
A Cold War Museum in Sunny Climes

By Jody K. Biehl in Los Angeles

A 27-year-old history buff in California has spent his $300,000 inheritance 
on creating one of the world's leading collections of Cold War memorabilia. 
Why? He's afraid communist culture -- particularly East German culture -- 
will die out before it is properly studied. 

Justinian Jampol grew up bathed in sunshine in West 
Los Angeles in the 1980s and 1990s, but nonetheless, 
he nursed an oddly dark passion: He was obsessed with 
the Cold War -- specifically with life in faraway 
communist East Germany. His family thought he was 
nuts. His schoolmates considered him a weirdo and 
certainly, his interests did make him a tad different than
others. When he was nine -- about the time most 
Southern California boys ride their first wave -- he 
acquired his first communist "artifact": a 1950's Berlin 
police uniform. Today, Jampol, an animated 27 year-old,
owns the largest collection of East German (GDR) 
memorabilia outside Germany. At the rate he is going 
(he collects about 50 new objects a week) he may be 
well on his way to establishing the most extensive range

of GDR artifacts in the world. 

Jampol calls his collection the Wende (reunification) Museum and six months ago 
moved it into new premises: a non-descript former office-block in Culver City, a Los 
Angeles community about 10 minutes from Santa Monica beach and best known as 
the home of the glamorous MGM Studios. To date, Jampol has spent more than 
$300,000 of his grandfather's inheritance to collect, archive and store his collection. 
"My brothers got cars and other cool stuff with their money," he says, with a boyish 
toss of his dark blonde mane. "I got a museum." 

Almost everything about Jampol's collection -- from its location to its history to its 
possible future -- possesses an appealing, can-do wackiness. It also elicits a bit of 
head-scratching and "only in California" disbelief. Ask the average Californian what 
the GDR is and you will likely be met with a blank surfer-dude glaze. So why the 
museum? Why here? Why, indeed, at all? "It all just sort of happened," Jampol says,
innocently. "I didn't intend to found a museum. The thing is, nobody else wanted 
these things. I tried to give them away -- even to museums years ago, but instead of
collecting these artifacts, Germans were trying to get rid
of them. The (East German) culture was vanishing and
along with it artifacts that were needed for scholarship. I
couldn't let that happen." 

Now, Jampol is envisioning a full-fledged Los Angeles
Cold War museum. But that, he admits, is years, and
about $5 million, away. For now, he is content with his
small, but increasingly respected museum, which for
years has been funded solely on grant money. The



seeming anachronism of having a Cold War museum in sunny, star-studded 
California is, says Jampol, part of the museum's appeal and even helps him get 
funding and more museum pieces. "Germans are still having a hard time analyzing 
and documenting this period," he said, pointing out that many of his prized objects 
came from East German families wary of seeing their personal items displayed 
among their neighbors. "Maybe in order to look at such a politicized time you need to
be far away. A collection in California is less threatening than a collection among 
people whose memories are still fresh." 

Plus, there is the real, albeit somewhat perverse and James Bond-inspired, thrill 
Americans get they see Cold War memorabilia. That attraction could be enough to 
make a larger-scale museum a big tourist draw. 

Kati Witt, Spreewald pickles and Lenin

When the Berlin Wall fell in the magical November of 
1989, East German culture was essentially wiped out. 
East German marks were exchanged on a one-to-one 
basis with West German Deutsche Marks and just as 
unequivocally East Germans tossed off their cultural 
traditions in the initial euphoria and flung themselves 
head-first into what they viewed as a capitalist paradise.

Television stations gleefully covered the removal and 
destruction of the monumental stone and bronze statues
of communist figureheads like Vladimir Ilich Lenin and 
philosopher Karl Marx and "Ossies" (East Germans) 
raced to dress, act, talk and travel like their "Wessie" 
brothers. The euphoric purge lasted about 5 or 10 years,

but as early as the mid-1990s -- and certainly in recent years -- East Germans have 
begun to show a sentimental yearning for their old lives under communism. 

In 2003, the critically acclaimed film "Goodbye Lenin" brilliantly captured that 
longing and became one of the top-grossing German films ever. It tells the story of 
an East German boy whose mother -- a loyal communist -- falls into a coma and 
awakens in post-1989 Berlin. In order to keep his still-fragile mother from going into 
shock, the boy furiously collects communist products -- from food and clothes to 
party newsreels -- to make her believe all is as it was. The film ingeniously portrays 
how ill-prepared East Germans were for the overwhelming changes that hit them and
the fact that they never got a chance to say goodbye to a life that suddenly 
evaporated. A stroll through Jampol's galleries, which are accessible by appointment 
only -- is a little like stepping into a scene from "Goodbye Lenin," but on a massive 
scale. His collection easily consists of over 50,000 items -- thousands of which are 
tacky, monumental busts of communist leader Vladimir Ilich Lenin and cohorts. He 
also has: over 500 ornamental painted plates from various Communist Party 
functions, perhaps the largest collection anywhere of hand-embroidered banners 
from Communist Party rallies and social events, hundreds of uniforms, huge oil 
paintings and sculptures depicting blocky workers fulfilling their socialist duties, 
telephones, ink and listening devices used by the secret police (Stasi), reams of 
papers and letters from doctors and Communist Party high-ranking officials and even
drawings by school children. 

He is particularly interested in personal accounts -- scrapbooks, journals, and family 



photo albums. He sees them as a way of penetrating the cultural life that emerged 
from the highly-political police state that was the GDR. He hopes soon to begin an 
oral history project in which he records the voices and memories of former GDR 
residents.

Astonishingly, amid the schlock, he has managed to collect and bring to California, 
there are thousands of undeniably valuable historical pieces. His most valued 
possession is a reconstruction of long-time GDR leader Erich Honecker's secretary's 
office, with all the original furniture, wall hangings and accessories. He even has 
Honecker's straw hat, monogrammed briefcase and stamps. He also has all of 
Honecker's private papers from his last year in office and the period after the Wall 
fell. Honecker spent this period of his life trying to avoid
prosecution for the deaths of 192 people who were killed
trying to get over the Wall. Jampol has also bound
volumes containing every edition of the communist daily
newspaper Neues Deutschland from 1949 until 1989.
And, there is his model of Checkpoint Charlie with
original markings by the Stasi which tell which spies
operated where. 

Jampol has paid several thousand dollars for some of his
items, but in many cases, he admits he "rescued" his
museum pieces by yanking them out of trash heaps.
Still, he is defensive about their worth. "Many people
don't appreciate the historical and artistic value of these
objects," he said pugnaciously. Rather than seeing them
as clues and codes to the society, "they think they are
junk." He does, however, admit that to the
unaccustomed, non-historical eye, many of his gems do appear to be prime 
examples of hideous kitsch. "When the insurance guy came to give me an 
assessment he looked at the collection for a while and then began searching around 
the building to see if there was anything else -- structurally or otherwise -- of value 
here. He told me that if someone did break in, they would be very disappointed." 
Jampol takes particular delight in busts of Communist Party leaders which have 
noses broken off or portraits with bullet holes in the head. When he talks about his 
pieces, his enthusiasm is electric. "These partially destroyed pieces are of great 
historical value," he said, almost breathlessly. "They show the animosity people felt 
toward the regime." 

Germans: stuff not worth collecting 

Interestingly, Jampol has received more support -- and 
more recognition -- for his work from Americans and 
Brits than from Germans. Almost all of his funding (he 
has received sponsorship from several large 
philanthropic and arts organizations) comes from 
England, where he is currently a part-time Oxford 
University graduate student. American universities -- 
particularly UCLA -- have been anxious to partner up 
with him and have even begun to loan him graduate 
students to help archive the collection. Germans, 
however, are proving more skeptical. 

Photos of GDR leader Erich 
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"I can't really say I understand the point of what he is doing," said GDR historian 
Rainer Eckert, who directs the Contemporary History Museum (Zeitgeschichtlichen 
Forums) in the former East German city of Leipzig, about 90 minutes outside of 
Berlin. Eckert said he has heard of the Los Angeles museum, but not seen it and 
while he finds Jampol's enthusiasm admirable, he says Jampol's fear that GDR 
culture will disappear before it is properly studied is ridiculous. "Almost everything is 
already documented in Germany. There are huge collections -- both private and 
public. I don't really see what this could add to the debate. In many ways, the GDR 
is better documented than any other period in German history. There is a myth that 
it is not, but that is simply not true. And actually it bothers me that someone in 
California is making such claims." 

Indeed, the Leipzig museum devotes 4,000 square meters to the GDR and, he says, 
has over 60,000 objects. In the German history museum in Bonn, he said, there are 
close to 100,000 objects. Berlin, too, has a large collection -- albeit a divided and not
well-presented one. 

Jampol bristles at Eckert's smugness. "Have you ever heard a Holocaust museum 
say, 'we have enough in our collection?'" he asked. With
history, "it is never possible to have enough." Plus, he
said, he has first-hand experience of just how valuable
his collection is. In 2001, he began loaning objects to
graduate students writing dissertations and even
professors writing books on the GDR. "There are
important professors doing research in this field and
they don't have access to material. In some cases, I am
their main source," he said. When a professor
questioned him about his own Ph.D. thesis, he simply
brought objects from his collection in and placed them
on the table. "After they saw what I had, everyone was
quiet," he said. 

Jampol currently uses two German scouts as full-time
collectors and he himself travels several times a year to
Germany to make deals for new objects. Right now, his biggest problem is sorting all
the items he's acquiring. One such item is a stack of hundreds of sealed letters tied 
meticulously together with a string. He got them from a former Stasi agent who said 
he was ordered to burn them before the Wall fell. "We don't even know what is in 
these letters and the sad part is that we haven't had time to find out," Jampol said. 
"We haven't even gotten through all of Honecker's papers yet.


