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Honorable Mention 
 
Uncovering Dad's Secret History 
By Fred Land 
 
“My family doesn't know that I'm Jewish." 
 
With these words, my father greeted his cousin at her door. It was 1992 or 1993. She 
hadn't seen or heard from him since 1942, the year before he got married, and the man 
she saw now hardly looked the same. Not only had time passed, and with it his youthful 
energy, but the burden of keeping his real identity a secret for all those years had wearied 
him. 
 
My mother had died in 1992, and my father, who was then seventy-one years old, was 
devastated. Sometime that year or early in 1993, he took a trip by himself from California 
to Massachusetts, where he contacted his cousin and made his confession. 
 
This is his story, as well as mine. 
 
Our family lived in Andover, Massachusetts when I arrived. It was 1946, the beginning 
of the post-war boom. Dad had been an officer in the Artillery during World War II. He 
and Mom were married at Fort Bragg, North Carolina - a far cry from Andover, and 
probably a bit of a stretch for her. She was born in Andover1, and had lived there all her 
life except for two years when she attended McGill University in Montreal, Quebec. Her 
early life was shattered by the death of her mother when Mom was only fourteen. Her 
father never remarried, and continued, with hired help, to care for Mom and her two 
brothers in their house on Main Street. Her father was a Harvard-educated doctor. 
 
Dad's upbringing was quite different. Although he was born in Cambridge2, where his 
parents lived in an apartment less than half a mile from Harvard University, he may have 
felt a world apart. His mother was born to a Russian Jewish immigrant, and his father 
was not even born in the U.S., but in Lithuania3, and immigrated to the United States in 
1898, as a young boy. They were married in 1919, in what was described as "a very 
pretty wedding" in the Boston Jewish Advocate.4  Her father had changed his name from 
Ginsburg to Gainsboro when he became a U.S. citizen in 1912.5 

 
My journey began by chance when I stopped at a tent set up by the LDS Church at the 
Ventura County Fair in 2002, where I had taken my younger son and a friend of his for 
the day. I told one of the volunteers that I had quite a bit of information on my mother's 
heritage, but almost none on my father's. The volunteer showed me some ways to look 
for records, and that piqued my interest. I wrote to Massachusetts and got a copy of my 
grandfather's death certificate.6  It showed that he was born in Maryland, and was buried 
in a Jewish cemetery - and that this information was provided by my father. But my 
father's birth certificate showed that his father was born in Russia, not Maryland. 
 
So I began two searches in parallel: one for any families in Massachusetts with what I 
thought was my grandmother's maiden name; and one for my father's family in Maryland. 
Fortuitously, both paid off: in Massachusetts, I found eight families with the name I was 
looking for, and I sent each of them the same letter, telling them how I was related, and 
asking if they were willing for me to connect with them. One of those letters resulted in a 
phone call from a first cousin of my father. 



The second search was for my father's name family in Maryland. And that one paid off in 
a big way: by locating a story in a Baltimore alternative newspaper, written in 1999, about 
a family going to a fish store to celebrate the high school graduation of their only son, and 
the son's name was Samuel Land - my grandfather's name!7  I contacted the newspaper, 
only to find that the author no longer wrote for them, but I got her current contact 
information, and was able to contact her. She referred me to two twin brothers, who were 
sons of my grandfather's sister, still living in the Baltimore area - two more lost cousins of 
my father. The welcome extended by this branch of our family to me and my wife and 
sons cannot be described in words. Both the Baltimore family and the Massachusetts 
family have embraced us as a way to reconnect with my father. 
 
What remained unclear was why my father and his parents had split off from these two 
connected families, including aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents. As far as we have 
been able to learn, it was mostly due to Dad's mother's wish to assimilate, including having 
her son be considered for admission to Harvard without regard to his background, during a 
time when there was a system limiting the number of Jewish applicants 
accepted.  In that, he (or she) was successful, if success meant a Harvard degree. But as 
we learned from meeting Dad's cousin, hiding his origins for so many years must have 
weighed on him. So in reconnecting with some members of those once-connected 
families, it's nice to think we may have lifted some of that weight. 
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