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u.s. Bureau of Investigation Files
Yield Genealogical Gems

by Martin Fischer

ticular interest to the government, because the Windy City
was where opposing radical groups-the Communist Labor
Party and the Communist Party-had been established a
few months earlier, on August 31 and September I, 1919.3

In addition, some of the alleged radicals who had been un-
der increasing pressure for some time from the government
in New York City had relocated to Chicago.

Many of the Chicago Jews taken into custody in the
1920 raids were immigrants from Russia who had joined
the Jewish Russian Branch of the Socialist Party, the Com-
munist Labor Party, the Communist Party or the Industrial
Workers of the World (IWW, or the Wobblies). A few had
been active in revolutionary movements in their homeland
and had carried their activism with them to the United
States. Bureau of Investigation transcripts indicate that
some had attended radical meetings merely out of curiosity,
while others were committed to overthrowing the U.S. gov-
ernment and replacing it with a Soviet system.

This relatively little-known set of
American government documents re-
veals historically fascinating behind-
the-scenes looks at how federal agents
conducted investigations in the early
20th century.

Hundreds of thousands of digitized, searchable pages
of 1908-22 investigative files of the U.S. Bureau of

Investigation, the predecessor of the Federal Bureau of In-
vestigation, are available free of charge in ational Ar-
chives and Records Administration research rooms in
Washington, DC, and all regional NARA facilities across
the country as well as U.S. presidential libraries. I These
images, formerly available only on microfilm, may also be
searched on the subscription website at www.fold3.com.
They include documents concerning World War I-era draft
evasion investigations, deportation and immigration cases,
as well as transcripts of federal agents' interviews with sus-
pected radicals, witnesses and informants.

This relatively little-known set of American government
documents reveals historically fascinating behind-the-
scenes looks at how federal agents conducted investigations
in the early 20th century, as well as genealogical gems
about the individuals being investigated.

Of particular interest to Jewish family historians are
transcripts of Bureau ofInvestigation agents' interrogations
of alleged radicals who were arrested in the government's
"Red Scare" raids of January 1920. These were portrayed in
J. Edgar, a biographical movie about J. Edgar Hoover, who
was then an aide to the U.S. attorney general, A. Mitchell
Palmer. These mass arrests,
sometimes referred to as the
Palmer raids, occurred in cit-
ies all over the country and
ensnared thousands of recent
immigrants suspected of seek-
ing to overthrow the U.S.
government. The individuals
seized represented a wide va-
riety of ethnic, religious and
racial groups; many of these
individuals were Jewish, es-
pecially in the larger cities.

In the wake of their arrests, interrogations and prosecu-
tions by local and federal authorities, some of the suspected
immigrant radicals were deported and some left America
voluntarily, while others were cleared and became U.S.
citizens. Many who left the United States seemed to disap-
pear from the public record as Communist repression in-
creasingly limited contact between the Soviet Union and the
west.

The 1920 raids were designed to round up 2,000 to 3,000
Bolsheviks nationwide for deportation back to Europe. The
largest numbers of arrests took place in major cities: ew
York, 800; Detroit, 500; Chicago, 450; Jersey City, 410;
Newark, 320; and Philadelphia, 200? Chicago was of par-
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Case Study: Julius Polansky
Consider the case of Julius Polansky, who was only 20

years old in the first week of January 1920 when U.S. census
enumerators found him being held in Cook County Jail in
Chicago after his January 1, 1920, arrest." The census indi-

cated that Polansky had emi-
grated from Russia in 1917 and
spoke Yiddish. On January 21,
1920, Polansky was among 85
alleged leaders of the Commu-
nist Party of America indicted
on charges of sedition under a
1919 Illinois anti-syndicalist
law by a special Cook County
grand jury.

The Bureau of Investiga-
tion has four pages of records

on Polansky, although three are carbon copies of a short,
detailed, undated interview of him by a bureau agent done
in the Federal Building in Chicago. Although brief, the in-
terview transcript holds a wealth of genealogical data. It
says Polansky, of 6117 South Aberdeen Street, Chicago,
was born on December 28, 1900, in Minsk, Russia. He ar-
rived in San Francisco on May 6, 1917, aboard the Pir-
jomaro, a Japanese line ship, from Yokohama. Polanksy
stayed two weeks in San Francisco before traveling to Chi-
cago, where he worked with his brother, Bennie, in a meat
market at 6123 South Aberdeen Avenue.

At the time of his interview with the federal agent, Po-
lansky was living with his father, William; mother, Ida' and
his siblings, Jake, Ben, Sam, Harry, Ester, Silvia and Ruth.
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He denied being a member of the Communist Party, but
said that for five months, starting in February 1919, he had
been a member of the Jewish Socialist Party. He explained
further that from February to July 1919, he had been a
member of the Englewood neighborhood branch of the Jew-
ish Socialist Federation in Chicago, but that when the Fed-
eration joined the Communist Party, his branch had dis-
banded because its 28 members did not want to join the
Communist Party. The branch had met at 1047 West 61st
Street, Chicago.

Polansky said that the only time he had been arrested
was on New Year's in the state's attorney raids." He de-
nied seeking the overthrow of the U.S. government or
favoring the Soviet form of government and said he had
no desire to leave the U.S. At the time of his interview
with the federal agent, he said the only group to which he
belonged was Worker's (sic) (Workmen's) Circle No. 59,
a Jewish communal organization in the Englewood
neighborhood.

In addition to the transcript of the federal agent's inter-
rogation of Polansky, the only other item in his Bureau of
Investigation file is a brief April 29, 1920, memo sent to J.
Edgar Hoover notifying the special assistant to the attorney
general that a deportation warrant against Polansky had
been canceled. Polansky remained in the Chicago area for
tbe rest of his long life, dying at age 98.6

Case Study: Harry Feinberg
In a repeat of the January raids, on November 30, 1920,

Chicago police invaded an IWW meeting at 951 West
Madison Street where 38 alleged radicals were arrested,
including Harry Fineberg whose Bureau of Investigation
files also are a treasure trove of genealogical facts.'

Fineberg, a/k/a Feinberg, who was born in Peoria, Illi-
nois, but later lived in Seattle and Chicago, first attracted
the attention of the Bureau of Investigation in 1917 when he
was an IWW organizer in Seattle.

Because he was under investigation in Seattle in 1917 as
a possible "slacker" from military service, an agent in Peo-
ria was assigned to find evidence of Feinberg's age. In a
report dated December 5, 1917, the agent said that there
was no record of Feinberg's age with "the Jewish church
where his fatber attended, nor was his age recorded in the
ward school wbich he attended, nor at Brown's Business
College, which he attended for a short time."

The agent, however, did find a job application at the
Toledo, Peoria and Western Railway Company that said
Feinberg was born May 28, 1891, which would have made
bim 26 years old in 1917. This conflicted with a statement
Feinberg allegedly had made when arrested in a Seattle
IWW raid that he had been born on May 28, 1885, which
would have made him 32 years old in 19178

Anotber report from Peoria, dated November 30, 1917,
said that Feinberg's father, Israel I. Feinberg, was a Polish
Jew who had immigrated to the U.S. in 1887, according to
his eldest son, A.R. Feinberg. A.R. also said that only three
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A Navember 30,1917, memo from a Bureau of Investigation agent
listed names, addresses and ages of Harry Feinberg's living sib-
lings pravided to the agent by Feinberg's sister, Sarah Siegman.

ofIsrael and Belle Feinberg's nine living children had been
born in Poland. Harry had been born in Peoria. Another
sibling mentioned in this report was Sarah Siegman,
Harry's sister, who provided the federal agent with a de-
tailed list of the names, addresses and ages of all of Harry's
siblings that was included in the Bureau of Investigation
report.

Among the other Jewish alleged radicals who were
swept up by the January 1, 1920, Cook County raiders
were: Annie Grobosky a/k/a Fanny Grovorsky, a New York
City-area woman who was a member of the Industrial
Workers of the World (IWW) and was living at 1849 W.
Adams St., Chicago; Morris Stolar a/k/a Stollar, an active
member of the IWW and the Communist Labor Party; and
Samuel Hankin, of the IWW board who was secretary of
the Chicago branch of the Communist Labor Party, accord-
ing to the Chicago Tribune." Several other Chicago Jews
also were arrested on January I and 2, 1920.

Not al1 Bureau of Investigation files yield as much ge-
nealogical detail as those of Harry Feinberg and Julius Po-
lansky, but they are worth checking for odd tidbits of fam-
ily history information. Because those arrested in the 1920
Red Scare raids often were immigrants subject to deporta-
tion, these documents may be the last-or only-sources of
genealogical information. As a result of the raids, thousands
of alleged radicals nationwide were deported, or they left
voluntarily to return to Russia and other European coun-
tries. After their departure from the U.S., as Communism
took a stronger hold throughout Russia, communication
between the returnees and relatives remaining in America
was usually cut off.

For some family history researchers, the Bureau of In-
vestigation files can clear up unexplained disappearances of
missing relatives from the public record. Moreover, with
the growth of tbe Internet and greater openness in Russia
and elsewhere in Eastern Europe, genealogists seeking to
re-establish contact with long-lost relatives may find useful
hints in the Bureau ofInvestigation files.

Notes
1. For locations, see http://www.archives.gov/locationsl.
2. Chicago Daily Journal, Jan. 3, 1920.
3. Schmidt, Regin, Red Scare: FBI and the Origins of

Anticommunism in the United States, 1919-1943, p. 279
(Copenhagen, 2000); ebook, www.oapen.org/download?
Type=document&docid=342368.
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4. Among other Jewish suspected radicals in jail with
Polansky were Morris Gordin, Fred Friedman, Philip Ku-
rinsky, K. Sosnowsky, Abe Bloom and Rose Smehoff.

5. Cook County State's Attorney Maclay Hoyne
jumped the gun on the federal Justice Department's
planned January 2, 1920, anti-Bolshevik raids by one day
on January 1, 1920, when he organized local police raids
on some 300 Chicago-area locations. The resulting juris-
dictional differences complicated federal plans to deport
Russian immigrant Bluma Dobrow, 54, and her children,
because her daughters, Luba, 23, and Vera, 28, were being
held by federal authorities while their brother, Meyer, was
in state custody. Their original surname was Dobrowien-
sky, according to the transcript of Luba Dobrow's interro-
gation.

6. Social Security Death Index: died 9 June 1998; last
residence, Skokie, Cook County, Illinois.

7. Chicago Daily Tribune, December 1, 1920.
8. Feinberg's 1942 World War II "old man's" draft

registration listed the 1891 birth date. In 1942, he was 50
years old and was living at 634 Cornelia Ave., Chicago.

9. Chicago Daily Tribune, January 2, 1920. Stolar, of
2507 W. Division St., Chicago, was a printer, according to
the 1920 U.S. Census. Hankin was listed in the Cook
County marriage index as having married Jennie Kasen on
March 25, 1917.

Martin Fischer is vice-president for publicity of the Jewish

Genealogical Society of Illinois and a member of the Asso-
ciation of Professional Genealogists, the International So-
ciety of Family History Writers and Editors and the St.
Louis Genealogical Society. He is a former Chicago Trib-
une copy editor who works as a freelance copy editor,
writer and genealogist as well as an adjunct faculty mem-
ber of the University of Phoenix and the City Colleges of
Chicago's Center for Distance Learning.
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by Gary Mokotoff and Sallyann Amdur Sack
with Alexander Sharon

The award-winning Where Once We Walked (WOWW) has been completely
revised and updated to reflect the changes in the political geography of Central
and Eastern Europe since WOWW was published in 1991. There are also a
number of improvements to the original edition noted below. The new edition
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$85.00 + shipping
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