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I

Barbed-Wire Matinee

THE ISLAND
7 SEPTEMBER 1940

As the day began to gather itself in, Peter Fleischmann watched the musician clamber onto the rostrum in the middle of the lawned square and settle himself at the grand piano. Before Peter fled Berlin, the eighteen-year-old orphan had buried pieces of silverware in a garden on the outskirts of the city; his collection of rare stamps had been taken from him by a Nazi inspector on the train that brisked him out of Germany. His only valuable was a silver dragonfly brooch, once owned by the mother he never knew. Peter was destitute. He could not normally have afforded a ticket to a performance by a renowned pianist, a favourite of kings and presidents.

Clear warm air, immense blue skies: the day had been one of the fairest of the century, a shimmering Saturday that evoked the languishing summers of childhood.1 So fine, in fact, that this was the day Germany chose to send its planes to bomb London for the first time, a blitz that would continue for the next eight months. Still, here on the misted Isle of Man, hundreds of miles from England’s capital city, the audience would have turned out whatever the weather. There was little else to do here, in the middle of the Irish Sea.

Behind the pianist Peter saw a backdrop of neat Edwardian boarding houses. The buildings appeared unremarkable: hotels for middle-class holidaymakers who wanted the frisson of overseas tourism without the effort and expense. Closer inspection revealed unlikely details. Each window was covered in dark film.2 The polymer material, used as a makeshift solution after a German U-boat had sunk the ship carrying blackout supplies to the island,3 peeled away when sliced with a razor blade. A fashion for silhouette carvings had spread through the camp: zoo animals, unicorns, characters from Greek myth adorned the ground floor windows. At night, and viewed from street side, the pictures glowed with the light of the air-raid-safe, brothel-red light bulbs inside, a novel backdrop for the celebrated pianist.

In front of the piano, on a crescent of wooden chairs, sat a line of British army officers, laughing and smoking next to their wives. Beyond them, beneath the darting midges, sat hundreds of men, mostly refugees, arranged in untidy rows on the grass. From the open windows of the surrounding houses, their bedrooms full of dusk, other men perched and leaned, the glow of their cigarette ends fireflies in the dying light.4 Peter could turn to see Douglas harbour behind him, where boats pottered and chugged, trailing their wakes on the tinselled sea. A few hundred yards away, somewhere above the frequency of conversation, the waves frothed on the shingle, like a broom sweeping glass from a shattered shop window.

A palisade of barbed wire separated and barred the men from the harbour, a perimeter that marked the boundary of what was officially known as ‘P camp’, or, to the men, simply, ‘Hutchinson’. Outside the wire fence, a group of locals had gathered.5 They peered in, hoping to glimpse and understand what was happening, the only obvious clue that tonight’s was a captive audience.

Eight weeks earlier, on Saturday 13 July 1940,6 Captain Hubert Daniel, a kindly, keen-drinking forty-eight-year-old army officer,7 had declared the camp open. Hutchinson was the seventh of ten internment camps to open on the Isle of Man, an island positioned sufficiently far from the neighbouring coasts to be ideally suited for imprisonment.8 The island’s boat-owning residents had been instructed to stow the oars and remove the spark plugs from their vessels’ engines at night.9 Even if an escapee were to board a suitable craft, the journey to the mainland was perilous. If you were here, you were here for good.

Hutchinson was currently home to around twelve hundred prisoners, predominantly refugees from Nazi Germany who had been living peacefully in Britain at the time of their arrest. In recent months rumours abounded that a Fifth Column – a neologism to Britain, now universally understood to refer to traitors living within their country of asylum – had assisted the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands. Newspapers had stoked national paranoia with claims that a similar network of spies lurked in Britain.

Even before the outbreak of war, Scotland Yard, working in conjunction with MI5, the British domestic intelligence service, had been deluged with tip-offs about suspicious refugees and foreigners. The police detained one man when investigators found an entry in his diary that read: ‘Exchange British Queen for Italian Queen.’ The detective assumed he had exposed a fascist plot against the crown. In fact, the man was a beekeeper, planning to overthrow only the tiny monarch that ruled his hive.10

The police were first alerted to one of Hutchinson camp’s internees, a young art historian Dr Klaus Hinrichsen,11 and his fiancée, Greta, when a neighbour reported hearing the young couple’s lovemaking. The distrustful neighbour suspected the rhythmic knocking of the bed might contain a coded message. It was difficult, Klaus pointed out, to prove that one did not understand Morse code.12

The recent German occupation of France meant an invasion attempt seemed not only plausible but imminent. Days after he became prime minister, Winston Churchill authorised the arrest of thousands of so-called ‘enemy aliens’. In the chaotic round-ups that followed, thousands of Jews who had fled Nazi Germany – including some teenagers like Peter who came via the fêted Kindertransport trains – were imprisoned by the same people in whom they had staked their trust, a nightmarish betrayal. The refugees who comprised the majority of tonight’s audience had experienced a collective trauma: to be imprisoned by one’s liberator is to endure an injustice of chronology.

Status and class, those twin, usually indefatigable armaments of privilege, had provided no protection. Oxbridge dons, surgeons, dentists, lawyers and scores of celebrated artists were taken. The police arrested Emil Goldmann,13 a sixty-seven-year-old professor from the University of Vienna, in the grounds of Eton College, Britain’s most elite school.14 At Cambridge University dozens of staff and students were detained in the Guild Hall, including Friedrich Hohenzollern, also known as Prince Frederick of Prussia, a grandson of Queen Victoria.15 That year’s law finals were almost cancelled because one of the interned professors had the exam papers locked in his desk, and had no time to pass someone the key. 

The police came for Peter in the early hours of the morning, without prior warning, a manner of detention that had reminded him of the Gestapo’s moonlit round-ups and the muggy world of fear and distrust from which he had just fled.16

In the weeks that followed its opening, Hutchinson had bristled with a creative energy, its inhabitants organising events, much like this evening’s, that drew upon the unlikely inmates’ considerable talents. Still, no man could quite escape the demoralising fact that the terms ‘internee’ and ‘internment camp’ – even ‘concentration camp’, as Hutchinson and the other island camps were sometimes referred to at the time17 – were euphemistic: Peter and every other man here were, in every way that mattered, captives, arrested without charge or trial, confined without sentence to a prison camp and forbidden to leave. Regardless of their age or station, geopolitical history, blunt and undiscerning, had visited each man’s life.

Still, Peter was thrilled to be among this crowd. As the men had been imprisoned because of where they were from, and not for who they were or what they had done, Hutchinson contained a dazzling cross-section of society. It was happenstance, however, that brought so many brilliant achievers to this camp. Together they made up one of history’s unlikeliest and most extraordinary prison populations. While there were no tuxedos or ballgowns, no champagne flutes or chandeliers for tonight’s show, Peter sat among a constellation of brilliant individuals, luminaries from the worlds of art, fashion, media and academia, an exceptional audience, even discounting the circumstances.

From an early age Peter had aspired to be numbered among the great artists. Events both international and domestic had at first conspired against his ambition, his dream to become an artist exploded by exile. Then, the currents of history had carried him into the orbit of his heroes; he shared the camp with a raft of eminent artists, including Kurt Schwitters, the fifty-three-year-old pioneering Dadaist in front of whose ‘degenerate’ work the failed painter, Adolf Hitler, had sarcastically posed. The artists, in turn, took this skinny, bespectacled outsider into their care.

Since he had arrived at Hutchinson, tonight’s performer, Marjan Rawicz, had been hounded by depression.18 Internment had interrupted his packed summer schedule. On 3 May 1940 he and his musical partner, Walter Landauer,19 played a benefit concert at the London Palladium to raise money for variety artists. Ironically, considering the duo was soon to be arrested on suspicion of being Nazi spies, their performance was broadcast on a radio channel dedicated to the British Armed Forces. Three weeks later, on 23 May, at half past three in the afternoon, the pair gave a live demonstration of a Welmar grand piano on the second floor of the consummate British luxury department store, Harrods.20 The police arrested the musicians a few weeks later, in Blackpool, where they had just begun a run of sell-out performances.

While his world collapsed, habit held. Rawicz was a performer, and performers must perform. His only stipulation had been that tonight’s show would be a solo concert, that the programme would be entirely his choice, and that he could use a grand piano – actually, a Steinway. Captain Daniel had pointed out to the musician that the inventory of houses listed eleven pianos already inside the camp.

‘Can’t you use one of them?’ the commandant asked, adding that it might prove difficult to secure official sign-off for a hired grand, considering, well, everything.21

Reluctantly, Rawicz agreed. A small crowd trailed the musician as he toured the houses, testing each instrument for its suitability. Rawicz, not one to disregard an audience, had amused his trail of followers with sarcastic quips and condemnations.

‘Even a deaf man would feel pain from this one,’ Rawicz joked, as he tested one neglected example. When one hanger-on expressed surprise at the shortness of his fingers, Rawicz shot back: ‘My friend, I am a pianist, not a gynaecologist.’22

Under the impact of Rawicz’s forceful playing, one piano collapsed.23 Onlookers soon dismantled the instrument and removed its keys, planks and tangles of wire. A wood-carver, Ernst Müller-Blensdorf, took the mahogany sides. The animal trapper, Johann ‘Brick’ Neunzer,24 lion tamer at Burnt Stubb Zoo – later known as Chessington Zoo – pocketed the ivories, hoping to carve them into dentures, while the engineers among the internees collected the wire to make electric fires.

Rawicz had made his point. Captain Daniel relented. The camp’s maintenance department wheeled a hired Steinway onto a sturdy rostrum, built for the occasion. A date was set, and the commandant, eager to demonstrate the superiority of his camp, issued invitations to his rival officers on the island.25

There was no score to flutter away on the wind when the audience’s applause stilled to intermittent coughs and rustles as Rawicz began to play. The pianist had prepared a wide-ranging programme from waltzes to rhapsodies, from the Radetzky March to Bach, from showtunes like ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’ to a composition of his own, ‘Spinning Wheel’,26 each one played from memory. The crowd greeted each piece with enthusiastic applause; transported to the pre-war concert halls of Berlin, Vienna and Prague – a distraction from the precariousness of the situation, the risk of deportation or of imminent Nazi invasion. The evening’s performance was, as one audience member put it, ‘unforgettable’.27

For the finale, Rawicz had selected two pieces designed to draw a veil of ironic dissonance across the scene. Ignoring classics from the European composers, he opted instead for the sixteenth-century folk tune ‘Greensleeves’ – a quintessentially English melody – before he segued into a rendition of the British national anthem. Peter and the other internees stood to their feet and sang.

May he defend our laws,

And ever give us cause,

To sing with heart and voice,

God save the King.

The square resounded with the chorus, sung in various degrees of accented English, a tribute to the country that had offered each man refuge, only to turn against him. Rawicz’s pointed choices highlighted the tortuous absurdity of the situation. Here were hundreds of refugees from Nazi oppression, pledging loyalty to the country and allegiance to the king, under whose authority they had been imprisoned, without charge or trial, on suspicion of being Nazi spies. Still, swept up in the moment, few checked to see if any among them had chosen to remain silent.




II

Five Shots

PARIS
TWO YEARS EARLIER

Shortly after the sun rose, the shadows shrunk, and the day began to unspool, Madame Carpe cranked open the iron shutters of her shop in the fifth arrondissement of Paris.

‘I want to buy a gun,’ she heard a voice call out behind her.

The woman turned to see a rakish boy with doleful eyes wearing a wide-lapelled suit, tie and baggy overcoat. She called to her husband, Léopold, who appeared in the doorway. It was 8:35 on the morning of 7 November 1938. À la Fine Lame – ‘At the Cutting Edge’ – was not yet open, but, eager to commence the day’s business, the shopkeeper beckoned his first customer of the day inside.

‘Why do you need a gun?’ he asked the boy, who was eyeing the heavy-laden displays lining the walls. The boy opened his wallet to display a sheaf of bills and explained that, as he was often called upon by his father to deliver large sums of money, he needed something for protection.

The explanation was both sufficient and superfluous. According to French law, a gunshop owner could only refuse a sale to a customer if he or she judged the person to be of unsound mind. The boy was fractious and exhausted. He had barely slept the previous night, having been three times shaken awake by nightmares, his heart pounding so fast that he had to place a hand on his chest to calm himself. But if his customer showed any signs of exhaustion, Carpe was not moved to ask further questions. The boy seemed intense, but not disturbed.

The shopkeeper clunked a selection of weapons onto the counter. His customer looked blankly from one to the next. Monsieur Carpe recognised the hesitancy of a novice, but, for now, resisted the urge to instruct him. Finally, the boy asked if Carpe had a .45 pistol in stock, the calibre of pistol he knew from American films.1

Alas, the shopkeeper explained, this would be a poor choice for the task: too heavy, too bulky. Better to choose a 6.35-millimetre revolver, a gun small enough to be carried as a concealed weapon, light enough to be quickly drawn, yet suitably menacing to frighten a thief.

Carpe demonstrated how to load, fire and unload the weapon. The boy watched the smooth, well-practised movements of the salesman’s hands. Finally, the shopkeeper placed a box of twenty-five cartridges on the counter and explained that, before he could sell the weapon, he needed to see some proof of identity. The young man slid his passport across the counter. Carpe saw a foreign name on the document: Herschel Grynszpan.

It was while wandering the streets the previous night that Herschel first noticed À la Fine Lame. The seventeen-year-old was aimless and stewing in the residual agitation that follows a major argument. Earlier, he had stormed from the home where he lived with his uncle and aunt. Ostensibly the row was about money, but it had been heightened by resentments and frustrations both unspoken and unnamed, and by circumstances outside of the control of any participant.

Herschel was an undocumented immigrant. Two years earlier he had come to France, leaving his immediate family in his hometown of Hanover, and had moved in with his relatives. Herschel’s father successfully smuggled 3,000 francs out of Germany to fund his son’s care. Now the boy wanted this money to be returned to his family, who he believed were in mortal danger.

His parents owned a small tailor’s shop in Hanover. Since Adolf Hitler came to power five years earlier, they had endured tremendous economic hardship. The hope that anti-Semitism was limited to a minority of crackpot, die-hard party supporters was dispelled when a local police officer handed them extradition papers: they, along with some twelve thousand other Polish Jews living in Germany, were to be forcibly expelled from the country they called home. On the bleak journey to the station, where they were to embark on the train that would carry them to the Polish border, the streets were black with people shouting: ‘Juden raus! – Jews out!’2

The deportation was chaotic and cruel. Having disembarked at Zbąszyń, on the Polish border, Herschel’s family was hounded across the German frontier, then turned back by the Polish guards. The exiled men and women trudged back to German territory, just to be repelled there, too. It was only when the Nazis set dogs on the crowd that the Polish border guards relented, allowing the haggard group into no man’s land, where they spent the night sleeping in barns and pigsties. Earlier that week Herschel received a postcard from his older sister, Esther, who explained the situation, ending with a declaration of the family’s newfound destitution: ‘We don’t have a pfennig.’

Uncle Abraham – who, like his brother, worked as a tailor – knew that events were unfolding quickly. It would be irresponsible to send money into a scene of chaos, Abraham reasoned to his nephew. Wiser to await further developments. Herschel, who was prone to surges of fury that crested with threats of suicide, took his uncle’s procrastination as evidence that nobody else cared about his parents’ predicament. The accusation wounded Abraham.

‘I’ve already done just about everything I can for you,’ he told his nephew. ‘If you’re not satisfied, you are free to go.’3

Herschel tugged his coat free from his aunt’s grip, who sobbed as she tried to hold him back from the door.

‘I am leaving,’ said Herschel. ‘Goodbye.’

Abraham pressed 200 francs into the boy’s hand before he left.

Herschel spent the remainder of the day in a sulk, resisting efforts by his friend Naftali – Nathan, as he was better known – Kaufmann to cheer him. Nathan had witnessed the fight and, as he followed his friend out of the front door, assured Herschel’s aunt and uncle that he would return their nephew to them unharmed.

After whiling away the rest of the afternoon with friends, in the early evening the two young men discussed the day’s events by the light leaking from the windows of the city hall. Nathan gently urged his friend to return to the apartment. Herschel’s rage reignited.

‘I’d rather die like a dog than go back on my decision,’ he said.

Herschel explained his plan for the night: to eat dinner at his favourite café,4 then check in to a cheap hotel. The pair parted. Herschel walked down the rue du Faubourg Saint-Denis and there spied the gun shop window.

The weapon and bullets came to 245 francs. Herschel paid with the two hundred-franc notes from his uncle and made up the difference with change from his own pocket. Without removing the price tag, which hung from a piece of red string tied to the trigger guard, the shopkeeper wrapped the weapon and the cartridges in brown paper and tied up the package.

Herschel was required by law to register his purchase with the authorities. As he left the shop, he made towards the nearest police station. The boy continued walking until he was sure that he was out of sight. Then he turned off the main road and circled back towards the Tout Va Bien café where, the previous evening, he had told his friend that he planned to eat.

At 08:55 Herschel faced the mirror in the café’s bathroom. He untied the package and slid the gun from its bag, feeling in his hand the cold weight of the morning’s choices, and those yet to come. He loaded five rounds into the chamber and placed the weapon in the left interior pocket of his suit jacket. Ten minutes later, he descended the steps into the Strasbourg-Saint-Denis Metro station and took the Line 8 train towards the Madeline church.

If during the journey Herschel harboured any residual doubt or hesitation about his plan – a plan that would, in history’s tumbling, circuitous way, change the lives of millions – his mind was fixed by the time he emerged into the Paris sunlight. Just after half past nine, Herschel arrived at his destination, close to the banks of the Seine River: the German embassy, at 78 rue de Lille.

Anxious and unprepared, Herschel approached one of the on-duty police officers outside the building and asked which doorway he should use.

‘What is the purpose of your visit?’ asked the gendarme, François Autret.5

Concentrating to keep his voice from betraying his nerves, Herschel informed the officer that he needed a German visa.6

‘You need the consulate, not the embassy,’ Autret explained. The policeman waved Herschel towards the public doorway to the embassy, before turning his back on the teenager and the first bothersome inquiry of the day.

Two hours earlier, in Herschel’s rented room at the Hotel de Suez, he had written a postcard in reply to his sister after a night spent wrestling with nightmarish visions of the mistreatment of his parents.

‘God must forgive me,’ read his message, written in a mixture of Hebrew and German. ‘My heart bleeds when I think of our tragedy and that of the 12,000 Jews. I have to protest in a way that the whole world hears, and this I intend to do. I beg your forgiveness.’

Herschel had meant to post the message on his way to the gun shop. Preoccupied with his mission, he had neglected to do so. What was intended as a private plea for forgiveness was now a carried confession of premeditation. Herschel had come to the embassy intending to shoot and kill a senior staff member to protest the Nazi treatment of his parents and, more generally, the Jewish people. As Herschel opened the door, a distinguished sixty-year-old man strode out. Unbeknown to Herschel, the man was Count Johnannes von Welczeck, German ambassador to France, off to take his daily walk around the neighbourhood. No target was better suited to attract the attention of the world’s press than Welczeck, the highest-ranking German diplomat in Paris that day. The man and the assassin passed one another in silence. In doing so, each crossed an invisible threshold between countries and fates.

Inside the building Herschel met Madame Mathis, wife of the Frenchman who served as concierge at the embassy. Having just repaired the furnace in the basement, her husband was away from the front desk, changing his clothes.

‘I need to see a gentleman from the embassy,’ Herschel said, in French.7 ‘I wish to submit some important papers to him.’

The lie

































Afterword

One spring a few years ago, I was leafing through a beige folder in the monastically hushed reading room at the National Archives in south London, in search of a story. I had recently finished writing a book about a group of young women who, from a secret bunker in Liverpool, used a wargame to revolutionise British tactics in the fight against the German U-boats. Their unacknowledged work had contributed towards the decisive victory in the crucial Battle of the Atlantic.

I am a journalist, not a military historian, and my primary interest in that story had to do with the revelatory power of games, not the harrowing business of conflict. Still, having spent so much time in the company of these combatants, I had U-boats on the brain.

In March 1941 the Royal Navy captured Otto Kretschmer, the most famous of the U-boat aces. Kretschmer and his crew were taken to a prisoner of war camp in the Lake District (a few miles, I would later discover, from where Kurt Schwitters saw out his final days): a converted stately home called Grizedale Hall. So many captured German sailors were sent to Grizedale Hall that the house became known to locals as the ‘U-boat Hotel’. It became the site of various escape attempts, and other little-known dramas and shenanigans.

The image of a grand English house overrun with German prisoners of war captured my attention. I imagined the atmosphere to be like Downton Abbey, but with Nazis. It is a compelling juxtaposition, but what was the greater story here? I had come to the National Archives to research British prisoner of war camps, not only Grizedale Hall but also less picturesque venues like Warth Mills, in search of an answer.

The wartime folder was filled with correspondence concerning the administrative difficulties involved in moving POWs between camps in order to ensure the die-hard Nazis were kept separate from ordinary soldiers. Essential, boring war stuff.

I turned a page and straightened. Tucked in the middle of the sheaf was the front page of what looked like a home-made newspaper – the fourth issue, I would later discover, of The Camp. Set against the clerical letters and tables elsewhere in the folder, the document was highly arresting. There were hand-drawn illustrations, excitable write-ups of musical concerts and theatrical performances, a long and vivid description of the experience of visiting the camp’s post office (‘You are treated like a long lost and now happily returned brother, but there is no hurry …’), and an advertisement that implored readers to enrol in something called a ‘Technical School’. The text was written in English, and while it appeared to have been produced by wartime prisoners, it included an exhortation from the editor to ‘tell everybody that you hate the Nazis’. What?

A covering letter, written by a British army officer named Captain Daniel, accompanied the document. Daniel, it transpired, was the commandant of the men in the camp that had produced the newspaper. Far from being wary of his charges, in his letter Daniel appeared proud of them and their accomplishments. There followed a second letter, written by a woman named Bertha Bracey, calling for an exhibition of artwork produced by the men who were, her letter revealed, prisoners on the Isle of Man.

Like many people, I was only vaguely aware of the fact that Britain had interned Germans and Austrians during the Second World War. Unlike the wartime internment of Japanese Americans in the United States, which is an episode of ongoing mainstream debate and lament, the British internment of ‘enemy aliens’ (I resist the term, hence the accusatory quotation marks) has been diligently kept separate from the prevailing story Britain tells itself about its wartime character.

The Camp newspaper appeared to offer a window into an unfamiliar, alternate history of the war, where the supposed villains were the victims, and the supposed heroes the perpetrators. The document set me on a new path, not only to learn everything about this hushed world, but also to discover a story, a person, who might compel me through the subject.

Peter Midgley was neither the most famous person interned at Hutchinson camp nor the most obvious candidate for a protagonist. I was, however, drawn to his story: his childhood, his escape from Berlin, the way in which the established artists at the camp took him into their care, trained him, and helped free him. Peter’s story appeared to illuminate the wider subject in helpful ways. Orphaned by the Nazis, rescued on the Kindertransport, and deemed by one of the most senior judges in Britain to pose no threat to national security, only to be arrested and interned for eighteen months, his story exemplified the inconsistencies of the government’s policy-making.

His story also presented a number of compelling contradictions: not only did Peter create art that emerged from his suffering, but through the episode he also discovered a calling, a career, arguably a life’s work. That internment was, for him, both a blessing and an impediment pulled me away from the gravitational force of a trite conclusion. Peter’s personal story is morally complex, much like the broader story of internment.

There is also an alluring unresolvedness here: all those aching, gaping questions about his parents. Take, for example, this exchange, from an interview in 1978 (part of an oral history project to preserve wartime stories): one of the only surviving records in which Peter speaks about his early life.

Interviewer: Your father was a socialist editor …

Peter: Writer. Let’s make it general.

Interviewer: What happened to him and your family?

Peter: I don’t know. I don’t know. I can only go by hearsay, what I was told. The family had a motor crash during a holiday and everyone in the car died. That’s his brother, who ran the paper, Die Freie Meinung, and himself, and whoever else was in the car. I don’t quite know.

Interviewer: What year was this?

Peter: I don’t know. I have no records because I was brought up in an orphanage-cum-boarding school. The information I have from my uncle in Manchester, or my aunt, is conflicting … So, I don’t know.

Such looming question marks can cast a shadow across the entire span of a life. In one sense, the fact that Peter, a Jew living in Nazi Germany, lost his family is unremarkable, almost a cliché. But not knowing when or how they died? Or who they were with? Or whose story, really, to believe? It’s one thing to have been made an orphan; it’s another to not know how. Peter died with these questions unresolved. Might it still be possible to discover the truth? I wanted to know.

I contacted Peter’s son, Gerald, a distinguished academic at the University of Hull. Over a period of several months, Gerald – who speaks with a gentle South London accent and is ceaselessly patient – answered my deluge of questions and clarifications.

Gerald and his wife Wendy both have excellent recall, and, helpfully, a box of documents relating to Peter’s life, including the original letter written by Hutchinson’s artists, asking whether a place might be found for him in art school. Still, neither could add anything to Peter’s own account of what happened to his parents, Moritz and Alice: they had died in a car accident at Lake Wannsee while travelling with Peter’s uncle, Hugo, who was editor of an anti-Nazi newspaper. Due to the suspicious circumstances, it was assumed, they told me, that the car had been tampered with.

Road traffic accidents are not necessarily newsworthy, per se, but a car that topples into Berlin’s most famous lake, resulting in the drowning of all its occupants? Surely such a thing would have been covered by the local, if not national press? Without any clear dates to confine the search, however, the task of sifting through thousands of newspaper editions, especially during such a turbulent period for the German press, posed a major challenge.

I had the title of the Breslau-based newspaper for which Peter’s father Moritz supposedly wrote and his uncle Hugo supposedly edited, at least. Die Freie Meinung – The Free Opinion – which claimed to be the ‘largest political weekly newspaper of the east’. If a suspicious car crash wiped out half of the paper’s staff, surely the incident would have been reported in its pages?

Happily, the University of Wroclaw holds a copy of every issue of Die Freier Meinung in its archives, from the first one published on 11 January 1919 to the last one, published on 24 December 1931. Might it be possible to sift through the thousands of lines of gothic black German text, twelve years’ worth of journalism, in search of a mention of a car crash?

There was an immediate issue, however. Neither Peter’s father, Moritz, nor his uncle, Hugo, were named on the masthead, the place where a print publication lists its staff and their roles. Instead, the editor was a man named Hans Hanteda-Fleischmann. This was a new name, one that did not feature anywhere on the Fleischmann family tree that I had begun to piece together. Was the entire story a fabrication?

I ran a name search for ‘Hans Hanteda-Fleischmann’ in a German newspaper archive. A hit came back in an article from a 1922 edition of a rival paper, Breslauer Nachtpost. The article was a hit-piece written by Breslau’s City Councillor, Max Gruschwitz. In it Gruschwitz accused Hans Hanteda-Fleischmann of slandering him via a defamatory article published in Die Freie Meinung.

‘Hans Hanteda,’ Gruschwitz noted in the piece, was a pseudonym. The editor’s real name? Hugo Fleischmann.

Having confirmed that Peter’s uncle did edit Breslau’s most salacious newspaper, I began to search the masthead of each weekly edition. If the story about the crash at the lake was true, then Hans Hanteda’s name must have disappeared as editor of the paper at the same time.

It took a few hours to locate the moment when the newspaper’s editorship changed: 18 October 1930. I didn’t have to look far for the reason. The story had made the front page:

‘Hans Hanteda-Fleischmann killed in an accident’

Hanteda-Fleischmann is no more: on Wednesday 15th of this month, he died on his way to the Riesengebirge [the Giant Mountains], where he had intended to relax for a few days with a friend. The driver of the car lost control of the vehicle at a dangerous bend near the village of Nimmersatt … The car rolled over twice. Hans Hanteda-Fleischmann was so severely injured that he lost his life at 11pm that night.

If this was the accident that Peter had been told about from a young age, all of the details were different. The crash had occurred not in Germany, but in Poland. Hugo had been with a friend, not his wife. Crucially, Peter’s parents were not present at all.

I checked the following week’s edition of the paper for a follow-up story, with some more details. There, on the front page, was a full obituary, complete with a photograph of Hans and a note from his widow, Marie.

Peter had been lied to. His parents had not died in a car crash – or, at least, not alongside his uncle, who definitely did die in a car crash.

I ordered copies of any documents the German government held on Moritz and Alice Fleischmann. Set within the context of all this intrigue, any basic information about the couple’s births, marriage and deaths could help dredge the true story of what had happened.

When copies of the documents arrived, the information therein only compounded the tragedy. Moritz and Alice had been married on 25 February 1920. The following year, Alice gave birth to their first child, Peter. Within six weeks the couple were divorced. Alice suffered from mental illness and died, probably from suicide, shortly thereafter. Moritz, either unwilling or unable to care for Peter alone, left his son with his ex-father-in-law, Alfred, who became Peter’s primary carer. For Alfred it must have been kinder and easier to tell a young boy that his parents had died in an accident.

When Peter Fleischmann fled Berlin on 1 December 1939, not only was his father alive, he was also living in Berlin. City records show that, at that time, Moritz resided at Strassburger Strasse, a five-minute drive from the Auerbach orphanage. When Peter arrived in England he was not, as he had been led to believe throughout his life, an orphan. But when he returned to Berlin as a soldier in 1945, things had again changed. On 2 March 1943, Moritz was taken to the Auschwitz concentration camp and murdered. Peter died knowing an incorrect version of the truth, but the truth nonetheless: his father had been killed by the Nazis.

Would it have been better to know the truth, or worse? Perhaps it would have made no difference at all. These were, after all, stories about ghosts, people who had never been there for Peter. Those who were – his grandfather, his grandfather’s housekeeper, the Auerbach’s directors, Donald Midgley, Kurt Schwitters, Helen Roeder – had each stepped into the parental void and played their role. Changing the story about his parents wouldn’t have changed any of the things that had enabled Peter to survive his ordeal or to thrive regardless.

Peter was just one individual in a camp that, at its most populous, numbered more than one thousand two hundred captives, each with his own history and legacy. And Hutchinson was just one of dozens of camps around Britain, Canada and Australia; the combined total of internees stretched into the tens of thousands (Peter Fleischmann was not even the only Peter Fleischmann interned on the Isle of Man). As much as I had come to adore Peter, it seemed unfair that so many men might go unacknowledged in a book about the camp.

As I read the various accounts of life in Hutchinson, pored over issues of The Camp, and the cultural schedules, and tracked down letters, I began to compile a list of the names of men who had been there. At first, I was mainly interested in finding the eminent individuals who had been at the camp, men whose achievements made a mockery of their internment. Every new and verified discovery of a noted professor, a celebrated musician, an influential lawmaker or fêted artist bolstered my central argument against the government’s policy and validated the book’s title.

In time, however, I found the names of, to borrow a politician’s term, ‘ordinary men’ – people neither famous nor fêted, but no less deserving of justice. The project evolved into something else, something that felt mission-like, and that began to border on an obsession.

In my mind I saw Hutchinson’s population facing me as a vast crowd. Most of the men’s faces were blanked out. My task, as I now saw it, was to reveal those faces, or at least pull from obscurity their names, their dates of birth, and occupations. Each night, after my writing was done, I’d start to work through the Home Office database of internee cards, hunting for evidence of alumni. The database allowed me to call up five hundred records in a twenty-four-hour period, up to a limit of five thousand records per month. The research became a strenuous ritual, energised by the sporadic discovery of a card marked ‘Hutchinson’, when another man in the spectral crowd gained a name, a face, the bones of a story.

Something curious happened. With each new discovery, Hutchinson camp’s population felt a little less extraordinary, at least in the sense that Fred Uhlman had meant when he wrote: ‘Never before or since have I met such an extraordinary collection of people in such a small place.’ Of course, most of the internees were not professors at world-famous universities, or musicians oft-summoned to play for royalty, or artists who had exhibited across European galleries. Hutchinson’s population was much like any other random cross section of society: a glorious mixture of factory workers and artisans, teachers and intellectuals, doctors and mechanics, builders and chefs. To claim otherwise began to feel like an unhelpful romanticising.

And yet, there was also something comforting about the normality of the emerging picture. Placed in these unusual circumstances, this ordinary cross section of society had achieved the extraordinary. Together, they had turned a prison into a university, a camp into a cultural centre, a boarding house into an art gallery, a jumble of wires into a broadcasting station, a field into a fitness club, a lawn into a concert amphitheatre. Hutchinson became a microcosm of civilisation, and the extraordinariness lay not in the accolades of each individual captive, but in how, as a collective, they embodied humanity’s better urges, even while besieged by its baser ones.

To remember their names is to celebrate that achievement, while holding the hope that, for all its marvel, never again will there be a camp like Hutchinson.
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A note on sources


Special mention must be made of two sources. Interned at the camp for its opening on 13 July 1940, the art historian Klaus Hinrichsen remained behind the wire for a little less than a year, until his release on 18 June 1941. A chronicler by training, Hinrichsen wrote and spoke about his experiences in the camp at various points during his lifetime and – considering the vigour with which he sought to correct mistakes and misrememberings – viewed himself as the primary keeper of Hutchinson’s history and promoter of its legacy.

Without Hinrichsen’s detailed notes, writings and papers, many taken with him from the camp and later distributed among various London archives, including the Tate, the Imperial War Museum, and the Weiner Holocaust Library, much of the information contained in this account would have been lost. At the time of Hinrichsen’s death in 2004, however, his most substantial recollection, a novelistic journal, remained unpublished. This account, which Hinrichsen describes as a ‘collage of people and events suddenly remembered’, defies straightforward categorisation, mixing historical fact with both real and fictional characters to create a quasi-memoir. To complicate matters further, mindful of the risk of legal action,1 Hinrichsen anonymised the names of some real individuals in his account (‘Ludwig Warschauer’, for example, became ‘Ludwig Lemberger’).2

Hinrichsen once joked that his friend and fellow internee Fred Uhlman’s anecdotes about life in Hutchinson changed with time and retelling. Uhlman was, Hinrichsen claimed, more of a raconteur than a documentarian. The same might be said of Hinrichsen, however, whose various recorded accounts often differ from one another, albeit in minor ways. Unless otherwise noted, only events and individuals mentioned in Hinrichsen’s writings that are backed by secondary and tertiary sources have been included in this book.

Hinrichsen’s professional interests coupled with his dominant contribution to the history of the camp has led to, arguably, a disproportionate focus on his social circle, namely the artists. That Hutchinson has become known as the ‘Artists’ Camp’ is predominantly thanks to Hinrichsen. Hutchinson might just as accurately be referred to as the ‘Writers’ Camp’ (there were more than two dozen writers and journalists held there), or the ‘Lawyers’ Camp’ (of which there were at least thirty), or the ‘Professors’ Camp’, as the number of academics interned comfortably outstripped the professional artists.

A new source, the letters of Kurt Treitel (which were stored for eighty years by his family) have helped somewhat, in this book, to redress the balance in favour of the less eminent internee. Treitel, who was interned at Hutchinson for five months from its opening until his release on 22 November 1940, wrote regularly to his friends and family, sometimes more than once a day, and painstakingly copied each letter he wrote into a diary for his own record. Youthful energies led Treitel to record details of life in the camp that the older men did not, in most cases, consider worth jotting down.

A resident of House 2, directly next door to Peter Midgley, Treitel considered his home to have the most vibrant and friendly community in all of Hutchinson. Yet, even its best-known residents – the pianist Hans Fürth, the flautist Rudolf ‘Rolf’ G. Meyer (identified, during the writing of this book, as the subject of one of Schwitters’ portraits) and the Campfather’s second-in-command, Friederich Wittelshöfer – have barely been written about before.

Treitel is a useful source, too, as he had the rare and possibly unique distinction of working in just about every job going in Hutchinson camp. With the expansive curiosity of adolescence, Treitel worked at the Camp Library alongside the Oxford professor Dr Paul Maas, studied at Ludwig Warschauer’s Technical School, assisted at the camp newspaper alongside Michael Corvin, and, finally, toiled in the camp office, where he administered internees’ desperate applications for release. His letters are keenly useful, not only because they were written at the time (by contrast, most of Hinrichsen’s recollections were recorded at a remove of several decades) but also because they were not written with an editor’s eye on publication or posterity, unlike the writings of those such as Paul Jacobsthal, who later distributed edited copies of his internment dairy among his Oxford friends, or Fred Uhlman, who altered his diaries at various stages throughout his life.

Hinrichsen, by contrast, opted for the obscure literary form of the quasi-memoir partly because he did not have access to the official records of internees’ names and dates against which to check his recollections. In a 1989 letter to Peter Midgley, for example, he asks if his old friend can help identify which artist lived in which house and who ‘Lehmann’, an internee writer mentioned in Schwitters’ letters, might be (The individual in question was almost certainly Otto Lehmann-Russbüldt, a German activist-writer who, like Schwitters, came to wartime Britain via Norway.)

By the time of the writing of this book, following a Freedom of Information Act request, the full index of Enemy Alien Registration Cards held by the Home Office is now available to the public. These documents, which number tens of thousands, list the name of each internee, his or her date and place of birth, occupation at the time of arrest, and, in many cases, include a handwritten annotation to identify the individual’s date of release and even, occasionally, the specific camp or camps in which they were held. This database has been invaluable in corroborating information regarding many of Hutchinson’s internees whose names or details appear in the diaries and memoirs of their fellow prisoners either half-remembered, or misspelled.

Before he died, Hinrichsen deposited thirty-five of the forty-five weekly Camp University lecture schedules that ran between Week one (22 July 1940) and Week forty-five (11 June 1941) in the Imperial War Museum archive, along with all but one issue of The Camp, from its debut issue in September 1940, to its final edition in January 1942. These documents provide a vast list of camp speakers’ surnames, which can now be checked against released official records to construct a rollcall of Hutchinson’s internees. The most comprehensive list of Hutchinson’s internees yet compiled, triangulated from this and dozens of other sources, and checked against the Home Office records, features in this book.

Finally, the majority of the information about Ludwig Warschauer is drawn from a long series of wartime security files recently opened to the public – TNA KV-2-1139 to 1142 – and the British government’s security files relating to Echen Kohsen – TNA HO 382/760 – opened following a Freedom of Information request made by the author. Unusually, the names of MI5’s principal investigators on the case were not redacted, which led to an interesting conversation with J.G. Craufurd’s son and daughter-in-law, who were unaware of this chapter in his life.
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