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Background

As in any genealogical research we begin with what we know, or what others can tell us. Carefully
transcribe the family’s recollections. If dates are involved, construct a timeline of dates, places and
people. Often all or some of the facts are missing from your family’s recollections. Try to fill in the gaps,
using traditional research techniques. If places are mentioned, check a gazetteer such as the one on
JewishGen. Make sure you can narrow down the place(s) mentioned and can identify the country in
which they are located today and where it was prior to World War Il. Many town names are not unique,
and places with these names can be found in many different countries. Borders changed further
complicate identifying your town(s) of interest. To find the story, you need to know where you are
looking and who you’re looking for. If all you have is a surname, see if an oral testimony has been
recorded that mentions your family name —remember surnames are not unique. If you do find an oral
history that includes your family’s name determine whether the people mentioned are part of your
family or are not related.

Does your family’s story mention that someone survived? Where does that story indicate the survivor
settled after the war? Does the story say the person was murdered during the Shoah? Were they in a
camp or were they murdered in a ghetto or on the streets? If it was the latter, then the best place to
search for them is in Yizkor books and memoirs, and on Yad Vashem’s Pages of Testimony.

Sometimes the story is of unnamed people in the family who were murdered. Unnamed because none
of the people in the family remember their names. Finding their names probably means searching
records in Europe for births and marriages and looking for census records, revision lists or other types of
family lists on which you can identify the names of parents or siblings.
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The Records

Records are varied. They range from individual memoirs still being published today; to
testimony of witnesses gathered for the tribunals convened after the war, to prosecute those
who could be identified as part of the killing machine; to Yizkor or memorial books written by
survivors from particular towns; to records from various archival repositories. There are other
books, like Histoire de I'imigration juive a Nancy (1870-1945), a collection of short biographical
sketches of Jewish families and individuals who settled in Nancy and their fate during the war. It
includes information about those who survived.

My top resources are those found online at Ancestry®, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum,
and Yad Vashem. Ancestry® is a subscription database but many of the Holocaust databases are free to
search. In particular is the database representing the collaboration between the Arolsen Archives and
Ancestry®: https://www.ancestry.com/cs/alwaysremember

https://www.ushmm.org

https://www.yadvashem.org

At Yad Vashem, Pages of Testimony (POT) are a unique resource. These are pages containing vital
information about victims of the Shoah submitted by family members, friends, neighbors, researchers
and anyone who remembers them. Frequently these recollections can help fill in information about
parents, dates, spouses and relationships — how was the person who submitted the POT related to the
subject?

If the people for whom you are searching were in camps, there might be information about their
movement from one to another during the war. If they survived, there may be ship manifests and
documentation of their transfer from one zone to another while waiting to leave Europe.

Post-war phone books and city directories can help find survivors — look for people with the surname
you are researching in the place your family thinks they settled and be prepared to make a lot of phone
calls or write letters.

Searching for the facts behind the stories isn’t just an idle pastime. For me, it’s an obligation to reunite
the family’s memory or story with the people they never knew. Often, it’s the only way to restore the
names of people back to their rightful place, as part of a family. As Jews, we often follow the custom of
naming our children after the deceased. By doing that we keep their memories alive. Searching for our
families can restore their names to our family’s memory.
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SOURCES (this is not an exhaustive list):

Ancestry® https://www.ancestry.com/search/collections/catalog/?keyword=holocaust

Arolsen Archives https://arolsen-archives.org

British Library https://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/voices/info/decrees/decrees.html

Czech Databases https://www.holocaust.cz/en/database-of-victims/

JewishGen https://www.jewishgen.org

Mémorial de la Shoah, Paris, France http://www.memorialdelashoah.org

Montreal Holocaust Museum https://museeholocauste.ca/en/

National Holocaust Centre and Museum, Nottinghamshire, U.K. https://www.holocaust.org.uk/

USHMM, Washington, D.C. https://www.ushmm.org/

Yad Vashem, Jerusalem https://www.yadvashem.org/

Yizkor Books:

JewishGen https://www.jewishgen.org/vyizkor/

New York Public Library: https://libguides.nypl.org/yizkorbooks

USC Shoah Foundation: https://sfi.usc.edu/

Yiddish Book Center: https://www.yiddishbookcenter.org/collections/yizkor-books

Oral Histories

British Library Oral History https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Jewish-Holocaust-survivors

Fortunoff Video Archive https://editions.fortunoff.library.yale.edu/

Michigan Holocaust Memorial Center https://www.holocaustcenter.org/visit/library-
archive/oral-history-department/

New York Public Library https://www.nypl.org/blog/2016/01/25/voices-holocaust-survivors

St. Louis Holocaust Museum https://stlholocaustmuseum.org/survivor-stories/oral-histories/

University of Michigan https://holocaust.umd.umich.edu/interviews.php

San Francisco JFCS https://holocaustcenter.jfcs.org/oral-histories/

USC Shoah Foundation https://vhaonline.usc.edu/search

USHMM https://www.ushmm.org/remember/holocaust-reflections-testimonies
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Figure 1: Arolsen Archives — identity card and Displaced Person Camp registration for Helena Ebner
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Figure 2: Yad Vashem - Page of Testimony commemorating Norbert Silbermann submitted by his daughter, Charlotte Cooper



