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This book is about two unlikely friends. One born in 1970s Britain to Indian immigrant parents,
the other arrived from Nazi Germany in 1939, fleeing persecution.This book is about common
ground. It is a story of migration, anti-Semitism, racism, family, belonging, grief and
resilience.This book is about the past and the present. It is about the state we're in now and the
ways in which we carry our pasts into our futures.This book is about homelands.
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British LibraryFor Henry and Ingrid Wuga, and my parents.ContentsPrologue ‘It’s the truth!’‘We
were sailing near the wind.’‘Within half an hour I became a dangerous enemy alien category
A’‘The law is a ass.’‘The mustard is running over!’‘My special attitude’‘I went up to the gods.’‘I’m
still upright, aren’t I!’‘Now be the Heinz that left us.’‘The other country.’‘Du bist ein cavalier’‘We
tried to carry on as normally as we could.’‘Good to see you and that lovely BOY.’‘Wuga is a most
unusual name.’‘We wanted you to have everything.’‘I saw a piano fly out of a first-floor
window.’‘Was it anything to do with us both being German?’‘I was a sun child.’‘It all goes back to
the house on the hill.’‘There was more to Austerlitz than he could ever know.’‘Hello, Cheetah!’‘It
was the first time I went in the sea.’‘What will happen to Europe?’‘I am the last one left.’‘You are
prepared for whatever will happen.’‘She was very quiet, and very kind.’‘That’s the kind of place
Baden-Baden was.’‘If I had not left I would have been taken away to Dachau with them.’‘My
thoughts are always with you.’‘The mere power that she had.’‘Your mother showed love from the
saucepan.’‘It wasn’t all chicken soup and chopped liver.’‘A man filled with empathy.’‘My
Ingrid’‘Our buddleia’‘We are not like other Indians.’‘One of your first words was “home”.’‘I won’t
be ninety-seven, I’ll be Henry Wuga.’‘This train journey will forever be in my
mind.’HinterlandsAcknowledgementsCredits, Permissions, ReferencesIt seems to me then as if
all the moments of our life occupy the same space, as if future events already existed and were
only waiting for us to find our way to them at last, just as when we have accepted an invitation we
duly arrive in a certain house at a given time. And might it not be, continued Austerlitz, that we
also have appointments to keep in the past . . .?W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz (2001)People are
trapped in history and history is trapped in them.James Baldwin, ‘Stranger in the
Village’ (1953)The world lies between people.Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times
(1968)Prologue‘It’s the truth!’It is easy to know the beginnings of things but impossible, at the
time, to see what exactly they begin. So I will start here, on a recent Friday afternoon in the latter
days of February. The day before Henry Wuga’s ninety-fifth birthday. A staging post in a lifetime
we sometimes call the twilight years. If a pin were to be dropped on a map it would land on a
lone and unexpected row of houses on the southern edge of Edinburgh. Reached by an easily



missed turn off a ceaselessly busy A-road and hemmed in on the other side by the Pentland
Hills, which over the centuries have acquired some of the stately character of the city they
overlook, it’s hard to conceive how this particular stretch of houses came to be built on the nub
end of the hills. Not that long after Henry was born a thousand miles away in Nuremberg.It’s also
impossible to imagine getting here on foot. As I cannot drive and am the daughter of lifelong non-
drivers, my not driving has calcified over the years into a personality trait. Like my love of a good
laugh, or Henry’s notoriously sharp memory. The outcome is that I never know exactly how I get
here. That is, until the car, driven by my very-much-a-driver partner Claire, pulls up outside the
house where Gillian, the younger of Henry’s two daughters, lives and we make the short steep
climb to the front door. In years gone by, before age put an end to it, Henry and his wife Ingrid
would already be waiting outside to greet us by the time we turned onto the street. Framed by
the door, side by side, waving and smiling. Dressed in the carefully chosen and cared for clothes
of people who know how to live a good stylish life. A photograph come to life, the kind you might
find jumbled up with old postcards in a 50p box in a flea market. At the door an affectionate but
restrained hug would take place, the straight-backed kind reminiscent of so many fathers of a
certain generation and their children. Then we would disappear into the house together.On this
occasion Henry is waiting for us in the conservatory, where a small afternoon tea has been laid
out. The room looks directly onto the section of the Pentlands which is home to Europe’s longest
dry ski slope. Skiing always makes me think of Henry and Ingrid. When I first met them, they
were still taking to the slopes, by this time in their late eighties.Once, when Henry was in the spa
town of Klosters, Switzerland, he found himself standing next to Prince Charles in the queue for
the ski lift. ‘I mean!’ Henry laughed, though I was unsure whether his incredulity was about
running into the Prince of Wales 1,200 metres above sea level or the fact that he was standing in
a queue. Henry, of course, said ‘Afternoon, sir’, and the heir to the British throne asked him
where he came from, that polite enquiry that chases so many of us around the world. Whether
formed in the mouths of princes or plebs, it always serves as a reminder, no matter where we
happen to be or how benign the intention, that the possibility of our belonging here, or indeed
anywhere, is questionable. Henry’s reply, in this case, was Glasgow. But where did he come
from before that, the Prince probed, intrigued by Henry’s strong German accent. This, too, is part
of the script. And the older I get the more I realise that there is no answer to the question that
really satisfies anyone. It seems that the further we journey from birth, the more difficult it
becomes to know where we come from. ‘Perhaps home is not a place,’ wrote James Baldwin,
‘but simply an irrevocable condition.’Then came another question: what is this you’re sitting on?
‘I said “It’s a ski bob, sir,”’ says Henry. ‘He said “I’ve never seen one.”’ And then the story
becomes pure Henry Wuga. A haiku of this man’s character demonstrating his respect, above all
else, for things as they are. The facts. ‘I said “I beg your pardon, sir, but I’ve seen a picture of you
sitting on one.” And when the Wugas returned home from Switzerland Henry located the
photograph of Prince Charles sitting on a ski bob, sent it to the palace, and got a reply in which
the mistake was confirmed.‘It’s the truth!’ Henry concluded triumphantly.The afternoon tea is set



on the table. Tea, poured from a pot into thin cups with saucers, cake, homemade by Gillian, and
fruit. Sitting there I recall a past visit not long after the conservatory was built when my son fell
and split his lip on the cool, newly laid tiles. The blood oozed between his just-cut teeth, and my
fluttering panic, still then shockingly unfamiliar to me as a new mother, burst open like a wound.
Gillian’s husband, who is a dentist but kindly assumed the role of doctor for the duration, picked
him up, examined his dainty screaming mouth, and diagnosed him to be fine. There is nothing
remarkable about this memory. My son fell in a hundred other places, especially around that
time when he had a tragic habit of falling flat on his face as he was careering towards an object
of desire. And yet this mundane scrap of family history flashes before my eyes whenever I sit in
that sunny conservatory, making conversation, drinking tea and eating freshly washed and cut
strawberries selected from a big bowl. The hardness of that floor will always make me wince.
When I ask if anyone else remembers, the answer unsurprisingly is no. It is the memory of a
mother, and mine alone.Henry is recovering from a desperately needed and valiantly fought-for
hip operation. He stands up to greet us and takes a few careful steps towards me, flashing his
trademark grin, the one he switches on like a bulb for photographs. We all cheer. Ingrid, who is a
few months younger than her husband, remains sitting on the sofa blinking amused eyes behind
thick glasses. She keeps asking ‘why are we here?’ and ‘when are we going home?’. Both
excellent questions, the answers to which, in this moment, are ‘because it’s Henry’s birthday
weekend’ and ‘not today Mummy’. Ingrid has vascular dementia. Sometimes when I see her she
remembers a little more, sometimes less. Wading into her deep past is more reliable than
staying in the shallows, but there is nothing linear about the loss of memory. It seems to be as
much about what endures as what falls away. And what remains, in Ingrid’s case, is life distilled
to its poetics. Humour, music, family, childhood, and beneath all this, like an anchor lodged in the
seabed of her past, Henry.Also present at this celebration of one man’s life are my two children.
My daughter runs around charming everyone with her irrepressible one-year-oldness, blowing
kisses to a digger on the hills. My son, who is five, goes straight upstairs to play in a bed. He is
autistic and not in general a fan of parties, however small, significant, or hard-won. This is all
three. Only weeks earlier Hilary, Henry and Ingrid’s older daughter, phoned to ask me if I would
be willing to write Henry’s obituary if the hip operation was unsuccessful.Later, however, my son
agrees to join us in the conservatory, scene of the split lip. He instantly spots the room divide
between conservatory and lounge as not just a potential train track but an actual, literal train
track. He drops to his knees with his head on the ground, as has been his favoured stance since
he could command his body at all. He runs an imaginary train back and forth along the track. He
makes train noises. He demands a ticket. Henry watches with great interest. I watch Henry. Then
he gets up slowly and shuffles over to my son. He stands there for a while, asking nothing of him,
staying out of his space, intuitively doing all the things parents of autistic children desperately
want others to do in their company. It occurs to me that all three of us are thinking about trains
yet our trains of thought are running on completely separate tracks. Eventually I fish around for a
‘ticket’ in my pocket and come up with a loyalty card for a café near where we live on the



opposite side of Edinburgh. I hand it to Henry. He hands it to my son.We don’t stay long. Parties
are a tiring business for young and old. Before we leave I sit on the floor beside Henry. He tells
me that for the first time in his life he feels his age. A dear friend of his died recently. He was only
a year younger than Henry. Ninety-four. And his name, too, was Henry. Henry Rose. The Wugas
and the Roses had been ‘true friends’ for decades. They used to go on family holidays to
Cornwall together in the 1950s with their daughters, which touches me because when I was a
little girl, three decades later, my mother and father took their daughters, my sister and I, to
Cornwall on holiday too. Since Henry Rose’s death, his daughters have begun uncovering ‘the
most remarkable facts’ about his life, which, like so many, he never spoke about. Henry goes
quiet. The conversation, through our silent but mutual agreement, is at its end.A few weeks later
I will get an email from Henry. My inbox, and heart, will be full of him by this point. I have been
interviewing Henry for years, we have become friends, and in recent months the conversations
have started increasing in length, scope, and urgency. I am still considering what to do with
them, but it is becoming clearer by the day that something must be done. In the meantime, every
exchange seems to spawn another. Every story constructs a bridge to another time.‘I feel a little
apprehensive but honoured that you wish to write about my story,’ writes Henry. ‘I would be
pleased to meet with you as often as you like. You will have access to all my documents, files,
photos and my writings, journals etc.’His email then turns to his dear friend Henry Rose.‘Lost his
whole family,’ Henry continues. ‘He never talked about it. Some people simply draw the
line . . . Then and Now.’Henry, however, chose a different way. Or perhaps it would be truer to say
that the path of his own past permitted him, like a right of way, to speak out. ‘Maybe I talk too
much,’ is how he puts it, ‘but I was safe in Britain and escaped the horrors of the Shoa.’‘Look
forward to talking with you,’ he concludes. ‘Hope I can answer all your questions.’‘We were
sailing near the wind.’Henry is at his desk, busy with his files. The midday sun pours through the
window, blotting out the view so it seems there is nothing beyond but an empty burnished light,
the never-ending kind that suffuses dreams. And memories. On the desk are stacks of papers in
an order that only their owner can fathom, photos in frames, postcards, newspapers, a table
lamp, telephone, vase of yellow roses, and Henry’s glasses, which he has a habit of removing to
allow closer examination of a document. To his right, his computer. On his other side, Ingrid, his
wife of more than seventy years, dozing in an oversized leather recliner. Poised, I instinctively
feel, to pipe up any second now.‘Look,’ says Henry. ‘This is what I wanted to show you. The
National Archives said they couldn’t reveal this to me for another twenty-five years. I said I’ll be
dead by then! They eventually sent it, as you can see.’ Henry sweeps a shaking hand across a
stack of files. On the top is a title page with the National Archives logo. On a little green square at
the bottom of the page, just below a Home Office series number (HO405/60809), are the words
‘closed until 2049’. The only handwriting on the page is this quartet of numbers: 2049. The
future. A place where none of us can go. A topsy-turvy suspense, relating to the revelation of
past events, hangs in the room like the dust motes spotlit by the sun.This is where I picture
Henry whenever he enters my thoughts. In the sitting room of his and Ingrid’s mid-century flat in



Giffnock on the south side of Glasgow. The image is like a portrait stored in the attic of my mind.
Like a painting by an Old Master, the paint all shiny and veined with cracks, where everything
stands both for itself and something else. The little silver dishes of nuts and individually wrapped
chocolates on the gleaming coffee table speak of hospitality and an old-fashioned and
unmistakably European skein of formality that is as much about showing you care as the
performance of ritual. The yellow roses in full bloom emanate an attendance to beauty, nature,
and making things last. The family photos lining every wall and surface, in which the Wugas grin
from behind sunglasses on a crystalline slope in the Italian Alps or their two daughters throw
sideways glances in Sixties headscarves, chronicle both a family saga of love and survival
across four generations, and a potted history of Europe in the twentieth century. And the vintage
map framed in the hall invites the visitor to return to the precise spot in the southern German
state of Bavaria where a Jewish baby boy called Heinz Martin Wuga was born in the freezing
second month of 1924.The purpose of today’s visit, also attended by Hilary, who is visiting from
London and has over recent years assumed the role of her parents’ personal assistant, archivist,
and occasional translator, is to go through a sheaf of A3 documents. A forty-nine-page record
recently acquired by the Wugas from the National Archives following a Freedom of Information
request. The contents of the file are conveyed on paper so thin it reminds me of the blue airmail
letters that arrived from India throughout my childhood. Fringed with blue and red. Opened
immediately. The contents so highly prized, in a beautiful curly script I could not read, on paper
as fragile as my parents looked when they read them. Those letters from an amorphous group of
people collectively known as our family frightened me. They turned my mother and father into
strangers. And me into a foreigner in my own home.Henry’s documents have been held for years
in a Seventies building in southwest London, the brutalist kind in front of which fountains
eternally spring and doors relentlessly revolve. The National Archives, built on the site of a First
World War hospital in Kew, opened just two years before I was born. It turns out that I spent my
childhood sleeping next to this alternative history of Henry’s life. A secret kept from him until
now.What’s inside, relayed in the chilly and obfuscating language of officialdom, is both
shocking and confirmation of what Henry has long suspected. That during and after the Second
World War he was investigated by the Home Office and MI5, suspected of being a communist
spy, and nearly refused naturalisation as a result. ‘It was a hunch and that’s all it ever was but we
now have proof,’ says Hilary. Henry is still working through the file, as if it is revision that requires
learning before a citizenship test and not some long withheld palimpsest of his life. There are
further documents in the record, which runs from 1 January 1946 to 31 December 1948, but the
National Archives has withheld them under FOI and Data Protection legislation.The reasons for
MI5’s suspicion are at once deeply personal and a blanket case of what happened during the
war. It goes to the heart of Henry’s formative experiences in Britain, particularly ‘the first twenty-
three months’, as he describes them with typically stubborn specificity. An extraordinary period,
with all the thundering pace, cliff-hangers, dizzying location changes and improbable characters
of a spy thriller. When it began to occur to me slowly, like a sculpture emerging out of stone, that



there might be more, perhaps even a book, in all this, it was to those twenty-three months that I
kept returning. To what any journalist would call a great story in which Henry, then just sixteen
years old, was brought before the High Court in Edinburgh, wrongly accused of corresponding
with the enemy, labelled a dangerous enemy alien category A, and interned in six camps across
Britain. But it is more than a great story. It is more than history. It is Henry’s life, and like the
endless passing of the present moment, the pages keep turning. The past is never still, and
some of it remains forever closed to us.In these pages Henry learns how closely he was tracked
when he came to Britain in the spring of 1939. When he pulled into Liverpool Street Station on a
Kindertransport, a British initiative that rescued almost 10,000 predominantly Jewish children in
the nine months leading up to the war. From the moment he got off that train the fifteen-year-old
boy became a German Jewish refugee. And it was for this reason, alighting into the red mist of
panic and paranoia seizing wartime Britain, that he and thousands like him were watched.
Suspected. Blamed. Rounded up. Interned. Deported.In the file, there are reports supplied by a
chief constable, the head chef of a restaurant, the painter David Sassoon, and a former
headmaster at the Perthshire school where Henry was evacuated. There are school records in
which Henry’s high intelligence is framed as cause for suspicion. There’s an official enquiry,
made by MI5 to the CIA in August 1947, ‘as to whether anything is known or recorded about
him / her’. And a newspaper clipping of a notice, placed in the Glasgow Evening Citizen in
September 1947, informing the public that ‘Heinz Martin Wuga of 329 Maxwell Road, Glasgow,
is applying to the Home Secretary for Naturalisation and that any person who knows any reason
why Naturalisation should not be granted should send a written and signed statement of the
facts to the Under-Secretary of State, Aliens Department, Home Office, London.’‘But you were
just a child refugee!’‘All I can say, Chitra,’ says Henry, ‘is to go to all this trouble during wartime
they must have suspected me of bad correspondence.’‘You were not much more than a child,’
says Hilary.‘I know,’ says Henry. ‘That’s the difficulty. Children can be used for all sorts of
things.’‘What was that?’ asks Ingrid. She is awake, and for all we know has been listening the
entire time.‘They were worried that when Daddy was writing to Oma he was corresponding as a
spy,’ says Hilary loudly.Ingrid is incensed. ‘He was not passing on any messages!’The most
explosive report is the one filed by the chief constable of Glasgow claiming Henry ‘was a
communist sympathiser, but not a member of the Communist Party in the United Kingdom.’ The
report continues: ‘There does not, however, appear to be definite confirmation that he has
Communist inclinations.’ It was this suspicion that almost jeopardised Henry and Ingrid’s
naturalisation.‘Oh my God, I’m amazed,’ says Henry. ‘We were sailing near the wind.’Hilary rolls
her eyes. She addresses her father directly. Puts her hand to her heart. ‘Yes, Daddy, but how did
you feel?’ She pummels her chest lightly. Henry does not reply. He is engrossed in the files
again, his glasses dispatched to the desk with their arms outstretched. Eventually Hilary turns to
me, and with a child’s exasperation whispers of her father, ‘He just moves on!’‘Henry!’ Ingrid
says. ‘Henry!’ She shouts again, louder this time, in her particular way of annunciating her
husband’s name. Rich, heavily accented, shot through with the memory of the banter that not so



long ago would have followed in a torrent of mischief and affection. She points at the papers
strewn everywhere. ‘What is that?’‘What is that?’ repeats Henry, laughing. ‘It’s our history!’Then
Ingrid turns to me. Her eyes narrow. ‘What is it you want you know?’ she asks. Her question is
genuine. She cannot remember why I am here.I am thrown.Anything you want to tell me, I
say.Then, because this seems general to the point of meaningless, I add, ‘About you and your
family.’‘I can’t remember how quickly my parents came here,’ Ingrid says.She turns to
Henry.‘They came one week before war broke out,’ Henry replies. ‘They applied to be domestic
servants. You could get in that way.’‘If you were prepared to do housework,’ adds Ingrid. Then a
memory returns suddenly, as effortlessly as a sketch flowing from an artist’s pencil. ‘Some of my
parents’ friends said “We have staff here. I’m not going to be staff somewhere else.” They were
too proud. My parents said “We can’t afford to be proud and toffee-nosed.”’ She looks at me, lifts
her chin, and flicks her nose lightly. ‘“If we can get to Britain by being a butler and maid we will do
it.” Take your cap off, and get on with it.’We pause to savour this beautifully preserved vignette.
Every object in the room, the flowers, documents, and map of Nuremberg in the hall, seems to
beat with the story’s pulse, the way a sore knee throbs in tandem with the heart after a fall.‘It
wasn’t her parents’ friends,’ says Hilary after a while. ‘It was her uncles and aunts.’‘Right,’ says
Henry. ‘And they didn’t get out.’Ingrid’s words halt as abruptly as they came. The sun continues
to flood the room with diaphanous northern light. Many years ago, when I was a less
experienced journalist and not so much myself, I might have filled this eternity up. Poured my
words into it like sand into an egg timer. Now I know better. Time is teaching me. I say
nothing.Finally it is Hilary who speaks. ‘She is very proud of her parents for doing that.’‘Rightly
so,’ says Henry.Ingrid nods her head, tentatively, childlike, as if it is expected of her.Henry
receives this new information confirming that his suspected communist sympathies threatened
his naturalisation in 2018, not long after a major scandal breaks in the country. Windrush. A word
that previously evoked old black and white photos of the great bow of a ship docking in Tilbury in
the early summer of 1948. The same stretch of Essex coast on which Henry first set foot when
he arrived in Britain nine years earlier. The same ship that, before it was called the Empire
Windrush, was seized by the Nazis and used to transport troops and Norwegian Jews to
Poland’s concentration camps and, inevitably, Auschwitz. The same death camp where Ingrid’s
aunt, uncle and cousins, the ones who didn’t get out, were sent.Windrush, for most of my life,
means BBC archive reports, delivered in Brief Encounter-ish clipped voices about the changing
face of the nation. Windrush means people on the move, as they have always been, carrying
belongings in suitcases and holding children with blank faces by the hand. Windrush means the
official birth of post-war immigration to Britain, which also brings my parents, immigrants from
another former British colony, to this small island a couple of decades later. Windrush is a ship
carrying 1,027 passengers, the vast majority of whom are Commonwealth immigrants from the
Caribbean. Windrush signifies the docking of a new era. Windrush means something fine, good,
upstanding, British. It is the proud opening chapter of our story, for we are not taught that our
history began long before 1948. That our people lived in Britain for centuries. That many on



board the HMT Empire Windrush were Second World War veterans. That the people we call
immigrants were, in fact, coming home. That our people are, in fact, your people.In the summer
of 2013, as I become a mother, the Conservative government launches Operation Vaken, a
short-lived initiative employing vans to circle aimlessly around six London boroughs. The vans
carry billboards decorated with images of handcuffs and words of warning.‘In the UK illegally?
Go home or face arrest.’At the same time, Home Office leaflets encouraging what is referred to
as ‘voluntary departure’ are distributed, featuring bright pictures of planes, and inviting those
returning home of their own accord to enjoy the key benefits, which are avoiding arrest and living
in detention until documents are obtained, of leaving by so-called choice. ‘They can leave the
UK in a more dignified manner than if their removal is enforced,’ the leaflet concludes. Earlier
that year, in the hope that greater numbers of immigrants will ‘self-deport’, the Home Office
sends texts to more than 170,000 people living in the UK, many of whom are living here legally.
‘Message from the UK Border Agency:’ the texts begin, ‘you are required to leave the UK as you
no longer have the right to remain.’Four years later, when the Wugas are preparing their FOI
request with the help of their local MP, it begins to surface that the British government has
classified as illegal immigrants thousands of British Caribbean residents who arrived in the
country between 1948 and 1973. ‘Surface’, though, is the wrong word. It has all been carried out
in the cold light of day and is a matter of public record. As the then home secretary put it in 2012,
in an interview with an increasingly right-wing broadsheet, it is a direct result of an explicit policy
‘to create here in Britain a really hostile environment for illegal migration’. A home secretary who
by the time the scandal fully breaks and becomes international news is our prime minister.When
Henry’s file arrives in the post, Windrush no longer stands for history. It represents live, present
and continuous scandal. The betrayal of hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of people born in
the Caribbean and their descendants by their own government. British people. People who are
wrongly detained, their very past existence denied. People who lose jobs, homes, access to
benefits, and medical treatment. People who are deported. Taken from their homes to a country
they left long ago, that they perhaps cannot remember at all. The knock at the door. The letter
landing softly, the lightest of terrors, on the mat. The childhood fear come to life.This breach of
the trust each of us puts in our government every single day is a betrayal not just by the country
to which people happened to migrate. It is a rejection by the mother country. For the Windrush
generation, and my parents a few decades later, the passenger liner docking on the banks of the
Thames or the plane thumping down on the smooth ribbon of runway at the newly named
Heathrow Airport, is a form of homecoming. A return, as well as a flight. For us, the scandal
induces only a terrible confirmation. The world is, after all, exactly as we experience it. As we
have been taught to fear it, and never speak of it. Our footing never felt sure but after the
Windrush scandal the earth cracks open beneath our feet. It seems not to close again. We begin
to admit to ourselves that it was never secure in the first place. ‘The chief constable [of Glasgow]
reports that this applicant was interned from 1940 to 1941 as an enemy alien and that he was
suspected of being Communistic in politics,’ says Henry, reading aloud from the conclusion of



the report by Glasgow’s procurator fiscal. ‘Accordingly we cannot regard him as being suitable
for a grant of British nationality.’Naturalisation, the admittance of a foreigner to the citizenship of
a country, also describes the introduction of plants and animals to non-native regions. It is a
term, like enemy alien, laden with judgement so established we have forgotten the weight of all
that it carries. A word that hauls me back to Kew, where Henry’s documents were held right next
to the largest botanical gardens in the world. Kew Gardens, the bucolic scene of many happy
childhood visits with my parents, when it cost a few pennies to go through the turnstiles into the
carefully collected, cultivated and, though the word was never used, colonised paradise within.
Like museums, the history of botanical gardens is entwined with imperialism. These are oases
with which we all share history in profoundly different ways. And unsurprisingly, considering its
position right up against the banks of the Thames, Kew Gardens was a target in the Second
World War. During the Blitz, at the same time as Henry was interned on the Isle of Man, thirty
high-explosive German bombs were dropped on the lawnmower-striped lawns and Victorian
glasshouses of Kew. What happened to those prized organisms yanked from the earth of every
continent in the British Empire, brought ‘home’ and naturalised over time? Were they protected?
Hidden? Dug up and sent away for safekeeping?My centre of the world, though I have not lived
there for more than twenty years, continues to be a post-war block of council flats on the banks
of the Thames. The place where my parents live. The building overlooks an arterial London road,
never free of traffic, which in turn tracks the tidal river that brought the Empire Windrush to the
country. This is where the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race finishes each spring. It has the
bleak and beautiful feel of a Dickensian ghost town, its past as a centre of industry – tapestry,
pottery, a brewery, maltings, bottling plant and sugar refinery – outlined in the old warehouses
and grand manor houses long since portioned up first into offices and then luxury apartments.
The history is pure blue-plaqued Establishment. Thomas Cromwell once lived here. J. M. W.
Turner painted the view up and down the river from a house known as The Limes where former
residents included a family of Jewish merchant bankers who came from New York in 1754, and
Lord Byron’s widow.Over the years the flats in my parents’ block are bought over, one by one,
until my mother and father are amongst the very few council tenants left in the building. The
eerie petrol station over the road strung with giant cobwebs is knocked down. So too is the
derelict pub beside it, where one easily imagined the ghosts of weavers congregating for an
after-work pint. The narrow river path, oozing with ripe Thames mud and tide-propelled rubbish,
is covered with a traditional cobbled path. An accessible ramp follows, and then come the
runners, cyclists, dog walkers with Labradors and spaniels, and mothers jogging with buggies
suspended on giant off-road wheels, their blonde ponytails swinging to the beat of gentrification.
All of this happens stealthily until one day you find yourself looking at the same stretch of ancient
riverside and can’t remember what was once, surely not that long ago, there.A few miles west
along the river is Richmond, where I grew up, which continues to haunt me as only the places
we belong to can. You would be hard-pressed to find a more quintessentially English backdrop
for a formative story. I went to primary school atop Richmond Hill, which boasts a view of the



land so emblematic it is the only outlook in England to be protected by an Act of Parliament. This
magnificent scene of a water meadow drawing the eye down to the Thames vale, the snaking
bend of the river, and beyond, the genial drama of the North Downs, has such harmonious
composition it presents to the naked eye as a painting. But perhaps this is because it has been
painted many times, most famously by Turner in 1809. Occasionally a view becomes so integral
to a person’s perspective that it’s taken into the self like a visitor admitted to a house. I often
dream about the view from Richmond Hill. It’s as though the scene Sir Walter Scott described as
‘a huge sea of verdure’ is engraved on the backs of my eyelids. When I close my eyes, it’s
waiting for me. The sparkling river bend and the ancient water meadow spilling down to meet it.
The thick furrow of trees in the middle distance. The land keening towards the horizon’s rim. And
the mixed emotional palate. The sense of pride, Britishness and otherness. A rush of belonging
so furtive and uncontrollable it feels like shame.In the end Henry applied for naturalisation in
1946. He shows me the first letter, received by the Home Office Aliens Dept on 24 April, in which
he enclosed a preliminary fee of £1 alongside his application, and signed off ‘yours respectfully,
Heinz Martin Wuga’. By this point he had been living in the UK for seven years. He was twenty-
two years old and married to Ingrid. And so they received naturalisation together the following
year, none the wiser about how close they had sailed to the wind.What would have happened if
the application was refused?‘Who knows?’ Henry says. ‘I guess they could have deported me
back to Germany.’When I get home to Leith on the northern edge of Edinburgh, which clings to
another river with a long and complicated history, I go on the website of the National Archives. I
find the catalogue description of Henry’s file, its legal status as a public record immediately
followed by its closure status. The Home Office series to which Henry’s records belong is the
most detailed series on internees held by the National Archives. It relates specifically to foreign,
mostly European nationals who applied for British citizenship after the war and permanently
settled in the UK. Almost all these files were scheduled for destruction but in 1992 the Public
Records Office learned that around 40 per cent of them had, in fact, survived. These were
passed on to the National Archives. Amongst them was HO405/60809, a file about a German
Jewish refugee called Heinz Martin Wuga.I perform a search under ‘Jewish refugees Second
World War’ and fall down another rabbit hole. In a section on ‘immigration and immigrants’ and a
sub-section on ‘First and Second World War Records’, I find an entry on internment records
regarding what’s termed the ‘Aliens Department internees index’. These detail a sub-series of
index cards originally issued in September 1939, when war broke out and the first round of
decisions on the internment of enemy aliens, as they were known, were considered by tribunals.
Henry had, by this time, been in the UK for four months and was only fifteen. The following year,
as the British public was gripped by panic in the midst of war and Winston Churchill was said to
have issued an order to ‘collar the lot!’, larger numbers of people were interned, Henry amongst
them.The National Archives guide concludes: ‘Those interned included Jewish refugees who
had escaped Nazi persecution.’The neutral, approaching ahistorical tone of this barely known
fact upsets me. So, as readers tend to when we’re unsettled, I go searching for another text. I



pick up The Emigrants, W. G. Sebald’s document of the lives of four Jewish refugees. The
quartet of stories, which one always has to remind oneself are fictional, were allegedly inspired
by Sebald’s friendships with two elderly Jewish refugees, one of whom was his landlord in
Manchester. My relationship with Sebald has blossomed in tandem with my friendship with
Henry. Over the years this great German writer and academic, with whom I share precisely
nothing in common, has somehow become a kind of guardian of my words relating to Henry.
Sebald’s last novel, Austerlitz, has become the place I go to when I am lost. The steadying view
from the hill. I like to think Sebald would be amused by this because Austerlitz is a novel about
dislocation.I flick through my new Vintage edition of The Emigrants.The book falls open on page
twenty-seven.The story of Paul Bereyter.‘There is mist that no eye can dispel,’ begins the
characteristically Sebaldian chapter inscription. And then come the long, sinewy sentences,
propelling you in a direction you do not understand but must follow, like a stranger taking you by
the hand in a dream. Paul Bereyter was the narrator’s primary school teacher. In the very first
sentence, which of course is lengthy, I read that he has ‘put an end to his life’. The narrator finds
this out in an obituary, which ‘spoke merely of the dead man’s services to education, his
dedicated care for his pupils . . . his great love of music, his astonishing inventiveness’, and so
on. The narrator continues: ‘Almost by way of an aside, the obituary added, with no further
explanation, that during the Third Reich Paul Bereyter had been prevented from practising his
chosen profession.’ It is the tone of this report that devastates the narrator as much as the
content. ‘It was this curiously unconnected, inconsequential statement, as much as the violent
manner of his death, which led me in the years that followed to think more and more about Paul
Bereyter, until, in the end, I had to get beyond my own very fond memories of him and discover
the story I did not know.’‘Within half an hour I became a dangerous enemy alien category
A’Aletter drops on the mat of 169 Queen’s Drive, Govanhill. The home of Mrs Etta Hurwich, her
son Simon, and, for the past year, Henry. A main-door red sandstone tenement flat with three
storeys and a basement. Ten soft stone steps lead to a heavy front door. Opposite is a neo-
gothic parish church. The elegant green sweep of Queen’s Park unfurls from the end of the
street, and the latest episode of the serial that is Glasgow skies in summer plays out overhead.
The letter may have disappeared down the bottomless well of history, but Henry can instantly
summon its contents. Five miles away in Giffnock, he speaks them to me as they were once
written for him.‘You must go to the High Court in Edinburgh.’Henry is sixteen. He has been in
Britain for just over a year. It is the third week of June in 1940. Wartime. The balance of power in
Europe is being ripped up, country by country, day by day. A month ago, on the same day
Winston Churchill became prime minister in Britain, the Wehrmacht invaded Luxembourg, the
Netherlands and Belgium. Norway has just been seized by Nazi Germany. Less than a fortnight
ago Italy declared war on France and Britain. The Fall of France, which will result in the French
Army’s defeat in six inconceivable weeks, is under way. More than 300,000 British and Allied
soldiers have just been evacuated from the jetty and beaches of Dunkirk. Two months ago, a
Nazi commandant arrived in the Upper Silesia region of occupied Poland with the order to



establish a more extreme version of Dachau in the market town of Oświęcim, or, in German,
Auschwitz.In Nuremberg, Henry’s parents continue to live in the family home. ‘We are well,’
writes his mother, Lore, in her most recent letter, sent on 20 March. ‘Cheer up. One fine day we’ll
all be together again, that is our greatest wish.’‘You’re on holiday now, always nice for you,’ adds
his father, Karl, in a few lines scrawled at the foot of the page, conveyed in a hand that eighty
years later only Ingrid will be able to decipher. ‘We didn’t get to Graz for Whitsun. We are both
well at the moment.’The letters are a traffic of love in the midst of a war driven by hate. They
shuttle back and forth via an uncle in Brussels and another in Paris. Then war breaks out,
Belgium and France are invaded, and the correspondence between mother, father and son
shrinks to the rare, desperately longed for and woefully outdated by the time it arrives Red Cross
letter.At 169 Queen’s Drive in Glasgow, Henry’s fate is being written for him.He has only been
home for a few days. He has been in Perthshire, where he was sent as soon as war broke out,
one of 100,000 children evacuated from Glasgow in the space of just three days. At the same
time, he and the rest of the 70,000 German and Austrian foreign nationals in Britain were
classed as enemy aliens.They are forbidden to possess cameras, maps, radios.They are
subject to a nightly curfew.The police start coming to the door.In Perthshire, Henry is sent first to
the village of Guildtown where he is billeted on a farm run by a Mr William Lambie Douglas.
Here, the city boy falls hard for country life. He attends the local village school and gets a week’s
holiday to plant potatoes in the earth, howking them up with groups of Irish men after the worst
of the Scottish winter. He learns to tie bales of hay and makes friends with a horse called Clyde,
who forms a habit of refusing to permit the fifteen-year-old refugee to leave his stable. He drinks
his fill of fresh milk and cream and, in the midst of rationing, eats tinned peaches, rabbit,
pheasant, chicken and eggs. The only outward sign of war in this lush old tree country is the
drone of RAF Tiger Moths training at the nearby Scone airfield. This, and the scarcity of news
from his parents. A single postcard from his mother reaches him here, forwarded on from 169
Queen’s Drive in Glasgow. The original address has been crossed out, line by line, replaced by
his temporary home on the farm.‘Thank you very much for your letter that arrived on Monday
and the lovely poem,’ writes Lore. ‘We were sad not to get a photo of you, that would have been
the right birthday present. We couldn’t talk, that wasn’t possible. We are well and think of you a
lot.’ Lore explains that her mother is in Heilbronn, where many of her family remain. ‘I am worried
about her and want to go and see her when possible,’ she continues. The postcard closes with a
maternal remonstration, the half-hearted kind that masks love. ‘You must be thinking of us too.
Did you get the chocolate? You didn’t mention it. A kiss for you. Your Muma.’By the end of
September the Aliens Department of the Home Office has set up 120 internment tribunals all
over the country, using emergency legislation passed on the eve of war. At these tribunals,
presided over by government officials and local representatives, every UK registered enemy
alien over the age of sixteen is assessed and divided into one of three categories. Category A
means instant internment, B is exempt from internment but subject to restrictions, and C is
exempt from both internment and restrictions. The process takes a few months. By the end of



January 73,000 cases have been assessed. The majority of the 55,000 Jewish refugees in
Britain due to Nazi persecution are placed in Category C, while 6,700 are classified as B, and
just 560 as A. At just fifteen years old, none of this affects Henry.Next, Henry is moved to a
seventeenth-century estate in the village of Forgandenny run by the Glasgow Corporation.
Around thirty boys and girls are evacuated to Rossie House overlooking the smooth caps of the
Ochil Hills. Henry is the only foreigner but there is a Glaswegian Jewish boy called Max
Barlasky, a future painter with whom Henry will become lifelong friends. The estate gamekeeper,
Mr McCandlish, usually trailed by a pack of foxhounds, teaches Henry fly fishing on the River
Earn. On Sundays when the rest of the children go to church Henry, a budding chef with a nine-
month apprenticeship in a kosher hotel in Baden-Baden under his belt, is permitted into the
kitchen of the old house to bake cakes for afternoon tea. ‘Yes, there was a war on but we had a
carefree time,’ says Henry. ‘All these months left a great impression on me, so many new
experiences to absorb. I really loved it there.’He starts attending Perth Academy, but is thrown
out because ‘they didn’t like my English, didn’t think it was good enough’. Finally he ends up in
Balhousie, a boys’ grammar school run by a headmaster, Mr Borthwick, who is particularly kind
to the only foreigner amongst the pupils. He permits Henry to use German in his end of year
exams and his English, nurtured by the kind attention of this man he will never forget and with
whom he will continue to correspond for years, comes on in leaps and bounds. In the spring
Henry is taught Macbeth and the door of his young mind swings open. ‘Oh, it was fabulous,’
Henry tells me with a sigh. ‘I still know passages off by heart. “Out, out brief candle! / Life’s but a
walking shadow”. It enthralled me.’This is where Henry’s sixteenth birthday passes. He is
supposed to register at the local police station, as all enemy aliens are required to do, but Henry
is young, he is busy, his life turns on a coin, and he is the only foreigner amongst locals. ‘You’re
just a schoolboy,’ says Henry. ‘You are quite happy and then all of a sudden you have to register
with the police? I think I didn’t fully realise. All I can tell you . . .’ He pauses, looking perplexed, as
though he still feels he must explain himself. ‘You’re young, you’re happy, you’ve got friends, you
don’t think you have to do this when you turn sixteen. It doesn’t matter to you.’Cycling to school
one day, Henry is stopped at an army checkpoint by a young soldier. Road blocks have sprung
up around Perthshire to prevent tanks from passing through its towns. The young soldier
demands to see Henry’s identity card and when he takes out his aliens’ registration book and
the soldier realises his nationality is German, he panics. The ‘poor man nearly collapses and
drops his gun’, says Henry.He calls first for the corporal and then the lieutenant.‘Let the laddie
go to school,’ is the lieutenant’s immediate conclusion.Henry, once again, is spared. He gets
back on his bike, and pedals away.The risk of German invasion grows. Britain is in a state of high
alert. Stoked by anti-immigrant rhetoric in the right-wing press, the line begins to blur between
German and Austrian refugees seeking safe haven and Nazi sympathisers and saboteurs hiding
in plain sight. The British government interns a further 8,000 Germans and Austrians in south
England, regardless of their classification. On 4 June Churchill delivers his ‘we shall fight on the
beaches’ speech in the House of Commons. The next day, Henry sends his first Red Cross letter



to his parents.‘Dear Parents!’ he writes. ‘Hope you are well. I am doing wonderfully. Chin up!
Kisses, regards, your loving son.’His mother replies on the flip side of the fragile paper, carefully
staying within the allotted twenty-five words.‘Dear Heinz!’ Lore writes. ‘Your letter brought us
endless joy. We are well too. All our love, regards, and many kisses. Write again soon, your
mother.’It will be another four months before this letter arrives at Rossie House on 4 October
1940.Henry will no longer be there to receive it.This is because Henry is forced to return to 169
Queen’s Drive in June. Mussolini has declared war on Britain and France. Four thousand
Italians, many of whom have resided in Britain for decades, have been rounded up and interned.
And Henry has been ‘kicked out’ of Perthshire, which following the Dunkirk evacuation has
become a protected area. ‘The police came to Rossie House,’ he says. ‘They told me “You have
to go back to Glasgow. You are an enemy alien, you are over sixteen, this is a protected area. I’m
sorry but you have to go.”’ He will never know to what extent his not registering with the police, or
the incident with the young soldier on the roadside, played a part. He knows only that he has to
leave, which is fast becoming the story of his life.During the next five days, the letter summoning
Henry to the highest court in the land arrives. But over the years, Henry’s mind will
unconsciously stretch those handful of days into four months. By the time he sits down to write
an astonishing seven-page essay about his first twenty-three months in the UK, sending it to me
with perfect historical alignment in June of another year, 2018, he is convinced that he returned
to Mrs Hurwich not in June 1940 but in March, just after his sixteenth birthday. ‘No possibility to
return to school,’ he writes. ‘Bought a bicycle for 15 shillings and explored the Clyde coastline. I
love the outdoors.’ Henry remembers the period in detail, writing about how one day he misread
his map and ended up cycling an extra thirty miles home. He recalls joining the Hurwich family at
Queen’s Park Synagogue for Jewish festivals. A round of golf at Barassie Links on the west
coast, followed by high tea at Ferrari’s No 10 on Sauchiehall Street. ‘How kind to be taken,’
Henry writes. ‘Glasgow middle class lifestyle I am learning!!’When I show Henry the Red Cross
letter he sent from Forgandenny on 5 June, revealing that all of this happened but at a slightly
different time, he is shocked. ‘Well, if that’s the evidence, my thinking must be wrong,’ he says.
He looks crestfallen and I feel terrible. I have become the thoughtless biographer waving a letter
in her subject’s face to prove his lived experience is wrong.‘How you remember it is as valid as
how it was,’ I say. ‘It was a long time ago. So much happened in such a short space of time. It
doesn’t matter.’But of course it does. To Henry. He goes quiet and later, in the middle of another
conversation, interjects. ‘Can I just say that I’m upset. I really thought I was back in Glasgow in
March. I thought I bought a bicycle . . . I’m sorry I can’t be clear. I’ve told you what I know. I’m
sorry if this disturbs the beginning of your book.’20 June 1940. Henry takes a train fifty miles east
to Edinburgh. He is accompanied by a lawyer from the refugee committee but when they arrive
at the monumental building in the shadow of St Giles’ Cathedral, the lawyer is not permitted to
enter the court. Henry finds himself alone in a space that the passage of time has long since
blanked out. He will recall nothing of the journey, the short steep walk from Waverley Station to
the High Court which must make his young heart hammer in his chest, the building, nor the



precise words and phrases used about him during the tribunal. The tribunals were not
transcribed or officially documented but Henry will remember certain details. The name of the
judge (Sir John Strachan). The presence of two assessors. His cherished letters lying in front of
them. The pre-war correspondence between Henry and his parents, passing through Brussels
and Paris, detailing the frustration of separation, and the nitty-gritty of pragmatism. Suffused with
love and longing.‘It was overpowering,’ says Henry. ‘I was kind of . . . what’s going to happen to
me? I was frightened. I remember standing there being questioned. I remember looking the
judge straight in the eye and him looking straight back at me. It was so immediate, so powerful.
All of a sudden I realised . . . I am not free any longer.’Reliving that day, as he will for the rest of
his life, the events unfold at breakneck speed. Henry is cross-examined about his uncles in
Brussels and Paris. He is astonished at how much these complete strangers in their flowing dark
gowns of officialdom know about him. They have read his letters. They have made their decision.
The tribunal is over before he knows it. Henry is charged with corresponding with the
enemy.‘Within half an hour I went from being a friendly enemy alien due to religious persecution
to a dangerous enemy alien category A,’ says Henry. ‘They didn’t know what to do with me. Yes,
it was frightening. Yes, it was traumatic. I was there all alone. But they had to do what they had to
do. Remember, this was wartime. Corresponding with the enemy! They had no option but to
arrest me.’At this moment, Ingrid perks up. ‘I’m upset,’ she says.About what?‘The weather.’ She
jerks her silver head towards the window. It is another June day in Glasgow, and it is raining. We
laugh.Back in 1940, Henry is handcuffed. He is taken to Waverley station by two police officers.
‘They were reasonable people,’ he says. ‘I was not treated as an outcast.’ He pauses. ‘Well, I had
not committed a crime.’ The officers deposit Henry in a locked compartment on the train back to
Glasgow. At the other end of the line, two detectives collect him at Queen Street Station and
escort him to 169 Queen’s Drive. He is given an hour to pack a small holdall, which he fills with
clothes, and to make two phone calls, one to his cousin Grete Gummers, also in Glasgow, and
the other to Mrs Hurwich, who is at work. Next he is taken to the Central Police Headquarters at
54 St Andrew’s Square, where, this being what Henry calls ‘a very civilised country’ in
comparison with the homeland he has fled, the sergeant refuses to put him in a cell.‘Cannae
take him,’ says Henry in his best German-inflected Scottish accent. ‘Nae laddies under
seventeen. He’s just a boy.’ He laughs. In his written account Henry concludes of the episode:
‘They panicked. What to do with this Dangerous “Cat. A” boy? A stressful day, but I was well
treated.’
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Prologue ‘It’s the truth!’ ‘We were sailing near the wind.’ ‘Within half an hour I became a
dangerous enemy alien category A’ ‘The law is a ass.’ ‘The mustard is running over!’ ‘My special
attitude’ ‘I went up to the gods.’ ‘I’m still upright, aren’t I!’ ‘Now be the Heinz that left us.’ ‘The
other country.’ ‘Du bist ein cavalier’ ‘We tried to carry on as normally as we could.’ ‘Good to see
you and that lovely BOY.’ ‘Wuga is a most unusual name.’ ‘We wanted you to have everything.’ ‘I
saw a piano fly out of a first-floor window.’ ‘Was it anything to do with us both being German?’ ‘I
was a sun child.’ ‘It all goes back to the house on the hill.’ ‘There was more to Austerlitz than he
could ever know.’ ‘Hello, Cheetah!’ ‘It was the first time I went in the sea.’ ‘What will happen to
Europe?’ ‘I am the last one left.’ ‘You are prepared for whatever will happen.’ ‘She was very quiet,
and very kind.’ ‘That’s the kind of place Baden-Baden was.’ ‘If I had not left I would have been
taken away to Dachau with them.’ ‘My thoughts are always with you.’ ‘The mere power that she
had.’ ‘Your mother showed love from the saucepan.’ ‘It wasn’t all chicken soup and chopped
liver.’ ‘A man filled with empathy.’ ‘My Ingrid’ ‘Our buddleia’ ‘We are not like other Indians.’ ‘One of
your first words was “home”.’ ‘I won’t be ninety-seven, I’ll be Henry Wuga.’ ‘This train journey will
forever be in my mind.’ Hinterlands Acknowledgements Credits, Permissions, References
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