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Barbara Winton was born in 1953, the daughter of Nicholas and Grete Winton.


Barbara shared Nicky’s deep humanity, stubbornness, and determination to do the right thing, often in the face of difficulty and resistance.


She was passionate about preserving his story, and became a fervent campaigner, continuing his work to support child refugees.


As well as a campaigner and author, Barbara was a complementary therapist, amateur gardener, nature lover, and loving wife and mother. Her husband Steve and children Laurence and Holly continue the Sir Nicholas Winton Memorial Trust, created by Barbara, to ensure Nicky’s story continues to inspire others to do good.
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To my father – of course – and to my mother,
who looked after us with love and devotion.


Finally, to all those who give of themselves
unreservedly to help others in need, without
any thought of reward or recognition.


Barbara Winton (1953–2022)









Notes


Phrases and passages written in italics are taken verbatim from Nicholas Winton’s diaries, notes and letters.


This book is written using British English terms and spellings. I hope American readers will be tolerant of the disparity.









Preface


I have discovered things from reading this book that I never knew about my own family, as well as rediscovering episodes long forgotten. I had questions myself about certain incidents in my past and I have found the answers here. It’s strange to realise that Barbara knows more about my life now than I do.


Having a daughter write my biography may mean that it is not unbiased, but you would have to read it to find out!
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Nicholas Winton


October 2013, Maidenhead









Foreword


by Dr Stephen D. Smith, Executive Director, USC Shoah Foundation, UNESCO Chair on Genocide Education


There are some people that just stand out in history. Sir Nicholas Winton is one of them. Maybe it is place, time or circumstances that brings out the best in people, but one thing for certain is that it takes character, leadership and resolve to make decisions and act upon them. It was almost twenty years ago that I first met Nicholas. At the time I was just starting on my own journey of learning about the Holocaust. I was struck by his mild manner, his sense of pragmatism, his ability to stand back and see the whole picture. I suspected he was always like that. Just recently I sat with him again as a part of an interview for the USC Shoah Foundation. I asked what his life lesson was: ‘Standard ethics and compromise, that’s what we all have to learn to make the world a better place.’


I am so pleased that Barbara Winton has taken the monumental task of documenting Nicky’s life, not least because the man himself is too modest and dismissive of his own achievements to see the relevance of his actions. And he is very clear that documenting history for the sake of it achieves nothing. He is a man of action and a man still very much in the present. But this book is necessary and important, because of the example he sets for others to follow. This book is a stimulating reminder of the good, not only present in Nicky, but in all of us. The story of his noble work is a true testament to the seemingly ordinary deeds each of us can do that make a slow turn towards heroism. Nicky’s wish for his biography is exemplary; that it would not detail his deeds for their own sake, but rather would inspire others to pursue similar action, a reminder that we are all capable of effecting great change, if we will it. Barbara Winton reminds us, through the way she intricately unfolds his life, that there was not a singular morning upon which Nicky woke up and decided to forever alter 6,000 lives. Instead, he made a commitment to help each survivor one at a time and ultimately did his part in defending Czechoslovakian children from mass atrocity. At USC Shoah Foundation – The Institute for Visual History and Education, we have 52,000 audio-visual recordings of life stories from survivors and rescuers. We employ these testimonies in classrooms and museums around the world in the hopes of educating the next generation and preventing genocide. As the executive director, it is an honour that we can work alongside people like Nicky. Many testimonies in the archive attest to his timely actions, some of which appear in Survivors of the Holocaust, an Emmy award-winning documentary produced by the Institute. We preserve their stories after the fact, just as his scrapbook has done for so many – the scrapbook, in fact, that led to the discovery of Nicky’s ‘children’ is the catalyst responsible for this biography. This in itself is a testament to the importance of keeping memory alive. Nicky does not like to be thought of as a hero, but in his actions, and through the thousands of people alive today who are descendants of the children he saved, he is a hero of the highest order. Valour does not only come through fire in the heat of battle, but high ethical standards in times when hatred and violence threaten the lives of innocents. The story in these pages is not one that inspires observation; it is one that demands action. A man who engineered an international child-transport system changed countless lives and had a ripple effect that will be felt for years to come. It gives us the hope necessary to continue fighting for the good. It is, indeed, a reminder that we can all – regardless of our past or present – make an impactful difference.


Thanks to this wonderful history, I feel I know Nicky even better. Thanks to his guidance, I will go about my work in preventing violent conflict armed with his lifelong observation that conflict can always be solved through ‘standard ethics and compromise’.


Stephen D. Smith, February 2014









Introduction


There are around 6,000 people in the world today who owe their lives to Nicholas Winton. They are the descendants of a group of refugee children rescued by him from the Nazi threat in 1939. Some of them know of his existence and the part he played in their history, many others do not. It was a short event in his life – nine months, in 1939 – but a critical one for those whose lives were saved, when he became embroiled in a race against time to rescue endangered children from the onslaught of the Nazi invaders in Czechoslovakia.


For him, that intervention was over in a flash and other adventures supplanted it. Only much later did this episode re-emerge in his life, bringing him visitors from all over the world, anxious to learn his story.


This short episode has come to define him in many eyes, though not in his. The only reason this story came to public attention fifty years later was due to the foresight of a fellow volunteer on the enterprise – a Mr W. M. Loewinsohn. At the end of the rescue operation, when war broke out and no further trains could be arranged, he compiled a scrapbook containing much of the material and correspondence related to their work, and presented it to my father as a memento of all they had accomplished.


This scrapbook has been the catalyst for the propulsion of Nicholas Winton into the public domain since 1988, when it was first brought into the media spotlight.


Many newspaper articles have since been written about this story. These tell of how my father cancelled a skiing holiday in the winter of 1938 to answer the call of a friend to fly to Prague and see what was happening there. This was after the Nazi annexation of the Czech Sudetenland in October 1938, which led to the influx of Czech Sudeten refugees into central Czechoslovakia. Seeing the plight of the refugees for himself, he set about finding a way to evacuate endangered children to the UK and, over the next nine months, managed to rescue 669 children from what was, for most of the rest of their families, the fate of internment and murder in concentration camps.


The articles have titled him ‘The British Schindler’, called him a hero and asked questions about why he had the foresight and the moral urge to conduct such a rescue when many others did nothing. They asked why he kept the story secret for fifty years, suggesting it was his modesty that prevented him from mentioning his actions, even to his own wife and family. He has been awarded medals and honours because of it, some sixty to seventy years after the event.


He is presented as a brave altruist who put himself in harm’s way to single-handedly save a generation of Czech Jewish children. This story is not true – well, it is true but not entirely. A myth has developed since 1988, which has become the truth as well as the defining episode of his life to many people.


My father himself would not agree with many of these descriptions, and neither would his family and friends. What they would probably agree on is that the actions for which he has become known and honoured were characteristic of him and have been replicated, though admittedly not so dramatically, at other times throughout his life, and that his character and views helped to make him the right man in the right place to have maximum impact when it was needed.


My attempt to catalogue his whole life has been for several reasons: firstly, by examining his early life, to be able to understand his motivation to act in 1939, as well as his capability to achieve the outcome of getting 669 children out of occupied Czechoslovakia and into safe hands in the UK; secondly, to disentangle the real person from the myth of the one-dimensional ‘hero’ figure, and to point out where truth diverges from myth in the rescue story. Thus, by scrutinising his character throughout his life, I hope to demonstrate to those who feel great acts need a larger-than-life or ‘special’ personality to undertake them, that really it’s possible for anyone who feels strongly about an injustice or a need to make a difference themselves.


My father’s wish for his biography, having agreed to me writing it, is that it should not promote hero worship or the urge for a continual revisiting of history, but, if anything, that it might inspire people to recognise that they too can act ethically in the world and make a positive difference to the lives of others in whatever area they feel strongly about – whether it be international crises or nearer to home, in their own community.


He is not that interested if reading his story about the rescue of the children causes people to think, ‘What a hero. I could never do anything like that. It’s much too difficult and, anyway, heroes like that were only needed in remote history when we were at war. Now let me get on with my life.’ But he will be a happy man if reading it inspires people to think, ‘Well, things are not right in the world now. I can make a difference in my own way and I am going to do it.’


I’m starting this biography at the point where my father’s rescue story became public in 1988. My parents, Nicholas (known to all as Nicky), aged seventy-eight, and Grete, aged sixty-eight, were very happily married and lived in a sunny open-plan house they had had built in the 1950s. They were retired but both had many interests and activities and were always on the go. My brother, Nicholas (known as Nick), aged thirty-six, lived in London, and ran a busy graphics company. Barbara – that’s me – aged thirty-four, lived with my soon-to-be husband Stephen in Herefordshire where we had just rebuilt an old timber-framed farmhouse and were settling down to rural life.


My parents were visiting us in February 1988, having recently learned with great joy that they were to become grandparents at long last, and were mucking in to help get the house sorted. During that visit, my father was phoned by someone at the BBC; they had tracked him down somehow. What happened next turned my father’s life from an ordinary personal story into an extraordinary public one.









1


That’s Life!


1988


Nothing was the same again for my father after 27 February 1988. His search for a home for an old scrapbook of his, documenting the transportation of over 600 children from Czechoslovakia to Britain in 1939, had led him to the BBC studios of That’s Life!, a popular Sunday-night show. The programme was going to highlight the story that night, and the producers had asked Nicky to come along to check the accuracy of the script and watch the item from among the studio audience. My parents had been given so little preparation for what was to come that Grete, thinking it might be rather dull, decided to stay at home. She could always watch it on TV and see it as clearly as he did from the audience. They really had no idea of what was in store.


You may remember That’s Life!, a live weekly programme hosted by Esther Rantzen, covering consumer-type issues with humorous interludes, which regularly gained huge audiences of over eighteen million. Rantzen had got hold of the scrapbook through Dr Elisabeth Maxwell, a historian researching the history of her husband, a Czech Jew, and preparing a conference on the Holocaust for that summer, ‘Remembering for the Future’, to be held in Oxford in July 1988. And so, for the first time, this story fell right into the hands of someone really interested and knowledgeable.


She, in turn, had been shown it by my father who had, for some time, been trying to find someone who might find the historical details interesting. Dr Maxwell was fascinated by the original documents and letters compiled in the scrapbook, and, in particular, the list at the back, comprising the names of all the rescued children, along with the names and addresses of those who had agreed to foster them in Britain in 1939.


Her Czech-Jewish husband happened to be Robert Maxwell, then owner of Mirror Group Newspapers, and so a long article on the subject of the children’s rescue, titled ‘The Lost Children’, was splashed across three pages of the Sunday Mirror the same day as That’s Life! featured the story. The article described how these endangered children had been saved by Nicholas Winton, who had organised trains to bring them to Britain and foster families to look after them. It asked where all these children, now adults, were today.


What happened that evening in the TV studio was a producer’s delight – an ambush of an unsuspecting innocent. My father had been placed in the front row of the audience as the programme began. Esther Rantzen produced the scrapbook and explained its contents, telling the story about the evacuation of endangered, mainly Jewish, children from Czechoslovakia just before the outbreak of war, including the facts that nearly all of their families left behind were murdered by the Nazis and that the rescued children had never known how they had come to be saved. She flicked through the book, pointing out various letters and details, until she finally came to the list of all the rescued children, their names and the addresses of where they’d been sent taped into the back. Picking out one name on the list, Vera Diamant, she addressed a woman in the audience, introduced her as the Vera on the list and told her she was sitting next to the man who had saved her life.


It was a wonderful moment, one that Vera (now Vera Gissing) later frequently recalled, saying how much fulfilment it had brought her to meet her saviour at last. For my father, it was wonderful too, but also an unexpected emotional shock for which he had been totally unprepared. Normally an emotionally restrained man, he could not hold back tears when Vera threw her arms around him and said, ‘Thank you, thank you’, all in front of the audience and cameras. The programme shows him trying to discreetly wipe away tears from behind his thick-lens glasses and force his face to remain calm. For the second ‘child’ introduced that night, Milena Grenfell-Baines, sitting on his other side, he managed to remain more composed, though still looking poleaxed by the shock of their – and his – emotions.


The programme makers were delighted, of course, to have produced such an emotional and intense TV moment – one that had so nearly been thwarted before the show began. Nicky had seen in the audience someone he knew, Rudi Wessely, and had asked Vera to move so Rudi could have her seat. Vera, having been placed there and forbidden to move by the show’s producers, had refused and so their first encounter had not been so joyous. Esther Rantzen later admitted that the moment she introduced them was the only time on TV when she had burst into tears and had to stop to recover. Her view was that ‘If you get real positive emotions on TV, it reaches right into viewers’ homes and hearts, and this did.’ And if Nicky and Grete had been warned, then it would not have happened so spontaneously. ‘Sometimes as a producer you don’t ask the family.’
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Vera Gissing meeting Nicky on That’s Life!, February 1988


It took a long time for my parents to forgive Esther for this emotional shock and it became a sparring joke over the years between them whenever they met her. They were media virgins then, but, in the years that followed, they became more used to the tricks used by the media to get a good picture or response for the cameras.


So when Nicky was invited back to That’s Life! for the following Sunday’s show on 6 March, Grete accompanied him, to give him support for whatever was in store. She had been watching at home, horrified, when he had been ambushed, knowing how stressful such an unexpected and personal encounter would be, and all in the public gaze. Though this time they had an inkling of what might occur, they were still amazed when, after Esther had reminded viewers of the story, and had asked if any people in the audience who’d been rescued by Nicholas Winton could stand up, they saw about five rows of people getting to their feet.


It was a very dramatic moment for all concerned and one that has since been shown many times when the Czech children’s rescue story has been depicted.


It turned out that Dr Maxwell, brilliantly, had thought to write to all the addresses in the list of the original foster parents of the children, found in the back of the scrapbook, to discover if they still housed people who had knowledge of the fostered children from 1939. The first Mirror article had also made an appeal to ‘any of the young escapers’ to get in touch. Amazingly, as she described later, she got positive replies from over 200 of the addresses.


This had allowed the Sunday Mirror and That’s Life! to contact people who knew they had come from Czechoslovakia on a train and been taken in by a foster family in 1939, but had no idea of how it had been organised. Some believed that it was the same organisation that had arranged the much larger German children’s transport (known as the Kindertransport), which had rescued almost 10,000 endangered German and Austrian children before the war. Some of those contacted became the audience for the second That’s Life!. They were middle-aged men and women who had, just days before, discovered an essential piece in the jigsaw of their early life.


So how was it that this brief but dramatic TV experience changed Nicky’s life? Well, it was the moment when the story of the rescued children was made public; the moment that these ‘children’ – by now adults in their late fifties and sixties – began to discover how their escape from Czechoslovakia had been organised, and that man was one of those responsible. Not only that, but he had documents, letters and photos, all miraculously intact from that time.
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The rescued ‘children’ stand up on That’s Life!. Nicky and Grete are seated front right.


It was hard for Nicky and Grete to get to grips with what was happening. These ‘children’, now adults, began to call, write, and appear at on their doorstep, asking questions, wanting to see the documents, bringing their own treasured documents kept from that time to show him, and to look at the list of rescued children taped in the back of the scrapbook to check if their names were there.


Their emotions, long suppressed since childhood, were released when they came face to face with Nicky, realised that he personally had helped to save them, and that he was the only link that many of them had to their past – their families left behind in Czechoslovakia and nearly all murdered by the Nazis.


No one up to that point, looking at the scrapbook, had fully understood the emotions involved in the story. It had seemed a fascinating piece of old history, but, to this group of people, it was a vital link to their past and it seemed to rekindle long-repressed emotions from childhood – not just related to them leaving their families, but to being sent away by their parents and being that family’s only survivor. Many had not thought about their past for some time until they’d been reminded by the Sunday Mirror and That’s Life! or by a letter arriving from Elisabeth Maxwell. Others had continued to wonder about it, but had been unable to discover any details about how they had come to arrive in the UK and ended up where they did.


Someone Nicky already knew, who’d been through the escape operation, was Rudi Wessely, who had nearly inadvertently sabotaged the first That’s Life! show; he’d been in the audience that day because he was also a rescued child from Czechoslovakia. He and Nicky had met in 1983 through their mutual work for Abbeyfield, a charity offering supported housing for the elderly. They had discovered their link when, during a break in a meeting, Nicky had asked Rudi what his accent was, and Rudi had told him his story as far as he knew it. Nicky, replying that he’d had something to do with the Czech Kindertransport, had offered to check his list of rescued children to see if Rudi’s name was there, and he’d phoned him the same evening to confirm it. However, at the time, both Rudi and Nicky were more interested in talking about Abbeyfield than the past that linked them.


Nicky, no doubt, had given Rudi’s details to Elisabeth Maxwell as the only person he had ever met since the war who’d been on one of his transports. Over the years since, there have been regular letters, phone calls and visits to my parents (and then, since my mother’s death in 1999, to my father alone) from those ‘children’ who had discovered their story and wanted to have it confirmed by looking at Nicky’s list of names.


Now, with email, enquiries come that way too. Some make contact, are satisfied and that’s it. Others remain in touch, become friends and visit on occasion or come regularly to chat, laugh, go out for meals, like a normal extended family. Because one thing that has happened is that Nicky has, for many, become an honorary father to those who lost their own father in that terrible time.


When the enquires began, my mother once again became the secretary she had been when she first met Nicky, but now on his behalf. She kept tabs on who phoned, wrote, visited, and could remind Nicky about them when they next made contact. She was brilliant at recalling stories, the ups and downs of lives lived, while also being the hostess who provided meals, teas, drinks for whoever came. Nicky was long used to inviting whoever he met wherever he had been to come back home for a meal, provided by Grete, and he continued to do this with his new-found ‘children’. This was all in addition to their ongoing busy life.


But that was not to be the end of it. The network of ‘children’ who passed on to each other the story of their rescuer extended to other countries, including Czechoslovakia, Israel, the USA, Canada, New Zealand and Hungary. Initially, it was all low-key – individuals discovering previously unknown parts of their history and wanting to talk, to ask questions, to help to fill the gaps in their memory.


For most of us, our early memory has holes, but often these are filled by family stories and photos – there are people we can ask. For the child refugees, the gaps had remained all their lives until the chance finally arrived to find a few answers: How had they got to Britain? What had happened to their families that had caused them to send their children ‘Into the Arms of Strangers’?* Nicky was, for many, a link back to the families that they had lost.


This diverse group of people, from all over the world – now quite elderly themselves – call themselves Nicky’s ‘children’, and so do my brother and I, despite being younger than them all. Not only do these rescued ‘children’ appear but also their own children and grandchildren too, sometimes with their parent, but sometimes having only discovered the story after their parent, the rescued ‘child’, has died.


An abiding theme in most initial visits is the family – not just those who did not escape, but even more so those who came to be born after, who gave meaning to the lives of those who had lost everything that was most precious. Pictures are produced of their children, grandchildren, husbands, wives, to demonstrate to Nicky that new lives were made, which were rich, worthwhile and meaningful. Questions are asked; some he can answer and some he can’t. How did they come to be selected? Did he meet their parents? They hope his memory or the scrapbook can provide the facts so long missing for them. The pages of the scrapbook provide many helpful details of their rescue, and as they peruse it, the story of how Nicky and his colleagues carried out their rescue is revealed.


Over the first few months after the initial publicity, the story of how Nicholas Winton had organised the rescue of 669 children from Czechoslovakia spread through the community of ex-refugees. Many had kept in contact through a network of links, from their school days at the Czech school in Wales during the war or through other survivor organisations. (There were ex-refugees, of course, who were not part of this loose network. They had forged new lives and didn’t want to be reminded of such a painful part of their history.)


By the time of the conference ‘Remembering for the Future’, organised by Dr Maxwell for July 1988, over 150 people from all over the world had identified their names on the list in the scrapbook. The conference, primarily a scholarly event, commenced with a meeting of survivors, many of whom were from the Czech rescue. Dr Maxwell invited Nicky to attend the pre-conference meeting to enable the ‘children’ to meet their rescuer and offer thanks for what he had done for them fifty years before.


As many wanted to give thanks more tangibly, contributions were collected by Dr Maxwell, who purchased a gold ring inscribed with the words ‘Save One Life – Save the World’, a quotation from the Jewish Talmud, which was given to him there. The money raised had so much exceeded the cost of the ring that the rest was donated to Nicky’s current charitable enterprise, an Abbeyfield extra-care home for the elderly, to purchase a piano for the residents.


Others met him the following year at the International Reunion of the Kindertransport, a fiftieth anniversary meeting organised by Bertha Leverton, a child refugee who came to Britain on the much larger officially organised Kindertransport from Germany and Austria in 1938 and 1939.


However, his first major trip abroad was to Israel in May 1989, to donate his scrapbook to Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. Yad Vashem describes itself as the world centre for documentation, research, education and commemoration of the Holocaust and, through the auspices of Dr Maxwell, they had agreed to give the scrapbook a home. At last Nicky had found people and an organisation who were more than just dispassionately interested in his scrapbook. For the ‘children’, it was an important part of their story, and for Yad Vashem, an invaluable historical document, which shone light and hope into a dark corner of Holocaust history.
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The Kindertransport Scrapbook


1938–39


The scrapbook’s pages are full of pictures, documents, letters, photos – all relating to nine months’ frantic activity by a small group of dedicated volunteers, drawn together by an impulse to help and do what they could, especially when they discovered that there was no one else doing very much.


The initial pages show brochures of Czechoslovakia – pictures of Prague and young people dancing in their national costumes. These pictures seem incongruous – a striking contrast to what features next and a reminder of what was lost for so many.


On the next page is a map – startling in its clarity – headed ‘Ein Volk, Ein Reich, Ein Führer! Gross Deutschland 1938–48’, and showing the countries of Europe Hitler intended to annex, with dates, starting with Austria (1938), Czechoslovakia (1938), Hungary (1939), Poland (1939),Yugoslavia (1940) and so on, right through Europe, Russia and Turkey. If anyone had doubted Hitler’s intentions, they were laid out here for all to see in black and white. Nicky had come across it while in Prague in January 1939.


Then, a short letter dated 22 December 1938 stating that 600 children now in Czechoslovakia were in urgent danger and needed help from the Committee for German Jewry, and asking for equal treatment for them to that which the German and Austrian child refugees were receiving. It was signed Schmolka, Steiner, Blake – three volunteers already struggling to help those fleeing Germany and the Czech Sudetenland to escape the Nazis.


The rescue of children from the Nazi threat in Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia before the Second World War is known as the Kindertransport (Kinder being ‘children’ in German). Around 10,000 children were rescued from Austria and Germany by a group of Jewish and Christian agencies, which formed the Movement for the Care of Children from Germany, later known as the Refugee Children’s Movement. Many determined humanitarian people were involved in this undertaking, but its remit did not extend to Czechoslovakia.


The 22 December letter in the scrapbook marks the beginning of Nicky’s involvement, for the Blake on the letter was Martin Blake, a close friend of Nicky and a teacher at Westminster School. Around the time of that letter, Nicky received a fateful phone call from Martin. Nicky and Martin had been planning a Christmas skiing trip to Switzerland, which was, in fact, a Westminster School trip for pupils, with Martin in charge and Nicky as an accompanying adult. This he had done before in previous years and much enjoyed. So when Martin phoned and said he was not going, that he had gone instead to Prague and Nicky should follow to see what he was up to, Nicky was intrigued. He had his two weeks off work booked, and with a spirit of adventure and his close friend summoning him, he had no hesitation in changing his holiday destination.


Nicky and Martin were both intensely political, Martin having introduced him to his friends in the Labour Party, and they spent much of their time together talking politics, especially the growing threat from Germany. He was already very aware of the dangerous and violent atmosphere permeating Europe and the threat Hitler and his party posed to peace.


In 1933, Hitler had become Chancellor, the political leader in Germany, and had begun to put into effect his programme for strengthening the German state and restricting the rights of Jews, communists and political opponents through violence, intimidation and loss of employment and other rights. From that date, Nicky had seen first-hand relatives and family friends fleeing Germany, leaving everything behind in a state of fear and desperation. He knew that Hitler had plans for expansion, having read and discussed Mein Kampf, Hitler’s autobiographical manifesto. Many others, in particular politicians and those attacked in print by Hitler, had read the book but had not taken it seriously.


It was hard to take seriously the hatred-filled manifesto in the 1920s, but by the time Nicky and his friends were reading it after Hitler came to power, his intentions seemed all too possible. They saw that these plans had already begun to be acted on in 1938, firstly by annexing Austria in March and subsuming it into greater Germany. Then, after 29 September and the infamous Munich Agreement signed by Britain, France, Italy and Germany – which gave the Sudetenland to Germany in return for an end to Hitler’s territorial ambition – the German army marched into, and occupied, the Czech Sudeten borderlands.


Sudetenland was the region bordering Germany and Austria inside Czechoslovakia. It was home to around three million ethnic Germans, over twenty per cent of the total Czech population, living alongside ethnic Czechs, Slovaks and Hungarians. After the Munich Agreement, Germany immediately annexed the Sudetenland, leading to a flood of refugees into the centre of Czechoslovakia, made up of those groups that Hitler had already targeted in Germany. As well as Jews, this included political opponents, including communists and social democrats, and intellectuals, Roma and other minorities. Camps were set up around Prague, the capital, for the enormous influx of displaced people.


With Kristallnacht in November 1938, when a series of attacks occurred against Jews and Jewish businesses across Germany and Austria, and regular tales of violence and intimidation against Jews, communists and others who resisted Hitler, Nicky was well aware of what was happening inside the borders of Czechoslovakia.


Nicky arrived in Prague on New Year’s Eve and went straight to Martin’s hotel, the Grand Hotel Šroubek on Wenceslas Square, the wide boulevard in the centre of Prague, extending from the National Museum down to the entrance to the narrow streets of the old town. The hotel was a beautiful though slightly gloomy place, which still exists today (as the Hotel Europa), completely unchanged in its faded glory, with every fitting – lights, stair rails, plaster work – an example of the Art Nouveau style that infused Prague at the time. He did not have much time to appreciate his surroundings, however. Martin quickly brought him up to speed on the political situation and the refugee problem as they made the ten-minute walk to the British Committee for Refugees from Czechoslovakia (BCRC) office at Voršilská 2, a small side street off Narodni, the busy street on which the National Theatre stood. There he was introduced to Doreen Warriner, the powerhouse running the BCRC operation.
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Map of Europe detailing Hitler’s expansion plans


Warriner was an amazing woman who deserves her own biography, though she does have a chapter in William Chadwick’s The Rescue of the Prague Refugees, and she wrote her own memoir of the time, Winter in Prague. Doreen had followed her own impulse to help back in October 1938. She had been working as an assistant lecturer in economics at University College London and was about to go to the USA to finish a Rockefeller scholarship. Having experience in Czechoslovakia and a love for the people, she set off for Prague instead, with a bit of donated money and a vague urge to help in the wake of the exodus of refugees from Sudetenland. Having sized up the situation on arrival, she had offered her services to the BCRC. She was a forceful, idealistic woman and, with a small group of helpers, was attempting to organise the safe transit to Britain of those adults most at risk from the Nazis. Many had fled from Germany into Czechoslovakia and others from the Sudetenland once it had been over-run, bringing their families but little else.


German agents were already in Prague, trying to find and take into custody those on Hitler’s wanted list: his political enemies, particularly leaders of the Sudeten Social Democratic Party, communists and other Sudeten anti-Nazi activists. Warriner’s task was to help these men and their families escape through Poland to Britain.


She was staying at the Alcron, a grand Art Deco-styled hotel a couple of hundred yards down a side road off Wenceslas Square and visible from the Šroubek. The centre of Prague being relatively compact, both the office on Voršilská and the later one on Rubešova, behind Wilson railway station, were within a five- to ten-minute walk of both hotels.


A first letter in the scrapbook from Nicky to his mother, Barbara, is undated, but describes, despite all the turmoil, a few hours spent seeing the sights and taking photos – one of his ongoing hobbies. But it also recounts that later the same day he was already helping out in the office where Warriner’s secretary Bill Barazetti, himself a refugee, was trying to give assistance to desperate displaced families asking for help to emigrate, for money to buy food and for places to stay. This was followed by helping out at another office used by what Nicky termed ‘the Kindercommittee’ further away across the city, which seemed to be supported by the Lord Mayor’s Fund in London, where they handed out paltry sums of money to desperate mothers to buy food for their families. Here also were pleading mothers asking about sending their children to Britain.


A note Nicky wrote at the time, which was put into the scrapbook, shows the intense emotions swirling around the office as he witnessed the terrible dilemma the parents faced for survival; how, if they could not be helped, then perhaps their children could, by being sent away to safety in a foreign land. However, this was not something these organisations could help with.


No sooner had he done two hours’ work there than he was off again, late for another engagement already booked. The intense pace of activity may have protected him from the paralysis seeing such despair can produce, but he was deeply affected by the suffering he witnessed and keen to be of help.


Warriner lost no time in sizing Nicky up as potential assistance in her mission. Seeing that he was interested, she promptly got him involved in what was going on at her office. Fairly quickly, Nicky realised that there were many child refugees alongside the children of those who Doreen was smuggling away who did not have anyone concentrating on their future. He suggested that he could focus on them. Unable to do more herself, she encouraged him to take on the task and he set about it immediately. Doreen was a whirlwind of activity; with little time to teach Nicky the ropes, and with no time for them to get to know each other, their conversations were limited to practical matters.


It’s hard to know at what exact point Nicky decided that he was going to throw himself into the task of attempting to get endangered children out of Czechoslovakia and into Britain, but his early letters to his mother already showed that he had crossed the line between offering some local short-term assistance and a commitment to something much bigger.


Another letter to his mother, sent a day or two after the first, suggested that his decision was made; his ‘work’ was just beginning and ‘Miss Warriner has already asked me to be Secretary of a Children’s Committee for Czechoslovakia which I suggested should be formed. It will mean a lot of work’. His initial holiday from work was only two weeks – hardly a fraction of the time necessary to start such an undertaking, though he did manage to get approval for an extra week when he realised how much had to be done.


He asked for his mother’s help, writing: ‘I have another job which may be difficult. Could you go to the Immigration section of the Home Office and find out what guarantees are needed to bring a child into the country?’ He rattled off a list of questions for her to find answers to in order for him to discover the possibility of getting started. Would the British government allow children in? If so, under what conditions?


His method of co-opting his mother to his chosen task – that this was a job that needed to be done now and she was the one to do it – became a familiar method throughout his life when engaged in charitable activities. He had made HIS decision, there was a worthy job to do, so surely anyone who could help, would. He had no doubt that she would agree and, of course, she did. He was aware of the difficulties, indeed Doreen had pointed them out to him, but at this point the motto he later lived by first came into action: ‘If something is not impossible, then there must be a way to do it.’


On 10 January, he was writing to the BCRC back home, asking them to be of assistance. The next day he wrote to Martin Blake, newly returned to London, giving vent to his dissatisfaction at the slow pace in the BCRC London office. Other frustrations involved getting a working list of endangered children that he could use. There were a number of refugee organisations already at work in Prague, each dealing with their particular interest group and each looking for help to get their charges to safety. The five committees that were in contact with Nicky and the BCRC for assistance with their lists were aiding Jews, Catholics, communists, Austrians and Germans, and political writers. Each group wanted Nicky to use their list as his only priority and before long it became clear to him that negotiations would take time and lead nowhere. He decided to take control, telephoning each committee and informing them he had a list from another group and would be using that unless they sent theirs immediately, which he would then integrate. This strategy worked and he had his five lists for compiling into one the next day.


There is no evidence in his letters of any hesitation about getting stuck in or worry that he was not up to the task or that those already running organisations would not take him seriously, despite, after all, him just having turned up and being in no way official. The flimsiness of his role was obviously not apparent, as the committees and parents who wanted to get their children out dealt with him without query. He seemed to give everyone the impression that he was competent and was doing a specific job. Once it became known amongst endangered groups that someone was concentrating on rescuing children, he was besieged in his hotel from early in the morning until late at night by parents coming to beg for help to get their little ones to Britain. Some had relatives already in the UK who could sponsor them, but most had no such assistance.


He spent much time dealing with such requests, taking names, photos and details to add to his growing lists. This was all done in German as he had no Czech. He quickly learned one sentence in Czech to say to visitors, ‘I am British, but I cannot speak Czech’, so they did not just walk away quickly when he spoke to them in German, the language of their oppressors.


However, his lack of Czech led to a discomfiting incident. He wrote in his notes on 11 January, ‘Well, after a hard day’s work … I thought I would go for a little walk. On the main street I got into a crowd of young Czech youths who were walking along, shouting. I did not know what it was about but any excitement was good enough for me, so I walked along with them. Not being able to understand the lingo, I could naturally not join in the shouting, but at least I helped to swell their ranks. After a little while a great number of police arrived and dispersed the procession. When at last I found myself standing next to another unoffensive-looking man I asked him what it had all been about. He told me it was an anti-Jewish procession and the shouting was anti-Jewish slogans. I suppose therefore that I must confess to having taken part in an anti-Jewish demonstration.’


He mentioned to Doreen, one day when they ate a quick snack together, that he had a feeling he was being followed. Doreen confirmed that not only he but all of them were being kept an eye on by German agents, as their work involved people in whom the Nazis were interested. However, Nicky did not feel anxious or intimidated by this; he felt that he himself was not in any danger and whenever he saw that a likely agent was listening in to his conversations, he had no compunction in telling them in his best German to ‘piss off’, which they invariably did. After all, there was nominally a Czech government in Prague and the German invasion had at that time reached no further than the Sudeten borderlands.


On 12 January, a flight set off to London with twenty children on board. This had been funded by the Barbican Mission, an organisation whose purpose was to convert Jews to Christianity. Nonetheless desperate parents had agreed to this and were sending their children to the Barbican’s residential home in England. Nicky’s involvement was purely logistical so he went to the airport to see it off, along with a cohort of journalists and cameras. This is where the well-used photo of Nicky holding a young boy in his arms was taken. The boy, named Hansi Beck, sadly died later of an inner ear infection. An article in the New York Times the following day mentioned the Barbican flight, saying: ‘The children will be brought up in London homes and in the Barbican Mission until they are eighteen years old, when, after training as artisans, they will be sent to British colonies and dominions. The youngest passenger today was three and a half and the oldest eleven.’ No suggestion was made in the paper of the children’s eventual return to their previous homes.


In his letter to Martin, Nicky also mentions going to a party where he heard about a woman who worked for the Swedish Red Cross and was looking to take thirty children to Sweden. He arranged to meet her for lunch with Doreen in tow, but while beginning to talk to her about his plans, he received a swift kick under the table from Doreen, which stopped his flow. She was suspicious of the girl and her instincts were good, as on checking she discovered the girl was spying for the Germans.


However, as she was indeed working for the Red Cross and did have funding and homes for children in Sweden, Nicky pressed on with the arrangement – his only with her – and on 16 or 17 January, a further thirty children were flown off to Sweden.


Warriner suggested Nicky should go out to visit one of the refugee camps that had sprung up around the capital to see what was happening there. During a harsh middle-European winter, these were sheltering those who had fled from the Sudetenland when the German troops had arrived. He was to accompany the well-known Independent UK MP Eleanor Rathbone, who had been campaigning in the UK to help refugees in Czechoslovakia and had come to see for herself how things were.
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Before the Barbican Mission flight. L–R: Hansi Beck and his parents, Peter Niethammer and mother Annerle, Ilse Stein, unknown girl (Courtesy P. Needham)


Rathbone was a forceful, eccentric woman who, early in the 1930s, had recognised the threat from Hitler and joined the British Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi Council. In 1936, she began to warn about a Nazi threat to Czechoslovakia and was outraged by the Munich Agreement, making a nuisance of herself in Parliament. Nicky’s role that day was to guide her round the local refugee camps and make sure she got back safely without leaving any belongings behind, a noted habit of hers. Nicky was in awe of her, her forceful manner and lack of airs or vanity, saying, ‘… she never dressed; she just covered herself’.


Accompanying him also to the camp was a businessman he had met on the plane from England who had been intending to try and sell motorcycles to the Czechs. Nicky had suggested to him that business might not be good under current conditions and that, if this was so, he could come and see what Nicky was doing. It had proved to be the case so he’d turned up, interested to see what Nicky was up to.


As an aside, this man, who Nicky knew as Mr Hales, was in fact Sir Harold Hales, until 1935 a British MP. He had mentioned that he had sponsored a trophy for the Blue Riband, an award for the fastest transatlantic ship, though failed to mention his parliamentary career or knighthood.


Journalists reported that official figures gave the number of 250,000 refugees in Czechoslovakia, including not only Jews but also democratic Germans who had fled their country, communists and Sudeten democrats as well as many ordinary Czechs. The conditions in the camps were terrible, with very basic shelter and food, freezing cold, with young children and families without possessions. To find a situation such as this in a relatively prosperous central European country must have been truly shocking. For Nicky and his colleagues, this was not ‘a quarrel in a far-away country between people of whom we know nothing’, as trumpeted by Neville Chamberlain. Nicky’s parents and whole family came from Bavaria, which he had visited, just a stone’s throw from the Czech border. It was a totally familiar culture, especially as most Czechs spoke some German, in which Nicky was fluent.


As they were touring the camp, Nicky lost his businessman and went back to search for him, finding him in a tent, sobbing, overcome by the tragedy of what he was seeing. Not a surprising response perhaps, seeing the atrocious conditions the young children and their families were forced to endure, but Nicky’s upbringing had taught him not to show emotion or to despair. He knew that to achieve anything he would need to remain focused, and he steeled himself against his emotional reaction.


Another letter to his mother on the same day thanks her for the information he requested and mentions his social activities are now all about making useful contacts: ‘Those evenings I bummel (German for stroll or wander), I try only to do so with people who may be of some use to me in this work.’ He goes on: ‘As far as I can see, my work re: children is only just starting. I shall very likely have to carry on in London. If this is so, I shall try to make HQ at 20 Willow [Road – Nicky’s home]. If I can possibly avoid it I don’t want to work anywhere near any of the existing committees. From experience this end, they can only retard the work. I may therefore need someone practically the whole time I am at work at Willow. Any offers?’


Having quickly discovered how slowly bureaucratic committees can progress, he was determined that working outside them would facilitate his aims. His temperament and sense of urgency also led him to want to be in charge; he was too impatient for the niceties of organisational protocols. Another decision that his mother would be a useful person to have on his team led to him making an early play for her assistance.


*  *  *


At some point during his stay, another two Englishmen turned up, sent by the boys’ prep school they taught at, to find and bring back two refugee boys to be looked after by the school. These men were Trevor Chadwick and Geoff Phelps. Trevor taught Latin primarily at Forres in Swanage, founded by Trevor’s father and now run by his uncle. Having collected two boys, and also a girl that his mother had sponsored, they left, but Trevor was back again immediately. He had seen the situation and wanted to help. His focus being children, he attached himself to Nicky and they worked together building a list of children over the next few days until Nicky finally had to return home to work. Trevor followed soon after, but had offered to return to carry on the job if Nicky managed to get all the permits and guarantors needed for the rescue to really take off.


He sped home on 21 January and was immediately back at his stock exchange job. However, his mind remained on his ‘unofficial’ job and how to get permission to bring in the children and find homes for them. Doreen Warriner had sent a letter to Margaret Layton, Honorary Secretary at the BCRC, commending Nicky to her as someone to be put in charge of a children’s section, saying, ‘He is ideal for the job. He has enormous energy, businessmen methods, knows the situation perfectly here … all he needs now is authority to go ahead. It is an opportunity for the committee to get the services of a really first-class organiser … Winton will get things through, if you will give him status as Secretary of a children’s section.’


Obviously overwhelmed with her own work, and desperate for the London end to get moving, she was hoping the BCRC would let Nicky get on with it, but with their backing.


Nicky soon discovered that support would be slow and on their terms, though. A month after his return and initial visit to the BCRC offices, he received a letter from Miss Layton telling him that the Children’s Movement bringing out German refugee children was unlikely to help them with theirs. Also having heard from a colleague that Nicky was intending to apply separately for Home Office permits for children, she was warning him against it ‘as the Home Office is always antagonised by a multiplication of applications’.
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Doreen Warriner (1904–72)
(Courtesy H. Warriner)
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Trevor Chadwick (1907–79)
(Courtesy C. Chadwick)


However, Nicky had not been sitting waiting for the BCRC to give him permission to start working. He had already produced reports for newspapers about the desperate situation for Czech refugee children, written to various organisations involved in refugee assistance and made his own advances to the Home Office. He did all this not, apparently, as an independent person, but using the title of Secretary of the Children’s Section of the BCRC, the role that Warriner had hoped he would officially receive.


He had decided he couldn’t wait for official recognition, the endless meetings and discussions that might eventually lead to this appointment, so having obtained some BCRC headed paper he just added his name and the title, ‘Secretary, Children’s Section’ to it and his home address, got a ream printed and set to work.


It was indeed another three months before official recognition came; on 24 May, a letter arrived from Miss Layton stating that Nicky had been officially made Secretary of the Children’s Section of the BCRC. It was a belated acceptance of the fact; by that date, four transports had already arrived bringing refugee children from Prague to Liverpool Street station in London where Nicky met them and organised their collection by foster parents.


During February Nicky had obtained the requirements of the Home Office for bringing in unaccompanied children, and though conditions were given, they were not insurmountable; a separate application was needed for each child containing a medical certificate, a £50 guarantee to pay for their eventual return, plus a foster parent or guarantor to look after the child until they were seventeen or were able to return home. This completed application would lead to an entry permit being issued. £50 is the rough equivalent to £2,500 today, so a not-insignificant sum and out of reach of many individuals, but the guarantee could be found through supportive organisations and donations.


Having got permission from the Home Office, Nicky must have informed Trevor Chadwick who returned promptly to Prague to make good his promise to manage that end of the process. He, at some point too, seemed to become ‘official’, though when is not recorded; probably like Nicky it was long after he was actually doing the job. However, he was obviously in Prague again by the beginning of March, as a telegram of congratulation was sent to Nicky jointly by him and Warriner, though for what is not known. The first Home Office permits? The first placing of a group of children? Whatever it was, the first transport left Prague on 14 March (over the next six months, another seven would follow).
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