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	TQ 5584 7846
	177
	654
	No.4 Transit Camp, Beacon Hill, Purfleet
	Essex
	4
	
	Guards' compound consisted of huts, prisoners' compound consisted of
tented accommodation within a rectangular wire enclosure.

	
	
	655
	No.1 Transit Camp, Beacon Hill, Purfleet
	
	
	
	



Location: Beacon Hill - TQ 557 781. The EH Report above gave the same location, for camps 286/654/655, but they were 3 separate camps close to each other. There were many military camps in the area. Aerial photos of the area 1947: Aerial Photo | Historic England 

EAW030550 ENGLAND (1950). Purfleet Camp, Beacon Hill and environs, Beacon Hill, from the south-east, 1950: https://www.britainfromabove.org.uk/en/image/EAW030550

Before the camp: The area was in use by the military. The site was part of the huge Marshalling Areas prior to D-Day.

Pow Camp: Camp 286 was a separate Working Camp. 654 and 655 were labour companies based at ex-D-day transit camps. They were linked with a senior Commandant and used the same address, (No.1 Transit Camp, Purfleet, Essex).
[bookmark: _Hlk192846461]
	Oversight and development of re-education activities and English teaching for German pows was carried out by PID (Political Intelligence Department of the Foreign Office) / COGA (Control Office for Germany and Austria – UK). Visits and reports were made. The standard of the reports varied greatly. The visitors took little interest, if any, in activities other than re-education. They rarely mentioned welfare, sports, games, pastimes, crafts, etc of the pows.



1 March 1945 – Progress Report No.41 by the segregation Section of PID. (NA; FO 939/383).

“German Labour Companies have now been re-numbered and their location is as under:

No.1 Company is re-numbered No.654 Company. Address: Transit Camp S3, Purfleet. Date of establishment: 5.3.45
Commandant: Major S C McCulley. Strength: 450.

No.2 Company is re-numbered No.655 Company. Address: as above. Date of establishment: 19.3.45.
Commandant: Major A C Livermore. Strength: 450.

Personnel by trades have been selected by this Section and are predominantly ‘B’ with as large a proportion of ‘A’ as could be found.

Captain Berger will be the Segregation Officer responsible for these two Companies.”

[S3 was the code name given to the D-day Marshalling Area at Purfleet.]

17 April 1945 – Report on 654 & 655 Working Companies. Strength; 973.

“The companies are alongside one another, but each has its own cookhouse, canteen, etc…. The senior Company Commander, Major McCully, acts as Commandant, and supplies of books, sports gear, etc., should be addressed to him, where they will be equally divided between the two companies.”

654 Commandant:	Major S C McCully			Camp leader: 	Ob.Fwbl E Zischke			Deputy C/L:	St.Fwbl E Michalk
Interpreter:		Sgt Guttmann

655 Commandant:	Major Wood				Camp leader:	Ob.Fwbl E Due				Deputy C/L:	Fwbl B Drees
Interpreter:		Sgt Finkelstein

Sgt Guttmann, German jew, left Germany in 1938 and joined the French army. Interned in Tunis by the Vichy authorities, later joined the British Army. “Very conscientious, but finds his race rather a handicap in dealing with Ps/W.” See September entry.

654 Leader had been a smith; “A good type. Appears to maintain good discipline and to be definitely in favour of democracy.”

655 Leader had been a film technician, then regular soldier; “A good disciplinarian. Strongly in favour of a democratic regime in Germany.”

Poor conditions. Mainly tented with a few Nissen huts in use for canteens and reading rooms. Cinder and concrete paths were being constructed. Some working parties were employed constructing a new Transit Camp at Tilbury. 

Good discipline was noted. One pow expressed surprise; “at not having his throat cut when captured, as had been promised by Dr Goebbels.”

A very basic list of activities was made:

Wochenpost and Ausblick – The first publication was more popular. No numbers recorded.

Newspapers – No newspapers received. Some papers were given to the pows by the British staff.

Library – Just 37 books for each company. Some books, obtained from the Free German League of Culture, had not been censored.

Wireless – Each company had a set, located in recreation rooms.

Religion – RC services were held weekly by a British priest in the canteen.

Education – c.50% of the pows were classed as labourers. No classes had started. About 100 pows expressed a desire to have English classes, others were interested in technical subjects. Text books were requested.

Recreation – facilities were poor. Tents had been placed on the rough football field. Sports equipment and kit was lacking. There were 2 violins and 1 mandolin; a piano was requested, if available.

Summer 1945 – The nature of the camp changed with many A grade pows moved elsewhere to be replaced by C graded pows. The camp was regraded overall ‘C+,’ i.e. predominantly Nazi. 

There was a new Commandant for 654/655; Major James.

26 September 1945 – a letter was sent to Major Faulk, Executive Field Officer at PID in charge of re-education, on behalf of Major James. He requested that Sgt Guthmann [sic = Guttmann], the Interpreter serving with the Pioneer Corps, be removed, stating that he; “has a bad influence over the men. His presence in the camp tend to justify some of Goebbels propaganda, and there seems to be a certain amount of feeling about this among the prisoners.”

There is not really sufficient information in these comments to make a judgement, but it certainly opens serious questions regarding what was being alluded to by Major James. Sgt Guttmann was not removed – see 23 January 1946. Major James did not last long, he was replaced by Major Webber (unknown date).

October 1945 - Camp 654 was visited by Walter Auerbach who commented on the Nazi influences: [Note that 654 was regarded as the ‘main’ camp].

“There was no organized opposition, but it seems that the back benches of the tent were occupied by groups of “blacks.” [i.e. Black Category C; Nazi pows] There were 16 contributions to the discussion, one of the debaters spoke three times and tried to start another time. He is a Luftwaffen-Feldwebel, soldier by profession, and is faithfully repeating the Nazi lectures he attended. A large part of the audience tried to boo him down when he spoke of the Fűhrer and the German superiority above all nations.” (Auerbach: Report: Camp 654 (Purfleet, North Camp), 5.10.1945 – quoted in ‘Walter Auerbach, Sozialpolitik aus dem Exil’ by Ellen Babendreyer).

6 November 1945 – Report by Harald von Waldheim, a visiting lecturer to 654; 

“A building company, under tent, 60% youth; many U-Boat crews etc. B, C, C-PLUS grading. An anti-Nazi group, previously there, was replaced by these in September. Lectures take place in a fairly large tent.”  Youth = under 25.

He had a large audience of 300 out of 500 pows and found that 80% of the following discussion was; “fundamentally Nazi…. About the most outspoken display of Neo-Nazi argument I have so far had in public discussion.”

The Commandant stated that most of the youth pows believed that the film shown to all pows about Bergen Belsen was “a British cook-up.”

January 1947 – noted in report for nearby Camp 286; “The protestant padre of camp 655 is looking after this [i.e. 286] camp and its hostels.”

23 January 1946 – Mrs Adele Schreiber submitted a visiting lecturer’s report regarding 654 and 655.

The lecturer believed there was a growing difference between the 2 camps; with 654 showing signs of political advancement, and stating it to be ‘grey’ rather than Black (i.e. B grade rather than C). 655 however was still ‘black,’ mainly because of youth pows and U-boat crews.

Mrs Schreiber mentioned Sgt Guttmann in particular, (he was changing his name to Goodman); “…thoroughly devoted to the job… incessantly at work in some educational sphere and, having artistic gifts, has become very popular.” 

[image: ]These positive comments were backed up by the next lecturer in February who remarked on political progress being made at 654; “largely due to the patient and untiring work of one man who has already tilled the soil of their souls for a long time; Sgt Guttmann. His influence also extends to camp 655, the interpreter of which is a Polish Jew who – not surprisingly – hates all Germans…”

27 January 1946 – the 10th edition of the Camp magazine, Der Zeltbote, for 654 and 655 - included in the National Archive file FO 939/320. Bell tents shown in banner.

February 1946 – 1 unnamed pow was sent to a camp in Scotland for voicing Nazi opinions, (comment in lecturer’s report).

March 1946 – A puppet theatre had been created within Camp 654, supported by Sgt Guttmann.

24/26 April 1946 – Report on ‘654/5 Working Company’ regarding re-education and screening. Strength; 2 officers, 1021 Other Ranks – including 64 pows who were based at Tilbury Transit camp working as cooks (7 miles away).

The camp was still tented – “and likely to remain so.”

Recorded as the 4th visit, so some are missing from the National Archive file.

654 Commandant:	Major Vose				Camp leader: 	Fwl. Grumbrecht (B)			Deputy C/L:	St.Fw Harnisch (B)
Interpreter:		None listed

655 Commandant:	Major D J Webber, M.C.			Camp leader:	Fwl Doerfler (B+)			Deputy C/L:	Ost.m Krenz (B-)
Interpreter:		Sgt Finkelstein

German M.O. based at 654: O.Arzt Dr Garus (B-).

Both Commandants were supportive of re-education aims. Major Webber took the senior role. Major Vose was new to pow work.

S/Sgt Guttmann was posted at the beginning of April; “the British staff and PW very much regretted his departure.”

S/Sgt Finkelstein was only engaged with administrative work.

Camp leader Grumbrecht was elected by secret ballot; a schoolteacher, keen on re-education.

	Political screening:
	A
	B
	C
	C+
	Unscreened

	
	10
	363
	282
	224
	144



Morale was high owing to; a. the “fair and just” treatment by Major Webber; “He is held in the highest esteem;” b. excellent recreational facilities (theatre, cinema, sports ground, etc). c. re-education activities; d. re-screening with many pows upgraded.

Negative factors – a. lack of mail from Eastern Germany; b. 300 young U-boat men stated that they had been promised repatriation if they surrendered; c. an order by the Commandant at nearby Camp 286 that pows from his camp were not to talk to pows from 654/5 because they were ‘black’ (i.e. Nazis). This was to be raised by the visitor at 286 – no further details.

Omitted from the negative factors, but the same for all camps – lack of news regarding repatriation was always the main complaint.

60% of the pows were ‘youth,’ they were not seen as a problem.  

The standard list of re-education activities was given. The activities were ‘shared’ between the 2 camps:

Wochenpost and Ausblick – 200/120 copies respectively.

Newspapers – a wide range of British papers received. About 10 German papers were received irregularly; 4 Swiss papers fortnightly.

Library – 500 books; more requested.

Lectures – Regular and generally popular.  

Discussion groups – 654; being organised. 655; meeting fortnightly.

Films – PID documentary films fortnightly. YMCA supplied films were popular, but often poor quality.

Wireless – “adequate.” 654 had its own broadcasting system and used it for information and gramophone concerts. 

Camp magazine – Paper supply adequate, but more stencils needed.

Press review – summary of news items published daily.

English instruction – 125 students at 2 levels. Further teaching resources required.

Other camp activities – 

Religion – little interest; only 40 pows attended the Easter service. A new Protestant padre, Pagel (A). RC padre from camp 286 held services here for 20/25 pows.

Education – Classes for French, Russian, history, maths, algebra, arithmetic, book-keeping, shorthand and calligraphy.

Entertainment – a large tent could hold 150; it had a good stage and lighting. Very good variety shows were given. An 8 member orchestra assisted with the variety shows and choral concerts. 80 pows formed a “high quality” choir. Very popular puppet shows given in the cinema tent holding 250. Popular sports; football, handball, boxing and athletics. 
 
3 August 1946 – Lecturer’s report; 150 pows attended a lecture at Marks Tey Hostel for Camp 654.

11 August 1946 – Edition 34 of the camp magazine; Der Zeltbote : Lager 654 + 655 Purfleet/Essex. https://www.whlcollections.org/image/112991/

27/28 August 1946 - Lecturer’s report; 70 pows (out of 72) attended a lecture at Lingfield Hostel for Camp 654.

There are no further reports in the National Archive file. It is likely that Camp 654 became a hostel as the Camp number 654 was used by Hothfield Common Camp.

September 1946 - Camp 655 was listed as “Orsett Hostel” and as “No.655 Hostel, Orsett;” administered by Purfleet Camp 286. It closed late 1947 / early 1948 and was then used by the Women’s Land Army. (See 286).

1947 – Camp 655, Transit Camp No.1 was listed in 1947.

February 1948 – Purfleet recorded as a hostel taken over by Langdon Hills Camp 266.
Known Commandants –
654 – 	1945; Major S C McCulley							655 – 	1945; Major A C Livermore
1946 Major Vose									1945; Major Wood
1946; Major D J Webber
654/655 – 1945; Major James

After the camp: 

Further Information:

National Archives – FO 939/320 – 654 Working camp, Purfleet camp, Tilbury, Essex. Dated 1945 – 1946. Used above.


Hostels

Lingfield. (At the racecourse – Lingfield cage?)

27/28 August 1946 - Lecturer’s report; 70 pows (out of 72) attended a lecture at Lingfield Hostel for Camp 654.


Marks Tey

3 August 1946 – Lecturer’s report; 150 pows attended a lecture at Marks Tey Hostel for Camp 654.


Tilbury Transit camp

Small groups of pows constructing the site and later, another group working as cooks.
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