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Serge Liberman

Although the story of the HMT Dunera and its sequelae in the detention camp in Hay and Tatura, was numerically not a major event against the enormity of  World War II, it did blot England’s record in relation to the rescue and treatment of German and Australian Jewish refugees at a time when its aid was needed most, its actions indicting it for insensitivity and wrong-headedness which, for a goodly time, implicated Australia as well.


Yet it still attracts interest, retelling and ongoing contemplation.


This most recent account, Not welcome: a Dunera boy’s escape from Nazi oppression to eventual freedom in Australia, is a combined biographical/autobiographical work telling of the experiences of one of the “Dunera Boys”, as they have come popularly to be called today, as told by his daughter-in-law, Sue Everett, in combination with his own writings of the period, beginning, however, with, so one could say, his own early life in interaction with history.

Ludwig (Lutz) Ernst Eichbaum was born in the picturesque Gothic city of Nuremberg in Germany’s Bavaria region in April 1923 to a well-to-do moderately Jewishly observant family of self-employed toy importers/exporters headed by his father, Fritz,  in a city famed for its toy production, a man who had received the Military Cross 2nd Class with Swords, the Prussian Iron Cross 2nd Class and Official Honours 3rd Class for special service to his country in WWI, which did nothing to exempt the Eichbaums from being caught up in time by the insidious stepwise escalation of ever more discriminatory and restrictive Nazi edicts set in train from the year of Hitler’s accession to Germany’s chancellorship from 1933 on.

Barely had the Nazi regime – more correctly, the National Socialist German Workers party – gained power than it activated a program of racial alienation and scapegoating of German Jewry for all the ills, variously social, economic and political consequent upon the nation’s defeat in WWI, through its propaganda stirring Jewish commercial, economic, social and cultural segregation and boycotts, anti-Jewish animosity and the creation of an atmosphere of fear and intimidation. The ensuing Nuremberg Laws of September 1935 then stripped Jews of their civil rights, disenfranchised them and excluded them from a wide range of public facilities such as sporting, dining, entertainment and other institutions, relatively few of these changes appearing to have impinged upon Lutz Eichbaum’s seemingly trouble-free life of holidays with his mother, his education and Bar Mitzvah, or his own and his parents’ social activities with family and friends, save that he had been compelled to move from a government to a Jewish school.


Although many Jews had already begun to leave, it was in 1938 that the laws began more demonstrably to bite. New intermarrying laws led mixed couples to divorce, Jewish and non-Jewish friends became alienated, the Eichbaums’ previously loyal German maid was obliged to leave, businesses were forced to close down, their owners were exhorted to sell out at a fraction of their worth, unemployment and poverty increased, civil servants, lawyers, doctors and teachers were replaced by “Aryans”, public humiliation was the order of the day, suicides increased – including two members of the Eichbaum family – until, finally, what became the major focus among Jews was whether to stay in Germany or to leave. The impetus to do the latter followed swiftly and with widespread panic on the heels of Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass, on the 9th November 1938, when, in retaliation for the assassination of a German diplomat (Ermst vom Rath) in Paris by a young Polish Jew (Herschel Grynspan), an extensively co-ordinated nation-wide pogrom was conducted by Brownshirt storm-troopers in which 267 synagogues were burned down, tens of thousands of shops and homes were smashed and looted - the Eichbaum home included – nearly 100 Jews were killed and more wounded and nearly 30,000 Jewish men were arrested and sent to concentration camps.


This event proved the defining moment, when emigration was the surest course to take, but, at the Evian Conference of thirty-one nations in July 1938, few, apart from the Dominican Republic, agreed to take more than a token number, England, with one exception, having altogether having shut its doors, that exception, to its credit, having been its Kindertransport program. Three different organisations - Jewish, Quaker and Christian interdenominational – all dedicated to the rescue of refugees, merged to form the Refugee Children’s Movement which, with the approval of Sir Samuel Hoare, the British Home Secretary, saw the landing of 196 children to Harvich in England within three weeks of Kristallnacht. By September 1, 1939, when WWII broke out and the scheme was ceased, around 10,000 children, most of them Jewish, from Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia and Poland had been saved.


Lutz Eichbaum, sixteen-years-old at the time, was sent on one of these Kindertransports. He departed on 31 July 1939, and, on reaching London by train, was collected by his single, dentist-uncle, Hans, and taken to Westcliff-on-Sea, a quiet seaside resort, where Lutz was to board - unhappily, unaccepted and lonely with a distant Hans and his highly unsympathetic and querulous great-aunt, Bertha.

Having rejected further German and Austrian immigration, to add obtuseness to injury, upon Britain’s declaration of war upon Germany on September 3, tribunals were set up to classify refugees into three categories of aliens, whether refugees from Nazi oppression or non-refugees according to their possible threat to English society, those deemed threatening being interned, the others being subjected to varying degrees of restriction. In May 1940, following Germany‘s invasion of Holland, Belgium and  Luxembourg and believing that invasion of England was also imminent, newly-invested Prime Minister Winston Churchill, replacing Neville Chamberlain, responding to media and right-wing xenophobe-induced ‘fifth-column’ frenzy – Nazi agents planted among anti-Nazi refugees - issued a dictate “Collar the lot”, which led to the indiscriminate round-up of approximately 27,000 men of German and Austrian origin aged between sixteen and seventy without questioning or any process of law, with Lutz Eichbaum among them.

Within a month, the High Commissioner of the UK in Australia submitted a request to the Australian Government to accept 6,000 internees and prisoners of war for internment. Prime Minister, Robert G. Menzies, as His Majesty’s loyal servant, accepted, and, by September of that year, just over 2,542 men (most of them Jews and 450 Germans and Italian prisoners of war) on board the HMT Dunera, a sombre grey and black former troop ship overseen by a hostile, ruthless and punitive crew, arrived in Australia, ignoring a memorandum issued by Sir Herbert Emerson, Director of the Evian Committee and League of Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, issued on the 23rd July 1940, that…
The truth is that the great majority of ‘B’ and ‘C’ class are decent, well-living persons who have gone through one suffering after another, and who have grounds for hating the Nazi system.
He also added that it would be most desirable to keep the refugees as fully employed as possible and, finally, that after the war, Australia might be willing to retain some of these deportees who would make excellent citizens, and who would add to the economic welfare of the country. The High Commissioner’s words appear to have cut no ice. 


By then, the men were already three weeks into the journey, living a life that was the very antithesis of Sir Herbert Emerson’s recommendation. Already having reason to fear the imminent deportation – having heard of an earlier transport ship, the Arandora Star, which had been torpedoed with the loss of 700 lives - they were from the outset confronted by a hostile, ruthless, officious and punitive crew with bayonets at the ends of rifles, who body-searched all new arrivals, dispossessed them of their wallets, watches, pens, jewellery, address books, documents, toiletries, musical instruments, and other belongings, threw suitcases and manuscripts overboard, and kicked, beat and bruised them with scant provocation, in diverse ways compounding the ship’s overcrowding, poor nutrition, diarrhoea, overflowing toilets, lice, apathy, boredom, pessimism, claustrophobia, uncertainty of destination and melancholy which led one desperate internee to leap aboard in suicide. Despite this, a number of internees did try to make a life of sorts on the journey, there being amongst them authorities in philosophy, literature, English, music, agriculture, geography and economics over the fifty-eight voyage culminating  in the ship’s landing at Sydney Harbour on the 6th September 1940.


Handed over to Australian soldiers as their guards who accompanied the new arrivals to the detention camps at Hay and Tatura, Lutz Eichbaum and the other internees were struck by an immediate difference between their English and Australian masters. Although they were still viewed as enemy aliens and transferred to camps that were enclosed within barbed wire and served by four watchtowers, searchlights and machine guns, their maltreatment ceased, while the Australian soldiers were more friendly, humane, interested and non-judgmental. That was heartening, indeed, certainly in Hay where Eichbaum spent his time and where the internees were assorted to diverse but no particularly strenuous tasks and took to engaging in spare time in sporting, social, cultural and artistic activities. But not so appealing were its primitive conditions reflected in the dearth of clothing and blankets against cold weather, the open overflowing urinal cans, lack of hoses and other cleaning materials, and toiletries, kitchenware and medical supplies, and optical dental and services amongst others, a major cause for despondency when coupled with their conviction – with sound reason - that they were to be interned for the full duration of the war


For, though the public and the press appeared to show increasing sympathy in their favour, higher-level Australian governmental officialdom affected considerably less. And, in what emerge as an ironic twist, where England came increasingly to distinguish between true German and Austrian prisoners of war and Nazi-persecuted refugees and became less rigid in their treatment of the latter - in time employing them actively in its war against Germany - Australia rejected an English request for comparable separation and leniency towards the refugees, holding to its indiscriminate, restrictive regulations without explanation, rationale or regard for civil liberties, with neither the Department of the Army or the Prime Minister’s Department indicating any interest or taking any responsibility for them, all processes that might have help having been tightly bound up in bureaucratic red tape. 

In due course, and in the shorter term, two ways emerged for the release of the internees from the camps, these combined with the attainment of personal freedom and the reclassification of status from enemy alien to refugee alien: first, by applying for repatriation to England and voluntary enrolment in the Pioneer Corps of the British Army in its war against Germany, a conditional liberation which angered many, but which was nonetheless accepted by a goodly number, if only to be released from the indignity and restrictions of living behind barbed wire; and, second, a comparable voluntary enrolment in Australia in an employment company of the Australian Military Forces created soon after the Japanese assault on Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941, Lutz Eichbaum joining the Eighth Employment Company under the charge of a much-admired war-decorated half-caste Maori Commanding Officer in Captain Edward Broughton. Moved between different locations – the docks, Tocumwal on the Victorian-New South Wales, the military barracks at Royal Park and the army camp at Puckapunyal – the major functions of the Company were the loading and unloading of munitions, tinned foods, wool bales and other freight between ships and freight trains. By 1943, however, the Australian Government, having become aware that the internees were no threat to security, appeared altogether to have abandoned its custodianship of the refugees and all residual detainees were released into civilian life and employment. Eichbaum remained with the army until 1946, in which year, at 23, seven years after his original departure for England as a mere teenager with the Kindertransport, he obtained his Australian Certificate of Naturalisation.


Now free, Lutz Eichbaum, in common with all other internees, had to re-identify himself within the framework of a civilian life. In  his case, he distanced himself increasingly from his Jewish origins, anglicised his name to Leslie Ernest Everett, married a non-Jewish woman in a Unitarian Church, made great efforts to assimilate into his new environment, seemingly untouched by expressions of anti-Semitism or xenophobia directed at him, and settled into the workforce as a manufacturer’s representative.

Insofar as the remainder of the book deals with Eichbaum in person, it relates the fate of his parents whom he left behind, both of whom were liquidated in Europe, while another branch of the family escaped to the United States.

What add value to the book’s documented experiential narrative of a Dunera boy, representative of 2,500 others, are the afterword and several appendices that relate to the broader picture against which the Dunera story is set.

Relevant here is the author’s analysis and discussion of the emotional sequelae of separation from family, incarceration, dislocation and maltreatment of the refugees, 400 of them between 16 and 19-years-old, subjected for so long to inactivity and frustration, and deprivation of humanity, justice, self-worth, self-determination and normal relationships. Quite apart from the disintegration of personality and mental illness that these caused – ongoing social insecurity, social withdrawal, emotional blunting, grief and guilt over family left behind and lost – there were the difficulties, upon the regaining of freedom, of re-engaging with the world, even in such simple tasks as using public transport, paying bills, making friends and finding work becoming challenges.

Of some consolation to the internees, even if money alone can seldom redeem much of what has been lost, was the 35,000 pounds paid in compensation for losses incurred during the sea voyage; while justice of a sort may have been realised through the court martial of three British officers for theft and violence on board on the Dunera, following a secret 7,000-word Court of Inquiry report submitted to the British Government.

What would have been galling to all concerned was the fact that, in the words of Winston Churchill himself, who had originally pronounced “Collar the lot”, the episode was “a deplorable and regrettable mistake.” It was a mistake, perhaps precipitated by public panic, paranoia, mounting xenophobia and pressure from England’s own fascist wing, by a newly-invested prime minister who took over the reins of government at a time when Germany was rapidly forging through a succession of countries, this confronting him with greater more pressing strategic decisions to be made, and leaving no room for finessing distinctions between pro-Nazi non-Jewish nationals and Nazi-oppressed German and Austrian Jews.

Although not elaborated in the book – where these matters might have had their place - what was execrable in British wartime domestic and foreign policy, were two other issues; one of them, as already mentioned, being Britain’s halt in admitting German and Austrian refugees altogether as declared at Evian (where, to give the country its due, it had in the 1930s, allowed some 40,000 Jews from these countries and another 50,000 from Italy, Poland and elsewhere in Eastern Europe to enter); and the second, its issue, in May of 1939, of the McDonald White Paper which, in a 180-degree reversal of the 1917 Balfour Declaration and the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine, not only limited Jewish immigration to Palestine to a mere 75,000 Jews over the next five years at a time precisely when Jews desperately needed a haven from Nazi persecution, and which stated baldly that “it is not British policy that Palestine should become a Jewish State”, the document being, as one source stated it, “tantamount to a death sentence for countless European Jews.”
Nor does Australia’s government fare well in author Everett’s recounting of the affair, pointing to its bureaucratic bungling, to its lack of accountability, to its refusal to take responsibility for this acknowledged mistake and to its dismissal of the issue into a “too-hard basket”, with the Returned Services League firmly on its side arguing for a return of all interned aliens to their country of origin, despite repeated calls by the British government to release eligible refugees and the changing public attitude from anti-Semitism and racial discrimination towards a more critical attitude against indiscriminate internments solely on the basis of their foreign birth.

In line with this public attitudinal shift, there were people and organisations that did adopt their cause. Of those who did care for, and were helpful to the refugees in very practical ways to them as individuals and in the wider championing of human rights were the Quakers (i.e. the Society of Friends), visitors from the judiciary responsible for the reporting on the situation in internment camp, several government ministers in the Labor Government, newly-elected in October 1941 under Prime Minister John Curtin, the Red Cross which provided a wide range of personal necessary amenities for the internees, the indefatigable Miss Constance Duncan of the Victorian International Refugee Emergency Council (VIREC), the Council of Civil Liberties through its secretary, the energetic radical historian and journalist Brian Fitzpatrick, who was, in other ways too, a sturdy friend of Jews, the Anglican Bishop, Venn Pilcher, Chairman of the Inter-Church Committee for Non-Aryan Christian Refugees, and, earlier, when all of Hay’s internees were transferred to Tatura in May 1941, a Jewish lamed vavnik, a Moshe Feiglin who ran an orchard in Shepparton 17 kilometres away, provided them with kosher food and religious items and offered them paid work in his orchards; all these in contrast to, and deep disappointment of the internees with, the watery parts played by the Sydney Jewish Welfare Society’s delegate, a Mr Brand, who was held as having been pompous, patronising and uninformed about their situation, counselling them to curb any behaviour that might stir up the authorities and to keep up the Jewish faith, likewise by Rabbi Falk who delivered a “bombastic” speech in which he seemed mainly concerned with the needs of the orthodox Jewish population, neither of them providing as much as a toothbrush or soap of which they were in greater need, or by the Jewish community in general which opted for a low profile lest it stir anti-Semitism which, the author states, was not far below the surface of Australian life at the time. 

The book concludes with the text of the eloquent  memorandum, “the Dunera Statement” drawn up by the internees of Tatura on December 2, 1940, addressed to the High Commissioner for the United Kingdom, Sir Geoffrey Whiskard, describing the conditions aboard the Dunera, whose report had led to the subsequent inquiry and court-martial of the three officers, as mentioned above.

It is fitting to present here the immediate post-war directions taken by the “Dunera Boys”. By war’s end, of their 2542 in number, 1451 were repatriated to England, 47 died during enemy action on their return voyage to England, 165 were repatriated to other countries, 13 died (3 on board ship), 601 enlisted with the Eighth Australian Employment Company, and 913 became Australian citizens, most of them settling in Melbourne. Of these, about 150 were still living in 2004, with the youngest at the time of the book’s publication being 86 years of age.

For an episode in history that, as stated at the outset, was numerically minute against the multi-millions caught up in some way as combatants and victims by World War II, the Dunera bungle has led to an expanding and multi-sided literature and number of audio-visual representations – certainly more than are itemised in the reference list at book’s end – of which this first-hand diary account by one of its players, Lutz Eichbaum, (now Leslie Ernest Everett), complemented by his daughter-in-law Sue Everett’s researches, adds flesh and voice to the more academic studies of 2500 ill-done-by individuals caught innocently, as the author writes, at the wrong time in the wrong place.

How much more there is to glean from the affair depends on the questions that historians may still seek to have answered. There does remain a hint that not all may even now be known, given that the British Government has put into force a 100-year ban in regard to classified material pertaining to what it has termed “The Dunera Event”.
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HMT Dunera

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
  (Redirected from Dunera)

	


His Majesty's Transport Dunera was a British passenger ship built as a troop transport in the late 1930s. She also operated as a passenger liner and as an educational cruise ship. Dunera saw extensive service throughout the Second World War.

After trials in 1937, she was handed over to the British-India Steam Navigation Company. In 1939, Dunera performed schools cruising service.

War service

Dunera carried New Zealand troops to Egypt in January 1940.

The Dunera Boys

Through her next deployment Dunera lent her name to one of the more notorious events of British maritime history. After the fall of France men of German and Austrian origin in Britain were rounded up as a precaution. The intention had been to segregate those who might pose a risk to security from those who were neutral or who had fled to Britain to escape from Nazism. But in a wave of xenophobia such distinctions became lost. In what Winston Churchill later regretted as, “a deplorable and regrettable mistake,” they were all suspected of being German agents, potentially helping to plan the invasion of Britain, and a decision was made to deport them. On 10 July 1940, 2,542 detainees, all classified as “enemy aliens”, were embarked onto Dunera at Liverpool. They included 200 Italian and 251 German prisoners of war, as well as several dozen Nazi sympathizers, along with 2,036 anti-Nazis, most of them Jewish refugees. Some had already been to sea but their ship, the Arandora Star

HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dunera#cite_note-0"
[1], had been torpedoed with great loss of life. In addition to the passengers were 309 poorly trained British guards, mostly from the Pioneer Corps, as well as seven officers and the ship’s crew, creating a total complement of almost twice the Dunera’s capacity as a troop carrier of 1,600[2].

The internees possessions were rifled and subsequently the British government paid ₤35,000 to the Dunera victims in compensation. Moreover, the 57 day voyage was made under the risk of enemy attack. But it was the physical conditions and ill-treatment that were most deplorable.

“The ship was an overcrowded Hell-hole. Hammocks almost touched, many men had to sleep on the floor or on tables. There was only one piece of soap for twenty men, and one towel for ten men, water was rationed, and luggage was stowed away so there was no change of clothing. As a consequence, skin diseases were common. There was a hospital on board but no operating theatre. Toilet facilities were far from adequate, even with makeshift latrines erected on the deck and sewage flooded the decks. Dysentery ran through the ship. Blows with rifle butts and beatings from the soldiers were daily occurrences. One refugee tried to go to the latrines on deck during the night – which was out-of-bounds. He was bayoneted in the stomach by one of the guards and spent the rest of the voyage in the hospital”[3].

Among the transportees on the Dunera were Franz Stampfl, later the athletics coach to the four-minute-mile runner Roger Bannister, Wolf Klaphake, the inventor of synthetic camphor, the tenor Erich Liffmann, artists Heinz Henghes, Ludwig Hirschfeld Mack and Erwin Fabian, art historians Franz Phillipp and Ernst Kitzinger, and the photographers Henry Talbot and Hans Axel. Also on board were theoretical physicist Hans Buchdahl and his engineer (later philosopher) brother Gerd; Alexander Gordon (Abrascha Gorbulski) who appeared in the documentary Into the Arms of Strangers: Stories of the Kindertransport and Anton Freud grandson of Sigmund Freud.[4]
The television movie The Dunera Boys depicts their experiences[5], as do several books and websites[6].

On arrival in Sydney on 6 September 1940, the first Australian on board was medical army officer Alan Frost. He was appalled and his subsequent report led to a court martial[7]. Lieutenant-Colonel William Scott, the senior officer, was “severely reprimanded” as was Sgt Helliwell. RSM Bowles was reduced to the ranks and given a twelve months prison sentence and then discharged from the Army. After leaving the Dunera the pale and emaciated refugees were transported through the night by train 750 km west of to Sydney to the rural town of Hay in the centre of New South Wales. “The treatment on the train was in stark contrast to the horrors of the Dunera – the men were given packages of food and fruit, and Australian soldiers offered them cigarettes. There was even one story of a soldier asking one of the internees to hold his rifle while he lit his cigarette[8].”

Back in Britain relatives had not at first been told what had happened to the internees, but as letters arrived from Australia there was a clamour to have them released and heated exchanges in the House of Commons. Major Cazalet, a Conservative MP said, on 22 August 1940 “Frankly I shall not feel happy, either as an Englishman or as a supporter of this government, until this bespattered page of our history has been cleaned up and rewritten.” While interned in Australia, the internees set up and administered their own township with Hay currency (which is now a valuable collectors’ item) and an unofficial "university". When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941, the prisoners were reclassified as "friendly aliens" and released by the Australian Government. Hundreds were recruited into the Australian Army and about a thousand stayed when offered residency at the end of the war. Almost all the rest made their way back to Britain, many of them joining the armed forces there. Others were recruited as interpreters or into the intelligence services.

Nothing remains of Hay camp except a road called Dunera Way and a memorial stone which reads:

This plaque marks the 50th anniversary of the arrival from England of 1,984 refugees from Nazi oppression, mistakenly shipped out on HMT “Dunera” and interned in Camps 7 & 8 on this site from 7. 9. 1940 to 20. 5. 1941. Many joined the AMF on their release from internment and made Australia their homeland and greatly contributed to its development. Donated by the Shire of Hay – September 1990.
[edit]

Later Service

HMT Dunera's next notable services were the Madagascar operations in September 1942, the Sicily landings in July 1943 and in September 1944, she carried the headquarters staff for the US 7th Army for the invasion of southern France. After the Japanese surrender in 1945, Dunera transported occupation forces to Japan.

[edit]

Post-war

In 1950/1951, Dunera was refitted by Barclay, Curle to improve her to postwar troopship specifications: her capacity was now 123 First Class, 95 Second Class, 100 Third Class and 831 troops; tonnages now 12,615 gross, 7,563 net and 3,675 tons deadweight.

The Ministry of Defence terminated Dunera's trooping charter in 1960 and she was refitted by Palmers Shipbuilding and Iron Company at Hebburn-on-Tyne in early 1961 for her new role as an educational cruise ship. New facilities (classrooms, swimming pool, games rooms, library and assembly rooms) were introduced. Her capacity became 187 cabin passengers and 834 children; tonnages 12,620 gross, 7,430 net.
The year was 1939 and the Second World War had just begun.  I was a young boy of six 

living in Strines, a small village between Marple and New Mills, on the border between 

Cheshire and Derbyshire. 

 
My father, Robert Parkinson, was too old for the armed services, and had no wish to join Dad’s Army – the Home Guard.  Instead, he and another man from Strines, Harry Lomas, joined the police force as part-time policemen – special constables.  On arriving home from his business in Manchester, Dad  would change into his police uniform and go ‘on duty’. 

 
One of his duties was to make regular checks on a group of German refugees housed in a large house called Brentwood (now known as McNair Court) in Marple.  I remember 

going to Brentwood and seeing the group of men and women who had to report to the police several times a week.  Some could speak faltering English; others could not speak any of the language. Because of my father’s constant contact with this group, he and my mother became quite friendly with some of the refugees.  My mother borrowed text books from our local primary school at Hague Bar to help those who could not speak English to learn the language. 

 
I can remember a few of the names such as Paul Wolfe, Walter Zion, somebody called Frank, and another called Willie, but one in particular became a family friend.  His name was Josef Thiele, but for some reason which I never knew, we called him Walter. 

 
A few months later, Walter left and we heard he had gone to Australia.  He became one of those later to be known as the Dunera Boys.  At the time, we knew nothing about the Dunera – we only knew that Walter had gone to Australia.  I don’t know what happened to the other men and women who lived in Brentwood.  As far as I can make out, none of them were sent to Australia.  My sister, who still lives in Romiley, told me that Paul Wolfe was a bone specialist who went to work in a hospital in Liverpool, and was killed during an air raid on that city. 

 
The Dunera story is a shameful episode of which most people in England would have no 

knowledge.  It really came about through xenophobic pressure from newspapers and some 

writers who insisted that all internees should be deported.  The selection of men to be shipped 

out was indiscriminate.  For example, a young Austrian boy was deported while his father 

was employed in England making parachutes for the RAF.  Another was deported even 

though his father was fighting in the British Army. 

 
Whatever, on 10 July 1940, 2,542 German and Austrian detainees were crowded onto HMT Dunera at Liverpool.  They included doctors, lawyers, business men, actors, musicians, 

entertainers, errand boys and labourers, farmers, clerks and many other trades and professions.  Some had already been on one sea voyage en route for Canada, but their ship was torpedoed.  In addition to the passengers were seven officers and 309 other ranks as guards, the ship’s crew, 200 Italian fascists, and 251 German  prisoners.  All aboard a ship which, as a troop carrier, had a maximum capacity of 1,600 including the crew.  Many of the prisoners were Nazi sympathizers.  It was an unholy mix, made worse by the massive overcrowding.  The guards were a motley mix of soldiers recruited from the Pioneer Corps and reservists from various regiments. 

 The Dunera was to have been the first of three ships to transport detainees to Australia and 

New Zealand.  In the event, it was the only ship to leave – the other two never left England. 

As passengers embarked on the Dunera, 

their possessions were taken and thrown 

into a heap on the dockside.  Pilfering by 

the soldiers was rife even before the 

journey started.  One soldier tried to 

pocket a small box of jewels taken from 

one of the men.  An officer was called, 

and he said he would look after them – 

they were never seen again.  The ‘guards’ 

were nothing better than looters and this 

went on in front of officers, even with 

participation by the officers. 

The ship was an overcrowded Hell-hole.  Hammocks almost touched, many men had to sleep 

on the floor or on tables.  There was only one piece of soap for twenty men, and one towel for 

ten men, water was rationed, and luggage was stowed away so there was no change of 

clothing.  As a consequence, skin diseases were common.  There was a hospital on board but 

no operating theatre.  Toilet facilities were far from adequate, even with makeshift latrines 

erected on the deck and sewage flooded the decks.  Dysentery ran through the ship.  Blows 

with rifle butts and beatings from the soldiers were daily occurrences.  One refugee tried to go 

to the latrines on deck during the night – which was out-of-bounds.  He was bayoneted in the 

stomach by one of the guards and spent the rest of the voyage in the hospital. 

Food was bad, maggots in the bread and the butter and margarine was rancid.  The guards 

however were well enough fed and even threw some of their food overboard in front of the 

refugees. 

The passengers were not told where they were going until they had been at sea for a week, 

and then they were told their destination was Australia.  The ship docked at Melbourne where 

some of the men were disembarked and the remainder sailed to Sydney, arriving there on 6 

September 1940.  The pale, emaciated refugees were then crowded onto four steam trains and 

transported through the night to Hay in the centre of New South Wales, 750 km west of 

Sydney. 

Hay is a typical country town where people 

still have time to say g’day to strangers.  The 

town is situated on the Murrumbidgee River 

in the middle of the vast Hay Plain - almost 

44,000 km2 of some of the flattest terrain on 

earth where mirages abound and huge semi- 

trailers thunder along the Sturt Highway.  

The banks of the Murrumbidgee provide 

beautiful picnic spots, but they could not be 

enjoyed by the internees.  Today, Hay has a 

population of only 3,000.  The influx of 

refugees and prisoners of war more than 

doubled that in 1940. 

The railway station still exists, but there 

is now no train service.  However it 

retains an outward appearance of its 

railway days while providing office 

accommodation and an interpretive 

centre for the internment camps. 

Walter was one of those who disembarked at Sydney to be bundled onto the train for Hay.  

The treatment on the train was in stark contrast to the horrors of the Dunera – the men were 

given packages of food and fruit, and Australian soldiers offered them cigarettes.  There was 

even one story of a soldier asking one of the internees to hold his rifle while he lit his 

cigarette. 

The first train pulled into Hay at dawn the 

next day.  What a shock it must have been to 

alight at Hay Railway Station to be greeted 

by the customary dust storm and then to be 

marched to the nearby camps.  Camp 8, 

which is where Walter was to be housed, 

was not ready for occupation on their arrival 

– there was no kitchen. 

There is now nothing left of the camps, 

but the road alongside is named Dunera 

Way and a memorial stone has been 

erected close to the site. 

This plaque marks the 50th anniversary of 

the arrival from England of 1,984 refugees 

from Nazi oppression, mistakenly shipped 

out on HMT “Dunera” and interned in 

Camps 7 & 8 on this site from 7. 9. 1940 to 

20. 5. 1941. 

Many joined the AMF on their release 

from internment and made Australia their 

homeland and greatly contributed to its 

development. Throughout his time in Australia, Walter 

sent us letters and cards – I remember a 

Christmas card which depicted hands 

shaking through barbed wire.  

Unfortunately, those letters and cards 

have been lost.  The camps had their own 

‘banknotes’ and coins.  I have a vague 

recollection that Walter showed us some 

of the currency notes used in the camps, 

but I cannot be sure. 

 Many months later, Dad received a very pleasant surprise when he took a telephone call at his 

place of work.  It was Walter.  He told Dad that he was in Manchester and had gone to where 

my father’s business used to be in Swan Street but had found only a pile of rubble – a casualty 

of German bombing.  When Dad asked him where he was, he described the place and was 

told to step out of the telephone box and look up at the buildings behind him and there was 

Dad waving to him. 

 So the friendship was renewed.  Walter worked in a munitions factory in Manchester for the 

duration of the war, but spent many week-ends at our home in Strines.  He showed Dad his 

suitcase which had been cut open with a bayonet and that was typical of the lack of respect 

shown by those ‘guards’. 

 Walter gave my dad a small cigarette case he 

had made while in the camp at Hay.  It was 

beautifully carved from two different colours 

of eucalypt wood and had a lovely polish.  I 

don’t know what happened to the case.  But 

one thing survived and that was a small blue 

knitted handbag that he gave to my sister.  She 

obviously treasured the gift so I was able to 

photograph it when I visited her in 2003. 

 Another thing that my sister treasured was 

an entry in her autograph book, a present to 

her from our parents for Christmas 1942.  

The inscription reads “I wish you 

Happiness and a lot of luck for your future 

life, and never forget Uncle Joe when he is 

far away.  Written the first Christmas Day 

1942.”  To which my sister added “Back 

from Australia.” 

I wish I had more of these mementoes.  For instance, Walter made a small cannon for me 

which could fire small soft pellets.  He also showed us how to make whistles from Ash twigs. 

I remember Walter accompanying us on our Sunday walks across the face of Cobden Edge, 

calling in at the Fox Inn at Brookbottom.  I also remember one occasion when we went into 

Barlow Wood on the road to Marple to seek a particular kind of mushroom.  Walter was to 

give a talk about edible fungi, and we found several specimens, one of which was a large red 

headed mushroom which Walter kept to show at his talk.  The others were sautéed and eaten. 

It was many years later when I read an article in a Sydney newspaper about the Dunera and I 

decided to find out a bit more about the episode.  An obvious starting point was the library at 

Hay, but it was when I contacted the National Archives of Australia that I received the biggest 

surprise - copies of some forms which bore my father’s name. 

 
Those forms told me that Walter had only a watch and a suitcase, that he had a wife called 

Hertha and two daughters, and that he had been born in Lügde – which is about 60 km south- 

west of Hanover.  He was transported on the Dunera arriving in Australia on 6 September 

1940 and was interned at Hay.  He was transferred to Tatura, a country town in Victoria, in 

May 1941, and was released to return to England on 22 July 1942. 

So I drove to Tatura to find the same story as 

at Hay.  There is nothing left of the camps as 

the sites have reverted to prime agricultural 

land.  There is however a small but superb 

museum with many relics of the war days.  

Walter’s journey back to England was very different from life on the Dunera.  I remember 

how he told us of being on submarine watch and the only time there was an alert, the 

‘submarine’ turned out to be a whale. 

 After the war, Walter returned to Germany to contact his wife, whom he had not seen since 

well before the war started.  I don’t know the details, but my dad told me that Walter, who 

was a Catholic, had been held in a concentration camp by the Nazis and had been beaten.  

Dad said he had seen Walter’s back and it was ‘like a ploughed field’.  His wife thought 

Walter had perished at the hands of the Nazis and had remarried.  One of his daughters was at 

university studying medicine.  Walter had no option but to have his marriage annulled and he 

returned to England. 

 
He then married an English woman called Jose and they went to Rhodesia as it was then 

known, and took up farming.  He died in Rhodesia. 

 
My research also threw up another surprise.  I was reading Cyril Pearl’s book The Dunera Scandal and came across the name Hans Kronberger.  I read how Hans had fled from the 

Nazis and was a student at Newcastle University when he too was rounded up and transported 

to Australia.  I read that Hans was also allowed to return to England in 1942 on an 

ammunition ship – I wonder if he was on the same ship as Walter. 

 
I also read in The Dunera Affair by Paul Bartrop about how Hans, who was then nineteen, had 

his hands tied behind his back and was thrown into the ship’s bunker, which contained three 

cells, for several hours.  On being allowed out of the bunker he was punched in the face by the 

hated Lt O’Neil VC of the British Army. 

 
On his return to England, Hans went back to his studies but switched from his engineering 

course to physics, a subject he had been studying in the camps.  After graduation, he was 

recruited by a company called Tube Alloys which was the code name for Britain’s wartime 

atomic bomb project.  He later became chief physicist at the UK Atomic Energy Authority 

Industrial Group at Risley near Warrington.  And that is where I met him without knowing he 

was a Dunera Boy. 

 
I was employed at the UKAEA Risley from 1957 until 1964.  I emigrated to Australia in 

December 1965 having been recruited by the Australian Atomic Energy Commission. In April 1967, I was one of a party of 

about twenty-five engineers and scientists 

seconded to the UK Atomic Energy 

Authority.  Most of us were stationed at 

Risley and some of our team worked 

alongside Hans.  (See photograph - I am 

the second from the right on the front 

row.) 

Hans received many honours in England, including an OBE, CBE and Fellowship of the 

Royal Society.  In spite of such accolades, he had a sad life.  Apart from the trauma of the 

Dunera, he experienced other tragedies.  At the end of the war, he learned that his mother and 

sister had perished in the Auschwitz gas ovens.  Then, within a year of his marriage in 1951 

his wife developed a brain tumour and died in 1962.  Hans died prematurely by his own hand.  

The Times newspaper for 30 September 1970 reported: 

 
Dr Hans Kronberger, aged 50, one of the country’s outstanding scientists, was 

found hanged in the garage of his home in Wilmslow, Cheshire, yesterday. 

 I checked with the Australian National Archives and obtained the same forms I had received 

for Walter.  I learned that Walter and Hans had been in the same groups transported to Hay 

and both were sent to Tatura before being released to return to England on the same day. 

 The first time I went to the site of the Hay camps, I experienced an eerie feeling.  I am neither 

religious nor superstitious, but I felt that Walter was with me.  Perhaps some part of his spirit 

really was still in Hay. The scandal of the Dunera and transportation of the refugees to Australia was questioned in 

the House of Commons.  Winston Churchill admitted the deportation was “a deplorable and 

regrettable mistake.”  Major Cazalet, a Conservative MP said, on 22 August 1940 “Frankly I 

shall not feel happy, either as an Englishman or as a supporter of this government, until this 

bespattered page of our history has been cleaned up and rewritten.”  But it never has been. 

 
Those supposedly in charge on the Dunera faced court martial for allowing the atrocities on 

board.  The Manchester Guardian of 1 October 1940 records that “The total value of the 

property stolen or destroyed was about ₤35,000 and the property recovered was something 

like ₤100.”  The findings of the enquiry were never published – it was a cover-up.  Lt Col 

Scott, the senior officer was “severely reprimanded” as was Sgt Helliwell.  RSM Bowles was 

reduced to the ranks and given a twelve months prison sentence and then discharged from the 

Army. 

 
Belatedly, the British government paid ₤35,000 in compensation to the Dunera victims, but how could that compensate for the wrongful treatment meted out to those helpless men? 

Post Script  

I took a copy of the above to Hay and met the woman who ran the interpretative centre, her 

father and a previous mayor of Hay.  The father was a small boy at the time of the Dunera 

scandal and he told me of how he stood on the railway platform as the trains rolled in and saw 

the men as the stepped down from the carriages. 

Alan Parkinson 




*


*
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 Britons finally learn the dark Dunera secret

By Kate Connolly

May 19, 2006

THEIR story is well known to Australians, but Britons are only now learning of the horror experienced by Jewish and anti-Nazi outcasts shipped to Australia by the British Government during the war.

The dark side of Britain's fight against Nazi Germany is under embargo until 2040, under Britain's Official Secrets Act, but has been given an airing in the film Friendly Enemy Alien, which premiered this week in Berlin.

The men, mainly scientists, academics and artists who had fled to Britain from Nazi Austria and Germany at the outbreak of the war, were considered a security threat after the fall of France. Under the orders of Winston Churchill, they were sent from Liverpool on the military transport ship Dunera in July 1940. Their arrival in Australia - after a 57-day journey in appalling conditions - was seen as the greatest injection of talent to enter Australia on a single vessel.

They were taken to detention camps at Tatura in Victoria and Hay in NSW, where they set up an impromptu university to pass the time.

Among the passengers were Franz Stampfl, the athletics coach to the four-minute-mile runner Roger Bannister, Wolf Klaphake, the inventor of synthetic camphor, and the photographer Henry Talbot.

John Burgan, 44, the director of Friendly Enemy Alien, said he made the film to illustrate that while refugees are often seen as a burden, they contribute a lot to the countries in which they settle.

"Refugees are invariably unwanted and unloved when they arrive, but being at the bottom of the heap they knuckle down and make the best of the chance they've been given, to become an asset to their adopted country," Burgan said. "Nowhere is that better illustrated than with the story of the Dunera boys, many of whom had lost everything in the Holocaust."

When the overcrowded Dunera set sail, its 2500 internees were told they were bound for Canada. Watched over by 309 poorly trained British soldiers, the men endured horrendous conditions. They were stripped of their possessions, including documents and false teeth, many of which were thrown overboard. They were beaten and insulted as "Jewish swine" and had to sleep below deck on floors awash with human waste, with portholes battened shut.

"There was so little air that to get the job of peeling potatoes on deck was seen as a life-saver," said Walter Kaufmann, 82, a Jewish refugee now living in Berlin whose book Touching Time details the Dunera experience. Klaus Wilcynski, 86, author of The Prison Ship, recalled being told to walk on deck in bare feet. "Soldiers had smashed beer bottles so people cut their feet."

The first Australian on board when the Dunera docked in Sydney, medical army officer Alan Frost, was appalled. His report led to the court martial of the officer-in-charge, Lieutenant-Colonel William Scott.

When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbour, the men were reclassified as "friendly aliens", and hundreds were recruited into the Australian Army. After the war most stayed in Australia. A handful returned to Britain and several to East Germany.

Telegraph, London.

