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The Cohen and Bass families in Malmesbury (1915 to 1946) 

Abraham and Leah Cohen  

My maternal grandfather Abraham Sagenkahn (Avraham ben Elchanan HaCohen) was born in 

1884 in Salantai in the Kovno district Northwestern Lithuania then part of the Russian 

Federation. He emigrated to South Africa at the age of 17. On arrival, he shortened his surname 

to Cohen.  

In Cape Town, he met and courted my grandmother Leah Olswang born in 1890 who had 

emigrated with her parents from Shkud (now Skuodas). They were married with all due 

ceremony and many relatives in the old Gardens Synagogue in 1910. 

 

In this picture of Abraham Cohen and Leah Lily Olswang on the occasion of their wedding in 

the original Gardens Shul, Cape Town in 1910, Malmesbury men, Benzion Olswang is the 

blonde-haired man second left from the bride and Abraham Katz is seated extreme left in the 

front row. 

Abraham and Leah first settled on the farm Elandskop in Heilbron, Free State Province. Their 

first son Sonny and their daughter Berthe Cohen were born there. 

Abraham’s wife Leah’s brother Benzion Olswang was a successful cattle dealer based in 

Malmesbury. He begged his sister and her husband and family to join him there, as he was 

unwell and being a bachelor, needed someone to care for him. So, in 1915, Abraham and Leah 

moved with their two children to Malmesbury where two further sons, Nathan (‘Tony’) and Benny 

were born.  
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Benzion Olswang sadly died the following year, 1916, aged 42 years.  

The Cohens remained in Malmesbury where Abraham Cohen, became a popular figure in in 

the town and a respected merchant who also co-owned a flour mill.  

Then suddenly, in 

1925, ten years 

after settling there, 

Abraham Cohen 

sadly died – also 

at the same age of 

42, leaving Leah a 

young widow with 

four small 

children.  

She remained in 

Malmesbury, and 

the four children 

went to school 

and attended 

cheder in a 

building alongside 

the Malmesbury 

Shul which 

Benzion 

Olswang had co-

funded with 

Abraham Katz. 

This was the long 

article in the local 

paper describing 

Abraham’s 

sudden and 

unexpected death 

– and his funeral. 

He was only the 

third individual to 

be buried on the 

farm Rozenberg.  

(See his 

gravestone here 

Abraham Cohen 

Gravestone and 

on the cemeteries 

page) 

https://www.chol.website/communities/malmesbury/cemetery/Malmesbury%20r1%20g8%20-%20Abraham%20Cohen.jpg
https://www.chol.website/communities/malmesbury/cemetery/Malmesbury%20r1%20g8%20-%20Abraham%20Cohen.jpg
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This is one of Berthe Bass’s most treasured photographs, of her parents, Abraham and Lily 

Cohen with two of their four children, herself and brother Benny, taken outside the house in 

Malmesbury in 1924 or 25, shortly before Abraham sadly and suddenly passed away in 1925.    
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Nathan ‘Tony’ Cohen b.1915 

Nathan, though known as ‘Tony’ to many – but as 

‘Natie’ to his family, (b 1915) grew up in 

Malmesbury  and joined the Natal Mounted Rifles 

in 1941 with the rank of Trooper.  

He escaped a POW camp at Tobruk in 1942 and 

gave up the chance to become a Corporal so that 

he could go to Italy. There  in July 1944, he was 

sadly killed in action, near San Giovanni, by a 

shell exploding beside his armoured car while 

eating. Three of the four crew were killed. He is 

buried in the Florence War Cemetery.     

 

 

 

Berthe Cohen  

Abraham and Leah’s only daughter Berthe born 

at Elandskop near Heilbron in 1914, is pictured 

on horseback in Malmesbury circe 1932 – “ ‘n 

regte boerejoodin”  

Berthe, as we have seen, had, three brothers, 

Sonny the eldest who studied medicine and 

worked in Somerset West for many years; 

Nathan ‘Tony’ (who was killed in Italy on active 

service aged 28) and the youngest Benny, who 

emigrated to Israel with his wife Felicia and his 

two sons in 1964.  

 

 

Louis Bass  

The Bass family came from Lithuania via London, and first settled in District Six. Louis Bass 

who later married Berthe Cohen in Malmesbury, grew up in Cape Town and graduated in 

medicine at the University of Cape Town in 1932. In 1934, he was invited to Malmesbury to take 

up a locum position in the practice of Dr Harry Myers who was an ardent Zionist and planned to 

spend a year in Palestine. (The Myers and Bass families are still close friends) 
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As Harry Myers and his wife Dinah had virtually adopted Berthe after her father Abraham had 

suddenly died, it was only a matter of time before she met the young locum doctor. In December 

1936, Berthe Cohen of Malmesbury, and the young doctor, Louis Bass, married in the 

Malmesbury synagogue. Rev Samuel Kibel, came out from Cape Town to marry them.  

Berthe and Louis Bass first set up home in Sterkstroom, in the Eastern Cape, where Louis had 

taken up the post of district surgeon there just before they got married. They remained there 

until 1941 when Louis signed up. Berthe moved back to Malmesbury to be with her mother 

while Louis was in uniform from 1941-1946. After the War in 1947, Leah moved to Cape Town 

with her daughter Berthe and Louis Bass.  

David Bass, Louis and Berthe’s son got in touch, and sent this story and pictures of his Cohen 

and Bass family. He says of his parent’s wedding portrait: ‘In fact, nobody took a single picture 

at the wedding. After spending their wedding night in Cape Town, my parents bought a fresh 

carnation and trooped off in their wedding finery to a local photographer’s studio where this 

picture was taken.’  

David also sent this picture below, he says: In this picture taken 44 years after my parents 

wedding, at my own wedding in 1980 to Shelley Kibel in Cape Town, there are five people who 

were also present at my parents wedding in the Malmesbury shul in December 1936 
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At the back is 

my father 

Louis Bass’ 

elder brother 

Harry Bass, 

and my mother 

Berthe 

Cohen’s 

younger 

brother Benny 

Cohen. In front 

are Rev 

Samuel Kibel, 

(my wife’s 

grandfather 

who officiated 

at both 

weddings) and 

my parents 

Berthe and 

Louis Bass. 

Their wedding portrait hangs in the Malmesbury Museum, as does the wedding announcement 

which featured in the local newspaper. I have many photographs taken in Malmesbury, inherited 

from my late Mom’. Berthe pictured in later life.  

David said: My mother (pictured here in later life) grew up in Malmesbury and knew Julius 

Kretzmar very well. I got to meet Julius in Malmesbury 

when I drove my parents out there for the opening of the 

Museum in the old Shul building. I still have video 

footage of the event, and some footage of Julius’ 

speech. It was a scorching hot day and I still remember 

Julius prefacing his speech with “Hierdie sonnetjie 

brand nog warm in Malmesbury”) (this old sun still burns 

hot in Malmesbury”)  Incidentally, Benzion Olswang who 

part-funded the construction of the shul was my 

mother’s uncle.  And Rev Efron was still in his prime 

when I was born and officiated over my Brit Milah.  

[See the ‘Images’ page of the Malmesbury website for 

this amazing video which included the elegant Berthe with parasol giving some historic 

background, and taking David on a tour of the house they lived when she was a child, and the 

cemetery as well] https://www.chol.website/communities/malmesbury/    

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  

Story and pictures from David Bass, Cape Town June 2023.  

Edited by Geraldine Auerbach MBE, London June 2023.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  
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