  

With family spread out all over the country, family-wide gatherings had become rare events.   

 

On the first day of summer of 2008, my younger son Joshua was to be Bar Mitzvah’d.  It was an 

opportunity to host a large family gathering, and I decided to make the most of it.  I wanted it to be a 

memorable event, not only for him, but for every member of the family.  I wanted to provide an 

experience that everyone could enjoy together – one that was meaningful, informative, and 

entertaining.   

 

With that goal in mind, in March of 2008, I began assembling a basic family tree, to acquaint Joshua 

with his cousins from all over the country, many of whom he had never met.  As the tree grew, I began 

collecting information from family members.  My idea was to write biographical sketches for every 

family member attending the Bar Mitzvah, and to prepare family trees showing how members in each 

branch are connected to one another.  My primary focus was on the Paull family, from which the 

largest number of people would be attending the Bar Mitzvah.   

 

In April I located my grandfather’s immigration records from the Ellis Island online database.  For the 

first time, I knew when my grandfather, Levi Yitzhak Polonsky (who later Americanized his name to 

Louis Isadore Paull) immigrated to America, and the name of the ship on which he sailed.  Encouraged 

by this exciting discovery, the next goal was to find my great-grandfather’s immigration records.  With 

virtually no information about him, I was elated to locate the ship records for Nathan Polonsky and his 

family.  Now I had exciting information to share with my family – the names of most of our great-

grandfather’s children, and the date that they immigrated to America!   
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Growing up, I had heard stories about my grandfather’s brothers and sisters in the Polonsky family, but 

I had never met any of them.  Now, knowing their names piqued my curiosity, and I wanted to learn 

more about them.  My next goal was to find someone in the Polonsky family who might be able to 

provide me with a family portrait or photograph so that I would have faces to associate with their 

names.  But how would I locate the descendants of my grandfather’s siblings – people whom I had 

never met, and knew absolutely nothing about? 

 

I wasn’t sure how to begin, and was ready to give up on the idea entirely, when my cousin Linda Mann 

provided me with an important clue.  She recalled that her last contact with a Polonsky family member 

was sometime during the early 1990s.  His name was Martin Robbins, and he lived in Denver.  With 

the indispensable aid of the Internet, I located Marty, and introduced myself to him via email.  Marty 

responded almost immediately, and guided me to several other key Polonsky family members.  

Through them I connected with still more relatives.  Eventually, through this ever-expanding network, 

I located all of Nathan Polonsky’s American descendants.   

 

The first member of the Polonsky family who I had the pleasure of meeting was Madelyn Chaber.  On 

Sunday June 1, 2008, she invited my family to a brunch at her home in Alameda, CA.  Mady provided 

many photos of the Chaber branch of the family, and helped identify the Polonsky ancestors in the 

photos.  In my appreciation and gratitude for all of this wonderful information about the Polonsky 

family, we invited Mady to Joshua’s Bar Mitzvah where she met many members of the Paull branch of 

the Polonsky family for the first time. 

 

With the family history information I had assembled, I created a DVD presentation that Joshua 

narrated at his Bar Mitzvah reception on Saturday, June 21, 2008.  The video combined the ancestry 

information, family photographs, and ship records, with film clips from the movie Everything Is 

Illuminated, a wonderful film about a young Jewish man who travels to the Ukraine to find his roots.
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Fittingly, Everything Is Illuminated became the theme of the Bar Mitzvah.  Inspired by the new family 

connections brought about by my genealogical research, and the incredibly affirmative response to 

Joshua’s family history presentation, I began exploring our family history and genealogy in earnest 

following his Bar Mitzvah.  From that simple beginning, the idea for this book was born.  It almost 

seemed more a matter of “the wand picking the wizard” than the other way around.
2
 

 

Looking back on the experience of researching and writing this book, I don’t know when I have ever 

immersed myself in a project more completely, nor have I ever felt as gratified.  The research was both 

immensely challenging and rewarding.  Each new discovery was accompanied by a sense of wonder, 

excitement, and accomplishment. 

 

Discovering ancestors, and meeting new family members from all over the country, and around the 

world, has been an experience so profound and meaningful to me, that it is difficult to express it in 

words.  Suffice it to say that it has had a truly profound and very positive effect upon my life. 

                                                 
1
  The film Everything Is Illuminated (2005) is based upon the novel of the same name by Jonathan Safran Foer. 

 
2
  The phrase, “the wand picking the wizard” is from the film Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (2001), based on the 

novel of the same name by J.K. Rowling. 
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It has been said that the pursuit of family history tends to be shaped by several motivations, including 

the desire to carve out a place for one’s family in the larger historical picture, a sense of responsibility 

to preserve the past for future generations, and a sense of self-satisfaction in accurate storytelling. 2F

3
  

 

Although there is much truth to this statement, the process of researching and writing this book has 

become so much more than simply discovering and assembling numerous facts about ancestors and 

descendants.  It has also been a remarkable journey of exploration and connection to a truly remarkable 

family.  The following passage, from the book, From Generation to Generation, conveys some of the 

sense of wonder and purpose that I have personally experienced:  

 

 I firmly believe, based upon my own experience and the experiences of countless others who have taken 

the time to pursue this research, that genealogy can be a life-changing activity.  It is hard to explain 

from the outside, but when two genealogists meet, a silent bond connects them because they both know 

that somewhere in between all the family interviews and photographs and forms and documents, in 

between the books and journals, in between the last discovery and the next one, is some intangible, yet 

very real sense that this pursuit is in some way a mission. 3F
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Looking back on what I have learned since I began work on this book, I can scarcely believe it.  It 

almost seems like a dream.  Needless to say, I could not have accomplished what I have without the 

support of my family, and the cooperation, encouragement, and assistance of my dear cousins in the 

Polonsky and Paull family.  It has truly been a labor of love, and through this experience, I have 

reconnected with, and have come to know each of you a little better.  That alone has made this project 

so deeply gratifying, and personally meaningful. 

 

It is my sincere hope that this book serves to bring us, the third, fourth, fifth, and sixth generation 

descendants of the Polonsky family in America, closer together.  We share an incredible history and 

ancestry that spans more than a millennium.  Although we are scattered across the country, and around 

the globe, we share a perpetual bond, and we have so much to offer one another.  I implore all of you 

to cherish that bond, nurture it, and keep it strong, vibrant, and alive. 

 

Families are constantly growing and changing.  So too should our history. It is my equally fervent hope 

that our children continue to write new chapters of our history, keeping it perpetually relevant and 

everlasting.   

 

Here then, is the story of our family, the remarkable people in it, and our fascinating history.  I hope 

that you find it interesting and enlightening.  May we always remember those who came before us, and 

appreciate the family that has so illuminated and enriched our lives, and may it continue to bind us, our 

children, and our children’s children, across the generations, and across the miles. 

 

Jeffrey Mark Paull  December, 2012 
                                                 
3
  Ronald Bishop: In the Grand Scheme of Things: An Exploration of the Meaning of Genealogical Research.  Journal of 

Popular Culture, 2008 41(3): 393-412. 
 
4
  Arthur Kurzweil: From Generation to Generation – How to Trace Your Jewish Genealogy and Family History.  Jossey-

Bass, a Wiley Imprint, San Francisco, CA, 2004. 
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