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Starting at the End:
Death Records as the Foundation of Your Research
by Mike Karsen
The various types of death records available are ideal Silverman & Weiss Cemetery (708-366-0125):
resoiirces for beginning vour research on the life of your 26,000 burials
ancestor. These include Social Security records, funeral Free Sons Cemetery (708-366-1190)
home and cemetery records, tombstone inscriptions, 12,000 burials {estimate)
death cenificates/indexes, and death notices/obituaries. =
All provide significant information that can give you a Ihe next largest is:
good foundation for your research. Some of the state- Westlawn Ctmtu'yl{??i-ﬁﬁﬁ-ﬂﬁﬂﬂ]
ments documented in these records, however, are clearly over 43,000 burials

secondary information—i.e. provided by someone with-
out first hand knowledge of an event (such as birth date
of the deceased). While taking such statements
as a good set of working assumptions along with
any facts found, yvou now have many useful
clues to help you find the other documents
needed for your research.

Cemeiery records provide a good place to start
when vou do not know the exact death date for a
family member. Most cemeteries have comput-
crized records of their burials. If vou have a
rough idea of the death date and know other
family members (such as spouse), you can often
locate the grave and determine the exact date of death.
You can then order a death certificate or call the funeral
home to obtain additional information. Of course you
can also visit the grave to oblain information from the
inscription on the tombstone.

The name of the specific cemetery section where your
ancestor is buried can provide insight into a group/
organization where your ancestor belonged.  Additional
information about some of these organizations can be
found in Sidney Sorkin's book Hridges fo An American
City: A Guide to Chicago 's Landsmcmshaften 1870 to 1990,

There are over 20 cemeteries in the Chicago area that are
totally Jewish or have Jewish sections. The largest num-
ber of Jewish burials can be found in Forest Park (just
wesi of Chicago) and make up the Greater Waldheim
cemetery. Il has three caretaker organizations currently
managing sections of the cemetery:

Waldheim Cemetery (T08-366-4541):
150,000 burials
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These four organizations manage over 60% of the Jewish
burials in the Chicago metropolitan area.

The oldest Jewish graves, some of which date
back to the mid-1800s, can be found in the fol-
lowing cemeteries:

Tewish Graceland (31 2-409-4296)

Hebrew Benevolent Society (847-279-8116)
M. Mayriv (Rosemont Pk) (773-736-2553)
Rosehill (773-561-5940)

Greater Waldheim (see above)

Tomhstones inscriptions can be especially use-
ful 1o the Jewish genealogist. In addition to the date of
death and the age, most Jewish tombstones give the He-
brew/Yiddish name of the deceased and the given name
of the father. Other symbols/text on the tombstone may
indicate whether the deceased was a Kohen or Levite,
Help in reading the Hebrew/Yiddish inscription can be
found at the infofile on the Jewishgen website
www.jewishgen.org).

The Secial Security Death Index (SSDI) can be very
useful in determining a death date. The 55DI is pub-
lished on a set of two CD-ROMs and can also be found
on the websites of Ancestry (www.ancestry.com) and
Rootsweb (www.rootsweb.com). It contains the names
of all individuals whose death was reported to the Social
Secority Administration (S8A) since 1937, although the
most complete set of records is for individuals who died
afier 1962, The index gives the individual's Social Secu-
rily Number (S5N), birth date (as originally reported to
the SSA by the applicant), the date of death (usually just
the month and year), his or her last residence (usually the
city, county, state, zip code), and the state where the

(U omtimued on page 4
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