City University of New York (CUNY)
CUNY Academic Works

Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone Projects CUNY Graduate Center

2-2017

From Rochel to Rose and Mendel to Max: First Name
Americanization Patterns Among Twentieth-Century Jewish
Immigrants to the United States

Jason H. Greenberg
The Graduate Center, City University of New York

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!

More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/1820
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu

This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu















Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

12



the microfilm records to which I had access did not uniformly provide certificates of arrival, it
was more conducive to draw upon naturalization records with the Americanized name and the
earlier, foreign name on the same page.

The formats of naturalization records varied significantly from decade to decade, and
information on the dates when formats were changed is scant. From my own cursory research, it
appears that petitions for naturalization filed prior to 1910 in New York’s Eastern District
featured little more about a petitioner’s immigration than the approximate date of arrival and
country of origin, rendering these records inconvenient for this study (see Figure 1). Petitions
filed and approved in the 1910s and 1920s appear to have expanded considerably in the amount
of information they featured, often including the name of the ships on which petitioners traveled
(Figure 2). It was not until the 1930s, unfortunately, that these petitions began to feature details
procured directly from petitioners’ passenger lists, such as the individuals’ original names and
most recent towns of residence (Figure 3). The records I consulted, because they were filed in
1937, used this more conducive and detailed format.

I collected information from 1496 of these petitions for naturalization, resulting in 1503
names in the data set. The average year of immigration was 1914, with the earliest immigrant
arriving in New York in 1880 and the three latest arrivals landing at Ellis Island in 1935. Despite
the fact that a minimum of five years living in the U.S. was required in order to become a
naturalized citizen, the average year of arrival as recorded on the petitions included in the data
set was 1914, with 1300 (86.9%) of the petitioners arriving in the United States prior to 1927.

Using JewishGen.org’s Town Finder search engine and Google Maps, I worked to locate the

specific towns of birth that the petitioners disclosed. I was unable to find the contemporary

municipalities corresponding to those included on each record; whereas some towns have
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changed neither in name nor in nation since 1937, factors such as the frequently shifting borders
of Europe and the phonetic renderings on petitions of common town names often obscured the
original referents. Nevertheless, Table 3 shows my estimates, namely, that 1455 (97.26%) of the
petitioners were born in Central or Eastern Europe, with the remaining forty-one individuals
(2.73%) born elsewhere. About one quarter of the petitioners (406, or 27.14%) reported that they
had lived in towns other than their birthplaces prior to immigrating to the United States. A total
of 1325 (88.57%) petitioners claimed that their most recent residences were in Central or Eastern
Europe, seventy-two (4.81%) in anglophone countries, and ninety-six (6.39%) from other
nations. The three remaining petitioners (0.2%) did not provide a most recent residence.

There were three restrictions that I set for myself on which records to include in the data.
The goal was to study the name assimilation practices among foreign-born Jews, and as such,

only a fraction of the naturalization petitions filed in Brooklyn in 1937 were eligible (see Figure

Table 3: Percentage of Immigrants Per Region of Origin

Region Place of Birth Recent Residence

Central and Eastern Europe
Austria, Belarus, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, 1455 (97.26%) 1325 (88.57%)
Moldova, Poland, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Switzerland, and Ukraine

o Cracea T Mcedonin, and Turkey 19(127%) 22 (1.47%)
g:;‘;td}:ra‘gf‘:z dsyria 12 (0.8%) 26 (1.74%)
et Franes i the Netherands 7(0:47%) 17 (1.14%)
e Bt Cuba, Mexico,and Panam 2(0.13%) 24 (1.6%)
g;’ef;‘;er“ Europe 1 (0.07%) 2 (0.13%)
e Ganed mesom N/A 72 (4.81%)
East Asia o N/A 5(0.33%)
Not given N/A 3(0.2%)
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Figure 4
Three examples of ineligible petitions for naturalization. The record at top features “housewife” as the petitioner’s
race, which is almost certainly a misprint, but it renders the Jewish ethnicity of its referent uncertain. The middle
record belongs to a petitioner born in New York who lost her citizenship upon marrying an Eastern European
immigrant. The bottom record belongs to a petitioner born in England.

4). The primary limiting factor was the answer to the third question on the petitions; on the
dotted line following the “My race is” prompt, only petitions with the demonym “Hebrew” were
eligible for inclusion. Even petitioners with ostensibly Hebraic names were omitted if they self-
identified as “Polish,” “Russian,” or some other nationality or ethnic group, as their Jewishness
could not be proven. The second limitation on eligibility was immigration status, which may
seem counterintuitive, as naturalization records were intended for immigrants seeking
citizenship. However, under Section 3 of the Expatriation Act of 1907, U.S.-born women

inherited their husbands’ citizenship, or lack thereof, and not vice versa. Until the ratification of
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the Cable Act of 1922, which repealed this double-standardl, women born in the United States
regularly became naturalized, but because these women were not of foreign birth, their petitions
could not be included in this study. The third restriction pertained to the language spoken in the
petitioners’ country of origin. Because I wished to examine the anglicization of foreign names, |
chose to exclude petitioners who were born in anglophone countries.

Each petition for naturalization that I consulted featured the name under which the
petitioner immigrated. However, there were rare instances in which there was not a simple one-
to-one correspondence between the name on the passenger list and the Americanized name at the
top of the petition. On the occasion that multiple foreign and Americanized names were
provided, I would analyze both names. Where a single foreign name appeared with two
Americanized names, I analyzed both Americanized names as long as each shared at least a
passing phonetic similarity to the foreign name. Where there was no significant phonetic
similarity to one of the multiple Americanized names, the less relevant name was not examined.
On petitions featuring multiple foreign given names and a single English-language name, I
would do the same.

There was a minority of petitions that featured more ambiguity over the petitioners’
names, either on the passenger manifest or in the United States. When the petitioner’s two
foreign given names were phonetically similar to her or his Americanized name, I chose to take
the less English-sounding of the two names into account. When the circumstances were reversed,
and the petitioner provided two American aliases, I examined the less Yiddish-sounding of the
two. Occasionally, the petitioner would lightly anglicize the name included her or his passenger

manifest, providing both names on the petition in the same space, but I would only include the

! Unfortunately, as men of Asian descent were ineligible for U.S. citizenship in the 1920s, it was not until the Cable Act was amended in 1931 that
U.S. women were allowed to preserve their citizenship after marrying Asian men.
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non-anglicized name in my data. In the rare case that an immigrant would have two completely

unrelated aliases, I would select the alias that more closely resembled the name that the

immigrant took in the United States. In the handful of instances when an immigrant’s foreign and

American name were nearly identical, but the American name was followed by an explicitly

former alias, I used the alias in lieu of the name on the passenger manifest. Last, when an

immigrant had several aliases within the United States, I would draw upon the alias listed first

Table 4: Examples of Analyses of Irregular Names

Petition Name on Passenger List Name on Petition Names Analyzed

Multiple aliases on passenger list (one foreign, one English), one name on petition

233167 Johann (Janos) (Louis) Louis Louis > Louis

233648 Hannah Hudia (Hene Hudes) Anna Hene > Anna

Two names on passenger list, two names on petition

235245 Abram Ber Abraham Boris Abram > Abraham, Ber > Boris

Two names on passenger list (one English, one foreign), one name on petition

237024 Jennie (Scheindel) Jean Scheindel > Jean

Two names on passenger list (both foreign), one name on petition

233020 Scheinne Malka Mollie Malka > Mollie

One name on passenger list, multiple aliases (one or more English, one or more foreign) on petition

Isidore (formerly

Kiewe and Izzie) Lur > Isidore

233345 Tur

One name (English) on passenger list, two aliases (one English, one foreign) on petition

233290 Louis Louis (formerly Leizer) Leizer > Louis

One name (foreign) on passenger list, two aliases (both English) on petition

232962 Ruchel Rose (a.k.a. Rachel) Ruchel > Rose

One name on passenger list, two names on petition (both phonetically similar)

236633 Afroim Frank Ephraim Afroim > Frank, Afroim > Ephraim

237474 Chane Helen (Hannah) Chane > Helen, Chane > Hannah

One name on passenger list, two names on petition (one phonetically similar, one phonetically dissimilar)

236271 Jozef Harry Joseph Jozef > Joseph
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for my data. Table 4 provides several examples of these ambiguous names and how |
implemented the measures above in my classifications.

Once I had collected the 1503 names, I grouped them into four categories for the
purposes of classification: Hebraic names in Alexander Beider’s A Dictionary of Ashkenazic
Given Names, Hebraic names with phonetically similar entries in Beider, names with Yiddish
cognates in Beider, and non-Hebraic names. As Yiddish names were highly mutable, grouping
related names would allow for a more consistent and thorough analysis, and Beider’s
meticulously compiled compendium of given names was an asset to this process. However,
while Beider’s Dictionary is highly comprehensive, it could not possibly account for the
significant orthographic variability among the names appearing on New York passenger
manifests. Thus, when an ostensibly Yiddish given name was not included in Beider, I drew
from phonetically and orthographically similar names within Beider for my data. Among the data
were also English-language names that had Yiddish cognates in Beider, and though these English
names did not always appear in Beider, I grouped the English names with their Yiddish cognates.
While I was able to classify the overwhelming majority of the petitioners’ foreign names using
Beider and my own judgment, there were 131 records (8.72%) that were neither of Hebraic
origin nor present in Beider’s text, and in order to examine these, I consulted
BehindTheName.com.

There remain only seven records (0.47%) featuring names that I could not identify: Erdi,
Isze, Mercado, Mor, Senora, Yamilla, and Zraim. 1 suspect that Erdi and Isze may have
originally been akin to Hannah (*Hendel) and Isaiah, their bizarre spelling a result of incorrect
transcriptions, and that the remaining five names were of obscure Mediterranean origin, as their

bearers all came from either Southern Europe or the Middle East. However, in order to more
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accurately categorize these seven names, locating their referents’ passenger manifests could help

to dispel any errors in interpretation.

Ranking and Rationale

In my examination of the petitions, it became clear rather quickly that not every
immigrant decided to change her or his name. Among those who did opt to alter their names,
there were no universal correspondences or ironclad rules. Rather, there were numerous general
trends that determined name changes, or lack thereof, with alternatives to each trend. While I
will discuss these patterns later on, I should note that once I became aware of the patterns, I
began to organize the petitioners’ names correspondingly. I was able to arrange the 1503 names
that I analyzed, according to the type of change, into six different groups: no change,
orthographic change, cognate, soundex, sound/letter change, and other change (see Table 5 for
examples).

No change. Quite simply, the names in this category are those that do not appear to have
changed; the given name on the first line of a petition is identical to that on the immigrant’s
passenger manifest.

Orthographic. The names in this category are those that met two criteria: first, that only
one or three letters in the name were altered, and second, that the name’s approximate
pronunciation according to both the Daitch-Mokotoff (DM) soundex and my own adapted
soundex (see below) was largely unchanged.

Cognate. These names are those that originated in Yiddish or another Eastern European
tongue and, when their referents chose to assimilate, were altered to English-language cognates

or nicknames. In this way, petitioners named Abram and Awrum became “Abraham” and “Abe,”
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Table 5: Examples of Changes Among Immigrants’ Names

Type of Change Name on Passenger List Name on Petition
Benjamin Benjamin
No change Eva Eva
Olga Olga
Ester Esther
Orthographic change Peritz Peretz
Zelda Selda
Abram Abraham
Cognate Chana Anna
Sore Sarah
Basia Bessie
Soundex Chaje Ida
Wulf William
Feiga Fanny
Sound/letter Itzyk Irving
Taube Tillie
Translation* Bluma Susan
Bandwagon Chake lda
& Eisig Irving
Gedalie Charles
No clear relationship Regina Victoria
Srul Harry

* In this particular case, Bluma (“bloom”) has a similar meaning to “Susan” (“rose”).
" The italicized names above are formatted as such in order to demonstrate the “bandwagon” pattern. Whereas Chake and Eisig are phonetically
dissimilar from “Ida” and “Irving,” these two names followed the patterns exhibited by the more regular variants Chaje and Itzyk.

and those named Chane and Hene became “Anna,” “Annie,” and “Nancy.” It should be noted,
however, that the “orthographic” category supersedes “cognate”; while many immigrant women
named Ester opted to change their names to the English cognate of “Esther,” because of the
similarities in spelling and pronunciation, I grouped Ester > “Esther” as “orthographic” instead
of “cognate.”

Soundex. The name changes in this category can be explained by phonetic
commonalities. I transcribed relevant names using the International Phonetic Alphabet and
converted the renderings into their equivalents according to the D-M Soundex and my own

soundex. Whenever at least one third of the sounds in the passenger list name were shared by the
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Americanized name under either or both of the two soundexes, I counted the name change as
soundex-based.

Sound/letter change. This group encompasses all the foreign names I gathered that
changed to phonetically dissimilar English names, ostensibly on the basis of a shared first letter,
initial sound, or the occasional medial sound. Also included in this group are names that changed
according to the phonetic nature of their variants, such as Riwke to “Betty” and Srul to “Irving.”
In the former case, the connection seems to be thus: Riwke became “Rebecca” (the English
cognate), “Rebecca” became “Becky” (the English nickname), and “Becky” to “Betty” (similar
soundex). In the latter, the logic might have been Srul to “Israel” (the non-nickname form),
“Israel” to “Irving” (same first letter).

Translation. There was a single instance in my data of the exchange a Hebraic name for
an English calque.

Bandwagon. There were two names within the data that were Americanized in line with
their Yiddish-language variants, even though these two names did not share any phonetic or
orthographic similarity with their Americanized forms.

Other change. Every Americanization that cannot be adequately explained by the rules

above constitutes this category.

Soundexes
In order to analyze my data, I relied on a soundex, which is an algorithm involving the
conversion of similar sounds into numbers for the purposes of organization. The Daitch-
Mokotoff Soundex was developed by genealogists Randy Daitch and Gary Mokotoff for the

purposes of categorizing and researching Eastern European surnames, especially those belonging
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to Jews, and it was this soundex that I initially utilized to analyze my data. While newer and
potentially more accurate soundexes have been developed, particularly the Beider-Morse
Phonetic Name Matching algorithm, I personally found the D-M Soundex the easiest to use for
my purposes. The D-M Soundex is largely effective at categorizing consonants; 3 represents
dental stops and interdentals, 4 encompasses coronal continuants and affricates, 5 covers velar
and glottal sounds, 6 stands for nasals, 7 symbolizes labials, 8 denotes laterals, and 9 indicates
rhotic sounds. In addition, 0 is used for word-initial vowels, 1 is used for /j/ onsets, and 2 is used
for initial coronal continuant-stop clusters such as /st/. Following this system, the Hebrew name
Avraham would be rendered as 07956, and the Yiddish name Shprintse would be converted into
47964.

There is a flaw in the D-M Soundex, however, that generated numerous false positives
among my data: the algorithm all but ignores vowels. As stated above, the only circumstance
under which the D-M Soundex acknowledges vowels is when they appear in word-initial
positions, and while this oversight may not prove a hindrance for categorizing surnames, it
created numerous false positives during my work with given names. The Yiddish name Chuma
has the same D-M Soundex as the name Chana (Hannah), when the former is in fact a pet form
of Nechuma. Similarly, the common Beyla is identical to Pola according to the D-M Soundex,
but the former is cognate to the English name “Bella” and the latter is likely a diminutive of
Zipporah. All but omitting the vowels when categorizing names can visibly lead to confusion
among and conflation of unrelated names.

Thus, I chose to adapt the D-M Soundex for the purposes of this study, and I created two
variations: “cum vocales" and “sine codae.” Both soundexes have the same phonetic-numerical

correspondences as the Daitch-Mokotoff soundex, but with several exceptions: plus and minus
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signs are included to indicate vowels, 0 is repurposed to represent labial approximants, and 2 is

unused. These changes preserve the differences among names featuring markedly different

vowels without altering or diminishing the importance of consonants.

The cum vocales soundex 1is strict, and it generates few false positives in name

classification, as compared with the D-M Soundex (see Table 6). The the relative flexibility in

the sinae codae soundex, however, allows for easier analysis of names that would otherwise

appear phonetically dissimilar. The only difference between the two soundexes is that sine codae

has three additional rules:

1. Liquids, “A-sounds” (glottal and velar continuants), and nasals in codas are excluded
when the following syllable begins with a consonant.
Table 6: Symbol/Sound Correspondences in the Cum Vocales Soundex
Symbol(s) Types of Sounds Represented Sounds Represented
- open, near-open, and open-mid vowels aqa®EeqIA
n mid, close-mid, and near-close vowels €100T
diphthongs ar av eI ol 0 oI

+0 close back vowels u
+1 close front vowels i

0 labial approximants w

1 velar approximants ]

2 unused —

3 coronal stops and interdentals doto

4 coronal fricatives and affricates s sz3

5 velar and glottal non-approximants ghky

6 nasals mn

7 labial stops bfpv

8 laterals 1

9 rhotic sounds rER
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2. Liquids, “A-sounds” (glottal and velar continuants), and nasals in codas are excluded

when another consonant follows them within the same coda.

3. Onset consonant clusters that do not exist or barely exist in English, such as dw and

sr, are reduced, with the second of the two consonants deleted.
In Table 7, we see a comparison of ten common female Yiddish names from Beider’s
Dictionary, rendered in the D-M Soundex, my cum vocales soundex, and my sinae codae
soundex. Yiddish pronunciations are approximate.

When I began comparing the soundexes of pairs of names in order to prove or disprove a
phonetic similarity, I quickly noticed that there was the recurring possibility of a false positive
match. My initial approach was to write both of the names in each comparison using my cum
vocales and sine codae soundexes, and calculate the potential phonetic similarity between the

two names using a rudimentary equation:

characters in name A also present in name B x 2

percent similarity
total characters in name A + total characters in name B

Whereas this equation was able to account for name changes in which the American name
chosen was mono- or disyllabic, a problem arose with polysyllabic English-language names,
which can appear to have a greater phonetic similarity due to the mere presence of more sounds
in these names. To avoid this outcome, I added two rules to my analysis: for a sound in the
English-language name to be counted as a match to its Hebraic predecessor, no more than one
consonant (represented in my soundexes by numbers 3—9) can separate the sound from the
preceding sound in the name that has been counted as a match, and the matching sounds in the

English name must appear in the same order as they do in the Hebraic name.
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Table 7: Comparison of Hebraic Given Names As Rendered in the Three
Soundexes

Name in Beider (2001) Rendering in the D-M  Rendering in the Cum Rendering the Sine

Soundex Vocales Soundex Codae Soundex
Beyle 78 7+8— 7+8—
Perle 798 7-98— 7-8—
Dore 39 3+9- 3+9-
Dvoyre 379 37+9— 3+9—
Ginendl 56638 5+6-63-8 5+6-3-8
Khane 56 5-6— 5-6—
Sheyne 46 4+6— 4+6—
Tserne 496 4-96— 4-6—
Shifre 479 4+79— 4+79—
Tsipoyre 479 4+7+9— 4+7+9—

I will now illustrate the above using a common name in my dataset: Basheve, frequently
appearing as the shortened form Basia on passenger lists. The English name “Bessie” is a strong
match, and its soundex of 7—4+1 is similar to Basia’s soundex of 7—4— (both according to cum
vocales and sine codae), yielding a 67% similarity. Also attested is the English name “Betty,”
with a soundex of 7-3+1, bearing a 45% similarity to Basia. The name “Beatrice,” however,
with its soundex of 7+1-39+4, appears at first glance to have a 46% similarity with Basia, as
almost every sound in Basia is present in “Beatrice.” By applying the two rules above, however,
the similarity decreases to 31%, and this suggests that “Beatrice” was chosen as a substitute for

Basia more because of the shared initial sound than an overall phonetic resemblance.
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Aggregation and Organization of Data

In order to effectively catalog and analyze the data from the 1503 names used in this
study, I created a spreadsheet in which I initially listed the following information from each
petition for naturalization: the immigrant’s full name on her or his passenger list, the immigrant’s
full Americanized name, the town of birth, the last foreign residence, the year of immigration,
the petition number, the roll in which the petition is included, and the slide within that roll (Table
8). When I had finished collecting the data and began to examine each name, I added columns
that detailed the type of name change, the corresponding entry in Beider (2001), the English-
language equivalent of each name, and the towns of birth and most recent residence according to

their contemporary names.

RESULTS
Changes by Name

Among the 1503 names in this study, 361 (24.02%) did not change upon naturalization.
An additional eighty-eight names (5.86%) merely underwent minor orthographic changes. As
shown in Figure 5, of the 1055 names (70.19%) that were Americanized, 293 names (19.49%)
ostensibly changed to English-language cognates, 377 names (25.08%) were swapped for
phonetically similar English names, and 307 names (20.43%) were replaced with popular
English names that shared an initial (or occasionally medial) sound or letter with the original
Yiddish names. One name (0.07%) appears to have followed Harkavy’s (1925) recommendation
of name changes based on calques. Two names (0.13%) demonstrated what I call a “bandwagon
shift,” i.e., that the Yiddish versions bore little to no relation to their Americanized counterparts,

but because other immigrants with related Yiddish names chose a particular English name, these
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Table 8: Excerpt of Spreadsheet

NAME OF IMMIGRANT ETYMOLOGY
Type of Change .
Full Name on Full Name on Petition Entry in Beider 1\ corest English

Passenger List Equivalent

Meyer Suconick Meyer Suconick No change Meyer (p. 377) Meyer
. Rose Liebowitz (a.k.a.

Ruchla Lebowicz Feeg L) Sound/letter Rokhl (p. 560) Rachel
Haron Ackerman Aaron Ackerman Cognate Orn (p. 394) Aaron
Roberto Levy Robert Levy Cognate — Robert
Sosja Stelson Sophie Stelson Sound/letter Sore (p. 574) Sarah

GEOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Town of Birth Foreign Residence
Ukraine, Chudnov “Russia, Chudnow” Canada, Montreal “Canada, Montreal”
Poland, Warsaw “Poland, Warsaw” Poland, Warsaw “Poland, Warsaw”
Moldova, Lipcani “Rumania, Lipcani” Moldova, Lipcani “Rumania, Lipcani”
Russian E.—uncertain "Russia, Bakou” Canada, Montreal “Canada, Montreal”
Lithuania, Vilnius “Russia/Poland, Vilna” Lithuania, Vilnius “Russia/Poland, Vilna”
Year of Immigration Petition Number Roll Slide
1932 232957 863 25
1922 232962 863 48
1921 232967 863 71
1931 232968 863 75
1912 232969 863 79

two immigrants appeared to have followed suit. The remaining seventy-four Americanized
names (4.92%) bore no clear relationship to the foreign names that they supplanted.
The 1503 names included in this study appear to have largely followed a series of general

patterns during the process of Americanization. Among my earliest findings was that the names
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