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‘It was all about giving. The whole school was about giving. The teachers had very little at their disposal but they gave what they could and it was a lot.’ 


Anna John, former British pupil


‘All the violence I had experienced before felt like a bad dream. It was paradise. I think most of the children felt it was paradise.’ 


Leslie Brent, former German pupil


‘Some have called Bunce Court a second home. It is more than that. It is a way of life, a state of mind … Tante Anna has made a great achievement.’ 


Megan Ryan, wife of former pupil
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Prologue
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Well before dawn on 14 August 1942, twelve-year-old Sam Oliner woke to the sound of gunshots. There was screaming outside, so close at hand it could have been in the room. He crept out into the dark alleyway and saw a crush of people rushing this way and that, clearly terrified. This was no ordinary harassment. Nazi soldiers had arrived in force. Sam could hear their vicious commands: ‘Alle Juden raus … raus!’: ‘All Jews out!’1


The several hundred Jews of Bobowa Ghetto in southern Poland were brutalised with clubs and rifle butts as they were rounded up and driven like animals towards the town’s market square. Unknown to Sam and his family, for almost three years the Nazis had been herding Poland’s three and a half million Jews into over a thousand similar ghettos scattered across Poland. Now plans were in place to liquidate them all. Sam was living through ‘the final solution’. 


Outside in the darkness of Bobowa ghetto there was terrible confusion as people were chased out of their homes by fright and fear. Sam managed to make his way back to their room. His father had vanished. His stepmother, Ester, ordered him to run and hide.2 


‘Where?’ he cried. 


She stared as though she hardly recognised him, as though their plight was beyond all comprehension. 


‘Anywhere,’ she cried. ‘Hide. Hide. Hide. They’re killing us all. I am sure of it now …’3


His stepmother’s eyes were large dark circles. Fear transformed her into something hardly human. Something terrible was going to happen. It was written in her face. This was the end. 


Sam fled. He clambered onto a roof and curled up under its rotting fabric. From his vantage point less than three hundred yards from the central square, if he dared tilt his head slightly he could see what was happening. Hundreds were being made to lie down before it was their turn to be beaten and herded onto military trucks. Anyone who resisted was shot. Sam couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing. ‘Was I awake or alive or dead? Was this a nightmare?’4


For the rest of the night and most of the following day the sounds of terror continued against the background roar of military trucks. The stench of the rubbish and the tar of the roof made Sam feel ill. Flies buzzed around him. Would they give him away? It was late afternoon before the gunshots became more sporadic and eventually silence descended on the ghetto. 


As Sam crept alone through the now deserted dwellings he was overcome by a powerful new feeling of intense loneliness. The empty ghetto felt so unreal he thought he must have already died. Then he heard German voices. Suddenly he was on full alert. Despite his blond hair, Sam was still wearing his pyjamas, which marked him out at once as a Jewish inhabitant of the ghetto. There was the sound of movement outside, the clicking of boot heels. He peered through a crack. Nazi soldiers had returned and were searching the houses with meticulous care, the attics, the roofs, the basements … There were screams as they came across a woman and her baby. A gunshot rang out. He almost choked with fear. Sam ran like a wild creature until he reached the barbed wire perimeter. That was when he remembered the picture. 


The picture of his mother was the only thing left of value and it was back in the ghetto. In his dazed state, the picture was all Sam could think of. It was sacred. Even at the risk of losing his life, he must get the picture of his mother. 


Suppressing his feelings of panic, he made his way back, creeping through undergrowth, edging his way along the walls towards the room where they had been living. But there was nothing there. Thieves had already ransacked the place for scraps. Sam fell to the floor, scrabbling for the precious picture. He was sobbing, silently; he did not dare make a sound. He could not see for tears. He had lost everything. 


Sam was quite alone now. There was no one to whom he could turn. His family had disappeared. Nothing remained of them – not even a picture. Fear immobilised him, but he had to move. He would have to live off his wits. As he tried to retrace his path to the perimeter fence, a Polish boy caught sight of him. ‘Jude. Jude!’ the hateful cry rang out. For Sam, ‘it was like the devil taunting me.’5 He fled for cover again. Was escape possible? Even if he could get out of the ghetto alive, as a Jewish boy in Nazi-occupied Poland he would be a target. He would be hunted. He could trust no one. His fellow Poles were just as likely to turn him in for the money as the Nazis were to hunt him down. 


Sam had thought there was nothing left to lose but, as he embarked on his life on the run, he understood that there was worse. He would have to do bad things to survive. The fight for survival would strip Sam of his humanity; it would turn him into ‘a savage’ living ‘in a state of darkness, of uncertainty, of primitivity, in a state which was a complete void.’ He would come to know ‘only misery, killings and bad experiences …’6 


In the months that followed, hiding in plain sight, Sam tried to sustain himself by dreaming of his old life. He half believed he would return to his childhood when the war was over. His family had vanished so fast it was incomprehensible. A local farmer told him what had happened that night in Bobowa Ghetto, not realising that blond-haired Sam was himself a Jewish boy on the run. 


The trucks had been driven to a nearby wood where a mass grave had already been dug. The Jews were stripped naked, lined up in front of the grave, and shot. 


Sam was desperate not to give himself away but when he heard himself speak his voice was unrecognisable, incredulous. ‘Everyone was shot?’ he asked.


‘The Germans organised the whole thing,’ the farmer explained, as though the Nazis had done the Polish people a favour. For eighteen hours the trucks had gone back and forth, bringing people from the ghetto to the woods. The farmer had heard that some of the Jews from the ghetto were still alive when they fell onto the pile of bodies, and that one managed to get away. The man who escaped from the pit appeared to have lost his mind. ‘He looked totally insane as if his brain had snapped.’7 


Even knowing all this, Sam clung stubbornly to the hope that his family was somewhere safe in England or America. He sustained himself by dreaming of a time when Hitler was gone, when he would see all those he loved and there would be a school, a wonderful school. There would be peace … It was possible to conjure up this vision so vividly in his mind he could almost make that all-pervasive, gut-wrenching fear that owned him now disappear. He could almost make his dream real. 










Introduction
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In March 1933, within days of Hitler coming to power, Anna Essinger, the headmistress at Landschulheim Herrlingen in southern Germany, was ordered to fly a swastika over her school. Outraged at the prospect of the despised symbol of fascism being hoisted above her progressive academy, ‘Tante Anna’, as she was known to her pupils, staged a one-woman protest. She hastily organised a three-day camping trip for her pupils and only when no one was left in the school did she raise the Nazi flag, which fluttered over the deserted buildings.1


Everything that Hitler stood for clashed with Tante Anna’s radical educational ideals. Ever since reading his autobiography, Mein Kampf, she believed that under him Germany would plunge into an abyss, where there was no place for freedom of thought or expression – or perhaps even for survival itself. Hitler cast history as a struggle between races and in his early impassioned speeches he had vilified the ‘parasitic’ Jew as ‘the enemy within’ and the embodiment of evil. For Anna, this was pure poison. It was hard to understand how such a man had come to power in her country. Germany’s half a million Jews were integrated at every level of society and acclaimed for their contribution to science, arts, literature and theatre. If the views Hitler had expressed were put into action all this was in danger. 


In 1933 many around her thought she was overreacting. ‘Stop worrying,’ friends advised. ‘It will all blow over.’ Anna saw things differently. Nazi Germany was no place for her school. The violence, hatred and blame openly promoted by the Nazi Party stood in opposition to everything she was trying to achieve. It was hard to see how humanity could progress in the kind of society Hitler was making. But there was a traitor at the school, the husband of one of the staff. He denounced Tante Anna to the authorities, recommending that a Nazi inspector was appointed immediately. It was not just Tante Anna’s unwillingness to embrace the swastika that provoked his anger but the entire educational direction of her enterprise. His letter of denouncement not only threatened the school, which could be forced to close, but also put all those involved in danger. Anna did not wait. She had already resolved to move her entire establishment, lock, stock and barrel, out of Germany, right under the noses of the Nazi authorities. She felt certain the Gestapo would never permit the mass emigration of an entire school, so she started work on a secret plan to outsmart them, a feat that no other teacher managed to pull off.2


This is the story of the school created by Anna Essinger in Kent, the garden of England. Although Anna and the first seventy children escaped Nazi Germany in 1933, many of the pupils who came to her ‘home-school’ at Bunce Court, near Otterden, fled much later and had first-hand experience of the ever-escalating catastrophe. The refuge that Tante Anna tried to create grew in parallel to the horrors unleashed by the Nazis on Jewish children across the continent. In time she would accept waves of increasingly traumatised children from Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia and then Poland as the crisis spread, and the task she had set herself would call on all her reserves and exact a heavy toll. 


By 1938 confused and bewildered children had started to arrive in Britain on Kindertransports. Children such as thirteen-year-old Leslie Brent, who arrived from Berlin on the very first Kindertransport from Germany subdued and restrained. His self-control was remarkable for a child who had been through so much Nazi persecution – but would it be lost when the reality of what had happened to him set in?3 By contrast, the unruly thirteen-year-old, Gerard Hoffnung, was an uncontainable force who seemed to seek out conflict with Tante Anna. There were others, such as fourteen-year-old Ruth Boronow from Breslau in eastern Germany, who felt harmed by all that Hitler had done to change her life. ‘I spat on Germany as I left …’ she says, trying to express her revulsion at Nazi ideology.4 Most of the children who arrived in Britain from Germany before the war had been damaged in some way by five years of escalating deprivations that had seen their families impoverished and abused, parents imprisoned or even killed, but for Jewish schoolchildren arriving from Austria after the Anschluss, the horror that had been inflicted on German Jews over time happened in a few short weeks. 


Later came children who had experienced hell; these were the children who survived the Holocaust in concentration camps or labour camps and those who survived by living underground. By their own admission they had become little more than wild animals. Sam Oliner found that while he was living in disguise on the run, the boundaries of his world shrank. The Nazis had always claimed the Jews were ‘subhuman’, and he felt ‘inferior as an uninformed person’. Sam had ‘a longing for more knowledge because my world was so narrow.’5 He describes himself as among ‘two thousand “savages” who survived the Hitler period.’ Sam had lost all bearings on what it was to be human. Acts of kindness meant nothing. ‘It took a great deal of love and determination to help us,’ he wrote later.6 


Fourteen-year-old Sidney Finkel from Poland was also among this group of concentration camp survivors sent to Anna’s school after the war. He had endured the destruction of his family, the ‘liquidation’ of his ghetto, slave labour camps, concentration camps and typhus. He had lost all concept of normal living. Even simple things were full of threat, such as the pyjamas neatly laid out for him on his bed; Sidney was too frightened to undress, fearing that he must always be ready in case bombs fell or there was some sort of roll call from which people did not return. Dinner time was also fraught. Sidney was no longer accustomed to eating with a knife and fork, and he refused vegetables because they reminded him of the grass that he had had to eat to survive. Tante Anna sat with him during mealtimes and taught him how to eat and to stop bolting his food. Still if Sidney encountered any sort of caring thoughtfulness at Anna’s school, at first he thought such people were weak. The only thing he understood was how to survive: this was part of him now, in his bones, in his clothes, in his life. He would gaze in wonder at the food or fine clothes in shops. Why had no one broken the glass and taken them? His first outing to a British tea shop was equally baffling. Served tea and cakes in elegant surroundings, he was unable to understand why no one grabbed at the cakes. He tried to copy the other customers when all his instincts urged otherwise. Inside he was in turmoil. He felt anger, barely controllable, at any mention of Hitler and the Germany he had created. It took Sidney a little while to grasp that the very behaviours that had helped him survive were now holding him back.7


Anna sought to create a home where children, traumatised by war, could not only recover but be inspired. These children were not just damaged; they were lost souls. The fundamental protective warmth given by loving parents was gone. These were innocents who had fought against all odds for a chance to live. And she would make their lives count. She wanted to inspire those who had experienced the worst of humanity with the very best; children like Sam and Sidney who had been stripped of all hope and seen things no child should witness. 


Tante Anna aimed to transform children’s lives through her school. Education was a precious gift, she thought, always nourished against a background of love. She encouraged questioning and freedom of thought. There was always music, too, recalls Sidney. ‘Music was the soul of this school.’ The grand piano was in the hallway at the bottom of the wide staircase; there were concerts and recitals. Music haunted the school like an atmosphere, enveloping all those troubled minds, resounding through gracious rooms, drifting from open windows. It was part of daily life. 


And most of all, Anna’s pupils were expected to help each other. ‘Children, you must love one another and if that is not possible, at least respect each other,’ she would say to them.8 Tante Anna applied herself with single-minded determination. Even when war threatened her school, she would ensure her pupils had a place of safety. She drew around her a dedicated team attracted to her idealism, and in their desire to inspire troubled youngsters they created something unique. Years later, pupils would refer to the ‘Bunce Court spirit’ that infused all their efforts and pervaded the atmosphere. For them the school seemed to stand apart, an oasis in a world that was overwhelmed by the forces of Nazi evil. ‘I treasure those years … they were full of high points. It was transformative,’ observed one orphan, Anna Rose.9


This is the story of the school that got away from the Nazis and the staff and the children who made it. Their story stands for all children caught up in war and revolution. 










Part One 
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1933–September 1939










1



‘I could no longer raise children in honesty and freedom’
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Tante Anna, Germany, 1933


Anna Essinger, the accomplished headmistress of a progressive boarding school in southern Germany, was not a woman prone to alarm or overreaction. Self-contained, capable, respected both by her staff and the educational authorities in the state of Württemberg, she rarely expressed any excess of emotion. But as Anna followed the political upheaval in her country in late 1932 it was hard not to feel a lurching sense of unease, as though the ground was slipping from beneath her feet. What was happening in Germany was unthinkable. The far-right Nazi Party, which only a few years before had been seen as the lunatic fringe – its leader, Adolf Hitler, in prison for high treason – was rapidly gaining the political upper hand. Anna was beginning to feel like a stranger in her own country. 


Shortly before the elections of November 1932, Adolf Hitler came to campaign in Anna’s home town of Ulm, not far from the school she had created in the peaceful backwater of Herrlingen. In the days leading up to the event, posters sprung up promoting the Nazi rally in Münsterplatz, the church square, and by the day of the rally the glaring red, white and black of giant swastikas festooned the town’s streets. A huge crowd gathered for the event. 


That day Anna’s younger sister, Paula, happened to be picking up pupils from Ulm station for the new school term. ‘We stood in front of the Russischer Hof,’ wrote one boy, Max Kantorovitz, to his mother – everyone knew Hitler was staying in this hotel. ‘After twenty minutes he really came outside, just like I imagined him …’ Hitler seemed insignificant, a man of medium height with an unsmiling, almost hangdog expression, remarkable only in his ordinariness. But when he spoke there was a transformation, as though he came to life. The rapturous crowd went wild, in thrall to Hitler’s extreme nationalism and assurances of ‘Bread and Work’. To his supporters he was the saviour of the nation, a true patriot with a glorious vision that would make Germany great again. When Max finally arrived at school, he chattered about his eventful day to Tante Anna as she took him to his room.1


Tante Anna, of course, did not share the excitement of the crowd. For her, the Nazi Party appealed to the worst in human nature, to greed and fear. This was the party that had bullied its path to power through its large paramilitary arm, the notorious brown-shirted Sturmabteilung, or SA. Numbering two million men by early 1933, armed with knives or guns, SA troops openly attacked Hitler’s political opponents. To win over the middle classes Hitler had recently forsworn violence and promised to recognise the authority of the state, but Anna had seen newspaper reports that showed this was not true; the violence continued. The Nazi Party also peddled lies and hatred, falsely identifying scapegoats for Germany’s misfortunes, such as the Jews. Hitler and other leading Nazis described Jews as ‘Untermenschen’ or ‘subhuman’, racially inferior to the supposedly tall, blond, blue-eyed German or ‘Aryan’ types who they deemed the master race.2 If during the Great War, twelve or fifteen thousand Jews ‘had been held under poison gas,’ Hitler had written in Mein Kampf, ‘the sacrifice of millions at the front would not have been in vain.’ Would such murderous claims be dispensed with if Hitler came to power, Anna wondered? How was it possible that such a man was being taken seriously? Max wrote home that, in Anna’s school, ‘the mood is generally very against Hitler’.3 


Anna found that many of her older pupils, like Max, who wrote for the school’s newspaper, were politically astute beyond their years, asking questions as events came swiftly to a head. On 30 January 1933, in the absence of a parliamentary majority the ageing president, Paul von Hindenburg, appointed Hitler as chancellor. What happened next was almost inconceivable. Germany’s fledgling democracy was dismantled with lightning speed. An election was planned for early March, but on 27 February the parliament building, the Reichstag, went up in flames. Anna wondered whether the fires might have been started by the Nazis, though Hitler blamed his key political opponents, the communists, and under this pretext began to arrest his political enemies en masse. The next day, 28 February 1933, Hitler assumed emergency powers. As the political opposition to Nazism was violently crushed, the party continued to gain support and in the general election of 5 March, the Nazi Party won forty-five per cent of the vote in Anna’s home town of Ulm.4 The ‘Enabling Act’ of 23 March gave Hitler the right to make laws without consulting the Reichstag, transforming him into Germany’s all-powerful dictator. 


Anna knew she must act immediately. Germany under Hitler was no longer a suitable home for her school and the swastika banner that had been unfurled over Herrlingen was like a terrible warning. Anna had to have the freedom to teach what she saw as the truth; that was the underlying treasure, the firm foundation of her school. It came down to one core issue: freedom. Freedom to think, to question, to challenge, to live without fear; freedom of spirit – this was her life’s work. In Hitler’s Germany, lies were being turned into the truth; black was being turned into white. How could she teach the next generation if she couldn’t speak the truth without fear? This was no time for prevarication. Somehow, she had to smuggle her school out of Germany.5 


Anna confided in her younger sisters, Klara – who ran a children’s home and sent many pupils to Anna’s school – and Paula, the school nurse. At night, Anna, Klara and Paula discussed their plans for escape. ‘Obviously mass emigration was prohibited,’ observed Paula in her memoirs. ‘We had to avoid all suspicion.’ If the Nazis learned that Anna was planning to remove an entire school from Germany they could have put insuperable obstacles in her path or imposed punitive financial sanctions. If the press got hold of the story it could cause a sensation. ‘No one should find out about it,’ wrote Paula, otherwise she feared ‘our school would be requisitioned and used by the Hitler Youth’.6 Yet to move her pupils abroad, Anna had to involve parents and staff, which risked exposing her, the staff and even the parents to danger. To add to her difficulties, within weeks of Hitler coming to power, Anna was denounced to the Nazi authorities. 


‘I found the spirit of Landschulheim Herrlingen so little to my liking,’ wrote the informant, Helman Speer, to the Minister of Culture in Württemberg on 10 May 1933, ‘that in the light of today’s politico-cultural requirements, feel reluctant to conceal my serious doubts about the situation there.’ His wife worked at the school and confirmed his grave concerns about Anna Essinger’s ‘rather airy-fairy humanism’, which he claimed was ‘altogether uncongenial’ to National Socialism. His wife, he explained, had accepted a teaching position at the school in ‘the belief she would be able to bring about the necessary changes’. Another teacher at the school, a Mr von Reuttern, shared his wife’s views, claimed Speer, and had joined the Nazi Party. Since many of the teachers at Anna’s school at Herrlingen were ‘Aryan’, he had hoped they could join forces ‘and endow the school with a spirit different from that of the present director. This hope of ours is now endangered by the director herself!’ The informant concluded his report by requesting that a Nazi spy be placed at the school, ‘a commissar … who would be prepared to come to an understanding with those members willing to cooperate.’7 


It is unlikely that Anna Essinger was aware she was denounced, but she certainly knew of the dangers of crossing the Nazi authorities. Within weeks of him becoming chancellor, Hitler’s government openly established a new kind of prison, where people could be held without trial: the concentration camp. On 22 March 1933, Dachau was set up in an old munitions works outside Munich. That same week, closer to home, the Heuberg army barracks thirteen miles south of Ulm were converted into one of the very first concentration camps. Up to two thousand of Hitler’s political opponents, the communists and social democrats, were imprisoned at Heuberg, including one local MP, Kurt Schumacher, and three priests. Schumacher had been vocal in his opposition to the Nazis, condemning them for ‘appealing to the inner swine in human beings’. Now he woke up in prison under so-called ‘protective custody’ to discover that the legal system, as well as democracy, in Germany had effectively disappeared. The prisoners were held indefinitely and, even when they were beaten up, there was no one to whom they could appeal.8 


The Nazi Party did not conceal the mass arrests of the opposition. The names of the prisoners at Heuberg were publicised in the local paper. This was intended as a warning to show people like Anna what could happen if they did not express sufficient support for the National Socialists. When prisoners were released they were forced to sign a declaration not to speak about their treatment in prison, but word got out. Anna soon learned of the inhumane beatings of the inmates at Heuberg.9 As early as March 1933 she almost certainly knew of the arrest of one famous German educator, Kurt Hahn, founder of the acclaimed Salem School in Baden-Württemberg. ‘Salem cannot remain neutral,’ Hahn had written to his former pupils. He asked them to choose. If they were members of the SA or the SS they must leave, or break with Salem. Hahn was thrown into jail.10 The following month, Corder Catchpool, who ran British Quaker relief efforts in Berlin, was the first Briton to be arrested by the Nazis, prompting questions in the House of Commons in London. His crime was to show public support for Jews who had been targeted by the Nazis. Interrogated in the Gestapo headquarters in Alexanderplatz in Berlin, Catchpool insisted he was ‘a friend of Germany’. His Gestapo interrogator told him he ‘had made insufficient effort to understand our Great National Revolution’ – a very similar charge to the claims made against Anna by her informant.11 


For Tante Anna, the model community that she had created was far more than just a school. At Herrlingen, Anna had turned conventional thinking on education on its head to create an ideal environment for children from all backgrounds to grow and thrive. Her school was more like a big family than an institution and yet it enabled her pupils to aspire to the very highest levels of attainment. The ideas and principles that guided her efforts were the culmination of her life’s work. 


Tante Anna would not allow fear to interfere with her plans, even as people were disappearing off the streets for expressing opposition to the Nazi regime. No one must suspect that a momentous adventure was in progress. One way or another, she resolved to do the impossible and secretly smuggle the school out of the country, right under the noses of the Nazi authorities. 


*


Anna had been born in Ulm in 1879, the first child of Fanny and Leopold Essinger. The Essinger family expanded rapidly and for eighteen years Fanny was invariably either pregnant or feeding a new baby and Anna was expected to help. It was the convention that after each birth the mother should rest completely for six weeks, which added to the responsibilities of her oldest daughter. Every year or so there was a new arrival. After Anna came Marie, followed by Klara, William, Ida, Frederick, Max, Paula and finally, in 1896, Bertha. Anna’s youthful-looking mother, who still wore her hair in plaits until she was well into her thirties, was prone to headaches and often turned for help to her capable oldest daughter, who devoted long hours to caring for her younger brothers and sisters. 


Anna’s father, Leopold, was better known in the family for his warm-hearted sociability and his work in the community than for his financial acumen. His insurance business, run from a local coffee house, produced a somewhat unpredictable income and money could be tight. As the family increased beyond the ability of this fickle income to provide a playroom, the children appropriated the attic and played among the washing lines meant for all the occupants of the building. Anna delighted in each growing toddler as they developed a character of their own: sensitive William liked to sit in a corner of the attic and read; Klara could be assertive; Frederick had a head for sums.12 


The Essingers had lived in southern Germany for generations. It is a measure of their standing as a Jewish family in the local community that in 1877 Anna’s grandfather, Dr David Essinger, was invited to make a presentation during the 500-year celebrations of the famous church at Ulm. David Essinger donated a statue of the prophet, Jeremiah, along with the local Jewish businessman, Hermann Einstein, the father of Albert Einstein, who was born in Ulm in the same year as Anna. As Chief Medical Officer in Oberdorf, Bavaria, Anna’s grandfather was highly regarded for treating the poor free of charge, although he was also allegedly involved in caring for mad King Ludwig II and had been awarded a doctorate for his efforts. 


When Anna’s grandparents visited Ulm they offered relief from her Cinderella role of domestic drudgery and opened a window on a wider world. Her grandfather, David, could bring Jewish biblical history alive, while her grandmother, Bertha, loved classical literature and even read Shakespeare in German to the children. Her repertoire of fairy tales, mystery and magic created an enchanted world that had the children enthralled. Ironically, it was the death of her beloved grandfather in 1899 that bought freedom from the domestic round for nineteen-year-old Anna. Her widowed American aunt, Regina Salzketter, came to help nurse David during his final illness and, recognising the onerous duties shouldered by her oldest niece, invited Anna to accompany her back to Nashville, Tennessee, after he passed away. 


If Regina was hoping for a genial young companion on the American social scene, serious-minded Anna had other ideas. Tall, red-haired, and almost invariably dressed in sober colours, even as a young woman Anna conveyed an air of self-possession and intelligence, perhaps emphasised by her very necessary double-lensed spectacles. But those eyes were friendly and set in a face brimming with goodwill, which dispelled any first impressions of severity. Years of running the nursery for her mother had perhaps emphasised certain intrinsic qualities. Anna had a natural authority; she was the kind of woman who was unflappable in a crisis. Her discretion could be relied upon and she trusted her own judgement as though she had insights that eluded others. Anna wanted to make use of her life; to devote herself to a wider purpose. Perhaps feeling uncomfortable in the gossipy social whirl favoured by her aunt, with its unspoken but nonetheless unmistakable husband-hunting agenda, Anna longed for something more. Her mother’s years of almost constant pregnancy had influenced her; she loved children but was in no hurry to have a family of her own. Thoroughly modern Anna wanted to understand, to question, to have a university education. Despite her severe short-sightedness, she set her heart on further study and suggested to her aunt that one of her younger sisters take over her role as companion, so that Anna was free to attend lectures at Wisconsin University.13 


Wisconsin was no Midwest backwater but was at the hub of a progressive reform movement that was sweeping America. Industrialisation had brought dramatic change; railroads straddled the continent from coast to coast, automobiles rolled off the production lines in gleaming new factories in Detroit and skyscrapers reached some twenty storeys high in booming Chicago. But the benefits of such developments were not shared by all. At the University of Wisconsin, progressive thinkers were challenging the status quo. The ‘Wisconsin idea’ advocated by the university president, Charles van Hise, required ‘the application of intelligence and reason to the problems of society’. He believed university research could be used to guide political thinking to improve the quality of life for all. 


Inspired, Anna embarked on a degree in German studies at the University of Wisconsin, funding herself by teaching. After several years she had gained not only an undergraduate degree but also an MA in education. For Anna, education was the key to progress. She believed that by inspiring the next generation with all that was good, humanity could advance. But her youthful idealism was thrown into sharp relief in the late summer of 1914 with the outbreak of the Great War. 


Suddenly there was such strong anti-German feeling that it was no longer possible for her to complete the doctorate that she had just embarked on. With German U-boats stalking the Atlantic it was too dangerous for her to return home, so she took work as a lecturer. Letters from her family brought little comfort. Two of her younger brothers, William and Max, excused from military service on account of their short-sightedness, had immediately volunteered as medical orderlies and been posted near Verdun. As stretcher-bearers on the front lines, both brothers witnessed the industrial-scale slaughter in the killing fields of Europe. In 1918 Max was himself mortally wounded while rescuing soldiers. Unable to save his brother, William was close to a nervous breakdown, traumatised by the horrors of the battlefield. Trapped in America, Anna, the big sister who had always been on hand, was unable to help. 


While in America, Anna became inspired by the ideas behind a little-known religious movement called the Quakers. She was drawn to their humanitarian and compassionate values and, when the war was over, she joined American Quakers in an ambitious post-war relief plan to help to feed schoolchildren in Germany. Herbert Hoover himself, the future American president and also a Quaker, supported the famous feeding programme or ‘Quäkerspeisung’.14 Full of hope that she could help to make a difference, Anna returned home, but found her country unrecognisable. 


Germany’s emperor, the autocratic Kaiser Wilhelm II, had abdicated. The country was governed by the parliamentary regime of the Weimar Republic, but Germany’s first experience of democracy was being forged in desperately harsh post-war living conditions. Following the Versailles Peace Treaty there were restrictions on German imports, including some foods, and diseases caused by hunger or malnutrition were rife. The Weimar Republic printed money to help pay war debts and meet the huge cost of reparations imposed on Germany under the terms of the treaty. The result was chronic hyperinflation, which saw the price of a loaf of bread rocket from two hundred and fifty marks in January 1923 to a staggering two hundred thousand million marks by November. The people seemed without hope, without a future. 


The scale of the deprivation forced many working families into dependence on the Quaker feeding programme, which grew exponentially. ‘Anna went to every town and called together the mayor, the teachers and the managers,’ recorded her younger sister, Paula, ‘and told them they would receive food and clothing without charge for their children if they could provide a kitchen and a cook.’ It was a tremendous feat of organisation, something at which Anna soon discovered she excelled.15 At its height, a thousand Quaker volunteers in Germany managed over two thousand kitchens, which fed a daily hot meal to a million schoolchildren, among them future Nazi leaders.16 


As a Quaker liaison officer, Anna had the opportunity to visit hundreds of schools in southern Germany. She saw at first hand the limitations of traditional German teaching methods. For generations, teachers had been the unquestioned authority figure of the classroom, ruling with a rod of iron and a discipline that was almost military in its strictness, an echo perhaps of the militarism with which a united Germany had been forged in the nineteenth century. Teaching methods usually relied on the pupils learning traditional subjects by rote, regardless of a child’s interest, with harsh punishment for failure.17 Learning, it seemed, was not an adventure but a list of facts that must be remembered. For Anna, the system was based on instilling fear and conformity in the children. Why could teaching not be more child-centred, she wondered, encouraging children’s instinctive curiosity and creativity? Gradually the idea of creating a new type of school began to preoccupy her, but could she do it? 


Anna attended conferences of the New Education Fellowship, an international forum for educators exploring new approaches to teaching. She visited Odenwald in Heppenheim, one of a number of new progressive schools in Germany. Soon she was corresponding with a radical British educator, Alexander Sutherland (A. S.) Neill, who challenged centuries-old thinking about children. Dismissing the established wisdom that a child is fundamentally uncivilised and in need of training to fit into society, Neill believed in the child ‘as a good, not an evil, being’. His aim was to cater for the child rather than force conformity to the school. Neill had tested out his ideas as co-director of a school in Dresden, but in 1923 he moved to England to create a school of his own – Summerhill. Neill saw freedom as key to a child’s happiness, and so at his school exams and lessons were optional; there was no coercion. ‘The absence of fear is the finest thing that can happen to a child,’ he wrote. Summerhill itself was set up as a small democratic community where pupils could vote alongside teachers on the rules.18


The idea of creating a model community where teachers and pupils were on an equal footing appealed to Anna. She approved, too, of the idea of no set attainment levels. Each child should go at their own pace. The strong emphasis on practical activities as well as academic work also seemed to her to find the right balance. ‘Children should know that physical and mental work are equally appreciated,’ she thought.19 But in other respects, she wondered if these British ideas went too far. Should lessons be completely optional? How would she establish discipline with no punishment? What was the difference between freedom and licence? Was there a balance to be struck in creating a truly child-centred approach that also helped each child to make the best choices? Instinctively she felt there would be a way to make this work. 


Anna mulled over her ideas with her two younger sisters, who were both pursuing careers in childcare. Paula was now an experienced children’s nurse, having trained for three years at the Kaiserin Victoria Hospital in Berlin. Klara had studied child development and attended lectures by radical new thinkers in Vienna such as Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler. Freud’s groundbreaking ideas on the unconscious mind and repression were bringing fresh insights to child development and the possible harm caused by punitive educational regimes. When Klara returned to Germany she had founded a children’s home in Herrlingen, determined to help children from deprived backgrounds. As her twenty children began to reach school age, Klara wanted an education for them. She was not satisfied with the oppressively strict ethos of the local village school and challenged her oldest sister: ‘You should put those ideas of yours into action.’ 


Anna hesitated, uncertain about taking on such a huge venture. She would be asking parents to entrust her with their children. Could she be certain she would be able to deal with their emotional needs as well as their education? Without using conventional rules and punishments, she would still need to meet the educational standards required to pass the Abitur, the exam required for university entrance in Germany. Everyone said she had a flair for organisation, but as head teacher she would carry ultimate responsibility: recruiting staff, raising funds, dealing with parents, finding pupils and setting the tone for the whole venture. Above all, she wanted to create a better future for the children; but what if she failed?


Klara forged ahead, finding ‘a beautiful meadow’ for the new school close to her children’s home. She persuaded their brother, Frederick, to buy the land. Impatient with Anna’s indecision, Klara even interviewed potential head teachers, favouring a master called Ludwig Wunder. The conflict between the sisters came to a head when the family gathered for their traditional birthday celebration for their mother, Fanny, and the conversation inevitably turned to the idea of a new school at Herrlingen. Anna raised concerns about Klara’s potential headmaster. She had made a point of getting to know Wunder and was convinced he was the wrong choice – a judgement that proved astute when in the 1930s Wunder joined the Nazi Party and founded a school based on Nazi ideology and what he called ‘Hitler’s magnificent achievements’.20 Klara, in turn, demanded to know why her sister was hesitating. 


Anna went to see the land Frederick had bought and could see the potential. It was a lovely spot bordered by woodland and a stream. She imagined the schoolhouse fitting in next to clumps of young pine trees whose aromatic perfume released by the sunshine drifted towards her. There would be beautiful grounds and she could take the pupils swimming in the nearby brook and on hiking trips into the mountains beyond. The schoolhouse itself she imagined being modelled on timber designs she had seen in America. There would be a large hall downstairs for meetings, concerts and plays, where she would open her children’s eyes to the wonders of the arts and music; there must be music. Suddenly she felt decided. This struggle between confidence and caution had gone on too long. There should be a school here. It would be a great joy and a huge responsibility. It would be a life’s work, her life’s work. 


‘We were thrilled,’ records Paula. The whole family gave Anna their backing. Frederick would finance the construction work. Anna’s second brother, William, who ran a factory for decorative furnishings in Mannheim with their sister Marie, offered to fit the interiors. Paula wanted to join the staff as a nurse and ‘housemother’. There was much discussion among the siblings about the school’s design. Both Klara and Anna were equally forceful, but Anna was insistent on her vision. Eventually Anna, unable to compromise, said to Klara, ‘You can give me the money. You can give me the building site, but I shall build the school my way and run the school my way.’21 


One of the first people outside the family to hear of Anna’s plans was a mathematician, Kathy Hamburg: ‘indeed I was present at the whole birth of the idea,’ she recalls. Kathy, who had worked at the progressive Odenwald school, hurried to Herrlingen to find out more. Anna happened to be unwell and obliged to rest. ‘This gave us a chance to chat endlessly about the only subject in Anna’s mind at the moment, which was the founding of a whole new type of school,’ Kathy remembered. Kathy had given up her career teaching mathematics to devote her life to orphaned or illegitimate children and as Anna talked excitedly of her dream school, Kathy thought it would be the perfect place to send her seven adopted children. The two women mulled over every last detail, ‘her ideas for the design of the bedrooms, the school rooms, the kitchen and the gardens,’ wrote Kathy. They pored over catalogues of modern kitchen equipment together. Anna was convinced she was looking for a new kind of teacher, young recruits unaccustomed to traditional German ways. Above all, they wondered what kind of children would bring the venture to life and how they would inspire them. When Kathy left there was ‘only one thought in my mind,’ she said later, ‘to have a share in Anna’s experiment.’ She moved to Herrlingen and enrolled her seven children in the school.22 


On 1 May 1926 Anna opened the doors to her new school, Landschulheim Herrlingen. Records survive of the impressions of her first pupils. ‘The atmosphere was relaxed right from the start,’ recalled one pupil, Wolfgang Leonhard. ‘The teachers were like friends only a little older.’ Several of the new entrants were Kathy’s adopted children and they nicknamed Anna ‘Tante Anna’ on account of the closeness of her friendship with their foster mother, Kathy. This soon became Anna’s nickname throughout the school. ‘She really was like an aunt to us,’ recalled another pupil, Ruth Sohar, ‘authoritarian but very motherly.’ If ever there was a problem the children would go to Tante Anna’s room. It was unprepossessing; flowers in pots crammed on the window ledges, the furniture homely and comfortable rather than smart. At the heart of it, Tante Anna herself, a voice of reason, who could guide the children without ever seeming to exercise power or raise her voice. ‘She explained to you if you had done right or wrong and what was good,’ continued Ruth, ‘and it was her kindness that made you feel if you had done something bad.’ 


Somehow the atmosphere Anna created pervaded the school. Tante Anna was ‘not in the least bit religious,’ observed one of her first pupils, Susanne Trachsler. ‘Not even Jewish.’ Anna came from an assimilated Jewish family and did not place great emphasis on religious beliefs and practices, although she did adopt one custom she had observed in Quaker circles: before dinner, each child held hands with the pupils standing either side of them for a moment of silent reflection, the entire school briefly linked as one. 


It was instilled in the children that they must help each other. Tante Anna managed to establish ‘a kind of honour code,’ continued Susanne. ‘I don’t know how she did it. The worst thing you could do was lie and cheat.’ Children sometimes arrived from other schools who did behave badly. But Anna and the staff had no need to discipline them. ‘The other pupils themselves treated them with such contempt that they stopped immediately,’ Susanne recalled. ‘We sort of educated each other.’ 


Anna’s sister, often known as ‘Tante Paula’, the school nurse, enchanted any sick child with the so-called ‘Märchenbett’ – fairy tale bed – ‘the like of which I had never seen,’ said one. It appeared to be a sofa but any unwary child who should happen to turn the lever on its side would find that it would spring to life. The upholstery turned itself over into ‘a readymade bed, complete with brass bed-ends and lined with blue silk’. The extraordinary bed proved to be an ace card in dealing with any child who was downhearted or ailing. On the magic bed they found they could cross sparkling seas and starlit skies, no doubt learning some valuable lessons in the process. 


Anna herself taught English in a small room on the first floor. She would bring in objects of interest to help along her popular lessons, although Wolfgang was most impressed when she rattled a tin of sweets before class. ‘We really had fun,’ he said. ‘For me Herrlingen meant freedom. You learned what you really wanted to learn.’ Reflecting years later on what Anna taught her, Susanne Trachsler said, ‘intellectual curiosity, authority without violence, respect and solidarity, the courage to think for yourself, sport, foreign languages, to climb trees’ and perhaps most important, ‘joie de vivre’. For Ruth Sohar, ‘we didn’t just learn Anna’s progressive education. We learned to get along with each other. Every religion, every race, all kinds of people. We were like a big family.’23 


*


As she was planning to smuggle her school out of the country in the spring of 1933, the post brought Anna frequent reminders of Hitler’s increasingly sinister hold over their lives. She began to receive applications for work from experienced Jewish teachers who had been suddenly dismissed from their jobs. One in particular caught her eye, from a talented young teacher who had taught English and French for several years at a German state school in Berlin: Hanna Bergas. 


Hanna later wrote in her memoirs of her astonishment at the ‘force and speed’ with which new Nazi laws were implemented. One day in early April the headmaster of her school had greeted her in his usual friendly way but then ordered her to report to his office immediately. As Hanna closed the door behind her, his tone of voice instantly told her something was wrong. He seemed both very serious and embarrassed as he forbade her to go to her classroom. As a Jew, she was no longer permitted to teach in a German school. Too stunned to take in his words, she made her way to the staffroom to gather her belongings. It was empty. No one had waited to say a friendly goodbye. She walked out alone through the school gates, suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling of bereavement. ‘It was the funeral of my time teaching at a German state school,’ she wrote.24


Hanna was one of thousands caught up in the changes made to the law within weeks of Hitler coming to power. Decades of progress in which Jews were integrated into German society were being dismantled. In April 1933, the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service effectively forced the Nazis’ political opponents and Jews out of the civil service, including schools and universities. ‘Non-Aryans’, defined for the first time as those of ‘non-Aryan’ descent especially those with a Jewish parent or grandparent, were obliged to retire. The Law against the Overcrowding of German Schools and Universities strictly limited the proportion of new Jewish pupils in German schools to 1.5 per cent of the total enrolment. Many Jewish children in private schools were also forbidden to sit the Abitur, the exam for university entrance.25 After seven years, Tante Anna’s top class were ready to sit this crucial exam, but her Jewish pupils were denied that chance. Their opportunities were shrinking. 


Tante Anna was the first person to respond to Hanna’s job application. When they met in her office at Herrlingen in early May, the two women had an instant rapport. Anna perhaps saw in Hanna a younger version of herself. She appeared serious and dedicated, the kind of woman who could be trusted. Hanna was thin, her thick dark hair pulled back in a neat bun. She seemed under strain but had a magnetic quality. It was easy to believe in her absolutely. Anna felt confident enough in the younger woman to disclose her plans. 


Anna revealed that she did not want to educate children in Nazi Germany. ‘Of course, I do not either,’ Hanna replied. Anna asked if she would be prepared to move abroad with the school. It was apparent to Hanna that Anna did not yet know where or how the school would move, or even to which country, but ‘she asked me whether I was ready to join her venture.’ Hanna did not hesitate. ‘I told her that I shared her ideas.’ Soon it was settled. Hanna would teach on probation at Landschulheim Herrlingen over the summer while Anna prepared the big move.26 


America seemed the obvious choice of location for the school, as Anna had contacts there and understood the educational system. However, in the 1930s it took two weeks to cross the Atlantic and parents had no desire to send their children so far away. So Anna travelled across Europe, searching in Switzerland, then Sweden and Denmark. By June she was seeking help in Britain, determined to find a way of raising the funds, overcoming immigration problems and getting her school out of Germany. She began a series of lectures in London to alert people to the crisis in Nazi Germany. ‘The English at that time had not the slightest idea of the situation in Germany,’ wrote Paula later, but Anna found a knowledgeable audience in Quaker and Jewish circles. As soon as Hitler came to power, British Jewish leaders had created the Jewish Refugees Committee to assist persecuted Jews in Germany, led by a London stockbroker, Otto Schiff. British Quakers, too, had responded immediately by forming a German Emergency Committee, which was run by the indomitable Bertha Bracey. Anna and Bertha had much in common. Both had worked for the Quäkerspeisung feeding programme in the 1920s, and through the network of Quaker relief workers abroad, such as Corder Catchpool in Berlin, Anna found Bertha was very familiar with the grave dangers she described. With Bertha’s help, Anna was soon introduced to an anonymous Quaker backer who was prepared to help with financing her venture.27


It is arguably a measure of Anna’s confidence and ability that on her trips to England in the summer of 1933 she attracted a distinguished panel of backers: Sir Herbert Samuel, the leader of the Liberal Party and a former home secretary; eminent lawyer and academic, and former attorney general of Mandatory Palestine, Norman Bentwich, and his wife, Helen, who had family connections to the banking dynasty of Samuel Montagu; Mrs Corbett-Fisher, an advocate of women’s rights, and the Marchioness of Reading, wife of former foreign secretary Lord Reading. All agreed to create a special ‘School Council’ under the chairmanship of Bentwich, to help Anna by raising funds and finding a suitable site for her school. At last her plans were taking shape.28 


When Anna returned to Germany she found ominous developments on her very doorstep in Ulm. On 15 July 1933 there was a huge bonfire of the works of eminent Jewish scholars and writers in Ulm Minster square. Once a haven for tourists marvelling at the tallest stone steeple in the world, now the church square was filled with an unruly mob, roaring their approval as the works of Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx and others went up in flames. Einstein had publicly rejected Nazism and surrendered his German passport. ‘As long as I have the opportunity, I will only reside in a country ruled by political freedom, tolerance and equality of all citizens before the law,’ he wrote on 28 March 1933, while travelling in Europe. Almost immediately, the street named after Einstein in Ulm was renamed ‘Fichtestrasse’ by the Nazi authorities and his cottage was raided.29 The bonfire of Jewish works was just round the corner from Wienhof Square, where Anna’s mother was still living. The image of the burning books so close to her childhood home, the fury of the crowd whipped up by Nazi rhetoric, mingled with Anna’s renewed fears for her family. 


Germany was becoming uncertain, unpredictable, but Anna pressed ahead, arranging small gatherings over the summer in Stuttgart, Berlin and Mannheim for her pupils’ parents. She could not rule out that someone might report her – a careless word could do it – but cautiously she revealed her plans and, to her relief, found a warm reception. ‘Most of the parents were thrilled at the idea,’ recorded Paula; they feared what the future might hold for their children. Almost all of the Jewish parents entrusted their children to Anna, as well as several of the non-Jewish ones. ‘More parents signed up than children we could take with us,’ Paula wrote. Over the summer, teachers were on hand to advise parents and prepare the children. Anna had recommended that any child who wished to come should pack for a minimum of two years. Hanna tried to inspire the children with stories about England and teach them the language. Anna herself flew back to London a couple of times to liaise with members of her new School Council and report back on progress to her staff in Herrlingen. 


While finalising the escape plans, Anna also had to make arrangements for her existing school in Herrlingen and this soon saw her involved in navigating a bureaucratic minefield with the authorities in Württemberg. Fortunately for Anna, the letter of denunciation sent earlier in the year had not led to any reprisal – the educational authorities in Württemberg had not yet been replaced by Nazi Party members. Anna had worked hard over the years at building up a good relationship with local officials, and they appear to have taken no action over Helman Speer’s letter of denunciation.30 Even so, for the first time, Anna found herself in a position where she had to be less than frank with the educational authorities. 


Anna hoped that Herrlingen School could become a private Jewish school to help persecuted children, but was anxious to avoid provoking suspicion. It was no longer permitted to open a new secondary school, but an existing school could continue in a different direction. As a result, Anna had to find a new head teacher quickly to avoid having to close her original school. In order to create the impression that she was only leaving for a short sabbatical, she placed an advertisement in the local papers for a temporary headmaster. She also had to change the curriculum, since Jewish education had to be more vocational. Anna hurriedly applied for a licence in compliance with all these rules, which may have helped her fool the authorities about the scale of her planned escape. 


Finding a head teacher prepared to take on the challenge in Nazi Germany was no easy task. In Württemberg, the educational authorities had already closed many Jewish primary schools and it was unclear what kind of future Landschulheim Herrlingen would have as a Jewish school. Whoever took over would also have to find new pupils and staff. Most of them were leaving with Anna, although her sister, Klara, and friend, Kathy Hamburg, had decided to stay behind with their children. Several suitable candidates turned Anna down. Finally, she heard of a dedicated Jewish teacher called Hugo Rosenthal, who had chosen to remain in Germany at this time ‘to help on the spot’ with the crisis in Jewish education. Tante Anna invited him to meet her. 


Hugo Rosenthal was a man of deep inner commitment. Although Anna was convinced she could no longer raise children ‘in honesty and freedom’ in Germany, Rosenthal had come to a different view. The oppression of Jewish children in German schools was wrong and the Jewish community must stand its ground. Generations of German Jews had tried to integrate into German culture and synthesise ‘Judaism with European humanism’, and where had this got them, Rosenthal asked. It was time to go back to their roots and convey ‘to our youth the incomparable heritage of the Jewish spirit and knowledge’. Rosenthal wanted to give oppressed Jewish children something to hold on to under the onslaught of condemnation, and help them ‘face the future with determination’. Anna asked him whether he would take over the running of the school. It was very short notice for such a large undertaking and he did not know whether he could raise the funds. Nonetheless, Rosenthal agreed.31 


In early September as Anna and her trusted staff were finalising their secret escape plans, they found Hitler once again on their doorstep. They had not expected this. Another Nazi rally was planned in Ulm. This was bad news for Anna and the team. They had so little time left and it would only take one person to inform on them. To Anna it was as though the city of Ulm was suddenly engulfed in collective madness. Giant swastikas were hung across the city, heralding Hitler’s arrival. A poem on 5 September 1933 in the local paper, the Ulmer Tagblatt, captured the mood, breathlessly welcoming the Führer as though God himself was descending on the town. 


Welcome German Chancellor


The Danube city greets you


In which the Great Führer


Was sent by God …


Welcome Adolf Hitler,


You modest Great Hero


Justice and German character 


Conquer the World.


‘With lightning speed the news flew through the streets and alleys,’ enthused the Ulmer Tagblatt. The masses rushed to greet him, ‘to see the man whose mission it was, to create a new Germany’. Anna saw that all the Ulm papers appeared to be outdoing each other in a bid to win Nazi approval, no doubt fearing reprisals from the regional Nazi officials in charge of local press. It was alarming to realise how quickly freedom of the press had disappeared. The Ulm papers transformed Hitler into an almost mythical figure. For the reporter on the Ulmer Sturm, his plane did not even land: ‘for the bringer of salvation it floats down’. The loyalty with which the local people waited ‘is evidence that this man is loved here … Indescribable joy could be seen on people’s faces.’ An even larger crowd than before, six thousand strong, surged into the church square to hear Hitler speak. ‘A thunderous storm of sound emerges from the alleys,’ reported the Ulmer Sturm, ‘a thousand-fold it rings out across the streets, Heil Führer, Heil!’32


As Hitler left Ulm on the road to Blaubeuren to view the military manoeuvres of the 5th Division, his convoy passed directly through Herrlingen village, not far from Anna’s school. A crescendo of sound marked Hitler’s progress as the convoy of high-powered cars drove at speed. Then he was gone. The small groups of teachers, busy with details, breathed more easily – though not for long, as that evening the Führer returned to the Hotel Russischer Hof. The impatient crowd demanded to see him again. Eventually Hitler stood in the window for several minutes. Thunderous calls of ‘Heil’ and rowdy singing of the German national anthem, ‘Deutschlandlied’, and the Nazi Party anthem, ‘Horst Wessel Lied’, continued until late in the night, like a solid wall of sound. 


The burning of the Jewish books, the oppressive restrictions for Jewish teachers and children, the arrests of innocent citizens, the sight of the dreaded Brownshirts swarming through Ulm spoiling for trouble; for Anna the school’s escape could not come soon enough. She would lead the way with an advance party of six teachers and six senior boys and girls to make preparations in England for the arrival of the others. Sixty-five children would follow two weeks later. She had decided that they would travel out of Germany in three separate groups, each masquerading as day trippers on a picnic with a member of staff. The religious affairs teacher, Martin Schwarz, was to pick up a child at each station along the Rhine from Basel. At the same time, Anna’s sister, Paula, would set out from Munich to Herrlingen and on to Stuttgart and Mannheim, collecting pupils on the way. Meanwhile the new teacher, Hanna Bergas, would be leading a third group through north Germany from Breslau via Berlin.33 


In the final days, Anna had pored over train timetables and routes, double-checked everyone had the right paperwork, liaised with parents and briefed the children on how to behave on the journey. There were also painful farewells. Her large, close-knit family was being split up. She had to leave her mother in Ulm in the care of her younger sister, Ida. With the exception of Paula, who was coming to England, and her youngest sister, Bertha, who was in France with her husband, all her brothers and sisters were remaining behind. William and Marie felt tied by their furnishings business to stay in Mannheim. Frederick, too, had business interests. Klara had chosen to keep her children in the school at Herrlingen. 


Two weeks after Hitler’s rally, Anna’s advance party set out. She had deceived the authorities and by her actions she was revealing her lack of support for Nazi methods and ideology. Innocent MPs, politicians, Jews and priests were languishing in concentration camps without charge or redress. How would her own cover story of a short sabbatical stand up before the Gestapo if it became clear an entire school was following her? Would they have grounds to charge her with treason against the German state? Anna’s eyes scanned each station for any sign of anything unusual, but she had been making preparations for months and the journey passed without incident. They reached England safely and by 5 October, Anna was ready to implement the second stage of her plan.


Years later, Hanna Bergas could remember her impressions of that day. On the platform of the Zoologischer Garten station in Berlin, ten boys and girls were waiting. Ten was a notable number. Would it attract attention? Only a few parents had come to say goodbye. Feelings were taut. It was difficult to appear normal, to pretend that this was just an ordinary day trip. No one dared show any emotion. ‘It was a quiet subdued leave-taking,’ Hanna wrote. ‘Much thought and talk had been spent on this moment in previous weeks and now everybody was controlled.’ Her own elderly mother was also on the platform and Hanna felt the wrench keenly, wondering when they would meet again.34 A very uncertain future lay before them. If just one person had talked, it was hard to know what might happen. Would the thuggish Brownshirts storm the train, frighten the children and cause trouble? Had anyone given the Gestapo advance warning? Would a child accidentally give the game away? However much the young ones wanted to help, they could still forget. 


The tension was palpable as the train made its way west to the border. This was the supreme test. At the border station they could hear the sounds of the shouted instructions, and caught sight of armed guards on the platform. Their papers were inspected. Finally the whistle blew and the train moved forwards, gathered speed and then travelled on into Luxembourg. The children began to relax. 


When they reached the docks at Ostend, the children in Hanna’s group suddenly caught sight of Paula, already waiting with another contingent of their classmates. Soon the third group arrived. Spirits rose at once. The children, so subdued at the start of the day, began to feel it was ‘a tremendous adventure,’ observed Paula. Everyone had managed to slip out of Nazi Germany successfully. By the time they boarded the ferry for the Channel crossing they were ‘thoroughly lively, interested and very noisy,’ Hanna recorded. When they sailed into Dover she found the children ‘were more fascinated by three fat red buses waiting for us than the famous White Cliffs.’ There beside them on the docks was Tante Anna, thrilled to see them, standing with two members of her School Council as she waited to escort her pupils on the final leg of the journey. 


They wound their way through the Kent countryside, the children fascinated by the cone-shaped oast houses and the large numbers of chimneys on the low red-brick houses. The early autumn sunshine changed the spirit of the adventure. This was the garden of England and it looked beautiful. It looked at peace. At last they turned off the main road into quiet country lanes and the buses finally came to a standstill in front of what appeared to be a mansion, partially obscured behind a high, thick green hedge. They entered through an imposing gateway, Hanna thought: ‘two red brick pillars enthroned with two large balls of white stone’. Improbably, there before them was a gracious manor house. Hanna took in the tall, square sash windows, wisteria tumbling around them, a rose garden and parklands where the children could play. It was quintessentially English and picture-perfect.35 


At the heart of it all was Anna, who seemed to be everywhere, making sure everyone settled in. She had put everything into preparing for this moment. ‘Those days of cleaning and getting ready for the reception of the children will never be forgotten by all who helped,’ she wrote.36 But now their exodus was assured. She led her children across the threshold into the grand and spacious entrance hall. To one side was a large assembly room, which Anna and her team had filled with long tables gaily covered in yellow tablecloths and set ready for dinner. Beyond this were various doors that branched out from the hall in all directions and further down, an impressive ‘festive looking broad staircase with a carved wooden bannister’ leading invitingly upstairs, where a hundred beds were ready and the children found rooms with their friends. It was clear from the children’s whoops and screams of delight that this was the real thing. They were in England. They were safe; and what a place to be safe in: a sort of school palace. 


In a matter of moments ‘the house swarmed with children all through its three storeys,’ exploring their new home.37 At last Tante Anna could create her model school in freedom, a community where her staff and children would thrive. It wasn’t long before she and the children decided their school must have a new name, one that would welcome their new future in England. It would be called after its historic buildings: ‘Bunce Court School’. 
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