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FROM THE CHAIRMAN’S DESK

     At this, the start of the Jewish year of 5775, I sincerely wish all our members, of whatever faith or creed, a healthy and peaceful New Year.

    First of all, I do want to invite you to our 21st Annual One-Day Conference on Sunday, October 26th.  This is being held for the first time at The Jewish Museum and this stunning venue is one that will be of great interest to our members.  

     We are honoured that the internationally known Pamela Weisberger, from Los Angeles and Gesher Galicia Inc., Anna Haward, from Tower Hamlets Local History Library & Archive, Martin Sugarman, from the Association of Jewish Ex,Servicemen (AJEX),  Myko Clelland from FindMyPast, Dr. Sharman Kadish from Jewish Heritage, UK and Martin D. Lee, family historian, will be our speakers this year.  A full programme, indeed.  

     As always, our Annual Conference includes an excellent buffet lunch, kosher but not supervised, and there will be strictly no admission without a ticket.  The good news is that tickets are, at this moment, available through The JGSGB website and we hope to welcome as many of our members as there is room for at the Museum.   

     Another link between the Society and The Jewish Museum is the new exhibition that the Museum is hosting on the Life and Work of Abram Games.  Abram was one of the most influential figures of graphic design in the 20th century and we are reminded that he was the designer of the Society’s captivating logo especially for us in our early beginnings.  This exhibition will be open until the 23rd of November.     

     The country has, of course, been remembering the fallen of the First World War.  It was not, of course, only the fate of the fallen that brought sadness and financial difficulties into so many families.  There were, also, those who came back from the trenches, ill and disfigured, sometimes mentally scarred, whose return to normality was sometimes a long and dark journey.  

    Not all of the young men who enlisted actually wanted to go to war.  While the British born Jew often went willingly and idealistically, it was a very different case from those who had come to this country to escape enforced enlistment in their own country in Eastern Europe.  Yet over fifty thousand Jewish soldiers fought for Britain, including two of England’s greatest poets, Isaac Rosenberg and Siegfried Sassoon.   

     Isaac, the son of impoverished immigrants, was assigned to the 12th Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment.  Having just finished night patrol, he was killed on April 1, 1918 on the western front near Farmpoux, in France, and was buried, like so many others, in an unmarked grave.  

     Siegfried, scion of a wealthy anglicised family, survived a sniper’s bullet at St. Vinant after risking a court-martial to make a sketch of the enemy’s position, and managed to finish the Great War in a hospital at Lancaster Gate.  Sometimes the lines between fate and luck were definitely blurred.          

    The Jewish Chronicle gave the Society a mention when an article about the life of Florence Greenberg was published as the JC Essay.  Florence was not only a famous cookery writer, well known to Jewish housewives, but served as a nursing sister during the First World War.  In fact, her famous cookery book was an essential gift for young brides.  I still have my own well-thumbed copy and I know that I am not alone in this.   

     I, also, want to update you about the latest Society news.  There have been additions to our database on JCR-UK.  These include the early London-based insurance policies, burials at Southport Jewish Cemetery 1912-2012 and an expansion of synagogue membership details.  

     New databases have been created of burials at the Doncaster Jewish Cemetery, Rose Hill, and the Leeds Sinai (Reform) Synagogue Cemetery, a section of the Harehills Cemetery, dating from the early 1950s, both including photographs.  We are grateful to David Shulman, Lee White, Malcolm Sender, Nigel Grizzard, Ian & Louise Senior and Alan Tobias, the Doncaster Jewish community and the Sinai Synagogue 

     Our Webmaster, Mark Nicholls, has been monitoring the Society’s Home Page and has computed that the number of visits from March 27 to August 14 as 7,502, which averages at 375 a week.  Welcome publicity was given in The Jewish News when our Website was pronounced to be the best Jewish genealogical site by the journal “Who Do You Think You Are”.

     Quite a few of our members travelled to Salt Lake City for the International Conference on Jewish Genealogy.  A UK Special Interest meeting was held and the Society’s Guides were very much in demand.   Mark Nicholls and Laurence Harris gave informative presentations on the latest developments in British genealogy, and Michael Tobias headed a session on Scottish research.  Jeanette Rosenberg’s talk, “Tracing Jewish Relatives in the UK after World War 11”, was selected by the Conference for audio and slides rcording.        

     An on-line addenda to the Polish Guide can be viewed at www.jgsgb.org.uk/jgsgb-publication-addenda.  A Family Group sheet, including data field for Jewish celebrations, including Bar Mitzvahs, has been developed.  This is available at http://www.jgsgb.org.uk/jewish-family-group-sheet.    

     Gina Marks, Vice Chairman of the Society, has taken thousands of photographs of gravestones over the years.  She has now deposited the Dutch names from her collection with the cemetery project being compiled by www.dutchjewry.org/www.stenarchief.nl /, while others have been shared with www.cemeteryscribes.com, JewishGen and with Bevis Marks, the oldest Sephardi congregation in this country.

     It is, of course, important to have a public face and it is for this reason, we supported the Scottish Jewish Archives at WhoDoYouThinkYouAre?Live at the Conference Centre in Glasgow at the end of August and will be supporting WhoDoYouThinkYouAre?Live at its Birmingham venue next year.      

     We are participants in the European Jewish Heritage Days, 14-21 September, organised by the Jewish Museum, London, B’nai Brith UK and the Jewish News & Media Group, and are holding an Open Day in this respect at 33 Seymour Place.  The renowned Ben Uri Art Gallery asked for our advice as to how to address the challenge of tracing descendants of their four hundred members of staff since 1915 to mark their centenary next year.   

     Our Secretary, Martin Hill, has taken on the duty of the Society’s representative at the Federation of Family History Societies and we are grateful to Rod Moulding, who has filled this position for the last few months.  

     We are sorry to lose two valued members, not from the Society, I am pleased to say, but from their official positions.  Lorna Kay is standing down at the end of the year as Chairman of the Manchester Group, a position that she has held very successfully for the last thirteen years.  We are grateful to Lorna for serving the Society with such flair and success, but know that we are not losing her and she will be able to continue on the Manchester committee.      

     The Editor of Shemot, Bernard Valman, who has produced our award-winning journal for the last seven and a half years, is, also, taking a well-earned rest at the end of the year, but is staying on the Council to help and advice.  Bernard has developed Shemot into the informative and attractive product that it is and will be helping to find a successor.  

     Please contact me, chairman@jgsgb.org.uk, in the first instance if you are interested in applying for this important position with the Society.  There is a very experienced copy editor and a team of proofreaders to help and it may even be possible to jobshare.  Alternatively, if you know of someone who may have the appropriate skills and might be interested in a worthwhile and fascinating voluntary position, please do let us know.       

    I will finish with a tale of woe.  Three weeks’ ago I attended with Raymond Montanjees and a small group of people, both members and non-members, at the historic cemetery belonging to The West London Synagogue of British Jews, at Balls Pond Road, Kingsbury Road, North London.  Surrounded by high walls, overlooked by a Council estate, its residents include the founding fathers of their community, important to both Jewish and English history, reading like a Who’s Who of Victorian Jewry.  In 1995, soon after our formation, this cemetery was the subject of a movement by the Society to safeguard the site’s future and it became a protected site of Local Historic Interest with English Heritage.

     Unfortunately, we found the site in a bad state of disrepair and neglect and so, once again, we have informed the Synagogue of its situation.  In fact, it now appears that this wonderful example of a Victorian cemetery is considered too dangerous for us to visit again.  For those who wish to read further, please refer to back copies of Shemot in September, 2002, Vol. 10, No. 3 (Berger) and November, 2008, Vol. 16, 3(Moulding).

    We must, however, close with an upbeat note and so I will thank our members for the enthusiasm and assistance they show in so many ways, particularly in their membership of this Society, and the contribution they make just by giving their support.
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