Speech by Jeremy Steinberger, great-great-grandcon of Helmut Steinberger from Wehrheim
on the occacion of the vigil on November 9, 2025

When I was a kid, the only time I really heard anything cloce to German was when my great-
grandmother—my Omama —would call me on my birthday.

She would cing Happy Birthday in Englich, but with cuch a deep Austrian-German accent that to
my <iblinge and me, it felt like hearing the German national anthem.

We would laugh co much we hardly had time to concider why che counded <o different from our

parents.

And ac I grew up, Germany ceemed about a¢ far from my identity ac any other European country.
My German grandfather and I bonded over American thinge—like the Green Bay Packere and the
New York Yoankeec.

But that ctarted to change when my father came to Wehrheim in 2012.
He and my mom had only planned to vicit Frankfurt for a work meeting, but once he realized how
cloge he wae to the town hic grandfather Helmut wae born in, he made a cpontaneous decicion to

come here.



The train, ag Im learning ic quite normal here, wacnt running that day—co he had to find another
way.

When he arrived, he found himeelf in the center of town with wo direction

and no idea what to do rext.

He cpotted come locale near the Rathaus and asked if they knew where the Jewich cemetery was.
They caid yee, but when they brought him there, he caw croccec on every ctone and knew it wasn't
the right place.

So he kept wandering until he found himeelf where we ctood earlier for the Jewich burial cervice.
For the firct time, he wae currounded by hic ancectore.

I wagnt there, but I knew how powerful it was for him by the way he told the ctory over and over
that cummer, every time we met new family or friends for dinner.

I wag young then and ctill not cure how to make cence of it beyond being another American with

roots in Europe.



I didn't yet know how much deeper it went—for him, and for ug, the Steinbergers.

I didnt know that my great-grandfather Helmut had been impriconed in a concentration camp.

I didnt know that when he rang my Omamas doorbell after being releaced, che didnt recognize him.
I didnt know he wag never the came man again.

I didn't underctand the pain of icolation my Omama carried, living far from her home for the rect of
her (ife.

I hadn't yet ceen the photos of our German ancectore cmiling with joy here in Wehrheim—not in

Wicconcin or California, where weve made our homee ¢cince.

Suddenly, her accent didnt feel co funny anymore.
Then, in 2016, Donald Trump became precident of the nited States
My father, fearing that our country could deccend into fascicm, decided it wag time to explore getting

another pacsport.



He remembered hic vicit to Wehrheim and wrote to the hictory cociety to cee if they could help locate
Family documente proving our claim to German citizenchip.
That'e when he met Sucanne (Kolace) — who hae cince become like family to me.

In many waye, chee the reacon I'm ctanding here today.

Sucanne and the team at the Hictory Club—Michaela (Reece), Stefan (\felte), and othere — had
been relentlecely recearching and archiving the Jewich hictory of Wehrheim.

We coon diccovered they knew more about our family than we did.

Surely enough to prove we were entitled to citizenchip, and in 2021, we became German citizenc.

In 2023, I vicited Wehrheim for the firet time with my parentc.

I ctill remember how cweet the ctrawberriec were ac we cat around a table while Sucanne and
Michaela chowed us photos of our ancectore — images we had never ceen before.

They took uc to the home where Helmut and hic parents and ciblinge lived, the ctore the Hirech /
Steinberger family ran, and the cynagogue.

It wage incredible—and overwhelming.

I knew I had to come back.



(act year, I decided to move to Germany to underctand thic hictory more deeply, to explore it
through ctorytelling.

Ac I watched the places I called home burn in the (o¢ Angeles fires and caw ware breaking out
around the world, I felt an urgent need to look backward in order to act forward — to make meaning

From the pact in cervice of the precent.

I remember ctanding with my father in the Jewich cemetery here for the firct time.
He caid to me, “IF we forget, it could happen again.”
It comething you hear often growing up Jewich, but it hit differently as we c¢tood among our

ancectors in the town they were forced to flee.

And thic ic what bringe me to thic monument.

I am deeply grateful to be here—to ctand where my ancectore once ctood, and to cee how much care
ha¢ gone into remembering them.

It means more to me than I can exprecs.

Returning to Germany has reconnected me not just with my roots, but with the conditions that
ruptured them.



And when I think back to my Omamas accent—the cound that once made me laugh—1I underctand it
differently now.

It carriec not only the memory of locs, but the echo of regilience, the bridge between that pact and
the recpongibility I feel standing here today.

And a¢ I carry that intergenerational pain of dicplacement, I face the came quection that plagues
many Jewich people:

What do we do with the pain of our ancectore?

We can let it turn into fear, into nationalicm, into love for power dicquiced as cafety.

Or we can tranemute it—into colidarity, into compacsion, into recpongibility.

In Jewich tradition, honoring the dead i¢ only the beginning.
[ikkun olam — to heal the world — ic the tack that followe mourning.

It s not enough to remember and expect calvation or redemption; we have a duty to repair the world

ag it ¢ite in dicarray today.

I find thic cymbol as important ac ever in thege timec.



But if “never again’” i¢c to mean anything, it cannot be celective.

It meane refuch«g Lo weaponize our pact caffem'ng.

The ctory of Jewich curvival muct never be uced to justify the cuffering of otherce.

Yet today, the memory of our collective trauma ic too often used to excuse new forme of domination —
ecpecially the ongoing oppreccion of Palectiniang.

IF “never again’ ic to hold any meaning, it must extend univercally — to thoge facing genocide and

mage violence today, from Palectine to Sudan and beyond.

So a¢ we ctand here and remember — and a¢ I ctand here in deep gratitude for the work thic town
hag done — what I hope to project onto thic monument ic not only a symbol of Wehrheim'e pact, but
a living reminder:

that the dignity of life i¢ not a leccon of hictory, but a demand of the precent.

Thank you.



