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to the United States after 1945. When the “survivor” became a person to whom 
respect and honor was bestowed, German Jewish refugees also began using the 
designation for themselves more frequently.

After all, identity formation is not an unconscious process entirely driven 
by its own free-flowing dynamics but one that is also consciously negotiated, 
fashioned, and performed, producing changing, contingent, and possibly con-
tradictory narratives.12 Depending on various circumstances, the Jewish refugees 
in the United States—individually and as a community—actively shaped their 
belonging and frequently policed identity presentations of the community.13 At 
one time or another, it was more beneficial to see or present oneself as German, 
German Jewish, Jewish, or American, as a refugee, an immigrant, or a survivor, 
for example. The degree to which this happened and the forms this took could 
also vary by geographical region.

At the center of this book is the refugee community in Los Angeles, which was 
the second largest in the country after New York. By 1942, around four thou-
sand German Jewish refugees had taken up residence in Los Angeles.14 About 
half of them joined the Jewish Club of 1933, Inc. Because the major refugee 
organizations, the American Federation of Jews from Europe and the newspaper 
Aufbau, had their seats on the East Coast in New York, the Jewish Club of 1933 
soon came to represent all German Jewish refugees in Southern California, and 
in some instances on the entire Pacific Coast. At times, the immigrant experience 
there differed significantly from that on the East Coast. Living conditions on 
the West Coast were different due to basic factors like climate, physical environ-
ment, and the greater distance to Europe. Some have contended that a distinctly 
Western form of Jewish community life developed there.15 The Hollywood stu-
dios, which had drawn a number of famous German cultural figures to the shores 
of the Pacific, also created a cultural scene unlike that of any other city in the 
United States. During World War II, regional wartime legislation had unique 
consequences for the German Jewish refugees there, which affected their lives for 
years to come. This study’s focus on Los Angeles, which is contextualized with 
examples from other places in the United States, complements the existing schol-
arship on German Jewish refugees, which has hitherto almost exclusively been 
told from an East Coast perspective. It does not attempt to be an in-depth study 
of Los Angeles but highlights differences, particularly to the East Coast and other 
places, while paying specific attention to the refugees’ position within the United 
States as it dominates their overall life and relationship to Germany.

The postwar period saw numerous direct and indirect interactions between 
German Jewish refugees in the United States and West Germany. The major-
ity of studies on the refugees have focused on persecution, flight, and immigra-
tion, and on the ways the newcomers adjusted to life in the United States. The 
relationship to Germany is frequently framed as an immigrant story of letting 
go in order to integrate. This integration is mostly depicted as happening in 
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a linear way. The longer the refugees were in the country and the more they 
were involved in American life, the argument goes, the more tenuous their con-
nection to Germany became, and their lives and identities were less and less 
affected by it. The point when most refugees became socioeconomically inte-
grated into American life and received American citizenship, generally after the 
end of World War II, is frequently taken as a sort of completion of the refugee 
experience.16 However, expanding the temporal frame reveals that both the ref-
ugee experience and German Jewish refugee identity resonated long after the 
war. This happened in the context of a general rise of ethnic orientation and 
identity politics in American life over the second half of the twentieth century, 
when Jews in America began to emphasize their ethnic and religious traditions. 
While this American context motivated reflections on Jewish belonging, refugees’ 
identification with their German Jewish refugee identity was largely conditioned 
by their relationship to Germany—not only by their own recurring awareness of 
their German past, but also significantly by interactions with West Germans in 
the postwar era.

In direct or indirect interactions, refugees, together with representatives from 
major Jewish organizations, demanded justice, restitution, and compensation for 
the ways they had been treated by Germans under Nazi rule. Thus, reasons for 
refugees’ initial engagement with postwar Germans went far beyond nostalgia. 
Rather, they negotiated their connections with Germans from a perspective of 
present and future interests. Officials and members of the general public in West 
Germany, on the other hand, believed it important to cultivate positive relations 
with the refugees for a variety of political, strategic, and educational reasons, 
geared toward improving West Germany’s image after the Holocaust.

For German officials, the existence of the small Jewish community in postwar 
West Germany served as an important legitimator for the country’s “new” iden-
tity after the Third Reich. While many German Jews who stayed in or returned 
to the country after the war referred to feelings of attachment to Germany as a 
major reason for staying, some stressed a certain sentiment of “Jewish resistance” 
to the Nazi project to rid Germany and Europe of the Jews. Heinz Galinski, 
chairman of the Jewish community in Berlin and of the Central Council of Jews 
in Germany, said in this vein, “I have always represented the point of view that 
the Wannsee Conference cannot be the last word in the life of the Jewish com-
munity in Germany.”17 The choice to stay was not easy but was a matter of prin-
ciple and thoughtful decision.

The presence of the Jewish community in Germany, as well as contributions 
of individual refugees who remained in the United States, shaped the Federal 
Republic in important ways.18 Through its actions in the United States and visits 
to Germany, the German Jewish refugee community in the United States was a 
vital element of German history, shaping West Germans’ democratic ambitions 
and dealings with the Nazi past. Based on publications and records of refugee 

6   |   Germany on Their Minds

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license thanks to the support of Knowledge Unlatched. Not for resale. 



Introduction   |   7

organizations in the United States as well as West German federal and municipal 
governments, in combination with oral histories, letters, and memoirs, this study 
examines the transnational interactions between German Jewish refugees and 
West Germans to demonstrate how the histories of German Jewish refugees and 
Germany were deeply intertwined over a fifty-year period.

The newspaper Aufbau is a key source of the history of German Jewish refu-
gees in the United States and one on which I consistently rely.19 After starting 
with a circulation of about one thousand papers the first year of its existence in 
1934, Aufbau quickly became the main publication for the community, putting 
out fifty thousand copies in 1950. The paper’s readership was estimated to be 
much greater than its circulation, as it was frequently passed around within the 
community.20 Many of the journalists on the editorial staff, largely of a polit-
ically liberal persuasion, had been active participants in the cultural life of the 
Weimar Republic. Among its prominent contributors were commentators such 
as Thomas Mann, Lion Feuchtwanger, and Hannah Arendt. While non-Jewish 
émigrés also wrote for the paper and read it, it was primarily a Jewish publication 
and the principle forum for public debate on anything concerning the German 
Jewish refugee community at large. However, with its broad circulation convey-
ing a representative character, and eminent contributors from both within and 
outside this group, it developed a reach beyond the German Jewish community, 
and thus also became an organ for the projection of refugee opinion. In this 
capacity it was used to send sometimes quite direct messages—announcing the 
patriotism of the community to the American public and officials, for example, 
or hectoring German officials over restitution.

Since the paper’s editorial staff was closely related not only to the German 
Jewish Club in New York but also the American Federation of Jews from Central 
Germany, its general editorial stance reflected that of community leaders in New 
York. However, it included regular pages reporting from different localities, in 
some cases regional supplements, and letters to the editor columns, and thus 
displayed a variety of voices and opinions from this group. Consequently, it is 
the single most important resource for capturing general community sentiment 
and identifying topics of discontent. Inevitably, however, it also functioned as an 
opinion shaper within the community and may camouflage diversity of opinion 
to some extent. I have attempted to remain aware of this characteristic and bring 
attention to it when I observe it occurring.

Personal testimonies of German refugees make up a significant part of this 
book. Memoirs provided one source for these individual perspectives, but the 
greater resource was oral history interviews, conducted in the 1970s, 1980s, and 
1990s by various researchers. In addition, I conducted a number of interviews 
with German Jewish refugees myself, at first in Los Angeles where I initially met a 
number of Jewish refugees from Germany and became interested in their stories. 
I subsequently met others; some had gotten in touch with me after a call I had 
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published in Aktuell, the magazine sent out by Berlin’s Press and Information 
Office to Berliners who had left the city because of National Socialist persecu-
tion. Because these interviews were conducted only recently, they mostly feature 
refugees who were teenagers or younger when they left Germany, with the nota-
ble exception of Annelise Bunzel, who was born in 1912. While not all of their 
voices are found verbatim in this work, their memories and insights informed my 
writings in the most significant ways.
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