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30 Years of Synagogue Restoration in South-West-Germany  
(P 1) It's a great pleasure for me being your guest today and to speak to you on “30 years of synagogue restoration in South-West Germany”. My focus will be on Baden-Wuerttemberg as it has been the main field of my long time research activities on Jewish history. I won't be able to give you a complete survey. Please think of my lecture not as a scientific lecture but more as a personal report.

(P 2) Here is a map of South West Germany as an overview. I’ve marked some places with red dots. I will mention most of these places in my presentation.
What made me deal intensively with Jewish history, synagogues, cemeteries and other memories of Jewish history? 

(P 3) It was 42 years ago – in summer 1971 - that I visited Israel for the first time, when I still was a college student. Many more visits followed since then. On my first visit I met a couple at Kibbuz Yif’at, who invited me for coffee and cake twice weekly after my work at the Kibbuz was done. Rachel née Friedmann was a niece of Dr. Siegfried Ucko, who was the last Rabbi before World War II in Offenburg. Rachel told me much about the time, she had spent in Offenburg and the surrounding areas. In these days, as a student at the age of 17, I was deeply interested to learn more on Rachel's past. 

In 1975 Rachel and her husband asked me, if I would be willing to accompany them on a trip to trace her childhood life. For the first time after the Shoa Rachel wanted to visit Offenburg and a few surrounding villages, where she once had accompanied her uncle who had served there as Rabbi.  Her memories reflected the years before 1932, because this was when she emigrated to Erez Jisrael as member of a Zionist youth group. And now, 43 years later, she wanted to find out what had happened to the places of her youth. She brought with her an old Photo album, which her uncle Dr. Ucko was given when he left Offenburg in 1935. He had kept this album in his possession until his death. The Photos showed synagogues and people who lived in the area. For some of the synagogues these photos are unique, because no other photos exist.

And so I'll start my lecture with some synagogues we visited in 1975. I'll tell you the story of these buildings and what happened to them until today. After that, I'll give you information on some other important synagogue restorations in Baden-Wuerttemberg.

Tracing Jewish history in Offenburg in 1975 started with looking for the former synagogue, which existed since 1875 in a building formerly used as an Inn, the "Salmen Inn". (P 4) Rachel's photo album showed the interior of the former Synagogue and it showed also cantor Siegfried Schnurmann at the small organ.

(P 5) In 1975 the interior of the former synagogue had been used by a trading company as storage room for electric goods. I was later informed that the interior of the synagogue in 1938 was completely destroyed by SS men. Since 1940 the building was used commercially.

(P 6) From Offenburg we drove south to Kippenheim. Rachel's Photo Album had pictures of the outside and inside of the synagogue. A very beautiful building, built in 1850 when about 300 Jews lived in this town. The two towers on the west front of the building were very characteristic. 
(P 7) In 1975 we found a building which had been changed drastically with no evidence of the former synagogue. It had been used as a storage building for the "Raiffeisen-Genossenschaft", a cooperative providing farm goods for local farmers. 
After the demolition of the interior of the synagogue in 1938, the towers were torn down during the 1950s and some of the windows were replaced by brick walls. Instead of the original entrance there was a ramp covered with a roof. 
(P 8) We drove on to Schmieheim, since the 17th century a centre of Jewish life in this region. In the 1860s about 600 Jewish inhabitants lived there, half of the village population. Rachel showed me an old postcard with an interior and exterior view of the synagogue in Schmieheim. (P 9) What we found in 1975 was again a building which didn't look like the former synagogue. After the destruction of 1938, it stood empty for a while, and after the war a local industrial company moved in, started a manufacturing business and erected an office building in front of the former synagogue. 

(P 10) In Altdorf we made a similar experience. A picture of the Photo album showed the former synagogue in beautiful moorish style of 1868. There also existed a photo showing the women standing in front of the synagogue entrance. In 1938 SA men had destroyed the interior with axes and sticks. (P 11)  This building was used as a factory after 1945.

(P 12) We then visited a few more villages. In Ettenheim a leading national socialist in 1939 had transformed the former synagogue into his private home (P 13). 
(P 14) In Bodersweier the synagogue had been completely destroyed, only the photos reminded of the past.

You may well imagine that tracing the earlier life of Rachel deeply impressed and effected me. I was in the middle of my theology studies at Tuebingen University. After this experience I wanted to find out where once Jewish communities had existed and what happened to their synagogues, cemeteries, houses and businesses. For a couple of years I spent my free time travelling and searching South Germany, until in1987 and 1988 I published two books, one on Jewish history in Baden-Wuerttemberg, the other on synagogues in Baden-Wuerttemberg (P 15).

During these years, I met many others who had started to deal with local Jewish history. In 1978, the 40th anniversary of the Kristallnacht  of 1938 made people nationwide reflect about the past more closely. Church authorities invited their church communities to memorial meetings or services. Meetings of this kind had rarely happened before. In some places memorial plaques were installed, like for instance in Offenburg (P 16). And since then much has changed. People started to question their postwar behavior which had led to the neglect of the historic meaning of the former synagogues and their inappropriate use.
But I must emphasize, that we shouldn’t forget, that almost half of the synagogues were in 1938 or later completely demolished. For 60 of the 150 synagogues existing in Baden-Wuerttemberg before 1938 there was nothing left to be restored. Here I show you two examples of completely destroyed synagogues: Laupheim and Ulm (P 17).
Even after 1945 some synagogues were demolished despite the fact that they could have been saved. Here you have two examples:
(P 18) Muellheim’s beautiful synagogue was demolished in the 1960s (P 19-20). 
Bad Mergentheim’s synagogue was restored and again consecrated in 1946, but demolished around 1955 (P 21). 
Dozens of other synagogues were not completely destroyed in 1938 or demolished in or after the war, but they were substantially ruined by being partly demolished or radically altered.
So what has been happened in those places I first visited in 1975 with Rachel?  
(P 22) KIPPENHEIM.   In 1981 the former Kippenheim synagogue was officially regarded as cultural monument. Four years later the building was acquired by the community, followed by the complete restoration of the building, including the two towers. (P 23) The photos of Rachel's album were very helpful in displaying historic details. (P 24) The interior of the building was not completely restored but just preserved  -  this happened about ten years ago.

A new gallery was installed, but not the way it looked before 1938. Also the remnants of the wall and ceiling paintings were only preserved and not completely restored. A large historic photo of the former synagogue is now on display where once the Torah Ark used to be. This photo came from the album of Dr. Ucko. (P 25) Since 2003 the former synagogue serves as meeting place and cultural centre for Kippenheim with its focus on remembering the past and learning. And since 2010 people can visit an exhibition on the history and culture of rural Jewish communities in the surrounding of Offenburg.

(P 26) OFFENBURG.  A plaque was already installed in 1978, but only in 1997 did the community of Offenburg buy the historic synagogue. (P 27) Within the next five years the building was completely restored and now serves as a meeting place, offering concerts, conferences and meetings of all kind. Two exhibitions deal with the historic past; (P 28) democratic traditions, and the history and fate of the Jews in Offenburg.

(P 29) SCHMIEHEIM.  After the factory had closed down, there was no need of a cultural center in this village. The former synagogue was transferred into a dwelling house, the shape of the building still reminiscent of the former synagogue (P 30).

(P 31) ALTDORF.  The synagogue had been used by an industrial firm. 1998 a plaque was installed and the building was acquired by an artist couple. (P 32) At ground level – within the former prayer hall - they set up an exhibition hall. Above that level, where once was the women's gallery, they made their artist studio. On the uppermost level the couple has their private living space. The couple has a very positive attitude towards memorializing the origins of the building. (P 33) For instance on the annual "European day of Jewish Culture" all kinds of events take place in this building.

These few examples show that the restoration of former synagogues were organized in different ways in different places. There existed no generalized conceptor plan. The attitude was finding a reasonable way to make these former synagogues useful in a respectful way.

II

Other outstanding synagogue restoration projects have been undertaken in other areas of Baden-Wuerttemberg. I'll give you now information on some other important synagogue restorations in Baden-Wuerttemberg
(P 34) FREUDENTAL  (north of Stuttgart)  Freudental was once one of the most significant Jewish communities of Wuerttemberg. During the second half of the 18th century at some time more Jews than Christians lived there. A beautiful synagogue stood at the centre of the former "Judengasse" (Jews Alley). In 1938 the interior was completely destroyed by SA and SS storm troops. In 1955 the building was acquired by craftsmen who rebuilt the former synagogue according to their necessities. But the building's condition deteriorated.

In October 1979 just seven people (including myself) founded an initiative "Freudental Synagogue“ to preserve this historic building. The group got support from the society for Christian-Jewish Cooperation in Stuttgart as well as the headmaster of a local college and other interested people. In spring 1980 the mayor and the municipal council of Freudental also started supporting the synagogue initiative.

In 1981 it was possible to buy the former synagogue from the previous owner. At the same time construction work and restoration plans started. (P 35-36) Besides the restoration of the Freudental Synagogue the neighbouring buildings were developed as a guesthouse for 24 people plus meeting rooms for various purposes. (P 37) In January 1985 the whole building complex opened as "Pedagogical and Cultural Centre - former Freudental Synagogue". Within a few years this centre developed a whole range of seminars, workshops, exhibitions, lectures, theatre plays and concerts on a regular basic. (P 38). In 2010 the Cultural centre celebrated its 25 years anniversary.

(P 39) HECHINGEN.  Hechingen was a town with a very special Jewish history. For some time the Jewish Community was one of the largest in historic Wuerttemberg. Around 1850 there were even three synagogues. But as more and more families moved to Stuttgart and other bigger towns the Jewish community in the end needed only one synagogue. The interior of the building was destroyed completely in 1938 (P 40).

In July 1979 an association „Initiative Hechingen Synagogue" by interested people from Hechingen and outside Hechingen was founded. In the same year the synagogue of Hechingen was officially regarded as an important cultural monument. In 1981 the association bought the synagogue, and three years later the restoration started. (P 41) In November 1986 the former synagogue reopened. (P 42) During the following years the members of the synagogue association carried out special events as meetings, lectures, exhibitions and concerts. And so the former synagogue became an important cultural institution (P 43-44).

(P 45) BAISINGEN  Initiatives to save the synagogue in Baisingen started at the end of the 1980s. The building had been privately owned since 1940. Used as a storehouse and barn the owner broke a door into the wall next to the former Torah Ark.

In 1988 an association was founded to promote the restoration of the synagogue. Things went well because from the beginning this project had support from the town authorities and from several institutions.

The building was restored between during the 1990s. In November 1998 it started as a memorial site and a museum with a couple of events. (P 47) The restoration was on purpose incomplete. Showing not only the original building but also the wounds of the tragic past during NS times and after the war was the intention. Scars of destruction were kept visible also the barn door was not replaced.

Since then thousands of visitors come each year to see the synagogue and the museum.

(P 48) HAIGERLOCH  Also in Haigerloch the interior of the synagogue building was destroyed in 1938. In 1951 the synagogue passed into private ownership. The shape of the roof was changed; the roman arch windows were closed by brickwork. For some years the former synagogue became a movie theatre. Later a food market was there, and from 1981 until 1999 it was used as a storehouse for a textile company (P 49). 

In 1988, on the 50th anniversary of Kristallnacht  the discussion group "Former Haigerloch Synagogue" was established to develop a plan for the former synagogue. The town of Haigerloch bought the building in 1999. (P 50) Restoration took place between 2001 and 2003, resulting in a memorial site together with a museum displaying the history of the Jews in the Hohenzollern region. The roof has again its original shape, and some of the roman arch windows were opened again (P 51).

(P 52) The Opening of the former Haigerloch synagogue was on the 9th of November  2003, the anniversary of Kristallnacht. One year later an exhibition on "Traces of Jewish Life in Hohenzollern" was presented to the public. 
Finally I'd like to mention and to show you briefly a few more synagogue restorations in Baden Wuerttemberg.

(P 53-55) SULZBURG  The Synagogue of 1823 in mixed baroque and classicistic style, was demolished in 1938 and restored between 1977 and 1984. Now it’s a meeting place for the town and neighbouring communities.

(P 56-57) MICHELBACH AN DER LUECKE  Built in the mid 18th century with a characteristic barrel-vault, roman arch windows, demolished in 1938, nearly ruined by 1980. Renovated in 1983/1984 as "Center of Documentation of Jews in Franconia" with exhibitions and other events. Another restoration was necessary during the last two years because of water damage. Reopening was in May this year.
(P 58-59) HEMSBACH  You see a former Jewish community center consisting of synagogue, school, teacher's home plus a mikwe. Built in 1845. After 1945 dwelling building. Restoration between 1985 and 1987. Now a cultural center. The mikwe serves as a memorial site for the former Jewish community.

(P 60-62) WENKHEIM  Built in 1841 as the center for the Jewish community in Wenkheim with synagogue, school, teacher's home and ritual bath. Demolished in 1938. In 1983 a catholic school dean founded an association to preserve the synagogue building. The Restoration was between 1987 and 1992. The building serves now as a center for documentation and cultural events. Also the mikwe was restored.

(P 63-65) AFFALTRACH.  The building was the Center for the Jewish community since 1851 with synagogue, school, teacher's home and mikwe. Demolished in 1938. Thereafter used for makeshift lodging and storehouse. 1985 founding of an association to preserve the building. Restoration in 1987/1988. Since then "Center for Documentation of Jewish history in the Heilbronn region".  

(P 66-67) OBERDORF  Synagogue built in 1812. Demolished in 1938. After 1945 at first Catholic church, later storehouse. In 1989 an association to promote the preservation  of the synagogue bought the building and restored it during the 1990s. Since 1997 "Museum for the history of Jews in the East-Alb region".

(P 68-69) LEUTERSHAUSEN   Built in the 1860s. Sold to the political community a few weeks before the Kristallnacht in 1938. After the war the former synagogue was a can factory, a dwelling home, astorehouse, a printshop. The Restoration was during the 1990s. In 2001 the former Synagogue opened as a "House of Culture and Meeting”.

The final topic of my lecture will have the focus on a few ongoing projects. I must note that there exist other former synagogues and Jewish buildings that still could be restored like a private home in (P 70) Eichtersheim or a church in Merchingen. I'll mention the following still ongoing projects by just showing a few fotos:

(P 71-72) STEINSFURT  This former synagogue, built in 1893, was sold in 1937, then used as a storehouse. It is now being restored as museum on the history of Jews in this region.

(P 73-74) HORB  Since 1903 in this building was a prayer room, which was demolished in 1938. In the last two years the building and the prayer room are being renovated. The square next to the building is named after Rabbi Dr. Abraham Schweizer.
(P 75) HEINSHEIM  A very beautiful synagogue building of 1796 near Heilbronn. Until recently workshop of a craftsman. The building structure is in bad condition. An association has been founded some months ago to deal with the future of this former synagogue.   
(P 76-77) DUEHREN  A small synagogue, built in 1828 / 1830. In use only until 1877, since then barn and storehouse. We don’t know yet, what will happen to this building in the future, but we will take care of it. 
I hope you will have a chance to come to Germany to see these efforts to preserve the history of your ancestors. Thank you. 


