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“[A]s we see so many of our World War II veterans coming to the twilight of their years, it is especially im-
portant for us to remember, to record, remind ourselves of how much that generation did on all of our be-
halves.“

U.S. President Barack Obama in Dresden, Germany, after visiting the Buchenwald concentration camp on 
June 5, 2009

“[For black soldiers], but especially those out of the South, Germany was a breath of freedom. [They could] 
go where they wanted, eat where they wanted, and date whom they wanted, just like other people.“

Colin Powell about his tour of duty in West Germany in 1958, from My American Journey (1995)

Until recently, the story of the African-American civil rights movement has been told largely within 
the context of American history. Our research project and digital archive shows how Germany 
emerged as a critical point of reference in African-American demands for an end to segregation 
and for equal rights.

From as early as 1933, African-American civil rights activists used white America‘s condemnation 
of Nazi racism to expose and indict the extent of Jim Crow racism at home and to argue that “sepa-
rate“ can never be “equal.“ America‘s entry into the war allowed these activists to step up their 
rhetoric significantly and to call for an end to segregation.

Drawing on the experience of soldiers stationed in Germany, these activists claimed that it was in 
post-Nazi Germany that black GIs found the equality and democracy denied them in their own 
country. Once the civil rights movement gained momentum in the late 1950s, black GIs deployed 
overseas became crucial actors in the civil rights struggle. By the early 1960s, sit-ins to integrate 
lunch counters were taking place not only in Greensboro, NC, but also in establishments on and 
around U.S. military bases in Germany.

After Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.‘s visit to Berlin in 1964, the rise of the Black Power movement, and 
Angela Davis‘s solidarity campaigns in both East and West Germany in the early 1970s, African-
American GIs only intensified their collaboration with German student activists to fight racism both 
in the U.S. military and in German communities.

Since 1945 almost 20 million American soldiers, along with their families and civilian employees, 
have served tours of duty in Germany, and about 3 million of those Americans have been African 
American.
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By giving voice to their experience and to that of the people who interacted with them, we will ex-
pand the story of the African-American civil rights movement beyond the boundaries of the U.S., 
hoping to advance a more nuanced and sophisticated sense of how America‘s struggle for democ-
racy reverberated across the globe.

Project Directors:

• Maria Höhn (Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY) 

• Martin Klimke (GHI Washington/HCA Heidelberg)

For further information, if you want to share your personal experience by contributing to our oral 
history collection or support our research in any other way, please contact us at:

mail@aacvr-germany.org

or visit us online at:

www.aacvr-germany.org
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NAACP HONORS TRANSATLANTIC RESEARCH PROJECT ON 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN GIS, AND GERMANY

Celebrating its 100th anniversary this year, the prestigious civil rights organization NAACP (the Na-
tional Association for the Advancement of Colored People) decided to present its Julius E. Williams 
Distinguished Community Service Award for 2009 to Maria Höhn (Vassar College) and Martin 
Klimke (German Historical Institute, Washington, DC / Heidelberg Center for American Studies, 
University of Heidelberg) for their research project and digital archive on “The Civil Rights Struggle, 
African-American GIs, and Germany” (www.aacvr-germany.org).

The award is named after the first national director of the NAACP Department of Armed Services 
and Veterans Affairs. Mr. Williams joined the civil  rights organization in 1966 and organized the 
Veterans Affairs Department in 1969. He served in World War II, the Korean Conflict, and Vietnam. 
His awards include the Legion of Merit Medal, the Soldier's Medal, and the Purple Heart.

The award recognizes an organization that has influenced broad service initiatives to develop vet-
erans and community service partnerships. It was given at the Centennial Convention of the 
NAACP scheduled for July 11–16, 2009, in New York City. The award presentation took place dur-
ing a private reception preceding the NAACP's Annual Armed Services and Veterans Affairs Awards 
Banquet on July 14. Speakers at the event included James T. Conway, Commandant of the Marine 
Corps and member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, as well as David N. Dinkins, the first African-
American mayor of New York City.

For further information on the NAACP's relationship to African-American GIs, see:
www.aacvr-germany.org/award

For press material concerning this project, please visit: 
www.aacvr-germany.org/press



4                                                                                       www.aacvr-germany.org

NAACP Julius E. Williams Distinguished Community Service Award Nominee 2009

The Civil Rights Struggle, African-American GIs, and Germany

A collaborative research project of the German Historical Institute (GHI), Washington, DC, the Hei-
delberg Center for American Studies (HCA), University of Heidelberg, and Vassar College, Pough-
keepsie, NY.

Initiated by Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke, this research project and digital archive 
(www.aacvr-germany.org) explores the connection between the establishment of American military 
bases abroad and the advancement of civil rights in the U.S. It investigates the role that African-
American GIs played in carrying the demands of the civil rights movement abroad beginning with 
World War II. Höhn and Klimke's initial focus has been Germany, which has been home to the larg-
est contingent of American troops deployed outside the United States for the past 60 years.

Since 1945 almost 20 million American soldiers, along with their families and civilian employees, 
have served tours of duty in Germany, and about 3 million of those Americans have been African 
American. By giving voice to their experience and to that of the people who interacted with them 
over civil rights demands and racial discrimination on both sides of the Atlantic, Höhn and Klimke 
are preserving and expanding the history of the African-American civil rights movement beyond the 
boundaries of the U.S. 

Their research project, which includes an oral history collection and a digital archive, has three 
main goals: 

• first, to gather historic material related to this important but little known chapter of the 
African-American civil  rights movement as well  as its connection to German history while 
preserving the sources in a digital archive; 

• second, to make these sources available worldwide and free of charge to scholars, teachers, 
students and interested parties around the globe; 

• third, to foster the growth of a community of individuals who are engaged in teaching and 
learning about the African-American civil  rights movement, its reverberations outside the 
U.S., as well as about the history of African-American GIs who were deployed in Europe dur-
ing and after the Second World War.
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Maria Höhn, an established scholar of the American military presence in Germany whose works 
are well known in North America and Europe, teaches German history at Vassar College. Her semi-
nal book, GIs and Fräuleins: The German-American Encounter in 1950s West Germany, published 
in 2002 by the University of North Carolina Press, was the first ever to address the experience of 
black soldiers in postwar Germany. 

Martin Klimke is a research fellow at the German Historical Institute, Washington, DC, and at the 
Heidelberg Center for American Studies (HCA) at the University of Heidelberg in Germany. A widely 
published historian on protest movements, his latest book, The Other Alliance: Student Protest in 
West Germany and the United States in the Global Sixties, will be published by Princeton University 
Press in 2009.

Höhn and Klimke are currently writing a history of the experience of African-American soldiers, ac-
tivists, and intellectuals in Germany in the 20th century entitled A Breath of Freedom: The Civil 
Rights Struggle, African-American GIs, and Germany which is forthcoming with Palgrave Macmillan 
in Summer 2010.

Their photo exhibition “The Civil Rights Struggle, African-American GIs, and Germany” is currently 
on display in both Germany and the U.S.

For further information about the project, the photo exhibition, the book, and the award, please 
contact:

Laura Stapane: mail@aacvr-germany.org

or visit us online at: 

www.aacvr-germany.org 

www.aacvr-germany.org/exhibition 

www.aacvr-germany.org/book

www.aacvr-germany.org/award  
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“The Civil Rights Struggle, African-American GIs, and Germany” / “Der Kampf um die 
Bürgerrechte, afroamerikanische GIs und Deutschland”

Until recently, the story of the African-American civil rights movement has been told largely within 
the context of American history. Only since the collapse of the Soviet Union have scholars shown 
how U.S. foreign policy concerns and the competition with the Soviet Union forced policy makers in 
Washington to support the civil rights agenda. What receives almost no attention in this Cold War 
interpretation, however, is America's involvement in Europe, and the role that the expansion of the 
American military base system and the encounter with Germans after WWII played in the unfolding 
drama of the civil rights struggle. Yet, by bringing a segregated Jim Crow army to military bases 
outside the physical boundaries of the United States, America literally transposed its racial conflict 
and its actors onto foreign soil.

This exhibition shows how Germany emerged as a critical point of reference in African-American 
demands for an end to segregation and for equal rights. From as early as 1933, African-American 
civil rights activists used white America's condemnation of Nazi racism to expose and indict the 
abuses of Jim Crow racism at home and to argue that “separate“ can never be “equal.“ America's 
entry into the war allowed these activists to step up their rhetoric significantly and to call for an end 
to segregation. The defeat of Nazi Germany and the participation of African-American GIs in the 
military occupation only strengthened their determination. Drawing on the experience of soldiers 
stationed in Germany, these activists claimed that it was in post-Nazi Germany that black GIs 
found the equality and democracy denied them in their own country.

Once the civil rights movement gained momentum in the late 1950s, black GIs deployed overseas 
became crucial actors in the struggle. By 1960, sit-ins to integrate lunch counters were taking 
place not only in Greensboro, NC, but also in establishments on and around U.S. military bases in 
Germany. Because military deployments to Germany usually lasted 2 to 3 years, African-American 
GIs were able to establish contacts and often friendships within neighboring German communities. 
Beginning in the early 1960s, black GIs started to collaborate with German student activists in 
places like Frankfurt and Berlin to support demands for civil  rights in the U.S. After Dr. Martin Lu-
ther King Jr.'s visit to Berlin in 1964, the rise of the Black Power movement, and Angela Davis's 
solidarity campaigns in both East and West Germany in the early 1970s, African-American GIs only 
intensified their collaboration with German student activists to fight racism both in the U.S. military 
and in German communities.

!
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By illustrating the untold story of African-American GIs and the transnational implications of the 
African-American civil rights movement, this exhibition hopes to advance a more nuanced and so-
phisticated sense of how America's struggle for democracy reverberated across the globe. It pre-
sents the first results of a joint research initiative of the German Historical Institute, Vassar Col-
lege, and the Heidelberg Center for American Studies at the University of Heidelberg.

Exhibition Schedule (Preliminary) - Germany & USA

Ramstein Air Base Documentary & Exhibition Center
May 29 – July 19, 2009

Verbandsgemeinde und Stadt Birkenfeld
August 31 – September 25, 2009

Berlin - Landesvertretung Rheinland-Pfalz
November 26 - December 22, 2009 

Munich - Bavarian American Center at America House Munich
February 21 - March 05, 2010

Mainz - University of Mainz
April 7 - 21, 2010

Augsburg - University of Augsburg
May 2010

Heidelberg - Heidelberg Center for American Studies (HCA), University of Heidelberg
Summer 2010

Amerikazentrum Hamburg 
Fall 2010

Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY
October 1 – 29, 2009

Further dates are currently under negotiation with the following locations and institutions:

Amherst, MA - University of Massachusetts
Lancaster, PA - Franklin and Marshall College
Newark, NJ - James Brown African American Reading Room at the New Jersey Public Library
Baltimore, MD - Reginald F. Lewis Museum of Maryland in Baltimore
University, MS - University of Mississippi
Berkeley, CA - University of California
Cambridge, MA - W. E. B. Du Bois Institute for African & African American Research, Harvard
University
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Ramstein Air Base Documentary & Exhibition Center
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Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY
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Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY

"A remarkable exhibition - subjugated histories that should emerge as central to 
our historical memories of transnational solidarities!“ 

Angela Davis
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African-American Civil Rights and Germany in the 20th Century

Conference at Vassar College (Poughkeepsie, NY)

October 01 - 04, 2009

Jointly organized by the German Historical Institute Washington DC and Vassar College (Pough-
keepsie, NY)

Conveners: Maria Höhn (Vassar College) and Martin Klimke (GHI Washington)

Made possible with the generous support of the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), The 
President's Office, Dean of Faculty, History Department, German Studies, American Culture, Afri-
cana Studies, International Studies, Art Department, Political Science, Development Office, AACV.

Participants: Kenneth Barkin (University of California, Riverside), Leon Bass (Philadelphia), Man-
fred Berg (University of Heidelberg), Angela Davis (University of California, Santa Cruz, emerita), 
Eve Dunbar (Vassar College), Mortiz Ege (Humboldt University of Berlin), Karl-Heinz Füssl (Techni-
cal University of Berlin), Katharina Gerund (University of Düsseldorf), Matt Herron (Taking Stock, 
San Rafael, CA), Hansjürgen Hilbert (Hilgert & Witsch KG, Krautscheid), Gerald Horne (Houston 
University), Andrew Hurley (University of Melbourne), S. Marina Jones (UNC-ChapelHill/GHI), Helma 
Kaldewey (Tulane University), Wilfried Kaute (Cologne), Christine Knauer (University of Tübingen), 
Peter H. Köpf (The Atlantic Times, Berlin), Daniel Lee (University of California, Berkeley), Brian 
Mann (Vassar College), Mia Mask (Vassar College), Joe McPhee (Poughkeepsie), Frank Mehring 
(Free University of Berlin), Quincy Mills (Vassar College), Maggi Morehouse (University of South 
Carolina, Aiken), Eli Nathans (University of Western Ontario), Christina Oppel (University of Mün-
ster), Anke Ortlepp (GHI Washington, DC), Rosemarie Peña (Black German Cultural Society), Peggy 
Pische (Vassar College), Dan Puckett (Troy University), Matthias Reiss (University of Exeter), Robert 
Sackett (University of Colorado), Christian Schmidt-Rost (Free University of Berlin), Alcyone Scott 
(Midland Lutheran College, Nebraska), Tyrone Simpson (Vassar College), Laura Stapane 
(Oldenburg/GHI Washington DC), Roland Stolte (Marienkirche, Berlin), Debra Tanner Abell (Pitts-
burgh), Harriet Washington (Rochester), Judith Weisenfeld (Princeton), KD Wolff (Frankfurt).
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The conference brought together scholars of history, literature and cultural studies from Germany, 
the U.S., and Australia to explore the links between the African-American Civil Rights Movement 
and Germany throughout the twentieth century. The pre-conference program started on Wednes-
day afternoon with a screening of the film “The Negro Soldier“ from 1944, directed by Stuart Heis-
ler, U.S. War Department, and introduced by Mia Mask. Subsequently, Leon Bass, a World War II 
veteran, gave a lecture, “Fighting in the Jim Crow Army: A Black Sergeant Remembers Buchen-
wald.“ As a nineteen-year-old, Bass served in the 183rd Engineer Combat Battalion, a segregated 
unit of the U.S. Army, and was among the soldiers who liberated the Buchenwald concentration 
camp in 1945. Born and raised in Philadelphia, Bass gave a moving recollection of his own strug-
gles with racism in the U.S. military during his training in the South, and of putting his life on the 
line for a country that did not deem him “good enough.“ He recounted how seeing the atrocities 
committed at Buchenwald led him to become an agent for social change upon his return to the 
U.S.

The first conference day began with a panel discussion, “Tracing an Untold History: Dr. Martin Lu-
ther King Jr.'s Visit to Cold War Berlin in 1964,“ chaired by conveners Maria Höhn and Martin 
Klimke. Höhn and Klimke introduced King's largely forgotten visit to the divided city of September 
1964, during which he visited the Berlin Wall, opened the city's cultural festival, delivered a ser-
mon to more than 20,000 West Berliners at an outdoor arena, and was awarded an honorary de-
gree by the Theological School of the Protestant Church. They also played audio excerpts of a pre-
viously unreleased speech Dr. King gave in East Berlin's St. Mary's Church at Alexander Square 
during the same visit. Roland Stolte further illuminated King's visit by discussing how Berlin Mayor 
Willy Brandt and Provost Heinrich Grüber facilitated it. Grüber, the former pastor at East Berlin's St. 
Mary's Church, had been an active opponent of the Nazi regime and had gained international at-
tention when he testified during the trial of Adolf Eichmann in Jerusalem in 1961.

The panel continued with a vivid eyewitness account by Alcyone Scott, one of King's interpreters 
during his visit, who detailed King's border crossing at Checkpoint Charlie without a passport and 
described the impact of his message of nonviolent resistance and hope during his sermon at the 
overcrowded St. Mary's Church. Discussing the primary and secondary sources related to King's 
visit, Laura Stapane explained the digital archive of The Civil Rights Struggle, African-American GIs, 
and Germany. The project, a collaboration of the GHI Washington, the Heidelberg Center for Ameri-
can Studies at Heidelberg University, and Vassar College, serves as a platform to make textual and 
audiovisual material (oral histories, images, films, etc.) on the relationship between the Civil Rights 
Movement, African-American GIs, and Germany available online and free of charge to increase 
scholarship and teaching on the global impact of the civil rights struggle. After this panel, the exhi-
bition “African-American Civil Rights and Germany“ was opened, which includes about fifty histori-
cal photographs and other materials from the digital archive, such as the guest book King signed 
in East Berlin, the full recording of his sermon, and a historical painting of “Dr. King and His Fam-
ily“ from East Germany.
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On the second conference day, Kenneth Barkin examined W. E. B. Du Bois's time at Harvard Uni-
versity and in Germany (1892-94), as well as his subsequent perceptions of the country, in a panel 
on “Transatlantic Journeys.“ Barkin argued that not his studies but Du Bois's everyday experiences 
in German society exercised the most influence on his position on racism in the U.S. and made 
Prussia seem like a “racial paradise.“ Karl-Heinz Füssl's paper focused on Black Mountain College, 
NC, established in 1933 and home to a number of prominent German and European refugees 
(e.g., Josef and Anni Albers). Fuessl described how, from its foundation, debates on whether to al-
low black students and faculty preoccupied people at the college and created a rift within the fac-
ulty, similarly dividing the European refugees. He argued that the campus integration project even-
tually failed at least in part because of the pervasive segregation surrounding the college commu-
nity. Harriet Washington subsequently explored the origins of prejudices against and stereotypes 
associated with black people from antiquity through to modern slavery, demonstrating how the re-
spective images and imaginations shaped the medical field and German scientists in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

Section II, “Black Soldiers, Germans, and World War II,“ started with Matthias Reiss's presentation 
on the experiences of German prisoners of war in the U.S. Reiss complicated traditional narratives 
by highlighting the ways in which the presence of these POWs in American society “helped to un-
dermine the legitimacy of racial segregation.“ According to Reiss, their ambivalent status was 
marked by the fact that their direct relationships with African-Americans, although temporary, were 
generally friendly. At the same time, white POWs enjoyed privileges in comparison to black GIs that 
allowed the latter to compare Nazi racial discrimination to their own discrimination in the US. 
Maggi Morehouse in turn emphasized the importance of Truman's Executive Order of 1948 to de-
segregate the U.S. military. Morehouse made the case for reframing the master narrative of the 
civil rights movement using this landmark policy decision instead of looking at the 1954 Supreme 
Court decision “Brown vs. Board of Education“ as the starting point.

Christina Oppel opened section three, “Debating Civil Rights on Both Sides of the Atlantic,“ with an 
analysis of the role Nazi Germany played in African-American discourse in the 1930/40s. In Op-
pel's view, African-American intellectuals not only used the analogy to fascism to charge the U.S. 
with hypocrisy, but also attempted to situate their struggle within the larger framework of human 
rights in the context of the Atlantic Charter and the formation of the United Nations. Christine 
Knauer then addressed German and African-American interactions and media representations of 
interracial rape in postwar Germany. Pointing to the crucial role of race in each case, Kana particu-
larly examined how these sexual assaults were characterized in official reports, political discourse, 
and the public debate. In the section's last paper, Robert Sackett explored the West German media 
coverage of U.S. race relations from 1949-67. Sackett noted how this discourse both on racial dis-
crimination and black militancy, especially from 1960 on, utilized Nazi Germany as a comparative 
frame for viewing the situation on the other side of the Atlantic.
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A keynote lecture by Angela Davis, “Between Critical Theory and Civil Rights: A Sixties' Journey from 
Boston to Frankfurt to San Diego,“ concluded the second day of the conference. Before an audi-
ence of over four hundred, Davis reflected on meeting her academic mentor Herbert Marcuse at 
Brandeis University, studying with Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer at the University of 
Frankfurt, and her visits to East Berlin in the 1960s and early 1970s. Underscoring the importance 
of Critical Theory and her experience abroad for her political coming-of- age as an African-American 
activist, she also recounted the personal significance the international outpouring of support she 
experienced during her trial and incarceration in the U.S.

Helma Kaldewey opened the next conference day and the section on “Bringing the Cold War 
Home“ with an examination of Louis Armstrong's Eastern European tour in 1965. Kaldewey fo-
cused on Armstrong's time in East Germany, his close relationship with jazz specialist and radio 
host Karl-Heinz Drechsel, and East Berlin's attempt to use jazz to its own political advantage in the 
propaganda wars of the Cold War. Based on his dissertation, Daniel Lee investigated the debates 
and official positions about relationships and marriages between African-American GIs and white 
German women both in West Germany and the U.S. Illustrating the staunch opposition to interra-
cial marriage by white segregationists, the differing opinions on it among African Americans, as 
well as its media representations and treatment in the U.S. military and by local German officials, 
Lee’s results once again showed how the presence of these couples influenced discussions about 
racial equality and civil rights in the U.S. up to the landmark 1967 Supreme Court decision “Loving 
v. Virginia.“

In section five, “Framing Civil Rights,“ Eli Nathans examined the radio and TV broadcasts conserva-
tive West German journalist Peter von Zahn made on the U.S. in the 1950s and early 1960s. Re-
vealing that the United States Information Agency (USIA) funded the first two years of these pro-
grams, Nathans argued that Zahn's sympathetic but critical broadcasts contributed to the liberali-
zation of West German society and fundamentally shaped the ways the racial situation in the U.S. 
was perceived. Frank Mehring investigated how the Marshall Plan re-education films in Europe 
propagated democracy, free trade, international cooperation, and a vision of multi-racial tolerance. 
Using the example of Georg Tressler's “Wie die Jungen sungen“ (1954), and directly referring to the 
civil rights struggle in the U.S., Mehring demonstrated how racial encounters among children of 
European and African background in an international school in Vienna are used to foster color 
blindness, integration, and the creation of a new, collective European identity.

The section “Jazz and Civil Rights in a Divided Germany“ opened with Christian Schmidt-Rost's 
analysis of the discourse on jazz in East Germany. Looking at jazz magazines and concert series, 
Schmidt-Rots traced the ways the political interpretation of jazz in East Germany changed from the 
postwar period to the mid-1960s and how it intersected with the civil rights struggle. Andrew Hur-
ley, on the other hand, scrutinized the jazz discourse in West Germany from the 1950s to the 
1970s on the example of Joachim-Ernst Berendt. Hurley demonstrated that Berendt, initially fasci-
nated with the musical qualities of jazz, came to view it as a tool for liberalizeing postwar West 
German society. 
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Berendt commented on the alliance between jazz and the civil rights movements of the 1950/60s 
and openly criticized the ideology of black power and black nationalism at the beginning of the 
1970s, regarding it as fascism. This presented another illustration of the German past overshad-
owing the perceptions of the civil rights struggle.

A roundtable on “Expanding the African-American Diaspora“ concluded the conference day, focus-
ing on lacunae in scholarship. Judith Weisenfeld proposed several areas that require closer exami-
nation: the religious dimension, e.g., links between Germany and Black Caribbean Moravians, 
some African-American artists' appropriation of European culture as African-American culture, or 
the history of the Women's Auxiliary Corps's history in Germany. Matt Heron described his life as a 
photographer during the U.S. civil rights movement, his support of SNCC, as well as his project, 
“National Archive for Civil Rights Movement Photography,“ which underscores the crucial role of 
visual representations for both the domestic dynamic and transnational attraction of the civil rights 
struggle. Sara Lennox called for more interdisciplinary and transnational work, emphasizing the 
need to use the categories of “race“ and “whiteness“ in the German case. Gerald Horne seconded 
the call for more interdisciplinary studies and suggested closer cooperation between African-
American Studies and German Departments and laid out further topics of research in this area. 
The subsequent discussion encouraged researchers to further address gender, especially concern-
ing dependents of U.S. military personnel in Germany.

The last conference day started with the section entitled “The Commodification of Civil Rights.“ 
Katharina Gerund examined Angela Davis's impact on the “West German imagination.“ Gerund 
argued that, as a black female student, Davis defied the traditional discursive categories of “Black 
Panther“ or “black GI“ and emerged as one of the leading representatives of the “other“ America. 
Moritz Ege analyzed representations of African Americans in advertisements, books, and maga-
zines, and the “Afroamericanophilia“ expressed within West German visual culture in the late 
1960s. Ege argued that members of the German student movement attempted to emulate African 
Americans in language and style and conceived of interracial relationships as a means of demon-
strating anti-racism.

The conference concluded with a panel on “History and Memory across the Atlantic,“ in which sev-
eral participants shared their transatlantic experience related to the civil rights struggle. As a com-
poser, improviser, and instrumentalist employed by the U.S. army, Joe McPhee was stationed in 
Germany from 1964-65 and often returned to participate in jazz concerts. Debra Tanner Abell, 
born in Germany and raised in the U.S. as the daughter of a white German mother from Lower Ba-
varia and an African-American GI from Philadelphia, talked about her childhood in the U.S. and 
about returning to Germany as a seventeen- year-old to trace her parents' love story and visit her 
place of birth. Participating via videoconferencing, Karl-Dietrich Wolff, former president of the 
German Socialist Student League (SDS), shared his perceptions of the African-American civil  rights 
struggle when he visited the U.S. and spoke about his role in establishing the Black Panther Soli-
darity Committee in West Germany.
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The conference sparked lively discussions about the transnational impact of the history of the U.S. 
civil rights movement and Germany, as well  as aspects of the theory and methodology of writing 
this history. It underlined the crucial need for scholars to further examine the global impact of the 
U.S. civil rights movement and how experiences of African Americans abroad affected the civil 
rights movement at home.
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Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY
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Maria Höhn (History Department, Vassar Col-
lege, Poughkeepsie, NY) who teaches German 
history at Vassar College, is an established 
scholar of the American military presence in 
Germany, and her book, GIs and Fräuleins, pub-
lished in 2002 by the University of North Caro-
lina Press was the first book ever to address 
the experiences of black soldiers in Germany. A 
German translation of her book Amis, Cadillacs, 
und “Negerliebchen“: GIs im Nachkriegs-
deutschland was published with Verlag Berlin-
Brandenburg in 2008. Together with Seungsook 
Moon she has co-authored and co-edited Over 
There: Living with The U.S. Military Empire, 
which is forthcoming with Duke University Press 
in 2009, and explores the impact of U.S. mili-
tary bases on gender and race relations in West 
Germany, South Korea and Japan.

As a result of her ongoing research project on 
African-American GIs and Civil Rights in Ger-
many, she has published numerous essays in 
both Germany and the U.S. Those essays ex-
plore how African-American GIs stationed in 
Germany enunciated their demands for civil 
rights, and how both German and American so-
ciety responded to those demands. Höhn has 
also published essays that explore German and 
American debates on interracial marriages, and 
on the political collaboration between German 
student radicals and Black Panther GIs during 
the late 1960s and the early 1970s. She is the 
past recipient of an NEH Faculty Humanities 
Grant, and other prestigious fellowships. 

Martin Klimke is a research fellow at the Ger-
man Historical Institute, Washington, DC and 
the Heidelberg Center for American  Studies 
(HCA) at the University of Heidelberg, Germany. 
His 2005 dissertation The Other Alliance: Stu-
dent Unrest in West Germany and the U.S. in 
the Global Sixties, was awarded the prestigious 
Ruprecht-Karls Prize for best doctoral thesis at 
Heidelberg University in 2006, and will be pub-
lished by Princeton University Press in 2009. 
Klimke has been working extensively in the 
area of transnational history and social move-
ments and has published numerous articles on 
processes of cultural transfer and global protest 
networks. He is the co-editor of the publication 
series Protest, Culture and Society (Berghahn 
Books, New York/Oxford) and, among others, 
1968 in Europe: A History of Protest and Activ-
ism, 1956-77 (New York/London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008).

Since 2006 he has been the director and coor-
dinator of the international Marie-Curie project 
European Protest Movements Since 1945 
which is supported by the European Commis-
sion. Klimke has already published essays on 
Black Power in Germany in the 1960/70s and 
is working on his second book entitled The Nu-
clear Crisis: Transatlantic Peace Politics, Rear-
mament, and the Second Cold War.

!
!
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S. Marina Jones is a Ph.D. candidate at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. She fin-
ished her M.A. in Translation in 2001 at Kent 
State University. In 2005, she completed her 
M.A. in Germanic Languages at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill  with a thesis titled 
Autobiographical Voyages: The German Black 
Atlantic.

Her research and teaching interests include 
modern European, women's and gender history, 
the African Diaspora and race relations. Marina 
is currently a doctoral fellow in the history of 
African Americans and Germans at the German 
Historical Institute, Washington, DC.

Abstract to the Dissertation Project: 'Outsiders 
Within': Afro-Germans in West Germany – 
Discourses, Perceptions and Experiences, 
1949 – 1989

This dissertation project analyzes the West 
German discourses of Afro-Germans in print 
media and the Afro-German perceptions of 
these discourses as well as Afro-German 
experiences between 1949 and 1989. The 
following four main groups of primary sources 
are used: documents of the government and 
the political parties, print media (newspapers, 
political journals and illustrated magazines) of a 
broad polit ical spectrum, Afro-German 
autobiographies and up to thirty-five oral history 
interviews with Afro-German men and women of 

three different age cohorts (born between 1940 
and 1980).

The project makes a contribution to the 
emerging field of Black German and European 
Studies by contrasting the discussions of a 
mainly “white” German society with the Afro-
German perspective. It maps the path to 
changing notions of German identity and to the 
integration of different groups of Germans into 
West German society.

 

!
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Natalia King is a PhD candidate at Boston Col-
lege, in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts.   She is 
currently a doctoral fellow in the history of Afri-
can Americans and Germans at the German 
Historical Institute, Washington, DC.

Natalia’s research interests include Modern 
European history, Modern German history, the 
African Diaspora, and race.

Abstract to the Dissertation Project: Blacks, 
Blackness and Race in the Federal Republic of 
Germany and the German Democratic 
Republic, 1945-1990

This dissertation examines what the black 
experience and German notions of blackness, 
in the Federal Republic of Germany and the 
German Democratic Republic, can tell us about 
German attitudes towards blacks in the wake of 
World War II. 

This project is concerned with blacks residing in 
the Germanys between 1945 and 1990; 
specifically, African Americans, Africans, Afro-
Caribbeans, and Afro-Germans. I argue that we 
can understand the white German attitude 
towards blacks in the FRG and the GDR by 
considering Cold War politics, the effects of the 
Nazi legacy, and the role of the New Left in the 
FRG.

While there are works surveying the growth of 
black populations in the FRG, there are few 

studies examining black populations in the 
GDR. Through a comparative study, this project 
will rectify this imbalance and shed light of the 
character of German anti-black racism and 
conceptions of race in both the East and the 
West.
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Dorothea Blank (Vassar Col-
lege) is currently a senior at 
Vassar College where she is 
majoring in history. In her the-
sis she is focusing on the fall 
of the Berlin Wall and German 
reunification.

She is specifically interested in 
the social consequences of 
reunification and the continu-
ing divisions within German 
society twenty years after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall.

Thea Brophy (Calvin College) 
studied World History, English, 
and Spanish at Calvin College 
where her undergraduate the-
sis examined the role of the 
student protest movement in 
the Tlatelolco uprising in Mex-
ico City in 1968.

She did graduate work in Latin 
American history at Rutgers 
University, focusing on 20th 
century grassroots movements 
and social justice issues. She 
is currently an academic 
counselor at Calvin College, 
and also does freelance edit-
ing and manuscript consulting 
work for various historical 
projects. 

Hannah Fritschner (Vassar 
College) is currently a senior at 
Vassar College, where she is 
majoring in Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies and 
works as a research assistant 
for Professor Maria Höhn. 

In her thesis she explores the 
theological debates surround-
ing the Immaculate Concep-
tion of the Virgin in medieval 
Europe and their manifesta-
tions in Italian Renaissance 
art. Hannah is excited to have 
joined the research team of 
African-American Civil Rights 
and Germany.

!
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Danny Gilberg (Vassar Col-
lege) is currently a senior at 
Vassar College, where he is 
majoring in history. His senior 
thesis is on the experiences 
of black American athletes in 
Nazi Germany.

In his research, he is more 
specifically focusing on the 
black press and their cover-
age of the 1936 Olympics and 
the Joe Louis-Max Schmeling 
fights.

Alexander Holmig (Berlin) 
was born in Brandenburg a. 
Alexander Holmium (Berlin) 
was born in Brandenburg a. d. 
Havel (Germany) and studied 
History, Political Science and 
S o c i o l o g y a t B e r l i n ’ s 
Humboldt-University.

He is a historian and free-
lance researcher and is cur-
rently working on a PhD-thesis 
focused on the interrelation 
between Pop and violence on 
the subcultural edges of the 
late 1960s and early 1970s 
student movement in West 
Germany. 

Madeleine Joyce (Vassar Col-
lege) is a senior at Vassar Col-
lege. She is an American Cul-
ture major with focuses on 
History and Drama. She is 
currently writing her thesis in 
the form of a play on the dif-
fe r e n t c u l t u r e A f r i c a n -
American soldiers encoun-
tered in Germany in the 
1950s as compared to what 
they knew at home in Amer-
ica.

Her involvement with this pro-
ject began in January of 2009 
when she conducted her first 
interview with a WWII veteran. 
Since then she has collected 
more oral histories, and ed-
ited those interviews for the 
website. Madeleine hopes to 
merge her love for history, 
drama and social awareness 
into a career as a theater 
maker.

!
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Rebecca Katz (Vassar Col-
lege) is currently a senior at 
Vassar College, where she is 
majoring in American Culture 
with concentrations in history 
and studio art. She is working 
on her thesis, a documentary 
graphic novel on the relation-
ship between col lect ive 
memories of President John F. 
Kennedy's assassination and 
September 11th, 2001 within 
Jewish, New York families.

Rebecca is excited for the op-
portunity to document and be 
a part of AACVR’s conference 
on African-American Civil 
Rights and Germany in the 
20th Century.

Sylvia Landau (University of 
Mainz) is a student at the Jo-
hannes Gutenberg University 
located in Mainz (Germany). 
She studies History, Journal-
ism and Linguistics.

After spending a semester 
abroad at the University of 
Auckland (New Zealand) and 
the Un ivers i t y o f D i jon 
(France), she is currently 
working as an intern for the 
German Historical Institute in 
Washington, DC.

Sophie Lorenz  (University of 
Heidelberg) has studied His-
tory, Political Science, and 
Public Law at the University of 
Heidelberg since 2003. In her 
master thesis “Between 'Race 
War' and 'Class Struggle': 
Student Protest, Black Power 
and Black Panther Solidarity 
in West Germany, 1967-
1972“ she analyzes the ideo-
logical development of both 
West German student activ-
ists and the Black Power 
Movement that led to the 
creation of a transnational 
protest identity by the late 
1960s.

The thesis also aims to ex-
plore not only how German 
student activist recontextual-
ized and identified with Black 
Power, but also how political 
solidarity with this ideology 
influenced West Germany's 
public discourse on race.

 

!
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Elisabeth Piller (University of 
Heidelberg) received her B.A. 
in History and Religious Stud-
ies from the University of Ten-
nessee, Knoxville. She is es-
pecially interested in transna-
tional and American religious 
history. In her honors thesis 
she employed the literary re-
view “Decision” (1941) as a 
lens through which to under-
stand European and Ameri-
can writers’ transcultural dia-
logue in conceptualizing an 
intellectual response to the 
National Socialist notion of 
“Kultur” before Pearl Harbor.

Her M.A. Thesis will examine 
the 1920s Ku Klux Klan from 
a transnational historical per-
spective and contextualize it 
within a larger discussion of 
reactionary populist move-
ments on both sides of the 
Atlantic.
 

Jessica Regunberg (Win-
netka, IL) studied history at 
Vassar College in Poughkeep-
sie (NY) where she worked as 
a research assistant for Pro-
fessor Maria Höhn. In her 
thesis she examined the role 
of Jewish female displaced 
persons in Germany after 
WWII. She was on the execu-
tive board of the Feminist Alli-
ance at Vassar College and 
has served on the History Ma-
jors' Committee for the last 
two years.

Graduating from Vassar in 
2009 with honors and the 
prize for the best thesis in 
history, Jessie is currently 
teaching high school history 
at North Shore Country Day 
School in Winnetka, IL.

Laura Stapane (GHI Washing-
ton) studied History of Art and 
Media Studies, History and 
Political Science at the Uni-
versity of Oldenburg. After 
finishing her MA thesis about 
family portraits as a reflection 
of the bourgeois culture in the 
late 19th century (“The Wil-
helmine Bourgeoisie as De-
picted in Art: An Analysis of its 
Self-Presentation in Family 
Portraits“), she worked at the 
KHI (Kunsthistorisches Insti-
tut) in Florence (Italy) and in 
Washington, DC.

She is currently working for 
the GHI (Washington) as a 
project coordinator, where 
she is responsible for the co-
ordination of “The Civil Rights 
Struggle, African-American 
GIs, and Germany“ project as 
well as for “The Nuclear Cri-
sis“ project.  

!
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Adene Wilson (Vassar Col-
lege) attended Vassar Col-
lege, graduating in 1969 as a 
music major. After teaching 
elementary school one year in 
New Haven, CT, she joined the 
Spackinkill School System in 
Poughkeepsie, NY, where she 
taught first and third grades 
for thirty-three years, retiring 
in 2002.

Since retirement, she has 
studied Italian and German 
and continues to play the vio-
lin. Currently, she tutors stu-
dents with special academic 
needs. She is the co-founder 
of Vassar College’s Modfest, a 
two-week mini-festival of mu-
sic, dance, poetry, film and 
drama now in its eighth year
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Associated Scholars and Institutions

• AAGE (African-American German Exchange) e.V. 
• Archive of Soldiers' Rights, e.V. Berlin, Germany
• Black German Cultural Society (BGCS) 
• Collegium for African American Research (CAAR)    
• Das Bundesarchiv, Koblenz, Germany
• Goethe-Institut Washington, DC
• Humanties Council of Washington, DC                 
• Institute for Cultural Diplomacy (ICD), Berlin / New York    
• National Geographic Society      
• Ramstein Air Base Documentary & Exhibition Center
• St. Mary's Church (Evangelische Kirchengemeinde St.Petri - St.Marien), Berlin, 

Germany
 

Associated Scholars Include

• Manfred Berg, History Department, University of Heidelberg
• Dieter Brünn, Director of Archive of Soldiers' Rights, e.V. Berlin, Germany
• James Danky, Project Director African American Journals and Newspapers, Uni-

versity of Wisconsin, Madison
• Michael Geib, Director of Ramstein Air Base Documentary & Exhibition Center
• Leroy Hopkins, German Studies, Millersville State University
• Sophie Lorenz, History Department, University of Heidelberg
• Jennifer Lundquist, Department of Sociology, University of Massachusetts
• Mia Mask, Department of Film, Vassar College
• Maggi Morehouse, History Department, University of South Carolina Aiken
• Anke Ortlepp, German Historical Institute, Washington, DC
• Judith Weisenfeld, Department of Religion, Princeton University
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List of Articles

Peter Köpf: Schwarze Befreier
TAZ- December 10, 2009

Peter Köpf: Rassismus, Amerikas größter Exportartikel
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung - October 14, 2009

Sebastian Moll: Kongress in New York - Bürgerbewegung und Bürgerrechte
Frankfurter Rundschau - October 07, 2009

The Civil Rights Struggle, African-American GIs, and Germany to Open at the Palmer Gallery
www.artdaily.org - September 13, 2009

Matthias Reiss: Prisoners like us
The Atlantic Times - September 2009

Peter Köpf: Charly Lucas' big mistake
The Atlantic Times - September 2009

Kate Goldsmith: Local participation sought for black history project
Nothern Dutchess News - September 2, 2009

Peter Köpf: Die Fräuleins der Freiheit
Rheinischer Merkur - July 09, 2009

Peter Köpf: Should they be allowed? What happens when German historians research 
racism in America?
The Atlantic Times - July 2009

Peter Köpf: Should they be allowed? What happens when German historians research 
racism in America?
The African Times - July 2009
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Jennifer H. Svan: Historians study black vets’ role in civil rights
Stars and Stripes - July 19, 2009

Katja Gelinsky: Paradoxical Freedom: The Second World War and America's Civil Rights Activists
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung - January 16, 2009

Anke Herbert: “Erstmals als Mensch behandelt worden“ 
Die Rheinpfalz - June 6, 2009

Anke Herbert: “Ramstein 2“ im Bild 
Die Rheinpfalz - May 29, 2009

Anke Herbert: „Schwarze Panther“ und die „Fräuleins“ 
Die Rheinpfalz - January 5, 2009

Katja Gelinsky: German Lessons 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung - November 26, 2008
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Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke, both German 
historians, are causing quite a stir in the U.S. 
with their field of research: the relationship 
between black American soldiers that served 
in Germany and the civil rights struggle in the 
U.S. In the former land of the Nazis of all 
places, black American GIs learned that their 
lives could be better than back home, where 
the law supported racial segregation. In Ger-
many, they came and went as they pleased 
and could even date white women. This “unex-
pected freedom” that the soldiers experienced 
ended up stoking the civil  rights movement 
back home.

The oldest, most renowned civil rights organi-
zation in the U.S., the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
will be officially presenting the Julius E. Wil-
liams Distinguished Community Service Award 
to Höhn and Klimke’s umbrella project (The 
Civil Rights Struggle, African American GIs, and 
Germany) in July.

The African Times spoke with Höhn.

Ms. Höhn, you teach and do research on ra-
cism and the occupying U.S. troops in postwar 
Germany. Should a German be allowed to 
write about that?

Maria Höhn: The main subject of my disserta-
tion, which I completed in 1995, was racism 
between Germans and black American sol-
diers, particularly focusing on the Americans in 

Rhineland-Palatinate. During subsequent re-
search, American war veterans told me that 
they had experienced Germany as a kind of 
liberation. They encouraged me to further ex-
plore the topic of American racism and the ra-
cial segregation that still existed in the military 
back then.

Of course, sometimes members of my Ameri-
can audience became outraged and indignant. 
I will never forget a woman who stood up and 
asked me how I, as a German, could dare to 
speak about racism in America. My findings 
have also put a few dents in the myth of the 
“Greatest Generation.”

To what extent did the “German experience” 
impact the civil rights movement in the U.S.?

Germany was a very special place for black 
soldiers because in Germany, they experienced 
a society without legal restrictions based on 
race for the first time. When they came to 
Germany, the land of Hitler and Nazism, they 
thought they would have a rough time as black 
soldiers. But in reality, they experienced the 
exact opposite. The “black” press in the U.S. 
reported that the soldiers were being treated 
very well  and that they could go into any bar or 
restaurant – and even date white women. 
Logically, the question that followed was: Why 
could Germany abolish segregationist legisla-
tion but not America?

Many of the great civil  rights activists were in 
the military before they joined the civil rights 
movement. They came back to America and 
although they had not been politically active 
previously, decided to commit their lives to civil 
rights. The NAACP had a growth spurt like 
never before at that time.

And racism had disappeared from Germany 
with the swish of a magic wand?

Of course not! In Rhineland-Palatinate for ex-
ample, Holocaust survivors – the Eastern 
European Jews who arrived there with the 
Americans – ran many of the restaurants and 
clubs frequented by the soldiers. Anti-Semitism 
and racism in regard to the African American 
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soldiers came to a head in the debates sur-
rounding these clubs. Some people argued 
that by running clubs for black soldiers, the 
Jews were opening up the floodgates for im-
morality in Germany.

This is just one example of the persistence of 
racism in Germany at this time and how it im-
pacted the black soldiers and their acquain-
tances.

Black Americans reduced the situation to a 
pithy phrase: in Germany, the “Sturmabtei-
lung” (SA) persecuted the Jews and in Amer-
ica, the blacks were lynched. Is that a fair 
comparison?

In the 1930s, before anyone had any idea of 
the extent to which the Nazis would ignite ra-
cial hatred, the American press was reporting 
on the comparison. The Urban League maga-
zine Opportunity for example, wrote that it of 
course understood the difference between 
American racism and the race laws in Ger-
many. The former represented the laws and 
“traditions” of discrimination and violence in 
force in the South and the latter were enacted 
by the German state. But for the victim of a 
lynch mob, what is the difference between a 
society that doesn’t care about a black Ameri-
can’s life and a murder that appears to be 
backed by national law?

Journalists working for the black press cer-
tainly had to use strong words to promote 
their cause. But once again, was the Nazi 
comparison appropriate?

Let me make the issue more straightforward. 
After 1945, when the photos of the Holocaust 
were published, black soldiers said that the 
situation had been much worse than they had 
imagined. But they also recognized it as a con-
sequence of racism – something that they also 
had at home.

At the time, Hitler’s Germany was in the inter-
national spotlight, because of the Nuremberg 
Laws as well as the genocide it perpetrated. At 
the same time, Americans immediately abol-
ished Germany’s race laws in 1945. However, 

after this, the American black press ques-
tioned why their government couldn’t do in 
Washington what it did in Germany; America’s 
South did not get rid of the Jim Crow laws until 
the 1960s.

Peter H. Koepf, July 2009

G e r m a n h i s to r i a n 
Maria Höhn (picture) 
has taught at Vassar 
College in Poughkeep-
sie, New York since 
1996. Her book “GIs 
and Fräuleins” was 
published in 2002 
(published in German 
as “Amis, Cadillacs 
und ‘Negerliebchen’” 
by the Pub l ish ing 
Company for Berlin-

Brandenburg in 2008). Martin Klimke is a re-
search fellow at the German Historical Institute 
in Washington, DC and the Heidelberg Center 
for American Studies at Heidelberg University. 
They have co-curated a photography exhibition 
currently at the Westrich Museum in Ramstein. 
Starting on July 19, it will travel to Frankfurt/
Main, Munich, Heidelberg, Augsburg and 
Mainz and ultimately be hosted by the Repre-
sentation of the State of Rhineland-Palatinate 
in Berlin as of Nov. 26. They are also in the 
process of compiling a digital archive (The Civil 
Rights Struggle, African American GIs and 
Germany) that documents the link between the 
experience of black soldiers in Germany and 
the progress of the civil  rights movement in the 
U.S.: www.aacvr-germany.org. 

From Oct. 1-4, Vassar College will host the Afri-
can American Civil  Rights and Germany in the 
20th Century conference.
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Jennifer H. Svan: Historians study black vets’ 
role in civil rights, Stars and Stripes, July 19, 
2009

Army Pvt. 1st Class 
Eugene Davis of the 
375th Engineer Battal-
ion paints over a 
swastika on a train car 
in Pallenberg, Ger-

many. The image is part of a gallery of photos 
for an ongoing research project by historians 
Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke documenting 
the stories of black 
servicemembers in 
postwar Germany and 
how those experiences 
helped shaped the civil 
rights movement in the 
U.S. and abroad. The 
researchers are look-
ing for more black veterans who served in 
postwar Germany to share their stories.

Tankmen of the 761st Tank Battalion and in-
fantrymen of the 3rd Battalion, 409th Regi-
ment, 103rd Division, 7th U.S. Army, make 
pancakes together near Reisdorf, Germany, on 
April 3, 1945. The image is part of a gallery of 
photos for a research project by historians 
Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke documenting 
the stories of black servicemembers in post-
war Germany and how those experiences 
helped shaped the civil rights movement in 
U.S. and abroad. The researchers are looking 
for more black veterans to share their stories.

In the words of retired Gen. Colin Powell, post-

war Germany was “a breath of freedom“ for 
black soldiers, especially those out of the 
South: “[They could] go where they wanted, eat 
where they wanted, and date, whom they 
wanted, just like other people.“

Germany, on the heels of a Holocaust flamed 
by anti-Semitism, would seem to be the last 
place on earth to experience any wisp of racial 
freedom.

But two historians studying the experience of 
black American GIs in postwar Germany main-
tain that racial discrimination was not institu-
tionalized as it was in the southern United 
States at the time. So, interracial interactions 
were possible, if not always popular. “When 
they got out of the South, it was their first ex-
perience of a society without racial bounda-
ries,“ said Maria Höhn, who teaches German 
history at Vassar College and wrote "GIs and 
Fräuleins: The German-American Encounter in 
1950s West Germany," published in 2002.

Höhn and her colleague Martin Klimke are col-
lecting the oral histories of black veterans who 
served in postwar Germany and are looking for 
more to interview for a research project that, 
even in its infancy, has been honored by the 
National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People.

Höhn and Klimke have about 50 interviews 
lined up with black veterans, but want to talk 
with at least 100.

“Our major concern is to get these stories on 
the record, not only for history but also for the 
families,“ said Klimke, a research fellow at the 
Heidelberg Center for American Studies at the 
University of Heidelberg in Germany. Younger 
generations have “no idea their grandparents 
or parents spent so much time in Germany and 
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Titled “The Civil Rights Struggle, African-
American GIs and Germany,“ the project ex-
plores the connection between the establish-
ment of American military bases abroad and 
the advancement of civil rights in the U.S., and 
the role that black GIs played in carrying the 
demands of the civil rights movement abroad 
beginning with World War II.

Höhn and Klimke are initially focusing on Ger-
many, which has been home to the largest 
contingent of American troops deployed out-
side the United States for the past 60 years. 
Between 1945 and the end of the Cold War in 
1989, about 2 million to 3 million black mili-
tary personnel, family members and civilian 
employees lived in Germany.

For many black servicemembers, the irony of 
fighting Nazism and promoting democracy 
abroad while being subjected to the racist fist 
of Jim Crow changed their perspective and fu-
eled a purpose, the researchers say, sparking 
their involvement in the civil rights struggle 
after they returned to the United States.

“As a consequence of their experiences, but 
also the opportunities offered by military life, 
GIs were empowered,“ Höhn said.

“The goal is to build a large oral history collec-
tion that will keep on growing in the future with 
the help of the military community and the 
people who interacted with them,“ Klimke 
said.

They’re searching for black servicemembers 
who served in Germany from 1945 until the 
end of the Cold War to share “any kind of sto-
ries or reflections … on their time in Germany 
or on how their military service changed their 

perspective on civil rights in the United 
States,“ Klimke said.

Those stories, as well as photographs and 
documents from the era, are part of an exhibit 
that’s traveling around Germany and the 
United States this year and next. There is dis-
cussion of bringing the exhibition to military 
bases throughout Europe next summer, Klimke 
said.

The project, supported by the German Histori-
cal Institute in Washington, D.C., Vassar Col-
lege in Poughkeepsie, N.Y., and the Heidelberg 
Center for American Studies, is also being 
made into a digital archive available online at: 
www.aacvr-germany.org. The site provides con-
tact information for black veterans interested 
in speaking with the researchers.

Höhn and Klimke hope that by giving voice to 
the experiences of black servicemembers in 
postwar Germany, they’ll expand the story of 
the civil rights movement beyond the bounda-
ries of the United States.

So far, those voices have told powerful, poign-
ant stories. Says Leon Bass, who as a 19-year-
old black sergeant was among American sol-
diers who liberated Buchenwald, a Nazi con-
centration camp, in April 1945:

“There were so many different groups placed 
in that camp by the Nazis. And what did the 
Nazis use as a yardstick as to who would be 
chosen to go there? They said those people 
who were not good enough, those people who 
were inferior, they could be segregated. So, you 
see what I mean? Segregation, racism, can 
lead to the ultimate, to what I saw at Buchen-
wald.“

http://aacvr-germany.org/
http://aacvr-germany.org/
mailto:stapane@aacvr-germany.org,hoehn@aacvr-germany.org,klimke@aacvr-germany.org
mailto:stapane@aacvr-germany.org,hoehn@aacvr-germany.org,klimke@aacvr-germany.org
mailto:stapane@aacvr-germany.org,hoehn@aacvr-germany.org,klimke@aacvr-germany.org
mailto:stapane@aacvr-germany.org,hoehn@aacvr-germany.org,klimke@aacvr-germany.org
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Laura Stapane
(project coordinator)

c/o Adlerstr. 3
26121 Oldenburg
Germany

Phone: +49 441 9506797
Email: stapane@aacvr-germany.org
 

Maria Höhn
(project director)

Vassar College
History Department
124 Raymond Avenue
Poughkeepsie, New York 12604
USA

Phone: +1 (845) 437 5677
Email: hoehn@aacvr-germany.org

Martin Klimke
(project director)

German Historical Institute (GHI)
1607 New Hampshire Ave, NW
Washington, DC, 20009-2562
USA

Phone: +1 (202) 387-3355
Fax: +1 (202) 483-3430
Email: mail@maklimke.com
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• Archiv / Berliner Verlag

• bpk, Berlin

• Frankfurter Stadtarchiv, Frankfurt a. M.

• Barbara Klemm, Frankfurt a. M.

• Landesarchiv Berlin

• Library of Congress, Washington, DC

• National Archives, Washington, DC

• Laura Stapane, Oldenburg
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A Breath of Freedom:

The Civil Rights Struggle, 

African-American GIs, and Germany 

by Maria Höhn and Martin Klimke 

Forthcoming  ! om  PALGRAVE MACMILLAN in Fall 2010

This moving and beautifully illustrated book, developed from an award-winning research project, examines the 
experience of African-American GIs in Germany since 1945 and the unique insights they provide into the civil 
rights struggle at home and abroad. Because of the American military occupation after World War II, America’s 
unresolved civil rights agenda was exposed to world-wide scrutiny as never before. America’s ambitious efforts to 
democratize German society after the defeat of Nazism also meant that West Germany was exposed to American 
ideas of freedom and democracy to a much larger degree than many other countries. 

light of Germany’s central role in US strategic thinking and its symbolic importance as the battleground between 
two competing superpowers. While the effects of the African-American Civil Rights Movement reverberated across 
the globe, Germany represents a special case that illuminates a remarkable period in American and world history.

$24.00 / 256 pages / 50 black and white photographs
 

Photos: National Archives (above, left), Landesarchiv Berlin (right)

Pluto Press and Zed Books
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