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know what the hell I learned? 
That a nigger ain’t no different 
from nobody else. I had to come 
over here to learn that. I hadda 
come over here and let the Nazis 
teach me that.”

There were approximately 
30,000 black U.S. soldiers who 
had come to liberate the world 
from German fascism. “Many of 
them, particularly those from the 
American South, experienced for 
the fi rst time in their lives the free-
dom to date white women with-
out fear of retribution,” according 
to Ebony magazine. “At a time, 
when lynching was still all too 
common in the American South, 
Germany appeared, especially to 
those who grew up in the South, 
like a haven of racial tolerance.” 
Ebony wrote that black soldiers 
enjoyed “more friendship and 
equality in Berlin than in Bir-
mingham or on Broadway.”

By 1951, the relationships 
between German women and 
U.S. soldiers had produced about 
94,000 children, about 3,000 of 
them “Mischlinge” (mixed-race 
children) as they were called at 
the time. Four-fi fth of these chil-
dren, who were conspicuous in 
appearance to Germans in the 
postwar period, lived with their 
mothers or close relatives. The 
Survey magazine concluded from 
a poll in 1949 that “German 
mothers treated their ‘Mischlings-
kinder’ considerably better than 
their counterparts in England and 
Japan.” English mothers often 
sent them to children’s homes 
or orphanages and “some Japa-
nese mothers had even resorted to 
infanticide of occupation children 
(both black and white).” Survey 

Of all places, the coun-
try that took racism to 
the absolute extreme 
appeared to black U.S. 
soldiers as a haven of 
racial tolerance. In 
the land of the Nazis, 
which they had helped 
to defeat, they felt like 
emancipated human 
beings for the fi rst time 
in 1945. 

It happened sometime in 
1946, in the nightclub of the 
U.S. Army in a small Bavar-
ian town: A couple of black 

soldiers danced in the middle of 
the room with German ‘Frolleins.’

That in itself was already a 
remarkable occurrence because 
at that time no black man would 
have dared to even approach a 
white woman in the U.S., espe-
cially in the South. At that time, 
white women danced with, dated 
and married only white men.

In Germany however, where 
racist mania had raged only a 
short time earlier, the black sol-
diers were very popular after 
initial distrust. Among those 
Germans who had direct contact 
with them, they were considered 
good-natured, generous and nice 
to children.

A study published in 1954 by 
the International Union for Child 
Welfare in Geneva, stated that 
Puerto Rican-Americans were 
particularly popular. They “par-
ticularly distinguished themselves 
through their amiable manner 
and through an impeccable com-
portment toward German citi-
zens and they helped wherever 
they could. Due to this behavior, 
they were known and popular in 
every family and even established 
close ties within some families on 
occasion.” 

According to an October 1946 
report in Ebony magazine, that 
evening in Amberg, fi ve white 
U.S. soldiers entered the soldiers’ 
club. What they saw apparently 
outraged them. One of the white 
soldiers, Floyd D. Hudson, threw 
a beer bottle onto the dance fl oor.

The black soldiers, under attack, 
did what they would have never 
dared to do back home: They 
went and got a few .30 caliber 
carbines and shot at the white 
soldiers. Hudson died while the 
four others survived their injuries. 
The aftermath was the same that 
it would have been back home: A 
court sentenced three of the black 
solders to death by hanging.

Also, there was the question 
of who owns the spoils of war, 
when these are women. Let’s not 
kid ourselves: It wasn’t only Rus-
sian soldiers who raped German 
women: More than 1,500 such 
acts committed by U.S. soldiers 
are on record in 1945. In her 
book, “GIs and Germans: Cul-
ture, Gender, and Foreign Rela-
tions,” Petra Goedde wrote that 
some soldiers “regarded the 
‘taking’ of a German woman as 
a form of revenge.”

Still, there was certainly much 
consensual fraternization. First 
of all, in 10 percent of the docu-
mented cases it was supposedly 
the parents who compelled their 
daughters to have intercourse 
with the occupying Allied soldiers, 
according to the Geneva study. 
The goal was always the same: 
“The black soldiers were particu-
larly sought-after as a source of 
food, candy and tobacco products 
because they were known for their 

benevolence and generosity,” the 
researchers wrote.

War correspondent Meyer 
Levin paraphrased such relation-
ships in the magazine Search in 
1950 this way: “Rape in Germany 
was accomplished through the 
medium of a bar of chocolate, and 
was known as fraternization.” 
Furthermore, he analyzed “the 
lustful eagerness of German girls 
to fulfi ll their roles as conquered 
women.” Others characterized 
the relationships as “between love 
affairs and prostitution.”

Initially however, contact 
between the soldiers and the local 
population had been prohibited. 
In February 1945, in Stolberg 
near Aachen, four women were 
charged with “acting in a manner 
prejudicial to the good order of 
members of the Allied Armed 
Forces.” The court said that they 
had invited U.S. soldiers into their 
homes after dark, “tempted them 
into violating the fraternization 
rule.”

In October 1945, the ban on 
fraternization was lifted. None-
theless, Germans still did not 
have access to the nightclubs of 
the U.S. Army. Because of that, 
the soldiers frequently explained 
that their companions were alleg-
edly displaced persons, in other 
words, not Germans, that they 
were Polish, for example. In the 
spring of 1946, the military in 
Nuremberg reviewed whether it 
would make sense to issue “social 
passes” for desirable members of 
the German population – natu-
rally, all of them women.

But the affairs between German 
women and GIs had long since 
become customary. Newsweek 

had already asked in December: 
“Do the Fräuleins change our 
Joe?”

The Fräuleins did indeed change 
Joe. However, not in the way that 
Newsweek had feared, namely 
that the U.S. soldiers would not 
denazify Germans but rather that 
“Veronica Dankeschön” could 
infect the soldiers with venereal 
diseases, and even worse, with 
the Nazi virus. Billy Wilder turned 
this topic into his propagandistic 
anti-fraternization movie, “A For-
eign Affair.”

At the time, Americans back 
home were also clearly against 
their soldiers being allowed to 
date German women: 70 percent 
of young women responding and 
40 percent of men under 30 said 
they opposed such unions. 

The soldiers in Germany per-
ceived the situation differently: 
“Most American soldiers held 

Germans collectively responsible 
for the war but absolved the Ger-
mans they knew from individual 
guilt,” Goedde wrote in her book. 
Most importantly for the U.S. sol-
diers, women were not part of the 
pool of Nazi sympathizers. And 
they were certainly not political 
missionaries, which is why not a 
single U.S. soldier returned home 
as a Nazi.

The German experience very 
much changed the black Joe how-
ever: it shook his life and self-
image. In “racist” Germany of 
all places, he found his personal 
freedom, in the same Germany 
whose inhabitants – that is what 
he had been told – had collectively 
murdered millions of people for 
racist reasons until only a few 
months earlier.

In “Last of the Conquerors,” 
William Gardner Smith’s charac-
ter, a black sergeant, says: “You 

went on: “In Germany not only is 
infanticide unthinkable but even 
separation is rarely considered.”

Nonetheless, one should not 
sugarcoat it: Women who got 
involved with black soldiers had 
problems in Germany as well. 
They had to endure ridicule and 
contempt. Especially those return-
ing from the front and prisoner 
of war camps berated and beat 
them – and not only their own 
husbands. 

In her 2002 dissertation, 
“Zwischen Fürsorge und Aus-
grenzung. Afrodeutsche ‘Besat-
zungskinder’ im Nachkriegs-
Deutschland” (Between care and 
marginalization: Black-German 
“occupation children” in post-
war Germany), Yara-Colette 
Lemke Muniz de Faria reports 
on the case of a girl whose 
mother had placed with her par-
ents. The parents allegedly could 
not let the mixed-race child out 
into the street “and when guests 
came to visit, the child would be 
hidden.”

Nonetheless, the 1954 Geneva 
study came to the following con-
clusion overall: “According to 
our investigation, the cases in 
which mixed-race children are 
being rejected by their communi-
ties because of their family back-
ground should be considered the 
exception. Generally, the rela-
tives, neighbors and other chil-
dren meet them with cordiality 
and affection. It is not uncommon 
that they are even being particu-
larly favored and pampered, be it 
because they make friends quickly 
due to their funny manner and 
their cuddly nature, be it because 
the grown-ups feel pity for these 
children for whom they anticipate 
a diffi cult future.”

Nonetheless, well-meaning 
pastors’ wives and eager youth 
welfare offi ce employees came 
up with numerous solutions in 
order to help the children and 
their mothers: children’s homes 
just for them, adoption in the 
U.S., Africa and Venezuela. In 
the end, most children stayed in 
Germany. There could have been 
worse solutions.

But there could have been bet-
ters solutions as well: At least one 
quarter of the black fathers paid 
alimony, more than among the 
white fathers. One in fi ve made an 
effort to get permission to marry 
his girlfriend. But that only suc-
ceeded in one out of 200 cases.

Starting in 1946, the so-called 
“Sweetheart bill” (War Brides 
Act) allowed brides to enter the 
United States. By June 1950, 
14,175 German wives had come 
to the United States – six hus-
bands and 750 children as well – 
predominantly the brides of white 
soldiers, however. 

While researching fi les of the 
headquarters of the European 
Command (EUCOM), Faria 
found the following statistic: 
By September 1947, 908 black-
American soldiers had fi led a 
request to be allowed to marry 
their German girlfriends. Four-
teen were given permission, 1.5 
percent. It is no surprise, though:  
Until 1967, she writes, such inter-
racial marriages were banned in 
30 states.  ■

You know what 
the hell I learned? That 

a nigger ain’t no different 
from nobody else. 
I had to come over 
here to learn that. 

I hadda come over here 
and let the Nazis 

teach me that.

An Unexpected Freedom
What black U.S. soldiers experienced in Germany after the war

By Peter H. Koepf
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Unknown happiness: Black U.S. soldiers found acceptance and tolerance in post war Germany – and sometimes even the love of their lives.

For an extensive project, 
writer Peter H. Koepf is looking 
to speak with children of 
black American soldiers with German 
mothers, and with their respective 
parents. Please write to: 
peter.koepf@times-media.de

Why Women Earn Less than Men in Germany
Germany does not treat women well: 

They earn about 23 percent less 
than men. Women have long been 

appalled by this, rebuking men and the 
society they still dominate. Vladimír Špidla, 
EU commissioner for social affairs, has 
reprimanded Germany on a number of occa-
sions because the national wage differential 
is much greater than the EU average of 17.4 
percent.

Now Germany’s Minister for Family 
Affairs Ursula von der Leyen of the Christian 
Democrats has seized on women’s indigna-
tion around this issue and is campaigning 
with it. The previous SPD-Green coalition 
government “utterly failed” with its gender 
equality plans, she said.

A little bit more honesty would 
bring some objectivity into these 
strident disputes that pop up 
periodically. Anyone who reads 
the small print can fi nd a more 
subtle explanation. There are 
still far too few young women 
who pursuing training and 
degrees in technical and scientifi c 
fi elds – despite the annual “girls 
days” meant to encourage them to do so. Instead, 
German women still have a tendency to pick 
sectors and careers that are traditionally paid 
less. Men are apparently more willing to relocate 
to take a better paying position elsewhere. And 
German mothers are more likely to have part-
time jobs than French women, for example, and 

take a longer maternity leave 
before returning to work.

There is not enough research 
to say whether women make 
these decisions because the 
availability of full-day childcare 
is insuffi cient or as a deliberate 
choice for more personal time 
and less work. It may also be 
that an appreciable amount of 

women are not interested in pursuing a career, 
just as not every man wants to get to the top and 
most do not get there anyhow.

Those who do strive for higher positions, 
however, should not be held back by a lack 
of infrastructure. The chancellor candidate 
for the Social Democrats, Foreign Minister 

Frank-Walter Steinmeier, wants to offer free 
full-day childcare from infancy onward. This 
would remove what women have recognized 
as a barrier for equal participation in the 
working world.

An as yet unpublished study by the manage-
ment consulting fi rm Hay Group, cited by the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, may quiet 
the superfi cial uproar over the 23 percent. 
The fi rm compared 70,000 salaries from 300 
companies. When comparing only similar 
and equivalent positions, women earned 5 
percent less. This is 5 percent too much and 
eliminating this disparity is naturally a goal 
for everyone. But the rest no longer belong in 
headlines or campaign ads – nor in Germany-
bashing.

By Peter H. Koepf
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