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Introduction:   

My parents survived Nazi Germany.   

My fatherôs immediate and close family came to Chicago intact in 1938 when he was 17.  He 

served in the US Army during World War II in the Philippines and New Guinea.   

My mother left her parents and sister in Germany in 1937 at age 16 and came to live in Chicago 

with her aunt, uncle and three cousins. Her parents and sister, unable to get exit passes, perished 

in a death camp.   

My parents met after the war in Chicago and married in 1946.  I was born in 1947, my brother 

Lester in 1952.   

This is a journal of my 2011 trip to ancestral villages in Germany with a summary of the 

genealogy efforts which led to it. 

  +   +   +   +   + 

I have done genealogy, on and off, for the last thirty years, more intensely in my five years of 

retirement.  My primary family trees are for the Aron, Speier, Wirth, Rosenbusch, Kander, 

Heilbron and Hirsch families. 

My paternal grandmotherôs maiden name was Wirth.  I built the Wirth family tree with help from 

several members of her generation and Gustav Schellack, an archivist in their home town of 

Gemünden.  Regarding the Aron family, my father recalled little.  The primary information I had 

on the Aron family came from a wonderful but limited family register from my great 

grandfather, Samuel Aron.  Had I been more interested when my grandparents were alive, I 

would have much more information. 

My mother never wanted to talk much about her Speier and Rosenbusch families, given the loss 

of her parents and sister.  As a result, I almost never asked questions on that topic ï in respect of 

her feelingsé and mine.  As far as I knew, my motherôs surviving family was very small, 

numbering less than twenty.  After she died, I connected with Mark Gordon, Howard Heilbrunn 

and other cousins who had put significant effort into building family trees. When all the 

information was eventually combined, hundreds of my motherôs living relatives were identified.   

I also had largely put my head in the sand when it came to learning about the Holocaust.  I 

avoided the pain.  When my mother died in 2002, I found a packet of letters she received from 

her mother in Germany in 1938-39, a period when the Nazi persecution escalated.  I did not try 
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to read them ï I could not handle it.  Seven years later, a year after my father died, I took them 

out of their little box.  I knew reading them would be painful, but they had waited long enough.  

Then é frustration!  I was unable to read the old German writing and her penmanship.   

I had come to know Hans-Peter Klein through an introduction by Mark Gordon.  Hans-Peter is a 

non-Jewish teacher in Germany whose avocation and passion are German Jewish genealogy and 

history.  He had become an internet collaborator and friend.  He is a most generous and giving 

mensch.  When I asked him if  he knew of someone who could transcribe the letters, he 

immediately offered to do it and I gratefully accepted.   

In the early letters my grandmother gave motherly advice to her distant daughter, reported on 

local news and optimistically planned to leave Germany.  In the last letters she was trapped in 

fear and desperation.  It was very, very sad to read them and terrible to think about what my 

mother went through as she received them and they eventually stopped coming.   

The letters opened the emotional door for me ï I was finally ready to deal with that time in my 

familyôs history.  I wanted to know more. I wanted to go to Germany to see my familiesô towns, 

their cemeteries, search the archives and personally come to grips with all my feelings as a child 

of Holocaust survivors.  This was to be a summer of discovery. 

 +   +   +   +   + 

July, 2011 was most convenient for Hans-Peter -- I needed to meet him and thank him in person 

for all his help.  Logistically, I broke my trip into three segments, one, the cluster of towns in the 

state of Hessen where my motherôs family originated, and, for my fatherôs family, two areas in 

the state of Rheinland-Pfalz. 

On seeing this plan, Hans-Peter offered to accompany me in Hessen where he lives and invited 

me to stay at his home.  I was delighted.  Then the kicker: he said that he would like to join me 

for the rest of the trip as well, since he had close connections to the other regions.  Hans-Peterôs 

participation made this trip much more than it could have been without him.  I am forever 

grateful.  

I am an experienced vacation and business traveler.  This trip was more of a business trip ï I had 

several goals that I was interested in accomplishing and, while I was open to sightseeing, it was 

not my purpose.  The planning and arranging were challenging.   

Sheryl Sachman, a cousin, had visited her motherôs home town in Germany the prior year.  She 

suggested that I would get more from my visit if  I had a local guide in each town.  The first 

challenge:  I had identified over 20 ancestral towns that I might visit, but had only two contacts 

in Germany:  Hans-Peter and Sabine Borlinghaus, another researcher that Hans-Peter had 

introduced when I first mentioned having family from Rheinland-Pfalz.   

Sabine is Assistant to the Mayor of a small town.  Her passion is Jewish genealogy and history, 

especially in the region of Bad Kreuznach which is near where some of my family lived.  She 

has taken photos of every Jewish grave in Bad Kreuznach and has spent much time at the 

archives and collected substantial information useful to other researchers.  She was very helpful 

in sharing information with me over the last year and when I mentioned this trip, she arranged 

contacts and our hotel.  



3                                                      © 2011 Dennis Aron 
  

Through Hans-Peterôs and Sabineôs effort and my own networking, we connected with people 

who would help us in the towns of Frickhofen, Gemünden, Guxhagen, Mandel, Melsungen, 

Meudt and Neuwied.  They all proved to be marvelous.  

I was also interested in visiting archives and finding original records of births, marriages and 

deaths, possibly of relatives I hadnôt yet identified.  The second challenge:  identifying the 

appropriate archives for the towns
1
, establishing contact, and communicating clearly what 

information I wanted.  A combination of internet research and help from Sabine led to contacts at 

four archives in Koblenz, Neuwied and Simmern.   

The third challenge was putting all these people and places into a manageable schedule.  This 

was easier given my experience setting up business trips, but still a long process.  But it did come 

together nicely. 

The following family pedigree chart and maps are intended to provide some perspective for the 

trip. 

  

                                                           
1
  This was not as easy as it sounds.  Germany has a complex network of archives at the local, regional and national 

level, with some overlap of documents between them.  At one of the archives we found an archive directory ordered 

by town ï a great resource for any genealogist. 
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1 For perspective, itôs about 200 km from Frankfurt to Kassel. 

   

2 Maternal  Towns ï Borken is about 45 km from Kassel  
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3 Paternal Towns - Itôs about 130 km from Frankfurt  to Koblenz.  We stayed in Neuwied in the north  and 

Ebernberg in the south. 
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6-Jul I landed in Frankfurt early in the morning.  My first meeting was that morning with Monica 

Kingreen of the Fritz Bauer Institut, who as part of her duties does projects for the Jewish 

Museum.  She is an historian and author with an emphasis on the Jewish community in the state 

of Hessen before and during the Holocaust. I had contributed family pictures to a web site 

(www.before-the-holocaust.net) she developed showing the family life of the Jews before the 

Holocaust and I wanted to meet her.   

She told me about my grandparents Levi and Franziska Speier and aunt, Ursel Speier, their 1939 

move from their home in Borken, a hotbed of Nazism, to Frankfurt and finally of their 

deportation which took them to the Kaunas death camp in Lithuania. I had not been aware of 

any of this but their final fate. She took me to the Neuer Börneplatz Memorial (of which I was 

also unaware) on the wall of the Old Jewish Cemetery in Frankfurt, which was in use from 1272 

to 1828.  The memorial consists of 11,000 bronze blocks set into the wall, each inscribed with 

the name of a Frankfurt Jew who was deported and murdered during the reign of Nazi terror.  

She directed me to the blocks for my family (again, I had no idea of the memorial or that my 

family was remembered there) and respectfully waited at a distance. 

This was a very emotional start to the trip.  Seeing this memorial to my family amid the 11,000 

was shocking and overwhelming.  It is one thing to know that your family perished -- quite 

another to feel it that way in that place.  I shed tears then and at other points of the trip, but that 

level of emotion, continued for the entire trip, would not have bearable.   

Monica took me then for a soothing lunch and small talk on the main square of Frankfurt.  I 

needed to calm down.  After we parted, I drove to Melsungen where I would connect with 

Hans-Peter after a couple of nights at a bed and breakfast he had arranged.  Thankfully, the rest 

of the trip would be less emotional. 

http://www.before-the-holocaust.net/
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4 Neuer Börneplatz Memorial . The blocks cover the exterior of the entire wall surrounding the cemetery. 

 

5 Memorial  Blocks for  my grandparents Franziska (Fraenze) and Levi Speier, Leviôs second cousin Moses 

Max Speier, and my aunt Ursel Speier.  The bottom line ñRigaò on the three stones indicates the original  

destination of the transport  on which they were sent.  For some reason, it was redirected to Kaunas death 

camp in Lithuania  where all the passengers were murdered three days after leaving Frankfurt.. 

7-Jul Melsungen: Home of Hans-Peter Klein.  He was on holiday until 8-Jul.  This was a rest day.  I 

needed the time to recover from travel and absorb the prior dayôs experience while wandering 

Melsungen, a nice town with a very pretty square.   

8-Jul I met up with Hans-Peter, aka ñPitò, who was to be my fellow traveler for the remainder of the 

trip.  As we traveled together, I learned that, in addition to his genealogy and history work, he is 

very active in the restoration and memorialization of Jewish sites in Hessen and assisting family 
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researchers like me. I stayed with Pit's family for three nights. 

Guxhagen:  home of Levi Speier, my maternal grandfather and the six prior generations of 

Speiers and home of Beile Katz Speier, my 3
rd

 great grandmother and the prior three generations 

of Katzes.   

We met with Gunnar Richter, Director of the Breitenau Memorial, at the edge of Guxhagen. 

Breitenau is a Holocaust memorial organization founded by the University of Kassel. It includes 

a permanent exhibition, a reference library, and an archive. It is housed in a former monastery, 

prison and early concentration camp (1933-1934) and later a so-called educational work camp 

(Arbeitserziehungslager, 1940-1945).  

 

Mr. Richter showed us a presentation on the persecution of the Jews that he developed and 

would soon be presenting.  It related some of the specific horrors for the Jews in Germany in the 

1930s and the current status of former synagogues. He further opened my eyes to the evil of 

Kristallnacht.  While there, I reviewed and took photos of archival records stored at the 

memorial. 

  

 

6 This Photograph is in the Stadtarchiv Kassel, Bestand E 4. (Kassel City Archive File E 4) It  is included in 

Mr.  Richterôs presentation.  It  shows the scene outside the center and synagogue of the orthodox Jewish 

community of Kassel the morning after Kristallnacht  November 9ï10, 1938 

In Guxhagen, there is a nicely restored synagogue with memorial displays on the second floor 

where women prayed.  While there is a current Jewish community in nearby Gudensberg, for 

reasons I didnôt understand, they were unable to negotiate use of the synagogue for their 

congregation.  However, they do use it a number of times during the year.  Restoration of the 
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synagogue and establishment of the memorial was a project in which Pit was involved. 

 

7 The restored Guxhagen synagogue sanctuary. 

We took photos at the Guxhagen Jewish Cemetery and looked for homes of the family.  I would 

take photos of graves in each of the cemeteries we would visit.  My purpose was to gather 

information on birth and death dates and maiden names, to identify family members that may 

have been missed by prior research and to have the photo for the record.   Over time, the stones 

erode and become less and less legible.  The cemetery was locked, but Pit had gotten the key 

from the authorities.  It was fairly overgrown and many of the stones were already deteriorated. 

9-Jul Borken:  Home of Franziska Rosenbusch Speier, my maternal grandmother and the prior five 

generations of the Rosenbusch family. 

There are two Jewish cemeteries that served Borken, the old, in service from the mid-16
th
 

century, 7.5 kilometers away in the farm village of Haarhausen and the new, in service from the 

late 19
th
 century, in Borken.  Many of the older cemeteries we saw were a distance from town.  I 

understand that these locations were those that were affordable for the Jewish community.  The 

idea of going 7.5 kilometers, especially in winter, with some probably on foot, must have been 

quite arduous for the mourners, their friends and their family. 

We arrived in Borken on Shabbos, so the cemeteries were locked.  With no flexibility to 

schedule for another day, I had no alternative, so with Pit standing watch, I scaled the fences at 

each of them and took pictures of graves.  We ended up making two trips to Haarhausen, as the 

first was aborted because we were not sure how the farmer working near the gate would react to 

my gate climbing.  Haarhausen had many graves, but, as we found at most cemeteries, the oldest 

stones were badly deteriorated.  The stones in the new cemetery were in excellent shape, 

including those of my great grandparents, Joseph and Johanna Kander Rosenbusch.  A few 

stones were overgrown with thorny shrubs which made taking photos a painful experience.  
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Other than that, the cemetery was very nicely maintained.  This was odd: do the caretakers think 

that no one wants to see who is buried in those graves? 

.                       

8 [translation of the German] Here rests my dear husband, our good caring father Josef Rosenbusch, born 12 

Feb 1854, died 15 Jul 1924 

9 [translation of the German] Here rests in peace our dear mother Johanna Rosenbusch, born Kander, born 

16 Sep 1861, died 13 Oct 1936       

 

10 The overgrowth made it hard to read some gravestones 

In town, we tried in vain to find my motherôs house.  We knew the address, but the street 

numbering system changed after the war, so we couldn't find it.  We had a picture of what I 
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believed to be their home and walked the neighborhood looking unsuccessfully for houses that 

matched. We found some senior citizens who remembered the Rosenbusches but not the Speiers. 

 

мм aȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻ ǿŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘΦ   

Continuing our quest, we went to the village hall to find old village maps.  They did not have 

them, but referred us to a local researcher who ended up having the information
2
. 

My goal in finding the exact location is to commission placement of memorial Stolpersteine
3
. 

                                                           
2
 After note:  The Speier home was razed in 1971 and stood exactly where we spoke to the senior citizens. Below are 

photos, obtained post-trip by Pit from Heinrich Broz, an archivist in Borken, taken in 1971 at the homeôs address, 

proving that the original photo was taken at the Speier home: 
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While at the village hall, the manager of the archival records was very nice and provided copies 

of several family birth and marriage records including the birth certificate of my grandmother. 

 

12 Birth Record, obtained at Borken Village Hall, of Franziska Rosenbusch, my grandmother, born 

11 Oct 1893 signed by her father. On the upper left are annotations from 1938 and 1949. Here is a 

rough translation: 

Borken, December 27, 1938th 

According to §2 of the second regulation for implementing the Law of 17
th

 August 1938 (Reich Law 

Gazette, page 1044) on control of the family name and first name approved December 23 1938 

effective 1 January 1939 the adjacent person assumed the additional name Sara
4
. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
3
 Literally stumbling blocks.  These are bronze memorial paving blocks placed in front of the former homes of 

victims and survivors as reminders so that passersby will  always remember.  See http://www.stolpersteine.com/ for a 

description of this project of artist Gunter Demnig. Also see figure 15 for an example.  In each town there are 

volunteers who keep the blocks clean and polished. 

4
 In August, 1938, The Reich Minister of the Interior decreed that all Jewish men residing in Germany and bearing 

names not recognizable as "Jewish" must adopt the middle name "Israel." Jewish women were required to take the 

middle name "Sarah."  Note the annotation that the name adoption was voided in 1949. 

http://www.stolpersteine.com/
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The registrar representative 

Hahn 

 

Borken, 2 March 1949. 

The preceding marginal note of 27th December 1938 is deleted. 

The registrar 

Riede:  home of Johanna Kander Rosenbusch, my great grandmother, and the prior five 

generations of the Kander family. 

Riede is a tiny village.  The Riede Jewsô dead were buried in the Obervorschütz Jewish 

cemetery, 12.5 kilometers from Riede.  

There is a new memorial to the Riede victims of the Holocaust and Jewish Community.  In 

describing the Jewish communityôs contribution to village life it mentions Aron Kanter (one of 

the various spellings of the name), my 3
rd

 great grandfather, who was an alderman of the village.  

Pit was involved in the establishment of the memorial.  Aron Kanterôs large house still stands, 

adjacent to the memorial. 

 

13 Memorial  Tablet 

In honor of the persecuted Jewish citizens and to the admonition and memory of the victims of National Socialism. For 

many centuries the Jewish community was a vital part of our community and was extinguished in a short period of 

National Socialism. 

Jewish fellow citizens lived in Riede from the 17th to the 20th Century. They were merchants and traders. There was an 
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" Israelite"  education system in the 19th Century  Mr. Aaron  Kanter  was a " community member", which has the same 

importance as today's town council member. 

 

At least eight native fellow Riede citizens were killed in concentration camps. These are: 

(Hanette) Scheunchen Ferse nee Kander, Bernhard Schlesinger, merchant, Nathan Heinemann, Hedwig Heinemann, 

Louis Kander, cattle dealer, Recha Kander nee Grünewald, Rosa Frankenberg nee Kander, Julius Heinemann, Merchant 

[Of  the eight, four  were Kander family members.] 

 

10-Jul Melsungen:  Home of Ilse Stern Beissinger, my motherôs first cousin, and the prior generations 

of the Stern family.  Ilse was one of the few members of my motherôs family that I knew.  She 

and her husband Heinz left Germany and made Israel their home shortly after Hitler came to 

power.  Yet, they still loved Germany and after the war they summered each year in Melsungen 

and stayed with Ilseôs familyôs close friends and old neighbors, the Reinemund family. 

Pit unexpectedly arranged a nice visit with the Reinemund family. We saw Dr. Gerhard 

Reinemund, son of Ilseôs friend, and his wife and son.  Sadly, I didnôt get to meet his mother as 

she had passed away earlier that year.  The Reinemunds were gracious hosts and quite fond of 

their old Jewish friends. They spoke warmly of their annual visits.  Their college age son studies 

history and was outspoken on the horrors of the Nazis.  Hopefully his interest and outrage is 

representative of his generation of Germans. 

Obervorschütz:  The Obervorschütz Jewish Cemetery was used by the Jews of several towns 

including Riede and Gudensberg.  It is large and in reasonably good condition.  Luckily Pit had a 

chart of the cemetery so we could find some of the graves of interest. 

    

14 Documentation of the Obervorschütz Cemetery prepared by a local researcher 
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11-Jul We traveled this day from Melsungen in Hessen to Neuwied in Rheinland-Pfalz. We made one 

stop in Polch. 

Polch: This was the home of Leo Hoenigôs  mother.  Leo is one of my genealogy collaborators, 

related by marriage, who wrote an extensive genealogical history of many Jewish families in this 

part of Germany.  He suggested visiting his cousins Heinz Kahn and Inge Kahn.  Both in their 

late 80s, they were warm and gracious hosts. They are Holocaust camp survivors, Heinz of 

Auschwitz; Inge of Theresienstadt.  Heinz was in the underground effort at Auschwitz.  Their 

families returned to Germany after the war as their fathers were confident such a horror could 

never again happen there.  They had not met before the war, but apparently Inge had known of 

Heinz and ñhad her eyes on him.ò  They met in Germany after their return and married.  Heinz is 

a retired veterinarian and currently coordinates the care and administration for 100 Jewish 

cemeteries in the Koblenz region.  He told us of the growing Jewish community, mostly from 

Russia, with little training in Jewish traditions.
5
 

12-Jul Neuwied:  Home of Samuel Aron, my great grandfather and the prior 4 generations
6
.  

Our guide in the city was Rolf Wüst, the head of Deutsch-Israelischer Freundeskreis Neuwied 

(Neuwied German-Israeli circle of friends). He has led the effort in gathering information on the 

Neuwied victims of the Holocaust and installing Stolpersteine (see footnote 
3
 on page 13) in the 

former Neuwied Jewish neighborhoods.  Rolf is a retired English teacher.  He was a warm, 

enthusiastic and knowledgeable guide. 

 

15 A Stolpersteine placed in the pavement in front  of the home of my great grandfatherôs second cousin in 

                                                           
5
Afterword:  Janet Isenburg, another descendant of this region, who was also introduced by Leo Hoenig sent me the 

following note after reading that we visited the Kahns: ñI donôt know if you noticed a huge, very old armoire in the 

Kahnôs foyer? It belonged to Heinzôs family. When he came back after the war, he searched all over for it and 

finally found it in a neighborôs barn. The neighbor insisted it was his and that it had been in his family for 

generations. Heinz said ñItôs mine and I can prove it.ò He then opened a secret drawer and produced Kahn family 

photos. Thatôs how they got the piece back.ò 

  
6
 The family took on the Aron name in 1846 when the French under Napoleon controlled the portion of Germany 

west of the Rhine River. Up until this time the Jews used no surnames but were identified by their fathersô names.  

For example, Samuel, son of Salomon would be known as Samuel Salomon.  The French required that they use self-

selected surnames.  My 3
rd
 grandfatherôs sons became Salomon and Süssmann Aron.  We have a copy of the name 

change register from Gemünden which clearly lists each Jew and their names before and after the change. Hopefully 

the archives hold such documents for Neuwied and the other villages. 




