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The Internment of Civilian ‘Enemy Aliens’ in the British Empire 
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Investigating civilian internment in the British Empire feeds into a number of new 

perspectives in First World War studies. The overarching connector of these new 

perspectives is a recalibration away from the traditional focus on Western battle fronts and 

military combatants. They stress the truly global repercussions of the conflict which led to 

significant social, cultural, political and economic transformations in virtually all world 

regions.1 The wider focus has also been applied to the political units entering into conflict. 

These did not necessarily consist of nation-states but of empires. In August 1914 it was not 

‘Britain’ declaring war. Rather, it was the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and 

the associated Dominions and Colonies of the British Empire.2 If we take this context 

seriously as a methodological stepping stone for further analysis, our notion of the First 

World War as a clash of European nation-states has to be widened. A convincing framework 

speaking of ‘Empires at War’ has been suggested by scholars such as Robert Gerwarth and 

Erez Manela. The authors show that these multi-ethnic and polymorphous empires mobilised 

millions of imperial subjects, mainly combatants but also non-combatant labourers, turning 

the conflict into a truly global war in multiple locations.3 This approach, however, largely 

focuses on military operations. The following chapter takes the Imperial scope seriously but 

complements it by concentrating on civilian victims of imperial internment policies. In doing 

so, our chapter builds on a recent scholarly strand which focuses primarily on the war’s 

impact on civilians rather than active combatants. Scholars such as Alexander Watson and 

Tammy Proctor have shown that the First World War had a devastating effect on many 

civilian communities, leaving deep traumas and resentment which would eventually lead to 

further military conflict during the twentieth century.4  

 Within this conceptual framework the following chapter will be the first to investigate 

British internment policies vis-à-vis civilian German, Austrian and, to a lesser extent, Turkish 

and Bulgarian ‘enemy aliens’ from an imperial perspective. We argue that this 

methodological perspective adds significant explanatory value to those studies that are 

confined to specific dominions. Examples of the latter include the contributions on New 

Zealand and on Canada in this volume.5 What connects these and other colonial possessions 

with each other and, in turn, with the metropole? To understand the pace with which the 

policy of internment radiated across the world from August 1914 onward, one has to identify 

established imperial structures as efficient transmission belts. These include the 

administration, military, chains of command, transport, and communication structures.  
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 The case history of Wilhelm Kröpke shall serve to illustrate the extent to which 

metropole and colonial possessions were, in fact, inter-linked. Kröpke had been living and 

working in British colonies for fifteen years before settling in Nigeria in 1913. After the 

outbreak of war, Nigeria, as a crown colony, followed direct instructions from Whitehall to 

round up its tiny ‘enemy alien’ population. Kröpke was detained in Lagos prison on 9 August 

1914 together with a number of his German countrymen. After several weeks, the cohort was 

transported to the central Nigerian internment camp, Ibaddan, about 250 miles inland from 

Lagos. This was a former banana plantation surrounded by barbed wire where many prisoners 

contracted malaria. In mid-November, the group was taken back to Lagos and shipped to 

Britain on board the Accassa, on its way picking up more Germans in other West African 

ports. After arriving in Liverpool on 22 December in a ‘sick and run-down state’,6 the 

prisoners were distributed to internment camps throughout Britain. For Kröpke, an odyssey 

through various facilities ended in the Alexandra Palace Camp in London in early January 

1916, from where he managed to escape and make his way back to Germany. The normal 

route, however, was for former internees to be repatriated to Germany during or after the 

termination of war. 

Wilhelm Kröpke’s fate epitomises the fact that Britain was the epicentre of global 

mass internment and deportation operations. In November 1918, 91,428 military prisoners of 

war and 24,522 civilian ‘enemy aliens’ of German, Austro-Hungarian and Turkish nationality 

were held in numerous camps on the British Isles. The peak number of civilian internees was 

29,511 in November 1917.7 We have to add those held in the colonies and dominions. A 

compilation for the Home Office from February 1918 tried to assess the extent of potential 

repatriation operations. The total internment figure of 14,421 in overseas territories was 

composed of 11,707 civilians and 2,714 combatants. The civilians had either settled abroad in 

the decades before the war; or were taken from ships crossing the oceans; or were deported 

from seized German colonies in Africa and the South Pacific. The latter policy of ‘ethnic 

cleansing’ played into British war aims of colonial expansion. Internment did, however, not 

only affect those behind barbed wire but also their families. The Home Office report 

continues: 

To these must be added women and children dependent on civilian prisoners and 

women and children whose nearest relatives are in enemy countries. Of these no 

statistics are available…There are also the people of occupied territory to be 

considered. About 1,600, mostly women and children are in German East Africa. It 

is very desirable to get rid of them. 200 women and children from Nyasaland are at 

Tempe [Camp] in the Union of South Africa. There is a large number of soldiers, 

officials and civilians in South West Africa and a few in New Guinea.8 

The Home Office figures are corroborated by a report written for the German Reichstag in 

1927. Its slightly higher figure of 14,767 civilian internees in the colonies is due to the fact 

that it also includes women and children, and that a wider time framework is considered 

(August 1916 to March 1919). Figures on individual camps in this report are, however, in line 

with those in other sources, including neutral inspection reports, and therefore not 

exaggerated.9 If we add the 29,511 civilian internees in Britain (November 1917) to just 
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under 15,000 in the colonies, and also consider several thousand who, by then, had been 

interned and often repatriated in earlier stages of the war, an approximate total figure of 

50,000 civilian internees in Britain and its Empire during the First World War is a realistic 

approximation.  

 The narrative which follows will demonstrate how internment in the British Empire 

needs understanding as a global experience. It will outline how transportation could take 

place from one part of the globe to another, although a series of hubs would evolve so that 

incarceration tended to take place near the place of arrest for an individual internee. The 

chapter will also create a typology of camps within the Empire and investigate life behind 

barbed wire. Although each individual camp may have had its own distinct characteristics 

and while each internee may have experienced internment uniquely, the chapter will 

demonstrate the global nature of British imperial internment. 

 

Bureaucracy and Transport 

Britain had decades of experience in deporting or concentrating groups which were deemed 

to operate on the margins of legal, political and social norms. These included paupers and 

criminals in workhouses and labour camps, convicts being sent to penal colonies, the 

internment of plague affected and starving Indian colonial subjects, and Boers’ mass 

internment during the South African War in 1899-1902, which included deportation to 

Ceylon, the Bermudas and Canada.10 These examples were relatively localised in that they 

took place in, or emanated from, one specific location. World War I presented a new 

organisational challenge since mass internment on a global scale was unprecedented.11 Now 

subjects of the Central Powers who were literally spread across all corners of the Empire12 

had to be registered and contained in order to preserve the safety of the realm. This presented 

a challenge to bureaucratic structures and processes. There was no single authority 

responsible for the matter, and despite efforts to streamline administration a number of 

ministries continued to fulfil various functions right through the war. A comment from 1916 

by Robert Cecil, Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, gave an indicative assessment 

of the situation:  

Yesterday there was a meeting held in my room, of representatives of the War 

Office, the Home Office, the Colonial Office, the India Office, and the Prisoners 

Department of the Foreign Office. It appeared from that meeting that the present 

organisation of prisoners questions was chaotic in the extreme.13 

Administrative units were established to bring some coordination into cross-ministerial 

responsibilities. Most importantly these were the Prisoners of War Department and the 

Destitute Aliens Committee. Nevertheless, the ministerial ‘chaos’ continued to apply on the 

Imperial scale: The India Office was responsible for its own sphere and the Colonial Office 

for the other colonies. The Dominions organised internment largely through their own 
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administrations but were firmly integrated, in matters of warfare which included internment, 

into Whitehall command structures.  

 Although fractured, there was a high degree of central coordination from London, in 

particular when it came to prisoner capture, deportation and transportation between different 

camps, countries and continents. Distinct prisoner types and transport routes can be 

identified. One prisoner type consisted of those taken from ships on the high sea and in 

British ports. A circular from Colonial Secretary Lewis Harcourt stipulated in November 

1914 that ‘enemy reservists… should be removed on the high seas as well as in British 

territorial waters’.14 Three months later, a similar circular stated that ‘any enemy subjects, 

whether crew or passengers, on board neutral vessels’ entering forty-seven listed ports from 

Otago to St John’s would ‘be liable to removal and detention’.15 The policy was implemented 

from August 1914 onwards as revealed in a range of personal accounts. One case is that of 

Karl Wrischek, a fourteen-year-old cabin boy working on the Derfflinger docked in Port Said 

on 2 August 1914 which received an order from ‘an English higher officer’ not to proceed 

further. Passengers and crew were transported to a collection camp in Malta. Wrischek 

remained here until March 1916, returning home to Germany via the Stratford camp in East 

London.16 The camp established in Gibraltar, meanwhile, took 882 German, Austrian and 

Turkish nationals landed here immediately after the war broke out.17 These included one of 

the most celebrated First World War internees, the aerial explorer, adventurer and author 

Gunther Plüschow. When travelling back to Germany from Kiao Chow via the USA and 

across the Atlantic, he docked in Gibraltar and was captured. After a spell in the Gibraltar 

camp he was transported to England where he spent time in several camps, including the 

officers’ camp at Donington Hall, from where he managed to escape.18 Others held in 

Gibraltar included a group removed from the Italian steam ship Re Vittorio which docked 

here on 24 August 1914: ‘About 500 Germans, among them 42 officers, were held back as 

prisoners of war’.19 On 4 January 1915, eight German passengers, including one doctor, three 

architects, one painter and one mechanic on the Italian steamship Principe de Udine ‘were 

captured by the English in Gibraltar and brought to land’.20 

 The Royal Navy seized numerous ships on the high seas sailing in all directions, 

taking the passengers to the nearest port and internment camp, in some cases thousands of 

miles away. Often this involved neutral ships and ports. In August 1917, for example, a total 

of 323 internees from Camp 4 in Knockaloe (Isle of Man) sent a letter to the German Foreign 

Office in Berlin, stating that they ‘were taken from neutral ships by representatives of the 

English regime while we found ourselves on a journey from one neutral land to another’, 

believing that sailing under a neutral flag offered them protection. The signatories all 

provided details of their Atlantic journeys, for example Botho Lilienthal (Rosario to 

Copenhagen on the Swedish Alida), and nine others travelling on the Belgian Zeeland from 

New York to Amsterdam before being intercepted and forced to dock in Liverpool. Other 

journeys included, for example, Las Palmas to Rotterdam, Buenos Aires to Malmö, and 

Mississippi to Stockholm.21 
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 All oceans were scoured for ‘enemy aliens’. Dr Friedrich Hacker sailed on the 

Austrian steamship Koerber from Hong Kong to Trieste: ‘At the end of October [1914] all 

the Germans and Austrians - perhaps 1000 persons - were carried to Port Said on the 

transport steamer Osmanieh and transferred to Malta’. Meanwhile, on 12 August 1914 ‘the 

Cargo boat Walkure was seized by the Gunboat Zelee and taken to Papeete in Tahiti, where 

the captives faced short-term internment.22 Paul Helbig, a baker who had boarded the 

steamship Lothringen bound for Australia on 24 June 1914 became a prisoner of war when 

his vessel approached Melbourne on 15 August and was greeted by a British warship. ‘On 

our arrival in Melbourne there were already anchored several other German steamships’.23  

 Australia, together with New Zealand, became the destination for most of the 

Germans captured by the British throughout South East Asia, not only at sea, but also in both 

German and British colonies throughout the area. In fact, of the total of 6,890 persons 

interned in Australia, only 4,500 had lived in the country by the outbreak of war. The 

remainder had been transported from other parts of the Pacific during the first year of the 

conflict.24 The principle of concentration in strategic ‘hotspots’ was applied throughout the 

world. ‘Enemy aliens’ seized in the Mediterranean and Middle East would end up in the 

camps in Gibraltar, Malta and Egypt. For example in 1918, following the British advance in 

Palestine, as many as 450 Germans in Jaffa were deported to Egypt, together with those in 

Jerusalem.25 Those captured in the Caribbean would be brought together in camps on 

Jamaica, Trinidad, Barbados and the Bermudas. The American consul on Trinidad reported in 

July 1915 that there were two prisons on the island: 

In the larger prison, known as Camp ‘A’ are interned those prisoners arrested on 

various vessels calling at this port, most of them being sailors, seamen, stokers, 

cooks, firemen, etc.; in the smaller prison, known as Camp ‘B’ are interned those 

Germans who were residents of Trinidad, business men, accountants, etc.26  

Germans in sub-Saharan Africa need consideration in three geopolitical areas. First were 

those in West Africa both in the German colonies of Togo and Cameroon as well as in British 

possessions, who experienced transportation to Britain. The latter included the above 

mentioned Wilhelm Kröpke. Second were those in British and German East Africa. They first 

spent some time in temporary camps near their places of residence before being mainly 

transported to the Ahmednagar camp in India by the end of 1914. Smaller numbers ended up 

in Malta and in the Sidi Bishr camp in Alexandria.27 Third, Germans in South Africa and in 

German South West Africa would spend time in camps in both of these areas. The main place 

of concentration in South Africa was Fort Napier in Pietermaritzburg. After South African 

troops had taken German South West Africa by mid-1915, places of internment in the (now 

former) German colony included Aus, Okanjande and Swakopmund, although some 

Germans, including women and children, were temporarily transported to Pietermaritzburg.28 

The location of the camps in which Germans in sub-Saharan Africa were interned therefore 
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depended on which part of the continent they lived. Those in the West travelled towards 

Britain, those in the East mostly ended up in India, and those in the South remained on that 

part of the continent.  

 The Germans transported to Australia and New Zealand divide into a series of groups. 

The first and best documented were those who lived in the German colonies in the Pacific. 

By the summer of 1915 over ninety were interned in the New Guinea administrative capital 

of Rabaul, and an additional 168 had been deported to Australia, mostly to the Holsworthy 

Camp near Sydney.29  As the rest of the German Pacific Islands fell to the forces of Australia 

and New Zealand, deportations took place towards these countries from a variety of 

locations, including Nauru, Samoa, and Fiji. Some Germans in Samoa, however, remained in 

a camp in Sogi in Apia for most of the war.30  

 Australian camps also took in Germans from elsewhere in South East Asia and even 

further afield. Male Germans in Singapore had first been interned locally, on St John’s Island 

and in the Tanglin Barracks, while women and children were sent to Kuala Lumpur.31 By the 

summer of 1916, 296 ‘enemy aliens’ had been transported from Singapore to Australia. This 

plight also befell those in Hong Kong. Internment had begun locally on 28 October 1914. 

Men faced incarceration in a camp in Kowloon, while fourteen of their wives, together with 

their children, experienced confinement nearby. At the beginning of 1916 the government of 

Australia agreed to take the internees from Hong Kong which meant that 337 prisoners 

arrived in Sydney on four different transports. In August and September 1915, four ships took 

a total of 338 people from Colombo to Sydney while in November 1917 a smaller group from 

Borneo and Fiji, mostly naturalised British citizens, arrived in Australia.32 

 The system of global transportation and internment was highly complex, but it was 

not, as the above frustrated quote from Under-Secretary Robert Cecil suggested, entirely 

‘chaotic’ or dysfunctional. The various government departments involved in its 

administration managed to establish a number of clear routes and hubs, depending on 

distance and availability and capacity of suitable facilities. The most substantial German 

ethnic communities which had settled in Britain and its largest colonial possessions were 

simply incarcerated in the countries in which they lived, most notably Great Britain, Canada, 

Australia, South Africa, New Zealand and India. Ports throughout the Empire became traps 

which caught any Germans and Austrians who may have found themselves on ships within 

them in the early stages of the war. In addition, the British Navy intercepted ships throughout 

the world, dragged Germans from these vessels and took them to the nearest port and 

internment camp. The pattern of entrapment used a series of routes which revolved around 

the existence of major internment facilities as follows. First there wasGreat Britain, which 

essentially interned those in the country, whether short or long-term residents, together with 

others captured in the North Atlantic and others sent from West Africa. Second, Canada 

incarcerated its own Germans as well as some of those who arrived from the western 

hemisphere. Third, the Mediterranean, especially Malta and Gibraltar, became an internment 

hub. While the latter took in people captured at sea, Malta incarcerated Germans and 

Austrians from North Africa and the Middle East. Africa proves more complicated but 

represents the fourth hub. South and South West Africa became the major internment place 
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for Germans living in these areas, but those in west Africa faced deportation to Britain, while 

those in the East went to India. The fifth hub consisted of India which not only interned local 

‘enemy alien’ residents but also those transported from East Africa and Siam. Finally, the 

camps in Australia and New Zealand need consideration together, housing not only their own 

German residents but also those found anywhere in the South Pacific as far away as Ceylon, 

whether captured on land or at sea.  

 

Extent and Typology of Camps 

It is impossible to determine the exact number of civilian camps and their inmates in the 

Empire. This is due to a number of reasons. Many camps, especially in the early stages of the 

war up to mid-1915, were of a transitory nature. They merely existed to concentrate ‘enemy 

aliens’ in a given area for later dispatch to permanent camps. Throughout the war, camps 

were established or abandoned depending on situational needs. The number of inmates in 

most places of internment fluctuated constantly, depending on practical and policy decisions 

such as intensified incarceration after the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915. In addition, 

many inmates were moved around from camp to camp, often over great distances. And whilst 

in Britain there was a clear distinction between military and civilian camps (or compounds in 

camps), this distinction was often blurred in overseas territories, not least because reservists 

were both civilians as well as potential combatants. The following data should therefore be 

seen as the best possible approximation based on primary sources which often only provide 

synchronic snapshots on a given date. Despite these limitations, the overview will give an 

insight into the extent of the camp system.  

 The transition from provisional to permanent camp structures can be studied 

throughout the Empire. In the metropole, temporary solutions included facilities such as 

Newbury race course, the exhibition hall in Olympia (London) and several prison ships, 

before consolidation took place, especially in the Knockaloe camp on the Isle of Man.33 In 

Gibraltar, 882 prisoners had gone through the camp by March 1915. Most of them, 709, had 

been shipped to England and the remainder released and allowed to return home. Thereafter it 

continued to function as a low-key transit point for around fifteen enemy aliens at a time.34 In 

South Africa, although the main camp, Fort Napier in Pietermaritzburg, was established in 

August 1914, other camps acted as transit stations before feeding into Fort Napier. There was 

also an element of experimentation because at this stage no one knew how long internment 

operations would have to be conducted and whether provisional camps might have to develop 

into permanent ones. ‘Enemy Aliens’ in Johannesburg were first brought together in the local 

Agricultural Show Ground which existed from 19 August to 11 September 1914 and held 

1,055 prisoners. The equivalent in Pretoria was the Roberts Heights military base which held 

‘enemy aliens’ between September 1914 and May 1915. When the expansion of operations 

after the Lusitania sinking necessitated a sudden increase in capacity, the compound of a 

diamond mine in Kimberley was quickly turned into a provisional camp, holding 963 in July 

1915. By the end of 1915, these had all been concentrated in Fort Napier, which held an 

average of 2,500 until operations ceased and the last prisoners were released in August 

1919.35 

 In the Pacific, temporary makeshift camps existed in various places before their 

inmates were shifted towards Australia. On Ceylon, the Diyatalawa camp survived for less 

than a year, holding local embassy and company staff, planters, hotel owners and employees, 
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eighteen Catholic clerics, and one Austrian and seven German Buddhist monks.36 Internment 

in Hong Kong initially took place on Stonecutter’s Island, but as the number of prisoners and 

the threat of malaria grew, the internees were moved to Kowloon to an encampment area 

sometimes used by British troops.37 Another short-term camp in the Pacific was Tenom in 

North Borneo which, according to a US consular official, consisted of ‘the most commodious 

house in the district and affords all the comforts and conveniences usually found in tropical 

residences.’ Apart from boredom and the loss of freedom, one complaint was that ‘their beer 

supply had been shut off’ due to the fact that three of the six Germans held there had 

previously ‘got drunk and created a disturbance in the town of Tenom by parading up and 

down the streets singing German songs’.38  

 Australia itself also opened camps which only existed during the early stages of the 

war. Claremont, about six miles from the capital of Tasmania, held sixty Germans and four 

Austro-Hungarians in August 1915, but this closed by the end of the year as the prisoners 

were removed to New South Wales.39 Rottnest Island, just off the coast of Perth, held 214 

prisoners in the summer of 1915 who were transferred to Sydney during the course of the 

autumn.40 Torrens Island held about 400 in some of the worst conditions in Australia before 

these internees went to Holsworthy in New South Wales in August 1916.41  

 A number of characteristics connected these short-lived camps. The time they existed 

varied from a few weeks to almost two years, depending on decisions for further 

concentration. Inspection reports written by US consular officials in the Pacific usually 

viewed them in a positive light. Like the longer established camps, some of them developed 

camp communities with a rich social life. Diyatalawa, Kowloon, Roberts Heights and some 

of the other camps which emerged in these early days of the war had a section for women and 

children, but no long-term facilities were established to hold these family members. 

Permanent mass internment facilities were a male only affair, although some low-scale 

exceptions existed in India and in South Africa. British incarceration of Boer women and 

children during the South African War (1899-1902) had caused international criticism, and 

not least the lessons learnt from this ‘PR-disaster’ led to a British-German agreement to 

restrict large-scale internment to male adults.42 

 Apart from the differentiation into short-term and long-term, there are a number of 

further criteria working towards a typology of camps. The examples in the remainder of this 

section all fall under the category ‘permanent’. One type were those facilities that had 

initially been built for British troops but were turned into internment camps after the outbreak 

of war. In fact, the biggest camp in India, Ahmednagar, had a long history as a military 

station and had also been used as an internment facility for Boers during the South African 

War.43 The central camp in Scotland, Stobs near Hawick, had been used as a military training 

ground since 1903 but received completely new buildings to house up to 4,500 ‘enemy alien’ 
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prisoners.44 Similarly, the camp in Malta, Fort Verdala situated above Valetta, opened on a 

site previously used by British troops. In August 1915 the camp held 1,355 civilians and 141 

military POWs. By April 1918 numbers had risen to 1,906, including 1,325 Germans, 320 

Austro-Hungarians, 326 Turks and twenty-seven Bulgarians. The US consular reports were 

broadly positive, focusing on the well-developed social activity including celebration of the 

Kaiser’s birthday on 27 January. The reports also mention frictions between the 

inmates,which were viewed as inevitable because of the amount of time the men spent 

together.45 A fourth example of a pre-existing military facility was Fort Napier. With British 

troops gradually withdrawing from the newly established Union of South Africa after 1910, 

Fort Napier had recently been abandoned as a garrison fort for colonial troops. It presented 

itself as an ideal facility with sufficient capacity and security. The site was surrounded by 

solid corrugated iron fence with barbed wire entanglements. Armed guards were stationed in 

elevated tower platforms around the whole. The site was divided into four main camps, and 

these were in turn separated by the same corrugated iron and barbed wire structure.46 

 Notwithstanding some minor differences, this topography was also representative of 

another type of camp, namely those that were newly built from August 1914. The prototype 

of this category was Knockaloe, which started off as one new compound on an open plain on 

the western coast of the Isle of Man, but was gradually extended to a maximum of 23,000 as 

demand increased. Kapuskasing in northern Ontario held 934 Austro-Hungarians, 135 Turks 

and seven Bulgarians in March 1916, reflecting the tendency in Canada to have separate 

camps for Germans on the one hand, and other nationalities on the other hand.47 Australia’s 

largest camp, Holsworthy near Sydney, was also a newly built structure. This camp ‘grew 

from a collection of tents to a small town of huts complete with theatres, restaurants and 

cafes, other small businesses, an orchestra and sporting and educational activities’.48 

Holsworthy had the same significance in the southern hemisphere as Knockaloe did in the 

north because of the range of geographical origins of prisoners, coming not simply from other 

places of internment closed down in Australia, but also from other parts of the Pacific, while 

others would  have spent virtually all of their experience of incarceration here. Its population 

increased from 1,695 in August 1915 to 4,299 by May 1916 (including 3,421 Germans and 

811 Austro-Hungarians) and 4,500 by July 1916, a total which would remain stable until 

1919.49 

 The camp typology includes a number of former civilian structures which were turned 

into camps. Oldcastle Camp in County Meagh, Ireland, had been a former workhouse, 

signifying clear continuities of social group confinement in the British Empire since the 

nineteenth century. In October 1914 the military authorities took command of the site and 

fortified it. Two blocks of stone-built structures contained twenty-six dormitories, housing 

435 German and ninety-nine Austrian prisoners in June 1915. When prisoners climbed on 

rooftops to watch anti-conscription and pro-independence demonstrations in the nearby town 
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centre in April 1918, the camp was considered a security risk, evacuated, and its inmates 

transferred to Knockaloe.50 Former factory sites were another type of civilian buildings. The 

camp at Handforth in Cheshire came into existence in November 1914 on the site of a former 

print works. Although it had developed into a camp for military internees by 1916, it initially 

held a combination of local Germans largely from Manchester, the crews of German trawlers, 

and people brought from the colonies. Numbers totalled between 2,000 and 2,500. According 

to inspectors’ reports, by early 1915 it had become fairly well organised and the factory 

buildings held acceptable accommodation.51 Less favourable reports emerged about the 

Amherst camp in Nova Scotia, Canada. This was the former Malleable Iron foundry, 

consisting of one building that was 100 feet wide and a quarter of a mile long, holding around 

800 internees. In an unusually blunt way, the inspecting American local consul reported in 

October 1916 that ‘originally the building in which they are situated was not in all respects 

entirely suitable for the uses to which it has been adapted’. Recent improvements, however, 

had made the premises ‘comfortably habitable’.52 The German Red Cross received a litany of 

complaints, some censored, but others smuggled out in full in encoded form or invisible ink. 

Inmates complained about filthy conditions, odour in combination with boarded-up windows, 

iron dust remaining from the building’s previous function, cramped conditions in bunk beds, 

and a shooting in which one prisoner was killed by a guard.53 

 There were also prison islands. By this we do not mean Knockaloe on the Isle of Man 

and Fort Verdala on Malta, both of which were situated on large populated islands. We rather 

refer to very small islands with little or no population which were turned into places of 

internment. In Australia, these included the above mentioned Rottnest Island off the Perth 

coast, and Torrens Island near Adelaide. New Zealand had two prison islands, Somes Island 

in Wellington Harbour and Motuihi Island in Auckland Harbour.54 Another prison island in 

an entirely different world region was Ports Island in the Bermuda Great Sound. The 

inspecting American consul described the island as ‘a small piece of ground about one-half 

mile in circumference. There are no residents on the island other than the prisoners and a 

guard varying from twelve to fifteen men’. There were fifty-six German and two Austrian 

prisoners, mostly taken from merchant vessels at the beginning of the war but also some 

residents of Bermuda. Fifteen former officers resided in the first class compound, the 

remaining crew in the second class compound. The American consul found Ports Island ‘an 

ideal location for a detention camp. It is conveniently situated, being easily accessible to 

Hamilton and is of such size that only a small guard is required… The prisoners are permitted 

to bathe as much as they wish, but are warned not to swim further than thirty yards from the 

island’. After the American entry into the war, camp inspections were conducted by Swiss 

officials who found the general conditions equally satisfactory. In their report they also 

mention long-term continuities of British imperial internment since ‘during the South African 

War of 1899-1902 the island hosted a large number of Boer prisoners of war’.55 

 ‘Enemy Aliens’ were usually arrested by the police and taken to the next police 

station where they would spend a short spell in a prison cell before removal to a camp. The 
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short period Wilhelm Kröpke spent in Lagos prison is indicative of this pattern. There were, 

however, also a number of prisons which were converted into long-term internment facilities 

for ‘enemy aliens’. Berrima and Trial Bay Gaols were both in New South Wales, ‘thus 

establishing a clear and distinct link with the colony’s penal system’.56 In Trial Bay Gaol, two 

or three detainees were accommodated in one stone gaol cell, and others in newly-built huts 

outside the main building. A US consular inspection from June 1916 described ‘a spirit of 

contentment as well as satisfaction’ and asserted that the camp ‘is in excellent condition’.57 

The 580 internees held here in June 1917 had developed orchestras, a library of 2,500 books 

and a theatre with 240 seats.58 The two prisons in Trinidad have been mentioned above. 

Another prison facility was the Glendairy Prison on Barbados which continued to hold 

ordinary criminals alongside those who were incarcerated as enemy aliens. The American 

consul, visiting in August 1916, found fifty-eight inmates and described the topography as 

follows: 

This camp is situated within the walls of the criminal prison of this Island, but is 

detached from the balance of the prison buildings, and there is no communication 

between the prisoners of war and the criminal prisoners, except that a portion of the 

camp sanitary work is done by the criminal prisoners. The camp compound is 

separated from the prison yard by a strong barbed wire barricade, the wall of the 

prison enclosure form the other three sides of the compound.59 

Although the consul found general conditions to be satisfactory, he also remarked that this 

setting was not conducive to internees’ mental health: ‘The proximity of the convicts, the 

prison walls, and the cries of the convicts receiving corporal punishment, according to the 

testimony of [internees], affects their nerves and makes them restless and irritated’.60 

 The typological overview has given an insight into the complexity of the internment 

experience. Knockaloe with its endless rows of wooden huts, built on an open plain, is often 

seen as the prototype, but in reality there existed a whole series of different camp forms, 

sizes, and durations. Some camps only existed for weeks, others for the whole duration of the 

war and, indeed, beyond. Some were newly built, modelled on the layout of military 

barracks. Others were accommodated in former military bases. Pragmatic solutions in situ led 

to further conversions: race courses, exhibition halls, ships, agricultural showgrounds, 

plantations, factories, a diamond mine, a workhouse, islands, and prisons. Some of them (for 

instance Holsworthy and Forth Napier) were in urban locations, others (such as Kapuskasing 

and Knockaloe) in very isolated ones. The term ‘internment camp’ encapsulates very 

different shapes and locations.  

 

Camp communities and cultural life 

The notion of ‘prison camp societies’ was first put forward by John Davidson Ketchum, a 

professor of psychology at the University of Toronto, writing decades after his First World 

War confinement in the Berlin civilian camp in Ruhleben. Ketchum described that after a 

period of accommodation, the British internees took part in a range of activities and formed 

associations leading to a community structure, which helped them to survive years of 

confinement.61 Part of the reason for engaging in social activity lay in the fact that civilian 
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prisoners were not forced to work,62 which meant that they had to kill time ‘for it was the 

arch-enemy’.63 In actual fact, despite the Hague Convention work did take place amongst 

civilian internees in Canada.64 Although this forced labour appears unique within the Empire 

and certainly caused controversy and complaint, voluntary employment for the purpose of 

‘killing time’ certainly took place elsewhere. In South Africa, prisoners could even be sent to 

do agricultural work on the Standerton Government Farm as a reward for good behaviour in 

Fort Napier.65 

 The sporting, educational and cultural activities in Ruhleben described by Ketchum 

also developed in camps run by the British throughout the world, as well as in establishments 

opened by the other belligerents. Gilly Carr and Harold Mytum have seen internment camps 

during both World Wars as spaces of creativity. Despite ‘traumas’ caused by separation from 

families, ‘the years of internment were coupled with unprecedented leisure time for many 

which led to a flowering of creativity in numerous forms and across a variety of media’.66 

 A range of activities therefore developed within British and other camps during the 

First World War, supported by organisations such as the Red Cross and the Society of 

Friends. Prison camp communities emerged in a variety of ways, especially the celebration of 

major festival days in the German calendar, including those of a religious nature. Christmas 

proved particularly important for interned Germans as it did for those beyond the wire, even 

though it caused mixed feelings as internees reflected on their situation and separation from 

families.67 German nationalism surfaced in the celebration of the Kaiser’s birthday on 27 

January, which had become established beyond the wire before the outbreak of the war in 

many diasporic communities.68 This resulted in festivities such as the one in the Tanglin 

Barracks in Singapore on 27 January 1915.69 German regionalism also survived as revealed 

in the celebration of the birthday of King William II of Württemberg on 27 February 1915 by 

forty-seven Württembergers interned in Malta.70 

 Community also developed through a range of regular activities. Theatre became 

perhaps the most important of these, bringing together a wide range of people as actors, 

spectators and technical staff. Cross-dressing actors helped to keep the image of women alive 

in camps.71 A total of sixty-nine camp theatres existed in Britain alone, made up of nine for 
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officers, twenty-seven for privates and thirty-three3 for civilians.72 In Holsworthy the 125th 

new performance took place on 31 August 1918, on this occasion featuring a play by Henrik 

Ibsen.73 

 Camps developed their own orchestras, helped by the fact that many Germans, 

especially those from middle-class backgrounds, played instruments. An advanced musical 

life evolved on the Isle of Man with symphony orchestras, choirs and ensembles, music 

critics and the use of music in plays and religious festivities.74 This found reflection in camps 

throughout the Empire. With some pride, a former inmate of Fort Napier wrote that 

‘musicians established genuine music schools. It is right to say that nowhere in the whole of 

South Africa were to be found better classical performances than in the internment camp in 

Pietermaritzburg’.75 Another example was the orchestra in the St. Clement’s Camp in Malta 

which held a symphony concert on 11 May 1918 featuring Beethoven’s first symphony, a 

Chopin nocturne, Grieg’s piano concerto and Wagner’s entry of the Gods into Valhalla from 

Das Rheingold.76  

 Another major form of popular culture which played a central role in creating 

community consisted of sport and exercise, which may have involved more people than any 

other type of activity in view of the range of games which the prisoners developed, both 

competitive and non-competitive and encompassing English and German sports. The Verdala 

‘Camp Nachrichten’ from 28 March 1915 pointed to tennis, boxing, football and fencing 

here.77 While some Germans played sport as individuals, others participated in team games 

which would lead to the development of football leagues. Sporting festivals allowed prisoners 

to again develop their sense of community as happened in Holsworthy on Christmas Day 

1917 where the games played included football, athletics and hockey. Such events also 

allowed those who did not participate in sport to take part as this particular festival also 

included a concert by the camp brass orchestra.78 On Ports Island regular football games 

between guards and inmates were organised. When the American consul visited on 8 March 

1916, ‘the best of feeling was exhibited by all concerned during the progress of the game, 

which was won by the prisoners by a score of three goals to nothing’.79 

 Community and creativity were also apparent in the ubiquitous newspapers which 

became a phenomenon amongst German, English and French internees held in camps 

throughout the world. At least seventeen emerged in Great Britain during the course of the 

war together with many more in overseas camps. These evolved in co-operation with camp 

censors and necessitated the existence of some form of printing press. Those who ran them 

invariably came from educated middle-class backgrounds. While these publications initially 

devoted space to events beyond the barbed wire, they increasingly became focused on the 

camps themselves. One of their key functions consisted of providing information on social 

and educational activity within individual camps, although they also allowed prisoners to 

express their feelings about internment, especially through literary sketches and poems. They 
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had an overarching aim of creating community within specific camps. Many prisoners sent 

editions, which might have a print run of several thousands, to their relatives, keeping them 

informed about camp life. These newspapers also helped to create a sense of Heimat 

(homeland), fuelled by the feeling of alienation which the prisoners felt as a result of their 

incarceration and encouraged by the exclusively male environment in which they usually 

found themselves.80 

 

Conditions 

The treatment of internees throughout the Empire was in essence humane. Food rations were 

adequate, there was little deliberate mistreatment, and with the exception of Canada81 there 

was no forced labour. While the incarceration of tens of thousands of men in the Empire 

constituted an act of liberty infringement which those affected understandably resented, the 

British authorities did not want to repeat the mistakes of the Boer War, as revealed in the 

views of a Government of India civil servant determined to avert the attention of the ‘atrocity 

mongers’ by not interning women and families in Ahmednagar.82 Since the Boer War the 

1907 Hague Convention had also come into operation, and the British now played by the 

rules of warfare when it came to civilian internees. This included allowing US and then Swiss 

Embassy officials access to camps where they could meet the prisoners and discuss problems 

and complaints.83 

 While some of these protests focused on serious issues, others seem minor as a culture 

of complaining emerged. These protests, however, reflected a deeper anxiety about the loss of 

freedom which the internees experienced, often leading to the development of ‘barbed wire 

disease’, the psychosis caused by years of captivity. This was first described by A. L. 

Vischer, a Swiss embassy official and camp inspector. The causes of this psychosis, from 

which ‘very few prisoners who have been over six months in the camp are quite free’84 

included: the ‘social standing of the prisoners before internment’,85 which meant that middle-

class males used to physical space and control of their time became particularly prone to 

mental illness;86 ‘the general camp conditions and treatment of the prisoners’; lack of contact 

with the outside world, especially womenfolk; and the uncertainty of the length of captivity.87 

The fact that prisoners did not work also played a role. While creativity and community may 

have emerged, the lack of real employment impacted on many internees.  

 The spread of the ‘barbed wire disease’ provides the best example of the negative 

consequences of internment in the Empire during the Great War. Sometimes the depression 

caused by confinement led to suicide. Those who took their own lives included Karl Kibbert 

who hung himself in Malta ‘whilst under the influence of alcohol’.88 The German-American 

Dr Walter Gellhorn took an overdose of morphine in the Stobs Camp in Scotland because ‘I 

really cannot help it being sick and tired of everything’.89 But such extreme cases of 
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depression remained rare, and the relatively small number of internees who did perish behind 

barbed wire mostly did so as a result of physical rather than mental conditions.90 One 

prisoner, Arno Friedrich, actually drowned while swimming at the Trial Bay camp.91 In 

February 1915, E. F. Senftleben was accidentally shot in the Singapore camp by Indian 

mutineers who attacked the barracks in protest against their pending transfer to the Ottoman 

Empire, where they would have to fight against fellow Muslims.92 One prisoner drowned in 

the Nile on his escape route from the Maadi camp in Egypt.93 

 Some prisoners also died at the hands of the camp authorities. The worst incident 

occurred in the Douglas Camp on the Isle of Man on 19 November 1914, caused by the poor 

living conditions in a rapidly expanding camp. The guards suppressed a riot using live 

ammunition, causing the death of five internees.94 Individual soldiers also sometimes fired on 

internees for breaking camp rules as happened, for example, to Max Arndt in Holsworthy 

who ‘was shot when deliberately running away to avoid arrest, after being ordered to stand, 

the sentry having no other means of preventing his escape’.95 

 A propaganda conflict ran alongside the military operations in which both the German 

and British authorities and public opinion tried to prove that the other side behaved in a less 

civilised manner towards its enemy citizens.96 The German press played a key role in this, 

publishing stories about alleged mistreatment. The Tägliche Rundschau recounted the 

experiences of Dr Walter Kain who spent ten months in Malta. He gave a negative account of 

the conditions which he and his fellow prisoners had experienced, focusing especially on 

medical facilities.97 Similar stories of the experiences of captured Germans appeared in 

newspapers throughout the war.98 

 The authorities also collected stories of mistreatment by interviewing individual 

Germans when they arrived home after a period of internment. The information gathered in 

this way fed the commission established for the purpose of recording violence against 

German civilians abroad (Reichskommissar zur Erörterung von Gewalttätigkeiten gegen 

deutsche Zivilpersonen in Feindeshand), which also invited individuals to speak to them. 

They included Rudolf Krüger who had worked as a clerk in the German Consulate in 

Alexandria and was interned in the Ras-el-tin camp in the city despite recent hospital 

treatment for typhus. He was then moved to Malta. While he provided a matter-of-fact 

account, he also pointed to the problems he encountered which included, in the Verdala 

Barracks, living with five other Germans in one room, which still compared favourably with 

other rooms which ‘were covered with dirt and full of bugs’.99 Walter Kain’s series of articles 

addressed a range of issues in addition to medical facilities including the summer heat, the 
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monotony of the diet and the water  supply, although he believed that conditions in Malta 

were not as bad as those in Russia, the French colonies or the experiences of ‘our soldiers in 

the field whose lives were in danger’.100 

 In the Tanglin camp in Singapore, ‘all members of the Teutonia Club’, an educated 

middle-class group, entered into correspondence with the American consul which was fairly 

representative for camps in the Empire. The complaints in Singapore included: objection to 

the very fact of internment under international law; the unsuitability of the accommodation 

‘for gentlemen who have spent so many years in Tropical climate’ as the ‘barracks with about 

50 men in each compartment are to say the least overcrowded’; and the food, which, while 

the same as that ‘provided for British soldiers in this part of the wold … are absolutely 

insufficient for anybody living out here’.101 The American consul had previously replied to 

this group of internees in an objective manner but his letter included a rather barbed 

comment:  

It is unfortunate of course, that civilians who have been accustomed to home 

comforts and luxury as is procurable in this community, should be deprived of same, 

but considering the misfortunes of war, an internment camp conducted on a basis 

comparing favourable with the usual military camps is all that can be expected.102 

 

Conclusion: British Internment as a Global Experience 

The individual experience of internment in the British Empire was much dependent on the 

location and type of camp. In the severe climate of north Ontario temperatures went down to 

-40°, and prisoners suffered from asthmatic and rheumatic pains. Kurt Zöllner wrote to his 

family from the Kapuskasing camp, asking them to send ‘thick socks, felt hat with ear flaps, 

thick gloves, sweater and woollen underwear’.103 In contrast, those who found themselves in 

the camp near Kingston, Jamaica, suffered from ‘burning summer heat’, and for this reason 

some were taken to the Amherst and Halifax camps in Nova Scotia.104 In many camps, social 

class determined the quality and space of accommodation since inmates were separated into 

first and second class compounds. And although most camps brimmed with cultural life, this 

was not the case everywhere, especially in smaller camps holding inmates with less varied 

social backgrounds. The fifty-eight internees on tiny Ports Island, for example, were made up 

almost entirely of seamen. The Swiss inspectors stated that ‘some individuals exercised a 

little music’, but there existed ‘neither sport nor other clubs for the purpose of entertainment 

among the prisoners. The people entertain themselves with gardening and keep poultry and 

rabbits’.105  

 The global perspective has shown that it proves difficult to generalise the experience 

of internment in the Empire. At the same time, however, this wide perspective allows for a 

number of observations which cannot necessarily be drawn from approaches which only 

focus on one camp or overseas territory. Overall, internment was a humane experience. 

Unlike in the Boer War, little mistreatment took place. Conditions were as good as they could 

be in a situation where the detention of tens of thousands of ‘enemy aliens’ had to be 

organised - on top of having a war to fight. Despite complex challenges to governmental and 

administrative departments, transport and internment across countries and oceans was 
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conducted in a relatively coordinated fashion. But this does not change the injustice 

experienced by tens of thousands of Germans and Austro-Hungarians. Taken away from their 

wives and families, incarcerated in camps which, in some cases, lay thousands of miles away 

from the homes they had established abroad, they felt that they had lost control of their 

existence. In order to stabilise their lives they managed to create the type of prison camp 

societies suggested by Ketchum in Ruhleben, with patterns of social activity and creativity 

replicating themselves in camps throughout the world, whether run by the British or by the 

other interning empires.  

 Internment in the Empire was a truly global affair. Although no single order emerged 

at any time from the Colonial or Foreign Office in London calling for the internment of all 

Germans throughout the imperial domains, the dominions were quick to follow London’s 

lead and issue their own internment orders. Arrest on the high seas and in ports, as well as 

prisoner transport between different parts of the Empire point to a centrally coordinated 

policy which spanned the world. As the war dragged on and the numbers of internees 

increased following the sinking of the Lusitania, the need to create more long-term camps 

meant that temporary establishments disappeared, resulting in the emergence of hubs in 

Britain, Canada, South Africa, Australasia and India. The infrastructure of the Empire 

facilitated the transport and housing of military troops across continents and oceans. The 

chapter has shown that this infrastructure was also conveniently used to do the same to 

approximately 50,000 civilian ‘enemy aliens’. Ethnic diaspora communities which had grown 

over decades of German mass emigration disintegrated. The conflict had both immediate and 

long-lasting repercussions on this diaspora group. This finding supports, and indeed broadens 

the concept of ‘total war’106 by putting the lens on global and civilian aspects which were far 

more than a side-show of the Great War. 
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