
Looking back on 175 years of the Arbenz family association 

68th General Assembly on 9 June 2024 in Andelfingen 

 

At the beginning of the 19th century, there were 22 Arbenz families in Andelfingen. Lindenmüller 

Johann Ulrich Arbenz (L44), born in 1801, mayor and cantonal councillor, had been working on a 

family tree of his ancestors from the Lindenmühle for several years. He had succeeded in tracing it 

back over 7 generations to Jaggli Arbenz, born around 1596, the founder of the line from 

Lindenmühle and Haldenmühle (L1). In June 1849, he invited all living male Arbenzs from this family 

tree to the Gasthof Löwen. There were 10 participants at this first meeting, 4 had excused themselves 

and others with the name Arbenz did not belong to the Lindenmühle family tree and were therefore 

not invited at all. The following was decided at this memorable meeting: 

1. Those present confirmed the accuracy of the family tree. 

2. They decided that it should be continued. 

3. They founded a family fund with an initial balance of 244 francs. The fund was financed by annual 

contributions of 1 franc from male members and 20 centimes from unmarried female members; in 

addition, a deposit had to be made for special events: 

5 Fr. on the marriage of a son 

2 Fr. 20 on the marriage of a daughter 

2 Fr. on the birth of a son and 

1 Fr. on the birth of a daughter 

Obviously the birth rate or the interest rate was correspondingly high, because at the second meeting 

3 years later, on 24 March 1852, the fund already amounted to 1,089 francs! 

This continued with meetings every 2, 3 or 4 years, each with 6-10 participants, until the 8th meeting 

on 22 May 1870, which was entitled ‘Catastrophe at the Lindenmühle!’. Something unthinkable had 

happened: Miller Jakob Arbenz, the son of the founder of the association, who was also the mayor 

and treasurer of both the local savings bank and the family association, had speculated on the stock 

market and embezzled money from both the bank and the family fund. He was sent to prison for 6 

years. The family fund got off relatively lightly and lost around 400 francs, leaving the association's 

assets at 2,815 francs. The local bank was rescued by the newly founded Zürcher Kantonalbank. It 

was therefore less of a disaster for the association than for Jakob's family, who was the single father 

of three children (see the novel ‘Ein Schwarzer Freitag’ by Peter U. Arbenz). 

The minutes of this crisis meeting sounded very sober, without exclamation marks, and recorded the 

following resolutions: 

1. The association will not be dissolved. 

2. A new treasurer (quaestor) is elected. 

3. The annual subscription for 1869 is to be collected retrospectively from the members. 

4. The family fund does not file a lawsuit against Jakob Arbenz - he seemed to be shown a lot of 

goodwill, but four years later he was expelled from the association for non-payment of the 

membership fee (!). Footnote: He was in prison! Humourless Arbenz family? 



So the association continued to run in an orderly fashion, with meetings every 3-4 years and always 

the same topics: The state of the fund and the investment of funds. 

In 1892, the fund totalled over 8,000 francs and it was decided that something could eventually be 

spent. From then on, the intention was to donate 

- 100 francs annually to the oldest male member 

- 50 francs to the oldest female member 

- and the same amount again for members in need of support. 

Nevertheless, the fund exceeded the sum of 10,000 francs around 1900. It should be noted that 1 

Swiss franc was worth around 10 times more than today, i.e. the fund was worth around 100,000 

francs. The 26th and last association meeting for almost 20 years took place in 1916, due to World 

War I, the Great Depression and a lack of board members. The association did not meet again until 

1935. And that's when the idea arose to finally include all other family branches that did not come 

from the Lindenmühle in the association and to amend the statutes accordingly.  

This happened at the memorable 28th meeting on 13 June 1937 in the “Löwen” Inn in Andelfingen 

(photo on our homepage). Of course, 37 participants meant a new record. The new, present-day 

family association was born. It was immediately decided to combine the next meeting with a trip to 

the Aosta Valley - this was planned for September 1939. We all know why this could not take place: 

the Second World War had broken out. It was to take another 10 years before this visit to our 

Valdostan relatives finally materialised in 1949. 

In 1946, it was decided to establish a family archive, provisionally with the president. 

In the following years, there were regularly 70-80 participants.  

In 1957, discussions began with the Zwicky von Gauen Institute for the inclusion of our family in the 

new Swiss Surname Book. In 1963, a loan of 10,000 francs was granted for this project. Two years 

later, a six-member commission was formed for this purpose. 

In 1965, a relief fund of 1,000 francs was set aside from the general funds for members in need of 

support. 

The first contacts with our American relatives were also made at this time. 

At an extraordinary general meeting in January 1967 in Zurich, it was decided to publish the Zwicky 

genealogy as a private edition. A further CHF 5,000 was authorised for this. In addition, it was 

estimated that the proceeds from sales would be 5,000 francs and donations 6,000 francs, totalling 

16,000 francs for this genealogy. 

The 40th General Assembly took place on a Saturday in September 1967 in Lausanne, followed by a 

trip to the Aosta Valley. We spent the night at the Hotel Edelweiss in Breuil-Cervinia, the same hotel 

run by the Neyroz-Arbenson family that we will be staying at this year. Some of the participants hiked 

back to Zermatt over the Theodul Pass on Monday. 

At the 1969 meeting in Winterthur, the hope was expressed that the genealogy could be delivered 

the following year. At the 43rd meeting in 1973 in Zurich, a sample of the new genealogy was 

published for the first time. 

At the 44th conference in 1975 on the Gurten in Bern, ‘it is hoped that the publication of the 

genealogy is not far off’. 



At the 45th conference in 1977 in Oberrieden, under the leadership of the new president, my father 

Max, the minutes were typewritten for the first time. No more illegible but mostly beautiful 

handwriting! Honorary President Prof. Carl Arbenz-Wettstein was delighted to announce that the 

genealogy was now in the bookbindery. It was actually published in the same year after 20 years of 

preparatory work! In 1981, our files were handed over to the Winterthur city archives, where they 

are still stored today. 

To celebrate the 50th General Assembly, it was held in 1987 in Gressoney-la-Trinité in the Aosta 

Valley, with over 50 participants! 

In 1990, a provision of CHF 15,000 was made for the costs of a future genealogy supplement, which 

was planned for the year 2000. The association's free assets now totalled only 13,000 francs (as a 

reminder: Ida Brieger-Arbenz's legacy of 45,000 francs was earmarked for the relief fund and was not 

available for other expenses). 

In 1995, the film ‘Devils don't dream’ about Jacobo Arbenz Guzman celebrated its premiere at the 

Locarno Film Festival. The following year, the Arbenz Association invited members to the cinema in 

Zurich, where the film was also shown. 

To celebrate our 150th anniversary, the 1999 AGM was held for the fourth time in the Aosta Valley, 

this time in Champoluc, where we hiked from Gressoney via Alpenzù and Col Pinter. The meeting was 

attended by no less than 50 people and a sample copy of the second volume of our genealogy was 

presented. The costs of this book amounted to no less than 45,000 francs, of which 11,000 alone 

were spent on the research work of Mr and Mrs Koller. This was well worth it, as it unearthed 

numerous clues to our origins. Our coffers were now virtually empty and it was doubtful whether the 

association would be able to offer lunch for free again at the next AGM. 

The volume was published as planned in 2000.  

In 2007, we launched our own website. 

At the 61st AGM in 2009 in Lenzburg, the hitherto last amendment to our statutes was adopted: The 

relief fund was cancelled and its assets of CHF 60,000 were added to the general assets of the 

association. In 160 years, only one person had to be supported. Adopted children with the name 

Arbenz would now also be able to become members. And the admission fee of CHF 30 was cancelled. 

In 2012, our electronic family tree went live on the Internet at www.myheritage.com. 

This brings us to the year 2024, when we publish Volume III of our genealogy, another milestone.  

The fact that this association still exists after 175 years is by no means a matter of course. The 7 years 

younger Kreditanstalt/Credit Suisse certainly didn't make it. We owe our survival to family members 

who have made a special effort on behalf of the association, by this I mean above all our late 

Honorary President Prof. Carl Arbenz-Wettstein, but also thanks to the loyal members who have 

supported us time and again with donations and attended our conferences. 

Unfortunately, I am only cautiously optimistic about the future: with a few exceptions, we have not 

succeeded in getting young people interested in our family association. Our funds will be exhausted 

in 10-12 years if we do not take countermeasures. But I don't want to spoil our joy of celebrating, 

there have always been solutions, even if it means a twenty-year break in activities due to the global 

situation. We can be proud of our origins and the cohesion in our widely ramified family, which has 

been confirmed once again by the work on the third genealogy. 

 

Peter Arbenz-Lehmann (B 99), 9 June 2024 


