There it was. My grandfather’s signature. I had never seen it before. It looked surprisingly
similar to my father’s. The next day the miracle happened again. I was holding a piece of
paper that was signed by my mother’s father. I had managed to stay dry-eyed yesterday,
but this was too much. My tears fell.
This could have not happened anywhere else in the world but at the International Tracing
Service Archives in Bad Arolsen, Germany. Both of my grandfathers died in concentration
camps along with my grandmothers. I never knew where any of them died and I still don’t
know when, but handling documents that they also held connects me in a way I never
thought possible.
The International Tracing Service Archives in Bad Arolsen, Germany were created after
World War II to house all the documentation pertaining to the camps, slave labor
factories, forced labor battalions, orphaned children, displaced persons camps, as well as,
survivor testimonies and post-war period documents. The ITS Archive stores 26,000
meters of various types of records within six buildings. The alphabetically and phonetically
arranged Central Name Index contains over 50 million reference cards with information
about 17.5 million people and is the key to the documents and correspondence files. The
Archive’s collection is unique in scope and significance. The ITS is responsible for
preserving historical records, processing tracing requests and making the Archive
accessible for historical research. An agreement was reached in 2006 to provide digital
copies of the entire collection to repositories in each of the 11 member international
commission. To date, only the United States, Israel and Poland have begun the transfer.
In August 2007, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum received the first
shipment of digital copies of ITS archival records. As of 2010, about 95% of the collection
has been transferred to the USHMM, Yad Vashem, and the National Institute of
Remembrance in Poland, including the incarceration documents, the Central Name Index,
and the Index on Displaced Persons and the complete collection of forced labor images,
and survivor testimony records. Records at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
are not available for individuals to view. You may write or email for information and digital
copies will be forwarded to you.
My whole experience began with a simple email. The first forty people to respond and
request a place on this trip would be part of history – the first group of researchers ever
allowed to directly access the ITS Archives. Before I knew it, arrangements were made,
airplane tickets were purchased and I needed to work overtime to make up for the week
I’d miss while in Germany.
We arrived on Sunday and our facility tour and introduction to the Archive started first
thing Monday morning. Accommodations were made for our group, such as special
computer access to their internal filing system and staff members from many departments
assigned to assist us in anyway they could. We were provided with hard copies of
documents at once and digital copies were burned to CDs and mailed to us.
The Archives asked us to submit names, so some of the initial research could be done
ahead of time. I had only my immediate family to research and by Monday afternoon they
already had information about my relatives. I asked my German-only speaking staff
assistant, if it would be possible for me to “see” the documents she showed me on the
computer. She kept assuring me that the copies would be on the CD-ROM. Luckily some
of our group spoke German, as she did not really understand what I was asking. I wanted
to actually SEE these documents.

Arrangements were made for me to meet with the
Head of the Concentration Camp Records Department
on Tuesday morning. Frau Geisler was waiting for me
with a stack of papers in a variety of colors. She spent
an hour with just me…while I handled and took
photographs of the documents pertaining to my
grandfather, Aladar Györi. She even provided me with
color photocopies. The next day, while I was shown
the file of my mother’s father, Istvan Schvarcz,
several other researchers joined us to see the originals
signed by their relatives.
I also found the Trace Document files for my parents, Zsuzsánna and Tamás Györi that
were created when they requested compensation from the German government after the
war. The only actual date of death I found for any relative was for my great uncle, Marton
Schvarcz. He died on February 20, 1945 in Dachau Concentration Camp.
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This week 42 genealogists are carrying out research at the
International Tracing Service (ITS) in Arolsen. They are in the
main Jewish name researchers from the USA, Australia, Israel
and Great Britain, who are compiling data on Holocaust victims
and survivors and are the first genealogists allowed to visit the
Archives. “This is the biggest group of researchers that has so
far come to the ITS in Arolsen”, says ITS Deputy Director Erich
Oetiker. “Opening the archives has already had a positive
effect, and is perceived as a valuable asset”.
As Gary Mokotoff explains, the ITS documents are a particularly rich treasure trove for
family historians. “The Nazis took away the names of six million Holocaust victims and
replaced them with numbers. It is our task to put faces to the names and give them back
their family tree. Here at the ITS, we can find valuable clues and information to fill in the
gaps”. Mokotoff, a leading Jewish genealogist, organized his colleagues’ visit to Arolsen.
The researchers currently working there also include people directly affected by the
Holocaust and next-generation descendants. “Knowledge about the fate of individual
people diminishes as it is passed from generation to generation, so genealogy is becoming
increasingly important,” says Mokotoff.
Even though copies of some of the ITS documents can be viewed in the USA or Israel,
says Mokotoff, the correspondence files between inquirers and ITS have so far not been
scanned and handed over. Original documents can be seen nowhere else in the world. In
addition, the staff in Arolsen has more experience with the data than anyone else, so “it is
worth the journey. I will urge more researchers to come to Arolsen. I’m extremely pleased
that there is now unrestricted access to the archives.”
My trip to Bad Arolsen was historic and life-changing for more than just the researchers, I
discovered. One of the most poignant conversations I had all week was with a young
woman who worked exclusively with the Concentration Camp records. She observed, with
tears in her eyes, “I always knew these records concerned real people, but I never knew
anyone really related to them. Until now.” I believe one of the ultimate goals of any
genealogist or family researcher is to enlarge our knowledge of our families and then
share what we have found with parents, siblings and children. One of my main reasons for

going to Germany was to provide my Mother with knowledge about the fate of her
parents. The information is spotty at best, but I think it has helped bring her some peace.
She now knows that her father survived until at least September 1944 and ultimately they
both died at Auschwitz. Not much, but after sixty years it seemed to have helped.

Copy of my maternal grandfather’s arrival at Dachau Concentration Camp
Istvan Schvarcz

My maternal
grandfather's home
address and
occupation.
He was 49 years
old.
He had brown hair
and was 163 cm
tall (5"4")
He spoke German
and Hungarian

He left Budapest on
29 June 1944
Arrived at Dachau
24 July 1944

I know from other
documents that Istvan
returned to Auschwitz
25 Sept 1944 and most
likely died there.

His signature

My paternal grandfather’s arrival document at Buchenwald Concentration Camp
Aladar Györi

My paternal grandfather's
home address and
occupation.
He was 51 ½ years old.

He had blue eyes, gray hair
and false teeth
My grandfather spoke
German, Hungarian, and
French

He left Budapest on
July 1, 1944
Arrived Auschwitz
8 July 1944
Arrived Buchenwald
16 July 1944

There is no other
documentation about
Aladar, so I can only
presume that he died in
Buchenwald.

His signature

