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Praise for It’s All Relative

“A hilarious read from beginning to end.”

Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of Give and Take

“Very entertaining… Whimsical but also full of solid journalism and eye-opening revelations about the history of humanity, the book is a real treat.”

Booklist, Starred Review

“In his latest adventure book, author and experimentalist A.J. Jacobs enthusiastically shares in the human quest for self-knowledge that drives so many of us around the world to search for – and find – our roots. The astonishing discoveries he makes not only reveal the compelling possibilities of genealogical and genetic research; they remind us of the common bonds that unite us as a single global family. As Jacobs’s (however distant) cousin, I admit I may be biased in singing his praises, but as It’s All Relative proves, who isn’t?”

Henry Louis Gates, Jr.

“Fascinating and funny.”

CBS News

“A terrific read and A.J. is a terrific writer…funny and super-interesting.”

Michael Ian Black

“Genealogy is now, deservedly, tied for the top hobby, along with other ancient biotechnologies, gardening and sex. You could have no better guide than ace jovialist and awesome jester, A.J.”

George Church, author of Regenesis

“Whether the author is being ruminative or rollicking, he is consistently thought-provoking… his natural gift for humor lightens the mood of even the most serious discussion.”

Kirkus, Starred Review

“Jacobs decides to hunt down his farthest-flung relations (Daniel Radcliffe, et al.) in order to host the world’s largest family reunion. He fails to set the record, but succeeds in crafting a diverting chronicle of a country split apart and yet more self-consciously interrelated than ever.”

New York Magazine
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TO JULIE, JASPER, ZANE, AND LUCAS




Introduction

Thanks for picking up this book.

You didn’t have to, but it’s a nice thing to do, seeing as you and I are cousins. Our shared ancestor would no doubt be proud.

Admittedly, I’m not sure exactly which ancestor we share.

If you’re flipping through these pages at a bookstore on New York’s Upper West Side, our shared ancestor might be our fifth-great grandmother, a seamstress in a Polish shtetl.

Or perhaps it’s further back—our twenty-first-great grandfather, a goat farmer in the Euphrates Valley.

Or maybe we’d have to rewind all the way to our eight-thousandthgreat grandparents, a couple of scruffy humans who hunted, gathered, and vigorously reproduced on the plains of Africa about two hundred thousand years ago.

These two über-grandparents were the real Adam and Eve. Their scientific nicknames are the slightly less catchy “Y-Chromosomal Adam” and “Mitochondrial Eve.” And everyone on earth is descended from them—me, you, Miley Cyrus, the guy who took your parking space at Chipotle, the second-best dental hygienist in Singapore. Everyone.

Recently I’ve been thinking a lot about my eight-thousandth-great grandparents. Partly it’s because I have young kids, and it’s got me reflecting on the long family chain, both past and future.

I like to daydream about y-Adam and m-Eve coming to the twenty-first century. Maybe some budding Elon Musk could build a time machine, bring them here, and get them booked on the Today show.

Maybe Matt Lauer would ask them how they feel about having seven billion offspring. To which m-Eve would reply, “That’s a lot of birthday presents,” and everyone would laugh. (She’s had some media coaching.)

Perhaps Matt would ask if they have a favorite eight-thousandth-great grandchild. To which they’d say, “Oh, they’re all our favorites,” but secretly they’d be thinking Nobel Prize winner Malala Yousafzai, because who in their right mind wouldn’t?

Then Matt would ask y-Adam and m-Eve what they think of the state of their family today. They’d sigh and shake their heads. “We just wish all our family would get along better.”

And they’d have a point. Because the world family is not getting along. At all. It’s in crisis. It’s more dysfunctional than I’ve seen it in my lifetime.

I’m well aware my time-travel idea is absurd on several levels.

First of all, y-Adam and m-Eve were probably not enlightened beings with wise advice. They were most likely xenophobic and paranoid and would attack Matt Lauer to steal his bagel. Second, they’d probably go with 60 Minutes for the ratings.

So I know it’s not realistic. But when I’m feeling despair—which is not infrequent these days—this is the kind of fantasy that takes over my brain.

Up until recently I figured humans were marching slowly but surely along a rational path. I figured we’d eventually shed primitive tribalism and join forces to try to solve the world’s big problems. Instead, we seem to be more tribal than ever. We’re obsessed with us-versus-them thinking. Blue state versus red state. Americans versus foreigners. Believers versus atheists. Black versus white. Patriots fans versus everyone else.

I see this trait in myself and it disturbs me. I try to be all noble and teach my kids to be good Homo sapiens. Over dinner, I’ll tell them not to dehumanize anyone. Don’t fall for hate. Be respectful and rational. And then ten minutes into the meal I’ll find myself ranting about the issue of the day—gun control, isolationism—and slamming the other side as drooling, brain-dead idiots.

It confuses my kids. It confuses me, too.

But I’m trying to be more civil, more understanding. And in between bouts of despair, I think there might be hope, even without a time machine.

A few years ago I stumbled across a group of scientists and researchers working on a remarkable quest: to connect all of humankind in one big family tree. A World Family Tree uniting all seven billion cousins on earth. A tree built with the help of millions of DNA tests and thousands of historians and genealogists.

It’s a crazy ambitious project, like mapping the human genome or building a colony on Mars. And as with many crazy ambitious projects, it’s got huge implications.

The still-in-progress World Family Tree is already helping scientists track diseases and develop cures. It’s changing the way we understand history and culture, race and ethnicity.

And maybe, just maybe, the World Family Tree will nudge us to treat our distant cousins a little more kindly. Or at least less awfully. Because for the first time in history, y-Adam and m-Eve’s descendants can see the human family isn’t an abstraction. It’s real.

Granted, this may all be a fool’s errand. I know it’s got the whiff of naïveté and dorm room bong water. Maybe I should just go sit on a mound of patchouli and strum Peter, Paul & Mary songs on a sitar.

But I think the quest is worth a try. Because I’m feeling desperate. We need to do something. I want my kids to have kids (if that’s their choice, of course) and for those kids to have kids and for y-Adam and m-Eve’s family to continue for another eight thousand generations.

This book chronicles my adventure in helping to build the World Family Tree. It’s been the most fascinating, exhilarating, and occasionally frustrating experience of my life.

It’s allowed me to meet cousins from all seven continents (Antarctica included) and to drink a beer with a United States president. I’ve befriended a Hatfield and a McCoy. I’ve learned about the secrets and heartbreaks of my great-great-great-grandparents. I’ve sung in the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. I’ve had every nucleotide of my DNA decoded. I’ve found genetic links to Hollywood actresses and Chicago scoundrels.

And along the way, I’ve had my worldview transformed.

So if by chance you are reading this in the distant future, and you’re one of my eight-thousandth-great grandchildren, sorry for all the things we messed up. Sorry for global warming, factory farming, and every reality TV show except The Great British Baking Show, which I’ve heard is quite good.

Also, I hope the family is doing better.


CHAPTER 1

The Eighth Cousin

My story begins three years ago with one of the strangest emails I’ve ever received.

“You don’t know me,” it says, “but you are an eighth cousin of my wife, who, in my opinion, is a fine lady.”

Naturally I figure the next line will involve instructions on how to wire ten thousand dollars to a bank account in Togo, or inform me of the miraculous potency benefits of goji berries.

But instead, the emailer says his name is Jules Feldman. He explains that he’s a dairy farmer on a kibbutz in Israel and has read some articles I’ve written. He wants to tell me about his life’s project. For the previous fifteen years, Jules has devoted his time to building a family tree. A really big tree. More of a forest.

“We have in our database about eighty thousand relatives of yours,” he says.

Eighty thousand. I try to wrap my head around that number. If he’s right, my relatives could fill four Madison Square Gardens.

The email gives me profoundly mixed feelings.

On the one hand, as my wife, Julie, points out, I often feel like I have too many relatives already. I’d be happy to trim a few branches. I’m thinking of my cousin David, who, for his wedding, hired a little person dressed as a leprechaun to pop out from under his bride’s dress and twerk with the guests. And then there’s my brilliant but smug brother-in-law Eric, whose favorite phrase is the infuriating “I think what you’re trying to say is …”

The point is, do I really want to be part of this mega-tree? Plus, the email has some creepy NSA-like privacy-invasion vibes. How did this dairy farmer know all this about me? And why should I trust him?

On the other hand, the less cynical hand, I’m oddly moved. Here I am, sitting in my home office in New York City, subjected to endless Internet headlines about our world’s seeming descent into disaster—wars, racism—and up pops this startling news about how I’m connected to thousands of other humans across the globe. These newfound cousins would likely come in all shapes, sizes, and ethnic backgrounds: tall cousins and short cousins, white cousins and black cousins, carnivorous cousins and vegan cousins, gay cousins and straight cousins, cilantro-loving cousins and cousins who believe cilantro tastes like Satan’s unwashed tube socks.

All of us different, all of us linked.

What I’m trying to say (as my brother-in-law explained to me later) is that I experienced a profound sense of belonging. I felt a part of something larger than myself. I glimpsed the Ultimate Social Network.

The timing of the email couldn’t have been better. During the last several years, I’ve become increasingly obsessed with family, which might be an inherited trait. When I was a kid, my dad spent years building a family tree. Not quite eighty thousand, but it reached back multiple generations. He’d show me the names of my Polish and Ukrainian great-grandparents. He’d tell me about their lives. How they were farmers and general store owners; one even found a niche selling peacocks to nobles. How some fled the Russian pogroms by hiding in a haystack on the back of a cart. How my great-grandfather was supposed to pick up his wife and kids at Ellis Island but missed their arrival because he was eating a second bowl of soup. How the wife and kids had to stay overnight in the detention facility, confused, ignorant, and anxious they’d be sent back to Poland.

As a young man, I scoffed at these tales. I was an obnoxious little rebel who rejected all institutions, including family. I preferred to spend zero time thinking about my ancestors. Why should I care about these people, just because we happen to share some DNA by accident of birth? It’s not rational. It’s arbitrary. It’s a relic of the past.

But as so often happens to people, I got older, I had kids, and I magically turned into my dad. Now I spend most of my time thinking about family: How can I give my three young sons a sense of belonging? What kind of wisdom and ethics from my ancestors can I pass along to my kids?

And then comes Jules Feldman’s email. It stays in my mind the next day. And the next. And the week that followed.




CHAPTER 2

The World Family Tree

When I tell my brother-in-law Eric about the strange email from Jules Feldman, he, of course, thinks it sounds suspicious. He asks me how many of the eighty thousand relatives have hit me up for rides to the airport.

But he does have a suggestion. I should get in touch with a guy from California he’d recently met: Randy Schoenberg.

Randy—who I later learned is my fourteenth cousin twice removed—is a fascinating character. He’s famous in the genealogy community. Also controversial (detractors use words like stubborn and impossible, which we’ll get to later).

Randy’s own family history is notable: he’s the grandson of the great modern composer Arnold Schoenberg. Randy himself is more comfortable composing legal briefs. He’s a lawyer best known for representing an Austrian Jewish woman whose family’s Gustav Klimt painting Woman in Gold was stolen by the Nazis. Against all odds, Randy got the painting back from the Austrian government.

They even made a movie about his Nazi art case, with Ryan Reynolds playing Randy. Which makes sense, since both Ryan and Randy have abs that could grate Parmesan cheese (margin of error: plus or minus one person).

“So you’re interested in genealogy?” Randy says, when I call him for advice a few days later. “I warn you. It’s addictive.”

I tell him I can handle it.

Randy explains to me that this is the most thrilling time in the history of genealogy. Which may sound a little like saying we’re in the sexiest era of professional bowling.

I felt that way too once. But developments in genealogy actually have enormous consequences for everyone’s life.

Randy tells me genealogy—on which Americans spend a mind-boggling $3 billion a year—is undergoing two revolutions, each with their own grand potential and heated controversies. First, the DNA revolution. You can spit into a tube, send it off to a service, and they’ll send you back a list of cousins. We’ll get to DNA in a minute.

The second revolution is online: massive Internet family trees. “Like Ancestry.com?” I say.

“Well, yes. But there are other services. Ones with a different model that I like better.”

Ancestry.com focuses on building your own private tree. The new model—found on sites like Geni and WikiTree and FamilySearch—is a more collaborative, Wikipedia-like approach. “Instead of everybody having their own little bonsai tree, you have this enormous forest of connected trees that everybody works on.”

The secret is in combining the separate trees. You input your family tree. And if you have, say, a Jeff Bezos on your tree, and there’s a Jeff Bezos on a different tree, and you realize it’s the same Jeff Bezos, you have the option to merge trees. And you merge and merge and grow and grow.

“It’s like everybody working on the same jigsaw puzzle,” says Randy. “It’s called the World Family Tree.”

That does sound cool, if somewhat Orwellian.

“How many people are on it?” I ask.

“Let me check. They have a counter on the site.” I hear Randy clicking keys in the background. “Okay, here it is … 70,420,308.”

What? Seventy million? All of a sudden, Jules Feldman’s eightythousand- person tree seems like a bush.

“Actually, it just got bigger,” says Randy. “Three more relatives. Now it’s 70,420,311.”

There are cousins in more than 160 countries and counting. In a decade or two, Randy says, it’s quite possible that we’ll have a tree linking all seven billion humans on earth. That feeling of connectedness? It just went into overdrive. The Human family isn’t just stoner talk. It’s becoming a reality.

“Here’s a fun game,” says Randy, who isn’t on Geni’s payroll—he’s just one of its biggest fans and its unofficial mayor. “You can figure out how you’re related to famous people and historical figures. Give me a name.”

“Dr. Ruth,” I say. I’m not sure why the octogenarian sex expert was the first to pop into my head, but now it’s out there.

I hear Randy typing into Geni. There’s a long pause.

“Dr. Ruth is your wife’s first cousin once removed’s husband’s fourth cousin’s wife,” he pronounces.

“Wait, so she’s my cousin?”

“Well, by marriage. Some of them will be blood relatives, but others will be by marriage.”

“So is she really family?” I ask.

“You consider your brother-in-law family?”

Reluctantly, I admit I do.

“Same idea, just a little further. It’s like Six Degrees of Kevin Bacon, but everyone is Kevin Bacon.”

I spend the next day inputting my own family tree into Geni and searching for famous people. I put Abraham Lincoln into the search bar and click the “find the connection” button. It takes twenty excruciating seconds, but up comes the chain. Cousin Abe is just seventeen steps away through marriage. Jackson Pollock is fourteen steps away, hence my kids’ splatter paint skills. Actress Rachel Weisz is my twelfth cousin by blood. What about Mick Jagger? No path found. That’s okay. I never liked that Emotional Rescue album.

I can’t wait to start name-dropping my new relatives. That weekend, our friends Paul and Lisa come over, and Paul mentions that President Obama was in New York on Friday.

“Oh, Barack Obama? He’s my cousin, you know,” I say.

“Um. Yeah, you guys are dead ringers,” says Paul.

“No, really.”

Lisa laughs nervously, unsure how to respond. Julie explains that I’ve been planning this all day. I retrieve my laptop from my room and call up the page with Obama and me.

[image: image]

“He’s my fifth-great aunt’s husband’s father’s wife’s seventh-great nephew.”

“Wow, you guys are practically brothers,” Paul says. “Not sure why you weren’t appointed ambassador to the Bahamas.”

Lisa is a bit more impressed.

I explain I’m also related to Einstein (just thirteen steps away) and Halle Berry (just twenty-four steps).

It’s not all good news, I add.

“I’m also a distant relative of serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer.” “Oh my,” says Lisa.

“But that’s through Julie’s side.”

“Good one,” Julie says.

“It’s true,” I say. “Through the Zuckermans. Just twenty-one steps away.

So, if you ever hear that I’ve been chopped up and stuck in a freezer …”

“Very clever,” Julie says. “You’re also obviously related to Oscar Wilde.”

Lisa wants to know how this works. “Is it legit?”

It’s a good question: Is it legit? Depends on whom you ask. Collaborative genealogy is still controversial. It raises big questions about privacy—as in how safe is our data?—and concerns about accuracy: How are these huge trees monitored? What’s to stop a prankster from making Paul Revere the son of Iggy Pop and Doris Kearns Goodwin?

It’s reminiscent of the battle between Wikipedia and the Encyclopaedia Britannica. Some disparagingly call collaborative genealogy “fast genealogy,” which has the same promiscuous connotation as fast women in the 1940s. In fact, a few traditional genealogists abhor Geni so much, they have gone in and vandalized the tree, disconnecting branches.

Randy remains a big defender. “Remember when everyone said, ‘Oh, Wikipedia will never work?’ And now we all use it every day.” He says the World Family Tree has inaccuracies for sure, but there’s also a committed team of “forest rangers”—volunteers who try to check the links. The big tree is getting more solid, he says, thanks to documentation and DNA. Scientists from Harvard and Columbia are conducting studies on the data. Plus, he argues, the upside is just too great. It’s already an unprecedented record of the human race.




CHAPTER 3

DNA Sharing Is Caring

As I mentioned, the World Family Tree is just one of the revolutions in family history. The second is the use of DNA. You’ve probably heard of this, if not done it yourself: you spit into a tube or swab your cheek and send it off to a service such as 23andMe or Family Tree DNA.

A few weeks later, they send you back a report that includes the breakdown of your ethnic heritage (for example, 60 percent Northern European, 22 percent South Asian, 2 percent Native American, etc.) as well as a list of dozens, perhaps hundreds, sometimes thousands of cousins. These are people who share enough DNA with you to be considered your blood cousins—folks with whom you have a common ancestor within the last three hundred or so years.

I recently took the test, and after a few weeks, 23andMe sent me a list of presumed cousins. At my desk at home, I clicked on the list: 1,009 of them, mostly third or fourth or further. I scanned the list to see if I recognized any surnames—Glatt, Rose, Freeman, a lot of Anonymous. None rang a bell.

However, I did recognize one name.

“Julie Jacobs.”

That would be my wife—the one related to Jeffrey Dahmer. I had asked her to take a test as well, and there she was. My cousin Julie. Huh. I’m a cousin humper.
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We aren’t first or second cousins, so 23andMe labeled us “distant.” Probably around seventh cousins, which means our sixth-great grandparents are the same people. I actually laugh out loud when I see my wife’s name pop up on my computer next to all these strangers.

It seems so delightfully taboo. Maybe it’ll spice up our marriage, I think. The forbidden fruit. Maybe my family and friends will whisper nervously—as if I’d married a burlesque dancer with a face tattoo or someone who frequently quotes Ayn Rand. Maybe Julie and I will grow closer as we hunker down against their disapproval.

I bring my laptop into the living room, where she is watching Game of Thrones.

“Julie, I have something to show you.”

I point to the screen. “We’re cousins!”

She leans in and examines the screen. She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she makes a face like she’s just found a dog hair in her ravioli.

“That’s just weird,” she says.

Over the next few days, I tell some friends. One starts humming the “Dueling Banjos” song from Deliverance. I get a couple royal-family-hemophilia comments. An acquaintance asks about our kids—do they have two heads or something?

No, we have three sons—a ten-year-old and two eight-year-old twins—and all are fine and monoheaded.

Julie’s mom later tries to reassure her by telling her that Julie’s great-grandparents were also cousins. First cousins.

“That’s not helping,” says Julie.

I do some research, and it turns out our result isn’t too out of the ordinary. First, we’re both descended from Eastern European Jews (Ashkenazi). Our ancestors were a highly endogamous population, which is a polite way of saying they loved to inbreed. Julie and I just carried on their tradition. Julie and I are distant enough that there’s little risk of birth defects.

Plus, if you go back far enough, everyone is a blood cousin. Humans are a startlingly close-knit species. By some estimates we all share 99.9 percent of our DNA with one another. The farthest cousin you have on earth isn’t so far off. According to some scientists, you are at most seventieth cousins with all other humans. (More on that in chapter 13.)

Eventually, Julie gets used to being married to her cousin and even starts bringing it up herself at parties. But I don’t want to focus on her too much. She was just one of my thousand-plus cousins from 23andMe and one of seventy million from Geni.

I’ve been thinking: Is there anything I could do with this astounding bounty of new cousins? Reach out to them all? Ignore them all? Ask investment advice from my cousin Warren Buffett (eighteen steps away, through the Kingsbachers)?




CHAPTER 4

A Great (or Possibly Terrible) Idea

A few weeks after I got that email from my eighth cousin Jules Feldman, I set up a video call with him in Israel. He appears on my laptop screen—a kindly face with big tufts of white hair and big black glasses.

“Can you understand me?” he asks. “You don’t have a problem with my South African accent?”

“I can indeed,” I say.

Jules moved from South Africa to a kibbutz as an idealistic young man in 1971. He’s married, has a degree in anthropology, five grown kids, and four hundred cows.

I ask him what he does with his list of eighty thousand relatives. Does it serve any purpose in his life? Jules says he loves connecting people—both on the tree and in real life.

One highlight came when he introduced a brother and sister. The sister was estranged from the father and didn’t know she had a sibling. Jules got them in touch with each other. They met at a restaurant in Jerusalem. “The sister was so emotional she couldn’t drink a glass of water.”

But it worked out. “Now the brother loves being able to say, ‘My sister this, my sister that.’ That’s what makes it feel worthwhile, like you’ve touched people’s lives.”

“How many of the people on your tree have you met?”

“Well, we had a family reunion a few years ago. Had more than three thousand here at a big hall in Jerusalem.”

Wait. That stopped me. Three thousand.

The biggest family reunion I’d ever attended had about a hundred people. It was ten years ago at a restaurant in New York’s Chinatown. My sister, Beryl, and my dad organized it. (Incidentally, the restaurant got confused, and when we all arrived, there was a huge sign congratulating my sister and my dad on their marriage. It was disturbing.)

But this was different. A mega-reunion.

Interesting.

After we finish, I start to think. If Jules could organize one, maybe I could too. An even bigger one. A worldwide reunion. Like Woodstock, but with more pants and antiperspirant. Sister Sledge could come and sing “We Are Family.” It could be huge. It could be historic. It could be a nightmare.

Later that night, after we put the kids to bed, I ask Julie, “What if I threw a reunion for my seventy million relatives?”

“Why?”

I tell her maybe it’d send a good message. An absurd message, but a good one.

“I mean, not all of the relatives would come,” I say. “Some will have doctor’s appointments or squash tournaments. So it wouldn’t be quite seventy million.” I’m actually hoping for five thousand.

“Still sounds a bit overwhelming,” she says.

I nod.

“Maybe make a list of pros and cons,” she suggests.

Good idea. I get out a notebook and start with the pros.

THE PROS

1. I COULD BREAK A WORLD RECORD.

My dad is a world record holder. He’s a lawyer and he loves to write long legal articles. More than that, he loves to footnote them. A few years back, he wrote an article with 4,824 footnotes, more than double anyone else in history, establishing himself as the Wayne Gretzky of footnotes. He sent his accomplishment in to the Guinness Book of World Records, but legal footnotes don’t get the same respect as eight-foot-long fingernails. So he had to settle for a mention in Harper’s Index.

Point is, breaking a record would be firmly in the family tradition. It’d be a tribute to my dad’s love of outlandish but (ostensibly) impressive pursuits.

I click on the Guinness website, and, unlike with footnotes, there is a category for Largest Family Reunion. The record holders are the Lilly family from West Virginia. In 2009 their reunion drew 2,585 people. (Jules Feldman never submitted his.) Big, but certainly breakable.

2. IT’D BE GOOD FOR MY KIDS.

I recently read a parenting magazine article that said the best way to bond with your family is to do projects together, like build a treehouse or a gazebo. I don’t own a power drill and I don’t know the meaning of words like joist. So this could be my version of a gazebo. Our big family project.

And the topic would be good for my sons, too. I read a study from Emory University that found that kids who learn their family history are happier and healthier and never grow up to be meth addicts or Bachelor contestants. It gives them a sense of belonging. It enmeshes them in the world.

3. IT’S A FOOLPROOF PLAN TO END ALL WAR AND RACISM.

Okay, perhaps that’s overreaching. I’m not Bono.

But maybe the we-are-all-family message would resonate with a few people. Maybe it’d increase the total kindness quotient in the world by four or five metric kindness units. Maybe it could put a tiny chink in the us-versus-them mentality. Maybe it could move my karma toward positive territory, counteracting all the times I used the handicapped bathroom.

4. I COULD STRETCH THE IDEA OF FAMILY TO ITS BREAKING POINT.

It occurs to me that I’ve got two paradoxical goals. First, to celebrate family. And second, to deconstruct family.

The notion of family was never simple, but it’s now blurrier than ever. We live in the era of gay marriage, surrogates, sperm donors, open adoption, and eggs fertilized with three people’s DNA. We create ad hoc families of friends and coworkers, what novelist Armistead Maupin called the “logical family” as opposed to the “biological family.”

I’m all for this. I say, kick the door open on that definition. As my grandfather’s niece’s husband’s sixth cousin Hillary Clinton says, it takes a village. The more potential parental and sibling figures, the better. I know some of my conservative cousins disagree. But maybe at the event, they’d meet some unorthodox families and see that they are worthy cousins.

5. I COULD DO A DEEP STUDY OF MY NEARBY BRANCHES.

Genealogists love to quote Alex Haley, author of Roots: “In all of us there is a hunger, marrow-deep, to know our heritage—to know who we are and where we have come from. Without this enriching knowledge, there is a hollow yearning. No matter what our attainments in life, there is still a vacuum, an emptiness, and the most disquieting loneliness.”

I honestly didn’t have much of that hunger until recently. But as my kids have gotten older, my appetite has grown. I want to figure out what to tell my sons about their heritage. I’m blessed with some colorful characters on my immediate family tree, but I’ve been embarrassingly ignorant of their stories. I want to know more about my grandfather, a labor lawyer and civil rights pioneer named Theodore Kheel. And my great-great-grandfather, who ran for office on the Bull Moose Party ticket. There are suffragists, animal rights activists, anarchists, and embezzlers. Lots to tell my kids.

6. IT WILL BE THE ULTIMATE LINKEDIN.

I can play the cousin card and reach out to anyone I want—presidents, rock stars, titans, eighties TV actresses on whom I had crushes. (This tactic turned out to be shockingly effective or surprisingly alienating, depending on the cousin.)
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So, SIX PROS. Not bad. On another sheet of notebook paper I make a list of the negatives.

THE CONS

1. THE MONEY.

Never having hosted anything bigger than a twenty-person birthday party for Julie, I’ve got no idea how to budget this. My friend Paul—who puts on conventions for a living—said the hidden fees are endless: “Insurance. Poster design. Duct tape. You can’t believe how much duct tape these things require.”

That was concerning. I’m not out to make money on my reunion, but I don’t want to use up my kids’ college fund on adhesives.

And yet this hurdle can be overcome, right? I mean, it’s a party for the whole world. I can sell tickets. And get sponsors! Yes, maybe Coca-Cola will sponsor it, and all the cousins will join hands and sing “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing (In Perfect Harmony)”! Sure, I don’t allow my kids to drink Coke because it’s corrosive dirt-colored sugar water, but maybe for the greater cause?

2. IT’S A RIDICULOUS AMOUNT OF WORK.

When I later tell Jules Feldman about my idea, he pauses for a long time. “I’m a bit concerned your plan might just be a tad ambitious,” he says at last. To say he is using understatement would be itself an understatement.

He explains that his reunion took six years of planning and the help of thirty near-full-time volunteers. It required committees and meetings and gargantuan spreadsheets and reams of Post-its.

3. IT COULD BACKFIRE SPECTACULARLY.

First, if I am doing this partly to bond with my kids, what if it fails? Will I embarrass them? Will they be scared off from ever attempting big projects?

The risk of public humiliation is high. Imagine if fourteen people show up. Or if a bunch of my cousins get food poisoning from bad fish tacos. Or if, instead of peace and harmony, there’s an all-out brawl, perhaps started when Taylor Swift shin-kicks Katy Perry.

My brother-in-law Eric, for one, doesn’t buy my whole premise. He thinks families fight as much as strangers.

“Maybe you’re right,” I say. But I have an instinct he’s wrong. As much as families bicker, I think humans have a built-in bias to treat cousins—even distant ones—better than total strangers.

I’ve dubbed my theory the Judge Judy Effect. I came up with it after figuring out that Judge Judy is my eighth cousin twice removed. For years, I’d hated Judge Judy, the TV personality who rolls her eyes and berates the guests on her show. I found her borderline evil.

But when I discovered our connection, I could feel my perspective shift. Rational or not, I said to myself, Oh, Judge Judy. She’s not so bad. She’s just doing her shtick. Underneath all that bluster, my cousin Judy is probably a sweetheart.

This is a trivial example, I know. It’s a long way from that to world peace. But I want to prove Eric wrong, and this would be a start.

I TAKE A LOOK at my lists of pros and cons. The cons are big and scary and make me sweat. But the pros? Some huge ones there too. And look at the number of them. So …

Yes!

I pump my fist, or at least mentally pump it. It is on!

After which I immediately second-guess myself.


CHAPTER 5

A Pandemonium of Genealogists

There’s an annual genealogy convention in New York called, fittingly enough, the Genealogy Event. I figure I should go. I can meet some family history power players, get ideas for my own event, and, perhaps most important, learn how to research my blood ancestors. My adviser Randy says that growing your own bonsai tree—your great-aunts, your grandparents et cetera—is crucial to merging with the Amazonian forest of distant relatives.

When I walk into the convention hall, I see booths for all types of ancestry—Irish, German, Jewish, African-American, Italian, and Colonial New York. I see signs for lectures on decoding DNA and searching vintage newspapers. I see rows of computer terminals displaying documents—census forms, birth certificates. I see a higher-than-average number of men in Hawaiian shirts.

As for the crowd in general? Well, you wouldn’t mistake this for Coachella.

Despite the tech revolution, genealogy still skews a bit toward the mature side. Lots of snow-white hair, as well as the occasional oxygen tank. After chatting with one genealogy enthusiast, I ask to exchange emails. “I don’t use email much, but I have a fax number. You want my fax?” (I know. Replace email with Snapchat and that’s me in ten years.)

The aging crowds make sense. You get older. Mortality looms. You ponder your legacy. You hope your descendants remember you. You realize you should do the same for your ancestors so you can set a good example. It’s a matter of respect. As one genealogist told me, “If there is a heaven, I want to have something to say to the people up there.”

But an older crowd doesn’t mean the event lacks for thrills. I’m pleasantly surprised by the amount of sex and violence I encounter at the Genealogy Event.

I attend a lecture about searching newspaper archives, and the lecturer brings up article after lurid article. “Our ancestors lived in violent times,” she says, as she shows us a story about a man who brought a gun to a wedding and shot a fellow guest. “There was always an ancestor of mine being killed or arrested.” Another exhibitor is dressed in a black-andwhite-striped prison jumpsuit topped with a striped cap. He specializes in researching ancestral black sheep.

The convention hall is packed. As anyone will tell you, this is a boom time for family history. There are TV and radio shows, cruises and ancestry superstars like Henry Louis Gates Jr. According to a 2012 Bloomberg article, “genealogy” is the second-most-searched topic on the Internet, topped only by porn. Frankly, I’m skeptical of that statistic. Not the porn part. That’s quite believable.

But regardless if it’s number two or number twelve most-searched, it’s an enormous field and it’s growing fast. People want to feel connected and anchored. They want to visit what has been called the “Museum of Me.”

After a couple of hours, I make an appointment with a trained genealogist for the afternoon. Her name is Barbara Sontz. She’s a retired IT professional with sandy-brown hair and glasses.

We meet at a table in the conference center.

Barbara eyes the pen and paper they’ve given us. “Let me get a pencil,” she says, retrieving one from a nearby table. “I’m a pencil person.”

“Pencil seems like a good idea in genealogy,” I say.

“It’s good for everything,” Barbara says. “I don’t like to commit.”

I know the feeling. Committing to this reunion has been traumatic.
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The Vilna Gaon. (Courtesy of the Yivo Institute)

“What do you know about your family history?” asks Barbara, peering over her glasses.

“Well, I’m told that I’m a descendant of the Vilna Gaon,” I say.

The Vilna Gaon is a famous eighteenth-century Lithuanian rabbi, and according to the tree my dad compiled, he’s my sixth-great grandfather.

“Are you sure?” she says. “Or is that family legend? Because everyone’s descended from a famous rabbi or the tsar’s doctor in their family lore.”

“I’m moderately sure. I wouldn’t want to put it in pen.”

We go online on my laptop and find a list of Vilna Gaon descendants on a Jewish website that seems reputable. There are thousands of names, and right there, if you scroll to the Js, is my name. The Vilna Gaon is my mother’s mother’s father’s father’s father’s father’s father’s father.

“What yichus!” Barbara says.

Yichus is the Yiddish word for breeding, pedigree, blood.

I have conflicted feelings about this yichus of mine. On the one hand, I’m flattered. In some Jewish circles, being a descendant of the Vilna Gaon is the Semitic equivalent of having an ancestor from the May-flower. Look at me! I’m fancy.

On the other hand, I’ve always found societies like the Daughters of the American Revolution off-putting. They seem highly undemocratic. The dormant high school rebel in me is offended. The whole point of my reunion is to show we’re all related, to flatten the family tree, not to celebrate supposed genetic elitism.

Plus, is my yichus really that impressive? Consider this. The Vilna Gaon is my sixth-great grandfather. I have two parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents. By the time we get to the Gaon, he’s just one of 256 sixth-great grandparents. (It’s slightly less than that, because of cousin marriage, but we’ll get to that later.)

So yes, I might have a smidge of his DNA. But I also could have DNA from the 255 other men and women in his era. The farmers, the peddlers, the horse thieves, the layabouts, the button merchants. Why the focus on the one guy? It seems a slap in the face to my other ancestors. Maybe instead of the Gaon’s Talmudic genius, I inherited the tailor’s hand-eye coordination and ragweed allergies.

The point is, most family histories play favorites. We celebrate the fancy and elite. We fixate on the fact that we have a drop of blood from Pocahontas or Grover Cleveland or Genghis Khan, and ignore the thousands of Regular Josiahs.

I flip-flop between the two points of view. One moment I’ll take pride in my scintilla of ancestral celebrity. The next, I’ll shake my head with disappointment at my ridiculous sense of self-importance. I don’t tell Barbara any of this. But I do tell her about my plan for the reunion. She seems intrigued.

“How are you going to find thousands of cousins?” she asks.

I tell her partly through DNA testing, partly through collaborative sites like Geni.

She looks concerned. “Geni is controversial among traditionalist genealogists,” she says.

She asks when the event is. I tell her I’m considering next summer, June 6, a Saturday.

“Saturday? You’re not going to get observant Jews to come on a Saturday.”

Damn. She’s right. I’d forgotten about the Jewish sabbath. Then again, if I have it on a Sunday, it will be a problem for any out-of-town cousins with long flights.

Family is complicated.


REUNION COUNTDOWN: 51 WEEKS

After talking to Julie, I’m sticking with Saturday, June 6—about a year off—and hoping my Orthodox friends will forgive me.

I need a name for my event. I read Julie some options I’ve written in a notebook. “How about CousinFest?” Julie says it somehow sounds kinky. “Kinnection?” Too punny. “The Mother of All Reunions?” Too Saddam Husseiny.

“What about just calling it what it is: Global Family Reunion?”

“Maybe,” Julie says. “It does have clarity.”

I ask my event planner friend Paul what he thinks of the name Global Family Reunion. Sounds pretentious, he says. I disagree. It may be pretentious, but it also suggests importance. We’re just like the Clinton Global Initiative, because we both have the word global in the name. It sounds like we know what we’re doing. It’s definitely not just a guy with no experience throwing a massive event without a real plan or budget.






CHAPTER 6

Historical Voyeurism

Inspired by the Genealogy Event, I’ve been researching my ancestors’ lives. I’m fascinated but also feeling a bit like a creepy voyeur.

There’s a genealogy podcast I listen to that has the motto “Your ancestors want their stories to be told.” Which sounded good when I first heard it. But upon reflection, I’m wondering if it’s true. Maybe some of them just want to be left the hell alone. And if they do want their stories told, perhaps they want a highly sanitized version.

Consider my grandmother, my mom’s mom: Ann Kheel, who died twelve years ago. I adored my grandmother. She was an unforgettable character. She had six kids, whom she organized by color coding (one got green towels, another red, and so on). She wore wool caps and mittens when biking in August. She spent her free time fighting for civil rights. I still treasure the copy of Martin Luther King Jr.’s book that he signed for her, thanking her for her hard work on the cause.

But she wasn’t a fan of the unvarnished truth. She liked the truth fully varnished, with a tinted glaze and a doily on top. In her Ford Fiesta, she covered up the digital clock on the dashboard with masking tape. “I don’t want to be reminded of how fast time goes by,” she used to say. She avoided movies with any hint of tragedy.

She was an amazing archivist—I have a hard drive full of newspaper clippings and letters and photos that she kept—but there’s no doubt it’s a whitewashed archive. Just look at the Family News, a pagelong update she mailed to the extended family every other month for forty years. I have them all collected in a three-ring binder, and it’s the size of a Jonathan Franzen novel. Just a huge amount of information. There are births, job promotions, vacations. What you won’t find is much scandalous information. It’s sort of like Pravda under Khrushchev, but with fewer stories about turnip farms. You won’t read about cousins losing their jobs or kids experimenting with hallucinogenic mushrooms.

Some family members don’t even exist in the Family News universe. In the 1980s, my aunt married an ex-cult leader; he was a Jewish guy from California who converted to Hinduism, then Christianity, then to Hasidic Judaism. He did the religious rounds. In the 1970s, he had seventy followers who lived in yurts outside Ithaca. His name was Gil. My grandmother despised him so much, she couldn’t even bring herself to type his name into the Family News. She referred to him only as “he,” as in “He and Kate will be visiting in March,” which I always found an ironic echo of the Orthodox refusal to write the name God (usually written G-d).

Same with the family tree my dad worked on. When she helped him compile the tree, certain relatives simply disappeared, such as the first husband of her sister Frances. “She was married to him for only a year,” my grandmother said. Which didn’t explain why my grandmother was absolutely fine with including the sister of violinist Yehudi Menuhin, even though her marriage into the family lasted only six months.

I wonder if my grandma Kheel would be appalled that I’m poking around the family history, looking for both the good and bad. In one way, it’s lucky she died before the Internet Age, in which it’s much harder to control your family’s narrative.

The Internet, of course, has birth and marriage and death records. But it also has online newspaper archives—billions of pages with the most ridiculous minutiae you can imagine.

After just a few hours of searching, the newspapers are already turning up fruit. On Newspapers.com, I find a reference to my third-great uncle Solomon Kingsbaker. It’s just a single mention, but it’s an interesting one. It’s a 1904 advertisement in the Roanoke News, and in it, Uncle Solomon expresses his passionate endorsement of … a hemorrhoid cream:

S. Kingsbaker of 80 East Ohio Street, Chicago, writes: “I had a bad case of Piles for several years. BANNER SALVE cured me quickly and permanently after several doctors had failed to relieve me.”

Part of me is delighted, since I have hemorrhoids myself. Look at that! A profound echo across generations! We are connected by our rectal discomfort! This is what genealogy is all about.

But part of me feels terrible for Uncle Sol. That’s his entire public legacy: swollen butt vessels. Is that how he wanted to go down in history? Is that the story he wants told? Did Banner Salve even get my uncle Sol’s permission? Doubtful. (Note: Banner Salve was later busted as a quack potion by the US government.)
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Fannie and Gerson Friedenheit, circa 1858.

I find another surprise when searching my great-great-great-grandfather Gerson Friedenheit. His name appears on an obscure antique auction site. There’s a photo of six mottled silver spoons from 1868; the caption says the owners were “Fannie and Gerson Friedenheit. Gerson fought in the Civil War.”

Hold on. My third-great grandfather was a veteran of the Civil War? I find that hard to believe. Wouldn’t I have known about this? I wasn’t even aware Jewish soldiers served in the Civil War, though I suppose it makes sense. (Turns out about ten thousand Jewish Americans fought in the Civil War: seven thousand for the Union, three thousand for the Confederacy.)

I’ve heard of Gerson. My grandmother knew her great-grandfather personally: when she was four years old, she attended Gerson’s sixtieth wedding anniversary.

Certainly she would have mentioned he fought in the Civil War if it were true? Half an hour of frantic Google searches later, I’m not any closer to confirmation.

At the Genealogy Event, one lecturer told me about a special subscription database for wartime records. I grit my teeth, pay the eighty-dollar annual fee, and join Fold3. Gerson has several citations. The first is a handwritten letter to the Union Army with the signature Gerson Friedenheit.

In the letter, Gerson explains that he owns a general store in Missouri, and one of his customers began praising the Confederacy in his presence. The customer talked about the death of a Union soldier and “expressed much gratification, that this was good news.”

So Gerson reported the customer by name. Ratted him out. Lesson: You do not talk sedition in front of my ancestors.

I click on the next document. It’s a military record: Private Gerson Friedenheit from the Twenty-Fifth Regiment enrolled in the Missouri Militia in 1864.

“Whoa!” I’m alone at my computer, but I actually blurt it out loud like Keanu.

I call up my mom. “Did you know you are the direct descendant of a Civil War soldier?”

“Really?”

“Gerson Friedenheit! Missouri Militia!”

“Good for Gerson!” my mom says. Her tone is eerily similar to the one she used when her grandkids finished a twelve-piece Finding Nemo jigsaw puzzle.

That night, while doing dishes, I mention my discovery to Julie.

“You know how America almost split in half in the eighteen hundreds but then was saved?”

“Yes, I’ve heard about that.”

“Well, my family had a lot to do with that. So … you’re welcome.”

I know it’s absurd to take credit for the accomplishments of a man born two centuries ago. I didn’t help him. I didn’t grind his coffee or shine his boots—just as I had nothing to do with the Vilna Gaon’s genius. Who knows what sliver of his DNA came down to me.

And yet, here I am, gloating. I can’t help it.

I always pictured my ancestors as victims of the Cossacks, which I’m sure many were. But here’s one ancestor who was a freedom fighter, the one doing the ass kicking. It felt empowering.

I should mention that the rest of the military record wasn’t quite as inspiring. Gerson enrolled in late August of 1864 and was discharged for “medical reasons” in early October of 1864.

Six weeks. Okay, not an epic amount of time.

But that’s six weeks longer than I ever served in the Union Army. And maybe in those six weeks he saw a lot of action. Maybe the medical reason was a bullet wound he got from jumping in front of his fellow soldier. Hopefully it wasn’t hemorrhoids.

I SPEND THE next day scouring for mentions of Gerson in my grandmother’s archive, which my aunt Jane scanned and loaded into an orange hard drive a few years ago.

There’s lots of Gerson info. The archive reveals Gerson emigrated from Germany in about 1845. He arrived in New York and worked as a peddler. He started dating Fannie’s sister, but soon switched siblings (no mention of the discarded sister’s reaction).

There’s a photo of young Gerson and Fannie all dressed up. He’s got an Amish-style beard, no mustache. She’s got a middle part and a trace of a smile. Gerson and Fannie apparently had a happy marriage—or at least a prolific one. Fourteen kids, eight girls and six boys. He supported his large brood first with his general store, and later switched to the insurance business.

Still no mention of the Civil War.

Finally, after half an hour, I notice another document. It’s the text of a speech from Gerson and Fannie’s sixtieth wedding anniversary—the one my grandmother attended.

The speech, written by the grandkids, is organized as a timeline of Gerson and Fannie’s lives. Some of the events are real, some exaggerated. In the section on 1864, I find this:

March 5   Grandpa enlists in Army of Union

March 7   Jewish holiday, Grandpa refuses to fight
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