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C. Samuel R. Gammon, Executive Director, American Historical Association 

 

I am honored to appear on this important occasion as a representative of the American 

Historical Association at the official inaugural of this magnificent new headquarters. 

The discipline of history in America is largely an outgrowth of the splendid German 

educational establishment of the nineteenth century. Our Association was founded in 

1884 by two groups of historians: those who were gentlemen amateurs who wrote history 

as an avocation, and those who were younger, professional scholars trained in the first 

history seminar at The Johns Hopkins University, which was modeled after the admired 

German university seminars and which produced its first group of Ph.D.s in 1880. (The 

group included Woodrow Wilson, who later achieved a certain fame in another line of 

work, as well as John Franklin Jameson, who edited the American Historical Review for 

most of the time between its founding in 1895 and 1928.) Both groups of historians were 

truly German-trained rather than American, however, since most of the older gentlemen-

scholars were themselves graduates of German universities. 

In its second year, 1885, the American Historical Association began the practice of 

naming distinguished foreign historians as honorary members of the AHA. The first 

historian so honored was none other than Leopold von Ranke, whose letter of notification 

from our second president, George Bancroft, began with the greeting "Cher maître". I 

should note that von Ranke's papers are located in the George Arents Research Library, a 

division of the E. S. Bird Library of Syracuse University, which hosted a major 

conference a few years ago on the centenary of his death. The only requirements for 

honorary membership in the AHA are that the honoree must be a truly distinguished 

historian, and that he or she must have been especially helpful in assisting American 

historians who were studying in the honoree's country. The practice continues to this day; 

two of our more recent honorees are Fritz Fischer and Karl Bosl. 

Historians in this country have observed with great interest the unification of the two 

German historical establishments over these past months. While we did have some real 

concerns at first, I must say that they have been alleviated, as we have watched the 

dedication and the care with which you have proceeded in this difficult and troubling 

task. 



 14 

 

 

Let me close with an anecdote about the lessons of history. It is recorded that the 

great American historian Charles A. Beard, our president in 1933, was once approached 

by a popular periodical with the request that he write an article on "the lessons of 

history." Beard declined the honor—and the honorarium—with the statement that he 

knew only four lessons of history, all extremely brief. They were, he said: 

 

Power corrupts ... 

The mills of the Gods ... 

The bee robs the flower it fertilizes, and 

When the night is very dark, you can see the stars. 

 

May I again extend the hearty best wishes of the American Historical Association to 

the German Historical Institute; may it flourish mightily and go on from strength to 

strength. Thank you very much. 

 

 

 

D. Heinz Riesenhuber, Bundesminister for Research and Technology 

 

It is a great honor for me to convey the greetings of the German government on the 

occasion of the official opening of the beautiful new building of the German Historical 

Institute in Washington, D.C.—the greetings of the government of a unified Germany on 

the eve of the first anniversary of German reunification. I think that it is a very 

appropriate moment, just one year after German reunification, to celebrate in this Institute 

the long and fruitful tradition of scholarly and scientific cooperation between the United 

States and Germany. 

First of all, let me thank those individuals and institutions that have contributed so 

much to the successful establishment of this Institute. Professor Lehmann has named 

some of them, and I would like to express my own gratitude for their excellent work and 

their unwavering support. The Volkswagen Foundation, in an exemplary spirit of 

initiative and cooperation, has provided this beautiful new home for the Institute, just as it 

did with 17 Bloomsbury Square for the German Historical Institute in London. In times 

of strained governmental budgets, we are fortunate indeed to be able to avail ourselves 

not only of the additional resources but also of the far greater flexibility of private 

foundations. The support of the WestLB has already been mentioned. I might simply add 

that it is, of course, always advantageous to have a large bank on one's side, with all its 

experience and expertise 


