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Exposing the Jewish history of a medieval German town

SANDY BORNSTEIN
SPECIALTO THE CJN,
ROTHENBURG, GERMANY

Rothenburg ob der Tauber was a last-
minute addition to our itinerary on our
trip to Germany. After spending sev-
eral days in urban areas, we thought it
would be advantageous to investigate a
few countryside options. Almost every
story I read about day trips originating in
Frankfurt featured this picturesque medi-
eval town where “history comes to life.”
shared some of the online images with my
husband. To say we were intrigued was an
understatement.

We looked forward to driving through
one of the fairytale-like entryways to this
famous walled city with narrow cobble-
stone streets lined with half-timbered
houses with red-tiled roofs. I couldn’t
wait to be transported back to the Middle
Ages, and my husband was amenable to
my wish.

If time allowed, we could check out a lo-
cal bakery item called a snowball, visit the
Medieval Crime and Justice Museum, ad-
mire the architecture inside the wall and
participate in the Night Watchmen’s Tour

Rothenburg medieval gravestones inside the museum. SANDY BORNSTEIN

in the evening, which gives a good over-
view of the local history.

Even though we are well versed on the
restrictions placed on Jewish commun-
ities during the Middle Ages — as well as
the relentless persecutions, arsons, ex-
tortions and violent attacks — we didn'’t
anticipate finding any notable efforts to
keep Jewish history alive in the German
countryside. To our complete surprise,
the town did not attempt to conceal its
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less-than-stellar past. Instead, self-guid-
ed walking tour booklets written by Oli-
ver Gussmann, the pastor at the St. James
church, are available for visitors to piece
together Rothenburg’s unsettling Jewish
past, while posted signs memorialize each
historic site along the route.

Before our arrival, Robert Nehr, from the
Rothenburg Tourismus Service, became
aware of my extensive background in Jew-
ish studies and graciously arranged for my
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husband and I to be guided by a local ex-
pert on Jewish history, Lothar Schmidt.

Kapellenplatz (Chapel Square): the site of
the first Jewish quarter (ca., 1180-1350)

We followed Schmidt and Nehr to a
small town square, Kapellenplatz, with
two rows of parked cars in the middle of
the cobblestoned area that’s surrounded
by buildings. We stopped in front of a
building with a sign acknowledging the
presence of the first Jewish quarter. This
small Jewish community, which com-
prised approximately 10 per cent of the
town’s population, lived just inside the
town gate and had a synagogue, school,
community hall, mikveh and a cemetery.

Historical documents reveal that mem-
bers of this community held many pro-
fessions, including educators, bakers,
doctors, butchers and moneylenders.
Under the reign of Rudolf I of Hapsburg
(1273-1291), the Jews were forced to pay
a more significant tax to the emperor, in-
stead of paying a smaller fee to the region’s
noblemen. Many Jews chose to relocate,
to avoid this excessive monetary burden.
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DEMENTIA,
LONELINESS AND
SOCIAL ISOLATION

For people with dementia, loneliness can be one of the
most common and painful effects.

Over time, the ability of a person with dementia to
communicate may become worse, and interactions that
once seemed to come so easily may be more difficult.

As a caregiver or family member of the person living with
the dementia, you may feel like the fun activities you once
did together are now a distant memory. However, it’s not
for lack of trying on the part of the caregiver. We're wired
to do the same things with them that they once enjoyed,
and gently encourage our loved one to partake in those
activities...reading a book, watching a movie, going for a
drive. Except rather than getting a positive reaction, we’re
sometimes met with frustration or worse, indifference.

In my role as Executive Director at One Kenton Place,

an Alzheimer’s & Dementia retirement home, family
members regularly express similar frustrations to me.
“Mom was a voracious reader, now | give her a book
and she stares at the same page for an hour”. “Dad,
doesn’t play with his grandchildren anymore, in fact, he
gets angry at them when they get a little excited”. Or, the
one | hear the most often... “We have around the clock
caregivers, and they’re wonderful people, but aside from
assisting with the activities of daily living, they don’t
engage my mom/dad in any meaningful activities”.

Not alone, but lonely and socially isolated, so what can
you do?

Think about the person’s interests and design an activity
around it. Activities that reinforce past roles and achieve
something physically can have a positive impact. Think
about even simple tasks such as dusting or folding the
washing, kneading dough for baking, or drying dishes.
These kinds of activities can help people feel a sense of
achievement and encourage family bonds.

At One Kenton Place, our main goal is to improve the
quality of life of our residents and elevate their dignity.
Not only do we keep our residents constantly engaged in
meaningful activities, we are also privileged to watch our
residents experience remarkable transformations.

With engaging activities, personalized care and leading-
edge treatments, One Kenton Place provides the best of
everything for your loved one living with dementia.

KENTON PLACE

For excellent care, it’s the one.

onekentonplace.ca
647-932-7913

AYAN
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Ruth Dayan has almost two decades of experience working in the
healthcare industry, with a special focus in Alzheimer’s and Dementia
care. Her experience spans across all sectors of healthcare, including
the management and day-to-day operations of two large Long Term
Care homes. Ruth is a certified Long Term Care Administrator. She also
holds certifications in Quality Improvement Facilitation, Alzheimer’s and
Dementia Care (Montessori, GPA, Hush no Rush) and Lean Principles.

Jewish life in medieval Germany

Medieval architecture in Rothenburg. SANDY BORNSTEIN PHOTO
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In subsequent years, Jews were ac-
cused of ritual murder, assaulted dur-
ing the Rintfleisch Pogrom in 1298
and endured numerous violent at-
tacks between 1336 and 1342. A small
monument near the Blasius Chapel in
the Castle Garden memorializes the
Rintfleisch Pogrom and the memory
of the 450 Jews who took refuge in the
imperial castle and were burned alive
by their Christian neighbours. Dur-
ing the Black Death of 1349, the Jew-
ish community was destroyed once
again, and records indicate that it
was totally eliminated when Emperor
Charles IV gave the Jewish residences
to the town in 1350.

A nearby sign on the wall of Kapel-
lenplatz No. 5 recalls the life of Rabbi
Meir ben Baruch (ca., 1215-1293).
He was taught by some of France’s
most erudite rabbis and, in the mid-
13th century, witnessed the mass
burning of Jewish texts in Paris. He is
considered to be one of the last great
Tosaphists of Rashi’s commentaries
on the Talmud and a liturgical poet
whose poems were included in medi-
eval German machzorim.

From 1246-1286, Rabbi Meir’s
school in Rothenburg attracted Jew-
ish students who recognized his
exemplary scholarship. His influ-
ence extended well beyond the Ger-
man-speaking part of the world. From
Rothenburg, and later from a prison
cell in the fortress of Ensisheim in Up-
per Alsace, Rabbi Meir issued respon-
sa, answering pertinent questions
about civil and criminal law issues.
A collection of Rabbi Meir’s responsa
has been preserved to this day.

The exact circumstances surround-
ing his imprisonment and death
remain unsubstantiated. Schmidt
recounted one of the prominent
theories that Rabbi Meir’s unsuccess-

ful attempts to free himself, along
with a group of other Jews, from King
Rudolf’s grip led to his capture and
imprisonment. Accordingly, Rabbi
Meir died in his prison cell because he
put the financial security of his com-
munity above his own life, when the
Jewish community was asked to pay
a hefty ransom for his release, which
Rabbi Meir chose not to do.

Rabbi Meir Garden and the
Judentanzhaus

A short distance away, we stood
near the location of the 15th-century
Jewish community centre, which was
destroyed during the Second World
War, when nearly half of the town was
damaged by targeted bombings. In
the adjacent garden, a plaque recalls
the expulsion and murder of the Jews
from 1933-38. Embedded into the
perimeter wall are 10 14th-century
Jewish gravestones from the burial
ground referred to as Schrannenplatz,
which was originally known as Juden-
kirchhof. Later on, Schmidtled us to a
parking lot where the cemetery once
stood.

Judengasse: the site of the second
Jewish quarter

“The Jews’ Alley” was established
in 1371 on a former city moat in the
northern section of the city. We fol-
lowed Schmidt and Nehr along a
narrow, slightly winding cobblestone
street, where Jews once lived in sim-
ple houses.

They both pointed to more than a
dozen former Jewish homes built in
the 15th and 16th centuries. Lucki-
ly, these structures survived the war
and are undergoing various stages
of renovation. According to a sign,
“it is the only medieval quarter still

remaining within the boundaries of
German-speaking countries.” Unlike
other parts of Europe, where the Jews
were forced into ghettos, the Rothen-
burg Jews lived amongst their Chris-
tian neighbours.

In front of one house, Schmidt de-
scribed the work that is being organ-
ized by Kulturerbe Bayern to preserve
a two-metre deep mikveh in a vaulted
basement within a narrow two-storey
building. Many experts believe that
this early 15th-century ritual bath
is the oldest in Germany. Nehr and
Schmidt both anticipate a 2021 open-
ing date. Today, what remains of this
Jewish neighbourhood is a modest
stone plaque embedded into the wall
of a structure. The cemetery has been
replaced by a parking lot.

In the early 16th century, it was typ-
ical for southern cities in Germany to
expel their Jews. From 1520 to 1870,
Jews did not reside in Rothenburg.

Nineteenth and 20th centuries

The resettling of Jews in Rothenburg
coincided with the 1871 declaration
that Jews and Christians were equal
citizens. By 1910, the Jewish com-
munity had grown to approximately
100 members and was supported by
numerous communal organizations.
We walked to 21 Herrngasse, so we
could see the former location of the
Israelite Congregation.

Germany was filled with anti-Sem-
itic propaganda throughout the 1920s
and some of Rothenburg’s residents
were at the forefront of attacking their
Jewish neighbours. By 1933, only a
few dozen Jews remained.

When the National Socialists came
to power, the majority of the remain-
ing Jews heeded the warnings and
moved elsewhere.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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On Oct. 22, 1938, two weeks before Kristallnacht,
the Nazis rounded up the last 17 Jews and expelled
them.

Stolpersteine or stumbling blocks ; | ( : l , | O' Q

In Frankfurt, our guide had pointed out the con- C APIT AL M AN AG EM E NT

troversial plaques in the sidewalk that memorialize
victims of the Holocaust. During our tour, we saw
two along our path. When asked if Schmidt knew
how many there were in Rothenburg, he simply re-
sponded, “About 10.”

Rothenburg museum

Even though it was closed at the time, Nehr arranged
for a private visit to the museum, which is housed in a
former medieval Dominican convent. Our brief tour
was of the small Judaic collection, which was created
in 1993 to commemorate Rabbi Meir’s 700th birthday. | | |
We viewed a selection of ritual and ceremonial ob-
jects and a grouping of engraved 13th- and 14th-cen-
tury headstones from the Judenkirchhof. These burial

stones, along with the ones mounted in Rabbi Meir
Garden, were uncovered in the early part of the 20th

century. Disappointingly, the explanatory signage
was all in German.

Cemetery at Wiesenstrasse

Nehr helped uslocate a Jewish burial ground, which w h o kn ow w h a l
dates back to 1875, outside the town’s walls. Without

a key to the locked door, we glanced through an iron
gate decorated with a Star of David. A high white

wall protected this small plot of land in a residential
neighbourhood. Fading Hebrew and German words e own a n w
on grey headstones outlined the resting places of 46

Jews.

Preserving Rothenburg’s Jewish history t h e ow n i t
If Nehr had simply honoured my request to see a y u

sampling of Rothenburg’s historical and cultural

sites, our journey might have only focused on the

town’s fairytale atmosphere. By acknowledging my

particular interest in Jewish history, we were able to

witness a whole other side of the town.
Our ability to understand how Jews flourished and

perished in Rothenburg would not have been possible

without the dedication of locals who are committed

to retelling Rothenburg’s Jewish story. Gussmann, a

Protestant theologian, studied Judaism at Hebrew Grant Roebuck

University. He is determined to inform others about . )
the Jewish roots of Christianity and to make a per- CEO & Senior Investment Strategist

sonal contribution to peaceful Jewish-Christian re- Author of : A Short Book, Long On Financial Wisdom
lations. For over a dozen years, Schmidt has worked

with Gussmann, as well as others, to create a walking
tour and website.
When asked why Schmidt feels so compelled to
offer tours that highlight disturbing times in Roth-
enburg’s history, he stated, “I am motivated to give
visitors information about Rothenburg’s Jewish his-
tory so that people will remember and think about
Jewish life in a positive way, in contrast to what is Secutor Capital Management Corporation is a member of the Canadian

happening all over the world today.” m Investor Protection Fund (CIPF) and (IIROC) | 416-545-1015 | secutor.ca

Sandy and Ira Bornstein received a 24-hour com-
plimentary stay in Rothenburg. All of the opinions
expressed in this story are based on the author’s
experience.
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