


Return	to	his	Laupheim	roots	

President	of	American	soap	company	“Dr.	Bronner’s”	visits	place	where	his	Jewish	family	once	lived	

	

By	Dominik	Prandl	

	

LAUPHEIM	–	Michael	Bronner	 is	 spending	 three	days	 in	 Laupheim	–	 in	 the	 town	where	his	 family	has	 its	

roots.	It	is	here,	on	Judenberg,	that	one	of	his	ancestors	started	making	soap	in	1858.	Around	1930,	when	

the	mood	turned	against	the	Jews,	part	of	the	family	managed	to	escape	from	Germany	in	time.	Today,	in	

the	USA,	the	fifth	generation	of	the	Bronner	family	is	still	producing	soap.	On	Friday,	Bronner	talked	about	

his	eventful	family	history	in	the	auditorium	of	the	Carl	Laemmle	high	school.	

	

Michael	Bronner	has	been	on	a	business	trip	to	London	in	the	last	few	days	–	on	behalf	of	the	Californian	

family-owned	company	“Dr.	Bronner’s”	of	which	he	is	the	president.	His	interest	in	history	was	the	reason	

behind	 the	 short	 visit	 to	 Laupheim.	He	 says	 that	 the	 family	 talks	 a	 lot	 about	 the	past,	 but	 there	 are	 still	

many	gaps.	

	

First	soap	factory	still	standing	
The	building	in	Laupheim	in	which	his	family	originally	founded	its	soap	boilery	is	still	standing.	Bronner	said	

to	the	“Schwäbische	Zeitung”	newspaper	that	it	is	a	very	powerful	and	profound	feeling	to	be	in	this	town,	

and	he	notes	that	the	people	have	been	very	hospitable.	“It	feels	like	coming	home.”	

	

This	is	Bronner’s	first	visit	to	Laupheim.	His	brother	already	paid	a	visit	here	ten	years	ago.	“It	is	important	

to	speak	to	the	next	generation,”	the	41-year-old	says.	He	hopes	that	his	story	will	be	more	interesting	for	

the	students	than	facts	from	history	books.	The	eleventh	and	ninth-graders	from	the	town’s	two	secondary	

schools	pay	particularly	close	attention	when	he	talks	about	his	Jewish	family’s	past.	The	41-year-old	speaks	

in	English;	Gero	Leson,	the	company’s	German	manager,	translates.	

	

Bronner	says	that	he	himself	was	not	raised	in	America	in	the	Jewish	faith	but	he	is	still	proud	of	his	Jewish	

heritage	and	wants	to	get	to	know	his	roots.	His	family	 lived	 in	Laupheim	from	the	beginning	of	the	19th	

century.	At	the	time	their	name	was	still	Heilbronner.	The	family,	which	lost	relatives	during	the	Holocaust,	

later	dropped	the	syllable	“Heil”	from	the	name.	The	soap	factory	opened	in	Laupheim	in	1858;	three	of	the	

founder’s	sons	subsequently	moved	to	Heilbronn,	and	set	up	a	soap	factory	there	as	well	in	1903.	

	

Bronner’s	 grandfather,	 Emanuel	Heilbronner,	 left	Germany	 in	 1929,	 shortly	 before	Hitler	 seized	power	 –	

partly	 because	 of	 a	 conflict	 with	 his	 father,	 and	 partly	 because	 he	 had	 already	 recognized	 signs	 of	

antisemitism.	 His	 sisters	were	 also	 able	 to	 flee	 in	 time,	 firstly	 to	 the	USA	 and	 then	 to	 Palestine,	 but	 his	

efforts	 to	 get	 his	 parents	 out	 of	 Germany	 came	 too	 late:	 They	 were	 murdered	 in	 Auschwitz	 and	

Theresienstadt.	

	

Escape	from	the	lunatic	asylum	
Bronner	 is	 especially	 animated	 when	 he	 talks	 about	 his	 grandfather’s	 life	 in	 the	 USA,	 recounting	 many	

anecdotes.	 After	 he	 emigrated,	 he	 was	 a	 keen	 advocate	 of	 breaking	 down	 rigid	 religious	 boundaries.	

However,	 after	 giving	 a	 lecture	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Chicago,	 he	 was	 interned	 in	 a	 lunatic	 asylum.	 He	

managed	 to	 escape	 and	 hitched	 his	 way	 to	 L.A.	 He	 continued	making	 speeches	 on	 the	 street	 while,	 at	

home,	he	manufactured	 liquid	 soap	 in	his	 bathtub.	When	he	 started	 giving	 the	 soap	away	on	 the	 street	

corner	to	his	listeners,	they	were	delighted	with	it.	As	a	result,	they	were	only	coming	to	see	him	because	of	

the	soap	rather	than	to	listen	to	his	visions.	So	he	decided	to	simply	print	his	philosophy	on	the	packaging	

of	the	Dr.	Bronner	soaps.	

	

These	soaps	were	highly	popular	in	the	1960s	with	the	hippies.	The	hippie	movement	around	Woodstock	is	

therefore	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 success	 of	 what	 is	 now	 the	 best-selling	 natural	 soap	 brand	 in	 the	 USA.	 The	

family-run	company	is	still	committed	to	social	projects	and	the	environment.	As	Michael	Bronner	describes	

it	today,	a	tragic	family	history	has	grown	into	a	triumph.	

	



Caption:	Tracing	his	 roots	 in	Laupheim	–	 for	 instance	on	 Judenberg	–	 is	a	moving	experience	 for	Michael	
Bronner	from	the	USA.	


