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Introduction 

 

On 9 May 2009, Helga von Schweinitz received the Friendship Award.  This was 

an accumulation of many other awards Helga had received from GTHS (German 

Texas Heritage Society) over the years. 

 

This compendium first starts with the numerous other awards that Helga received 

while a member of GTHS and then covers the Friendship Award. 
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Helga von Schweinitz 

Helga and her husband, Hans, became members of GTHS way before 1991, 

probably in 1981.  In 1996 Helga wrote an article for the GTHS newsletter 

“Schulhaus Reporter” that introduced herself because she was about to start her 

“Helga’s Corner” articles. 

 

HELGA V0N SCHWEINITZ: was born Helga 

Pörtner in Herford. Germany. At the age of 20 

she interrupted her education to spend a year 

with relatives in Milwaukee, WI., where she fell 

in love with German-born Hans von Schweinitz, 

got married and decided to become a US citizen. 

For 20 years they lived in various parts of the 

world while Hans served in the US Air Force. 

but she was able to graduate from the University 

of South Carolina with a Phi Beta Kappa key. 

She has taught German to all ages, from 

Kindergarten through Senior Citizens. She is 

active in many fields - the family investment 

business, translation of German publications. as 

"Mutti" to their two children, Chris and Tina, and as "Oma" to grandson Matthew. 

She's been on the GTHS board for most of her 15 years of membership, and in 

1991, when the German Free School was acquired, was instrumental in the 

founding of the GFS Guild, where she has spent thousands of hours volunteering in 

many roles. Helga hopes for more time in the future for free-lance writing and 

historical research. Helga's quiet, quick wit and her sunny disposition endear her to 

all of us, and we all look forward to "Helga's Corner" in every issue of the 

Schulhaus Reporter. 

 

 

For more about the history of the German Free School in Austin that was acquired, 

see “German Free School in Austin Texas and GTHS from years 1991 to 1995” 

book written by Helga. 
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Summary of Accomplishments 

In March 2008, Helga wrote a list of her accomplishments.  So in her own words: 

 

Activities promoting a good relationship between Germans and Americans 

 

Koblenz–Austin Sister City Association.  I was intensely involved in the 

founding of the association, and I am still active.  I was a member of the first 

official Austin delegation to Koblenz.  I was also part of the delegation when 

Texas opened a chamber of commerce in Frankfurt.  I paid for my expenses in both 

cases.  The Association successfully sponsors educational, cultural and business 

exchanges in which I take part in various roles. 

 

German-Texan Heritage Society (GTHS).   I have been an active volunteer for 

GTHS since 1980 and was a member of the Board of Directors for eight years.  I 

was President of the German Free School Guild, the most important committee of 

GTHS, for two years.  My major merits are the problem solving requiring 

countless hours and sleepless nights, developing of ideas, recruiting volunteers, 

etc. to turn the historic “German Free School” building into a German-Texan 

Cultural Center. 

One of the programs I created was the weekly “Stammtisch” hour when only 

German is spoken, thus giving visitors, including tourists, from Germany the 

opportunity to meet Americans, out of which grew lasting friendships in many 

cases. 

I also started German language classes, I make myself available for genealogical 

and historic research and help Germans and German-Texans living in Central 

Texas deal with official correspondence in German.  All free of charge.   

I am on the Advisory Board of GTHS and a docent with the specialty of giving 

tours of the German-Texan Cultural Center to visitors from Germany. 

 

Friendship Force International.    As a member of this organization I have 

served as exchange director for visiting groups from Germany and hosted many 

German “amabassadors” in my home and experienced how appreciative of 

American culture they became while staying here for a while, and Americans 

gained a better understanding of their German guests. 

 

Teaching German.   I enjoy teaching German language and culture and taught in 

public and private schools, in companies like AMD and MCC and in the Lifetime 

Learning Institute.  During my years at Anderson High School in Austin, student 

enrollment increased considerably, and a second teacher had to be hired. 
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“Von Schweinitz Free Bed & Board”.  I addition to having German relatives and 

friends spend long vacations with my husband and me, we are also offering our 

hospitality to strangers free of charge.  Many German musicians who spend several 

weeks here with the Austin Chamber Music Center, some groups giving concerts, 

members of choirs and even an author in need of inspiration, like to make our 

castle their castle for weeks at a time.  Their presence and demeanor make such a 

positive impression on our American friends. 

 

Film, Documentaries and Research.  The idea for the prize-winning (Golden 

Remi Award) documentary “Hin nach Texas” or “Off to Texas” was born in my 

swimming pool in a conversation between Karl Knietzsch from Dresden and me 

about the German-Texan painters Lungkwitz and Petri.  The film is available in 

English and German.   I am listed as assistant producer.  I hosted the entire film 

crew and advised them daily for many weeks and also traveled with them as 

advisor and coordinator. 

I am also involved in a documentary still in the making on the German pioneer 

Hermann Ehrenberg.  I have hosted and traveled with the author of the film script 

and the camera man and coordinated locations and advised them on historical 

correctness extensively. 

A documentary on the Steubenhoeft in Cuxhaven is being produced featuring me 

as one of the sample emigrants who walked through that hallowed hall.  I was a 

guest of honor and speaker at the opening of an exhibit when the Steubenhoeft 

restoration was completed in 2002.  

 

Public Presentations.   On several occasions I gave public slide shows in Bremen 

and Cuxhaven on German immigrants and the homes they built in Texas and the 

influence they had on the development of Texas.  

 

Helga’s Corner.  My book “Helga’s Corner” and the articles with that title that I 

published later, are considered an amusing contribution to helping Americans learn 

a bit of German and about Germans and their ways.   They are read on both sides 

of the Atlantic. 

 

Curriculum vitae:   Born in 1937 in Herford, Germany.  Abitur in 1957.  

Emigration to USA in 1957.  B.A. from University of South Carolina.  Graduated 

Phi Beta Kappa. Author, teacher, translator, independent investor in the housing 

and mortgage industry. Married, two children, three grandchildren.   

  



Awards and Recognition pre 2009 6 

Helga’s Friendship Award and others 

Awards and Recognition pre 2009 
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Often her husband, Hans, would also receive an award.  While Helga was busy 

organizing, translating, presenting, being a deacon at the Free School, Hans would 

often be repairing and maintaining the Free School building and gardens. 
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Helga is recommended for the “Ehrenstern” [Star of Honor] award.  Charles gives 

a wonderful list and explanation of Helga’s contribution to GTHS 



Awards and Recognition pre 2009 12 

Helga’s Friendship Award and others 

 
Helga did receive the “Ehrenstern” award on 1996 September 8. 
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Helga also received letter that thanked her for helping people. 

This family could talk to their relatives in Germany, through Helga. 
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The University of Texas at Austin thanked Helga for using her teaching skills to 

present the Germanic Studies during a Children’s Activities Fair. 
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Both Helga and Hans receive recognition for their contribution. 
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Application for Friendship Award 

The whole process began in March 2008.  At that time, The Honorable Consul of 

the Federal Republic of Germany, Bernard Buecker, from San Antonio, 

recommended the Bundesverdienstkreuz [The Order of Merit ] for Helga.  By 

December 2008, the award was the Friendship Award. 

 

The Bundesverdienstkreuz [The Order of Merit] of the Federal Republic of 

Germany is the only federal decoration of Germany. It is awarded for special 

achievements in political, economic, cultural, intellectual or honorary fields. 

 

The Friendship Award is given by the German Ambassador to extraordinary 

citizens to thank them for their ongoing support of the German-American cause.  

These individuals come from all walks of life but they have one thing in common – 

their desire to create mutual understanding and to continue the international 

exchange of thoughts and ideas.   

 

The Friendship Award was award by the Ambassador of the Federal Republic of 

Germany to Helga on 2008 December 17.  On 7 May 2009, The Honorable Consul 

Ben Buecker, present the award to Helga. 

 

The following are some of the correspondence that went into requesting the award 

and finally presenting the award. 
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This is the first letter that Helga sent to The Honorable Consul Ben Buecker. 
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This letter is to Rodney Koenig, request a letter of reference.  It is an example of 

the type of letter Helga sent out. 
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Julia Mellenbruch, Helga boss while teaching German at Anderson High School, 

was the first to write a letter of reference. 
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Rodney Koenig asked for additional information before writing a reference letter. 
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Helga emailed back this list of accomplishments.  Quite impressive. 

 

 
Helga corresponding with Ben Buecker 
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Rodney Koenig’s letter of recommendation. 
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Ben Buecker received from Helga the two letter of reference, from Julia 

Mellonbruch and Sherryl Brown.  Ben is sending the request on to the General 

Konsulat in Houston. 
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Letter of reference from Sherryl Brown 
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Ben Buecker sends Rodney Koenig’s Letter of Reference on to the General Consul 

in Houston. 
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From August 2008 until December 2008, there is no correspondence between 

Helga and Ben Beucker. 
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The award is changed to the Friendship Award. 

 

Liebe Frau Stiem, 

 

von unserem Honorakonsul in San Antonio, Herrn Ben Buecker, haben wir die 

anliegenden Empfehlungsschreiben für Frau Helga von Schweinitz erhalten. Darin 

wird sie unter anderem von einer renommierten Anwaltskanzlei für das 

Bundesverdienstkreuz vorgeschlagen. “Dies erscheint uns etwas zu hoch gegriffen, 

jedoch ist Frau von Schweinitz auch uns für ihren langjährigen nimmermüden 

Einsatz in der German-Texas Heritage Society sowie für die Verbreitung der 
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deutschen Sprache und Kultur in der Region um Austin wohl bekannt. Die in den 

Empfehlungsschreiben gemachten Angaben können wir bestätigen. 

Wir möchten sie daher aufgrund ihrer Verdienste unbedingt für die Gewährung des 

German-American Friendship Award vorschlagen. 

 

Mit besten Grüßen aus Houston 

Kai-Uwe Spicher 

 

 

In English 

Dear Ms Stiem, 

 

We received the attached letters of recommendation for Ms. Helga von Schweinitz 

from our honorary consul in San Antonio, Mr. Ben Buecker. In it, among other 

things, she is nominated for The Order of Merit by a renowned law firm. “This 

seems a bit too exaggerated to us, but Ms. von Schweinitz is also well known to us 

for her many years of tireless work in the German-Texas Heritage Society and for 

the spread of the German language and culture in the Austin region. We can 

confirm the information provided in the letters of recommendation. 

We would therefore like to thank her with an award based on her merits. 

Suggest the German-American Friendship Award. 

 

Best regards from Houston 

Kai Uwe Spicher 
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The Ambassador of the Federal Republic of Germany award Helga the Friendship 

Award on 17 December 2009.  Ambassador in 2008 was Klaus Scharioth. 

 

Now the correspondence changes to determining what is a good date to present this 

award to Helga. 
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Lieber Herr Spicher, 

Anliegend übersende ich Ihnen den für Frau von Schweinitz bestimmten German-

American Friendship Award.  Bitte lassen Sie die Urkunde vor Aushändigung vor 

Ort rahmen. 

 

Dear Mr Spicher, 

I am sending you the German-American Friendship Award intended for Ms. von 

Schweinitz.  Please have the certificate framed on site before it is handed over. 
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Vermerk 

Helga von Schweinitz freut sich sehr über die Ehrung.  Das sei eine gute 

Nachricht, meinte sie. 

Sie schlug vor die Uberreichung im Rahmen des am 25 April in der German Free 

School stattfindenden Maifestes vorzunehmen, wo viele Mitglieder der German 

Texan Heritage Society und auch andere anwesend sein werden. 

Sollte ihr noch etwas anderes einfallen, wird sie sich melden. 

Nach Houston kommt sie in absehbarer Zeit nicht. 

 

In English 

Note 

Helga von Schweinitz is very pleased about the honor.  That's good news, she said. 

She suggested that the presentation be held at the May Festival on April 25th at the 

German Free School, where many members of the German Texan Heritage Society 

and others will be present. 

If she thinks of anything else, she will let you know. 

She won't be coming to Houston any time soon. 
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At least the month has been decided, May. 

 

 
Helga sends out an email announcing the date, 7 May 2008, and inviting 

everybody. 
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The Directory of the GTHS sends out an email invitation also. 
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Award Ceremony 7 May 2009 

On 7 May 2009, both Consul General of German Houston, the Honorable Rainer 

Muenzel and the Honorary Consul of Germany San Antonio, Ben Buecker present 

Helga with the award.  Marianne Martine of Sister Cities International Program 

Coordinator for the City of Austin during the ceremony. This was a major event 

and the German Free School was packed with Helga’s friends and family. 

 

 
Honorary Consul of Germany San Antonio, Ben Buecker present Helga with the 

award 
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The Honorary Consul of Germany San Antonio, Ben Buecker, Consul General of 

German Houston, the Honorable Rainer Muenzel, Helga, and Marianne Martine of 

Sister Cities International Program Coordinator for the City of Austin 
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Speech given by Consul General of German Houston, the Honorable Rainer 

Muenzel while giving Helga the award. 
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Helga proudly displaying the vase given as part of the Friendship award by the 

German Consul. 

 
Helga proudly displaying the snow(Bat) globe given as part of the Friendship 

award by City of Austin. 
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Helga signing some copies of her book “Helga’s Corner” for the Honorary Consul 

of Germany San Antonio, Ben Buecker 

 
Helga being interviews and filmed by reporter from News8 Austin. 
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Helga cutting into a celebration cake provided by GTHS 

 
Herzlichen Glückwunsch! [congratulations from the Heart] 
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vase given as part of the Friendship award by the German Consul. 
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Note Helga put inside of Vase so that family will remember. 

 
Vase is made in Fürstenberg Germany [Germany dropped the West and East after 

1989 when Iron curtain fell and Germany was re-united] 
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Austin snow (bat) globe gift given by Marianne Martine of Sister Cities 

International Program Coordinator for the City of Austin 
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Some of the family members that attended the ceremony.  Joane Brown [mother 

in-law], Chris [son] and wife Jill [nee Brown] 

 

News Response After Friendship Award 

After the award there were articles in the local newspapers and News8 presented a 

short interview as local News. 
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Article in the Pflugerville Pflag on Thursday May 14, 2009.  Helga lived in 

Pflugerville, and this Newspaper was a weekly. 
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On 7 May 2009, Helga checked the News8 website and found this article but no 

video yet.  Video was on the evening news.  A few days later the website also had 

the video. 
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Screenshot of the News8 video. 

 

Thank You After Friendship Awards 

Helga sent out several thank you emails and letters. 
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Congratulations After Friendship Award 

The Congratulations came in two forms, emails and cards. 

Some of congratulations came before 7 May 2009 
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Congratulations After Friendship Award65 

Helga’s Friendship Award and others 
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Following are just some of the cards that Helga 

received.  Sometimes the design on the front of the card 

is included. 
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The End 

 


