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February 4, 1987 

Professor Fred Musser, Archivist 
Goucher College 
Towson, MD 21204 

RE: Mildred Fish Harnack 

Dear Professor Musser: 

TELEPHONE 
414/273-1040 

I received your name and address from a Mr. Herman Heyn, who I believe has been 
in contact with you regarding Mildred Fish Harnack. He wrote of my efforts regarding 
her, and we have attempted to pursue any further information that might be available, 
either recollections from anyone who knew her who might still be alive, or any records 
regarding her teaching, writing or other activities. 

As you may know, she was executed at Hitler's orders for her role in the German 
resistance. As a result, she holds the highest award for World War n which the Soviet 
Union has presented to any American woman, and I understand she is the only American 
woman who was executed by the Gestapo. 

According to what I have recently received from Mr. Heyn, and which I presume you 
have a copy of also, she was an instructor of English at Goucher, and also was featured 
prominently in at least one play presented at the college, in February 1929. 

While in Europe she did much to popularize American literature, and translated works 
such as "Drums Along the Mohawk" into their German editions, and was a central figure 
in the lively social circles in pre-war Berlin that centered around the American Embassy 
there. 

I have assembled a great deal of materials regarding her from various sources, and 
know of several people currently preparing written works on her, which I hope will 
prove successful. By law, all schools in Wisconsin are now mandated to specially 
recognize her birthday (she was a native of Milwaukee) and videotapes on her life are 
being planned or prepared here and in West Germany. 

If you have the interest, I would be more than happy to share copies of some of my 
materials on her for your archives, but I would also like in return a reasonable effort 
to find any other documents that you might be able to locate regarding her status and 
activities there. 

Thank you kindly for your attention. 

Very truly yours, 

ArQrktze~ ' r~ 
A ttorney at Law cr . 

cc: Mr. Herman M. Heyn 
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ASS E M B L Y B ILL 896 

Intre duced by Representatives BECKER, M. COGGS, 
BARRETT, BER:\OT, NOTESTEIN, KR UG, ROSENZlolEIG and BARCA 
by Senators NORQUIST, FEINGOLD, ULICHNY and CZARNEZKI. ' 
Committee on Rules. 

1 AN ACT t o amen~ 118 . 02 of the statutes, relating to deSignating September 16 

2 U3 ~ spec ia l obse rvance .day fo r Mi ldred Fis h Ha r n a~k . 

Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 

This bill designates September 16 as a special observance day for Mildred 
Fish Harnack. 

The people of the state of Wisconsin, represented in senate and assembly, do 

enact as follows: 

3 SECTION 1. 118.02 of the statutes is amended to read: 

4 l18.02 SPECIAL OBSERVANCE DAYS. On the following days when school is 

5 held the day shall be appropriately observed: January 15, Dr. Martin Luther 

6 King, Jr. DaYi February 12; February 15, Susan B. Anthony's birthday; Febru-

8 September 28, Frances Wil lard Day; October 9 , Leif Erikson Day; October 12; 

9 and November 11 . If any such day falls on a Saturday or Sunday, the observ-

10 ance shall be on a school day immediately preceding or following. If school 

11 is held on June 14, that day shall be appropriately observed as Robert H . La 

12 Follette, Sr. Day . If th e governor by proclamation sets apart one day to be 

13 designated as Arbor and Bi rd Day, under s. 14 .16 (I ) , t hat day s hall be 

1'+ appropr iat ely··bs ervedi o: .. e wise , the last Fr iday in April sha ll be ()bse rved 

15 as Arbor Day . 

16 (End) 



MILDRED FISH HARNACK 

Mildred Fish was born in Mil waukee on September 16, 1902. She attended Milwaukee 
public schools and later was a student, literary magazine editor and an instructor in 
English at the University of Wisconsin in Madison, receiving her Masters degree in 1926. 
There she met Arvid Harnack,l a German lawyer and economist studying as a Rockefeller 
fellow. They married in 1926 and she joined him on his return to Germany in 1930, 
where he received his Ph.D. magna ~ laude and published his dissertation on the 
"Pre-Marxist Labor Movement in the U.S." He also studied economic construction first 
hand in the Soviet Union. 

Arvid Harnack then Served in the Economic Ministry of the German government until 
1942. Mildred lectured on American literature and taught at the Foreign Affairs 
Academy in Berlin. She was an editor and writer, and translated many works including 
the German edition of Drums Along the Mohawk. She also hosted prominent English 
and U.S. authors, such as Thomas Wolfe. The Harnacks were regular guests at the 
U.S. Embassy, and Mildred served as an unofficial hostess for many of its social affairs. 

The Harnacks were well-placed in German society, but they were far from happy with 
developments under [iitler, who was handed the Chancellorship in January 1933 and 
progressively eliminated all visible opposition while building an economy based on war 
preparation and an ideology of intense racism, anti-Semitism and anti-Communism. 
Working underground, they formed one of the major resistance organizations inside 
Germany during the first half of World War TI, known as the Harnack/Schulze-Boysen 
organization after its leaders Arvid Harnack and an airforce officer, Harro Schulze
Boysen. The Gestapo called it "The Red Orchestra." Its hundreds of members included 
intellectuals, military officers, workers, and other people of Marxist and Christian 
philosophies who shared hatred for Hitler's policies, and were willing to act accordingly. 
They issued clandestine underground publications, including "The Inner Front" and "Agis," 
and circulated writings by banned authors such as Thomas &:: Heinrich Mann, Churchill 
and Marx. They also gathered valuable information on Hitler'S war plans and conveyed 
this by coded radio messages to the Soviets, who were then offering the primary 
resistance to Nazi aggression. 

In late 1942 the Gestapo arrested the Harnacks and about 50 other members of the 
group, including 19 women. Arvid Harnack was executed for treason in December, as 
were most of the others. Mildred was sentenced to six years at hard labor with little 
evidence of treasonous activities, but Hitler personally directed that she be re-tried. 
The judge complied, and with no further evidence sentenced her to death. She was 
beheaded on February 16, 1943. 

Mildred Harnack grew very ill in prison and consoled herself in the last days by 
translating Goethe's verses into English. Her last words were "And I loved Germany 
so much!" She is reportedly the only American woman who was executed by the 
Gestapo and she also holds the highest Soviet World War n award bestowed upon any 
American woman. In Berlin, there is a school and a monument bearing her name. 

In 1986 the State of Wisconsin designated Mildred Harnack's birthday as an annual day 
of recognition. Other efforts to recognize her life continue. For more information, 
contact Joseph Hahn, Ph.D., 5403 W. Galena, Milwaukee, WI 53208, (414) 771-5821. 

1. Harnack came from one of the most prominent German intellectual families. His 
father was a prominent theologian as was his uncle, Adolph von Harnack, who w~s also 
an adviser to the Kaiser, and head of the scientific institute that later gave bIrth to 
quantum physics through the work of Max Planck, Albert Einstein and others. 


