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Travel journal of descendants of families Chasen-Boim
in Poland and Ukraine, June 2014

By Carole Lazarus

My maternal grandfather (Israel Chasen) and
grandmother (Zeisel Boim-Chasen) emigrated from
Kovel to the United States in the early 20th century --
Israel in 1906 and Zeisel in 1910.

Zeisel had 2 brothers: Moshe and Peretz, and one
sister, Chana-Rivka. Peretz and Zeisel came,
seperatly, to the United States. Moshe and Chana-
Rivka stayed in Kovel.

Peretz Boim, came to the U.S. separately, in about
1910. He was married. Due mostly to World war |, his
wife (Bella) and one son, Abraham, waited 10 years
and joined him in the US in 1921 . Peretz and Bella
Boim had two more children in the U.S: Chaim(
Hyman) & Zelda. Hyman was an American soldier in
World War Il, and was killed in battle in France.

Chana-Ri vka Chasendés childre
South America ( Argentina). Of those that stayed in
Kovel, only Zelda Boim-Verlinsky, daughter of Moshe
Boim, survived the holocaust.

My maternal grandmother, Zeisel, came to the US, in
1910, with her two children: Chana (Ida) Chasen and
moshe ( Morris) Chasen. My mother, Gittel (Gertrude)
Chasen, was born in the U.S.

Overview

Travel is hard work, but well worth the effort. This trip
was special for many reasons. A few cousins of my
generation decided to trace our family roots back to the
town where they had emigrated from in the early
twentieth century. We also wanted to trace the Jewish
heritage in Eastern Europe. For this trip our
destinations were Poland and Ukraine. The small city,
that our grandparents came from, was in Poland at the
time they came to the U.S., then was ruled by Russia
after the end of World War I. In 1921 the whole area
became a part of Poland. At the beginning of World
War Il, September 1939,

the Soviet union took over the area, and it became
part of the Soviet Union after the war ended. Ukraine
is independent country since the fall of the Soviet
Union.

In Poland, we visited the cities of Warsaw, Lublin,
Zamosc, and Krakow.

In Ukraine, we visited Kovel, which is about 35 miles
from the Poland/Ukraine border

Our journeyé
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Our next stop was Kovel, Ukraine. For me this was the
whole purpose of the trip, to see where my
grandparents, and my aunt and uncle came from (my
mother was born in the U.S.). Even though our travel
company had sent all of our paperwork ahead to the
border, it still took almost an hour to cross the border
into Ukraine. The difference between Poland and
Ukraine was striking. Poland, which broke away from
communism in 1989, and has rebuilt itself in the past
25 years into a modern, western European country.
Ukraine, on the other hand, has only been an
independent country since the breakup of the Soviet
Union, seems like a hard, cold place, with many relics
of soviet architecture as well as attitudes, remaining.

We were met in Kovel by an entourage. In addition to
our local guide, and local driver/bodyguard, the head of
our travel companyds Ukr a
with us. We were the only group their company hosted
in Ukraine the entire month of June, and they thanked
us for our courage in coming to Ukraine during this
difficult time.

Most of Kovel was rebuilt during the Soviet era, since it
was the site of two major battles between the Russians
and the Germans. Although Kovel was in Poland
when my grandparents emigrated, it became part of
Russia in 1929, and is now part of Ukraine.

Our travel company had arranged for us to meet the
one Jewish survivor Boris Gerstyn, from the area who
returned and has lived there ever since. Although he
wasnot from Kovel, he wa
was fascinating. He was 14 years old at the time the
Germans invaded Kovel. He ran away and followed
the horses and wagons of the Russian army. He hid
in a series of barns and fought with the Russian army.
After the war, he moved back to Kovel and had a good
job in the Soviet system, and married a Jewish woman.
The most amazing part of his story was his reunion
with his family.

He had assumed that his parents and siblings had
been murdered by the Nazis. The story of how he
reunited with his family, involves the story of another
Jewish survivor from the area. This woman, hid her
baby with a non-Jewish family at the beginning of the
war and hid for the war years in the surrounding
forests. After the war was over, she went back to claim
the child. At this point, the child, who the Gentile family
had hid all these years and brought her up as their
own, only knew this Ukrainian woman as her mother.
The Ukrainian woman gave up the toddler to the
Jewish woman and the Jewish woman takes the child
to the U.S. and starts a new life.

They kept in touch with the Ukrainian family over the
years and when the child is getting married, she wants
the Ukrainian family to come to the wedding. Since,
this was during the Soviet era, and the U.S. was the
enemy, the Ukrainian family could not get permission
to travel.
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The young bride and her husband decide to come to
Ukraine to see the Ukrainian family. They get as far as
Kiev, and cannot obtain permission to travel to Kovel.
The Ukrainian family knowing that Boris is pretty high
up in the party appeal for his aid in getting permission
to travel to Kiev. He is successful in doing this and
travels with the family up to Kiev. They are all in a
room and the young married woman call her mother in
the U.S. and tells them about the reunion and about
this man Boris Gerstyn who helped them. It turns out
the Jewish family in the U.S. knows a family named
Gerstyn in their community in Baltimore and it turns out
t hat it is Borisbo
obtain permission to travel United States and reunites
with his family. Can you imagine how that must have
been? He subsequently made four trips to the United
States. He said that he would have moved to the U.S.,
but his wife did not want to. His great granddaughter
did move to the U.S. to study and stayed there.

We asked him about Soviet times and how it was for
him being Jewish in Ukraine. He said that he always
had a good job and never hid the fact that he was
Jewish.

The second person that our travel company had put us
in touch with was named Sergei. He is head of the
Jewish community in the Volniya region of Ukraine.
Sergei showed us where the two ghettos had been.
One ghetto was for those who could not serve as labor
for the Nazis and the other ghetto for the slave

laborers. Within a few months, both ghettos were
liquidated. First, the ghetto with non-workers were
el iminated, and then sho

ghetto was liquidated. Approximately 24,000 Jews
were murdered, just in the small city of Kovel.

It really hit home as we traveled through cities in
Poland and Ukraine that prior to 1939, Jews accounted
for large portions of the population i 20%, 30%, and
40%. In Kovel, Jews made up more than 50% of the
population. Then in a matter of a few years the Nazi
monsters murdered the vast majority of them.

He also showed us where they were taken to be shot
and buried in a mass grave. There was a memorial at
the site. This memorial was at the end of a small path
in the woods, which was, in places strewn with
garbage. | have mixed feelings about the location i on
the one hand, the location of the memorial should be in
a more prominent place. On the other hand, maybe its
location keeps it from being desecrated. One of the
most emotional moments of the trip was my cousins
and | saying the memorial prayer for the dead (Kadish)
at the memorial. Basically, it was half of our ancestors
that perished during the holocaust. The other half, had
come to the U.S. in the early part of the 20™ century.
Of those that had stayed in Europe, only one survived.

family.
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One of the activities that Sergei was involved in was
rescuing the tombstones that the Nazis had
demolished and putting them in an appropriate place.
At one point, in a field, we saw what looked like a
tombstone. To our naked eyes, it looked blank. Then,
when we put our camera lens on it, Hebrew lettering
was plainly visible.

He is facing an uphill battle dealing with the Ukrainian
government and the local population to accomplish
this. He has been somewhat successful and near the
memorial there was a pile of rescued tombstones.
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