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From the beginning of the Institute's activities until his death on February 14 of this 

year, Felix Gilbert was most supportive of our work. It is a fitting tribute to him, and an 

honor to us, that the center of our research activities, the Institute's reading room, should 

bear his name. 

B. Hans-Ludwig Schreiber, Chairman, Volkswagen Foundation 

 

It is my pleasure to convey to you the good wishes of the Volkswagen Foundation's 

Board of Trustees at the official inauguration of this building. Even though the Historical 

Institute in Washington has been working for quite some time already-and obviously all 

staff members and guests seem to be satisfied-its formal inauguration is of special 

importance. 

The eve of the first anniversary of German reunification is quite a remarkable date for 

a German Historical Institute; the third of October, a new German national holiday, will 

also be celebrated in Washington in close connection with the Fourth Annual German-

American Day. The German Historical Institute in Washington will be a representative of 

the unified Germany and shall contribute to deepening the German-American relationship 

through an intensive exchange of ideas, joint research ventures, visiting professorships, 

and manifold lectures and conferences involving German and American historians. 

The Volkswagen Foundation is pleased to put this building, which it owns, at the 

disposal of the German Historical Institute and the Goethe Institute, two representatives 

of German science and culture in Washington. 

The Volkswagen Foundation was—thirty-nine years ago—not created by the 

Volkswagenwerk, the well-known automobile manufacturing firm in Wolfsburg. The 

ownership of this company had been disputed between the state of Lower Saxony and the 

German federal government since 1949, and the Foundation's capital stock of more than 

one billion German marks originated from the sale of company stock to the general 

public in 1961. The Foundation is not a governmental institution either, but a private one, 

although it was established by the Federal Republic of Germany and the state of Lower 

Saxony, which both acted as trustees. Its aim is to promote science and technology in 

research and education, and it does so independently. 
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The funds at the disposal of the Volkswagen Foundation for the promotion of science 

are derived from the proceeds of its capital, which amounts to approximately 2.8 billion 

German marks. According to German foundation law, a foundation is bound to 

substantially maintain its capital stock and to invest its money profitably. Part of the 

Volkswagen Foundation's funds is invested in real estate administered by the 

Foundation's subsidiaries. 

This is where the German Historical Institute enters into the picture. But first let me 

begin with the German Historical Institute in London, which we assisted ten years ago in 

a similar project. The Volkswagen Foundation acquired a seventeenth-century manor 

house in the London university quarter, and after substantial restoration it was placed at 

the disposal of the German Historical Institute in London alongside other organizations in 

the academic field (the German Academic Exchange Service and the Anglo-German 

Foundation). Minister Dr. Riesenhuber also officially opened the London Institute in the 

name of the Federal Republic and—what is very important—by financing the Institute's 

budget, he secures the rent that the Institute owes to the Volkswagen Foundation. 

With this background in mind, no one will be surprised that the Federal Ministry of 

Research and Technology asked the Foundation in 1988 to provide a building for the 

German Historical Institute in the United States (after it had been officially opened in 

November 1987) based on the London model, and to lease it on a long-term basis. 

Finally, this Woodbury Blair Mansion, where we are gathered together today, was 

chosen. 

In many aspects this building was impressive. Built in 1910 for a prominent lawyer 

(Woodbury Blair) as his private residence, this mansion was in excellent condition, with 

only a few alterations to the interior and exterior. It was as elegant and representative as it 

had been when designed by the famous Washington architect Jules Henri de Sibour in the 

style of Beaux Arts Classicism with elements of the Second Renaissance Revival and 

Second Georgian Revival. For decades (until 1958) it was in the family's possession; 

thereafter it was converted for office use-still without any change to style and 

atmosphere-and was completely renovated in 1981. Last but not least, it is centrally 

located near downtown Washington and close to Capitol Hill, Georgetown, and the 

central business district. 

Fiscal reasons made it necessary for the Foundation to establish an American 

subsidiary in Washington to buy and administer the real 
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estate on New Hampshire Avenue. The IVB Corporation, which was established in 1989 

as a tax-exempt organization according to American law, acquired the property in the 

summer of that year and had it restored for the German Historical Institute. The total 

investment amounted to $6.9 million (about DM 13.2 million). As in London, the Federal 

Ministry of Research and Technology will ensure that the legal entities of the Institutes—

in London, the Anglo-German Group of Historians, and in Washington, the Foundation 

of the German Historical Institute in Washington, D.C.—pay the rent to the Volkswagen 

Foundation. 

However, the Volkswagen Foundation's involvement with the German Historical 

Institute is not only confined to providing and renting this beautiful historical building as 

a matter of investment. The Volkswagen Foundation has supported the Institute since its 

inception. After the Institute was officially opened in November 1987, Professor 

Lehmann, the founding director, asked the Foundation for support and applied for a 

"program of summer courses and visits of American historians of German history to work 

in archives/libraries in the Federal Republic of Germany," for which the Foundation's 

Board made a three-year grant in late 1988 with the possibility of prolongation for two 

more years if successful. So far the Foundation has spent a total of about one million 

marks on this program and on a fellowship program for visiting scholars in post-war 

German history, which was granted in 1990 and which is being conducted in cooperation 

with the American Institute for Contemporary German Studies in Washington. 

Today there is a dual reason for the Foundation to be proud and grateful: Again it has 

been able to provide a place for science and culture abroad through an interesting and 

long-term investment abroad. And for the second time, a German Historical Institute has 

found a domicile in a beautiful historical building. 

It is my hope that the work conducted in this house will be successful, that science and 

culture of our two countries will benefit from these activities, and that German-American 

friendship will be strengthened and prosper. 


