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Racheli Kreisberg 

My Grandfather Simon Wiesenthal
A Family Story to be Never Yet Told

Abstract

After his liberation from Mauthausen, Simon Wiesenthal, my late grandfather, was reunited 
with his wife Cyla Muller. They realised all too soon that all 89 of their relatives had been 
murdered. This is the notion we grew up with: “we have no family”. Over the years, I made 
multiple attempts to ask my grandparents about their family, but my notes remained almost 
empty. Upon the passing of Simon Wiesenthal, I renewed my efforts to explore our family 
roots and analysed personal letters and tombstones, as well as communicating with people 
sharing the name Wiesenthal and, most importantly, genealogy pals. This lecture focusses 
on the discovery of Simon Wiesenthal’s ancestors and their families. This search led to the 
establishment of a huge and robust family tree now shared with the public in various data-
bases, and a story to tell to all those who are interested in the man who dedicated his life to 
bringing Nazi criminals and their collaborators to justice.

I spent time in Vienna since I was a child and until the age of 38, until the passing 
of my late dear grandfather Simon Wiesenthal. I enjoyed quality time in this city 
with my late grandparents, Cyla and Simon, and became familiar with its cultural 
sites, among them the Jewish Museum of Vienna.

In 2010, I met Dr. Spera for the first time here in Vienna at the joint Austrian-Is-
raeli inauguration of a stamp carrying Simon Wiesenthal’s picture and his famous 
saying: “Justice, not vengeance”. 

Since the passing of my grandfather, I have been personally in touch with both 
Béla Rásky from the Vienna Wiesenthal Institute and with Danielle Spera from the 
Jewish Museum, trying to come up with ideas to commemorate the tenth anniver-
sary of Simon Wiesenthal’s passing.

We thought that it would be a great idea if I were to share with you my painstaking 
discovery of Simon Wiesenthal’s genealogy, including the 89 family members mur-
dered in the Shoah. Please bear in mind two things, one personal and emotional and 
the second more pragmatic:

From a personal perspective, we grew up with the clear notion that we have no 
family.

In genealogy, no family means ‘no one to ask’, ‘no personal letters’, ‘no graves to 
visit’, nothing.
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Part I: 1908–1945

My Grandfather Simon Wiesenthal.
A Family Story to be Told

On the first slide, you can see a picture of me with Simon Wiesenthal at the inaugu-
ration of the Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles on the left and a picture taken 
thirteen years later at my grandparents’ residence in the nineteenth district in Vien-
na, seven months before his death, on the right.

Birth in Buczacz, Galicia

Date: Born on 31 December 1980
Place: Buczacz, Galicia
Parents: Asher Hensel and Rosa Rapp

Simon Wiesenthal was born on 31 December 1908 in Buczacz, formerly Galicia, 
nowadays in the Ukraine, to Asher Hensel Wiesenthal and Rosa Rapp.

Simon Wiesenthal from Buczacz

In January 1961, 55 years ago, Simon Wiesenthal wrote a letter, one of many that he 
wrote in his life, to Mr. Kamerman from Kfar Ata, north of Haifa in Israel, stating 
that his parents lived in Buczacz and that his father was named Hensel.

13 Years Later

February 1992, Los Angeles. February 2005, Vienna.

Asher Hensel Wiesenthal Rosa Rapp

Simon
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Galicia, 1914

Galicia, officially the Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria, was in 1914 a part of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, and was bordered by the Kingdom of Poland and the 
Russian Empire: The town of Buczacz was located in the east of this territory, south-
east of today’s Lviv, the former capital of Galicia, at the time also known as Lwów in 
Polish and Lemberg in German.

Marriage 1936

In 1936, the 27-year-old Simon married Cyla Muller from Buczacz, born 1908
Simon and Cyla lived in Lemberg.

Lviv/Lemberg is the city where Simon lived with his wife Cyla Muller, also a 
Buczaczer, born in the same year.

Eliezer Muller Paika Dyck

Max Cyla Muller
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Unification with Cyla, 1945

Simon and Cyla were re-united in 1945 and, a few months later, my mother Paulinka 
Rosa Paika was born. My mother was named after her two grandmothers, Rosa Rapp 
and Paika Dyck, who were both murdered in the Shoah. In my mother’s naming, two 
of the 89 family members were commemorated.

Who were Simon and Cyla’s 89 family members who were murdered during the 
Shoah?

Eliezer Muller Paika Dyck

Max Cyla Muller

Asher Hensel
Wiesenthal Rosa Rapp

Simon Hillel

Paulinka Paika Rosa
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Part II: 1999–2005

In 1999, when visiting Vienna with my mother, I came equipped with ninety Pages 
of Testimony (POT) from Yad Vashem and hoped to return there with the complet-
ed files. Unfortunately, and surprisingly, we only managed to complete a little over a 
dozen. Even at the age of ninety, my grandfather still had a phenomenal memory, yet 
there was still only very little information.

Simon mapping his family in 1999

Simon had a brother, Hillel, who died as a child. His father died when Simon was 
seven years old. Simon stated that an uncle Seide was murdered in the Shoah and 
that an uncle or maybe a grandfather named David had emigrated to the United 
States.

Simon Wiesenthal (1908–2005)

Six years later, on 20 September 2005, Simon Wiesenthal died at his residence in 
Vienna, leaving behind a legacy for people to study and follow.

David Wiesenthal
USA?

Seide Wiesenthal
Murdered

David Wiesenthal
USA?

Asher Hensel 
Wiesenthal d. 1915

SimonCyla Muller

Rosa Rapp

Hillel

?
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Statement from US President George W. Bush, 2005

“Laura and I are saddened by the death of Simon Wiesenthal, a tireless and passion-
ate advocate who devoted his life in tracking down Nazi killers and promoting free-
dom. Simon Wiesenthal lost 89 relatives in the Shoah, yet he survived the death 
camps himself. He gathered intelligence to be used in war crimes trials and also 
passed on important information that led to the conviction of Adolf Eichmann. 
Throughout his long career, he relentlessly pursued those responsible for some of the 
most horrific crimes against humanity the world has ever known. Simon Wiesenthal 
fought for justice, and history will always remember him.”

The eulogy of the former president of the United States, George W. Bush, mentioned 
Simon Wiesenthal’s work and the fact that he had lost 89 family members but sur-
vived himself.

Brief 25. März 1963

“… all our family members have been murdered and we are left with no one …” 
(Simon Wiesenthal to Anne Weisenthal, 25 March 1963).

Simon Wiesenthal stated this again in a personal letter to Anne Wiesenthal in 1963, 
a letter that was brought to my attention when the historian Tom Segev explored my 
grandfather’s archive in Vienna while writing his biography. All I asked for were the 
personal letters my grandfather exchanged to persons he called his “cousins” and to 
people carrying the same last name.

For Immediate Release
Office of the Press Secretary

September 20, 2005
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Part III: Simon’s Uncles

With such sparse information, even a very simple research on ancestors and prede-
cessors is a difficult task, but we have some hints to start a genealogical research. 

Asher Hensel Wiesenthal from Skala, Galicia, Father of Simon Wiesenthal

We already saw this letter. The information I will add now is that the Wiesenthals 
were originally from Skala Podolska, a neighbouring town to Buczacz. This will be 
important in a few slides.

Search for Seide Wiesenthal
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Search Yad Vashem Database

The search for Zeide Wiesenthal in the Yad Vashem database reveals the POT record 
we entered in 1999 as well as another POT for the same person.
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Search for David Wiesenthal

14 January 1946
“… we learned that you are looking for David, Gershom and Asriel are dead … tell 
me about Morris Rapp from Skala.”
David Wiesenthal 
134, N. 35th Street
Brooklyn, NY
USA

Immediately after the war, on 14 January 1946, seventy years ago, Simon Wiesenthal 
communicated with David Wiesenthal from Brooklyn, New York, whom I men-
tioned earlier. David wrote that Simon Wiesenthal was looking for David, Gershom 
and Asriel. He stated that he was the David that Simon Wiesenthal was looking for, 
and that Gershom and Asriel were both dead. He asked Simon Wiesenthal to tell 
him more about Morris Rapp, who was from Simon Wiesenthal’s maternal side re-
lated to his mother Rosa Rapp.

A letter to Simon.

Census matches address of letter.
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David and Simon Wiesenthal (Skala)

David Wiesenthal is Simon Wiesenthal’s uncle. The picture demonstrates that they 
shared a lot of similarities. Over the years, Simon Wiesenthal was in close contact 
with David and his family in the United States. A few years ago, I met David’ daugh-
ter-in-law, Sandy West, in Florida.

Uncle David Wiesenthal

From David’s epitaph we learned that his father was named Shimon and thus Simon 
Wiesenthal, born in 1908, and was named after his late grandfather Shimon who 
passed away in 1906.

David Bessie Asher Hensel
Wiesenthal

Simon

David Bessie Asher Hensel
Wiesenthal

Anita Lilian Sidney West Arthur West Sandy 1916– Simon

Shimon ?
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1967 Wiesenthal New York Gathering

Gathering at the house of Arthur and Sandy West.
Helene collected names and took pictures.
 

Sandy used to host family gatherings in her house in New Jersey. My genealogy 
friend Helene Kenvin-Schwartz took the pictures.
There was an extraordinary similarity between Simon and Helen’s grandfather and 
grand-uncle. So far, however, we have not managed to prove the family relationship 
between these three men.

Front row (left to right): Samuel Wiesenthal (my great-uncle), 
Simon Wiesenthal, Jacob Wiesenthal (my grandfather; 
brother of Samuel). Back row (left to right): Benjamin 
(Boruch Kalman) and Edward Wiesenthal (sons of Samuel). 
Photograph taken at Wiesenthal familiy party in honor of 
Simon Wiesenthal (New York, 1967).

Front row (left to right): Ida Wiesenthal (wife of Jacob; my 
grandmother), Andrea Wiesenthal (granddaughter of 
Samuel; your grandpa; me (39 years ago!), Ethel Wiesenthal 
Schwartz (my mother). Back: Melvin Schwartz (my dad); 
Jeanette Wiesenthal (wife of Edward); Rose Wiesenthal (wife 
of Benjamin); Jacob Wiesenthal (my grandpa, directly 
behind yours). (New York, 1967).
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Search for Gershom Wiesenthal

A letter to Simon

14 January 1946
“… we learned that you are looking for David, Gershom and Asriel. I am David. Ger-
shom and Asriel are dead … tell me about Morris Rapp from Skala.”
David Wiesenthal
134, N. 35th Street
Brooklyn, NY
USA

Gershom Wiesenthal (Skala)

Tombstone of Gershom ben Shimon at Skala plot at Mount Hebron Cemetery, New 
York.

Both Gershom and Asriel are buried at the Skala Podolska Wiesenthal family plot at 
the Mount Hebron Cemetery in New York.
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Asriel Wiesenthal (Skala)

Skala plot at Mount Hebron Cemetery, New York. www.mounthebroncemetery.com

Family of Simon Wiesenthal

To sum up thus far, Simon, son of Asher, had four uncles (David, Gershom, Azriel 
and Zeide), only one of whom was still alive in 1946. He was the grandson of Shimon 
and Chanzie Wiesenthal.

Simon
(1908–2005)

Hillel
(1910–1923)

Shimon Wiesenthal 
(d. 1906)

David Gershom Asher Hensel 
Wiesenthal 
(1878–1915)

Zeide Azriel

Chanzie  
Silberroth

www.mounthebroncemetery.com
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Part IV: Simon’s Grandparents and Great-Uncles

Marriage record of Shimon and Chanzie

The marriage record of Shimon and Chanzie Wiesenthal reveals that they lived in 
Skala in house number 27. But the house had other tenants, too.

This is a typical marriage record recording the house numbers of the bride and the 
groom.

Shimon Wiesenthal

Asher Hensel

Simon

Chanzie Silberroth



160Racheli Kreisberg: My Grandfather Simon WiesenthalCO
M

IN
G 

TO
 T

ER
M

S

S: I. M. O. N.
SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

Who else lived in house 27?

Golde and Beile Wiesenthal also lived in house number 27. Golde married Israel 
Schwartz; Beile married Mates Weidenfeld.

How did I detect Mates Weidenfeld & Beile Wiesenthal

“As far as I can remember, there was another cousin Weidenfeld from Trembowla 
and Wasserman from Skala.”
(Simon Wiesenthal to Herman Wiesenthal, Ramat Gan, 1954)

I know so from personal letters. Simon wrote to Herman Wiesenthal about his cous-
in Weidenfeld from Skala.

Israel
Schwartz

Golde
Wiesenthal

Mates
Weidenfeld

Beile
Wiesenthal

Shimon
Wiesenthal

Asher
Hensel

Simon

Chanzie
Silberroth

Israel
Schwartz Golde Mates

Weidenfeld

?

Wasserman

Beile

?

Shimon

Asher

Simon

Chanzie
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The search for Weidenfeld was easy. Many Weidenfelds were murdered in the Shoah 
and their records can be found in the Yad Vashem database. On the left is a picture of 
Shlomo Weidenfeld near the grave of his mother, Beile Wiesenthal, the great-aunt of 
Simon Wiesenthal.

How did I detect Schwartz?

Abraham J. Schwartz wrote a letter to his cousin Simon Wiesenthal in which he stat-
ed that he kept in contact with some of the Wiesenthals. 

Shlomo Weidenfeld near grave of his mother Beile 
Wiesenthal.

Application of Moses Leiser 
Wasserman.
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From A.J. Schwartz to Alterman

Was Max Schwartz the son of Golde Wiesenthal and Israel Schwartz?

A family tree of Abraham Schwartz shows that Max Schwarz was his grandfather.

Max Meshulam bar Israel Schwart

When Merry and Danny went to the cemetery, they found Max Meshulam’s tomb-
stone on which it states that he is the son of Israel Schwartz.

Daniel Lawrence 
Alterman (born 1944)

Merrill Jane Alterman 
(born 1947)

David Schwartz
 (born 1947)

Li Wah Lai 
(born 1952)

Edward L. Rosenfeld 
(born 1945)

Nathan Daniel 
Alterman (1916–2003)

Phoebe Mae Schwartz 
Alterman (born 1920)

Celia Lavender 
(1897–1959)

Abraham J. Schwartz 
(1894–1970)

Clara Rosenstock
(died 1940)

Max Schwartz
(died 1931)
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Simon Wiesenthal and his second cousins

Abraham Schwartz and Simon Wiesenthal were thus second cousins, related 
through their grandparents Golde and Shimon Wiesenthal, and so were Simon and 
Max Mermelstein, the grandson of Mates Weidenfeld.

They survived and they kept in touch!

Israel
Schwartz Golde Mates

Weidenfeld

?

YehudaMax
Meshoulam

MaxAbraham

Beile

?

Shimon

Asher

Simon

Chanzie
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Part V: Simon’s Murdered Family

The information I have shared with you is accessible through the family tree I created 
with the use of the MyHeritage software. I currently have 42 records of murdered 
family members stemming from both families: Wiesenthal and Muller.

42 Murdered!
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Part VI: Simon Wiesenthal Remembrance Wall

https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100008144443679
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