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During my 2008 Arthur F. Burns Fellowship, I worked as a photojournalist for Jetzt.de, an online youth magazine at the Süddeutsche Zeitung in Munich, Germany. In addition to the daily online magazine, Jetzt.de also fills two pages per week in the printed version of the newspaper. I contributed to both online and printed sections of the newspaper, in addition to keeping a blog about some of my impressions of Germany.

Overall, I had a great experience with this organization. My contact helped me above and beyond what was required of him, my section editor gave me freedom and support for enterprise stories, my section paid me a small stipend on top of my fellowship stipend and my co-workers were very nice. I enjoyed coming to work. I also have been given the great opportunity to continue freelancing for the newspaper from my home base in Cairo, Egypt.

I attribute my success at Jetzt.de to my main contact, editor Peter Wagner, and the section supervisor/editor Dirk von Gehlen. Mr. Wagner, as a Burns alum who worked at my former newspaper during his fellowship in 2007, had the most sophisticated understanding not only of my role and needs as a fellow, but also of my specialized work as a photojournalist. He was a perfect match for my fellowship and tried to make everything as smooth and worry-free for me as he could. He donated much of his time, both on and off the job, in making sure my experience was fulfilling. Throughout my time at the newspaper, Mr. Wagner helped me brainstorm story ideas, advocated for my inclusion in the Jetzt.de section, and edited the mistakes out of my German texts. 

Mr. Wagner began paving the way for my arrival months in advance by encouraging Mr. von Gehlen to host me, the section’s first ever full-time photographer, for the fellowship. Then Wagner found me an inexpensive, centrally located, shared apartment to sublet for my two months in Munich. Upon my arrival, I discovered Mr. von Gehlen and my other co-workers at Jetzt.de to be helpful, nice, fun and easy-going. I began attending the morning news conference everyday and felt immediately at home in the Jetzt.de office. 

As section editor, Mr. von Gehlen was supportive of my story ideas and my goals for the fellowship. He readily agreed to give me space for a blog, which we named “My Munich”. The blog was an opportunity for me to share my personal impressions and photographs with Jetzt.de readers. The posts were all enterprise slices of life, written and photographed by me. I had many ideas for blog posts, but soon became very busy and was unable to post more than 4 or 5 times. In addition to my daily contributions, Mr. von Gehlen also asked me to take photographs for an online series on the upcoming Landtagswahl, the state legislative assembly election.

I worked on two stories at Jetzt.de, of which I am especially proud. Mr. Wagner had the idea for me to spend a weekend with the manager of an alm, a summer pasture for livestock. I recorded my interview with the young woman, Steffi Bauer, and photographed her activities on the alm over the course of a day and a half. It was a fun experience, not to mention relaxing to be up in the mountains away from it all. The photographs and interview were the centerpiece for one of the printed Jetzt.de pages.

One of my areas of focus as a photojournalist has been the Iraqi refugee diaspora. When I arrived in Munich, I began investigating Germany’s policies toward refugees, particularly those from Iraq, now Germany’s largest incoming refugee population. I was extremely fortunate to be able to work on a story about a refugee who had been deported to Athens, Greece. Jetzt.de sent a writer and me to Greece to meet the refugee and document his living conditions. It was a wonderfully written story, and I was happy that I could contribute to such an important issue and one that I cared so deeply about.

At the end of my fellowship, Mr. von Gehlen paid me 800 Euros in addition to my fellowship stipend. I am very happy to continue working with Jetzt.de and the Süddeutsche, and I have already received a freelance assignment since my return to Cairo. As an added bonus, my spoken and written German became much better over the course of the fellowship.


Of course, not everything was easy for me at the Süddeutsche. I wanted to meet my colleagues on the photo desk, so Mr. von Gehlen obliged by taking me to the main newspaper building and introducing me to Jörg Buschmann, the director of photography. He invited me to stay for the day so that I could see how the photo department operated. I readily agreed. I learned the internal workings of the photo report at the newspaper: where the photographs come from and how they get onto the page. 

Like the other fellows, I arrived at my host organization shortly before the beginning of the 2008 Olympics in Beijing. Mr. Buschmann somehow got the impression that I was an intern and “up for grabs” and attempted to steal me from Jetzt.de to work for the duration of the Olympics on the photo editing desk. This would require me to spend two weeks inside, sitting at a desk, trying to find requested wire and agency photos on deadline. 

I had absolutely no desire to do this, but I really felt pressured. Mr. Buschmann must have been desperate for an extra worker. I was in an awkward position, as I had just arrived and wanted to make a good impression. I told Mr. Buschmann as nicely as I could that I did not want to spend my fellowship in this way, that Jetzt.de was my host and I worked for them, and that I was not in fact an intern but a professional photojournalist with more than 5 years’ experience. He was visibly disappointed and annoyed, but I held my ground. When I got back to the Jetzt.de office, Mr. von Gehlen assured me that he would support me in whatever I chose to do and that I was not obligated to work on the photo editing desk.

From this point on, I felt constrained to my department, like it was not okay for me to network with, or even meet, other departments. Of course Jetzt.de was my host, but one of my goals for the fellowship was to build up contacts both throughout the newspaper and with the publishing division’s agency and various magazines. Because I am new to freelancing, I saw the opportunity of building up a network as an important part of my fellowship experience. I think it was probably a combination of internal newspaper politics, reluctance on the part of Jetzt.de editors and my previous experience with Mr. Buschmann in the photo department that prevented me from even meeting the photo editor of the Süddeutsche Zeitung Magazin, a well-designed, written and photographed weekly magazine supplement to the newspaper, located just one floor up in the same building as Jetzt.de. I think Mr. von Gehlen and Mr. Wagner wanted to protect me from any future unpleasant experiences, but I also got the impression of a political struggle and that they wanted to keep me within the bounds of Jetzt.de as much as possible. This became a source of some frustration for me.

Another issue that I had was a misunderstanding of my role as a photographer. Mr. Wagner, having worked with me before at my American newspaper, was the most well equipped to understand that I am not just a button-pusher, but a journalist in my own right. Because Jetzt.de had never had a full-time photographer before, sometimes my colleagues just didn’t know what to do with me. Writers frequently told me what photographs I was to take and sometimes they didn’t know which stories were worth a photograph and which weren’t. For instance, one writer was working on a story about a person who practices “dumpster diving”, or salvaging food that has been thrown away in dumpsters behind restaurants and supermarkets. The subject of the story did not want to be photographed, but the writer still really thought I needed to take a photograph of a dumpster and was disappointed when I told him “No.” Such assignments had the danger of just becoming busy work, without adding any value to the story or enhancing the overall content of the newspaper. I was the only photographer for the whole group of writers, so I had to find the best use of my time. 

I never received access to email or the newspaper’s archive or internal network. Perhaps it would have been more trouble to set up than it was worth, but I feel like it created more work for my colleagues, who then had to spend time finding the archived stories I was looking for and also had to help me post photography slideshows to my blog. I also did not have access to contact information for the rest of the newspaper staff, another issue that made networking difficult. I felt I was dependent on my colleagues to look up names and numbers for me, instead of being able to do it myself. I also was out of the loop. For instance, when a colleague sent an email to everyone at Jetzt.de, I wouldn’t receive it, because I didn’t have a company email address.

The last thing: perhaps I was a little too busy with work to just enjoy being in Germany. I think there should be a balance between the work side of the fellowship and the personal side. As a freelancer, I felt quite a bit of pressure to produce something worthwhile during the fellowship. I was also trying to maintain a blog, and therefore found that I was shooting and editing photographs all the time—after hours and on days off. However, the editors of Jetzt.de found that they had real use for a full-time photographer and I became very busy. They were very nice to me and I wanted to do as much as I could for them, so I didn’t say “no” very often. This is probably more my fault than anyone else’s, but I wish I would not have worked quite so hard. I was too exhausted on the weekends to go off and do something for myself. 

I have Peter Wagner to thank for helping me adjust to and enjoy the German lifestyle as much as I could. As mentioned before, he found my apartment. He also helped me navigate the public transportation system, showing me the correct card from a dizzying array of choices. He invited me to go hiking for a day, and we also took a day trip to visit a new museum an hour’s drive from Munich. He invited me to his home out in the country on several occasions, and he organized a group to see “Batman: The Dark Knight.” He also made sure I was included in the Jetzt.de group outing at Oktoberfest. Best of all, he was just there if I needed anything, even it was just an encouraging word or a drink after work. If I had any success at Jetzt.de, he surely contributed to it.

My experience at Jetzt.de and the Süddeutsche Zeitung was packed with good experiences and I wholeheartedly recommend these organizations for future Arthur F. Burns fellows. 
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