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Each Statistic is a Person - A statistical report from a Neighborhood Center in 
Germany says that 850 persons, including 54 volun

teer workers, make a total of 2980 visits monthly to the Center. Such a sentence 
pig_ues one's curiosity, Who are these 850 people? What are their lives like? 
Why do they come to the Neighborhood Center? 

To give you a bit of a glimpse into the lives of a few Neighborhood Center par
ticipants, we'll tel1 you briefly about.some who are a fairly representative 
cross section. 

A Volunteer - Frau A. i:s a widow who was bombed out eleven times during the war. 
Following/bombings, she lived with friends, and as many others had 

to do in the period of hunger which immediately followed the war, she walked 
from farm to farm trying to barter anything she owned for food, and went with a 
handcart to the forests seeking firewood. Finally she secured an apartment, and 
a job with an AFSC clothing distribution center. With her good judgment, sense · 
of fairness and her courageous English, she was a great asset to this work. 
Later, when the distribution stopped, and she secured a teaching job, she contin
ued her interest in the Center. Although the focus of the work became that of 
meeting the more intangible human needs, through the Neighborhood Center program, 
a few appeals for material aid continued to come,' As local indigenous need died 
down, . .refugees began to enter the community. To investigate and care for cases 
of need, and to welcome lonely refugee newcomers, Frau A. has for years now, de
voted almost a day a week on a voluntary basis. 

Newcomers are Welcomed - Barbel is a little girl from East Prussia, whose family 
· -- Frau A. visited, The family of eight lived in a wooden 

barracks. on a niost meager unemployment pension. 'The father, an electrician, had 
been unable to secure work in the six months since they had come. Bl:l.rbel was a 
quiet ymmgster, who missed no word of what Frau A, said to her mother about the 
Neighborhood Center•. A week later, she and her younger sister appeared at the 
Neighborhood Center to visit us, and the Children I s Library. Upon ing_uiry, we 
found that they had walked all the 7 miles. They were introduced to a· children I s 
group and became participants. The father later secured work, so that money for 
streetcar fare became available. 

Conrad· is a little boy of 11, who comes to the "Hort", where, each day after 
school he can be cared for, until his mother gets home from work. Like most Ger
man schools, his is on a double shift, so that he attends only half a day. At· 
the Hort, his home work is supervised, and he has the opportunity for constructive 
play.· His father never returned from the Russian campaign. His mother earns a 
small wage as a typist in a factory. Conrad is a nervous child, who suffers from 
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nightmares of bombings, and wllo f'inds it difficult to join .in play with other 
children. While the Center cannot meet all of his problems, it can offer him a 
friendly atmosphere, and some help from the understand~ng adults in charge of the 
Hort. 

Frau D, belongs to another refugee family whom Frau A, visited. One day, during 
the war, Frau D., with several. other women:, was working in a field in Silesia, 
when a low flying Allied plane came by and. shot at them: All the others were 
killed, and Frau D, sustained a serious abdominal wound. Ironically, an American 
field ambulance came by, picked her up, and· operated. upon her. Frau D. said with 
wry humor that her American operation was lier best one. She has had six subse
quent ones. Later she and her husband had to flee from their farm.· Frau. D. is .. 
still almost incapacitated, having to remain a good bit of time in bed. She has 

· a strong will, and -cheerful nature; she does what housework she cany and on her 
really good days, she makes her. painful way into the Neighborhood Center to use 
the library. 

Accepted As They Are - Ernst is a young man of 22, who. hasn.'t found himself. In-
.· telligent, rather sad,-looking, and much too quiet, one 

would see him each night in the Neighborhood Center library reading, and occasion
ally listening to the conversations of other young people, but rarely taking part. 
His group tnterests were varied -::- jazz music, Englisl:1 discussion, and Quaker: . 
meeting, but in these, too, he was a s.ilent member who, for some reason, did not 
feel secure enough to participate in the µsual way. One night E:i;-nst was involved 
in a_ prank, which attempted to.break up a party which another group was having. 
When this was later discussed with Ernst he said, "It's the same with all of us, 
in our age group. You probably think this was a childish_trick, but we still like 
doing things like ~hat. The reason is, we feel that we were cheated out of our 
teen-age years when boys do this kind of stunt. At 15, we. were drafted into the 
Army,. and after that most of us, including .me, were P ,0. W. 's for a year or two. 
Wh.en we got back home after three or four years' absence, we didn't feel that we 
knew our families any moreJ and of course they don't know what to do with us. If 
they are authoritative and treat us as kids, we resent it, because in some ways 
we are, and feel like men. On the other hand;, we still. have. the feeling that we 
have to make up for our interrupteq, childhood, and so sometimes we seem more like 
children, and don't like having too much adult responsibility forced upon us yet. 11 

As Ernst gave _this very clear explanation, .one could see some of the reasons whyJ 
in Neighborhood Center after Neighborhood Center, thf:lre is a striking overweight
ing in the number of boys and young ~en among attendees and participants. Often 
boisterous and superficially gay, at·first showing no interests beyond jazz and 
ping pong, when one gets to know them one finds bewildered, disillusioned young 
people,_ who feel that they. cio not. fit in. any more at home, that the ideals of the 
Hitler Jouth Movement. were exploded, that the churches do not care about them - so 
now they will try the.Neighborhood Center. Any Neighborhood Center could cite in
stances of boys, who, in an atmosphere of acceptance, given encouragement and 
stimulation, have developed far beyond the promise which was visible that fir~t 
evening when they showed up for ping pong •. This work with the youth,· particular
ly the yoµng men who have undergone the type of.experience Ernst had, is in my 
opinion, one of the most important aspects.of Neighborhood Center responsibility. 
Also,the Neighborhood Center is one of thf:l very few institutions in most communi
ties, which is equipped, through its point of view, personnel, and.facilities, to 
provide the atmosphere to.which these young men will come - where they will feel 
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accepted as. they are, but where they will be offered resources for growth of in
terests, when and if they .become ready for that. 

Human Qualities Greatest A.sset - Frau F. is a ·housewife, who fought the. Nazi . 
ideol.ogy in the·ways which were open to her. 

She had a Jewish friend who was afraid to go to the Air Raid shelter· becaµse of 
the unfriendliness of the people there. Frau ·F. called for her each night, 
steered her past the host~le glances-of the others> and sat with her, as the 
bombs rained down on their industrial .town. On another occasion, Frau F. went 
to court as a witness on behalf of a Jewish person, Ort her way home a group .of 
irate housewives threw stones at her. . Later, Frau F. was no more afraid of the. 
Americans than of her anti-Jewish neighbors. •When the Army entered the city, the 
F. family, like the others in their apartment house·, were ordered to turn over 
their flat for the use of the soldiers·.. Frau F. wrote a note in English and 
tacked it to the bookcase, 11These are our treasures; please take care of them." 
When their flat was again available for their use, they found that it was the 
only one in the building in which nothing had been damaged. Frau F's human 
qualities have been a great asset to the Neighborhood Center where she has served 
on numerous committees. 

Dr, G, is a competent chemist, with an international outlook. His library is 
filled with foreign books and periodicals. He had a Jewish wife, who was thought 
to be safe, .because of Dr. G's important job. However, they were caught listen
ing to an English broadcast during the war, and taken off to concentration camp.' 
Dr. G, was.kept there .two years,·and Frau G, never returned. Their daughter, an 
outstanding young per-son, was in the first group of German students to be seht 
to the States after the war, as exchangees, Dr. G. from the earliest days had a 
great interest in the wor.k of the Neighborhood Center where he currently serves 
as president. ' 

An Average Family - Friendship Reinvested - The H. family might be considered an 
average German family. Herr H. is an 

accountant who works for.the city. He and Frau H. wer'e married at the beginning 
of-the depression, and shortly afterward he lost his job. After two years of 
fruitless and discouraging search for a job,· he was offered one, on condition that 
he would join the Nazi party. It was in the early days of the Party, arid he saw 
no harm in it at that time, and did it to get the work. Later he.was drafted in~ 
to the Army, and after three years of service was taken prisoner. He was sent 
first to the U.S.A. and then to England, and for two years his family did not 
know whether he, was alive or dead. When he returned, he was a stranger to his 
children. 

During the war, in this industrial town which received almost nightly air raids, 
Frau H, had to awaken her three small children at each alarm and bundle them off 
to the air raid shelter. This was difficult, but even harder was the period af
ter the war, when for three years almost famine conditions prevailed. Each day 
she had to walk miles into the, country in search· of :potatoes or turnips, and often 
the children had to be put to be4 hungry. 

Now it is eight years after the war. Herr H. has been .at home and at work for 
several years, although for.the first four years he received only a :portion of 
his salary because of his earlier Nazi membership. The whole family are devoted 
friends of the Neighborhood Center. Herr H, comes to Open Evenings; 17-year-old 
Hans, a builders' apprentice, belongs t·o several youth groups; 14-year-old Gretel 
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comes to a Trend class and 11-year-old Richard to a children's play group. Frau 
H. uses the sewing room and comes to Center festivities, and serves the Center 
in innumerable ways - in the kitchen when refreshments are needed, in the kinder
garten when a teacher is ill, or over a scrub bucket if ~he cleaning lady fails 
to appear. Often before one asks her to help out, one finds that she has seen 
the need, and has begun the job. We had sometimes· wondered at this sustained 
friendly devotion. One day she told a story which helped to explain it, Once, 
during the "hunger period", Frau H. had put her children. to bed, with nothing to 
eat. They had been hungry for so long that they couldn't sleep, and their crying 
made her feel quite desperate. She wondered h~w she could go on any longer and 
what would become of them all, Then the doorbell rang, and at the door she was 
handed her first food package from America. This gift coming to her at her mo
ment of extreme need, was something she never forgot. This friendship and help 
which were extended to her she had reinvested many times over in her neighborly 
service at the .Center. 

These thumbnail sketches are of very ordinary people in Germany, More dramatic 
tales than these you could pick up on any German streetcar. While much can be, 
and has been written about "the German personality", one of the things which 
strikes AFSC workers most forcibly, is that most people in Germany have suffered 
severely, both physically and emotionally, because of the violence of their his
tory during the past few years, '.11hat now many German people, fatigued and dis
illusioned, want .to turn their attention exclusively to the basic everyday task of 
earning a living, is not to be wondered at, When they do muster _their fatigued 
mental energies to sharing in our, or some other constructive work, it is to be 
greatly admired and encouraged. Offering encouragement and support to people 
like these, in their efforts to carry on the Neighborhood Centers, may seem to be 
a simple goal, but it is an important one. Dr. Erich Wohlfahrt, president of the 
Mittelhof Center in Berlin, wrote in an articl_e entitled lfThe Work of Neighbor
hood Centers" (Soz:i.al Arbeit) that "the very root of neighborhood work is the 
resolution, born from humanitarian feeling, again to bring together human beings 
that were isolated through social a.evelopments, and to make them rediscover each 
other as human beings. 11 

· This is indeed the root of the matter and this is a pro
cess which we see in action through the cooperative efforts of these and all the 
other "neighbors. 11 

*****·***** 

The above report from Betty MacLeod suggests the spirit and atmosphere that char
acterizes the AFSC-sponsored neighborhood centers in Germany. In reviewing some 
of the ups and downs of neighborhood centers Ruth Dross recently commented: 

11We can see clearly the signs of healthy growth of these projects which are only 
3 - 5 years old. The past three years have brought far-reaching developments: 

From AFSC-administrated projects with as many as five foreign workers in 
leadership positions in some centers, neighborhood centers have grown 
into self-governed Heime, which are up to 65% self-supporting. 
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Foreign staff has been cut down to one (with the exception of Mittelhof 
which has two) or no foreign worker, and subsequent distribution of re
sponsibility to German co-workers. 

The relationship to AFSC has changed from a parent-child relation to a 
partner relationship. The German partner (the center) makes the policy, 
does the work, raises some funds; the foreign partner (AFSC) adds per
sonnel, consults, renders a variety of services, supports financially 
and all told helps in the development towards maturity and financial 
independence. 

In this growing-up process neighborhood centers have formed a Federation 
with which AFSC works closely. 

rrrn a growing measure neighborhood centers are recognized as important social in
stitutions in the community, filling a very special function as non-political, 
non-denominational agencies working with their neighbors of all-age groups in a 
large variety of activities. Land- and city governments are supporting in differ~ 
ent but incree.sing degrees the services which centers render in working with 
children, end.angered youth and the aged, Social work schools, social workers and 
educators express an ever growing interest in neighborhood centers as community 
agencies which are free to experiment in the use of such unorthodox methods as 
group work with different age levels. 

"'Preventative social work', 'creative meeting of human needs r, are a few of the 
expressions used by leading personalities in the field of education and social 
work when they talk about neighborhood centers and their special place as inde
pendent institutions which can fill the gaps between the more formalized and sec
tionalized social agencies in Germany. 

, 
11We can already see emerge the pattern of closer contact between neighborhood cen
ters and their communities. Community organization, as we use this term in the 
United States, is only beginning here. But neighborhood centers in a growing 
measure are becoming aware of their opportunity and responsibility to help in the 
creation of better communities, Already centers are in contact or are working 
with a variety of associations, government departments and resource people. 

"Representatives of the Federation of German Neighborhood Centers attended the 
International Conference of Settlement Houses in Amsterdam last May. In personal 
conversation with representatives of 16 countries and in listening to the presen
tations of historic developments it became clear to our German partners that in 
no other country had such rapid development taken place in any four years of 
neighborhood center history as in Germany. AFSC's efforts in the creation of 
neighborhood centers in postwar Germany is being immeasurably multiplied by the 
labor, endurance and faith of our German partners." 

*********** 
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