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A diary tells the story of the Tennenbaums’ escape
from Europe and the architect who made it possible.
While going through her late mother’s belongings, historic preservationist

Nancy Finegood opened an old war-era trunk and found a diary that would alter

her family history.

In its pages was an extraordinary

account: Renowned Detroit architect

Albert Kahn had played a vital role

in saving her family during World

War II.

Kahn, a Jewish, German-born

architect widely hailed as the

“architect of Detroit,” sponsored her

grandparents, Arthur and Piroska

Tennenbaum, along with their 9-

year-old daughter, Ilonka (Helen),

as World War II raged in Europe.

Although Finegood was familiar

with her family’s escape from

Europe — and understood that her

grandfather had briefly worked for

Albert Kahn Associates — she had

never been aware of Kahn’s quiet involvement.

“I’m grateful that Kahn’s sponsorship made it possible for
Arthur, Piroska and my mother to build a successful new

life in Detroit.”

— Nancy Finegood
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“I knew that he worked for Albert Kahn,” says Finegood, 72, of Berkley and a

member of Isaac Agree Downtown Synagogue. “He was very proud of the work

he did, but I didn’t know that Kahn had actually sponsored them to come to the

United States.”

Flight From Europe

Finegood describes reading her mother’s journal entry as “overwhelming.”

At the outbreak of World War II, the Tennenbaums were living a comfortable

life in Zurich, Switzerland. Arthur was a successful engineer with the

construction firm Heinrich Hatt-Haller AG, while Piroska was a homemaker.

The Tennenbaum trunk.
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By 1940, Arthur grew increasingly concerned about his family’s safety. Although

Switzerland was officially neutral, rumors circulated about Adolf Hitler’s plans

to invade. The following year, Arthur’s brother Richard — who frequently

traveled to the U.S. for business — encouraged Arthur and Piroska to find a way

to immigrate.

In her journal, Finegood’s mother, Helen, detailed the family’s escape from

Europe:

“I was not yet 8 years old [in 1941], when my parents told me that we would be

taking a trip from our home in Zurich to a small chalet in the French part of

Switzerland. My father settled us in a tiny wood cabin on the property of Swiss

peasants a safe distance from the Nazis approaching the borders.”

“Bombs began dropping across the border in France, so my father returned

from his duty in the Swiss army to take us back to Zurich. Soon after, the

family boarded a train to Spain, a terrible trip where we ran out of food and

then water. We then traveled to Portugal where we felt some semblance of

security and safety.”

“Twice we were scheduled to fly from Portugal to New York City on the Pan Am

Yankee Clipper, but lost our seats to ‘important officials.’ Our transit visa in

Portugal was running out when we received a phone call telling us to get to the

airport as three seats had become available. Finally, we flew to the Azores and

then to Bermuda, before landing in New York City.”

The Tennenbaums required two sponsors to immigrate to the United States. One

was Albert Kahn, an acquaintance of Arthur’s employer in Switzerland, who

agreed to sponsor the family and offer Arthur a position at his architectural firm.

The second sponsor was a remote cousin.
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The family arrived in Detroit by train in 1942. Their trunk was sent directly to

the Book Cadillac Hotel, where Kahn had arranged for them to stay while they

searched for a permanent home.

Just months after the Tennenbaums’ arrival, Kahn died in December 1942.

Building a New Life

In 1943, Arthur left Albert Kahn Associates to join the architectural firm Giffels

& Rossetti, which was engaged in vital war-related work at the time.

After the war, he contributed to the design of Cobo Hall, one of the major

highlights of his career and an opportunity made possible by Kahn’s earlier help.

Although German was spoken at home, Arthur and Piroska were adamant that

Helen learn English. She attended Central High School and went on to write the

popular “Teenage Sophisticates” column for The Detroit Jewish Chronicle in the

late 1940s.

Inspired by her family’s story, Finegood later became a founding board member

of the Albert Kahn Legacy Foundation, which honors the life, innovations and

global impact of the Jewish architect.

“I’m grateful that Kahn’s sponsorship made it possible for Arthur, Piroska and

my mother to build a successful new life in Detroit,” she says of the newly

uncovered chapter of Kahn’s deep but seldom-known commitment to helping

ensure the survival of Jewish families near and far.
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