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Rabbi Michael S. Beals     April 15, 2018 

Congregation Beth Shalom    Wilmington, DE 

Henry Kahn 

Hanoch ben Ahser u’Petzel 

May 26, 1923 – April 10, 2018 

 

 Henry Kahn died the night before Jews, all throughout the world, were 

commemorating Yom Ha Shoah, Holocaust Memorial Day.  Yom Ha Shaoh was 

established by Israel’s Knesset back in 1951.  They pinned the national day to 

remember the murder of six million of Europe’s Jews on the anniversary of the 

Warsaw Ghetto uprising – when Jews most dramatically rose up against Nazi 

tyranny.  It has always been interesting to me that the United Nations rejected 

that day for remembering the Holocaust, in favor of the day the Allies liberated 

the remaining inmates from Auschwitz.  I prefer Israel’s choice to remembering 

the Jewish uprising against Nazi brutality over the victimization of European 

Jewry, which only ended by Allied liberation. Henry’s life after the Holocaust 

continued to be a revolt against Nazi brutality and murder, as you will soon hear.  

But before I say more, I want to note two other local examples of Jewish revolt 

against Nazi brutality which occurred in the days between Henry’s death and 

today’s funeral. 
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 First, on Yom Ha Shaoah itself, at the downtown Wilmington statue 

commemorating the Holocaust, between the State and Country/City buildings on 

French Street, Congregation Beth Shalom’s Jillian Lipman, granddaughter of 

Holocaust survivor, Susan Spitzer, delivered a powerful message in front of many 

community members and leaders, including Wilmington’s Mayor Purzycki, 

Delaware’s Attorney General Denn, and Delaware’s Governor Carney, about 

fighting fascism in our own day.  And yesterday at Congregation Beth Shalom, 

Max Rosenthal became a bar mitzvah, twinning with a Holocaust victim named 

Max Gerstner.  Both young Max Rosenthal’s d’var Torah and Jillian Lipman’s Yom 

Ha Shoah address, give deeper resonance to Henry’s life and struggles, and should 

fill us with great pride and hope – that despite Hitler’s best efforts, Judaism is 

alive and vital in our people’s youth.  Perhaps by Henry’s efforts, and Holocaust 

survivors like him, who diligently and repeatedly told their story to various 

audiences, our youth have been able to build a dynamic and positive Jewish 

civilization – rising like a phoenix from the ashes. 

 Henry Kahn was born on May 26, 1923. He was the middle child born to 

Pessala and Lemeul Kokotek of Bendzin, Poland.  Henry’s older brother, Joe, 

affectionately Yosela, was born three years earlier, and is actually with us today.  

He spent a good deal of time sharing his own Holocaust story with me in 
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preparation for this morning.  I am indebted to him for his honest and keen 

intellect which still serves this active, bicycle-riding 97 year-old.  Alas, Rochela, 

Henry and Joe’s baby sister, along with their parents, perished during the Shoah.  

May their memories always be for a blessing. 

 Their town of Bendzin, Poland was steeped in Yiddishkeit.  Aside from the 

main synagogue, there were stiblach, smaller, more intimate places of Jewish 

worship, on almost every street corner.  And why not? Before the Holocaust, two 

million, or if-you-will, a full ONE-THIRD of the world’s Jewish population made 

their home in Poland. In their youths, both Henry, and his big brother, Joe, both 

belonged to Zionist youth organizations.  Many Jews in the period between the 

two World Wars, expressed their Judaism by joining organizations dedicated to 

the building up of the future State of Israel.  Joe belonged to the more religious 

Mizrachi Youth, while Henry belonged to the more secular Noar Ha Tsiyoni.  

Although only three years apart, these young men had completely different social 

circles.  But Joe told me theirs was a very close-knit family, where Shabbat and 

Kashrut were lovingly observed. And despite their differences and arguments, Joe 

and Henry always held by the phrase, “blood is thicker than water.” 
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 Henry was only a teen of 16 when the Nazi’s first invaded Poland, and the 

Nazis began their invasion right in Henry’s hometown of Bedzin, because it was 

the most southerly of Poland’s towns, and thus the first which stood in the way of 

the Nazi marauders. Originally Henry’s family, along with the other Jews of 

Bedzin, tried to hide in their cellars.  The Jews who took refuge in Bedzin’s 

synagogues were the first to meet their deaths, as the Nazis torched the 

synagogues and all who were inside. It was just a matter of time until the Nazis 

ferreted out the Jews in their cellars as well.  The story goes that Joe temporarily 

left the safety of their basement to see what was going on outside, and he ran 

right into the arms of awaiting Nazis who took Joe and threw him into a truck 

destined for the death camps.  The last time parents and son saw one another 

was as Lemeul and Pessala called out to their son, “Yosella! Yosella!,”  as he was 

taken away.   

 The list of labor and death camps Henry survived in the next six years 

confounds the imagination: Annberg, Blechmmer, the 120-mile death march to 

Gross Rosen, Speichingen, Dachau, and finally Buchenwald.  Many of these 

horrific experiences were shared by both Henry and his older brother, Joe.  In 

fact, Joe told me that Henry may have survived some of his ordeal because 

through an act of luck, in Blechmmer, Henry was assigned to the kitchen.  This 
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assignment meant not only did Henry not go hungry, but at risk to his own life, he 

smuggled food out to Joe and other family members at the same camp.  Joe 

shared with me that the death march was particularly horrific. In one of the worst 

winters in memory, dressed in nothing more than flimsy pajamas, Joe and Henry 

had to endure the butts of rifles, the constant threat of being shot for straggling, 

and bitter cold, with next to no food or water.   

 After Buchenwald, the Germans loaded up their Jewish prisoners in cattle 

cars, and after two weeks of traversing some of the same track in both directions, 

it became clear that the Germans were encircled by Allied Forces.  The Germans 

fled, and the Allies liberated the train.  Henry spent the next weeks hunting, in 

vein, for his brother Joe.  With blisters on his feet, and faint with exhaustion, 

Henry made it to Munich where he collapsed in a hospital.  He had heard moaning 

coming from the bed right next to his, but it took him days to summon the 

strength to actually sit up.  When he did, much to his surprise, in the next bed 

over, he found his brother Joe was the source of the moaning.  Their reunion was 

bitter sweet as they eventually learned that they were the only two people in 

their family to have survived. 
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 After the war, Joe relocated to Philadelphia to begin life anew.  Henry 

stayed behind in Munich, hoping to pursue a career in dentistry.  In 1950, thanks 

to HIAS, an organization which resettles refugees to this very day, Henry was 

resettled in Wilmington, Delaware – as close as HIAS could get Henry to his older 

brother, Joe.  Henry landed a job sweeping floors at the Delaware Luggage 

Company, and within three years, he was running the business.  Henry was 

exceedingly intelligent and driven.  He spoke four languages when he came to 

America: Polish, Yiddish, Hebrew, and Russian … and he was well on his way to 

learning his fifth: English. His most precious book was the little English dictionary 

he kept in his jacket pocket. 

 Edith Brenner was also newly arrived from Europe after the war.  Sounding 

a little bit like Dr. Ruth Westheimer, she belonged to a wonderful group of fellow 

emigres, organized by her generous Uncle Wolfe Muller and Rabbi Jacob Kraft. 

The young immigrants went out socially together and became like family to one 

another.  HIAS in Wilmington found Henry’s address and invited him to join this 

group of twenty-somethings. Edith remembers seeing Henry for the first time at 

the YMHA at 2nd and French – the social center for Jewish Wilmington in the days 

before the Siegel JCC in Talleyville.  Henry made a wonderful first impression on 

Edith.   He had beautiful blonde hair and blue eyes – a real Aryan. He was very 



P a g e  | 7 

 

intelligent although his English was bit rusty.  Henry and Edith took an instant 

liking to one another.  For their first date, Henry took her to a Chinese restaurant 

on Market Street.  Coming from war-torn Europe, the young couple loved to take 

in the lights and hubbub of Market Street in downtown Wilmington.  Henry 

worked so hard in order to have the money to show Edith a good time – she 

especially remembered a great German restaurant he took her to in New York 

City, and she loved when he took her to Rockefeller Center to see the Radio City 

Rockettes for their annual Christmas Show. 

 Henry wanted to marry Edith almost immediately, but she kept him 

waiting.  Finally, on Valentine’s Day 1952, Henry officially popped the question in 

Edith’s parents’ home and she accepted.  Henry even got her to agree to a date. 

On June 7, 1953, Edith and Henry were married at Adas Kodesch Shel Emeth.  

Rabbi Gerwurtz officiated.  They honeymooned in Niagara Falls, and spent their 

first year of married life living with Edith’s parents at 412 W. 22nd Street.  They 

spent the next 12 years living in Collin’s Park, New Castle County, before moving 

with what seemed like all the Jews to Brandywine Hundred in 1965.  The couple 

have lived in the Timber’s Neighborhood off of Naaman’s Blvd. for the past 53 

years. 



P a g e  | 8 

 

 The secret to Henry and Edith’s marriage was Henry’s absolute devotion to 

his wife.  He was strong.  He could fix anything, aside from anything having to do 

with electricity or plumbing – no one is perfect.  There were occasional spats.  

When they occurred, Edith would dramatically take her suitcase and threaten to 

leave – but the suitcase was always empty and she didn’t get too far past the 

front door.  Edith liked to keep things exciting in the marriage. The only thing that 

rivaled Henry’s devotion to Edith, was their mutual devotion to their children and 

grandchildren. 

 The birth of Edith and Henry’s first son, in 1956, was a joy in of itself.  But 

for Henry it represented so much more.  Lenny was named for Henry’s father, 

Lemuel, who died in the Holocaust.  Lenny marked the beginning of Henry’s effort 

to rebuild the family which Hitler had destroyed.  On American soil Henry would 

preserve the memory of what had been taken from him.  Henry and Lenny had a 

very close relationship.  Henry was Lenny’s wrestling partner.  Together they built 

the cellar for their home – how significant, as back in Poland, the cellar had been 

the last refuge against Nazi brutality.  

 Henry was Lenny’s movie date.  But it was never Disney flicks.  World War 

Two was ever-present in Henry’s life.  He took young Lenny to see films like 
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“Bridge Over the River Kwai” and “Tora! Tora!” – no Bambie, Mickey, or Herby the 

Love Bug for this young man.  Lenny’s childhood also including his father’s 

sayings, those pithy home-spun one-liners for living a better life, like “two wrongs 

don’t make a right,” or “You can NEVER find time to do it right the first time, but 

you can ALWAYS find time to do it right the second time.”  It was through Henry’s 

own love of playing softball that he was able to turn Lenny into a player.  If Lenny 

had one regret regarding his relationship with his father, it would have been how 

sparing Henry was in doling out praise.  When Lenny eventually challenged his 

father on this one point of parenting, Henry replied: “If I always told you were 

doing great, you would not have strived to do better.”   

And that striving to do better, that drive, was not only present in Lenny, but 

also in Lenny and Debbie’s three extraordinary children, Arielle, and the twins: 

Jared and Evan.   Although Joe was the more religious of the two brothers, Henry 

derived immense satisfaction seeing all three of his Wilmington grandchildren 

attend our local Jewish day school, the Albert Einstein Academy. Henry looked at 

his grandchildren’s attendance at the Jewish Day School as the ultimate victory 

over Hitler. Henry was present at all the AEA Passover seders and other Jewish 

events throughout the year.  Most important, Henry was a consistent Holocaust 

educator, telling his story to all of Arielle, Jared and Evan’s classmates.  The 
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notification of Henry’s funeral today and shiva, was shared with every current and 

former Albert Einstein Academy family. 

At university, Arielle chose to do a research paper on the Holocaust, and 

she worked very closely with her grandfather.  The college instructor gave her an 

A+, and was reportedly very moved by the research.  But  long before the college 

Holocaust project, she had been sharing her Judaism with her PopPop, like the 

many Chanukah menorahs she made at AEA. 

It was Edith who shared with me Jared and Evan’s propensity, as five-year-

old’s, for stealing their PopPop’s distinguished red-socks and then escaping from 

PopPop as he came hopping after them.  Like their father, the twins would also 

express their closeness to Henry through wrestling matches on the floor. Rumor 

has it Henry always let them win. Jared’s academic success at Indiana University 

made Henry so proud, as well his continuing plans to pursue law.  And Evan’s 

success in marketing gave Henry naches as well. 

Rochelle was the second child born to Edith and Henry, in 1958.  As Henry 

continued to rebuild the family taken from him, Rochelle was named for Henry’s 

baby sister, Rochella, who also perished in the Shoah.  Rochelle was extremely 

close to her father, and she felt that they shared very similar personalities.  
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Rochelle was bullied in school – shorter than everyone else, and with very striking 

curly blond hair, she stood out.  It was her cherished walks with her father, and 

his constant reassurance that she was, in fact, beautiful, which helped her survive 

what was a very difficult time in her life.  This is her most treasured childhood 

memory – those walks with her dad.  

Both Lenny and Rochelle also treasured their annual summer pilgrimages to 

the Catskills. Throughout the years they hit almost every major hotel: Tamerack, 

Brown’s, Neverlie, and Kutchner’s. It was a Jewish paradise.  They went horseback 

riding, canoeing,  hiking, and they caught every Borscht Belt comedian’s act.  

Rochelle remembers these trips all the way from earliest childhood to just before 

her first year in college.  And their mom, Edith, remembers wonderful vacations in 

Miami, staying at Uncle Mueller’s hotel.  She said that she and Henry were “water 

rats.”  They could not get enough of the beach and that Florida sunshine. 

And Rochelle’s husband, Michael, also appreciated Henry, and the feeling 

was mutual.  Like her father, Michael is very nurturing and loving, and she is sure 

that is what attracted her to her future husband.   Michael is very handy and 

would always help Henry around the house.  Henry would always want to pay 

Michael, and of course, Michael would never accept a thing, jokingly saying “you 
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can’t afford what it would cost you.”  They kept that running joke going all the 

way to the end of Henry’s life.  They were very close. 

And that closeness was shared by all three of Rochelle and Michael’s 

daughters: Olivia, Alexandra known to all as Ali, and Sophie.  The oldest and 

youngest, Olivia and Sophie, are both artistic like their PopPop.  In fact, Olivia 

makes her living as an Art Therapist.  And Olivia shared with her PopPop a passion 

for books. Olivia would give her PopPop books, like The Alchemist, which she 

thought he would like. 

All three of Rochelle and Michael’s daughters, independently of one 

another, devoted their university entrance essays to their PopPop. Above all else, 

they were inspired by his inner strength. 

A study conducted by the Conference on Jewish Material Claims Against 

Germany was published last week to coincide with Yom Ha Shoah.  It reported that 

22% of millennials interviewed said they had never heard of the Holocaust or not 

sure whether they had heard of it – twice the percentage of U.S. adults as a whole 

said the same thing. Two-thirds of those same American millennials surveyed could 

not identify what Auschwitz is.  These survey results were released in the same 

week Henry died.  For decades Henry told his Holocaust story to whomever would 
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listen.  Steven Spielberg’s Shoah Foundation recorded the story for posterity.  

Henry lived almost to his 95th year.  He made something of his life.  His death is sad 

but not tragic.  What IS tragic is that Henry and his generation are no longer here 

to give first-hand testimonial to what happened 70 years ago.  If we are going to 

say “may Henry Kahn’s life be for a blessing,” then we ALL are going to have to 

commit ourselves to learning and telling Henry, and his brother, Joe’s holocaust 

story, over and over again, to ensure that NEVER AGAIN means NEVER AGAIN! 

And now, of Henry Kahn, let us say zikaron l’baruch, may his memory be for 

a blessing, and let us all say amen. 


