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I have been “doing”genealogy seriously for 10 years now.  It started in the year before my father's 
death in 2009 when Dad wanted me to know everything he could then remember about his family 
history.  I was naive then, thinking that such a venture would be straight-forward.  Instead, it has been 
full of surprises and sometimes even adventure.  From the Schaefer homeland in Udenhausen, 
Rheinland-Pfalz, Germany to the Crown homeland in County Leitrim, Ireland to all the intersecting 
families including Vierling, Eisemann, Kaiser, and Grimm to discovering that Schaefer relations had 
been acquaintances of Butch Cassidy in wild west Colorado, and that Crown relations had been jailed 
for violating Prohibition.  It has all been fascinating to learn how our families fit into the fabric of the 
world we have inherited.

There was a point, however, when I began to realize the difference between genealogy and family 
history.  Genealogy is about who begat whom, which is also a subject that might seem straight-forward.
But before long, it becomes apparent that children arrive in the world in different contexts.  The most 
usual context is from the marriage of two parents, which almost always leaves record, both religious 
and civil.  However, a child's parents might not have been married, or they might have died or had 
reason to abandon their children.  So by other circumstance, some children might have had a single 
parent or adoptive parents, sometimes with happy upbringing, sometimes without.  Even though the 
advent of DNA testing makes the truth of biological lineage a bit more straight-forward, the bottom line
is that we all got here somehow.  Regardless of the context in which a human life comes into the world,
if that life gets named in a genealogy, that life survived, and contributed to the continuation of a family 
tree.

Family history, on the other hand, is the story of each family group.  It tells about the world in which 
the family members grew up and the social, economic, and political forces that impacted their families' 
decisions.  What caused Peter Schaefer and his brother Philip to leave Udenhausen and upon arrival in 
America, to head west to settle in Iowa?  How did Pauline Grimm, a widow and single mom, afford to 
get to New York with most of her small children – how did she survive?  Why did the Jewish mob pick 
the Crown Bar to have a shoot-out, and was my grandmother hiding upstairs when it happened?  These 
questions are harder to answer because the evidence underlies family dynamics that carry on for 
generations without anybody understanding them.  In my mind, these are the questions most worth 
pursuing.

And so, the family stories have become a force that fuels my curiosity and my desire to understand.  On
the one hand remains the task of digging through mountains of seeming mish-mash in the form of old 
records written in another language or in a handwriting that is indecipherably scribbled on paper which 
is torn and written in ink barely visible any more.  On the other hand lies the opportunity to meet those 
with memories, to ask, have interest, and listen – especially where variations in a story occur.  Each 
perspective based on each experience helps broaden the family portrait.  I believe the stories as much as
the genealogy need to be preserved, and so I am actively writing all the stories I've learned while I can 
and before they have the chance of getting lost again. 

I am not unaware of a debate in some genealogy circles and even within my own family about whether 
some stories are inappropriate to tell and better left forgotten.  Such stories may or may not be relevant 
to the genealogy, and are thought to hurt the memory of those who came before as well as to disillusion
those who come next.  From my perspective, I have spent at least half of my own life having and/or 
keeping secrets, harboring silence in the interest of my own safety and/or the comfort of others, and 
pretending that being “normal” and keeping the status quo is, in the long run, honorable.  Simply said, 
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those ideas are false.  The more I learn about the complete history of the world, its influences on my 
families, and my families' own endeavors to reach for a better life, the more I understand that silence is 
the result of fear and subjugation, which in turn is something all of my families have longed to be free 
from.  Speaking the truth about my family history is anything but shameful.  My family story is a 
human one, and part of a bigger story that is both imperfect and proud.  I have no interest in creating a 
mythology and no cause to support silence.

With that, how to go about sharing the difficult stories?  In this case, I came upon the idea of creating a 
“Book Box” which I have called Between the Covers.  The Book Box tells one particular buried story 
in my family using layers of interactive media, which include scrapbooks, a time dial, and letters to my 
ancestors now gone.  At the moment, there is one edition, but others are in the making.  Here is a 
paragraph from the introduction of that work:

“... to learn more about the truth of my grandparents' personal hardships, I have chosen to challenge 
one particular silence.  That choice has been mine alone, born not from idle curiosity, dishonor, or 
contempt, but rather from my faith in and allegiance to the strength of our family character.  Without 
the questions, there can be no answers, and even then, much is left to wonder.  Nevertheless, I find 
myself grateful to have inherited this inquiry because it has lead me to a better understanding about my 
grandparents, my father, myself, as well as the delicate counterbalance between flaws and integrity, 
selfishness and sacrifice, restless tolerance and honest love.  Wherever there were regrets in our legacy, 
may we now embrace them with compassion, and move ahead with renewed conviction to express, as 
much as possible, our best selves for the futures generations to remember us by.”

Finally, I dedicate this article to my uncle, George J. Schaefer, Jr, 1930-2019.  In the years after my 
father's death, Uncle George and I spent many good hours getting to know each other again – or maybe 
for the first time.  He was one of several sources who told me about the story found in Between the 
Covers, but once told, he asked me not to retell the story because “they wouldn't understand.”  We 
agreed to maintain our own understanding privately as long as he lived.  Now with his passing, I hope 
that my telling of a story about what happened in our family and why it happened, and how it ripples 
through our family even today, can be seen in the light of compassion with which Uncle George told it 
to me.  

In the end, this one story is by no means the only story of my father's family – it is but a small thread 
woven into a much bigger picture of Irish and German immigrants, as well as so many others, arriving 
in New York harbor after the Civil War.  All of them struggled to make a better way in a different world
that would present its own unforeseen challenges.  The power of their courage and determination, as 
well as their humanity, remains in my heart every day.  That none of them shall be forgotten remains 
my purpose.
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