Reflections of/in Israel

The Wandering Jew(ish Name)

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

What's in a name? The following personal journey of my surname and that of my wife's reflects a lot about Jewish history over the past century -- and perhaps even offers some hints as to where the Jewish people will be going from here.


My side is rather simple. My father's family name was "Vilchek" -- Polish for "little wolf" (remember this for when we get to the end...). Actually, his birthplace Krojanke was on the Polish-German "border" that kept on being conquered or freed, so that depending on what era we're talking about, my paternal ancestors lived either in Poland or in Germany -- which explains why the language in his home was German. When my dad made it to the States after World War II, it became "Wilzig" -- a mild Anglicization of the name.


My wife's surname story is far more engaging. Her father was Viennese, and his "maiden" surname was "Sprinzeles" (pronounced Shprintzelis) -- a variation of the personal name "Sprinze". My father-in-law succeeded in tracing his family heritage all the way back to the Spanish Expulsion -- and in Spanish, "Esperanza" means "hope", that later on in Austria morphed into the Yiddish "Sprinze", and then to Sprinzeles. Unfortunately, by the 1930s Austria had become rabidly anti-semitic, and my father-in-law who wished to do a PhD in the University of Vienna decided to change his surname to the more generic name "Lehman", after Marcus Lehman the famous 19th century rabbi and children's book author. My father-in-law completed his PhD (in Jewish history!) and immediately afterwards had to escape to the States. (In the U.S. Army where he was promptly drafted, he managed to get some perks because officers mistakenly thought he was related to New York Governor Lehman!)


In the 1970s I met my future wife, and after our engagement we decided to combine our last names (she was an only child; I, for feminist reasons), ergo the "Lehman-Wilzig" you see above. I went to court in Boston and the Jewish judge sitting among all the Irish Catholic personnel (cop, stenographer etc) declared out loud to me as he signed off: "Mine is not to ask why... but you're meshuggah"!


Soon after, off we went on aliyah to Israel (settling in Petach Tikva: "the Gate of Hope"!) -- don't even ask what the Interior Ministry thought about our hyphenated last name(s)... But throughout the years many Israelis would ask us: "so what happens if your sons marry hyphenated girls?" Our reply: "that's their decision." (Actually, the Spanish have surnames that run up to 9 names long.)


Our oldest son got married last year, and sure enough he turned to us with some trepidation, asking if we'd mind if he "Israelified" his last name (his first name is Boaz -- no problem there). To make a long story shorter, he and his wife decided on "Ze'evi" -- Hebrew for... "little wolf"!


There are several moral lessons here:

1- Don't try to be a Jewish genealogist working with surnames. On the other hand, for a Jewish historian, surnames are a gold mine to understand the trials, tribulations and travels of the Jewish people.

2- Nothing is ever static for Jews, not even the most fundamental thing like one's "family identity." This is an important lesson especially for American Jewry living in relative security.

3- Israel and the rest of world Jewry are in danger of growing apart. True, Israeli Jews do try to remember their Diaspora roots but the memory is fading (other than the Holocaust,  exploited by the authorities in Israel for ideological-Zionist purposes, i.e. "never again..."). Of course, Israeli name changing is not something new; for instance, PM Ben-Gurion forced all IDF officers to Hebraicize their names, e.g. former Chief of Staff "Lipkin-Shahak" (Lipkin = from diaspora; Shahak = native Israeli). Of course, I can't (and don't) blame my son for changing his name -- heck, I did and so did the previous generation! Yet I wonder how much my Zeevi grandchildren will have in common (if at all) with their Wilzig and "Lehman" cousins overseas. 


That's assuming that their surname will remain Zeevi....
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