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Interviewer: {inaudible}  

Henry: Thank you. Yes, my name is Henry Lewis, and I was formerly named Heinz Laufer 
Jindrich, Josef Laufer in Czech. And I was born in Teplice Šanov, or Teplitz-Schönau in 
German, which is in northern Bohemia, about over 100 kilometers north of Prague, at the 
foot of the Krušné Hory or Erzgebirge. It is a town which had quite a big industrial base 
but also was a spa, and there were thermal springs there where people came for a cure to 
their ills by taking a bath in the hot radioactive springs and getting mud baths for their 
rheumatism. 

 I was born on May 21, 1924, in what they called the sanatorium, which is a kind of a 
maternity home, not at home. And I grew up in Teplitz until 1938 in the fall, when we 
decided to move to Prague. My parents were both Sephardic Jews. We had two 
communities in our town. We had about a population of 40,000, of whom 5,000 were 
Jews and the others were Gentiles. And the Jewish community was divided into two 
parts, and there was a distinct line drawn between the Sephardic Jews, who had come 
from the west, and the Ashkenazic Jews who’d come from the east; the reason being that 
the Sephardic Jews had been established for hundreds of years when the others just 
arrived. And they were a little bit sharper businessmen and sometimes walked very close 
to the ethical line in order to make a living. And my ancestors actually came from 
Holland, where they worked on glass windows for churches and things, and further back 
in Spain. And on my mother’s side, her maiden name was Bloch, and although they lived 
in the Teplitz area for quite a number of years, they originally came from Alsace-
Lorraine, which is near Strasbourg, a German-speaking part of eastern France.  

 My parents actually were kind of modern, progressive Jews. That means they were not so 
much interested in the faith as being Zionists, which meant that they believed that the 
Jews should have a national home in Palestine eventually. And they didn’t just pray for it 
but they belonged to the Zionist Party, and my parents belonged to the B’nai B’rith, 
which were the Jewish Masons. And we didn’t keep a kosher house at home. But on my 
mother’s side, my grandparents were quite strict, and they kept to the Jewish dietary 
laws, and they had their milk and meat dishes and the neutral, and for Passover the whole 
thing was gotten rid of and a new set of dishes taken out. And I remember when my 
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grandmother was told by her doctor that she had to eat ham for a diet she was to take part 
in to help her condition, he made her eat the ham on a piece of paper, because, you know, 
this was one of the cardinal sins.  

 Going back to my parents, my mother was born in a little village called Sobotín or 
Sobedruhy, which was a few miles east of Teplice. And she was one of two children, her 
brother having been killed on Armistice Day in 1918, at the end of the Second World 
War, when he fought in the army of the Kaiser of the Austro-Hungarian empire. She was 
a daughter of my grandparents who were kind of considered well-to-do people in the 
village because my grandfather and his brother owned a factory, and there were partners, 
and they employed a lot of people and gave a lot of work. And so I remember being there 
during my childhood years, and we spent a lot of time in the country. The village was 
actually a village with a long tradition of Jewishness. In fact, at one time I was told that 
the village had mainly Jewish inhabitants and the only non-Jews, the goyim, were the 
ones who did the chores on the Shabbos, to turn on the light and to start the fire, which 
the Jews were not allowed to do. And in fact, the village {plot} was in the synagogue and 
not in a church. And the cemetery is so old that I understand that many years ago, the 
Jews who had died in Dresden and Saxony in Germany had their bodies brought over the 
mountain to be buried in that village cemetery, because it was the closest one to the area. 

 My mother was a kind of a sickly person (that means she had some respiratory problem) 
in her younger years, and she had a pock-marked face from smallpox, which she had had 
as a child. And she was educated in a finishing school for gentlewomen, which meant 
that she learned all the things that had to be done in a household, like cleaning and 
cooking, but had somebody else to do it for her. My parents actually married in that 
village of Sobotín on the 26th of December in 1920. 

 My father was a son of shopkeepers. And he was born in a village called Kost’any 
(Kosten), which is a few miles west of Teplitz. And his parents had a factory making 
floor and wall tiles made out of ceramic clay, which he eventually took over and 
managed. Just going back a little, he was born on April 16, 1893, and my mother was 
born on the 20th of March 1895. My father had quite a hard time to keep the business 
going because of the Depression and the crash of the stock market in 1929. And there 
were a lot of problems because actually the bank owned the factory because of all the 
debts that they incurred. And in Europe it was quite legal to have a cartel, which meant 
that everybody who was in that kind of business had to get their orders through a central 
office which collected the orders from all over the country, and then were then shared out 
on the basis of a formula. And he wasn’t satisfied with it. So he went outside the cartel 
and underbid them, and they took him to court. And I remember helping him going 
through trade magazines to find invitations for bids from the government or other 
institutions. And he would undercut the cartel, and the government didn’t care who they 
bought from. So the cartel took him to court, and I remember it was an annual ritual that 
he went to Prague once a year to attend the court case, because the cartel didn’t want him 
to be outside; they wanted him in the fold. And I remember just in 1938, before the war 
started, he finally got a bigger quota, and he joined the cartel again. By then, of course, 
the Germans came and everything was wiped out. 
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 I had a fairly sheltered childhood. I grew up bilingual, which meant I spoke Czech and 
German, and the {unintelligible} district where I lived in was mainly populated by 
Germans, most of whom were Roman Catholics, with a small Protestant majority. We 
had a maid, the children’s maid, and the cook. And they were mostly Czech if we could 
find them, and so that we would learn to speak both languages fluently. I attended my 
first four years of elementary school  in the German language, then switched to grade five 
in Czech, and back to German in high school, without even batting an eyelid. I also 
learned to play the piano, which I hated. 

 Anyway, things got worse in Germany, and we listened on the radio to Hitler ranting and 
raving, and then he used the German population in Czechoslovakia, who were several 
millions, as a means of getting an excuse to invade the country. He claimed that they 
were oppressed, and they started a political party, and they agitated so much that in the 
end he said he had to come into the country in order to save them from the Czech 
oppression. But in fact they were much better off under the Czech regime than they 
would ever have been under Hitler. So it started about 1936-1937, and by the time 1938 
came, things got pretty well heated up, and he decided that he was going to do something 
about it. So we got word in September that he was going to invade the Sudetenland, 
which is the German-speaking part of Czechoslovakia, the borders. And I was woken up 
by my parents in the middle of the night, and we were all piled into a little car that my 
uncle owned, and we drove into Prague, leaving all our possessions except the most 
important things behind. And we rented a little room over a garage in western Prague, 
and stayed there for a little while. And then we rented an apartment. My father commuted 
backwards and forwards to the border district, even after the Germans had occupied the 
area, and eventually he couldn’t go anymore because things got too tough. And then he 
decided we better do something in order to earn some money, so he and I both went for a 
course in northern Bohemia to learn to lay these ceramic tiles that he had been 
manufacturing before.  

 And we lived in Prague under a lot of pressure, of course, because we knew that 
eventually the Germans were going to come in and take over the whole country. And on 
March 15, 1939, they did actually come and take over the rest of Czechoslovakia. And 
the Czech army, who was a citizens’ army based on volunteers, who had to serve their 
time at a certain age, didn’t offer any resistance because the British had said that they 
weren’t going to help them defend the country. And they weren’t going to try and do it on 
their own. And you recall that Chamberlain went to see Adolf Hitler, and that he came 
back waving a piece of paper and this famous umbrella saying “peace in our time.” And I 
remember seeing the Czech newspapers of the day, and the Czechs really felt that they 
had been betrayed by the Allies. But the British didn’t have anything. They had no 
weapons or anything. And the only person who was warning them about the danger of the 
Germans was Churchill.  

 So in any case, time came up after the Germans arrived in Prague in the middle of March 
of 1939, that an opportunity presented itself that an ad hoc committee of British citizens 
was set up to try and save as many children as they could from Hitler’s clutches, both 
from Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Germany. And I guess eventually I was given the 
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opportunity to leave Czechoslovakia on one of these children’s transports. And the reason 
why my parents selected me is because I was the eldest son, and they thought I should go 
first. And I was actually able to take four wooden boxes with me, my bicycle, which was 
shipped with me. And this is why I have all my childhood photographs and school reports 
and personal documentation with me in Canada.  

 And so anyway, eventually, I guess it was probably on the first of June, we all gathered at 
the Masaryk Railway Station in Prague, to be sent to England. And our parents came and 
saw us off. We were in three special railway carriages, passenger cars, that were to be 
attached to a regular train. And we were all asked to board the train, and then the Czech 
railway staff said to us, “Now you better stay in the carriage because we are going to 
shunt the train onto another siding, and then you say your goodbyes.” But actually that 
was just a trick, because they felt they didn’t want to see the heart-rending scenes of tears 
and crying, of children saying goodbye to their parents and vice versa. And as we left the 
station and we crossed one of the railway bridges across the Vltava (Moldova) River, 
which crosses right through the middle of Prague, and we went to the other side, we 
realized that we were on our way. And I never really said goodbye to my parents at all. 

 So we were shepherded on this journey by a group of British volunteers who were from 
this British committee for children in Prague. And they shepherded us through Germany, 
and we arrived somewhere in the dead of night in Leipzig, which is a city in what used to 
be eastern Germany, and we were detached from one train and attached to another one. 
And eventually in the morning we arrived in Holland. We crossed over at a German town 
called Bentheim, and on the Dutch side there was the town of Oldenzaal. And there we 
were welcomed by the Dutch, and an uncle of mine who had gone to Holland before was 
on the platform to say hello to me. And eventually we were sent on to the Hook of 
Holland, where we boarded the boat to go to England. And that only took a few hours, 
and we landed in Harwich on June second. 

Interviewer: {Oh yes.} 

Henry: Okay. Now, when we left Prague, instead of a passport we were provided with a travel 
document which was issued by the British. And it reads, “This document of identity is 
issued with the approval of His Majesty’s government in the United Kingdom to young 
persons to be admitted to the United Kingdom for educational purposes, under the care of 
the Inter-Aid Committee for Children. This document requires no visa.” And it gives 
personal particulars, with all my personal statistics, my parents’ address, and it’s stamped 
at the bottom “British Committee for Children, Prague.” Here’s the front of the 
document, so you can get the details. 

 Now, on the back it says, “This side is reserved for official use only.” And on there, there 
is a stamp from the German Foreign Ministry and their {wind-up} office of the German 
embassy in Prague. And it says it is a visa for transits through Germany, in my name, and 
can only be used for crossing the border until 10th of June 1939, inclusive. And the transit 
time through Germany must be made within three days after crossing the border. Now, 
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this is signed by this German office, and you can see the swastika there and the German 
eagle on the stamp. And also on the other side of the document there are details of my 
arrival in the United Kingdom, which I will just read you to confirm what you have seen 
on the screen. And it says, “Immigration Officer Number 8, 2nd of June 1939, Harwich. 
Leave to land granted at Harwich this day, on condition that the holder does not enter any 
employment, paid or unpaid, while in the United Kingdom,” because of course they 
didn’t want us to take any jobs away from the British. And this Inter-Aid Committee had 
guaranteed that for a period of time we wouldn’t become a burden to the state. 

 So we did arrive in Harwich on the 2nd of June, and I had my first taste of cornflakes and 
this British tea made by the sailors, which was strong enough that you could almost stand 
a spoon in it. And from there, we were taken to London and sent to Whitechapel, which is 
a Jewish district in the east end of London, where I presume the Jewish Committee had 
organized to provide us with some food, like hotdogs and Coca-Cola and soft drinks. And 
after that, we were put on a bus and we were shipped to Great Engeham Farm in Kent, 
which is a little village near Whitchurch just in the area near Ashford. And on the way 
down, we were singing songs and somebody was playing a mouth organ, and we weren’t 
really realizing what had happened to us, because for children, I guess you realize later 
on what transpires. 

 So once we arrived there, this Great Engeham Farm was a farm which I presume had 
been rented by the Committee, and there was a big house with dark beams, which held 
the administration, where we had some of our meals. And we were accommodated in big 
tents, because it was summer, of course. And we used to go out in the fields and do a 
little bit of farm work, clearing ditches, and they’d bring out lemonade and sandwiches to 
keep us going. And then a part of the day, we were getting lessons to continue with our 
education by some of the senior staff. 

 Now, this carried on until the fall. And as the winter approached, then we were still there. 
They had to do something to get us out of the tents. So they got a number of British 
railway carriages that were no longer in use by the railways. They were all mail carriages, 
because they carried the mail and therefore they had less partitions to be removed. And 
they were put in the field opposite the farmhouse, the other side of the road, in the shape 
of a cross. There were three carriages sitting on railway ties (or sleepers, as they call them 
over there), and three of them were used for us to sleep in, and the fourth one had 
washroom facilities like dry toilets and washbasins and water supplies. And we were 
sleeping in army bunks with army blankets. The roof sometimes leaked a little, but we 
survived the winter. And they also had these railway ties or sleepers going along the front 
of the carriages, because the fields got pretty muddy in winter. It didn’t really freeze 
because you were not that far from the English Channel. So we stayed there during the 
winter. And then as you recall, in 1940, when the Germans pushed the Allied troops right 
to the edge of France, and a lot of these troops were evacuated from Dunkirk in hundreds 
of small boats, the British government thought it was time to get us out of there, because 
first of all we were at risk, and secondly, some of the Jewish children were actually 
technically enemy aliens because they were German or Austrian citizens; where the 
Czechs were friendly aliens, and so that made a difference between two groups.  
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 So we stayed there during the winter, and then I guess I should mention one fact, that in 
the fall of 1939, we were filling sandbags just outside the camp on the way to a nearby 
town called Tenterden on September the 3rd, which was a Sunday. And we had these 
special machines where somebody attached a bag at the bottom and we had a shovel and 
we filled the sandbags up and tied them, and they used them for defense purposes. So 
right at 11 o’clock the sirens went, and we were told that Britain had declared war against 
Germany in return for the Germans invading Poland one or two days before. And of 
course everybody thought that we would hear the dive bombers minutes later, and we 
didn’t really know what the Germans were going to do, because they were just across the 
Channel. And about 11:30, a truck (or lorry, as we call them over there) came and issued 
us all with gas masks in these little cardboard boxes. And this really made it very 
realistic. And we were just wondering what was going to happen next. So in the next few 
weeks, we dug zigzag trenches near the railway carriages and camouflaged them with 
branches, in case there would be German dive bombers who thought this was a railway 
yard and would strafe it with machine guns, and we’d be hit. So we could get into the 
trenches and get out of the way.  

 So we did survive the winter, and then in the spring of 1941, a group of us were 
transferred to a big country mansion which was rented by the War Agricultural 
Committee. And it was near a village called Swimbridge, which is just east of Barnstable 
in Devon. And there we did part-time training, did some gardening, carpentry, and had 
partial instructions to further our education. There were some teaching masters there who 
were also refugees, and they taught us Jewish history, and they wrote plays and we 
performed. And in fact, I have a program here from the Bydown Training Center, which 
is dated Sunday, the 3rd of November 1940, where we gave a musical afternoon and tea,  
“the youth and staff of the {unintelligible} center, at best pleasure of the company of and 
friends.” And this is the program. And we performed various pieces of music, including 
one of our members, Hans Gross, who now lives in Indianapolis, and he performed a 
piece of violin music. And he never remembered it, but his name is right here. 

 And we stayed there probably a couple of years, and then it was time to get into the 
serious life. The war was progressing and they needed more workers to do the work. Now 
I should say that whilst we were in there, we were actually in Hashara, which was a part 
of the youth aliyah. And we tried to live our life same as we would in a kibbutz in Israel.  

Interviewer: Was this all the Kinder, who came {inaudible}. 

Henry: No, just this group. I don’t know what happened to the ones who went to other locations. 

Interviewer: How many were in the group? 

Henry: Oh, there were several hundred there, I would say. And I have a number of pictures from 
there that we took. And so they decided eventually that a group of us would go to 
Gloucestershire, which was near Cheltenham, and the place was called Bredons Norton, 
which was a tiny village, and we occupied a country mansion there. And we actually ran 
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it very democratically. We pooled all our income that we earned from our work, and 
some of our members stayed at home to look after housework and cooking, and 
everybody was taken care of, but we all had a small sum of pocket money for our 
personal use. And every month we would have a meeting under the guidance of our 
counselors, and we would decide how much was coming in and how much was going 
out, and struck a budget and all that kind of a thing. And we worked on the {big estates}, 
which was about eight or ten miles away from where we were living. And this was 
owned by a family called Holland-Martin, and they had a very unusual, novel idea for 
England: taking away all the walls and made big fields, and had 20 combine harvesters 
and tractors, and they produced a lot of produce for the war effort. And I worked in the 
carpenter’s shop with an old gentleman who was a veteran of the Second Boer War in 
South Africa. And I carried his tool bag with him, and we repaired farm gates and barn 
doors and all this kind of thing; whereas some of the others worked in the fields, 
harvesting produce. And in the summer we also helped out in overtime, harvesting corn 
and wheat in the fields after finishing the carpenter’s shop myself. And they used 
everybody they could in that village, due to the fact that a lot of the soldiers were in the 
army. So there were refugee children; we had conscientious objectors, who were people 
who wouldn’t join the army because of conscience, and they were kind of posted to the 
country for the duration of the war to work on the land; we had schoolchildren who did 
pea picking; and we had Italian war prisoners. So anybody who had two hands was put to 
work.  

 I stayed in Bredons Norton and worked in {Overbury Estates} until March of 1944. And 
shortly before that, probably late in the fall of 1943, the British government issued 
instructions that anybody who was an Allied national (that means Polish or Czech 
citizens and such) could volunteer for the national army. And if they didn’t volunteer for 
the national army, they would be called up into the British army, same as any other 
Englishman or Scotsman or Welshman. And I had heard that the Czech army had a lot of 
anti-Semitism, and I felt that I didn’t want to face two enemies; that means one behind 
me and one in front of me. And as a consequence of that, I didn’t volunteer for the Czech 
army but I waited till I got my call-up papers, and I joined the British army. And it was 
quite funny because I had to go to the next city of Evesham, where the next police 
detachment was, and I had to get permission from them as an alien to go into the 
restricted area in Kent so I could join the army. And then I took a train and I went down, 
they sent me the movement orders, and I joined the army in Maidstone, Kent, and I was 
in the Pioneer Corps for six weeks, which was kind of our basic unit that did all the dirty 
little jobs. They had people there who had flat feet and didn’t qualify for being in the 
regular infantry; you had people who were released from prison, people who couldn’t 
speak the language. And they did all the kind of menial chores.  

 Once they found out that I could speak English, I was sent to a regular regiment and did 
my regular training. And I eventually volunteered for the infantry signals, and I was sent 
to Yorkshire to do my training there. And I was sent back to the south coast. And just 
before Christmas we were put on a big tank landing ship just near Shorncliffe, 
Folkestone, on the south coast of England, and sent over to Belgium as reinforcements. 
But the sea was so rough that they couldn’t land. So they turned back off the Belgian 
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coast and we went back to England. And we spent Christmas and New Years in that boat, 
lying off the shore of England. And the sea was so rough that even the sailors got seasick. 
And they fed us the Navy rum to try and fortify us.  

 And eventually, early in January, we tried again and we landed at Ostend in Belgium, and 
then I was posted to the Queen’s Royal Regiment and right to the front line near 
Maastricht. And I was with them for several weeks until we were pulled out of the mud, 
back for reinforcements and cleanup. And we stayed in a little town called Weert, which 
was near Eindhoven, where there’s a big Philips plant, big electronics company that you 
probably heard of. And eventually we were sent over to cross the Rhine three days after 
the airbornes had landed and these hundreds of gliders you probably heard about. And it 
was all very efficiently organized. The British military police was there and they had 
pontoon bridges. They crossed the Rhine with traffic lights and uniforms. And we went 
right across the Rhine and we could see the poor airbornes hanging from the trees 
{unintelligible} with the parachutes, and the German soldiers had just picked them off 
like sitting ducks. And they were still hanging from the trees because they had no time to 
take them down. And as we advanced further into Germany, across the Rhine, we met 
Churchill coming back, because he had already been flown out and, I guess, inspected the 
troops, and he was returning. 

 So eventually we finished up outside Hamburg. And on the way there, the army used my 
talents of speaking German. And whilst I was an infantry signaler, I was also used as a 
battalion interpreter on an unofficial basis, and I had to make out little pieces of paper to 
tell Germans to vacate their premises in three hours with all their chickens and dogs and 
everything else, so we could take over the buildings for our battalion use on a temporary 
basis. And I still remember going down in the basements, and I had a special liking for 
the home preserves. And some of the soldiers used to tell me that I would get killed 
because they thought maybe the food was booby-trapped, but I did it anyway. So we sat 
outside Hamburg for about two weeks, waiting for the German surrender. And 
{unintelligible}, who was Hitler’s deputy, actually came through our lines to negotiate 
the ceasefire. And on May the 5th, we entered Hamburg. And the German police were in 
their Sunday best with white gloves, directing traffic, bringing us in. And I helped with a 
group of British soldiers to hoist the British flag on the Rathaus, which was the town hall. 
And it is hard to imagine the destruction that was there, because the Allies had really 
bombed the place just about to pieces, and there was hardly a wall standing. There were 
so many dead that we understand the Germans didn’t bury them but there were 
flamethrowers onto the rubble in order to stop the disease from spreading from the rotting 
bodies. 

 But our stay in Hamburg was only short-lived. We stayed about three days, and then we 
were sent up to Flensburg to watch the Jutland Peninsula bordering Denmark, because 
there were millions of German troops who were bottled up there, who had been pushed 
by the Russians from the east and the Allies from the west, and they were preferably 
wanting to be taken prisoners by the Allies rather than the Russians. So we set up 
checkpoints, and the German soldiers just threw all their weapons in a pile, and they had 
flowers in their buttonholes, and the civilians were giving them water and food, and they 
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just marched, singing, and we didn’t even take them prisoner but just told them to go 
home. And this took several weeks. In fact, the British military government had to 
appoint German officers to administer the areas we hadn’t taken over yet, because we 
couldn’t take everybody and clear them in one day. It took several weeks to clear them. 
And they were not just Germans but they had these troops that they brought in from 
Mongolia and other places. And they had their covered wagons with their horses and 
their families all on there. And I had photographs showing them. And they all went home. 

 So after I finished that, the battalion was sent to Braunschweig, which is in Westphalia, I 
guess, and we were refitted again in preparation for our trip to Berlin. When the 
agreement was signed in Yalta between Churchill and Roosevelt and Stalin, it was 
decided that Europe would be divided in a certain way, and that the Russians would get 
certain parts of Eastern Europe, and the Allies would get certain parts of Western Europe. 
At that point, the Americans had already occupied part of western Bohemia, which was 
part of Czechoslovakia, and they had also Magdeburg province, which was almost a 
province bordering on Berlin. But in return for the Allies being allowed into Berlin to 
occupy the three sectors in addition to the Russians (that means the British, French, and 
Americans), they had to give up some other land. And so when we were going east along 
the Autobahn, which is like a four-lane highway like the 401 highway or the interstates 
over here (401 in Canada), we were going east and the Russians were coming west. We 
were occupying Berlin, going along the Autobahn, and the Russians were occupying 
Magdeburg Province and occupying west of Czechoslovakia, and General Patton had to 
pull his American troops back. So when we met on the River Elbe, us going east and the 
Russians going west, there was a lot of back slapping and exchanging of cigarettes and 
slugs on each other’s bottle of liquor. And then we went into Berlin, and they went and 
occupied Magdeburg Province as part of Russian zone.  

 When we got there, there was nothing. They had stripped factories of machinery to ship 
to Russia, but they didn’t know what to do, so it was sitting on railway sidings, rusting. 
They had railway engines marked “property of the Soviet Union.” They were just sitting 
on sidings. They had taken up one of a double railway track, so there was only one track 
running to Berlin, and they had all the other rails already on flatcars to ship to the Soviet 
Union.  

 When we got into Berlin, the barracks we took over from the Russians were bare and 
filthy. Everything was taken out. So being the interpreter, I got a bunch of Germans 
together and we got some bully beef and bars of chocolate and cigarettes, and we got 
them to clean the place up. And we had ordered in our supplies, and eventually we got set 
up in there as part of the occupation force in the British sector. And at night we could 
hear the Germans in the Russian zone banging pot lids and things for alarm, because the 
Russian soldiers went around pillaging and raping and beating up people. Whereas 
originally the first Russian troops were their crack regiments, then some of the other 
troops coming in with Mongolian faces, and they were not very well educated, and I 
heard stories from some Germans that they rented the house and when they saw a gas 
meter and heard it ticking, they thought it was a bomb, and they put a revolver to it and 
put a bullet through it. And they didn’t often wash. Some of them went to the stores that 
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were selling perfumes, and they would douse themselves with all this stuff. And when 
they came to see you and shook hands, they smelled like a walking perfume counter. So I 
stayed in Berlin for, oh, several weeks, and I was a witness to the victory parade, of 
which I took pictures on the Kurfürstendamm, just west of the Brandenburg Gate. And I 
went across into the Russian zone and clambered over the ruins of Hitler’s vice-
chancellery.  

 And there’s actually a story that I don’t know whether it has been told quite often. And 
that is that when we got into Berlin, they had a subway system, an underground railway. 
And apparently the Germans, in a last ditch attempt to stop the Russians from taking 
Berlin, had put a Red Cross train into one of these underground railways, and then they 
thought the Russians would come and take over the rest of the city. They blew a hole in 
the river that ran over the railway and the whole subway system was flooded. And all the 
people, their own people, thousands of them, I understand, was drowned. And when we 
went east of the Brandenburg Gate to Unter den Linden, you could see the water sitting 
from about two feet below the surface. And in the July heat, you could smell the smell of 
rotting bodies underneath. And this was not cleaned up until, I guess, quite some time 
later. 

 Well, eventually, in the summer of 1945, when all this happened, I saw an order coming 
down from headquarters that the British army was looking for interpreters to help with 
military government who could speak the German language. And I made sure with the 
office, the {unintelligible} sergeant, that they wouldn’t hold my name back because I was 
useful to the battalion, and they’d put it in so that I would get an opportunity to do the 
job. So I did have my name put in, and shortly afterwards I was told to pack up my bags 
and go to Brussels for an interview. So this is in Belgium, so we went in the Autobahn in 
the back of a three-ton truck with wooden seats, and we went to Belgium, and arrived all 
scruffy and unshaven in the morning. And the officer in charge said, “Well, I’d better 
interview you right now.” I said, “Well, Sir, I’m not cleaned up or anything.” “No, no, 
doesn’t matter.” So he talked to me and then he said, “How long have you got?” I said, 
“Well, I have to be back at my unit in three days.” So he says, “Well, here’s a pass. You 
stay at one of the military clubs and have a good time.” So we stayed in Brussels for three 
days, went back to Berlin, two weeks later got an order to go to Brussels for an 
interpreter’s course. Of course they wanted to indoctrinate us. So back again. This time I 
took all my gear back to Brussels for the course, and they gave us rank instead of 
specialist pay because we had to deal with a lot of high-ranking officers as interpreters. 
So we took the course, and I had to learn to give commands to a squad marching up and 
down, and the Belgians were rubbing their eyes in the morning when we were out on the 
cobble streets doing the {pitch}-stretch-bend exercises whilst they were just getting up. 
And we were ready to go to town, the first time when our training was almost completed, 
and the officers made an inspection. They said no, the blankets weren’t all in the right 
way, and the shoes were not polished enough, so we were confined to barracks for a 
couple of nights just to cool our heels.  

 And then when this course was finished after several weeks, we were all assigned to our 
stations. And I was posted to a little town called Detmold in the county of Lippe, which 
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was in Westphalia, and the Germans were quite cocky there because they’d never been 
bombed. It was to the north of Paderborn, which was a city which was badly bombed, 
and east of Münster, which was also badly bombed, but this town was all very peaceful. 
So we requisitioned a hotel, and this is where we were quartered, and I had my rifle in the 
wardrobe, sitting in the corner, and every morning I went to the office. And a German 
brought me tea to bed in the morning and polished my shoes, and then we had breakfast 
in the mess downstairs.  

 The job was to work as an interpreter for a public safety officer from British military 
government. And he had been a policeman from North Yorkshire who was on loan to the 
military government to try and help reorganize the German police. And basically what we 
had to do is to administer the occupation statute. That means, number one, we went and 
inspected all the jails in the whole country that we were responsible for, in order to see 
that nobody was in jail without charges for longer than 24 hours, and that they all were 
kept under reasonable conditions. The second task was to help reorganize the German 
police, to teach them that they were servants of the public instead of masters. And we told 
them, forget about the heel clicking. And we had them wear dark blue uniforms instead 
of the field gray ones. And that was the second task. The third task was to be interpreting 
at the military court, where people were taken before us for offending the military statute. 
That means either being out after curfew or blackmarketing, you know, selling Allied 
goods illegally; and also any Allied nationals, like Polish nationals or others who were in 
displaced person camps, whom we were responsible for from the point of view of public 
law and order, because they would never take it from the Germans and we didn’t expect 
them to. 

Interviewer: Do you want to show some photographs? We have about 15 minutes left, so if you’d like 
to talk a little bit about what happened to your family and about getting to Canada, maybe 
that would be {unintelligible}. 

Henry: Now where did we stop? Okay, I was in there. Well, okay. You have the camera off at the 
moment? 

Interviewer: No. 

Henry: Oh, you don’t. Oh, well, you can cut it out, I guess.  

  Well, I stayed in this little town, I guess, till some time in 1947. And in the meantime, I 
met my wife there. As you may have heard, we were not allowed to fraternize with the 
Germans, as British soldiers. That means we weren’t supposed to meet them on a social 
basis at all. So when the first British girls came to town to be part of the occupation 
administration, they were quartered in our mess on a separate floor because they didn’t 
have their own place to live yet. And so we kind of became friends with them, and of 
course the language at the breakfast table improved markedly. And this is how I met my 
wife. She was from Northern Ireland, served in the British forces for five years, and then 
joined the military government for a year. 
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  Now, whilst I was stationed in Germany, I tried to find out what happened to my family, 
because I had had some letters that were smuggled out of Terezin, which was the camp 
where the Jews in Czechoslovakia and from elsewhere were gathered together before 
they were shipped to some of the other camps like Auschwitz. And the letter told me 
exactly in which block they were living in Terezin and what they were doing. In fact, 
they were sent, I believe, from the records I got, they were deported to Terezin in the 
autumn of 1942. And they lived in a certain block in 1943. Now, my mother, whom I 
mentioned before, had been kind of a sickly person, died there of TB on the 10th of March 
of 1944. And my brother, whose name was George Max, he was four years younger than 
I was, and he was scheduled to be deported from there to another labor camp, which 
turned out to be Auschwitz. And so my father felt that there was nothing to hold him 
there because his wife had died, and so he volunteered to go with him. And my father 
actually worked in the camp as a {stool} builder, and my brother worked as a gardener in 
Terezin. So they were sent to Auschwitz in the fall of 1944. And to the best of our 
knowledge, they died. I have a death certificate issued by the Czech courts, where they 
say that because after posting a notice for six months and there was no response, that they 
were declared dead as of a certain date. But I understand that my brother was in the age 
group, born in 1928 and shipped there in 1944, that Dr. Mengele or one of his helpers just 
wiggled his finger to one side and said, “You go here and you go here.” And I guess my 
brother is presumed to have gone to the gas chambers. Now, I checked with Yad Vashem 
in Israel and with the Red Cross office in {unintelligible} in Germany, and so far they 
have come up with a negative reply, both for my father and my brother, and there were 
also a grandmother, aunts, uncles and cousins.  

 And I have word, just by word of mouth, which is unconfirmed, that my father was 
actually liberated by the Russians when they overran Auschwitz in January of 1945. But 
they had a different approach. They just opened the gates and told the people to go home. 
And I guess they trekked through Poland and Germany, and rumor has it that he died on 
the way back from Auschwitz, just outside Terezin. But I have no confirmation that this 
actually happened.  

 I did go back to Czechoslovakia twice, in 1946 and early 1947, on compassionate leave 
from the British army. And because of the uniform I wore, I got much prompter attention 
at the ministries. And I actually have extracts from the German records to indicate on 
which dates they were shipped to Auschwitz out of Terezin, and on which date they were 
shipped from Prague to Terezin, and probably the boxcar number, if I wanted it, because 
I understand that in their thoroughness, and in the end of the war, when the Germans ran 
out of index cards, used cigarette cartons to make up cards so they would record 
everything right to the dot of the “i.”  

 I was demobilized from the British army in the fall of 1945 in York, and I returned to 
London. And I was on release leave, staying in the warrant officers and sergeants 
{unintelligible} whilst I was looking for work. In the meantime, my wife, or my future 
wife, had already been sent to London before, and we kept contact, of course. In fact, I 
used to send her red roses and things, and phone her from Germany. And eventually, I 
was on release leave in Trafalgar Square, going in the {Lion’s Quarterhouse}, which was 
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one of the restaurants there, and I ran into a fellow by the name of Robert Maxwell, 
whom you might have heard about, who’s a billionaire, who served with me in the army, 
a fellow Czech, and who just fell or jumped from a boat in the Canary Islands a couple 
years ago. And he asked me if I wanted to work for him. He only had about four or five 
employees, and he started off by being a press officer for the British military government 
in Berlin, and made contacts with some of the scientific publishers. He started off by 
importing German newspapers for German prisoners of war in England, and taking 
advertisements from England into the German newspapers in Germany. And he also had 
a little import and export business. He was a Jewish boy from eastern Czechoslovakia, 
and he became quite famous over the years.  

 So in any case, I started working for him. I finished up as a manager of his magazine 
subscription department with 30 girls working for me (or ladies) of all kinds of shapes, 
sizes, and nationalities, and I had to get them to do their work and keep the peace. And 
there was also one old gentleman. He did the filing. So he talked my wife into working 
for him, which I didn’t really think too much of, because I never thought husband and 
wife should work in the same company, but she did agree. She worked for him for two 
years, but she had to lie for him so much that in the end she quit. Because somebody 
would phone, say, “Captain Maxwell, are you in?” and he would say, “Tell him I’m in 
Tokyo today,” or “I’m in Germany.” So she quit. But in any case, I worked for him till 
1952. I gave him notice. And in fact, when we got married in 1950, he law enforcement 
us his uniformed driver and Cadillac to take us to the registry office. And much against 
the usual tradition that a husband shouldn’t see his future wife before the wedding, I did. 
We got married and were married for 42 years, and no problem.  

 I worked for him, and he was a very hard man to work for because he was very 
demanding, and he always used his people who worked for him from the beginning much 
less generously than the ones whom he wanted to employ and get from somewhere else. 
So I had word through somebody else that I had reached the end of my salary level, and 
he wouldn’t give me any more. And we had some friends who had gone to Canada 
before, so I gave him notice and we eventually decided to emigrate to Canada. We came 
over to Canada in September of 1952. And in fact, before we went over, he took me and 
the other managers to the Savoy Hotel in the Stand, which is one of the most posh hotels 
in London, where you see the shoes disappearing in the pile on the carpet. And he offered 
to give me a bonus from his subsidiary in New York, but knowing him and not living up 
to his promises, I took the money before I left, and was sure that I got it.  

 So we came to Canada in 1952 in the fall, by air, it so happened, on an immigrants’ flight 
at half the price. It was a Stratocruiser, and it was full of immigrants, less baggage, and 
we went from Heath Row to Glasgow, to Prestwick, picked up some passengers, landed 
in Newfoundland to pass immigration, then landed in Montreal, where a good friend of 
ours picked us up. And my wife got a job right away because things were booming, and 
she worked for {unintelligible} Machinery, which was a company that the division was 
selling grindstones. And I walked the streets for six weeks before I found a job, because I 
was over-qualified. Nobody would take me for an ordinary job because they said as soon 
as I would find something better, I would leave. And I had all kinds of references from 
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Maxwell, but they were too good. So in the end I couldn’t use them. So I finally got a job 
with RCA in Montreal, in a clerical capacity, and I think my first paycheck was about 
$41 a week. And my wife was making $30 a week, and we rented a little apartment and 
we still had some money left over. And we lived in Montreal until 1957. 

 Now, in the meantime my wife got pregnant and we had a son, born in Montreal in 
September of 1954. He was born in Catherine Booth Salvation Army Hospital, which 
was a hospital in the west end of Montreal, which only did maternity. And the front part, 
where the married women were, paid for the back part, where the unwed mothers were. 
But that’s all they did.  

 Then in 1957, I was offered a chance to be transferred to Prescott by RCA and take a 
promotion. They had already opened a plant in Prescott in Ontario, which is 125 miles 
west of Montreal, in 1953. So I took the opportunity and I came to Prescott. It’s a little 
town which is on the St. Lawrence River, and for those of you who live in the United 
States, it’s just opposite Ogdensburg, New York, or 60 miles north of Watertown. And 
my wife was expecting our second child, and she was almost immediately going to give 
birth. So we arranged for a hospital room in Montreal and one in Brockville, which is the 
next city west of Prescott where the next hospital was. Also had a doctor reserved at each 
end. And she came up by train with our son, and the company picked all our furniture, 
paid for the move, and the movers came to the house and unpacked it all, put it all in the 
wrong places, of course. And I went to work three days after she arrived, and I got a call 
to come back because she was in labor. I didn’t own a car so we reserved one of the local 
taxis, and I got hold of them, and we went up the road to Brockville, which is 12 miles 
west of Prescott, and she had our first daughter on the 9th of May in 1957. 

 Since then, I worked for RCA until I got the golden handshake in 1985. In the meantime, 
our youngest daughter was born, who was born in 1963. I have three children. Our son 
David is 39, our daughter Patti is 36, and the daughter Brenda is 30, and I have a 
granddaughter Shannon, who’s 15. None of them are married. 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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