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A PROJECT LONG OVERDUE

The existence of Rotary and controversial politics can
lead to a delicate situation: How should Rotary deal
with clubs in a country where its government vio-

lates democratic rights and discredits principles of hu-

manity? When and if democracy returns, can Rotary
clubs be rebuilt or re-established without the help of
former supporters of the old regime?

Looking at Germany during the Nazi period (1933
to 1945) and the time after World War Il might pro
vide answers applicable to other countries of today.

In autumn of 2015, a group of nearly 60 German
Rotarians, among them university historians, began
a long overdue research project into the history of
Rotary in Germany from the 1920s to the 1950s.
This booklet is an interim report on the findings.

From 1925 on, Rotary clubs were chartered in Aus
tria and Germany, according to Rotarian principles.
When Hitler became German Chancellor in 1933,
however, Rotarians were discriminated by the Nazis
for political or racial reasons and had to leave their
clubs. Many of them were dishonored and persecu-
ted unless they fled from Germany in time. Others
were put into prison or concentration camps. Some
were outright murdered.

As to the Rotary organization itself, there was little
resistance. Up to 1937, when the German clubs dis
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banded, shortly before the Nazis would ban them,
members who had left their clubs in 1933 were
soon replaced by persons not discriminated by the
Nazis. Rotary kept growing until 1936.

During World War I, the Nazis banned Rotary in all
countries that Germany had conquered. Intellectuals
were persecuted and Jews murdered. After 1945,
many Rotarians who had survived the war helped
restart Rotary. When in 1949 the Federal Republic
of Germany was established, the old clubs were re
chartered and new ones founded. However, in East
Germany, where a Communist regime had taken
over, this had to wait until 1989, when the Iron €ur
tain fell and Germany was reunited.

In a confusing era of conflicting Rotarian values and
the horrors of the Nazi regime, our organization
must review its level of responsibility for growth in

a time of horrific discrimination and degradation.
We must accept the consequential contradiction of
what Rotary stands for and how this was ignored.
Today, it is time for Rotarians to express their deep
regret and, as an organization, to apologize. It is time
to look into a painful past even as we build great-

er hope for Rotary‘s future. More than ever, when-
ever Rotary perceives inhumanity, the Four-Way
Test is a political obligation. In the end, Germany
has shown how a new Rotarian community can and
must evolve. Ours is an organization than can never
again ignore our commitment to humanism and de-
mocracy.
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German Rotary Clubs Danemark

in the 1930s
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The first members of RC Chicago
in 1905: Sylvester Schiele,

Paul Harris, Hiram Shorey,

Gus Loehr (from left)
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In 1933, when the Nazi Party rose to power in
Germany, an ideology destroyed the very princt
ples and practices of every form of democratic
thinking and action.

How did Rotarians, their clubs in Germany as well
as Rotary International deal with this ideology
and its practical consequences? This question as
to Rotary’s behavior in such a situation is particu
larly important in these times of rising nationalism
and racism. How does one react when minorities
are oppressed and persecuted and when human
as well as civil rights and liberties are restricted?
How does Rotary behave when its own members
are discriminated?

It took decades for Rotary clubs in Germany
to face their own history. In 1962, Past Dis-
trict Governor Friedrich von Wilpert presented
a comprehensive document entitled ‘Rotary in
Deutschland’. The German Council of Governors,
however, prevented it being published. It did not
appear until twenty years later. This was symp-
tomatic of a time where tackling the ‘brown’ past
was still taboo. For critical readers today, the book
appears too apologetic. It also lacked footnotes
and referrals to ‘protect’ contributors.

Since then, preconditions for research into Rotary’s
history in Germany have fundamentally improved.
Documents from many German clubs in 1937,
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confiscated by the Gestapo, were found by the
Red Army and were transferred to Moscow. In
1957, most of these documents were handed
over to the East German government. When
Germany was reunited in 1989, some 25.000
documents became accessible for research. Since
then, investigations have increased with differing
intensity, depending on the historical interests of
individual members or clubs. Often investigations
are made in connection with anniversaries or
lectures.

One such investigation was initiated by Gideon
Peiper (RC Ramat Hasharon) in 2012. He and the
German-Israeli Inter Country Committee asked
German clubs, rechartered after the war, forin -
formation on the fate of their Jewish members.
However, a general and thorough investigation
into the Nazi period, was delayed until an ap
peal by Prof. Kurt-Jiurgen Maal} was published
in Rotary Magazin of October 2015, resulting in
the formation of a group of some 60 interested
Rotarian researchers. They collected publications
concerning the Rotary clubs of the 1930s, ana
lyzed documents in archives and attempted to
offer a comprehensive overview of the subject, as
shown by this preliminary report to the Hamburg
Convention.

In 2018, a very thorough investigation into the
history of two single clubs in particular was pub-
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After World War I, Rotary denied

its sympathy for the Nazi movement,
even by falsifying photographs (left)
or by cutting off the swastika (right)

lished by Prof. Paul Erdmann, completing a de -
cade of research in both Stuttgart and Munich.
Also, a research data base has been set up, col
lecting and combining all available information
on some 2.800 Rotarians, 56 clubs and more
than 2.500 references to documents of Rotary in
Germany and Austria before 1937. A bibliogra
phy lists more than 170 publications, while bio-
graphical data, including portraits, are added to a
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,digital memorial’ honoring Rotarians that were
persecuted by the Nazi regime.

Dealing with Rotary history is also of relevance
beyond Germany’s borders. The behavior of
Rotary as an institution and its individual mem-
bers is important world wide. Rotary must never
be silent when fundamental rights are ignored
and human rights are violated. The principles of
Rotary also require statements on politically sen
sitive developments. What happened between
1933 and 1937 with Rotary and Rotarians in
Germany should never happen again.
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