
Out of the Shadows of the Past 

Kym Durley, the leader of HVRHS German trips, spent her junior year of college (Wheaton) in Freiburg, 

a charming medieval city in the Black Forest.  After graduating and earning a master’s in education she 

returned to her native Connecticut and taught in East Lyme, where she became involved in that high 

school’s exchange program with Germany.  Soon after taking a position at Housy, she organized a 

similar program there.  Students raise their own funds – some $1,700 – to pay for this trip, with some 

assistance from the 21
st
 Century Fund donors. 

 

Like a haunted house, Germany is so fraught with horrific, terrifying images from its 20
th
-century past 

that it is hard to see the country for what it has become since then.  In fact, a great transformation has 

taken place.  Today a reunified Germany is a model of liberal democracy, its doors open to refugees from 

the Middle East and elsewhere.  Its economy is the engine driving European prosperity.  The arts there are 

innovative and flourishing. But most impressive of all is the change in outlook among the German people.  

Yes, right-wing extremism still exists in small pockets, but the fact that it is legally permitted says a lot 

about the country’s political tolerance.  As we sweep aside dark memories from another era, we are now 

rediscovering that Germans are very much like Americans – sharing the same values, the same lifestyle, 

and the same hopes for the future. 

Students from Housatonic Valley Regional High School have a chance to learn this for themselves. Every 

other year since 2012, German teacher Kym Durley has been taking groups of a dozen or more every 

other year for spring break exposures to many aspects of German life, past and present.  Using Hamburg 

as their base, the students travel around the country – taking a train up north to Lubeck, one of Germany’s 

major trading ports during the late Middle Ages, then on by bus to Berlin and neighboring Potsdam for 

two-night stays.  “What I hope they come away with,” says Durley, “is a recognition that we are all part 

of the same world.”  While seeing sights like the restored Reichstag (parliament) building, remnants of 



the Berlin Wall, the site of a former concentration camp outside Hamburg (where their Jewish guide told 

them about his family’s experiences during the Holocaust) vividly reminds the students of  Germany’s 

infamous past, spending time with their host families adds a decidedly relaxed and home-like dimension 

to their stay.  The personal connections made with these families become the foundation for building last 

ties with that part of the world. 

This was certainly the case for Roger Cowgill, a resident of Salisbury who went to Germany the spring of 

his senior year, in 2014, and quickly discovered he had a strong affinity for the German language and the 

people he met there, in his host family as well as during the group’s site-seeing trips.  Subsequently, 

during his sophomore year at Norwich University, Roger returned to Europe – this time to Salzburg, 

Austria – to study for a semester.  “It had been such a cool experience the first time,” he recalls.  “I had 

made a lot of friends and gotten good at the language, so it was easy for me to communicate.”  Roger had 

first been drawn to Germany because of World War II – he was a big fan of documentaries on TV – but 

his interest soon shifted to the present-day reality.  “The people in Germany and Austria are very relaxed 

and friendly, and they have a lot of the same interests as Americans have.”  Finding this out was a 

revelation for Roger and his fellow Housy students, but also for his German friends.  “They form their 

opinions about us from movies and TV.  We’re seen as a people that loves to eat hot dogs and shoot guns.  

It’s good to get rid of these pretty awful stereotypes we both have.”   

Like other students on his trip, Roger has kept in touch with his Hamburg hosts by email and Snapchat, 

and he considers them his “second family.”  The connections they’ve made are further strengthened by 

the return visit students from the Hamburg high school.  They stay with families in Region One for a 

week as part of a fall tour of the eastern U.S. 

 

[Test your German IQ:  1) what was the capital of West Germany? 2) roughly how much does a year at a 

German university cost? 3) during what month does the Oktoberfest take place?  Answers on p. x] 


