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s I sit on a plane returning home from Vienna to Los 
Angeles,  I  r eflect on th e r emarkable events that have 

occurred this past year. Twice this year I h ave been 
blessed to stan d at th e gravesites of my ancestors and 
observe their yarzheits (anniversary of death).  This past 
May,  I first joined with som e 50 relatives,  most of whom 
I had never known of until  r ecen tly,  in Qu eens, New 
York. We had gathered to recognize our  comm on ances-
tor, my maternal great-grandfather, Tuvia  Yaacov Aufrich-
tig, z"l,  who had died of an apparent heart attack in 1903 
in New York where he had come to visit  his son, Samuel. 
Th en  yesterday, October 27, 2003, in Vienna,  I stood in 
front of the  ohel (mausoleum) where my paternal great-
grandfather's brother, Rabbi Yosef Engel, z"l, is buried. I 
was joined by Her sh Wolf Fr iedman of Monsey, New 
York, who only three weeks earlier had published a sefer 
(religious text) of Rabbi Yosef Engel's writings on th e 
Torah. Each story is remarkable  in its own way, but th e 
comm on threads of both experiences were formed early 
in my life.

My p arents, Ben,  z"l, and Mala (nee    
Kneitel) ,   were  both   survivors   of  the 
Shoah. Both were from Galicia and met 
in the ghetto during th e war. My father  
lost both paren ts an d three of h is four  
siblings. One of his brothers, Simon, was 
studying in Belgium when Hitler invaded 
Poland.  Simon became an RAF bomber  
pilot and survived th e war . My mother  
watched the Nazis take away her  moth -
er , Rachel (nee  Aufrich tig),  an d a ll  four siblin gs. Her  
father , Elazar, left Poland on the last boat to New York 
where he lived throughout th e war.

Growing up in Los Angeles, my world view was based 
on  a belief that much of the world was comprised of 
European Jews who had survived the Holocaust and 
suffered many losses. Last week I  visited the Friedman 
family in Monsey, New York. Mr. Friedman accompanied 
me to Vienna for reasons that will soon become apparent. 
His wife, Chavi, was inquiring about m y family history, 
and when I began to describe my ch ildhood years, she 
sensed all the loss I felt and sa id, "You must have felt  cut 
of f. " She hit  the nail on th e h ead.

Even though I had my parents, the sensations I experi-
enced seemed, at times, like those I would imagine an 
orphan might have. For me, the joy of a larger family was 
replaced by the  pain  and sadness of my parents' losses 
and,  by extension, m y own . Four years ago, my family 
was invited to the wedding of Charles Wachsburg, the son 
of my father's second cousin, Lulek. Although Charles and 
his fiancee, Allison, are from Montreal, they were getting 
married in Los Angeles. My father  had maintained contact 
with  Lulek over  th e years an d, con sequently,  my wife ,

ch ildren and I, alon g with m y m other, were included in 
a  small and intimate wedding.

Over the years, I had experienced an interest in explor-
ing my roots, but it became stronger after  my fath er  died 
in 1993. These fleetin g interests were sparked by my 
encounter  with Izo Engel at  Charles' wedding.  Izo is a 
second cousin from Minnesota whom I had never known 
existed before the wedding. He described some of the 
genealogical research  he had done and promised to send 
me a copy of the family tree h e had created. I offered m y 
assistance. The startling news I heard from him was that 
our great-grandfather's brother, Rabbi Yosef Engel, was 
buried in Vienn a, wh ere he had died in 1919.
I was amazed because  I was not aware of any ancestors 
before my fa th er 's gen eration whose graves existed. I 
had assumed they were e ither slaugh tered dur ing the  
war, or,  if they had died before the war, their gravestones 
were plowed under  or used for roads. I jotted down this 
information on a card and n oted to myself that I wanted 

to visit  Vienna some day. I have carr ied      
the card in my wallet since the wedding.  
On e can imagine how it  f elt  to take a     
good long look at that card as I stood by 
Yosef Engel's grave this past Monday.

My research  began in earn est after  I 
received Izo Engel 's family tr ee. I had      
heard about the JewishGen  website and   
from it explored the Jewish Records 
Indexing-Poland ( JRI-Poland) database.   
JRI-Poland had a list of the births of my great-

grandfather, Shrnuel, and all  his siblings, including Yosef.  
An entry for the marriage of their parents, Yehuda and 
Leah (nee Stieglitz), was also part of the index. I 
contacted Ted Gostin, a local genealogist whose advertise-
ment had appeared in a  local Jewish comm unity paper  
and met him at the Mormon  Family History Center from 
which I emerged not only with th e r ecords listed on the  
JRI-Poland site, but also the birth records of Leah Stieglitz  
and a ll her siblings.

Ted taught me to scroll back on the microfiche rolls in 
anticipation of finding previous gen erations that are  on  
the rolls but whose names are not yet indexed. Rem ark-
ably, in ear ly 2003, after  a  couple of year s of sift in g 
through this in form ation and r eviewin g approbation s in  
a variety of religious texts, a  cousin (from New York) and 
I determined that my daughter, Anna, attends high school 
with her sixth cousin, Melissa  Stieglitz!

I was ecstatic about these  discoveries, but also yearned 
for more information  about living relatives about wh om  
I might not know. I traveled to New York and met two 
cousins wh o were  born in  Poland,  Joseph Engel and 
Efraim Klausfeld. I had seen each of them on several 
occasion s over  th e year s.  They could provid e a window
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into l ife in Polan d and might tel l me m ore  about the 
extended family. As I sat with Efraim Klausfeld, he com-
ple ted a  telephone conversat ion and followed i t with, 
"That  was your  cousin, Helena. We talk all  the t ime ." I 
had never heard about He lena so I was flabbergasted by 
the  news. Soon thereafter  I was in contact with several 
newly found relat ives that I learned about through E fraim 
and Helena.

I decided to come to New Yor k again a few m onths 
later to continue my sear ch an d to meet  some of m y 
extended family. It was Succot 2000. Dur ing that visit, 
Joseph Engel introduced me to Hersh Wolf Friedman, a 
Belzer hasid who was interested in the scholarly wor k of 
Rabbi Yosef Engel. Mr. Friedman was in the process of 
compiling some of Engel's work on the Torah in a fashion 
differen t than had been done before. I knew from m y 
father that Yosef Engel 's work on  Ta lmud is st ill  studied 
in yeshivas throughout the wor ld. Mr. Friedman believed 
that i llum inating his wor k would excite the world of 
r el igious Jewry and rekindle an inter est  in Rabbi Engel 's 
wor k. In some ways, Friedman was more enthusiast ic 
about my family than some of the relat ives I was meeting. 
I was disappointed to find tha t n ot  everyone shared m y 
exc itement an d man y of the n ew r ela tion ships cooled 
rather quickly. I was sti ll looking for a deeper connection.

About this t ime, my mother told m e of a relative wh o 
had moved to Los Angeles from New York to take a 
teaching position. I just  did n ot know at the time she told 
me how I would meet him. Standing next  to a  young man 
in a market  one day in spring 2001, I glanced down  and 
saw his name on  his check as he was paying the  cashier. 
I had seen him in shul  on several  occasions, but we had 
never met. I said, "Excuse me for being so forward, but I 
think we're related." His name was Hillel Aufrichtig, the 
same last name as my grandm other, Rachel. How m any 
Aufrichtigs could there be in the world? It took only a 
couple of minutes of comparing notes to establish the 
link. Soon therea fter  I me t his father  Abraham, wh o was 
visiting from New York.

Abraham told me of the website www.aufrichtigs.com
developed by Ronny Roberts of London, England. I con-
tacted Ronny im mediately.  He is descended fr om  the 
Aufrichtig family, but we could not establish a link be-
tween our respective bran ches. Nevertheless, being the 
devoted and passion ate genealogist that h e is, Ronny 
included a link at  h is si te for th e Gloguv Au fr ich tigs, 
named for the town where most of m y m oth er 's ancestors 
lived. He also put m e in contact with several cousins in 
New Yor k and Florida. They were amazed to hear  th e 
news of their Los Angeles cousins.

Each time I called my m other with an update of my 
resear ch,  I had goose bum ps from the excitem ent. The 
most unbelievable bit of infor mation was provided by my 
cousin, Joe Rich, who reported that m y mother's grandfa -
ther, Tuvia Yaacov Aufrichtig, z"l, had come to New York 
in 1903 in order to visit his son, Shrnuel. T uvia  had died
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unexpectedly and was buried in Queen s.
I had never expected to find relat ives on my mother's 

side, because I thought she had accounted for  a ll of them. 
I had previously met my mother's fir st cousins, the sib -
l ings Max, Teddy and Maggie. They were the childr en of 
m y maternal grandmother Rachel's br other, Nathan. I was 
quite proud that Max's son,  Mar v Alpert , the best-known 
sports announcer in America, was my cousin. Never  mind 
that  I had n ever met him . What I did not kn ow was that  
in addition to Rachel  and Nathan, they had three oth er 
siblings, each with many genera tions of offspring.

The  events of September 11, 2001, put  a huge damper 
on my investigat ion into family. My son, Adrian, com-
mented on how I seemed to have lost  my en thusiasm for 
genealogical research. Like many others, I now l ived with
concerns and fears that  super seded the kind of personal 
pursuit in which I was engaged. Nevertheless, wh en m y 
wife, daughter and I decided to vacation in New York in 
January 2003, I contacted Joe Rich again. I wan ted to 
visit Tuvia Yaacov Aufr ichtig's grave. My middle name is 
Tuvia.  I was named a fter my mother 's br other who was 
kil led in  the  Holocaust,  but  I had never  known  a fter 
whom my un cle had been named. Joe put me in contact 
with David Au br ey, a cousin who had discovered the 
gr ave. On a freez ing, snowy day in January 2003, I met 
David a t the  Union  Field cemetery. It was the fir st  time 
we had met;  I also met Joe  Rich for the fir st  t im e later



that day. I sensed their and my immediate feelings of a ffinity, 
heightened no doubt by the discovery that  Tuvia Ya-     
acov 100th yarzheit  would fall on Sunday, May 15, 2003. 
Immediately upon my return to Los Angeles, e-mails   
flew all over the world as we decided to hon or the mem-
or y of our ancestor, Tuvia Yaacov Aufrichtig. Some 50 
people met a t the cemetery on a glorious spring day.  
Ronn y Roberts cam e from England just to see th e faces 
and m eet the people he had included on h is  Gloguv 
Aufrichtigs link. Joe Rich spoke eloquently for al l of us 
when he said:

It  is remarkable that today we have gathered from far and 
wide to pay tribute to the memory of Tuvia Yaacov Aufrich-
tig. Today marks exactly 100 years to the day (the 16th of 
Iyar on the Jewish calendar) of his passing. How many 
individuals who have walked this earth are remembered  by 
famil y members  100 years aft er their passing? Perhaps 
exceptional rabbis and leaders, such as Abraham Li ncoln. 
Our ancestor is in very good company. Today, we have all  
taken a maj or step forward in visiting this site, reconnecting 
with  famil y members we do not often  see, and  meeting other 
relatives for the very first time. Imagine! 

Imagine, indeed.
My son  and I had breakfast with Joe Rich twice last 

week befor e boarding the bus for M onsey,  New York, 
where we spent Shabbat with the Fr iedmans and the Belz 
community.  I had n ever  been in a Hasidic  community 
before, but they all knew who Rabbi Yosef Engel was, and 
they wer e so  in cr edibly h app y to  meet  his brother's

descendants. Mr. Friedman and I left for Vienna Sunday 
night to be at Yosef Engel 's grave on his yar zheit. He is 
buried in an ohel, a structure large enough to accommo-
date my six-and-a-half-foot frame. It also means that his 
grave is protected fr om the elements. We recited psalms 
and left k 'vi telech (personal requests like  those people 
leave at the Kotel) and the newly published writings of 
Rabbi Yosef Engel, z"l, on Sefer Bereshit, the first book of 
the Torah. Her sh Wolf Friedm an, who is not a r elative, 
had descr ibed to me how he imagined the blood of Rabbi 
Yosef Engel flowing through me. Now I understand what 
h e m eans.

I was not raised religious, but have becom e a modern 
Orthodox Jew as an adult. So many things had to come 
together so that  a ll  th at events I have descr ibed could 
occur.  I am thankful to all  the people wh o have  helped 
and encouraged me, especially my wife,,Loretta. Most of 
a ll,  though, I am  grateful  to G -d for the family I have 
been blessed with. One thing is for cer tain. I most defi-
nitely do not fee l cut off anymore.

Avi Engel, the only member of his immediate family born in 
the United States, recalls being told on many occasions as 
a child that he was the only  family member that could be  
the president. He  is a psychotherapist and credits many of 
his abilities to understand people to his experiences growing 
up as the  child of Holocaust  survivors. He lives in Los 
Angeles.


