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THE GERMAN SCHOOL WASHINGTON, D.C. 
1961 – 1981 

 
Chronicles will only be written by those who care about the present. 

 Goethe, Maxims and Reflections 
 
The chronicler who sets out to compare the mere idea of a German school in Washington with 
what has actually been achieved, while recording the milestones reached throughout the years, 
may face the same journey into the unknown that the school must have faced at its inception: 
How do you present an abundance of names, viewpoints, and goals in an orderly and balanced 
manner, leaf through and put into context a pile of yellowed papers, minutes and reports, and 
accurately report on half-forgotten conversations, deliberations and suggestions? The most 
important but also the most difficult thing about writing a chronicle of the German School in 
Washington is that over time many threads have been woven, at times erratically, into the 
fabric that it consists of today. The chronicler’s job is to unravel them all and to recognize and 
establish a pattern that all the diverse objectives and goals of the men and women responsible 
for the development of the school had in common: maintaining the German language, 
conveying the cultural similarities between Europe and America, introducing the students to 
tolerance and respect for others, and promoting understanding and communication, especially 
in conflict-prone situations. 
 
What sparked the idea of founding a German School in Washington? A few isolated German-
language courses seem to have been offered in the larger area surrounding Washington as 

German immigrants arriving at Locust Immigration Pier No. 9, Baltimore, Maryland, in the early 1900s. Maryland Historical 
Society. Advertising page for the Norddeutscher Lloyd, Bremen Shipping Line. 
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early as the mid-nineteenth century, specifically in Baltimore, in Alexandria, and in the District 
of Columbia itself. Unlike New York and Philadelphia, Chicago and Milwaukee, Cincinnati and St. 
Louis, the capital of the United States and its suburbs historically weren’t an area of substantial 
German immigration and settlement. Hence, the attempt by Rabbi Löwenstein to found a 
German school in Alexandria, VA in the year 1882 failed. 
 
In the year 1936, a second attempt at promoting the German language was made by the 
Concord Club, which still exists today. It offered German language courses on Saturday 
mornings at 12th and L Street in Washington, D.C., with the goal of creating a day school at 
some point. These plans were foiled by the onset of the Second World War. At the center of 
these efforts stood the desire of parents who had arrived from Germany to pass on their 
linguistic, intellectual, and cultural heritage to their children and in doing so remain connected 
to their home country. As the children would gain new skills here in the US, they would carry on 
the European cultural and spiritual knowledge. They hoped that the German mother tongue 
would make it easier for their children to manage their lives in the new world. 
 
In 1958, fearing that their children might lose 
their German language in the face of the 
predominance of English, a group of German, 
Austrian and Swiss parents started to support 
the efforts of Annemarie Chrétien, who set up a 
German kindergarten and planned to establish a 
German elementary school. The experience she 
had gained in German and international schools 
spoke for her qualifications and thanks to her 
tireless efforts a German school society, chaired 
by Wolfgang Opfermann, was founded on 
October 26, 1960, seeking to establish and 
maintain a German school in Washington. Even 
though the small group of less than 30 parents 
was faced with much negativity by sceptics and 
critics among the German authorities, they 
persistently and tenaciously pursued their plans 
and rented a villa at MacArthur Boulevard, not 
far from today’s German Embassy in Washing-
ton DC. There, they created a preschool with 15 
children and an elementary school with 19 
students across grades 1 through 4 who were 
taught by three German teachers from the first 
day the school was open for business on 
September 11, 1961. With the official opening 
ceremony that took place one week later and 
was presided over by the German Ambassador to Washington, DC, Prof. Wilhelm Grewe, the 
agreement and support by the German authorities was officially granted. In the years following, 
the school continued to welcome (and still does) the support it receives from the German 

Annemarie Chretien establishes a German Kinder-
garten in Washington. Washington Journal (January 
10, 1985). 
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authorities in matters of finance, education, and staffing. 
 
On what a German school can contribute to 
this area, and what it still contributes to this 
day, Prof. Grewe said back then: "Let me 
outline briefly what we have in mind with 
regard to a German School in Washington. 
First of all, it is to serve German-speaking 
people who come to the capital of the United 
States for a comparatively short period of a 
few years and whose children have had 
difficulties getting adjusted to the American 
school system. The school, as all our German 
schools abroad, is open to children of all 
nationalities. A school is one of the best 
places for young people to meet and make 
friends. They will never forget this experience 
throughout their lives, and l sincerely believe 
that this new German School in Washington – 
which is the first one in the United States – 
will also serve the goal of better mutual 
understanding." 
 
This cultural-political idea, formulated only a few weeks after the building of the Berlin Wall, 
has remained at the center of the operational focus of the school boards, when it came to 
school admissions and during educational and organizational changes and reforms initiated by 

the school’s stakeholders and 
the parents throughout the 
years. Furthermore, it has 
always served as guidance 
during times of a heavy increase 
in student numbers. You will 
find articles in this publication 
that provide a more detailed 
overview of the statistics – the 
following is just a quick 
overview: five years after the 
first day of school the number 
of enrolled students had 
increased from 33 to 207, ten 
years after it was at 502, 
another five years later a total 
of 641 students attended and 
20 years after the foundation of 
the school we count 718 

The first German Schule in North America at 4925 MacArthur Blvd., 
Washington, DC (1961). 

Annamarie Chrétien with her second and third graders at the German School 
location in McLean, Virginia, in June 1963.  
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students, albeit with a slight downward trend. If anything, this massive increase in student 
numbers validates the existence and steadfastness of an educational institution of this kind, 
despite the skepticism and rejection it was met with upon its foundation. 
 
The positive and successful 
development of the school 
may be attributed to a broad 
spectrum of factors that are 
interconnected and at times 
intertwined: First and 
foremost, the tenacity and 
persistence with which parents 
and school boards have 
plowed on tirelessly – no 
matter the obstacles that 
presented themselves. This 
mindset which brought the 
foundation of the school to 
fruition is still noticeable to 
the present day. Furthermore, 
the seven Boards of Directors 
(and counting) with a total of 
one hundred fathers and 
mothers of students who have 
worked tirelessly, met for 
hours at a time until the early 
hours of the morning, devoted 
their time to solving financial 
and transport issues, locality 
and personnel problems, 
contributed to curricula, 
methods of differentiation, 
policies such as disciplinary, 
exam, promotion, admission 
as well as the house rules and 
school program and revised 
countless other regulations 
and guidelines.  
 
At their helm, some truly 
exemplary and knowledgeable people served as Chairs of the Board, whose charisma, and 
personalities we remember fondly: Wolfgang Opfermann (1961-1964), Franz Lütolf (1964-
1967), Peter Heidenberger (1967-1969), Hans Schneider (1969-1976), Jan Reifenberg (1976-
1979) and Ernst Albrecht Conrad (1979 to date, as of the date of the publishing of this article). 
 

Former Board of Directors (Conrad, Heidenberger, Lütolf, Opfermann, Schneider, 
and Stichenwirth) and Principals (Kleinschmidt [Sklarzik?], Breckwoldt, and Gosse) 
celebrate  the 25th Anniversary of the German School, Washington Journal 46 (14 
November 1986), p. 10. 
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Each of these Boards of Directors has had its own way of interpreting the by-laws and in doing 
so performing the duties that it was tasked with: to legally represent the school internally as 
well as externally, to hire and let go teachers and employees, to create a budget and to balance 
assets and liabilities, to ratify curricula and to shape the character and the strategy of the 
school. None of this would have been possible were it not for the close cooperation with the 
Embassy of the Federal Republic of Germany and the Federal Foreign Office, the Central Agency 
for Schools Abroad and the Assembly of Ministers of Education of the German Länder. Rarely 
this cooperation has led to friction, seldom to tensions and never to argument, a fact that 
speaks of the intellectual level, the respectful insights in the given situation as well as the 
shared efforts to find compromise and solutions for the problem at hand in a pragmatic and 
flexible manner. 
 
The creation and the development of 
the pedagogical structure of the school 
began with the first two Heads of 
School Heinz Sklarzik (1961-1964) and 
especially Erich Kleinschmidt (1964-
1973) and has been continued since. 
Erich Kleinschmidt, who came from 
Hesse and had gained first exposure to 
schools abroad in Thessaloniki and 
almost ended up in Tokyo instead of 
Washington D.C., can be credited with 
the orientation of the school towards 
the German Abitur. He arranged for 
the creation and later the revision of 
curricula and tirelessly worked on the 
difficult task of preparing the school 
for the first set of “school-leaving 
exams” after grade 10 (1968-1972) and 
then for its accreditation as an “Abitur preparatory school” (1971-1973). After five successful 
final exams and two just as successful Abitur exams, the school was fully accredited by the 
Assembly of Ministers of Education in Bonn on March 13, 1973. It was a proud day in the 
school’s history and a personal triumph for Erich Kleinschmidt: not even 12 years had passed 
between the school’s founding and its full accreditation. The Assembly of Ministers of 
Education sent the following exam officials to Washington in the years between 1968 and 1981: 
Prof. Assmann (Schleswig-Holstein), Krog (Hessen), Schröder (Rheinland-Pfalz), Diehl 
(Nordrhein-Westfalen), Frau Dr. Kipper (Hessen) and finally Dr. Wilhelm Hachgenei (Rheinland-
Pfalz). All of them were full of praise for the level of performance and the willingness to learn 
on the side of the students, the thorough preparation and execution of the exams by the 
teachers and the incredible progress the school had made in such a short time.  However, 
having gained much insight during their time at schools within Germany and abroad, they also 
conveyed many valuable and constructive suggestions for the improvement and continued 
development of the school.  
 

As principal, Erich Kleinschmidt (middle with glasses) welcomes 
Native-American delegation to the German School (Dec 1965). 
Courtesy of the U.S. Department of the Interior, Photograph no. 
184-12. 
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In time, these focused efforts led to the German School Washington becoming an Excellent 
German School Abroad, forty-three of which now offer the Abitur certificate. With the 1978/79 
school year the concept of Reformierte Oberstufe (as per the Mainz model) was introduced. In 
1981, the first group of 25 students took the Abitur exam that was reformed according to the 
guidelines of that new model. You will find a more detailed overview on the number and 
nationalities of the graduates between 1971 and 1981 elsewhere in this publication – suffice it 
to say, for the period in question there were 111 students from 8 countries, 20 of which had 
spent their entire school career at the German School Washington. 
 
This development served as a solid foundation for Horst Breckwoldt to build on. He was sent 
from North Rhine Westphalia and had gained valuable experience in schools abroad in Athens 
and Paris. During his time as Head of School from 1973 to 1980, he managed to improve the 
outreach of the school into the metro area of Washington D.C. with much purpose and success. 
By hosting speakers and a variety of cultural events at the school, scheduling visits of American 
schools and generally focusing on the social aspects of school life, he managed to promote the 
school, its development, successes, and goals throughout the Washingtonian metropolitan 
area. The school began taking root in the educational and social sector of the region and 
simultaneously started to become more influential as well. Even today [1981], as the school 
begins its third decade since its existence, with Georg Gosse at its helm since 1980, who came 
here from Bavaria and had gained his experience abroad at a High School in New York state, the 
focal point remains the same: developing the school internally while at the same time 
maintaining a network externally. 

 
The Heads of School have had on their side – quietly and efficiently working in a supporting role 
– their Deputy Heads of Schools: Alfred Schork from Baden-Wuerttemberg (1966-1971), Dr. 
Jürgen Wetschky from North Rhine Westphalia (1971-1977) and Jürgen Böhls from Hesse (1977 
to date, as of the date of the publishing of this article). Creating complex weekly schedules, 
organizing the school day, preparing exams, finding substitutes for teachers, keeping 

German School Record Book (1972-1976) with list of teachers (1974) and their office hours. 
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supervision schedules, making sure that house and school rules are being followed – all the 
tasks that usually go unnoticed when they are done well. 
 
During the course of the years, the school had more and more visitors: they wanted to see what 
the school was about, to see the what progress was made and what milestones were reached. 
Hundreds of American students and teachers of the German language came and participated in 
German and English class, in part to get ideas for their own lesson plans. Aside from members 
of the German Parliament, representatives of the Federal Foreign Office and the German 
Consulates in the US, the school welcomed many visitors like the Ministers of Education Prof. 
Paul Mikat (North Rhine Westphalia), Dr. Bernhard Vogel (Rhineland Palatinate) and Prof. 
Ludwig von Friedeburg (Hesse). Many articles, reports and documentaries on the German 
School were published in the American and German media, promoting the school and its good 
reputation further. The German School was the talk of the town – mostly, if not always, 
depicted in a positive manner.  
 
Two panels served in strengthening the inner structure of the school:  
 
1. The Parents‘ Council which consists of parent representatives of all grades and classes and 
whose members are re-elected annually. This council has its finger on the pulse of the topics 
that are important to the parents and students alike and has always been the first to know 
where difficulties, tensions or problems might be looming. Thanks to this panel keeping the 
lines of communication open and facilitating at times even difficult conversations, tensions and 
chagrin can widely be avoided. Robert Röntgen (1970-1974), Dr. Inge Enzinger (1974-1980) and 
Helga Siebert (1980 to date, as of the date of publishing of this article) have gained great merits 
as Chairs of the Parents’ Council. 
 
2. The Friends of the German School, another group of parents 
that has taken on the social aspect of school life over the past 
years: It all began with the Christmas Bazaar on December 2, 1967, 
which was organized by Mrs. Isa Freifrau von Stackelberg and the 
Ladies at the German Embassy (visitors: 5000, net proceeds: 
$12,000). To keep up the enthusiasm and to make sure that the 
proceeds would be used in a sensible manner, this „circle of 
Friends” was founded on March 24, 1969. The Friends have since 
organized countless St. Martin lantern walks, bazaars, summer 
fests, dance classes with a festive dance gala as a highlight, 
information sessions for new families, concerts, movie nights, 
speaker series, pottery classes, evening swims and many more 
events. 
 
Those interested in the school were able to come together and spend some time catching up in 
a light-hearted atmosphere. Erika Feulner, Dr. Barbara Fuchs, Henriette Vent and Annemarie 
Chrétien (the latter already mentioned with regards to the founding of the school) have 
accomplished to put on events that will be remembered by many. They managed to combine 
the best-practices and idiosyncrasies of the United States with the German and European 

Benefiting the German School, 
the first Christmas Bazaar was 
organized by the Friends and held 
at the German Embassy (1967). 
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customs and traditions. Additionally, the Friends work diligently and discreetly when a family 
demonstrates financial need, so that students are not hampered by social disadvantages when 
it comes to attending the school. In the 12 years since their inception (to date, as of the date of 
publishing of this article) the “Friends" have raised $56,975.16 and donated the funds to the 
causes described above in a very non-bureaucratic manner.  
 
The chronicler finds himself ahead of the chronological order of events - the sheer number of 
dates, names, events and memories is overwhelming. Let us go back to that first building at 
MacArthur Boulevard that the school moved into in September of 1961 and that – just like most 
of the school buildings that followed – soon proved to be too small and “bursting at the seams” 
as a story on the school stated at the time. 
 
As a result, in the school’s second year, the search 
for a larger, more suitable school building began – a 
drawn-out, tiring and often disappointing process. 
Members of the Board, teachers as well as some 
parents scoured the neighborhoods close to the 
school building on MacArthur Boulevard and 
negotiated with directors of other private schools 
and chaplains of various parishes in the area. They 
checked empty buildings and church rooms, read 
the classifieds, and finally came across the 
Chesterbrook Methodist Church in McLean, Va. The 
school, which at this point consisted of eight classes 
and two preschool groups, moved there in April 1963. But even the new temporary quarters 
soon felt too constricting, so the Board of Directors and the German Embassy of the Federal 

Republic of Germany decided to contact the Federal 
Foreign Office to ask if the German government 
might be willing to purchase a property to create a 
suitable school campus that would serve the school 
community better. The school was in luck: the Head 
of the Department of Culture of the Foreign Office, 
Dr. Dieter Sattler, visited the school in the fall of 
1964. He participated in the search for an affordable 
piece of land and quickly realized the urgency of 
finding a dedicated campus. The Federal Office 
appropriated 1.3M Deutsche Mark in 1965 for the 
purchase and in January of 1966 the property at 

Cartoon by DSW student Jan Bazing illustrates the 
move from the MacArthur Blvd. to the McLean 
location. 

The School’s second move from McLean to Potomac in 
1966. Cartoon by Jan Bazing. 
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9440 Logan Drive in Potomac changed hands. The lot was deemed ideal because of its location 
in a quiet, wooded area and its ease of access via River Road and the Beltway. The more than 6 
acres would serve as a building site for the school building which was designed by the Federal 
Construction Authority. Mr. Josef Jorascheck, representative of the agency and local to 
Washington, DC, oversaw the construction efforts. Work officially began on February 24, 1966, 
and only a few months later, on May 18 the roofing ceremony took place. During the heat of 
summer in August, Board members, members of the Embassy, parents and teachers united to 
tackle the move according to the motto "Bonn puts in the money, we put in the work". On 
September 12 classes were held in the new building for the first time and on October 29, 1966 
the official ribbon-cutting ceremony took place: In the presence of representatives of the 
Maryland State Department of Education, the presidents of the cultural societies of 
Washington, DC and many members of the American as well as German press, Ambassador 
Heinrich Knappstein handed the key to the German government-owned school building to Head 
of School Erich Kleinschmidt. The following is part of his speech: 
 
“. . . the school is succeeding in one of its major goals, namely, to be a meeting place of young 
people from two continents, a place where two different cultures, different customs and 
manners can freely meet and blend in the daily life of the students… . We have to thank all of 
you for your financial, your moral and active support without which we never would have been 
able to build the school. You know that this building which you see today in another seven or 
eight years will, according to present plans give way to a larger, final structure which will be 
designed to meet all the requirements which by the envisaged enlargement and growing 
student enrollment will have become necessary." 

Affectionately dubbed “the barracks,” the new campus of the German School on Logan [later Newbridge] Drive in Potomac, MD, 
offering more classroom and playground space opened its doors on October 29, 1966.  
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Only three years later, the school 
building, with its capacity having been 
limited by the US building authorities 
to a maximum of 250 students, had 
again become too small. Four 
hundred forty-five students were now 
enrolled, 9 classes had to be 
outsourced to neighboring schools 
and churches. The peace and quiet 
that the location had promised was 
faced with a rude awakening caused 
by transport problems, difficulties 
with communication and scheduling 
issues that were mainly rooted in the 
lack of a common learning and work 
environment. Again, the Federal 
Foreign Office was called to the 
rescue. 
 
You can imagine the chronicler’s surprise at discovering that personal visits to the authorities in 
Bonn, detailed reports from Washington, and many talks with political persons of the time 
(among them Chancellor Kurt George Kiesinger, Federal Foreign Minister Willy Brandt, Federal 
Finance Minister Franz Josef Strauss) resulted in the Federal Foreign office approving the 
purchase of yet another property in 1969, coupled with a promise of the construction of a 
prestigious school building. As a result, another systematic scouring of the Washington metro 
area for a suitable school campus began. Finally, for the total cost of 1M Deutsche Mark, 
twenty acres of land were purchased at 8617 Chateau Drive in Potomac, Maryland. A total of 
20M Deutsche Mark were allocated in the federal budgets for the years 1970 through 1975 to 
accommodate the new construction of a school building. This paved the way for a solution to 

the many issues the school had been 
faced with while finding a 
comfortable accommodation since 
its inception. A special permit for the 
construction of a school in a 
residential area which the neighbors 
could have vetoed was granted by 
the Montgomery County Board of 
Appeals on December 9, 1969. The 
blueprints, sketches and models 
were designed, modified, and finally 
ratified by the Federal Construction 
Authority in Berlin in close 
cooperation with architects based in 
the US. On December 4, 1970, 

The Logan Drive campus soon reached its capacity with 445 students, 
so that the German Federal Foreign Office again came to the rescue 
with funding for a much larger school complex on Chateau Drive in 
Potomac, Maryland. 
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German Ambassador to the US Dr. Rolf Pauls presided over the ground-breaking ceremony. In 
his speech, he focused on the cultural-
political idea behind the school’s concept 
as follows: 
 
“We see this school as a meeting-place, a 
place of encounters of German students 
and their American friends, their friends 
from other countries, parents and children, 
inside the walls of this school building; 
encounters based on the German spirit, on 
a German curriculum and the medium of 
the German language. These are the three 
essential elements that make this school a 
school of encounters and that will fuel its 
work. 
 
“With all the people who work at and with 
the school based on these principles being 
friends of this school, we can only stand to 
win. We hope and wish that the school who has already gained many merits locally as well as in 
Germany thanks to the hard work put in by school management, faculty and students, will see 
happy times in its new home that is about to be built.” 
 
During the years following, the construction site at 8617 Chateau Drive would offer the usual 
sight of any extensive, long-term building project: workers, excavators and other heavy 
equipment, controlled detonations to break into the surprisingly rocky ground, seemingly 
unorganized and chaotic construction of bits and pieces of the school campus, and so on.  
Kurt Novack, the representative of the Federal Construction Authority in Berlin at the time, 

diligently coordinated and oversaw 
construction. Finally, on March 19, 1975 a 
total of 640 curious students from 26 
classes guided by 42 teachers got to explore 
the new school building for which the 
roofing ceremony had only taken place a 
year earlier. On May 10, 1975, Karl 
Moersch, State Minster in the Federal 
Foreign Office presided over the ribbon-
cutting ceremony which was attended by 
many honorary guests in the expansive, 
bright assembly hall of the school. There 
were quite a few more visitors than had 
attended in previous years on similar 
occasions and the chain of people handing 
down the key to the school building was a 

A model of the new Chateau Drive campus, showing the main 
building, sport buildings, kindergarten, and playing fields. 

Architectural elevation drawings of the main Chateau Drive 
building. 
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long one: the representative of the owner, the Federal Republic of Germany, Minister of State 
Karl Moersch, the Ambassador of Germany Berndt von Staden, the Chair of the Board of 
Directors Dr. Hans Schneider and finally the recipient of the key: Head of School Horst 
Breckwoldt. Dr. Wilhelm Bofinger, representative of the German Protestant Parish in 
Washington D.C. blessed the new buildings and expressed his hope that the students would 
have a happy, healthy, and harmonious learning environment there. The Washington Post 
printed an extensive and extremely positive article on the new building titled “The German 
School, a Palace for Learning" on June 7, 1975.  

 
The school’s goal was to secure and hone the diversity that it had achieved within and outside 
of its walls. Not only were the students who came and still come to Washington very different 
with regards to their educational backgrounds and schooling; they also have a wide variety of 
abilities, talents, and interests. Hence, in the 1970s the school’s main focus was to provide a 
school program that was differentiated enough to meet the demands of most all of the 
students enrolled. To appeal to those students who were looking to remain in the USA for the 
long term and who would apply to US colleges and universities after graduating from the 
German School, Mr. Erich Kleinschmidt had already had the school accredited with the 
Maryland State Department of Education as an “American High School.” In 1971, the school 
was granted the privilege to also award the “American High School Diploma" to students who 

Horst Breckwoldt greets the German School community to the Christmas Bazaar (1975) at the entrance to the new school 
buildings on Chateau Drive, Potomac, Maryland. 
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had completed 12th grade. In April of 1973, the school was even given authorization to allow an 
“Early Graduation“ after the completion of 11th grade, provided certain criteria were met. In 
the years following, a Realschule track for grades 7-10 and an orientation level for grades 5 and 
6, as well as the reformed High School or Upper Level – as per the Mainz model, as mentioned 
previously – were established. The sequence of foreign languages which was originally 
established as English (Grades 1-13), Latin (Grades 7-11) and French (Grades 9-13) in 1978 was 
adjusted to English, French, Latin. Many more changes to weekly schedules that were meant to 
meet the needs of the diverse student body, have been and are still being contemplated. 
Extracurricular activities such as sports, sciences, and music where phased in as needed and 
became standard practice. Since 1975, students, parents and teachers have been coming 
together to form a school choir led by Rudolf Hesselmann (1975-1981) and Michael Jahn (1981-
to date, as of the date of the publishing of this article) which contributed to the fame and good 
reputation of the German School in the surrounding area. 

 
None of these educational activities and innovations, however, would have been implemented 
had it not been for the solid knowledge and tireless work of the teachers. More than 200 
teachers sent from Germany as well as approximately 100 local teachers are and have been 
offering a high-quality education with manifold curricular and extracurricular programs. The 
time spent abroad at the German School seems to be a bonding experience for the teachers: 
every spring, since 1974, around 25-30 alumni teachers come together in different cities in 
Germany to talk about their days in Washington, to exchange information and experiences and 
in doing so become another thread in the bonding fabric woven between the US and Europe. 
 
Not only do the teachers sent from Germany for a duration of 3-5 years and the local teachers 
(many of whom having worked at the school for many years) bear the brunt of the pedagogical 
and educational burden of daily school operations. They are also responsible for the academic 

At the Chateau Drive campus with the principal Georg Gosse, principal (far left) and the German school faculty (1981).  
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progress and the personal development of their students. Many of them have proven to be 
essential assets to the school during the course of their careers at the German School, being 
personally invested and interested in their students whom they teach with great success. They 
truly have met the challenges of teaching at a German School Abroad head-on. However, it 
would be wrong not to report on the occasional criticism and disappointment on the side of the 
students and parents and the rebellious flare-ups that have happened when the discontent 
became too intense and the chasm between what was expected and what was delivered 
became too wide. Judging objectively, one might find that the teachers have been just as 
critical of the parents as the parents have been critical of the teachers. Nevertheless, many a 
brave and adventurous teacher took their students on excursions, field trips, and study tours: 
from museums to zoos and nature reserves in the lower grades to New York, Pittsburgh, 
Toronto and El Paso, Texas in the upper grades. Since 1971, it’s become a tradition for the 
seniors to visit the German Armed Forces unit stationed in El Paso by invitation of the 
representative of the German Armed Forces. We also can’t forget to mention the many plays, 
recitals, concerts, Christmas celebrations, speaker series, art shows etc. that the teachers 
prepared and put on. They spend an incredible amount of their time and energy on these 
events which are invaluable when it comes to showing the German School from its best side. 
 
Another initiative that sets the school apart is the Thornton Wilder Foundation, which was 
founded in 1976 by Oberkirchenrat Dr. Wilhelm Bofinger with the help of Chair of the Board Dr. 
Jan Reifenberg and Head of School Horst Breckwoldt. Its purpose is to preserve and honor the 
memory of Thornton Wilder, who gained many merits by promoting German American 
relations. The foundation regularly invites politicians, scientists, authors, and other public 
figures who have an interest in promoting the German-American friendship and who are willing 
to share their views in the form of presentations, talks and discussion forums with the Upper 
Level students. The three events headlined by former Secretary of State, Dr. Henry Kissinger 
(April 12, 1978), the President of the University of Chicago, Dr. Hanna Holborn Gray (October 
23, 1979) as well as the former US Ambassador to the United Nations, Senator Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan (Mai 13, 1981) were a great success and well attended. The relatives of Mr. Thornton 
Wilder support the foundation with great interest. 
 
In this context we cannot fail to mention the librarian of 
the German School Washington, Ms. Gabriele Sieg, who 
performs her work with much diligence and innovation. 
She has organized the events of the Thornton Wilder 
Foundation, many Abitur and graduation ceremonies as 
well as other highlights of school life and added unique 
aspects to these events by displaying meaningful books 
and publications from the library’s shelves. In 1976, she 
took over the collection of books which was, up to that 
point, slightly haphazard and random. With the support 
of many industrious volunteers, she has viewed, 
organized, and catalogued 17,000 of the 22,000 books so 
far. To the students, Ms. Sieg is always a patient, Gabriele Sieg, DSW Librarian, greets US 

Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1975). 
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reassuring, and knowledgeable advisor when it comes to picking suitable books, be it for class 
or their own reading pleasure.  
 
By now, a second library branch has been added: Grades 1 through 4 at the Elementary School 
with more than 200 students have moved out of the main building at Chateau Drive due to a 
shortage in classrooms and make good use of the space in the former school building at Logan 
Drive. The library for the 6- to 10-year-olds is also managed by Ms. Sieg. 
 
We can’t forget about another addition: on Saturday mornings, the “German Language School” 
at the German School Washington teaches more than 200 students (the youngest being 5, the 
oldest 70 years old) in 16 learning groups about the German language and culture. In 1976, 
Head of School Horst Breckwoldt added the language school to the German School Washington 
and since 1979 it is in the educational care of Oberstudienrat Peter Zahn from Hamburg. The 
language school uses the classrooms, the library, and the technical equipment of the German 
School but is otherwise financially independent, covering its cost through attendance fees. It is 
loosely connected to the actual German School Washington legally, as well as on an 
administrative and organizational level. 
 
These pages provide many facts, events and especially names and by now you have read many 
reports of patience, encouragement, and knowledge. The chronicler is aware and a little 
saddened by the fact that the testimony of the school’s history may still be incomplete – please 
excuse any gaps in documentation. However, there are two more names that can’t be missed in 
this chronic, partly because they are connected closely with the development and the stability 
of the inner works of daily school life.  
 
First, Hannelore Koske, who has managed the administration since 1966, quietly and under the 
radar but very successfully. Much respect to her for managing the finances and making sure 
that the school is at all times supported by healthy administrative operations. 
 

I also would like to document 
my respect and admiration for 
Natalie Olsen, who was an 
integral part of school life from 
1974 until 1978 as school 
counselor.  Even today, you can 
overhear people calling Ms. 
Olsen the „Angel of the 
German School” because she 
helped countless students deal 
with disappointments by 
showing them incredible 
warmth, patience, and 
encouragement. She listened 
to complaints, made sense of 
sadness, and dried many tears 

Counselor Natalie Olsen (far right), German teacher Peter Zahn (second from right), 
and five eleventh graders in 1977. DSW Yearbook (1977/1978), p. 70. 
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when the pressures of school life or self-doubt became too difficult to bear for students. 
Ms. Olsen also offered a helping hand when parents needed advice. She never focused on 
measurable performance but instead on the individual growth and achievement as well as the 
personal difficulties of each student. I can only imagine which topics, questions and existential 
problems were brought in front of Ms. Olsen in the early morning or late evening hours by 
desperate students, helpless parents, and well-meaning teachers. The entire school community 
is incredibly grateful to her! My personal thanks go out to Ms. Olsen not only due to our 
personal friendship but also because Ms. Olsen has done the German School Washington a 
great service in the past years. It was important to her that everyone at the school, from 
teachers, students, parents to the Board of Directors, worked together on a basis of trust, that 
the teachers were aware of the rewards and challenges that come with their role and that the 
students were well equipped to learn and demonstrate their knowledge while being proud of 
their school and happy to attend.  
 
There is no doubt that Ms. Olsen was successful in providing guidance to the individual student 
or parent, on a personal level; I am not willing or able to judge if she was able to change or 
improve on the general atmosphere at the school or if any counselor can take on the pressures 
and the commitment (be it with regards to time, physical or psychological stressors) that this 
position brings for the long run. Dorit Bandmann, who took on the position of counselor in 1978 
might be able to answer this question. She will describe her work in more detail in another part 
of this document. 
 
As the chronicler reaches the end of his notes on two decades of school history, he asks himself 
if these notes cover everything. He ponders and ruminates if the story was indeed as rosy as he 
wrote it down. Have there never been controversy, conflict, and arguments? Of course, he can’t 
make a claim to the comprehensiveness of this chronic. No doubt, there were tensions and 
arguments. The differing ideas, expectations, and hopes for the future on the side of board 
members, parents, students, teachers, and the authorities when it comes to the school hold a 
huge potential for conflict. The high turnover of students, parents, and teachers – with the 
average time spent at the school being approximately three years – sure makes continuity a 
difficult feat to achieve. The German School Washington has evolved between 1961 und 1981 
and this chronicle can only be an attempt at summarizing this development. The past cannot be 
changed. What remains is to chart a path into the future with the focus on the well-being of the 
students – who are and will be at the center of it all.  
 
Washington, in December of 1981  
Heinrich Baumhof 
 
Originally published in German: Rudolf Schütz, ed. Zwanzig Jahre Deutsche Schule Washington 
DC (1961-1981). Potomac: Privately printed, 1981.  
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