On the Trail of Uncle Herschel, the Jewish Gaucho

by Scott D. Seligman

Subtitle: How an improbable, two-continent search for a
family black sheep and a generous dose of fate and coinci-
dence united a family that didn't know it had been separated.

he real challenge in genealogy lies beyond the mere

accumulation of names, begats, dates and places.
Having dabbled in family history for several years and
having amassed records of nearly 3,000 souls, living and
dead, with whom I can claim a familial relationship of
some sort, I have found that the process offers up two
true rewards. First is the mitzvah (good deed) of honoring
an ancestor through faithfully reconstructing his or her
life and time. The second is the connection you establish
with the people you meet along the way.

This is the story of my hunt for my great-uncle Her-
schel Rudbart—or rather, for information about him,
since he died in Argentina when I was ten years old. I
had never met him. Herschel was the black sheep of the
family that begat my bubbe, my father's mother. His
parents, Esther Milsky and Israel Meyer Rudbart, lived in
a shtetl on the border of Poland and Byelorussia called
Porozow.

My grandmother, Gussie, was the second child in the
family. Her elder brother, Lazar, had been the first to
emigrate to the United States in 1906. His siblings fol-
lowed in succession with Great-aunt Mary, the youngest,
the last to arrive. After their father died in 1920, she
came with her mother, my great-grandmother Esther. All
settled in or around Newark, New Jersey, and we were a
fairly close-knit family, seeing each other frequently at
weddings, bar mitzvahs and funerals.

Herschel was Bubbe’s only sibling who never made it
to the States. For some reason we will probably never
know (although there has never been a shortage of
theories), he was unable to get a visa, despite the pres-
ence in the United States of his entire family. Dad had
understood vaguely that his persona non grata status
stemmed from trouble with the authorities in the Old
Country. Others, less cynical, cited his irrepressible wan-
derlust and sense of adventure.

Since staying in Poland was not a viable option, Her-
schel took another route. Several years after Mary and his
mother had left, Herschel sold the house in Porozow and
followed an aunt and uncle to Argentina, where he lived,
toiled, married and eventually died, childless.

I found it curious to find such a nonconformist on the
family tree and decided to learn more about Herschel
Dad remembered meeting him during his one visit to the
U.S. in the late 1940s. He also knew that earlier Uncle
Lazar had gone to Argentina to see Herschel, but that was
about it. Aunt Frieda, Dad’s sister, knew a bit more, and
what she didn’t know, Herschel’s sister, my great-aunt
Mary, was able to fill in. According to the two of them,
Herschel had married in the Old Country, but that mar-
riage had not worked out. When he emigrated to Argenti-
na with his mother’s sister, his destination was a small,
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experimental Jewish agricultural settlementcalled Moises-
ville more than 500 kilometers northeast of Buenos Aires.
There he met and married Frumka, a Russian-born widow
with two young daughters. Aunt Mary, who never met
Frumka, remembered her from photographs as “the cross-
eyed one.” Indeed, the one picture I was able to find of
her bore out this description.

Aunt Frieda even remembered the name of Herschel’s
aunt; it was Chaska, nee Milsky—and Aunt Mary supplied
the uncle’s name—Moishe Schwartz. After my grand-
mother’s death in 1960 and Hershel's death two years
after that, it all became ancient history as far as our
family was concerned. But I was curious about the story
of Herschel’s life.

My first step was to read about Moisesville. I learned
that Eastern European Jews had begun emigrating to
Argentina in the late 1800s at about the same time as
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they set off for America in record numbers. Moiseville
was Argentina’s first all-Jewish colony, founded in 1889
by 800 or so Jewish immigrants, mostly from the Ukraine.
Sponsored by the German-Jewish philanthropist, Baron
Maurice de Hirsch, they formed large farms and coopera-
tives and helped set the pattern for Argentina’s agricul-
tural economy. Moisesville was also said to have begotten
the famed “Jewish Gaucho,” a concept I found incongru-
ous to say the least and a sight 1 hoped one day to be-
hold.

The only way to get information about Herschel him-
self, of course, was to write to Argentina, but the question
was where to write. From the Jewish Genealogical Society
in New York, I got an address for the Federacion de
Comunidades Israelitas Argentinas (the Argentine Federa-
tion of Jewish Communities). I was told that the Federa-
tion (whose building was destroyed in a horrendous
terrorist attack) held most of the burial records for the
Argentine Jewish community. As in the U.S., emigrant
Jews to Argentina had formed cooperative societies to
share the burden of funeral costs, and these organizations
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had generally kept pretty complete records.

I wrote to the Federation telling them all that I knew
about Herschel, his aunt and uncle. Then I waited, not so
patiently, for about four months. About the time I was
beginning to give up hope of ever getting a reply, fretting
because I had chosen to write in English instead of having
the letter translated into Spanish, a registered letter
arrived from Buenos Aires. Written on the Federation’s
letterhead in creditable English, it was signed by the
director. It began like this:

I received your letter sent to the burial department
of the Argentine Jewish Community in Buenos Aires in
which you request information about your Argentine
relatives.

As you describe it well, Jasha Milsky and her hus-
band Moises Szwarc were both buried in the Jewish
Cemetery of Moisesville, Province of Santa Fe, Argen-
tina. As regards Herschel Rudberg (sic), he also died
but was buried in the Jewish Cemetery of La Tablada,
pertaining to the Jewish Community of Buenos Aires.

It was a great surprise for me because, as the direc-
tor of the Federation of the Argentine Jewish Commu-
nities, one of my tasks is to reunite families; therefore,
your request about my grandparents deeply moved me.

I had to reread the letter a couple of times, wade
through the variant spellings and study the sig-
nature—that of one Professor Alberto Abraham Szwarc—
before the real thrust hit me. What the director was
telling me was that Uncle Herschel's aunt and uncle were
his own grandparents. This would make him my father’s
second cousin! All sorts of thoughts went through my
head. Could this be some sort of scam? It didn’t seem so.
I replied at once with a long letter introducing myself and
my family and enclosing a complete family tree, as well
as copies of some photographs.

One of my second cousins, the son of Uncle Lazar's
youngest daughter, had inherited several boxes of photo-
graphs when his mother died, and he had had the good
sense to preserve them. In his attic archive, we found half
a dozen photographs that clearly had been taken in Argen-
tina, including several shots in Moisesville during Uncle
Lazar’s trip. I sent copies to Alberto for identification.

Alberto replied quickly, naming the individuals shown.
One even turned out to be a photograph of his own
father. He told me that he had copies of some of the same
pictures in his own family album, and he sent a tree of
the Argentine branch of the family, including information
about several members who had made aliyah (immigra-
tion) to Israel from Argentina.

By this time, [ was no longer suspicious, just stunned
by my good fortune. Through coincidence and just plain
fate, I had stumbled onto a host of Argentinean relatives
that my family had never had the remotest notion even
existed.

Even if we had not had photographs or elderly rela-
tives with sharp memories, the family trees themselves
would have offered some pretty convincing evidence of
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the relationship. The clues come from the Ashkenazic
custom of naming children after deceased relatives and
the penchant on the part of Diaspora Jews to give their
children two names, an everyday name in the vernacular
of the country in which they live and a Jewish name in
Hebrew or Yiddish that memorializes a deceased relative.
When a close relative dies, the general practice in our
family has always been to name the next child born into
the family for the deceased. In a large family like ours,
that means children in several branches are likely to be
named for the same individual.

In our case, although the children of Alberto’s grand-

mother, Chashka, had been given typically Spanish names

like Luiz, Adolfo and Ernesto, these told only part of the
story. Their Yiddish names—Lazar, Velvel and Herschel—
are extremely common in the eight branches of our

_ family. Each individual who bears one is a namesake of

some forgotten common ancestor. My grandmother had
brothers named Lazar and Herschel, and—no coinci-
dence—Velvelis my father's Jewish name.

I corresponded with these newfound relatives for
nearly two years. When Alberto invited me to visit Argen-
tina in October for the wedding of his daughter, Clarissa,
I decided to seize the moment. | had never been south of
the (U.S.) border and speak not a word of Spanish, but I
figured that this was just too good an opportunity to miss.

1 arrived several days before the wedding. At the
Buenos Aires airport, | was met by an attractive young
woman of 19. She introduced herself in flawless English
as Clarissa’s cousin, Leila, the daughter of Alberto’s identi-
cal twin brother, Armnoldo. She was with her uncle
Alberto, and we greeted each other like the long-lost
cousins we are.

Despite the fact that we had never met, Alberto really
was a fairly close relative, my father’s second cousin. I
had grown up knowing lots of my own second cousins
and had seen them frequently as a child. But here was
one who had been living a fruitful and productive life
totally undetected by our radar screens—and in such an
odd (to me) part of the world.

Our first stop was La Tablada Jewish Cemetery where
Uncle Herschel is buried. Alberto knew his way around
this cemetery, and he led Leila and me first to the graves
of several relatives and then to that of Uncle Herschel’s
third wife, Ida. (Frumka the second wife had died in
Moisesville about six months after marrying Herschel;
shortly afterwards, he had moved to Buenos Aires and
married for a third time.)

Finally, we came to Herschel's grave. As is common in
Europe, many gravestones in the cemetery had photo-
graphs of the deceased set into them. Herschel's photo-
graph had been taken late in life, later than any picture
we in North America had ever seen of him. Without being
overly melodramatic, I must say that looking at it was like
staring into my dad’s eyes. Of his four hereditary lines,
this is apparently the one that proved dominant in my
father—at least as far as appearance is concerned. Her-
schel at age 70 was the image of my dad, now 76.
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Uncle Herschel, center, with
four of the “gaucho” drinking
buddies in Moisesville,
Argentina. Far from being
Jewish cowboys, these
“gauchos” were peace-loving
men who made their living
through farming and animal
husbandry.

That first night Alberto took out a box of photographs
to prove that he did, indeed, have some copies of some of
the same pictures I had sent to him. We sorted through
formal portraits taken in Europe more than three-quarters
of a century earlier and together deciphered the Yiddish
inscriptions on the back of many. Here was Aunt Leah
whe had lived in Newark. There was my great-uncle
Lazar on his visit to Moisesville. At the bottom of the
stack was one they couldn’t identify but I could. It was a
formal portrait of my own grandmother that had been
taken in Newark—and here it was 90 years later and half
a world away.

On the night before Clarissa’s wedding, a large family
gathering was held in my honor. There I met Great-uncle
Adolfo—himself a Velvel—the patriarch of the family. He
was an expansive sort who was visibly delighted at the
encounter. At 83, Adolfo was clearly beloved by all, and
one look at him revealed beyond any doubt the side of
the family from which my father had inherited his ears.
There was simply no mistaking their size or angle; I had
been looking at Milsky ears all my life without knowing it.

Adolfo remembered my great-aunt Mary clearly and
asked me for her photograph. He told me to remind her
of the time that he had brought her a goat from the city
of Volkovysk, where he had lived, to her home in Poro-
zow so that her ailing father might benefit from its milk.
This, I calculated, would have been in 1919. Together—
with no common language—we named his mother’s seven
brothers and sister and their spouses. And on the back of
a napkin, with the help of his son Arnoldo, he sketched
out a map of greater Volkovysk as he remembered it,
identifying key sites of interest and even naming the
street on which our families had lived. He had not been
there, of course, since 1929.

Adolfo also knew a few things about Uncle Herschel,
whom he described as a simple man of simple pleasures,
among which were an occasional hot cup of mat, a local,
tea-like infusion drunk from a gourd, as well as a more-
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than-occasional schnapps. A cheerful sort who worked
hard in Moisesville as an agricultural laborer before
moving to the city, my great-uncle was known fondly as
“Herschel the Schvartzer” or Herschel the dark one be-
cause of his olive complexion.

Also at the gathering was cousin Juana Feldman, the
only child of the only daughter of Aunt Chashka. At age
four, Juana had posed for a studio photograph that had
made its way to my second cousin’s attic in New Jersey.
It was one of the pictures that Alberto had identified.
Herschel, who had had no children of his own, had been
especially fond of Juana, known in the family by her
Jewish name, Chana Reisele. Nearly half a century ago,
he had proudly sent the picture to his brother Lazar.

Juana, now 51, invited me to spend the next day with
her family. A school teacher, she had some limited Eng-
lish, and we were able to communicate fairly well. I met
her family and interviewed her about Herschel, as well. A
clock he had once owned—one of the few possessions he
left behind at his death—decorated her living room wall.

She remembered Herschel with great fondness. She
had known him only in Buenos Aires, where he had come
to work after his second wife died. He had worked as a
laborer in a meat factory on the outskirts of town and, as
a result, had been able to keep meat on the table for
Juana and her mother. Juana’s parents had divorced
when the child was quite young, and Herschel had func-
tioned as her surrogate father.

To be closer to the meat factory, he and Ida had
moved from a one room flat in town to a suburb called
Tigre, not far from the house on Garibaldi Street from
which Israeli agents kidnapped the Nazi Adolf Eichmann
in 1960. There Herschel and Ida lived in an isolated shack,
accessible only by dirt roads. It consisted of one room and
a kitchen, with an outhouse and a garden in the back.

Times were tough, and the wretched conditions in
factories such as Herschel's were giving rise to a labor
movement in Argentina. After some prodding, Juana told
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me that Herschel had been a union organizer and proba-
bly a communist as well, a fact that suggested the most
plausible theory I have yet heard about why he had been
denied an immigrant visa to the U.S. so many years
before. Herschel had probably been deemed undesirable
because of his leftist tendencies.

Juana’s shoebox of photographs was a gold mine.
Among its treasures were a photograph of my great-
grandmother Esther, several pictures of Aunt Chashka and
her children, and a shot of Herschel with some of his
drinking buddies. We also found Herschel's pensioner
identification card—which revealed that he was illiter-
ate—and his death certificate. Even his passport, issued
by the Polish embassy in Buenos Aires in 1947, was there.
He had used this passport to visit his siblings in the
United States. It provided no insight into the man, al-
though it did pinpoint his date of birth. I was just excited,
after so much searching, to hold something of Herschel’s
in my hands.

After Clarissa’s wedding, Alberto and I hopped an
overnight bus to Moisesville. This pilgrimage to the town
for which he had left his home in Europe was to be the
final stop on my search for Uncle Herschel. The whole
concept of Jewish colonization in Argentina had been
something of an experiment, consisting in large part of a
wholesale transplant of European shtetl life into the
Western Hemisphere. There were, however, a few impor-
tant differences, including self-government and the self-
imposed charge to become a model community not only
for Argentinean Jews, but for others in this land domin-
ated by European immigrants.

Touted in song as A Yiddishe Medina, Moisesville was
a farming community devoted primarily to animal hus-
bandry. At its peak in the late 1930s, it was home to
about 7,000 European refugee Jews. It also served as a
cultural center for several other Jewish settlements in the
area, boasting a thriving Yiddish theater, two Jewish
libraries and a Hebrew teacher’s seminary. It once had
four synagogues, three of which still stand. They now take
turns hosting Sabbath worship, since the number of Jews has
dwindled to only about 500, mostly elderly colonists.

Alberto not only knew his way around Moisesville, he
might as well have owned the place. He had served there
for three years as director of the Hebrew Teacher’s Semi-
nary and knew virtually everyone. One of the first places
he showed me was the site where the fourth synagogue,
the Litvaker Shul, had stood. His grandparents and par-
ents had worshipped there, as had Uncle Herschel—when
he went to synagogue, that is, which I gathered was not
terribly often. Although the structure had been destroyed,
Alberto had contributed money to build a park on the
site. In the middle of a grove of trees was a simple monu-
ment to his grandparents and the other early settlers who
had helped to build the community.

Alberto persuaded the president of the Jewish commu-
nity to take us to the cemetery on the outskirts of town
(he was the one with the key). There we found the graves
of Alberto’s grandparents, Chashka and Moises Szwarc.
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The only plot that eluded us was that of Frumka, Herschel’s
second wife and the mother of his two stepdaughters.

We asked several older residents if they remembered
Herschel the Schvartzer, without much success; appar-
ently he had not been all that memorable a character.
Several people suggested that we consult Yankel the
barber, an elderly resident with the reputation of knowing
everyone. Yankel not only remembered Herschel, but
when prompted about Frumka, he recalled that she had
been a relative of a woman who still lived a few doors
from his barber shop. We hurried to see if Rosa Trumper
was at home and willing to receive us.

Rosa was a charming lady who turned out to be a
ready source of information. Frumka, whose official name
was Frieda, had been her mother’s sister. Rosa explained
that we had not found her grave because she had been
buried under the surname of her previous husband—and
she knew exactly where Frumka's two daughters, Her-
schel’s stepdaughters, could be found. One lives in Israel,
the other a few hundred kilometers away in the city of
Rosario. She happily gave me addresses for both so that
I might follow up with them.

I asked for Rosa’s impressions of Herschel; what she
had to say was no surprise. An illiterate common laborer,
Herschel was a hulking sort of guy beloved by pretty
much everyone who knew him. He was, indeed, a gaucho,
but that did not, I learned, imply the lasso-throwing,
Judeo-Hispanic cowboy kvitching at his dogies in Yiddish
that I had allowed myself to imagine. To an Argentinean,
a gaucho is simply a peace-loving man who makes his
living either off the land or through animal husbandry.
No Jewish Gene Autry (an American movie actor of the
1940s famous for cowboy roles) alas, but from all I had
learned, it seemed a fairly apt description of my great-
uncle.

During my week in Argentina, I found out most every-
thing there was to know about my great-uncle, but the
story of humble Herschel turned out to have been only
counterpoint to the real significance of the trip.

I learned that shtetl life, whether in Europe or in South
America, was probably doomed to extinction. I learned
that living on the bottom of the world for so long has
caused Argentineans to stay up at night and sleep during
the day. I learned that mat has an exceedingly unpleasant
flavor, and I learned where my father’s ears came from.
Most of all, I learned that family is family no matter what
language they speak or how long you have been out of
touch with them. I am far richer for being reunited with
a delightful group of relatives with whom I fully intend to
stay in touch. Thanks to Uncle Herschel, we will now
forever share a good deal more than simply a common set
of ancestors.

Scott Seligman is the author of Dealing With the Chinese
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aging director of China operations for an international
public relations firm.
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