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VII. Miscellaneous 

 

Panel at Annual Meeting of the German Studies Association 

The Institute sponsored a session entitled "Oral History and German-

American Relations since World War II" at the GSA's 1995 Annual Meeting 

in Chicago. The session presented papers by Harald Leder, Maria Hohn, and 

Donita M. Moorhus, with a commentary by Edward N. Peterson. Ms. 

Moorhus and Robert P. Grathwol moderated and organized the panel. 

The papers all dealt with the presence of American military forces in 

Germany since 1945. The presenters explored the value of oral history 

interviews in specific research topics, raised methodological issues involved 

in the use of oral history, and affirmed its potential for enriching our 

understanding of the interaction between Germans and Americans over the 

past fifty years. 

Harald Leder's paper examined "U.S. Army Youth Activities and the 

German Response: Nuremberg, 1945-1960." Leder's research addresses a 

program called German Youth Activities (GYA), which began as 

spontaneous and uncoordinated engagement in sports and club activities of 

American soldiers and young Germans in defeated Germany. When Leder 

began to interview people in the Nuremberg area who had been active in 

GYA, he uncovered a network of other participants, received documentation 

from the private and personal collections of the interviewees, and found 

leads to additional documentation in German and American records. He also 

encountered a sharp contrast between the official documents and the 

memories of the participants. Documents and reports dwelled on the 

problems and shortcomings of the program, whereas participants remember 

the positive influences and the excitement that participation brought to them 

personally. Leder concluded that, without the use of oral history, "a different 

and maybe rather distorted picture of the [GYA] program might prevail." 

Maria Höhn uncovered a similar dichotomy, a "dramatic difference 

between the recollections of our Zeitzeugen and the records of the state and 

federal archives." Her presentation, entitled "'Nun erzählen Sie doch mal ...!' 

Oral History and German-American Relations during the Golden Fifties," 

focused on the Rhineland-Palatinate. She wanted to assess what impact the 

large American military presence had on the day-to-day lives of the people 

in the mostly rural regions of this area west of the Rhine. The archival 

records reflected concern and anxiety 
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over the "false gods of 'work, money, pleasure"' over "Americanization," 

which led to an unwanted "standardization and leveling" of social life and to 

a transformation of the population that had heretofore been "arm, aber 

anständig." Oral history interviews revealed, by contrast, memories of the 

excitement that the American soldiers had brought to the lives of provincial 

Germans, along with an unprecedented prosperity throughout the region. 

The witnesses remember delighting in American jazz and rock 'n' roll music. 

They recalled their impressions of American marriages in which husbands 

took an active part in child care and household chores, and in which women 

played a more significant role in family matters than in traditional German 

homes. Höhn concluded that "had I relied on [the written record] alone, my 

study of the 1950s in the Rhineland-Palatinate would have been a very 

different one," with few traces of the positive experiences that led oral 

history participants spontaneously to label the period "the `roaring fifties' or 

the 'golden fifties."' 

Donita Moorhus approached her topic as an oral historian schooled in the 

guidelines developed by the Oral History Association for conducting, 

processing, and depositing oral history interviews and for developing oral 

history projects. She argued that, in conjunction with more traditional 

research techniques, oral history represents an appropriate methodology for 

gathering evidence on German-American relations since World War II. 

Many individuals have used or are using interviews as a part of their topical 

research projects. Regrettably, the interviews produced for individual 

projects often remain unprocessed, undeposited, and therefore unknown and 

inaccessible to other scholars. Large collections of oral histories of military 

personnel who have served in Germany, undertaken by history programs 

supported by the military services, remain unknown to academic scholars 

working on German-American relations. To rectify these difficulties, 

Moorhus proposed an oral history project with three components: 1) 

promoting approved oral history methodology through publications and 

workshops that publicize the Oral History Association's guidelines; 2) 

identifying projects in both Germany and the United States dealing with 

German-American relations; and 3) preparing a bibliography of such 

interviews and collections open for use by scholars, researchers, and 

teachers. She also invited the GHI to take the lead in developing a program 

that would enhance the quality and the availability of oral history testimony 

on the topic. 

After a commentary by Prof. Peterson, who not only has published in the 

field of the American occupation in Germany and was an Ameri- 
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can GI in Germany in 1945, and a lively discussion, the final word went to 

the Institute's director, Detlef Junker. He acknowledged that the papers had 

prompted him to think anew about the potential of oral history as a research 

tool, as an instrument for gathering otherwise inaccessible testimony, and 

about the role of the GHI in promoting its use. 

 Robert P. Grathwol 

 


