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GIS IN GERMANY: THE SOCIAL, MILITARY, AND POLITICAL 
HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN MILITARY PRESENCE, 1945-2000 

Thomas W. Maulucci 

Conference at the Internationales Wissenschaftsforum, Heidelberg, November 9-11, 
2000. Convener: Detlef Junker (University of Heidelberg). Participants: Donna Alvah 
(University of California at Davis); Anni P. Baker (Wheaton College); Günter Bischof 
(University of New Orleans); Dewey A. Browder (Austin Peay State University); 
Howard J. De Nike (San Francisco State University); Jennifer V. Evans (SUNY at 
Binghamton); Gerhard Fürmetz (Bavarian State Archive, Munich); Hans Gebhardt 
(University of Heidelberg); Uta Gerhardt (University of Heidelberg); Petra Goedde 
(Princeton University); Robert P. Grathwohl (R & D Associates, Washington, D.C.); 
Hans-Joachim Harder, (Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, Potsdam); Maria Höhn 
(Vassar College); Werner Kremp (Atlantische Akademie Rheinland-Pfalz); Wolfgang 
Krieger (University of Marburg); David Clay Large (State University of Montana at 
Bozeman); Thomas Leuerer (University of Würzburg); R. Gerald Livingston (GHI); 
Gen. Montgomery G. Meigs (U.S. Army); Donita M. Moorhus (R & D Associates); 
Klaus Naumann (Hamburg Institute for Social Research); Theodor Scharnholz 
(University of Heidelberg); Wolfgang Schmidt (Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, 
Potsdam); Susanne Schrafstetter (University of Glamorgan); Dennis E. Showalter 
(Colorado College); André Gingerich Stoner (Stone Road Mennonite Church, South 
Bend, Ind.); Bruno Thoß (Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, Potsdam); Reinhard 
Treu (Altenmünster); Christian Tuschhoff (Aspen Institute, Berlin); Hubert 
Zimmermann (University of Bochum).  

From November 9 to 11, 2000, the University of Heidelberg's Department of History in 
conjunction with the GHI hosted a conference on the role of the American armed 
forces in Germany since 1945. Until now this topic has received relatively little 
scholarly attention, which is surprising given the wide range of issues in postwar 
German-American relations in which the American military played a role. Initially 
present as occupiers, within a few years the GIs, along with their British and French 
counterparts, had become allies of the new West German state and the protectors of 
West Berlin. Not only were these American troops on the front lines during the Cold 
War, but their very presence influenced the development of NATO strategy. They also 
had a considerable economic impact on the regions of the Federal Republic in which 
they were stationed, and the question of who was to pay for their costs proved to be a 
contentious point until the mid-1970s. Last but not least, the estimated sixteen million 
U.S. servicemen, military employees, and dependents stationed in Germany after 1945 



 

were an important medium for intersocietal and intercultural contact. They took part 
in what might be described as one of the twentieth century's greatest cultural 
exchange programs. The interaction between the American military community and 
its German neighbors also reflected the overall state of relations between the two 
countries. The conference brought together historians, political scientists, sociologists, 
and anthropologists, and several contemporary eyewitnesses from the United States, 
Great Britain, and Germany in an attempt to weigh the significance of the American 
military presence in its varied facets.  

General Montgomery G. Meigs, commanding general of the United States Army, 
Europe (USAREUR) and of the Seventh U.S. Army, started off the symposium on the 
evening of November 9 with a well-attended public keynote lecture in the University 
of Heidelberg's Alte Aula. Meigs, who earned a Ph.D. in history from the University of 
Wisconsin in 1982, attempted to periodize the history of the U.S. military in Germany, 
where he had spent much of his active-duty career. The lecture and the question-and-
answer period that followed were notable for the general's frankness about the U.S. 
Army's problems as well as for his promise that he and his staff would do all they 
could to speed the declassification of materials from USAREUR's archives and library 
in Heidelberg. This task has been slow primarily due to insufficient staff.  

The next day the conference reconvened at the Internationales Wissenschaftsforum 
with two panels devoted to the interaction between the GIs and the German 
population. The first dealt with the history of U.S. military communities. Donna Alvah 
spoke about military families in Germany and their evolving function as "unofficial 
ambassadors" between the late 1940s and mid-1960s. When servicemen's families 
initially arrived in Germany in the spring of 1946, military officials expected them to 
serve as models of American domestic life and its virtues. Moreover, they were to 
assist in the establishment of democracy and in making clear to the locals that the 
occupation forces were actually there to help. Led by officers' wives, the families tried 
to achieve these goals through a wide range of activities. By 1948 yet another major 
task began to emerge: In their public-relations work and occasional writings, 
servicemen and their families began to emphasize the common German-American 
struggle against communism, to downplay the Federal Republic's economic and 
military dependence on the United States, and in general to promote an image of West 
Germany's equality with its American ally. In doing so, they presented an idealized 
view of relations with the German community, which frequently had a negative 
impression of the condition of military housing, racism within the armed forces, the 
occasional boorish behavior of American military wives and children, and other 
issues.  

Hans Gebhardt presented the results of a study co-authored with his colleague Petra 
Jung in which they surveyed approximately four hundred American military 
employees and their dependents living in Heidelberg about their present-day 



interaction with local Germans. Gebhardt and Jung concluded that although relations 
between both communities were characterized by a high degree of normal contact and 
routine, they lived more alongside than with one another.  

Heidelberg also was the subject of a paper by Theodor Scharnholz, who analyzed 
relations between the army and the city and its inhabitants between 1948 and 1955. 
Two of his conclusions deserve special mention: First, whatever the administrative, 
social, and psychological burdens associated with the American occupation, the city 
profited rather handsomely not only from direct military expenditures but also from 
tourism and private spending by soldiers. Second, the initially controversial creation 
of "Little Americas," or separate military communities, in the 1950s not only was 
necessary to fulfill official U.S. Army housing guidelines (for example, those 
governing space requirements) given the prevailing state of accommodations in 
Germany but also best fulfilled the wishes of American personnel in this regard. 
Thomas Leuerer concluded the first panel by presenting a wide-ranging overview of 
the history of military communities in Germany. They entered their heyday during the 
Korean War due to a large-scale building program ordered by the Truman 
administration. The subsequent neglect of these facilities until the 1980s contributed 
heavily to the decline in morale in the U.S. Army in Germany during the Vietnam era. 
Leuerer also explained that the communities historically served a variety of purposes. 
For the U.S. military, the Little Americas stabilized the lives of servicemen and helped 
lessen disciplinary problems; for West Germans, they symbolized the United States' 
commitment to defend the Federal Republic; and for the Warsaw Pact, they served as 
a reassurance that NATO did not contemplate aggressive action.  

Whereas contacts between the American military communities and their German 
neighbors generally remained friendly, they were by no means always harmonious; 
the second panel devoted itself to the darker side of this relationship through the mid-
1970s. In a paper titled "Aggressive Protectors," Gerhard Fürmetz focused on the 
problem that lawlessness on the part of U.S. servicemen created for German (in this 
case, Bavarian) authorities in the early 1950s. During these years an apparent increase 
in GI delinquency received considerable attention in the local press. Until 1954-5 the 
German police had no right to apprehend or question military personnel who had 
violated local law and therefore remained heavily dependent on the cooperation of 
American authorities. Faced with these limits on their power to discipline GI 
wrongdoers, the police tended to focus instead on the Germans who associated with 
them.  

Courts-martial involving U.S. servicemen and "ordinary" local women - women who 
were neither prostitutes nor prospective army brides - in Berlin during the immediate 
postwar years formed Jennifer V. Evans's subject. These cases of sexual abuse and 
assault by U.S. servicemen provide considerable evidence of "fraternization gone 
wrong" and also posed a threat to the American policy of promoting cooperation with 



 

the local population. Maria Höhn then focused on the problem of German and 
American racism in the 1950s as it related to black GIs. African-American servicemen 
faced little open hostility from the local population, a fact they often compared 
positively to prevailing conditions in the United States. However, Germans were 
considerably anxious about single black soldiers and especially the possibility that 
they might enter into intimate relationships with local women. Paradoxically, 
although Germans now by-and-large rejected Nazi racist concepts, they could safely 
refer to the American policy of segregation in support of their own opposition to 
interracial couples. Finally, Howard J. De Nike described the problems faced by the 
U.S. military in Germany between 1970 and 1975, the late stage of the Vietnam era. 
Growing dissent within the ranks due to the war and the draft, rising use of illegal 
drugs, and protests by minority soldiers against discrimination they faced both on and 
off base were just some of the major internal problems the military faced. This 
discontent was evidenced in the growing number of incidences of insubordination 
and violence involving servicemen. After initial hesitation, over the course of the next 
decade the military eventually addressed many of the complaints by issuing 
regulations guaranteeing freedom of expression for its sevicemen, by effectively 
clamping down on racial discrimination, and by upgrading military housing.  

The conference's first two panels focused on the role of the U.S. military in Germany 
as an intermediary between mainstream societies and popular cultures. As a 
counterpoint, the third panel dealt with the interaction of American and German 
military elites. One of its major themes was the extent to which the West German 
military, especially its leaders, underwent a process of "Americanization." Wolfgang 
Schmidt delivered a paper on the Luftwaffe, the branch of the new West German 
armed forces most open to American influence. Due to the revolution in air warfare 
between 1945 and 1955 based on jet propulsion, the new air force remained heavily 
dependent on American materiel and principles of combat and training. Positively 
influenced by the Americans' collegial treatment and the experience of pilot training in 
the United States, the Luftwaffe quickly oriented itself along the lines of its 
counterparts in other Western democracies. By contrast, Klaus Naumann concluded 
that "Americanization" of the Bundeswehr remained limited, even though the West 
German army initially seemed highly Americanized in terms of its uniforms, 
equipment, and logistics. More important, the United States influenced the central 
German military concepts of innere Führung (leadership from within) and Staatsbürger 
in Uniform (citizens in uniform) only in the broadest sense. In fact, American officers, 
in no small measure influenced by their admiration of the Wehrmacht's performance 
in World War II, doubted that these concepts did much to promote military efficiency.  

The day concluded with a screening of footage from "Crossing the Bridge," a one-hour 
documentary on the fifty-year history of the U.S. military in Germany being 
developed by Robert P. Grathwohl and Donita M. Moorhus. The conference 



participants used the opportunity to offer constructive criticism on how to improve 
the final version of the film.  

Saturday began with a panel devoted to the strategic dimension of the American 
military presence in Germany during the Cold War. "Forward defense" became one of 
the central elements of the German-American security relationship because it 
strengthened West German confidence in the American commitment to defending the 
Federal Republic. Bruno Thoss analyzed the development of this strategy through 
1968. In response to growing doubts about the credibility of the American nuclear 
umbrella, the Federal Republic succeeded in getting a NATO commitment to move its 
line of defense forward to the Iron Curtain in 1963. However, the interalliance crises of 
the mid-1960s, including the troop demands of the Vietnam War, ensured that 
forward defense would be implemented only at a reduced level.  

Dennis Showalter discussed the dialectical relationship between American and West 
German perspectives on how best to defend NATO's central front between 1954 and 
1990. From the very start, the Bundeswehr's clear preference was for a conventional 
defense using elastic tactics, such as those used on the eastern front during World War 
II, to counter an attack by the Warsaw Pact. Such tactics would perhaps make a 
general nuclear exchange a logical step in the escalation of hostilities but not the 
inevitable outcome foreseen by American military planners during most of the 1950s. 
West German generals did see the logic of the American emphasis on tactical nuclear 
weapons as a method of stabilizing the front. In part to keep German fingers off of the 
nuclear trigger, however, the Kennedy administration shifted to the strategy of 
"flexible response" in the early 1960s. German and American strategic concepts began 
to truly converge only with the development of the United States's AirLand Battle 
doctrine in the 1980s. Hans-Joachim Harder described the various functions served by 
the American military presence in Germany. It was at times an occupation force, a 
means of containing the U.S.S.R., the major American contribution to NATO, a 
political symbol for the Federal Republic, a playing card in disarmament negotiations, 
and simultaneously the guarantor of West German security and German unification.  

Finally, in a provocative paper titled "Why They Did Not Go Home" Hubert 
Zimmermann argued that the United States kept large-scale forces stationed in Europe 
during the Cold War largely due to an historical accident. Many factors spoke against 
it, including the American tradition of "no entangling alliances," new technologies 
such as nuclear weapons and airlift capabilities, domestic opposition in the United 
States to paying for stationing, détente, and the initial expectation that the GIs would 
stay in Europe only for a limited period of time. Although a major reduction seemed 
quite likely in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Zimmermann argued that none occurred 
until the 1990s due to the West German government's insistence on continued 
stationing and the Nixon administration's unwillingness to allow the U.S. Congress to 
dictate its foreign policy.  



 

The conference concluded with a panel on the American armed forces in Germany 
during the turbulent 1980s, an era in which their relationship with the local 
community became increasingly strained due to growing antinuclear and anti-NATO 
protests. This unrest also indicated that over the years the Federal Republic, not least 
in the eyes of its own citizens, had become much less dependent on the United States 
than it had been during the "Golden Era" of German-American relations in the 1950s.  

Anni P. Baker spoke about the protests against the stationing of new American 
military aircraft at Wiesbaden Air Base. A local movement initially motivated by 
quality-of-life issues such as air and noise pollution and air traffic safety became 
increasingly critical of the Federal Republic's political dependence on the United 
States, especially because the Kohl government consistently prioritized good relations 
with NATO over all other considerations. Pastor André Gingerich Stoner related his 
experiences as a member of the Military Counseling Network aiding American 
servicemen who sought conscientious-objector status during the Gulf War.  

Finally, Reinhard Treu, editor of the journal Graswurzelrevolution, provided an 
insider's perspective on the peace movement of the 1980s. He emphasized that it was 
inappropriate to talk about a "German" movement because these protests were an 
international phenomenon that actually began in the Netherlands. Treu also asserted 
that the nonviolent independent peace movement, unlike those parts of the movement 
associated with official organizations like the Social Democratic Party (SPD), remained 
relatively free of nationalist sentiment or rhetoric in its activities.  

In conclusion, the conference demonstrated that the history of GIs in Germany is a 
rich field that can illuminate important aspects of German-American political, social, 
cultural, military, and economic relationship since 1945. It also indicated the need for 
additional work in several important areas about which we still know very little, for 
example, the economic impact of the American military in Germany and the 
comparative experiences of British, French, and other NATO forces stationed in the 
Federal Republic. Expert commentary on the panels by Dewey A. Browder, Petra 
Goedde, Wolfgang Krieger, David Clay Large, and Christian Tuschhoff, as well as 
summary remarks by Günther Bischof helped place the papers in the proper 
perspective. The organizers are currently planning to publish a collection of essays 
based on the conference. 
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