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Old inherited pictures started my exploration in genealogy. After my parents died I 
inherited their papers and pictures. It took me two years to bring myself to go 
through them in the summer of 2017, but when I finally did so I realized how little I 
knew about my paternal grandmother, Frida Rosenthal. She died in 1965 when I was 
11 years old. As she lived near London and we lived in Nottingham, we didn’t see her 
very often. Her husband, my grandfather, died before I was born. My memories are of 
an old lady with a funny accent and old fashioned dress. I knew her maiden name, 
Rosenthal, but as I looked through some photos that my (also deceased) aunt had 
thankfully labelled, I realized that I knew absolutely nothing about her family. It 
seemed that she had several brothers and sisters, none of whom I had met or even 
heard of. Something about these photos, perhaps together with the weight that 
comes with being the oldest surviving member of a family, made me decide to learn 
more about my family history. 

In pursuing this goal I became thoroughly bitten by the genealogy bug and have 
greatly increased my knowledge of my family tree. The Rosenthals, however, have 
turned out to be the most interesting and far flung branch, and through them I have 
learned some history of which I was woefully ignorant and connected with living 2nd 
and 3rd cousins I didn’t know existed. Why was I so ignorant? Growing up in England 
I knew my dad’s family had come from Germany in the 1930s, but I didn’t know they 
were Jewish. My father tried to be more English than the natives and he didn’t seem 
very interested in family history. I knew he had cousins in Switzerland and several in 
the USA, but those were on his father’s side. It wasn’t until I visited a San Francisco 
cousin of his, when I was about 20, that I found out that his family was Jewish. This 
particular cousin was also more interested in family history than my dad and gave me 
some information on his family, but none on the Rosenthals. 

The photos I had inherited gave me the names of my grandmother’s siblings and 
their spouses. Perhaps most importantly I found the names of my great grandparents, 
Raphael Rosenthal and Antoinette Sonnenberg. While searching on ancestry.com I 

discovered that researching 
German Jewish records was 
going to be problematic. 
However, I did find an 1875 
marriage record for the 
couple and determined that 
he was from Bad Berleburg 

http://ancestry.com


and she was from Wetzlar, small towns in the North Rhine-Westphalia region of 
Germany. The record also had their parents’ names - so quite a treasure. I learned that 
German genealogical records in the 18th and 19th centuries were predominantly 
kept by the church, whereas Jewish records were kept in their own small communities 
by the local synagogue. Given the destruction before and during World War 2, 
burning and looting of synagogues by the Nazis followed by Allied bombing, many 
records were lost. A further challenge was that Jews in Germany didn’t adopt 
surnames until the first part of the 19th century. Before that someone might be known 
as Joseph son of David. However, I discovered the JewishGen organization dedicated 
to Jewish genealogy. They maintained a list of researchers (members) who 
specialized in particular towns and surnames. I contacted a number of them who 
listed Bad Berleburg and got lucky. One Israeli man had actually visited Bad 
Berleburg and copied records from tombstones and other local sources. He was able 
to share a number of Rosenthal records and we were able to build the Rosenthal line 
back to my 4th (or possibly 5th) great grandparents. So Bad Berleburg was the 
ancestral town for the Rosenthals for at least 4 generations - even if they weren’t 
called Rosenthal until the late 1700s. 

During this time period, Jews were only allowed certain professions, the most 
common of which was Kaufmann (literally buy-man) meaning merchant or peddler. 
However, as the 19th century progressed, the Jews gained more rights and became 
better integrated into German society. Many Jews, including some of my relatives, 
fought in the armed services during World War 1. Judging from my photos, by the 
end of the century the Rosenthals had become reasonably prosperous. My 
grandmother and her siblings were born in Bad Berleburg between 1876 and 1888. 
All of them moved away, unlike most of their ancestors. My job was to trace them and 
their descendants. Little by little I was able to do this and to understand the impact of 
the Nazi era on their lives. 

Ida, the oldest, married Eduard Goldberg. They both died in the 1930s, but all three 
of their children and spouses had to flee Germany. Two ended up in New York and 
Ohio, and one in Sao Paulo, Brazil. The family that came to Ohio was split up as they 
escaped Germany - their two young boys, born in 1932 and 1934, went to England as 
part of the Kindertransport, a mission that rescued 10,000 Jewish children from 
Germany in the months before the outbreak of war and housed them with volunteer 
families. Eventually they were reunited with their family in Ohio and one of the 
brothers eventually became a department chairman at Harvard Medical School. I was 
able to speak with him about his experiences. I was also able to identify and contact 
my previously unknown Brazilian 2nd cousin once removed, Ida’s great 
granddaughter, whose family is still in Sao Paolo. 



Anna Rosenthal, another of my grandmother’s elder sisters, was already widowed 
before the 1930s. With the help of her two sons, she was able to make it to England 
and then the USA, ending up in California. I was able to trace and talk to two of her 
grandchildren in California and North Dakota. 

Toni Rosenthal, the remaining sister of  my grandmother, was harder to track. I found 
out that she died in South Africa in 1963, but had no idea why she went there. 
Eventually, I was able to piece together that her daughter, with her second husband, 
moved to Cape Town before or during the war, so that made some sense. 
Unfortunately, I have not been able to contact any living descendants in South Africa 
to learn more. 

That leaves my grandmother’s two brothers, Sigmund and Julius. I couldn’t find out 
much about them, but one of my photos showed Julius’ house in Soest, another small 
town in North Rhine-Westphalia that I hadn’t seen associated with any other family 
members. I turned again to JewishGen’s list of researchers and found a Soest expert 
who actually had a story about the brothers from a book he had! The two brothers 
started a lighting factory business, Merkur, in 1908 in Soest that was very successful - 
it had 120 employees by 1933 and was the biggest employer in town. Julius was the 
managing director and Sigmund was the engineer. When the Nazis started their 
persecution of the Jews in the 1930s, Julius was forced to flee to Switzerland. 
Apparently when he heard he was going to lose ownership of Merkur he had a heart 
attack and died in 1939. Sigmund had died earlier in 1927. Local businessmen in 
Soest acquired Merkur under dubious circumstances and ran it until the 1950s. Julius’ 
son Kurt, who had escaped to Israel with his mother, Martha, managed to get 
reparations after WW2 and to regain control of his factory in the early 1950s. He ran 
the factory until his death in 1958. Merkur still exists today, but under different 
owners. 

Sigmund’s widow, Hertha, remarried Eugen Flegenheimer, and Sigmund and Hertha’s 
son, Hans, took the Flegenheimer name. The family escaped Germany and came to 
the US in the late 1930s, living in Seattle! Hans attended high school in Seattle and 
then went to MIT (he must have inherited his dad’s engineering genes). Sadly, he died 
at MIT in 1941, in his second year of college. 

I also used DNA to search for other branches of the Rosenthal family. Because the 
Ashkenazi Jews have been a culturally isolated community for centuries, there is a 
large degree of inbreeding - known as endogamy. In practical terms, DNA cousins 
who are Jewish will appear to be closer cousins than they really are. This is because 
the DNA that one shares with a match will probably have been inherited through a 
number of ancestral paths instead of the single path that is common among outbred 
populations. Nevertheless, I have had a couple of successes looking at my many 
Jewish DNA matches. In one case, I saw that a match had a couple of Rosenthal 



names as her direct ancestors. When I looked more closely, I saw that her oldest 
Rosenthal ancestor, Joel, had entered the USA through Baltimore in 1859 and that the 
ship’s passenger list included his hometown as Berleburg! When I went back to look 
at some of the birth, marriage and death information about Rosenthals in Berleburg I 
had received from the JewishGen researcher, I saw that Joel’s birthdate and wife’s 
name (Friederike) matched. Joel was the brother of my 2nd great grandfather, 
Joseph. Joel, at age 60, had brought his wife and children to the USA and intended, 
according to the passenger list, to go to Lincoln, Illinois. Unfortunately, Friederike 
died on the voyage, but indeed the rest of the family made it to Lincoln as 
documented in the 1860 census. Joel is listed as a merchant, but on his death 
certificate in 1869 he is a farmer, and some of his sons continued to farm in Lincoln. I 
can only conclude that the availability of land in the USA must have attracted him 
from Germany. I was able to track some of Joel’s children and their descendants as 
they migrated to neighboring states. 

My last Rosenthal success came from a good DNA match on 23andMe who listed Bad 
Berleburg as one of her ancestral birthplaces. I was able to correspond with her and 
ascertain that her grandmother’s maiden name was indeed Rosenthal. A bit more 
detective work enabled me to see how her grandmother, Emilie, fitted into my tree 
and solved a couple of loose ends. It turned out that Emilie was the daughter of 
Abraham and Veilchen Rosenthal. I had a record for Abraham’s birth and death in Bad 
Berleburg from the JewishGen researcher, but had not known how to connect him to 
my ancestors. Veilchen was in a photo taken in 1913 at the wedding of my 
grandparents. She was listed as the sister of my great grandfather, Raphael, who had 
died in 1906, but I had been unable to find out any information about her. Now I 
understood that Abraham and Raphael must have been brothers, and that Veilchen 
was Raphael’s sister-in-law (not sister), and was representing that generation of the 
family at the wedding, since both brothers were dead. Emilie and her husband 
unfortunately perished in the Holocaust, but their two children escaped to the USA 
and had families of their own. 

So now I know far more than I ever imagined about the family of my grandmother. I 
started with the goal of tracking the people in the photos I inherited, but now I see 
the family as representative of so many German Jewish families, spending the 1700s 
in small, self-contained communities, gradually becoming more integrated into 
German society during the 1800s and early 1900s and even migrating by choice to 
America. Then the cataclysm of Nazi rule that scattered them all over the world, 
finding any country that would take them in, or losing their lives in the Holocaust. I 
know that there are still more relatives and stories out there to be discovered.


