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CHAPTER ONE

Guests of the Nation


This accusation I make and make in the plainest terms. In this country, as in France before reaction threw aside all pretense, a deliberate and systematic intimidation of liberal-minded foreigners is going on. So that even while we are actually at war with the Axis Powers and their subjugated “allies,” people in positions of authority and advantage in this country are allowing the collection, internment and ill-treatment of all those disaffected subjects of our enemies who would be most willing and able to organize internal resistance in their own countries on our behalf.

—H. G. WELLS, “J’ACCUSE,” REYNOLD’S NEWS, JULY 28, 1940



THE MARATHON TRAIN JOURNEY THAT BEGAN AT KEMPTON PARK ended at Liverpool docks. The men disembarked there and started marching again, two by two. As they did, some of the locals who had gathered to witness the curious spectacle of the new arrivals started to shout abuse and to spit at them. Like they were the actual bad guys. Like they were, really, truly, fifth columnists hiding out in plain sight as part of some great Nazi conspiracy. Not a gaggle of mostly Jewish refugees who had spent much of the previous few years trying by every means possible to resist the inexorable rise of Adolf Hitler and then struggling to escape his perverted wrath.

Gobs of spittle flew toward Klaus Hinrichsen and his companions as they shuffled along, tired, disoriented, and more than a little nervous, pathetic figures toting small suitcases in their hands. Finally, the hulking HMS Tynwald came into view at dockside and they realized this was the next leg on their odyssey.

Weeks earlier, what was ordinarily a passenger steamer operating between Liverpool and Douglas on the Isle of Man had seen sterling service as one of the ships pressed into emergency assignment, saving British soldiers fleeing the Nazi press at Dunkirk. With a capacity of nearly two thousand, no other vessel had delivered more men to safety during the mission. Now, the hero of that hour was, effectively, a prison transport vessel for men who had also fled the Nazis. How else to describe it as armed guards ushered these startled-looking passengers across the gangway?

The boat was a babel of languages. Whispered conversations in Yiddish. Angry declarations in German. Dramatic arm-waving in Italian. They passed the journey talking of what they had already experienced, the horrors of the different transit camps. Hinrichsen soon discovered that his stay at Kempton Park, for all its problems, had been top-class compared to the deprivations of Warth Mills, near Bury, where two thousand internees had been kept in a building containing eighteen taps and one bathtub. Things were so bad there that the Red Cross eventually forced its closure.

As had become part of the ritual, there were murmurs on board about exactly where they might be headed. Nobody in authority would tell them, so the more fanciful speculation centered on Australia and Canada, both of which were known to be destinations for deportees during the war. Hinrichsen was smart enough to know that this particular vessel wasn’t capable of a journey of that magnitude. Still, the lack of knowledge or awareness (most of these men knew little of the geography of the British Isles) meant that a wave of fear swept through the ship when after five hours or so, landfall beckoned.

Initially, the men were shocked, then scared. From a distance, the port where they were obviously going to land had flags waving that when they fluttered in the coastal breeze looked suspiciously like swastikas. On closer inspection, the symbol thankfully wasn’t that. It was the triskelion, the three-legged motif of the Isle of Man, a British territory eighty miles from Liverpool, halfway across the Irish Sea to Dublin. Most of them had never heard of the place before. Now, it was somewhere they would never forget as the ship cruised past the Tower of Refuge, built a century earlier to provide safe haven for sailors who had run aground in Douglas Harbor.

Once the Tynwald docked, names were called and the men were separated into groups. Hinrichsen had been assigned to Hutchinson Camp. While those destined for other locations waited for their transport to arrive, he and his cohorts were ordered to start walking again. Their journey took them along a once-scenic waterfront now necklaced with barbed wire and battle stations, as if preparing for an imminent invasion. The resort where so many Britons had come to enjoy happy holidays during previous decades had been transformed into a military dystopia, Victorian hotels and guesthouses with their sea views interrupted by a vista of armed soldiers with bayonets drawn, marching their charges between the rolling lengths of barbed wire.

They didn’t have far to walk through Douglas. The cortege strolled along the promenade and then turned left up the steep hill abutting the Villa Marina, ordinarily a destination for those in search of music, or even prayer when it hosted religious festivals. These bemused men were oblivious to the local landmarks as they straggled up the incline, still ignorant of exactly where they were heading, growing weary and hungry, most having eaten just a piece of bread and cheese over the previous twenty-four hours.

Hinrichsen had come to know some of his fellow prisoners in the course of their travels, but he was not yet aware that this nondescript bunch included so many gifted writers, artists, musicians, and professors. Trudging up those streets from the dock, nobody could have imagined that this forlorn group might create something so wonderful and enduring from their time in captivity in this strange land. And that Hinrichsen, as de facto cultural officer, would preside over so much of it. That was all in the near future.

At the top of Stanley Terrace, the convoy came to a sudden halt by the main gate of a place called Hutchinson Camp.

“The higher we walked, the more marvellous the view we got over the sea below,” remembered Hinrichsen. “But then we entered through fantastic barbed-wire constructions. And there were spotlights, and we were greeted by a sergeant-major.”

The Camp was made up of four streets, three of which consisted of bow-fronted Edwardian boardinghouses surrounding a rectangular patch of perfectly manicured lawn. An attractive and rather quaint setting in ordinary circumstances, much less so after it had been pockmarked with double rows of barbed-wire fencing, and gated off by armed guards. The absurdity of the situation was hammered home by the presence of a miniature golf course among the shrubbery—more evidence that here was a place where people traditionally came to have fun, to enjoy a break from real life.

Until now, when reality was intruding in the worst way.

Nearly one thousand men arrived in the first intake on July 13, 1940. There were just thirty-three houses. The math wasn’t difficult to compute. Even allowing for the fact that these buildings were configured as bed-and-breakfasts to put up holiday-makers from the mainland during the island’s high season each summer, this wasn’t just going to be a tight squeeze; it was going to be seriously overcrowded.

“We weary and bedraggled travellers were scrutinized when we arrived late in the evening, with some distaste by an extremely smart Regimental Sergeant-Major, Mr. Potterton, who in civilian life had been head porter of the Dolphin Square blocks of flats in Chelsea,” said Hinrichsen. “He counted out thirty to forty men, appointed one of them as leader, and allotted a house to each group.”

With a gaggle of others, Hinrichsen walked along the street searching out No. 19 Hutchinson Square, his new home away from home. There, he would spend days and nights over the coming weeks and months asking the same questions. Why did the British government do this? Where was his family in Lübeck? How long was he going to be made to stay? Was it possible to get word to his girlfriend Gretel that he was okay? Did anybody care that they were even here, or were they destined to be stranded and forgotten?

And the toughest question of all: How had he ended up here?

The Gestapo came for the Hinrichsen men on Kristallnacht. As the remaining Jewish businesses and synagogues in Lübeck were being attacked and ransacked that November night in 1938, Felix Hinrichsen and his two eldest sons were manhandled onto a truck and taken in for questioning. For years, they had feared this night was coming, sensing in the deteriorating political atmosphere that something like this was increasingly inevitable. That was why the Jewish population in this corner of Schleswig-Holstein, which numbered more than six hundred in 1930, had shrunk so much it could by then be counted in double figures.

Most were originally Sephardic Jews who had arrived in Northern Germany around 1640, having previously fled the terrors of the Spanish Inquisition in Portugal a century before that. The Hinrichsens, a long-established family in the region, had once been bankers to the dukes of Mecklenburg. Felix had chosen a different path, becoming a partner in a respected law firm. Since Adolf Hitler had become chancellor in 1933, however, he had found work as a lawyer more and more difficult to come by, the latest batch of regulations restricting him because of his background to handling cases only for the dwindling population of Jewish clients.

The ironic thing is, Felix had actually renounced Judaism, converting to Christianity in his early twenties in order to marry his wife, Ida, the couple choosing to raise their kids in the Lutheran faith. If abandoning the religion of his birth wasn’t enough to spare him from this persecution, it did ensure that his sons were eventually released by the Gestapo after Kristallnacht. The powers that be officially judged them to be “half-Aryan.”

Klaus Hinrichsen was twenty-five years old the night the Nazis came to the door, a grown man whose fledgling career as a wannabe art historian had already been stymied by his Jewish lineage. A grown man who realized this latest reprieve from the authorities meant a call-up to the German army was an inevitable next step in the process. A grown man who decided to get out while he still could.

Having resolved to try to escape their clutches, he wrote to distant relatives in England desperately seeking an invitation to come visit London, to conduct art history research. While awaiting a reply, he threw himself into assisting the remaining Jewish families in the area seeking to emigrate. As a “half-Aryan” who knew a thing or two about how to evaluate art and antiques, he negotiated on their behalf with tax officials and government departments, as many sought desperately to buy or bribe their way out.

Finally, the letter inviting him to England arrived, enough collateral to persuade the army recruitment office to give him a three-month travel pass. He arrived in London in June of 1939, and, almost immediately, telegrammed his parents informing them that, in a terribly unfortunate accident, he’d broken his leg, a phantom injury that meant he would have to stay longer than planned. When they told the German authorities of his unlucky break, the Lübeck branch of the Red Cross sent him a care package of cookies in the shape of swastikas—a bizarre reminder of the deformed society he was fleeing.

Once in London, like many German and Austrian émigrés, Klaus Hinrichsen soon found himself visiting Woburn House, where the Quakers were doing their best to assist new arrivals, each of whom was gifted a booklet entitled “Helpful Information and Guidance for Every Refugee.” It offered all manner of advice to the newcomers; among the eight commandments was one admonishing them not to criticize British mannerisms, and another reminding them to appear grateful to their host country.

Obviously identifying him as something of a renaissance man (at school he had edited a magazine dedicated to German romantic poets), the Quakers enlisted Hinrichsen to serve in their theater group, an acting troupe that turned up at the canteens of factories in London’s grimy East End to provide lunchtime entertainment and relief from the drudgery to workers.

He picked up another job, too. In the mid-1930s, he had done some freelance work for Thieme-Becker, a specialist art publication, and that was enough to land him a gig representing the English interests of a Swiss publisher of international medical periodicals. With some philanthropy and a modicum of professional progress, this quite promising start to life in exile was bookmarked by a fortuitous meeting with Gretel Levy, a nineteen-year-old cook at Hampstead General Hospital, on September 2. She was seven years his junior, yet a young woman with a story not dissimilar to his own.

A native of Pomerania, Gretel told him she had come to London to learn English at the age of seventeen, and once she saw the dastardly direction Germany was headed, decided to stay. In the summer of 1938, her parents had beseeched her to return, trying to assure her that the worst Hitlerian excesses against the Jews were over, and that the country would soon come to its senses. Having initially found the coldness of England off-putting, she still reckoned it a safer long-term option than Nazi Germany. She refused to go home. Four months later, her father was killed in the rampages of Kristallnacht.

When she met Klaus Hinrichsen, Gretel was instantly smitten. He was handsome and attractive, but it was much more than that. He also reeked of education and had a bearing and a certain charm about him. Theirs was going to be a love story. Eventually, and after a fashion.

The young couple’s fanciful romantic notions were immediately shattered the morning after their initial meeting when Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain announced the declaration of war on the radio. Everybody knew the day had been coming, but for the Germans in England’s capital city, life changed immediately. For starters, most of them opted never to speak their native tongue in public again.

“Once the war broke out, I didn’t speak German,” said Levy. “Hardly at all. People couldn’t understand why there were people walking around speaking German, even in Hampstead.”

Some took other drastic action, too, changing their names. Gretel decided from that point on she should be called Margarete, as it was less obviously Germanic. A smart move, because in the initial weeks of war, there was a mild hysteria sweeping through Britain regarding the estimated seventy thousand Germans and Austrians in their midst. Although it was known that at least 80 percent of that number were Jewish refugees fleeing the increasing terrors back home, that fact didn’t count for much in certain eyes.

“Many of these immigrants are Jews,” wrote George Ward-Price in the Daily Mail in October 1939. “They should be careful not to arouse the same resentment here as they have stored up in so many countries. I dislike as much as anyone the Nazi persecution of that race, but it is fact that the Jews were getting a stranglehold on German life out of all proportion to their avowed numbers. Many of the German Jews, often themselves recent immigrants from Eastern Europe, were the worst of their kind. In this country, the national character is strong enough to absorb the better Hebraic type; in Germany, the Jewish aliens found a class-conscious, self-interested community and the misdeeds of some brought down reprisals on the rest.”

This type of alarmist hate-mongering explains why Ward-Price had, over the previous years, earned a reputation as Hitler’s favorite British journalist.

In the first few days of the conflict, the authorities quickly swept up just under five hundred Germans and Austrians, those who had been previously identified by MI5 as Nazi sympathizers and potential spies. In a matter of weeks, all foreigners over the age of sixteen were compelled to attend hastily arranged alien tribunals where they were sorted into different categories, from A (those deemed a high risk to national security, numbering just under six hundred) to B (those on whom some suspicion rested, numbering just around nine thousand) to C (sixty thousand or so, who were reckoned to be essentially loyal to Britain).

Established in October of 1939, these rather ad hoc courts were strange, mostly genteel affairs usually presided over by county court judges and members of the local bar. The Quakers and other refugee charities were often present to assist those being evaluated, as were members of the local constabulary. However, there were inevitable logistical problems given how many tribunals were being held across the country. Interpreters were not always on hand, so in one celebrated case a harmless German poet was deemed Category A—by virtue of the fact that he spoke no English—and he was instantly interned.

Some areas of London had to process hundreds of cases each day, and a few individuals ended up being wrongly classified just because of the indecent haste to get the job done and a concomitant desire to err on the side of caution. Hinrichsen had no such bad luck and could speak for himself in court. So, like most in his situation, he was correctly deemed to be Category C. Initially, this meant there were no restrictions placed on his movement and very little real impact on his life in exile.

Still, it’s an indication of how the British government was thinking that as early as April of 1939, five months before war broke out, it had also put in place plans to house eighteen thousand foreigners if a more wide-scale internment was deemed necessary. And pretty soon, it was. Why? Well, the first phase of the war went badly for Britain and France, and this spawned a burgeoning paranoia about the possibility of a German landing somewhere on England’s east coast. Fear and scaremongering about this threat was a constant in the right-wing press, and when the Netherlands fell, the screeching in the newspapers was amplified by Sir Neville Bland.

On May 15, Bland, Britain’s representative at The Hague during the capitulation of the Netherlands, circulated a memo in government circles claiming the Dutch defeat had been made possible and greatly facilitated by a “fifth column” of Germans living among them. He ended his report with a call for all Germans and Austrians to be arrested and interned in order to preempt the same thing happening in England.

That call was echoed by author and playwright Beverley Nichols in a piece for the Sunday Chronicle which alleged every refugee was now a potential domestic terrorist.

“Why should we be blown up as we are walking over a bridge unless it is strictly necessary?” asked Nichols. “Or poisoned by contaminated water or hit on the head by the local gasworks as it descends to earth? No, sir. The letters readers send about Germans who are going free in their own district would make your hair stand on end.”

Obviously, Nichols had never heard of the Quakers and of the vast majority of Germans like Hinrichsen who had assimilated quickly, and, in Hinrichsen’s case, spent his spare time doing charity work to ameliorate the plight of London’s working poor. Nuance was just another casualty of the war. By the middle of May 1940, however, even Category C aliens like Hinrichsen suddenly found themselves under increased scrutiny.

All citizens of Germany and Austria living on or near the coastline from Inverness in Scotland to Dorset in South West England, a vast territory deemed vulnerable to a German invasion, were taken into custody. Within days, the net was cast even wider. All male aliens between the ages of sixteen and sixty who had been Category B were to be arrested and interned. Up to this point, the only restrictions placed upon these individuals had been to forbid their ownership of cameras or bicycles.

The increased vigilance/paranoia was kind of inevitable. Aside from the daily diet of high-profile writers and journalists demanding that Downing Street take drastic action (“ACT! ACT! ACT! DO IT NOW!” screamed a Daily Mail headline calling for internment), the deteriorating military situation after Dunkirk and the arrival of Italy into the war on the side of the Nazis pushed newly installed Prime Minister Winston Churchill to take the ultimate step against the country’s Italian community. “Collar the lot!” he famously declared at a cabinet meeting, discussing the necessity of securing the homeland.

That colloquial instruction evolved into an order to arrest and intern all Germans, Austrians, and Italians, regardless of their previous categorization, and was followed up with a lengthier public explanation of the tactic on June 4.

“I know there are a great many people affected by the orders which we have made who are the passionate enemies of Nazi Germany,” said Churchill in the House of Commons. “I am very sorry for them, but we cannot, at the present time and under the present stress, draw all the distinctions which we should like to do. If parachute landings were attempted and fierce fighting attendant upon them followed, these unfortunate people would be far better out of the way, for their own sakes as well as for ours.”

As one of these unfortunate people, Hinrichsen knew by then that his arrest was imminent. They would come for him like they were coming for everybody else like him. If “Collar the lot!” reeked of a certain urgency at the highest level of government, the actual rounding up of the foreigners was a lot more haphazard, bureaucratic, and less dynamic than Churchill’s tone might have presumed. In most cases it fell to the local policemen to pick up the potential fifth columnists living in their precincts. Word quickly spread in the immigrant community that some of the bobbies on the beat weren’t going out of their way to fulfill the task.

“If you left your house before seven in the morning and went into Hyde Park or the West End or anywhere and came back after five p.m., you couldn’t be interned because whoever did the interning at the time, they had office hours,” said Hinrichsen. “And if you did stay out, you couldn’t be interned. And many people did. Apparently, there was a complete exodus from Hampstead down to Lyons Corner House [a restaurant] and back in the afternoon. But at that point I hadn’t been long enough in England, and I thought [that] if they are going to intern everybody, they are going to intern everybody… [but] it was simply [that] they had a quota—they wanted so many every day.”

In one case, a policeman got fed up with calling upon the same German target without any luck, so he resorted to leaving a note asking him to stay home the following day in order to be arrested. And, bizarrely, he did, and he was.

The circumstances of Hinrichsen’s eventual internment were not dissimilar. By then, he was living in a tiny attic flat on Glenlock Road, near Haverstock Hill in Hampstead. Upon returning one evening, the lady who owned the house broke the news to him.

“They are coming for you in the morning,” she said.

“Why?” he asked.

“Well, they came with the name of Walter Bergmann but they had arrested him already. So they said, ‘Have you got anybody else?’ I said, ‘I have got Mr. Hinrichsen.’”

Twelve hours later, there was a knock on the door and Hinrichsen, a small suitcase with toiletries already packed, found himself under arrest and on his way to the local police station. From there, he was later put on a bus, driven across London, and out to the leafier suburbs of Surrey. Nobody told him where he was headed. Speculation among passengers was that their ultimate destination was the Isle of Man, because that’s where Britain had interned Germans during World War I. For some, it eventually was. For now, this leg of the journey ended at Kempton Park Racecourse.

Ordinarily a venue full of whooping and hollering racegoers enjoying a day out, celebrating or lamenting gambles on the horses, it had been transformed into something completely different. Through the bus windows, Hinrichsen saw large army tents pitched on the Central Lawn, an area that had been ringed with barbed wire. These were the sleeping quarters of 1,500 Grenadier Guards, the security detail on duty at the racecourse.

Many of them had just returned from active service on the front in France, and their attitude toward the men they were guarding varied greatly. Some were sympathetic—especially once they realized a lot of these individuals had just risked their lives and spent fortunes trying to escape from the grip of the Nazis, only to find themselves imprisoned in England. Others regarded them as enemy combatants and treated Hinrichsen and all the others accordingly.

A few of these soldiers strolled up and down with drawn pistols in their hands as if a shoot-out or attack was imminent, pointing bayonets at anybody they felt was stepping out of line—a threatening sight that frightened many of the internees. The older men, some of them veterans of World War I, scoffed at these attempts to intimidate them. As part of the new arrivals’ induction, the commanding officer gave a speech to the internees in which he confessed to being severely disappointed that he wasn’t in charge of a camp full of real prisoners of war, denouncing these hordes in civilian clothes as mere “rabbits.”

Every square inch of the racecourse was needed to house the growing population. The vast majority ended up sleeping on straw mattresses beneath the grandstand where, at night, they gave thanks that in England the summer of 1940 turned out to be much hotter than normal. The quality of the toilets depended on where in the grounds you were billeted. The very, very lucky ones were placed in the Royal Enclosure and got to use bathrooms there that were, literally, fit for a king. Their less fortunate peers—just about everybody else, including Hinrichsen—soon found themselves squatting in holes in the ground when the Kempton Park toilets proved unable to cope with the sudden influx of 1,500 semipermanent residents.

The plumbing problems were indicative of how ill-conceived the whole operation seemed to be. In the opening days, there was a lack of sufficient food as the supply lines struggled to get up to speed with the demand for providing three squares a day to those being held. There were security issues, too. Some internees, afforded more time by their arresting officers, had arrived at Kempton Park with valuables, including cash, typewriters, and books—items that they later alleged were pilfered by errant soldiers from the Grenadier Guards.

As per a normal prison camp, everything was rigidly timed, and there were two roll calls each day. Lunch was served at 1:00 p.m., supper at 7:30 p.m., and lights-out was at 10:30 p.m. Inevitably, cliques formed. Orthodox Jews huddled together. Communists, too. Most internees just loitered, wondering what strange fate the British might have in store for them. Others gossiped and speculated about the identity of fellow inmates. Celebrities in their midst included Captain Franz von Rintelen, a legendary German spy during World War I; Prince Frederick, a great-grandson of the Kaiser himself; and a Nazi official who was reportedly a former adviser to Joachim von Ribbentrop, Hitler’s foreign minister.

Trying to figure out who was a friend (escaping Hitler) or foe (working for him) was a way to pass the time for Hinrichsen and others during the first days of their captivity in the Kempton transit camp, especially since nobody told them where they might be headed, or when. They knew only that this was a temporary billet. Everything else was speculation.

Hinrichsen finally got his answer on the morning of July 12, 1940, when he was told to pack up before being marched toward a nearby train station.

To fortify them on the seventeen-hour train journey north from Kempton Park to Liverpool, Hinrichsen and his fellow travelers were handed a portion of bread. Then, a large block of hard cheese was apportioned to be divided up between everybody in the carriage—a difficult task to achieve without cutlery on hand. Some men reached into their suitcases for razor blades before remembering that all sharp objects had already been confiscated.

Finally, a solution to the problem was at hand. A bizarre solution that summed up the strangeness of the entire situation. The internees asked the soldiers guarding them for assistance, and they thought nothing of breaking off the bayonets from their rifles and handing them to the prisoners. Then they watched them slice away and distribute slivers of cheese from seat to seat. It was indeed a curious relationship between the guards and those they were guarding, when one handed a sharp and deadly weapon to the other and then watched them put it to work before politely handing it back.

“We had young soldiers guarding us,” said Hinrichsen. “And one of those young soldiers played around with his rifle. Took it to pieces and couldn’t get the thing going again. So, we had to help him.”

If the sight of a guard asking his prisoners to assist him in reassembling his weapon summed up the absurdity of the situation these men found themselves in, the odd nature of their predicament hit home again on arrival at Hutchinson Square. As they filed through the gate, the soldiers barked out orders in the tone of men running an internment camp, even as the physical layout of the place made a mockery of that status.

“We were very pleasantly surprised there were houses and they had furniture,” said Hinrichsen. “The great amazement was when we turned on the lights [and found] there were no curtains. [When] we turned on the lights, the light bulbs were red and the windows were painted blue.”

The mystery of this curious color scheme
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