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Notes on Sources


The detailed re-construction of thirteen months in the life of Harry Lewy presents some obvious challenges: the events chronicled in this story occurred nearly 90 years ago, the protagonist himself died in 1991.


I have, however, been able to rely on a number of primary and secondary sources.


The stories families tell and pass from generation to generation provided the starting point. Between us, my brother, Robin and myself, pieced together the many conversations we had with our parents over decades to lay the foundations of Harry’s story. Occasionally, detail varied but they are the solid bedrock of this story.


Contemporary documents in our possession which somehow survived the turmoil of the times complement the family stories. These are limited but crucial and include entries in Max’s passport, employment references from the 1930s, a statement from the Nazi police that Harry did not have a police record and his residence permit in Czechoslovakia. I have had sight of documents about Harry held by the National Archives at Kew, the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI) and the Czech State Archives in Trutnov, formerly Trautenau.


An extensive and still growing literature exists about this period. It covers analysis of the politics of Appeasement and its consequences, the ill-fated history of Czechoslovakia, the troubled relationship between Czechs, Germans and Jews, and the British Government’s response to refugees from Nazism. It also includes contemporary reports and newspaper accounts and eye-witness memoirs of the Anschluss, the Nazi annexation of Austria, and the Reichspogromnacht of 9 November 1938, also known as Kristallnacht. I had read widely in this area, long before the story was conceived.


Unlike today, there were no smart phones or electronic devices to record every word, image, move and thought. Where the narrative demanded, I have therefore dramatised certain conversations and episodes, based on the combined sources outlined above. Taken together they re-construct Harry Lewy’s life-changing experience of becoming a refugee.




And a note on names


The Sudetenland was predominantly German-speaking until the expulsion of the German population after the end of World War Two. After the creation of Czechoslovakia in 1918 the region was officially bi-lingual. Today, the towns and cities of the region are known only by their Czech names. I have largely used the German names with which Harry would have been familiar, thus, his birth place is Trautenau, today Trutnov, he worked in Reichenberg, today Liberec and his university friend came from Eger, today Cheb. I have retained the Czech names of Dvůr Králové and Pardubice rather than Königinhof and Pardubitz to mark the difference between those places ceded to Germany after the Munich agreement and those which remained, however briefly, part of Czechoslovakia. Both languages were used widely in the capital, for which I have used the English name, Prague, in preference to Prag or Praha.
















Chapter 1.Prelude





Reichenberg, Czechoslovakia, 30 September 1938


“Herr Doktor, it really is time to leave!”


Ignaz, agitated, stood in the office doorway, shifting from foot to foot.


“There’s no time to waste! It’s turning ugly. It’ll be dark in an hour or so. You can’t stay here a minute longer.”


Dr Leon Harry Lewy, 29, unmarried, of average height, slightly over-weight, and with already greying, thinning hair, said nothing. Pensive, distracted, uncertain at first how to respond to Ignaz’ insistence, he contemplated the habitual items of his daily work in charge of textile imports and exports, lying scattered in front of him across his imposing mahogany desk.


“So it’s come to this,” he muttered. Gazing at the wooden calendar on his desk he realised he had forgotten to roll forward the date. He twiddled Thursday into Friday 30 September 1938, staring at the red numbers. What would the day’s events in Munich mean?





Had Mister Chamberlain and Monsieur Daladier really given in? He glanced in the direction of Ignaz at the office door, adding with bitterness in his voice, “so, the Sudetens are going ‘Heim ins Reich’ after all.”


The slogan, endlessly trumpeted through the streets of the Sudetenland in recent times had finally become reality. At the stroke of a pen everything in his orderly world had become uncertain. There would be no home for him in that Reich; of that, at least, he was sure.


“Please, Herr Doktor,” pleaded Ignaz, interrupting Harry’s thoughts, “you need to get away from Reichenberg straight away!”
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UNITED AND SECURE: The Lewy Family: Minna, Arthur, Harry, Max, ca 1921













Trautenau, Czechoslovakia, Sunday 25 September 1938


“Gut yom tov,” Harry proclaimed to announce his arrival as he opened the heavy front door to the family home.





Home lay in Trautenau, a small, picturesque, industrial town in north-east Bohemia, nestling at the foot of the Giant Mountains. On the Sunday of that week he had travelled 90 kilometres or so east of Reichenberg to his parents to celebrate the beginning that evening of Rosh Hashanah, the New Year, as he had done every year since returning from his studies abroad in Florence six years previously. He enjoyed the freedom of living in Reichenberg, a lively provincial town with a thriving cultural and social life. It was close enough for him to see his parents every few weeks but at the same time far enough from Trautenau to allow him to pursue his own private bachelor’s existence.


The Lewy family processed solemnly the short distance along Reichstrasse, crossed the bridge over the Aupa and turned left and gently uphill to the synagogue on Rinnelstrasse. As the occasion demanded, they were dressed in their best clothes, the epitome of a solidly bourgeois, respectable, prosperous family. His mother looked graceful and dignified, Harry thought, while his father cut a stately figure. Arthur, his younger brother, once again out of town, would miss spending the New Year at home.


“Let’s hope Arthur will be home next week for Yom Kippur,” Harry said quietly to his father.


“Yes, let’s hope,” his father replied as they entered the synagogue. “It would be good for the whole family to be together for a day or two.” Harry nodded in agreement.


“I’d like that,” added his mother, “we see him so rarely these days.”


Harry wore his religious observance increasingly lightly. Partly out of respect for his parents, partly from habit, he made a point of spending the High Holy Days at home but that was now as far as the discharge of his religious obligations went. Ever since leaving home, first to study briefly in Paris, then for three years in Vienna at the Hochschule für Welthandel, the University College for International Trade, and subsequently in Florence to complete his doctorate, the ardour with which he practised his Judaism had gradually diminished. Nonetheless, the intimacy of the family and the excellent food his mother prepared on festive occasions easily enticed him back to Trautenau. He enjoyed being there and it was also an opportunity to catch up with the few old friends who still remained in the town of his birth. There was nothing dutiful about spending the New Year at home.


The service that day seemed interminable. Harry was not the only member of the congregation distracted by events unfolding at bewildering speed around them. The men gathered in front of the building at the end of the morning service. The synagogue exuded the community’s erstwhile confident sense of permanence. Their conversation that morning, normally so animated, boisterous even, was muted. Wishes for a Happy New Year sounded more like a question than an affirmation. What would this new year bring? News was exchanged but the usual small-town gossip was missing. Instead the conversation turned on who had already left the country, who was planning to go and where to? Everyone knew an acquaintance, a relative or friend from just across the border in Germany or in Austria, who had told them how precarious life had become. For some standing in quiet huddles, Palestine was a possibility, for others the United States, England or even Argentina. A few, but only a few, dismissed out of hand the notion of abandoning a homeland where they lived so comfortably. Czechoslovakia, they told themselves, was not Germany but an independent, democratic republic with powerful friends to east and west.





The little congregation dispersed. Harry rejoined his parents for the short walk home where a ceremonial meal would be waiting. Reichstrasse 25, the family home, the only home Harry had ever known, was an unostentatious but nonetheless impressive stone-fronted building on a pleasant tree-lined street leading out of town. It expressed a stolid permanence. Like the synagogue, the house dated from the 1880s, when the burgeoning Jewish communities in the German-speaking areas of Bohemia were growing in confidence and size. The family felt secure and accepted; with apparent good reason they looked forward to a bright future within the complex cultural mosaic which made up the Austro-Hungarian Empire under his imperial and royal majesty, Franz Josef. Or so it had seemed in the years before the Great War.


Later on Monday almost everyone listened to the wireless and heard the menace in Adolf Hitler’s speech the previous evening at the Sportpalast in Berlin. It contained nothing new. They all knew trouble was coming. After Hitler’s closing speech at the annual Nuremberg Nazi Party Rally a fortnight before, there had been a brief outburst of serious disorder in Trautenau and neighbouring towns. Czech families as well as German-speaking Social Democrats had had to flee the town to escape the local Nazis. The Czech authorities had initially been caught off guard as local youths rampaged briefly under the arcades on the market square, chanting and waving flags, occasionally smashing the windows of premises they claimed were owned by Jews. Then a unit of the Czech army had arrived and imposed a temporary peace.


Martial law was still in place in numerous districts elsewhere in the Sudetenland. If the German forces assembling close by on the other side of the border did invade, the worshippers who had gathered in the Rinnelstrasse knew they would be prime targets. Would the powerful Czech army, widely reputed to be the best equipped and trained in Europe and which had mobilised over the previous weekend, really fight? From right across the republic came reports on the wireless of Czechs demanding resistance.


The mood that morning outside the synagogue had been unusually tense and fearful. Harry had remained silent, lost in sombre thought. Gaps had begun to appear in the normally packed synagogue.. Where was everyone? There had been nothing celebratory in the piercing notes of the Shofar which closed the service. This year it had sounded strangely shrill and for Harry chillingly ominous, no longer a portent of triumph but more a warning.
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EARNEST YOUNG MAN: Harry ca 1928, possibly passport photograph
















Reichenberg, Friday 30 September 1938


“Thank you, Ignaz, I’ve just got a couple of letters to finish before the weekend. I won’t be long.” Harry, chain-smoking, took a new cigarette from his silver case and replied, “and I’d like to make a quick telephone call to Liesl.” Despite the calm exterior he presented to the outside world, he knew that in recent months he had been relying increasingly on cigarettes to settle his fraying nerves.


Ignaz Baumann, normally taciturn, invariably courteous, deferential but never obsequious, always aware of his position as the general factotum and caretaker of Beckmann and Steinhauer Textiles Limited, could not conceal his alarm. Old enough to be Harry’s father, Ignaz had come to the firm shortly after the Great War following a mining accident. An equally devout Catholic and loyal trade unionist, he had resisted all pressure to join the Sudetendeutsche Partei led by the local Nazi leader, Konrad Henlein, as it grew in popularity and strength. Its appeal to a pan-German national identity, an Aryan race, held no attraction for him. The son of a German-speaking Austrian father and a Czech mother, he tended to see matters differently from many of his compatriots. Ignaz was not given to extravagant emotion or gesture nor to speaking out of turn, as he might have seen it, but on this occasion, he did not hold back.


“It’s not safe, Herr Doktor!” he insisted. “Come over here! Listen! Can you hear them?”


He opened the office window wider. In the distance Harry could make out a vague rumbling which, as he listened harder, became the unmistakable rhythmic beat of a martial drumming. A chant of “Juda verrecke! Judah perish!” echoed in the narrow streets.


“They’re preparing a welcome for our German neighbours. It’s only a matter of time now. The agreement comes into effect at midnight. Reichenberg isn’t Vienna but you know as well as I do what happened there.”


Harry had been shaken by the horrors which followed the Anschluss, the Nazi annexation of Austria, earlier in the year. The newspapers had been full of lengthy accounts; the wireless had carried harrowing eye-witness reports but it had been an agonised letter from Trudie which had distressed him most of all. He was still in regular contact with his former girlfriend. She lived with her parents in the heart of the city and described how the Viennese had turned viciously on their Jewish neighbours, her family included. He also knew what had transpired earlier that day in Munich. Everyone had heard the broken and beleaguered government of independent Czechoslovakia broadcast its brow-beaten acceptance of the diktat to the distressed citizens of the country.


Harry slipped a few papers into his briefcase, got to his feet, took his coat and fedora hat from the clothes-stand in the corner of the office and indicated to Ignaz that he was ready. The letters and telephone call would have to wait. As he reached the door where Ignaz was waiting for him, Harry picked up a smallish suitcase of the kind a commercial traveller spending a few nights away from home might use. Glancing one last time at his desk, he turned out the light and stepped silently on to the top rung of the fire escape which led down into the yard below.







Trautenau, Sunday 25 September 1938


The Rosh Hashanah festive meal had been all that he had expected. As usual his father, Max, had presided, starting with a short blessing. He kept the conversation low key, reminiscing about how over forty years before, as a young adventurer seeking his fortune far from his native Baltic coast, he had celebrated his first High Holy Days in South Africa in a bell-tent on the edge of a dusty town in the Transvaal.


“I never did find gold and diamonds,” he said, smiling.


Then his mother, Minna, had joined in with her own tales of how she and her classmates at her girls’ school in Memel, also on the Baltic, observed the New Year and Day of Atonement with solemnity. It was a conversation which over the years had come to occupy a ritual position in the Lewy family’s marking of the New Year. Arthur, Harry’s younger brother, found it tedious, which perhaps explained his absence on this occasion. By contrast, Harry was amused by its predictability and enjoyed his father’s tales of derring-do in Africa, which had become more elaborate with the passing of the years.


Max signalled the end of formalities by opening a box of Havanas which his brother-in-law, Sam, had sent from the United States. He selected one without offering Harry a cigar and carefully lit up. Minna had withdrawn to attend to the coffee.


“So, what does this New Year 5699 hold for us?” This too was a familiar question. Speculation now replaced reminiscence.







Reichenberg, Friday 30 September 1938


Ignaz had taken charge.


“When the lorry enters the yard, Herr Doktor, go straight down the steps and climb into the back. Lie flat and pull the tarpaulin as tightly as you can over yourself and your case. Don’t say anything and try not to move.”


A multitude of questions tumbled into Harry’s mind.


“Where are we going?”


“Away from here. Out of Reichenberg. Out of the Sudetenland into the Czech lands proper, away from the Germans.”





“Can I stop off at my flat to collect a few things? It’s only a few streets away.”


“It’s too late for that. There are crowds in the streets. They’re planning a torch-light parade. Armed gangs of Freikorps have been busy organising. It’s too risky. And they have been drinking all day, waiting for their moment of glory.”


Harry was momentarily taken aback by Ignaz’s assertiveness but accepted his commands. The noise from the town travelled clearly in the cool late September evening.


The wheezing sound of a small lorry announced its arrival and Harry hurried towards it as instructed. A man wearing a worker’s flat cap dismounted from the driver’s cab and greeted him near the bottom of the fire escape with a familiar smile.


“Good evening, Herr Doktor.”


It was Alois, Ignaz’s younger brother. Harry knew him well; he was a skilled carpenter and had made some elegant furniture for his bachelor flat. They had struck up a kind of friendship. Harry was relieved to see him.


“Please climb in the back and make yourself as comfortable as you can under the tarpaulin. You’ll have a companion. I think you know Herr Doktor Heller.”


Harry indeed knew Otto Heller. For a short time they had been good-natured rivals for the attention of Liesl Hamburger, the main attraction of the Reichenberg Maccabi Tennis Club.


“Where are we going?” he asked again.


“To the Czech lands. Königinhof, that’s to say Dvůr Králové, or a bit further, Hradec Králové perhaps or even towards Pardubice,” came a slightly hesitant reply. “Please remain out of sight until we are well clear of the town.”





“Dvůr Králové. Can we call in briefly at my parents in Trautenau? It’s on the way.”


“No.” The reply was emphatic. “It’s too dangerous. The Czech Army is on the roads but they are already withdrawing from the towns. The roads are safe for now, they have set up checkpoints but Henlein’s people are already in control of all the towns. They’re waiting for the Wehrmacht to arrive. They’re in a wild mood.”


Harry understood. He turned to Ignaz, who had followed him down the fire escape into the factory yard and shook his hand, murmuring a brief thank you before clambering compliantly on to the open-backed lorry and finding a space under the tarpaulin.


“May God keep you safe, Doktor Lewy,” Ignaz had replied as he disappeared into the gathering darkness.
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IN HAPPIER TIMES: Harry, aged 20, poses for the camera with his tennis racket ca 1929
















Trautenau, Sunday 25 September 1938


“The way I see things,” began Max in his confident tones, enjoying the Havana which concluded dinner, “we are having another of Mr Hitler’s tantrums. It will all blow over in a day or two. All bluff and bluster. Nobody in his right mind wants a war.”


“Nobody in his right mind,” mused Harry silently but he did not interrupt his father’s flow.


“The Czechs will have to give Henlein and his crowd a bit more autonomy but that will be it. This ‘Heim ins Reich’ nonsense, it’s all hot air. We will become a kind of Bohemian Switzerland. Life will go on.”


Harry did not feel it was his place to accuse his father of complacency or naivety but he struggled to conceal his disagreement. Instead, he adopted a more cautious approach.


“I’m not quite so sure,” he began, “so much has happened. Anschluss. The May crisis, for example. A terrible shock. And then the Germans began troop manoeuvres in Saxony, right on the border.”


“Yes, but they soon backed down when the Czech army mobilised. All talk, empty rhetoric, if you ask me,” interjected his father.


“So, just a tactic,” continued Harry, sipping the black coffee his mother had discreetly brought into the dining room.


“Setting the world to rights, are we?” she said gently, placing the tray in front of her husband before slipping out of the room again.


“Our President, Doctor Beneš, has tried and tried again. He has made so many concessions but every time it looks like there is a chance of progress, Henlein ups the ante. Hitler’s pulling the strings!”


“I don’t think it’s as bad as you make out,” persisted his father. “Trautenau’s not Kishinev, you know. It’s not as if the Germans are uncivilised Cossacks. It’s not 1903, they’re not going to massacre people in the streets.”





“For Heaven’s sake, what more evidence do you want?” snapped Harry, exasperated. “Look at all the trouble round here just a few weeks ago and in Eger too, and the other towns. The fighting, deaths, martial law; it was a proper insurrection, you know, orchestrated from across the border. And after that, more demonstrations and then last weekend, the Czech army fully mobilised, one million men under arms in twenty-four hours. And you say it’s not that bad!”


Harry paused, surprised at his own vehemence.


“I’m sorry,” he added, “I didn’t mean to be aggressive. It’s just that…”


Max cut in. “It’s fine, maybe there’s something in what you say,” he continued, breaking the tension which had followed Harry’s outburst.


“It doesn’t look good, does it? Still, we’ll be all right, though; after all we’re British citizens.”


Max, almost sixty-four years old, portly, balding and sporting a discreet but distinguished silver moustache, rose slowly from his seat, made his way to the sideboard and desk at the other end of the dining room and took a small booklet out of the top drawer. Summoning up his most authoritative register to bolster his mere five feet and five inches, he began to read, in the manner of a proclamation:




“‘By His Britannic Majesty’s…..’”.





Harry could feel his own agitation mounting syllable by syllable….




‘request and require in the Name of His Majesty all those whom it may concern to allow the bearer to pass freely without let or hindrance and to afford him every assistance and protection…’








Harry knew the text by heart. His father was immensely proud of the little dark blue document, number 946, bearing the precious words British Passport and beneath the imperial crest United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Below that, written in turquoise ink in the hand of Captain JW Taylor MBE, his long-standing friend at the Embassy who knew all about what Max had done for the Empire, Mr Max S LEWY. Lewy, written in capital letters, was underlined.


Harry no longer contained his frustration.


“And you really think that when our local Nazis kick down the door, they will say ‘Oh, we’ve made a terrible mistake; it’s our dear old friend, Mr Lewy and he’s such a nice English gentleman. Just look at his lovely passport. We do apologise for disturbing you, sir, we wish you a pleasant evening’. Do you really think that’s what will happen? No, they won’t see a friend or a fine English gentleman. They’ll see what they’ve always wanted to see. A Jew, an ugly little Jew, desperately clutching a passport!”


A silence fell around the dinner table. Harry instantly regretted his stridency. Had he gone too far? This was not the usual way he addressed his father. At the same time, he felt a brief release from the anxiety which had been gnawing at him for days.


“And what do you suppose will happen to us if the worst happens? To me? What assistance and protection will my Czechoslovak passport offer me? Or Arthur?”


Another protracted silence enveloped the room.


“Maybe you’re not completely wrong,” Max said, offering a reconciliatory concession.


“It might be a good idea to take a few precautions but still, I do think it will calm down in a few days, it always does.”





Harry remained non-committal. He no longer wished to pursue the conversation. Max, used to having the final word, returned to his earlier theme.


“You know, we are not alone in our little republic. England and France are our friends and allies. I know the English, the mighty British Empire. They won’t let us down. They are men of honour. Prime Minister Chamberlain will put Reichskanzler Hitler in his place.” As an afterthought he added, “and what’s more, even the Soviet Union is on our side.”


Harry decided it was time for a truce.


“I need to be getting back to Reichenberg. Tomorrow is a normal working day. I’ll be home next week for Kol Nidrei and Yom Kippur. We can talk about all this then and decide what to do, if the worst comes to the worst. We’ll have plenty of time. Yom Kippur is always a long day.”


His father concurred. “Yes, let’s do that. It’ll all have quietened down by then, you’ll see.”


Father and son embraced. Harry kissed his mother, who was standing in the hall, lightly on the cheek and was gone. Minna was used to these occasional fiery exchanges between Max and Harry, both of whom could display flashes of temper. She was good at choosing when to intervene to smooth ruffled feathers but she was glad that had not been necessary on this occasion. Now she could look forward to seeing Harry again the following week, and, she hoped, Arthur too. It would be a happy family gathering despite the political events putting everyone on edge.










Reichenberg, Friday 30 September 1938


The small lorry reversed slowly out of the yard and turned left along the cobbles, threading its way carefully through the narrow medieval streets, which Harry had come to know and love. The back of the lorry was uncomfortable. The presence of Otto Heller reduced the space even further; the two men obeyed the injunction to remain silent as they tried to find some comfort in the cramped space. Harry could feel Otto’s shallow breathing and the odour of an expensive eau de cologne close to his face. Despite the dark he could just make out a taut grimace on Otto’s face; he imagined he must look much the same. Aware of his heightened senses, he listened for every sound, felt every bump on the uneven road, smelt the diesel fumes trapped between the walls of the high buildings. The drumming he had heard earlier from his office was more insistent and menacing now. Despite the tarpaulin which both men had pulled down tightly, their hideout was occasionally illuminated by flickering lights from the burning torches being assembled for the victory march. The noise of the excited crowd was punctuated by shouts of “Sieg Heil!” and once again the ominous “Juda verrecke!” Harry’s mind wandered to the exchange with his father only five days previously. He hoped his parents were safe and not cowering in the back of a vehicle speeding away from the home in which they had lived for nearly thirty years. And what of Arthur? Where was he? Safe, perhaps with his friends in Moravia, away from the turmoil of the Sudetenland.


Much had changed since the previous Monday night when he had returned from Trautenau. Harry followed events obsessively on the wireless and in the local newspapers. He knew that Neville Chamberlain, the British Prime Minister, had travelled to and fro from London to Bad Godesberg to negotiate with Hitler, ostensibly to preserve peace in Europe. There had been partial mobilisations in France and Britain, the Czech Army remained mobilised and ready to defend the independence of the young democracy. President Roosevelt had pleaded for peace as Europe stood on the brink of war. Then had come Benito Mussolini’s last-minute coup de théâtre, the invitation for Chamberlain and the joint guarantor of Czechoslovak security, French Prime Minister, Edouard Daladier, to come to Munich to meet with the Führer and himself in one last desperate attempt to salvage peace. Harry had read reports of how Chamberlain had been greeted rapturously by the crowds in the streets of Munich and later in London when he had declared “peace in our time”. All was now clear. Britain and France would not stand by their international obligations and had capitulated on behalf of Czechoslovakia, to whose aid they would now not come. Deserted and abandoned by its friends, it lay defenceless. The Munich Agreement, signed earlier that day, had in effect negotiated Czechoslovakia out of existence. This much Harry understood.


In Reichenberg and throughout the Sudetenland preparations were in full swing to greet the liberators from the all-powerful Reich. The worst had come to pass and Dr Lewy was now fleeing for his life.


Gradually the lorry picked up speed. Alois and his cargo were now out on the open road heading east to where the line of demarcation would run between the territory soon to be incorporated into the enlarged Reich and what would remain of Czechoslovakia, beyond Nazi reach at least for the time being. Suddenly the lorry appeared to be turning right on to a rougher track before coming to a halt. A new frisson of fear gripped Harry. Where were they? What was happening now?





Then Alois was standing at the back of the lorry, tugging the tarpaulin away. The faintest light of the day was draining from the sky to the west as the sun set behind the Giant Mountains, Harry’s Heimat, his Riesengebirge, for the Czechs, their Krkonoše.


“You can come out now”, Alois said, “it’s safe here, there are Czech patrols on the road and a checkpoint a few kilometres ahead. You don’t need to hide any more, just sit on the bench behind the cab for the rest of the journey and say as little as possible.”


“Where are we going?” Harry asked, although the answer did not matter so much any more as long as it was away from the forfeited areas.


“Dvůr Králové,” Alois replied. “A reception centre or something similar has been set up there. You are not the only gentlemen on an errand like this tonight.”


Harry felt re-assured that Alois, like his older brother equally at home in Czech or German, was the perfect person to be conveying them to safety along these country roads.


Alois reached into a bag and passed a bottle of beer and a wrapped sandwich to his passengers. Harry immediately recognised the smell of liver paste, not his favourite, but he felt grateful nonetheless. It had been many hours since he had had anything to eat. He was cold and hungry.







Dvůr Králové / Kōniginhof, Czechoslovakia, Saturday 1 October 1938


Midnight had passed when they finally reached their destination. The potholes on the road had been a minor inconvenience but the frequent Czech army patrols and then an unexpected Sudeten German Freikorps checkpoint had slowed their progress. It appeared that some agreement locally had been reached about how the Czechs would begin to pull back and the Germans move into position. Neither passengers nor driver knew for sure what dangers lay ahead but out on the open road pragmatic common sense had prevailed, both sides anxious to avoid a flare-up which could turn fatal.


Harry and Otto had exchanged only a few words. Neither had a plan. Neither knew what to do other than get away from the invading German forces and their jubilant local allies. A light drizzle had soaked them by the time the lorry drew to a halt at the reception tent in the centre of Dvůr Králové. The historic market square was in darkness apart from two storm lanterns which provided enough light for the official behind his desk to go through some perfunctory questions, make a few notes in a ledger and issue the new arrivals with a sheet of instructions in Czech and German, a slip of paper with an address and an envelope.


The Penzion Hotelu Central was a few steps away across the square. Low-key and in need of a lick of paint, it offered the prospect of shelter and a bed for the night. A dim light suggested that it had not yet shut. In his German accented Czech Harry explained that he and his friend had just arrived and were looking for a room. They were sorry for the late hour but there had been some delays on the way. The concierge smiled, took the envelopes which, it turned out, contained just the correct number of crowns to pay for the accommodation and ushered the two men along a narrow corridor which smelled of boiled cabbage.


“Here you are, room number four. Sleep well, gentlemen.”


Two narrow beds filled the space. A thin curtain over the window, through which a yellowish light penetrated from the gas lamp in the street below, added a flicker of comfort. The carpet was stained and worn. A wash basin stood next to the door on which two pegs allowed for coats and hats.


“Welcome to the Ritz,” murmured Harry.


Moments later he was deeply asleep and not even Otto’s steady snoring nor the hotel’s army of bed bugs could wake him.


As dawn broke and Harry emerged from a restless night, Otto Heller was already busy preparing to depart.


“I am moving on, Prague most likely, possibly Brno, I have a cousin there,” he said, “as far away from here and the Germans as possible.”


Harry was taken aback. He had not had time to think of his next step but his companion clearly had decided on a plan. Feeling uncertain and indecisive, he replied:


“I will sit it out here for a few days. I need to find out where my parents are and what is going on at home.”


Otto picked up his case, shook Harry by the hand, wished him good fortune and expressed the hope they might meet again in happier times. He walked out of the room, leaving the door ajar.







Dvůr Králové, Tuesday 4 October 1938


On the fourth successive morning since his impromptu late-night arrival, Harry found himself standing under the arcades which surround the grand medieval square in the centre of Dvůr Králové. He awaited nervously the arrival of the buses he had been assured were on their way from Trautenau and due at around ten o’clock. Pulling the brim of his hat further down into his face he lit a cigarette, a substitute for the breakfast which he had foregone to save a few crowns. As had now become his daily routine, he positioned himself with a perfect view of the reception tent next to the historic fountain in the middle of the square. In better times, he would have admired the fine houses ringing the square above the arcades; he would have sipped a Viennese coffee, while enjoying a pastry or two and the customary cigarette as he read the day’s news in one or more papers hanging on their wooden battens next to the coffee house door. These were not better times. His purpose was limited to hoping that his parents would be on one of the buses from Trautenau. It was only a few kilometres to the border between the Reich and the rump of Czechoslovakia. German soldiers had been seen at the station on the edge of town. Even a short journey could be perilous. Harry had no way of knowing whether the rumours of mass arrests by the Gestapo and stories of outrages by local Nazis against the remaining Jewish population were exaggerated. Would his parents’ British passports be respected? Would they finally arrive this morning and reach relative safety?


The first bus drove into the square a quarter of an hour late and decanted its mainly elderly passengers who then formed a line, clutching suitcases which seemed too heavy for them to carry. Czech officials and volunteers wearing patriotic armbands in the blue, red and white national colours offered hot drinks and guided the newcomers to the makeshift registration desks in the tent. The atmosphere was subdued. Friends and family members who had assembled in expectation were held back by Czech gendarmes behind a cordon until registration was complete. There were embraces, a few quiet words were exchanged and the crowd dispersed. Harry’s parents were not amongst the passengers. He turned to replenish his supply of cheap cigarettes from a stall on the corner, when a second bus appeared, smoky diesel fumes emanating from the exhaust.





“Thank God we’re here,” his father said as he and Minna emerged from the tent where they had given their personal details in exchange for a stamp in their passports.


They embraced tightly. Tears flowed gently over his mother’s normally impassive face. They both looked fatigued, defeated and diminished, almost too tired to speak as if after a long ordeal, although in distance the journey itself had been very short. They each were carrying two suitcases and were wearing heavy overcoats despite the mild autumn morning. Harry led them across the square towards a coffee house in a side street.


“Let’s have a bite to eat and something to drink,” he said, “and then I can show you where we are staying.” His father almost smiled.





“I’ve managed to find us a couple of rooms,” Harry told his parents as they sat in a quiet corner of the coffee house, “nothing much but it’s clean and there’s a little kitchen attached. I’m afraid the bathroom is down the corridor but it’s better than nothing.”


“Couldn’t you find us a hotel?” his mother asked, “after all we won’t be staying long, I hope.”


Harry was irritated but made the necessary effort to conceal his feelings. Although they did not know what lay ahead of them, surely it was obvious to his mother this was not the usual kind of excursion or pleasure trip which periodically punctuated their placid lives in Trautenau.


“There was nothing available which I could afford,” he explained, “the town’s overwhelmed. There are hundreds of people here, everyone’s looking for accommodation. People are frightened, desperate, refugees, outcasts in our own country.”





Harry looked at his parents. They suddenly appeared to him rather shabby and bewildered. His father, normally meticulous about his appearance, was unshaven. His mother’s expression betrayed sadness and confusion. They had not reacted to his description of them as refugees, as if assenting without question to their new and unwelcome status. They had all left a home where they were no longer welcome. Where they might come to rest was a question which he barely dared to ask and to which at that moment he knew he could find no answer.


He had spent hours walking the streets of the little town from one possible place to another in search of something suitable. Some rooms were dirty, others in back yards where rats scurried, others at prices suddenly inflated to take advantage of the unexpected boom in demand. His first searches had been fruitless. Reluctantly he returned to the Penzion for a second night, hoping the following day would be more successful. In the end he discovered the tiny apartment, big enough for his parents to have a room looking out across the red tiled roofs of the town. A small additional windowless broom-cupboard of a space with a single bed would be adequate for himself. The kitchen had running cold water, a small gas stove and a table with four chairs. An array of pots and pans, and a mixed selection of cutlery and crockery, much of it chipped, littered the few cupboards. The apartment was not as cheap as its quality would have merited but it was affordable; it would have to do.


“Let’s go there now; you can at least leave your cases and have a rest.” He picked up the two bigger cases. How heavy they are, he said quietly to himself, what have they packed?


His parents passively followed him tamely out of the door and across the square, a melancholy little procession.




[image: A map of Czechoslovakia with cities like Prague, Eger, and Brno, and bordering Greater Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Romania.]



Czechoslovakia at the time of the Munich Agreement. The Sudetenland, ceded to Germany, is shown by the shaded areas.
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