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Prologue

LIEUTENANT GEORGE LANE is in big trouble. His waterlogged Sten gun has jammed, and bullets from German rifles and MP40s are flying all around him. He is hiding in the surf next to beach obstacles made of thin iron girders. The Nazis are shooting blindly into the darkness while Lane and Captain Roy Wooldridge, an expert in mines, desperately seek cover. It’s 17 May 1944, Ault, northern France, two hours after midnight, three weeks before D-Day.1

Something has spooked the Germans, and Lane doesn’t know whether they have been discovered and the mission compromised, or the bored guards are now simply letting off steam. He does know that if they are taken prisoner, it will mean almost certain death. Adolf Hitler’s 1942 Kommandobefehl edict states that all captured Allied commandos are to be summarily executed.

The two men lie as still as possible on the beach, and after ten minutes the shooting stops. The British officers find their concealed rubber dinghy, which is miraculously unpunctured. They jump in, push into the waves and start paddling out to sea, hoping to make it back to the motor torpedo boat from which they deployed.

They begin to think that they might just make it back from this mission, but after rowing frantically for twenty minutes, they are spotted by a German E-boat. A blinding spotlight turns on them, and a 37 mm flak cannon and machine guns are pointed at their torsos. ‘Hände hoch, Tommy!’ a Kriegsmarine lieutenant shouts.2

Lane and Wooldridge have no choice but to surrender. Lane is thinking more about torture than the Kommandobefehl and summary execution. ‘The Gestapo make everyone talk,’ he has been told.

Lane is not worried about giving up any details about D-Day. As a lowly lieutenant he’s not privy to such operational information. He is concerned that the Germans will crack his cover story. And if they crack that, they might find out about his brother soldiers and their secret unit: X Troop.

The E-boat takes them ashore. Still in soaking-wet clothes, the prisoners are driven to a command post and put in two separate basement cells for a long, cold, hungry night. Desperate to escape from a likely firing squad, Lane manages to pick his door’s lock with a piece of metal ripped from a floor pipe. As he steps out into the dark corridor, a guard yells at him to get back into his cell.

The next morning Lane and Wooldridge are driven to a village in the French countryside. They are wearing blindfolds, but Lane’s has been fitted poorly and he is able to make a mental map of his bearings. They arrive at a place on the Seine River called Château de La Roche-Guyon, which has been turned into a Wehrmacht headquarters for Field Marshal Erwin Rommel. Rommel has chosen this spot because it lies neatly at the boundary between his two armies.3

The British officers are separated. A German captain offers Lane something to drink and tells him that he should tidy himself up.

Lane asks why.

‘Because you’re going to be interrogated by someone important,’ the German explains.

Lane washes his face, cleans his fingernails and is led into a study.

There is a man at the fireplace with his back to him. He turns. Lane is stunned to discover that it is Field Marshal Rommel himself. Lane instinctively gives him the salute due a superior officer. It’s an odd moment. Lane, like all the members of X Troop, is a fanatical anti-Nazi. His unit of Jewish commandos has been mostly recruited from German and Austrian escapees of the Nazi regime. This ragtag group includes a semi-professional boxer; an Olympic water polo player; a previously Orthodox Jew obsessed with science; and painters, poets, athletes and musicians. By this stage of the war, the summer of 1944, most of their relatives who weren’t able to escape have been murdered in the death camps. To protect themselves and any family members still alive, the men in X Troop have all taken on fake English names and identities. Lieutenant George Lane himself is Lanyi György from Budapest, pretending to be a Welsh infantry officer. He’s lived in England for the past eight years; his English isn’t bad, but his Welsh accent is terrible.4

‘You realise that you are in a very tricky situation here, Lieutenant Lane?’ Field Marshal Rommel says through an interpreter.

‘I don’t think so. I happen to be a POW – there’s nothing tricky about that,’ Lane responds.

‘Well, my people seem to think that you are a common saboteur,’ Rommel says.

‘If the field marshal believed I was a common saboteur then I don’t think he would have invited me for tea,’ Lane replies.

‘So you think this is a polite invitation?’

‘Indeed I do and I’m greatly honoured by it,’ Lane answers, to a smile from the field marshal. The ice has been broken.

Rommel’s adjutant pours the tea.

‘So how is my friend General Montgomery?’ Rommel asks.

‘Unfortunately I don’t know him personally, but as you know he’s preparing the invasion, so I imagine you’ll see him very soon,’ Lane says.

Rommel asks Lane where he thinks the invasion might be. Lane explains that he is only a junior officer who is not privy to any of the invasion plans.

Rommel nods. ‘Of course what you don’t realise is that the greatest tragedy today is that you British and we Germans are not fighting side by side against the real enemy, Russia.’

Lane knows he should keep his mouth shut, but he can’t help himself and he says, ‘Sir, how can the British and Germans fight side by side considering what we know about what the Nazis are doing to the Jews? No Englishman could ever tolerate such a thing.’

‘Well, that’s a political argument, and as a soldier you shouldn’t be interested in politics at all,’ Rommel answers curtly.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but it’s very important to us English,’ replies the Jewish refugee from Budapest.

The conversation peters out. A side door opens and an officer leads Lane away. Lane wonders what Captain Wooldridge will say during his interrogation.5 He’s furious with himself, knowing that he should have stuck to name, rank and serial number, but he hadn’t expected to see Field Marshal Rommel himself.

Lane is given a bite to eat and later that afternoon is handed over to the Wehrmacht – not, he is relieved to find, the Gestapo or the SS.6

He is transferred to a prisoner of war camp, where he is released into the general population of POWs. His Welsh cover story doesn’t survive one day in the camp, and the English prisoners assume he is a stooge. He finds the camp’s Allied commanding officer and explains to him that he isn’t George Lane.

‘Who the devil are you, then?’ the commanding officer demands.

‘I’m a member of X Troop.’

‘And what the blazes is that?’

‘Sit down, sir,’ Lane says, ‘and I will explain everything.’




Introduction

AT THE NADIR of World War Two, in Britain’s darkest hour, a group of Jewish refugees from Germany, Austria and Hungary volunteered for a top secret mission to fight as commandos on the front lines against the Nazis. Determined to wreak havoc on Hitler’s regime, the eighty-seven men of No. 10 (Inter-Allied) Commando, 3 Troop – better known as X Troop – saw the war as personal. They played a crucial role in the D-Day landings and killed, captured and interrogated their way across occupied Europe all the way into the heart of the Third Reich.

X Troop: The Secret Jewish Commandos Who Helped Defeat the Nazis tells this virtually unknown story for the very first time in book form. To uncover the history of this remarkable unit, I declassified long-sealed, top secret British military records; read the breathless heat-of-the-battle official war diaries; and discovered a trove of startling new materials from the families of the X Troopers. I also conducted interviews with still living commandos and the wives and children of a number of X Troopers. It is a tale that needed telling. This group of highly trained soldiers gained a fearsome reputation, and they found themselves fighting in France, Sicily, mainland Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, Albania, the Netherlands and Belgium. When the war was over and most of their comrades were going home, these extraordinary men went hunting for Nazis in the rubble of Hitler’s Europe.

As Britain in 1942 sought to claw its way back from the brink of defeat and contemplated the daunting prospect of invading the Nazi-occupied European continent, British military planners determined they would need one weapon that was not yet in their arsenal: highly intelligent, highly motivated, German-speaking commandos. They would use these men to infiltrate behind enemy lines, interrogate prisoners on the spot, and help guide the Allied dagger into the heart of the Third Reich. To fill this role, the British conceived of X Troop, a unique commando force with an unusual combination of skills that usually don’t go together: advanced fighting techniques and counterintelligence training. These men had to be special. They had to be heart and head. They had to be both brains and brawn.

Only one group fit the bill: the German-speaking Jewish refugees who had been arriving in Britain since Hitler’s rise to power. Most of these ‘enemy aliens’ came to England without their parents on Kindertransport trains or as part of religious missions. Many had lost their families, their homes, their whole worlds to the Nazis. They became one of Britain’s most important secret commando units, referred to by Miriam Rothschild, the famous spouse of one particularly lauded X Trooper, as a ‘suicide squad’. The anger and hunger for revenge of these commandos was palpable.

Many were brilliant young men, sons of diplomats and scientists, but initially the British didn’t trust them because they were German, Austrian or Hungarian. So they put them in detention camps, often in appalling conditions. Eventually, though, the men were selected or volunteered for unspecified ‘hazardous duty’, which they were told would entail extremely dangerous work that involved taking the fight directly to the Nazis. Every man offered a place in X Troop accepted the mission.

In order to operate behind enemy lines they had to shed their previous lives as refugees and take on new British identities. If they were recognised as Jews, they would be killed instantly and the Gestapo would hunt down their families if they were still alive. Each volunteer was given a few minutes to pick a new British persona, then they had to destroy any connection with their old selves, burning letters from home and throwing out any belongings with their names on them. For those killed in battle this change would remain permanent, and many would be buried under their nom de guerre and a marble cross.

Once they had their new names and identities, the X Troopers underwent tough commando training in Wales and Scotland. They spent days and nights hiking over mountains with full packs, and practised beach assaults, live ammo drills, rock climbing, parachuting and demolition work.

When their training was completed, the X Troopers became the very tip of the Allied spear, using their advanced fighting techniques to capture enemy soldiers and then immediately interrogate them rather than wasting valuable time bringing them back to headquarters. Where are the mines laid? How many soldiers are in your formation? What units are they from? Where is your headquarters? What weapons are being used? This information was used to make crucial battlefield decisions in the next minutes, hours and days.

During their service the X Troopers worked with some of the most eccentric, brilliant characters of World War Two: Lord Lovat of the Special Service Brigade, Queen Victoria’s great-grandson Lord Mountbatten, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery and the famous Captain ‘Mad Jack’ Churchill.1 They proved their worth again and again. And even after the war was over and the unit was formally disbanded, the X Troopers were central to the denazification campaign: routing out hidden party members (almost capturing the head of the SS, Heinrich Himmler), uncovering sensitive intelligence and gathering evidence for the Nuremberg trials. At least eighty-seven volunteers passed through the ranks of this elite unit, and half of them would be killed, wounded or disappear without a trace.2 Collectively, the survivors and the fallen alike would contribute to the Allied war effort in a way that defies the imagination and that still has not received due credit.

*

Each member of X Troop has an exceptional biography, a tale of loss and redemption, of agency stolen and reclaimed. In the words of the commando Peter Masters, ‘Shocked by history, desperate and in danger, we were threatened by Hitler … the creator of hell on earth, and we fought for the chance to counter those seemingly insurmountable odds.’3 Some of the men were more blunt about their motivations. One of Peter’s comrades later said, ‘Frankly I was looking forward to all the killing.’4

In this book I focus on three of these men in particular: Peter Masters (birth name: Peter Arany), Manfred Gans (nom de guerre: Fred Gray) and Colin Anson (birth name: Claus Ascher), whose stories are typical of the others’. I also look in some detail at the men who fought under the names George Lane, Ian Harris, Tony Firth, Maurice Latimer, Geoff Broadman, Ron Gilbert and Paul Streeten.

As of 2021 several military and intelligence files relating to X Troop still remain classified. The book you are reading is my attempt to provide the most comprehensive account of X Troop to date. Until these secret files are fully available to the public, however, the history of this unit will remain somewhat cloaked in shadows – much like the commandos themselves. The X Troopers’ aliases also present a challenge to any historian, especially one who aims to tell their individual stories from beginning to end. Many of the men chose to keep their cover identities after the war, living out their lives under the names not of the refugees they had been, but of the soldiers they had become. For the sake of clarity and to honour the decisions of these veterans, I have used the names they chose, rather than the names they were born with. This also reflects a broader truth about this remarkable group of soldiers: after enduring unspeakable abuse at the hands of a genocidal, totalitarian state, the X Troopers became masters of their own fate, winning a personal victory. Their story is a remarkable testament to the human ability to face the most extreme challenges while staying focused on a higher goal: in this case, to right a world that had gone terribly awry.




1

Exile

IN SEPTEMBER 1937 the young man who would become Colin Anson sat with his father at a beer hall in Römerberg Square, Frankfurt.1 Römerberg is a picturesque medieval site of an ancient trade fair and a famous Christmas market. It was also the place where, in more recent history, Nazi students had conducted a book burning. Marching with lit torches and yelling anti-Jewish slurs, thousands of Hitler supporters made a huge pyre of the works of Sigmund Freud, Walter Benjamin, Franz Kafka, Karl Marx, even Jack London – anyone deemed an enemy of the Nazi ethos.

Nevertheless, on this beautiful autumn evening Colin – who at the time was still going by his birth name, Claus Ascher – felt relatively safe sitting with his father, Curt Ascher, as their Alsatian dog, Lorna, lay at their feet. In fact Colin felt a bit of a thrill. He was only fifteen years old, and it was exciting for him to enter the grown-up world of the Bierhalle. This particular beer hall was crowded with men seated at long communal tables who were trying to get some serious drinking done. At the Aschers’ table two men were talking loudly about the Spanish Civil War and were boasting about the triumphs of the Nazi Condor Legion and the retreat of the Republicans there.

Colin noticed that his father was getting red in the face and his knuckles were tightening around his stein of foaming Weissbier.
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1 Young Colin Anson with his father, Curt Ascher
‘Please be careful,’ Colin whispered.

‘I’ve kept my mouth shut too long,’ Curt muttered.

‘You don’t have to say anything to them. We can just finish our drinks and go home,’ Colin insisted.

But to the boy’s horror, his father leaned over and interrupted the two men: ‘The Nazis are helping General Franco against a democratically elected government!’

The men stopped talking and turned to look at him. The packed beer hall became quiet just like in one of the American Westerns that were so popular in Germany at the time. Conversations stopped mid-sentence, glasses were lowered, and in an instant the only sound was Lorna thumping her tail against the sawdust-covered floor.

Colin looked nervously at the other men sitting around the table. The Nazi regime had fostered a shadow state of secret police and paid informers who were keen to turn people in either for the sake of the Reich or just to get some easy money. The beer hall today seemed to be filled with a fair number of German American tourists. In Colin’s experience the German Americans were often the most pro-Nazi of all, awed by the Führer, the parades, the uniforms. They frequented the beer halls not only because they were so stereotypically German, but also because their idol, Adolf Hitler, had attempted to overthrow the government of Bavaria during his notorious Beer Hall Putsch of 1923. It was one of those Americans who, just then, yelled something supportive of the Nazis, in heavily accented German.

Curt was dismissive of the foreigner. ‘You don’t understand anything!’ he replied. ‘You need to look under the surface of things to where all this is heading.’

A young man whom Colin hadn’t noticed before got up and left the hall in a hurry. The uneasy silence descended again. Colin looked down at his shaking hands and at his plate of food, a half-eaten sausage with mustard and sauerkraut.

These were extremely dangerous times to speak out, but Curt Ascher was furious with the Nazis. He was Jewish but had always considered himself an extremely patriotic German, in love with German culture. Later Colin would say of his father that he was ‘first and foremost a German, his Jewish background secondary’.2 Curt had served bravely and proudly for the German Empire in World War One and had nearly died from a skull fracture at the Battle of the Somme, which had left shrapnel permanently embedded in his head. The rise of the Nazis had shaken him, and he was desperate to stop a regime that he sensed was bringing catastrophe to his beloved country.

While Colin’s father and the American tourist squared off, the door of the beer hall opened and the young man who had run out returned with a police officer. The officer immediately placed Curt under arrest. Colin’s law-abiding father, who prided himself on being a good citizen, stood up shakily. Shocked and humiliated, he followed the policeman outside, leaving behind his walking stick, dog and frightened son.

The chat and music resumed. Colin sat there, shipwrecked, stunned, not touching his food nor drinking his beer. No one spoke to the boy with the cherubic face under a wheat field of blond hair. Time passed. The minutes turned into an hour and Colin remained there, too scared to move or leave and hoping desperately that his father would come back. Eventually another police officer arrived, paid the bill and told Colin to come along with him. Colin took Lorna by the leash, grabbed his father’s walking stick and left the beer hall. ‘How could your father say such things? Doesn’t he know how dangerous it is to talk like that nowadays?’ the policeman whispered.

Colin followed the officer to the police station where his father was being held. He went to embrace the old man, but rather than hugging him Curt shoved several letters into his son’s hands and told him to go home immediately. A despondent Colin left the station and ran home to his mother, Mathilde, and told her what had happened. They burned the letters, which turned out to be compromising political pleas to other potential dissidents.

Just weeks later, on 2 October 1937, Colin’s father was transported to Dachau concentration camp outside Munich. The camp, opened in 1933, was originally set up to house around five thousand political prisoners. Life there was brutal. With overcrowding, no heat and little food, hunger and disease were rife, and death by ‘natural causes’ was alarmingly common.

Less than two weeks after Curt was taken there, on 15 October, a Gestapo officer showed up at the family home to tell Mathilde and Colin that Curt had died of ‘circulation failure’.

‘My father’s ashes were then posted to us in an urn through regular mail,’ Colin would later recall.3 ‘We even had to pay the postage’. Along with the urn they received Curt’s ‘two little leather-bound pocket editions of Proust.’4

For Colin, fifteen at the time, the death of his father was the defining moment of his life. He had always idolised Curt and saw him as a role model of the type of man he wanted to be. The rise of the Nazis had upended everything Colin had believed about himself and his family. Before their takeover of Germany, Colin had been baptised and was a practising Protestant, attending church regularly. Colin’s mother was Christian, his father was highly assimilated, and as with many Jewish and mixed families in Germany at the time, the Aschers raised their child in such a way that he was unaware of his Jewish roots. At first young Colin had found the arrival of the Nazis exciting; like many German children, he was swept away by the grand spectacle and the sense of belonging to something greater than himself. The Nazis’ anti-Jewish rhetoric was of no concern to him. Why would he care since he was a good Protestant boy? Also, by nature, Colin was a conformist, who liked to follow the rules. It would have been uncomfortable and potentially dangerous for him to question or oppose the new regime.

For Curt Ascher, however, watching his son’s easy embrace of the Nazi regime was deeply troubling. One fateful afternoon a few years before Curt’s deportation to Dachau, he called his son to the table, sat him down, and told him that he was Jewish, which meant Colin was half Jewish. Curt had previously protected his son from this knowledge, but now he felt it was crucial to tell him. Colin’s views of the Nazis changed almost immediately: the Nazis were talking about him and his family; they were the supposed rats and traitors who were destroying Germany!

At school Colin had already been a regular victim of bullies because he had skipped a year, which meant that he was smaller than the other boys and an easy target.5 When he refused to join the Hitler Youth, the bullying intensified and the teachers began to join in as well. The situation became so bad that his parents sent him to a different school that had some Jewish teachers, but then those teachers were dismissed and replaced by Nazis. With the situation rapidly worsening for the Jews of Frankfurt, many began trying to get out. Colin’s father, however, had refused even to consider this. He would say, ‘I’m German, I’m born here, I fought for this country, and I’ll die here.’6

One afternoon all the children at Colin’s new school were sent to a rally commemorating the opening of the autobahn connecting Frankfurt to Darmstadt. This was one of many pro-Nazi events the students had to participate in, although this one was unique because Adolf Hitler himself would be there. The stretched Mercedes with a swastika mounted on the front pulled up in front of Colin’s school group. As Hitler appeared in his suit and full-length leather trench coat, the crowd, including school-children and mothers with their babies, began screaming and crying and reaching out to touch their idol. They surged forwards and Colin was pushed right up against the door of Hitler’s car. It was a surreal moment. With the Führer just centimetres away from him, young Colin found himself unimpressed. ‘Here was one of the most powerful leaders in Europe, but to me he seemed like a peasant in a Sunday suit.’7

After Curt’s death daily life had become much harder for Colin and his mother. There was no money for school fees, so Colin went to work in an asbestos factory. And then came Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass, the devastating anti-Jewish pogroms of 9–10 November, 1938. Throughout Germany, Austria and the Sudetenland, Jewish businesses, synagogues and cultural centres were destroyed, with broken glass, a symbol of the mass hatred, covering the streets. Tens of thousands of Jews were arrested and sent to concentration camps, most notably Dachau and Buchenwald, while the Jewish community was charged 10 billion reichsmarks for the destruction the Nazis themselves had wrought against them.

In Frankfurt the beautiful Westend synagogue, where Colin had lately taken cello lessons and participated in cultural life, was defaced and severely damaged by fire. Those Jews who had been holding out hope could now, like the biblical hero Daniel, read the writing on the wall. Colin’s Christian mother began to devote all her energy to getting her son out of the country. However, the Nazis were doing everything they could to make life impossible for the Jews, and it was becoming more and more difficult to leave. As surrounding countries began limiting the number of Jewish refugees they would admit, the situation became fraught for Colin. He was not only a full Jew under the Nuremberg Laws, but he was also the son of a dissident. Sooner or later he would be arrested.

Colin’s mother got him on a waiting list of children to be transported to the United States, but he was given the desperately high number of 24,132, which meant it would be nearly impossible for him to leave. His mother then turned to the British Society of Friends (the Quakers), who had been helping Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe. They agreed to take her boy to Britain.

On 6 February 1939, sixteen-year-old Colin arrived at the Frankfurt train station to board a Kindertransport train to Britain. He and his mother had already said their final goodbyes at their apartment so as not to make a scene. He carried a small suitcase that contained things he thought he might need in chilly, rainy England: a blanket, a jacket, a pair of pants, a sweater, two shirts, a pair of long underwear, two pairs of regular underwear, thirty handkerchiefs, a shaving cup, a shoeshine set, a clothes brush, two ties, a pair of shoelaces, a flashlight, a map, photographs and a case containing pencils, a pencil sharpener, pens and erasers.8 These contents suggested a middle-class teenager intent on presenting himself as best he could, but the flashlight and map perhaps imply a slightly ominous frisson.

One can imagine Colin at the Frankfurt Bahnhof, stoically clutching his suitcase, trying to be tough like his father, and making his way to the group of children being chaperoned by a kind gentleman named Mr Blashke. Colin was the oldest one in the group, and he likely felt he had to keep it together for the sake of the younger children. Together they boarded a train headed to Holland, where they would catch a boat to England. They set off without difficulty, but when the train arrived in Emmerich, on the Dutch border, the engine stopped. SS guards wearing intimidating black uniforms with swastika armbands entered the carriage. ‘Out! Get out of this train now,’ they yelled at Mr Blashke and his terrified charges.9

The boys and girls, many of them quite young, rushed out of the carriage and jumped onto the siding, landing in painful heaps on the ground. Ankles were sprained, knees were bloodied. The SS began rummaging through their suitcases and dumping the contents onto the siding, confiscating valuables and then slashing up the cases.

‘None of you can leave! You are all staying here! You’re not going anywhere!’ the SS officers shouted.

The traumatised children watched in terror as the wheels of the train ever so slowly began to turn.

‘Get back on, Jews!’ the SS men shouted.

It had all been some kind of humiliating joke. The children frantically grabbed whatever they could of their strewn possessions. They helped each other back onto the train as the SS guards laughed.

A few moments later Mr Blashke came into Colin’s compartment. ‘We are on Dutch soil,’ he exclaimed happily in German. Colin felt faint: ‘[It] was a bit like a diver coming up too quickly and suffering the bends when the pressure is suddenly released. It was an amazing feeling to be free and gradually we began to breathe and realise that it was over. Nazi Germany was behind us.’

Less than a year earlier and some 450 miles south-east of Colin Anson’s hometown of Frankfurt, an excited sixteen-year-old was riding his bike through the cobbled streets of Vienna, headed to the Prater football stadium in the city’s Leopoldstadt district.10 That day one of the most famous games in the history of the sport was going to be played there, and Peter Masters – or Peter Arany, as he was then called – was determined not to miss it, despite all that had happened recently in his troubled homeland of Austria.

It was three weeks after the Anschluss, Germany’s annexation of Austria on 12 March 1938. But Peter, a football-crazy Jewish teen, had decided that even at great personal risk he needed to attend the match taking place that afternoon between Germany and Austria. The Austrian national team, dubbed the Wunderteam, had recently qualified for the 1938 World Cup, and Peter was obsessed with them. Today’s contest was intended to be the final game between the German and Austrian national teams. It would be a celebration of Austria returning to the Reich, after which the Austrian team would be merged into the weaker German one, in advance of going to the World Cup.11

The Praterstadion was the largest, most important stadium in Vienna, and the air was electric with anticipation. Huge swastikas were draped over the field, men in black uniforms mingled with the crowd, and Nazi officials filled the viewing box. Peter entered along with the throngs of other excited fans and found his way to a spot in the stands.

Before the game a Nazi official gave a speech about Greater Germany and the Reich. All of a sudden the men, women and children around Peter were lifting their right arms in the Sieg Heil. Peter knew it was against Nazi law for him, as a Jew, to give the salute. What was he to do? If he did not raise his arm, he would be a recognisable traitor. He stood there for a moment in terror and then he reached into his pocket and pulled out his binoculars: he couldn’t do the Sieg Heil because he was engrossed in watching the players. This particular crisis was averted.

The players took to the field, among them the Austrian team’s dazzling centre forward, Matthias Sindelar, ‘the Mozart of Football’. For the first hour of the ninety-minute game, the far superior ‘Ostmark’ dominated. They did not, however, allow themselves to score because they knew there would be repercussions if they humiliated the German national team. Then, at seventy minutes, unable to hold himself back, Sindelar, a Catholic who had always been friends with Jews (including those who had been kicked off the Austrian team after the Anschluss), flicked a rebound from the German goalkeeper into the bottom right-hand corner of the net. The crowd erupted. They weren’t supposed to, but they couldn’t help themselves. Peter was delighted. One of his heroes was sticking it to the Nazis.

Then Sindelar and his teammates decided to put on a show, running rings around the flat-footed German defenders. Nazi officials watched in disbelief as minutes later Sindelar passed to Karl Szestak, who thumped the ball into the German goal from forty-five yards. At full time a delirious crowd chanted: ‘Österreich! Österreich! Österreich!’ The Germans were defeated.12 The Nazi officials looked shocked. An exhilarated Peter Masters rode his bike through Vienna to the apartment he shared with his divorced mother, Clara and his older sister, Eva. It was to be his last pure moment of joy for a long time.

Life in Vienna was increasingly grim. Hitler, an Austrian himself, had been pressing for the unification of Germany and Austria since he came to power in 1933.13 The beginning of the end for the Jews of Vienna came when the Austrian chancellor, Kurt von Schuschnigg, who was opposed to unification, called a plebiscite. Hitler, worried that the plebiscite would go against the Germans, announced his intention to annex Austria. Realising that neither France nor Britain would come to his aid, Schuschnigg resigned, and on 12 March 1938, the Wehrmacht marched unopposed over the Austrian frontier. Most Austrians came out into the streets to welcome the German soldiers, and they were greeted with hugs and flowers. Hitler immediately appointed a new Nazi government, and the next day the Anschluss was declared. Hitler began a tour of his home country starting at Linz and ending in Vienna. He also ordered his own fait accompli plebiscite on whether Austrians supported the unification of the two countries.

Peter’s Jewish family was not allowed to vote in the plebiscite, but the family cook, Paula, decided to participate. She brought young Peter along with her to the local polling station. When they entered, a man wearing a swastika armband told her that it was pointless to enter the booth. ‘You should just cast your vote in front of me since you are probably going to vote yes,’ he said to her.14

Paula responded, ‘I think I’d like to go to the booth.’

The official put an ominous X next to her name. Paula took Peter’s hand, led him into the booth and shut the curtain. Peter looked at the ballot she held in her hand. ‘Do you wish Austria to be incorporated into the German Reich?’ was written at the top, as Peter later recalled, and below it were two circles, one labelled ‘yes’ and the other labelled ‘no’. The first circle, in favour of unification, ‘was as big as a large silver coin’, while the circle against unification ‘was the size of a shirt-button’ with ‘the word “no” so tiny that it was barely visible.’ Peter watched as Paula marked her vote against the unification of Austria and Germany. The official vote was, unsurprisingly, 99.73 per cent in favour of the Anschluss.

While these acts of defiance by Paula and Matthias Sindelar were extremely brave, they were also extremely rare. The vast majority of Austrians supported the Nazis, and hundreds of thousands attended Hitler’s Vienna homecoming on 15 March, when he gave an impassioned speech in Heldenplatz Square to a rapturous crowd. Austrian Jews were just under 10 per cent of the population, and like Peter’s immediate family most lived in Vienna, were middle-class and were highly assimilated. Peter’s grandparents, however, remained practising Jews, who made sure he attended synagogue regularly and had a Bar Mitzvah.

Before the arrival of the Nazis, Peter’s life was good. A handsome, dark-haired, willowy young man with a dimpled chin, contagious smile and cheeky sense of humour, he was a born artist. Living in Vienna was perfect for him: he loved art and enjoyed visiting the Albertina and Kunsthistorisches Museums. His family were jewellers and fashion designers, cultured and appreciative of music and art, like many Viennese Jews. In Austria there was no reason to expect that things were going to change soon. Before the Anschluss there had been some instances of anti-Semitism, but mostly these had been rooted in Catholic beliefs about ‘Jesus killers’ rather than in the racial propaganda of the Nazis.

With the German takeover in March 1938, however, life in Austria changed overnight. In one of many shocking incidents Jews were rounded up and marched through the streets of Vienna in front of leering crowds, then forced to use toothbrushes to scrub graffiti off buildings written in support of the fallen Austrian chancellor, Schuschnigg. Jewish businesses were ransacked, cultural figures publicly humiliated, dissidents arrested and turned over to the Gestapo. His aunt Ida’s millinery shop, the Modellhaus Ydelle, where his mother worked full-time with her sister, was confiscated by the Nazis. A month later Ida left for London to take a job managing the millinery section of a Jewish-owned department store on Oxford Street.

Peter’s beloved Vienna, the city of his dreams and the home of the art and music he so loved, had become a dystopian landscape where he was no longer safe. A likeable, easygoing person, Peter was shocked to find that the state utterly despised him simply because he was born Jewish. At school the Jewish children were separated from the others in classes, and they felt unwelcome in their own country. An avid member of the Boy Scouts, Peter loved their camping trips and survival training. After the Anschluss a number of Boy Scout leaders were arrested, and the peace-loving organisation was banned as the Hitler Youth sought to reign supreme among the country’s teenagers.

Peter’s sister, Eva, now eighteen, pleaded with her mother to let her run away to Italy with a friend. Clara refused, saying they would all leave together when the time was right. Peter’s father, Rudolf, managed to escape to Switzerland.
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2 Peter Masters as a Boy Scout
One beautiful warm morning at this time, Peter and his friend Janek were taking a stroll through Hamerlingpark in the 8th district. The boys found themselves surrounded by members of the Hitler Youth, who started attacking them. They were saved by a sympathetic worker wielding a metal pipe who told the Nazis, ‘Next time, pick on somebody your own size.’15

Life had become a nightmare for Peter and his family. The Hitler Youth knew where this Jewish teenager lived, and every time the doorbell rang the family was terrified it was the SS coming to arrest them. Peter was harassed constantly on his bike, and at night his mother received calls every hour ordering them to report to the police. When their cook, Paula, told them she had spotted a Gestapo car outside, they knew they had to leave now. Aunt Ida, through begging and cajoling, had managed to get work visas in Britain for all of them (as well as nine additional relatives). But how would they get there, and what would happen to Peter’s cherished grandfather, who steadfastly refused to leave?

Arnold Metzger, Peter’s maternal grandfather, had been the person most responsible for Peter’s connection to Judaism. Arnold had taken him to the local synagogue for his Bar Mitzvah training and led their Passover services in Hebrew. His home was where the family gathered on Friday nights for the sabbath meal. Now in his late seventies, he had been a deeply respected and important goldsmith and silversmith who made jewellery for the Hapsburgs. But Arnold refused to leave Vienna with the others, not wanting to be a burden to them.

Peter, Clara and Eva said their heartbreaking goodbyes to him and left their apartment late on 21 August 1938, to catch the midnight train to Munich, the heart of Nazi Germany. From there they would head to France, where they would catch a boat to England and use their work permits to join Aunt Ida.
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3 Peter Masters’s painting of the Munich train station during their escape from Austria
In Munich every inch of the train station was draped with Nazi flags and propaganda about Jews and communists. Peter’s family managed to keep a low profile until they boarded a train bound for France.

As the train approached the German border, two Nazi officials entered the car to check their passports. A Frenchman let them pretend they were part of his extended family and all seemed well, but just as the Nazis were about to leave the carriage, one of them turned to the other and muttered, ‘I think this is one Frenchman and a bunch of Jews trying to escape.’

The other officer shrugged and ignored him. As the train passed into France, Peter’s mother opened a bottle of cognac she had hidden away for just this moment. The three Austrians and the Frenchman all toasted their survival. The family later made it to Calais and then to England, leaving behind a continent over which the storm clouds had been gathering for years.

It was a late spring Saturday afternoon in April 1935, and Manfred Gans had just turned thirteen years old.16 His large, beautiful house was packed with friends and family who were there to hear his Bar Mitzvah speech. Manfred lived in Borken, in the north-west of Germany near the border with the Netherlands. It was a picturesque, medieval town of eight thousand or so, surrounded by a moat and walls. Most of the population was Catholic, rural and poor, although there were about twenty-five Jewish families. Manfred’s family was Orthodox and one of the most prominent in town. They lived in one of Borken’s finest homes, three storeys tall with porticoes and gardens.

The Gans party had just returned from the synagogue, where Manfred had read from the day’s Torah section, as well as the haftorah on the Prophets. All of this was done in Hebrew, which wasn’t difficult for Manfred, as he had been studying the language in his Jewish day school since kindergarten. No expense had been spared to make the Bar Mitzvah a wonderful event for the large number of guests, and despite the dangerous times they were living in, everyone was determined to enjoy themselves.

A good-looking boy with wavy dark blond hair parted on the side, Manfred began his Bar Mitzvah speech, called the d’var Torah. Typically these talks were apolitical explorations of the lessons to be learned in the week’s Torah portion. But Manfred’s speech was different. It went something like this: ‘The Nazis are calling us the enemy. To them we are vermin, less than human, cheaters and swindlers. They are accusing us of all possible evils. What they don’t understand is that our religion, our Torah, does not allow this. Our Torah and the Jewish books teach us to be ethical and forthright. That is who we really are. The Nazis are completely wrong about us.’
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4 Manfred Gans at the time of his Bar Mitzvah, 1935
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5 Manfred Gans’s home, Borken, Germany
Manfred’s parents, Moritz and Else, looked on with a mixture of horror and resignation. Manfred had always been a fighter and had always spoken his mind. The assembled audience, however, was mortified. It was one thing to talk like this in front of a totally Jewish audience, but it was entirely different to do it in a room where non-Jewish staff were present. If word of this got back to the Gestapo …

When Manfred finished his speech, he felt a great sense of relief at having spoken his beliefs out loud. Perhaps because the servants were too busy cleaning up to really listen to his speech, or because his parents treated them well, or just because this was another moment in which Manfred was extremely lucky, there were no immediate repercussions from his words that day.

Manfred’s anger was rooted in the injustices meted out against his family, who had, until the rise of Hitler, been leaders of the community. Moritz – whose own father, Karl Gans, was Dutch – had fought bravely and lost a leg for the Germans in World War One. After the war Moritz became a wealthy merchant, selling all sorts of goods, from textiles to vacuum cleaners, in his business, M & E Gans, which he ran in equal partnership with his wife, Else Frankel. Well liked, diplomatic and persuasive (like his son), Moritz was elected as a Social Democrat to the town council, becoming its first Jewish member ever. He was also president of the League for War Injured, War Orphans and War Widows, which helped scores of struggling veterans and their families. Their three sons, Gershon, Manfred and Theo, were extremely close to each other and devoted to their parents.17 Although they were Orthodox Jews, they were also modern Germans, and family discussions tended to be about literature, music and films.

Before Hitler became chancellor, Manfred was used to anti-Semitic teasing, and in response to these verbal attacks he used a series of witty rebuttals. Time and again Manfred was asked if he wanted to fight, and often Manfred would say yes. Big for his age, confident and intimidating, Manfred knew that few would actually take him on. But everything changed for the Jews of Germany on 30 January 1933, when Hitler was appointed chancellor. The mayor of Borken, a friend of the family, was sent to be ‘re-educated’ at a concentration camp and was replaced by a Nazi. Moritz was forced out of his position on the council and as head of the veterans aid group. In all spheres of public life Jews were being harassed and ostracised. Their businesses were boycotted, and they couldn’t work in the civil service or at universities or medical establishments. They endured myriad, constant and treacherous acts of cruelty, from bullying at school and work to summary arrest.

Storm troopers appeared in front of Jewish-owned businesses to block the public from entering. Jews were banned from cinemas, pools and sporting events. Manfred and his friends managed to sneak into the pool but avoided the other places they loved. At school Manfred and the other Jewish students were frequently singled out, and his biology teacher, Dr Damen, soon showed up in class with a swastika armband. He began to teach the ‘science of the races’, attempting to prove that Jews were subhuman. The Hitler Youth grew in popularity. Whenever students met their teachers outside of school, they were required to do the Sieg Heil.

Things Manfred used to take for granted, like hiking in the nearby woods, now became extremely dangerous. On one occasion a thug smacked him in the face with a baton, which led to a fight. He was often ambushed or had stones thrown at him. When confronted one-on-one Manfred would usually fight back, but when outnumbered he knew to run. At home Gershon was constantly begging his parents to let him leave to join one of their uncles in Palestine. In 1936, when Gershon was sixteen, his parents finally relented and permitted him to emigrate, with the idea that the rest of the family might eventually join him.

The overwhelming anti-Semitism only seemed to make Manfred stronger. ‘We had absolutely no identity crisis,’ he later wrote. ‘That, I think, is the advantage of having grown up as an Orthodox Jew.’18 Manfred, his brothers and the other Jewish families of Borken started studying Hebrew nearly every afternoon, attending Zionist groups and learning more about Judaism. They also started training in practical skills such as carpentry and farming, as potential means of survival in an uncertain future.

Amid this turmoil, Manfred began a romance with a Jewish girl from Berlin, Anita Lamm, whose father was close friends with Moritz. Increasingly worried for the family’s safety, Moritz managed to locate extremely hard-to-find ship tickets from France to America and helped them with visas so they could escape from Paris. When Anita’s family came through Borken en route to France, Manfred and Anita shared their first kiss. The pair would stay in touch for a time by exchanging letters.

In the summer of 1938, when Manfred was sixteen, his parents understood that things were only going to get worse and decided that he should go to England. For Manfred, an independent and energetic youth, the prospect of going abroad was exciting. Always an optimist, he later wrote that he relished ‘the thought of new adventures and the thought of a free society where I would be able to talk to anybody and everyone.’19

On a Friday in July, Manfred said goodbye to his mother and younger brother, Theo, and crossed the Dutch border with his father. They went to their cousin’s home in Winterswijk, where they spent the sabbath. Manfred spoke fluent Dutch and on Sunday travelled by himself to the Hook of Holland, where he caught the night boat to England. It was so thrilling he didn’t sleep; instead he passed the time practising his English with some girls he met. Though happy to leave Germany, Manfred wondered if he would ever again see ‘the beautiful fields, forests, flatlands, mountains, towns and villages where I had grown up. Perhaps the Hitler Reich would last for generations and I would never be allowed to return home.’20

In fact, of all the millions of Jews who were displaced from their homes by the Nazis, perhaps none of them were to have a homecoming quite as dramatic as Manfred Gans.
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Behind the Wire

IN THE FINAL months of peace in Europe, refugees from Germany and Austria – most of them Jewish – streamed into England seeking sanctuary. At first the country seemed to be a safe haven from the anti-Semitic terror on the other side of the Channel.

As Colin Anson and the traumatised Kindertransport refugees disembarked in Harwich, they initially found themselves well taken care of. The Quakers who had organised their escape met them with food and tea and put the exhausted children on a train to London, where they would stay temporarily before being sent to different locations. After all they had been through, the English train ride was exciting. It seemed to move faster than the German ones, the seats were much more comfortable and the windows were plastered with ads for cigarettes. Most important, their fellow passengers were smiling at them and being kind, rather than looking at them angrily as the Germans had.1 Although only allowed into the country on a transit visa, Colin nevertheless felt that he was, perhaps, finally safe.

After two days in London, Colin was sent to his new home, the Wallingford Farm Training Colony of the Christian Service Union. Two hundred refugee children and orphans from all over Europe were there to receive agricultural training in the hope that they would become useful members of society rather than unemployable burdens on the state. Although the rules were strict and some infractions were met with caning, it was overall a pleasant place to be. Colin was an obedient young man who did not like to make a fuss, and he was therefore chosen as head boy for the refugee children. His main work was gardening, and he received good reviews for being ‘honest, willing and obliging’.2 He would stay on the farm until the end of 1940, when he was eighteen and could legally volunteer for military service.

Travelling alone, sixteen-year-old Manfred Gans had ridden the ferry from the Hook of Holland to Harwich, arriving in England in July 1938. In Harwich he managed to catch a train to Liverpool Street station in London. His overwhelming impression on arriving in the British capital was one of relief. ‘Now I am truly free!’ he would recall thinking. ‘I can walk the streets and can talk to anyone without fear of being arrested.’3 His parents had arranged for him to stay with the Jacobses, a Jewish family in North London. At the station’s platform he was met by Mrs Jacobs, a thin, neat woman. She gave Manfred a warm greeting in German, and to his surprise she helped him carry his suitcase down the stairs to the Tube. Manfred was not used to this, and the moment would stay with him for his entire life. Manfred and Mrs Jacobs took the Circle Line and the Northern Line to Manfred’s new home in Golders Green, London. The Jacobses were Orthodox Jews, and Manfred quickly felt at home with them.

Things were looking up for Manfred, but not for his parents back on the continent. The situation in Germany had become febrile, and the rest of Europe seemed poised to follow suit. After Germany’s annexation of Austria in March of 1938, Hitler had turned his sights on the Sudetenland, in Czechoslovakia, where there was a large community of Germans who supposedly wanted to be incorporated into the Third Reich. With a second world war possibly looming, a hasty conference was convened in Munich with Hitler, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, French premier Édouard Daladier and Italian dictator Benito Mussolini. The Czechs were not invited. The subsequent Munich Agreement, signed on 30 September 1938, stated that France would rip up its treaty with the Czechs and would not intervene if Hitler marched into the Sudetenland.4 In return for this, Hitler promised that it would be the last territory he would annex.

Upon returning to England Chamberlain was hailed as a national hero by adoring crowds at Heston Aerodrome. In a speech that became famous for its unintentional irony, he declared that he had brought ‘peace for our time’, while waving around a piece of paper that contained the signature and promises of the German Führer. But of course the British prime minister had achieved no such thing, and within months the Germans marched into Prague, occupying all of Czechoslovakia before turning their attention to Poland. Chamberlain might have been surprised by this perfidy on the part of the Nazis, but young Manfred certainly was not.

In the midst of these rising tensions, Manfred registered with the police and was given a temporary visa to remain in the country. Powerless to do much else, he consumed the British newspapers, which were full of the talk of war. Always seeking to increase his knowledge so that he could be better prepared for what lay ahead, Manfred borrowed Hitler’s book Mein Kampf from the library. It told him everything he needed to know. Hitler could not have been clearer: he was intent on destroying the Jews and wiping them from the face of the earth. While much of the right-wing press had been urging compromise, Manfred learned from Mein Kampf that no appeasement could stop Hitler from continuing his advance.

While the gears of war were slowly churning, Manfred was busy trying to get an education in order to pursue his plans for becoming an engineer. He attended a tutorial college to study for his high school exams and found a supportive community among fellow Orthodox Jews. During this time he became his most observant, attending classes in the synagogue, eating only kosher foods and following the Jewish laws.5 Tired of living off his father’s money, he decided that he needed to find a job, and with the help of a refugee group he moved to Manchester to seek work.

Spring turned to an uneasy summer, and Hitler’s ambitions continued to go unchecked. On 1 September 1939, after a number of ‘border incidents’, Germany invaded Poland. Neville Chamberlain, who had promised the British people that he had secured peace, demanded that the Germans withdraw or a state of war would exist between the two countries. Germany did not back down, and two days later, on 3 September 1939, France and Britain declared war on the Third Reich.

Manfred, along with 70,000 other UK residents from Germany and Austria, was overnight turned from a refugee into an ‘enemy alien’.6 Even though he and 55,000 others in this group were actually Jews who despised the Nazis, that did not seem to matter to the British civil service. They were a ‘fifth column’ who could wage war on the British homeland; as such they were potential enemies who needed to be dealt with. Some of the popular newspapers, which already had a tradition of anti-immigrant sentiment, took up the call with hysterical reports on this internal menace.

By 28 September tribunals were set up around the country to classify the more than 70,000 ‘enemy aliens’ into the appropriate categories. Group A was the greatest potential menace, with around six hundred persons who were immediately interned, as compared with Group C, 64,200 people categorised as ‘friendly enemy aliens’. The majority of German and Austrian Jews, including Manfred, were placed in Group C, which meant that they were a potential but not imminent danger.

Manfred, like countless others, kept his head down and hoped he would fly under the radar. He remained set on his plans to study to become an engineer and decided he would only take a job that furthered that aim, even though unemployment rates were high. In Manchester he boarded with a Jewish couple, Leo and Luise Wislicki, and got a job as a machine fitter.7 At the same time that he was building a new life in England, his old one seemed to be disintegrating. The mother of Anita Lamm, Manfred’s childhood sweetheart, ended their correspondence because she felt that her daughter was too young to be in love and she did not see any possibility that the two would ever be united. Manfred threw himself into his work, ‘driving myself like the blazes’, he later recalled. He finally passed his high school exams in January of 1940 and immediately began studying for an engineering degree at the University of Manchester’s night school.8 Manfred was earning his keep and following his dreams; he even had a solid German bike that his parents had shipped to England.

Meanwhile in Europe, Hitler was triumphant. France and Britain were in no position to honour their pledge to liberate Poland, which had now been occupied by Germany and Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union. In the spring of 1940 German panzer divisions began massing on the French border, and on 10 May the attack on the west began. Germany invaded Holland and Belgium. Neville Chamberlain soon resigned and Winston Churchill became prime minister. Churchill, however, could do nothing to stop the advance of the panzers, and the Nazis had control of the Low Countries within four days.

Manfred read the papers and desperately tried to get news of his grandmother and his parents, Moritz and Else, who he believed were now in Holland. He did not yet know that the Dutch Resistance had managed to place the three of them on a farm on an island in Friesland – an area that had already been ‘cleared’ of Jews and where, for the time being at least, the Nazis were no longer looking.9 Manfred’s older brother, Gershon, was still in Palestine; his younger brother, Theo, had fled to England himself earlier that year, and he and Manfred saw each other frequently. It was a great comfort to Manfred to have at least one family member with him in this strange country, which was soon to grow markedly more inhospitable.

After work one afternoon during the summer of 1940, Manfred found two policemen waiting for him at home. ‘Sorry, you have to pack up,’ he was informed. ‘You’re being interned.’10 Manfred knew that any protest would be futile. He stored what he could, packed the largest suitcase he could find with his engineering books and clothes, and gave his notice at the factory.

Manfred, like thousands of other Jewish exiles, was placed formally under arrest and was about to be thrust into one of the least known and darkest chapters in Britain’s modern history.11 The good life was officially over for those who had escaped to Britain in the belief that they would be safe there. The irony was that the anti-Nazi, pro-refugee Winston Churchill had instigated this internment with his order to ‘collar the lot of them’.

Manfred was taken to the police station, registered and then shipped to the place that would be his home for the coming weeks: the infamous Warth Mills Camp, in Bury, Greater Manchester. Warth Mills was a filthy old cotton mill and was considered to be one of the very worst British internment camps.12 The lucky remained there only a few days for processing, while the unlucky, like Manfred, were there for weeks.

Thousands of internees were housed at Warth Mills. While they were mostly German Jewish refugees, there was also a group of German Jesuit priests, as well as a contingent of captured Nazi soldiers loyal to Hitler. The floors and walls were filthy with grease and mould and pitted with decay. The windows were broken. The rats were unafraid of the internees and made their nights a particular hell, especially since the prisoners slept on the ground on thin mattresses filled with straw.13 When it rained, water poured in through the roof and flooded up from the sewers. The former factory had no tables or chairs and no electric lights. The internees ate their meals standing up or on their filthy cots. The food was sparse and poor. Buckets served as toilets.

Manfred, still a teenager, fell in with a group of Orthodox Jews. They kept kosher the best they could by eating nothing but canned vegetables and fish.14 They prayed three times a day. This helped them
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6 Peter Masters at Frogmill Farm, Hurley, 1939
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7 Hay Internment Camp, c. 1940, Australia
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