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ABSTRACT

This article examines internment camps in Germany during the First World War
and their entanglements with society. In particular, it discusses whether the
internment sites were closed or semi-permeable spaces that were interwoven
with their nearby environment. Based on this, the question of what kind of
integration existed and what form it took will be answered. Furthermore, the
article investigates the consequences and aftermaths of these experiences in
post-war Germany. The conclusion raises some further questions for future
studies.
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Throughout history, prison camps have had one thing in common: they
have all served as places of detention for certain individuals or groups,
usually defined as enemies.' This common feature was accompanied by
various characteristics that were similar within the different camp his-
tories. Most camps were characterised by a broad deprivation of liberty,
specific security regulations and, in many cases, violence. The main pur-
pose of internment was, and still is, to isolate the prisoners — something
that has been handled differently throughout history. However, even
under the most totalitarian regimes, the desired separation was never
fully realised. This is mainly because prison camps have always remained
a part of the societies that surround them.?

Over the past two decades, scholars have explored the complex history
of internment of so-called enemy aliens, resulting in a wide range of
literature that approaches this topic from different angles.? In most of
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these studies, the camps are regarded as largely closed spaces. In the
tradition of Erving Goffman, the majority of works view camps primarily as
total institutions and consequently focus on the confinement and segre-
gation of the prisoners from the outside world.* This perspective fails to
acknowledge that many of them were not as strictly separated from their
environs as imagined. This aspect of internment is what the article seeks
to address. It will take a closer look at the ‘permeability’ of internment
sites in Germany and their multi-layered entanglements with society as
a whole. Such entanglements are important against the background of
German history from 1933 onwards, when the state took internment to
extremes.

Looking at the German internment camps during the First World War,
and especially the civilian prisoner camps, this text poses the following
questions: To what extent did the detention centres exist in isolation from
the outside world?® To what extent were the camps (and their inmates)
embedded in German wartime society, and thus recognised as having
a certain normality? Is it possible to identify a specific relationship
between the various detention centres and the wider (social) environ-
ment? Finally, the question arises as to what degree wartime internment
practices were continued into the post-war period.

Based on these considerations, selected aspects of Germany's intern-
ment practice during the First World War will be examined below.
Particular attention will be paid to the mutual exchanges and encounters
between the internees, the guards and the civilian population. In addition,
the embedding of the camps in their surroundings and their ‘public
image’ will be analysed. The final section goes on to offer some thoughts
on possible consequences for the post-war years, especially with regard
to the Weimar Republic and the period after 1933.

The Construction of the Internment Camps

After Germany declared war on Russia on 1 August 1914, the conflict
between Austria-Hungary and Serbia, which until then had been loca-
lised, became a large-scale conflagration. Violence quickly engulfed large
parts of Europe and held the continent in its grip for years to come. Even
though different conflicts had been smouldering for years in Europe,
none of the belligerents was really prepared for the outbreak of a major
war. This also applies to the German Empire, which seemed surprisingly
ill-equipped for a conflict, especially when it came to measures designed
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to ensure internal security. There were neither any plans for the mass
accommodation of soldiers or civilians, nor were any internment mea-
sures prepared in advance.®

With the offensive in the west and the victorious battles against the
Russian army at the end of August 1914 at Tannenberg and the Masurian
Lakes, the German army took tens of thousands of prisoners. Due to a lack
of infrastructure, the first prisoners of war (POWs) were provisionally
housed in tent camps and earth barracks, with the military authorities
already treating the prisoners differently according to their national ori-
gin. In some places the Russian soldiers had to live in mud huts, while the
British and French were allocated better accommodation.” As more and
more soldiers were captured, the camp system had to expand to cope
with the increased numbers. In August 1915, there were already 105
camps for officers and ordinary soldiers, with the number rising to
about 175 by 1918. In the last year of the war, a total of around
2.5 million military prisoners had been interned in Germany, over half of
whom (1.4 million) came from Russia.® In a short space of time,
a nationwide camp system was established, which became an underlying
part of the German ‘home front’.?

The detention sites for civilians were set up in the slipstream of the
established POW camps. The twenty-five federal states and their four war
ministries (one each for Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony and Wirttemberg) were
the major protagonists, with the Prussian War Ministry — as a de facto
imperial authority (Reichsbehdrde) — having the dominant voice in estab-
lishing guidelines. Among other things, these bodies were responsible for
setting up, equipping and managing the majority of the camps. The
Accommodation Department (Unterkunftsdepartement) in Berlin, headed
by Colonel (later Major General) Emil Friedrich, was by far the most
influential actor. Other institutions such as the Deputy General Staff
were also important in directing overall policy but had no direct influence
on the construction and management of the camps.'®

Captured military personnel were not the only concern. The Prussian
War Ministry thus founded a POW camp in Havelberg in September 1914,
but quickly converted it into an internment centre for civilians. In the
same month, another detention facility was set up in Traunstein, Bavaria,
but from the outset, and unlike Havelberg, its sole purpose was to
accommodate civilians. Further internment sites for civilians were estab-
lished at Holzminden and Ruhleben (both in autumn 1914) and at Rastatt
(in January 1915). As already mentioned, the various camps were often
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divided along national lines. Holzminden, for example, mainly took in
French and later Italian civilians, whereas Ruhleben was used almost
exclusively to hold British nationals. Havelberg, on the other hand, mainly
housed Russian civilians, and the Lauban camp in Silesia for the most part
took in deportees from the Baltic States."'

Over the years, the German state detained a total of 111,879 civilians in
its camp system. Of these, almost 90,000 people — and thus the absolute
majority - had already been taken prisoner by the autumn of 1916.
However, many were released after a certain period so that the official
figures were a running total only, and did not reflect the actual number of
internees being held at any particular moment in time.'? Ultimately the
civilian prisoners became an important part of German wartime society,
with whom the surrounding population interacted more or less
intensively."?

The Camps as Semi-Permeable Spaces

The vast majority of the camps set up from the late summer of 1914
onwards were military institutions, but they did not exist in complete
detachment from the civilian world and therefore necessarily have to be
linked to the broader social environment of the German home front. The
question of the extent to which these two realms, the military and the
civilian, were interconnected will be discussed below.

Construction Phase

As mentioned before, the civilian world was linked to the various camps
from the very beginning. As the state authorities were unprepared for the
outbreak of war in many respects and had to improvise, the civilian
sphere was directly involved in setting up the camps.'* This happened
to varying degrees. The barrack camps set up for the POWs were mostly
large-scale military projects, with German civilians playing only a minor
role (especially in direct administration). By contrast, the civilian prison
camps were more often hybrid facilities in which civilian and military
authorities were equally involved. Yet the military remained predominant.

This led to the formation of disparate security regimes within the
respective internment centres, with the clearest differences existing
between the military-run POW camps and the hybrid or exclusively
civilian-run facilities. The military preferred a much more restrictive
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approach. Their main aim was to completely separate the POWSs from the
outside world. This only changed when the shortage of labour became
manifest. By contrast, security measures in the civilian internment camps
were generally less strict, and camp administrations often granted more
concessions to the prisoners. In the Burgstadt detention centre in Saxony,
for example, a camp run exclusively by the municipal administration for
the purpose of holding destitute aliens, the inmates — most of whom were
Russian citizens in 1914 - only had to stay in the factory building used as
an internment centre at night. This milder treatment, which nevertheless
varied from camp to camp, was based on the ‘exceptional situation’ of the
mostly innocent prisoners. For this reason - and due to the shortage of
manpower within the civilian administrations - the security regimes in the
camps run by them were less restrictive.'”

In addition to its partial involvement in the administration of the
camps, German society also played an important role during the con-
struction phase. In many cases, local businessmen were involved in
organising the accommodation of ‘enemy aliens’, for instance by making
their properties available in return for a rental payment. As many compa-
nies and factories had to cease operations due to the outbreak of war,
managements saw this as an opportunity to generate additional income.
Consequently, in Kdnigshain-Wiederau in Saxony, the Hundst siblings, who
jointly ran a pottery factory, offered their premises to house up to 2,000
‘enemy aliens’ in return for financial compensation. In Havelberg, the first
of the planned 10,000 prisoners were housed at the local brickworks
operated by ‘Wiese & Co'. The situation was similar in Burgstadt, where
the town council was tasked with finding suitable accommodation for the
destitute alien deportees from the Leipzig ‘exclusion area’ (Sperrgebiet).'®
Following a brief search, the municipality agreed with the authorised
representative of the ‘Chemnitzer Stanzwerke’ (stamping plant), Alfred
Seidel, to lease a floor in the local factory for a monthly rent of 100 marks.
As a result, the Burgstadt camp was established.”

Local businesses were also often responsible for supplying the camps
with food. Particularly at the beginning of the war, the German authorities
had to rely on civilian services due to a lack of prior planning and capacity.
They often awarded supply contracts to private companies, which were
then responsible for delivering and preparing meals. Nonetheless, the
quality of the food supplied was quickly criticised in many places, often
leading to the withdrawal of supply contracts. The main reason for the
poor quality was the pursuit of profit. The companies were naturally
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interested in financial gain, but with the low supply rates (60 pfennigs per
head and day), this could only be achieved by cutting back on the quality
of the food. This applied not only to the military camps, but also to civilian
internment sites such as Ruhleben or Celle.'®

The newly established camps not only had to be supplied, but also
equipped with everyday items. As the example of Ruhleben illustrates,
this resulted in a multitude of interactions with the local economy, which
is why the outside world, for example in the form of craftsmen and
suppliers, was in constant (direct) contact with the camps and their
inmates. As an important economic factor, local companies competed
for contracts, while camp administrators endeavoured to keep costs as
low as possible. In addition to everyday items such as brooms, wheel-
barrows, shoes and cooking utensils, civilian businesses also supplied
building materials like wood for the construction of barracks and beds.
This cooperation was not a merely local phenomenon: supra-regional
companies also offered their products and services. In September 1915,
for instance, the ‘Badische Handelstag’ praised the advantages of Baden'’s
industry in a letter to the Unterkunftsdepartement in Berlin and asked for
orders to be placed. In some cases, individual companies even wrote
directly to the commandants’ offices. For example, the Bochum-based
company ‘Carpantier & Hanefeld' offered to sell shovel handles to the
camp command in Havelberg in 1916. From an economic perspective, it
can be argued that the internment camps were pretty much instantly
accepted as regular institutions of wartime society.'®

Social Interaction with the Outside World

Interactions with the outside world were not limited to the economic
exchange processes described above. Even more important were the
direct acquaintances and relationships that evolved over time. The guards
on duty played an important role here, as they connected the inside of the
camps with the nearby social environment. The various exchanges
between the German population and the guard teams, who had to be
housed and supplied in the oftentimes small towns, contributed to this
phenomenon. Local inns, guest houses and private landlords were the
main beneficiaries. For instance, the retired teacher Adolf Werner from
Havelberg reported that the many inns and guesthouses in the town were
well frequented every evening. For the small commune, which had
a population of approximately 5,000 inhabitants at the outbreak of the
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war and had taken in more than 1,000 Landsturmmdinner in addition to
the imprisoned civilians, this was a very important economic factor. It also
brought the locals into at least indirect contact with camp life, for exam-
ple by hearing stories from the camp personnel. Due to these contacts,
the inhabitants perceived camps not as distant and closed-off worlds, but
as part of everyday life. This type of interaction was most likely not limited
to Havelberg but was a widespread phenomenon.?

This was also helped by the fact that in many places the staff were
recruited directly from the local population who, as in Traunstein in Bavaria,
alternated between their military life inside and civilian life outside the
camps.?' The military guards in Traunstein were mainly made up of farmers
and tradesmen from the neighbouring rural communities. They were usually
on duty for two days and were then given a day off to look after their own
farms and families. In addition, many women in need of an income worked as
interpreters in the postal inspection centres of the camps, where they came
into contact with life behind the barbed wire. The camps thus functioned to
some extent as attractive employers, which brought the immediate social
environment and the detention centres together.”

The guards not only played a significant role as a link to the German
population but were also a very important point of contact for the
internees themselves. This specific aspect of camp life has received little
attention in research to date. For this reason, only some initial reactions to
this question can be made here. The relationship was generally tense, as
the civilian internees found themselves in an exceptional situation
through no fault of their own. Beyond any doubt, there is evidence of
violence and mistreatment inside the camps. Still, there were examples of
far more cooperative relationships, not all of which were based on hosti-
lity. Especially in a civilian-run facility like Burgstadt, the interaction
between the inmates and the only guard on duty - policeman Rothe -
was relatively relaxed. This was due to the fact that the municipal autho-
rities were not looking for direct, hour by hour control over the inmates,
but just wanted to keep them under a general surveillance. Rothe acted
more as a policeman than a guard. He also looked after the needs of the
internees and was therefore an important figure for them. Similar reports
exist from the camp at Traunstein, where the commanding officer,
Captain Theodor von der Pfordten (1873-1923), who later became
a Nazi supporter and was killed during the Beer Hall Putsch in 1923,
complained about the overly gentle treatment of the interned civilians.
According to one guard’s own testimony, he and his colleagues were



IMMIGRANTS & MINORITIES (&) 123

reluctant to enforce certain punishments, such as the extended ‘severe
arrest’.?® Ultimately, the guards, in their dual roles as public servants and
ordinary members of German society, acted literally as gatekeepers
between the prison camps, the state and society, a crucial role that should
be analysed in more detail in future research.?*

The civilian population also came into contact with the camps and their
inmates through repeated day trips from curious onlookers. The military
authorities tried to counteract this form of ‘camp tourism’, but in many
places this was only partly successful. The photographs taken by the
unwelcome audience are evidence of this phenomenon. In many cases,
brief conversations were even possible. This made the prison camps an
attraction. It was not only in the Gartenlaube, an early illustrated maga-
zine, that one could read about the tourist rush to the camps. The
commandant of the POW camp in Konigsbriick, Saxony, reported on
this, as well:

At times the road alongside the prison camps was completely blocked by cars,
carts, cyclists and pedestrians. The demands of the guards and patrols not to
stop were only reluctantly complied with; there were also several attempts by
the public to slip fruit, cigars and cigarettes to the prisoner detachments
marching along the road or to throw such gifts [Liebesgaben] into the prison
camps.”®

Especially in the first few months of the war, ordinary citizens across
Germany showed great interest in the camps. They were apparently
perceived as attractions that aroused the Germans’ curiosity rather than
being an off-putting aspect of the war. In some places, such as Ohrdruf in
Thuringia or Havelberg, it was even possible to enter the internment sites
for a short time. In the small Thuringian town, for example, local residents
were allowed to visit the camp for an entrance fee, to be donated to
a supposedly good cause, with the Jenaische Zeitung pointing out the
heterogeneous composition of the internees on the former military train-
ing ground (‘people ranging in age from schoolboys to old men'®). It is
not known what the money collected was used for. However, it is very
likely that the proceeds went to the military, either to finance the camps
or to support the German war effort. Regardless of this, it should be
emphasised that such close interaction between society and the camps
was unusual. Traunstein can serve as a counterexample. There, the camp
commandant prohibited contact between the internees and the local
population early on. He justified this by stating that the ‘dignity’ of the
inmates had to be protected. Nevertheless, society’s interest in
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internment contributed to the fact that the camps were quickly granted
a certain normality. This should come as no surprise, especially in view of
the declared state of emergency. The so-called ‘spy hysteria’ at the out-
break of war also contributed to the sense that security measures — such
as the imprisonment of civilians — were a necessary part of home front
defence.”’

Camps as Places of Labour Recruitment

Still, the interaction did not end there. Of far greater importance was the
recruitment of labour. Due to the high losses at the front caused by the
Brusilov offensive and the Battle of Verdun, this development gained
momentum from 1916 onwards. Therefore, both POWs and civilian inter-
nees were increasingly recognised as a resource capable of meeting some
of the urgent economic needs of the home front. In the wake of growing
labour shortages, many of them were mobilised as workers and thus
inevitably came into contact with large sections of the German
population.

Recruitment of interned civilians began at an early stage. This was
often pursued for purely pragmatic reasons. In particular, the enormous
number of Russian civilian prisoners threatened to overload the intern-
ment centres. The authorities therefore not only began to release ‘reliable’
prisoners, but also endeavoured to place them into suitable employment.
This gave rise to a practice that was to characterise the treatment of
enemy nationals throughout the war. In addition to recruitment (some-
times by force) in the occupied territories in the east and west, the camps
on the home front were also considered important sources of (cheap)
labour.?®

The mass recruitment began around six months after the war
started. As early as January 1915, the Prussian War Ministry insisted
on placing Russian-Polish labourers in jobs instead of detaining them.
In the following years, state authorities repeatedly sought to promote
labour recruitment as a route out of the camps. As a result, individual
employers and companies approached the various camps and deten-
tion centres and asked for workers. POWs were particularly favoured
for reasons of cost, but the authorities and the employers also dis-
covered civilian internees as an important resource for the labour
market. From 1915 onwards, companies increasingly endeavoured to
recruit larger groups of the latter in particular. For example, the
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‘Niederlausitzer Kohlewerke’, an enterprise which already employed
140 Russian civilian prisoners in March 1915, asked the Sachsenburg
detention centre to provide fifty additional internees. In some cases,
however, the employers also tried to recruit individual prisoners. They
were often people known to them because they had previously
worked in their company. Charlotte von Schroeter, who lived in
Bieberstein in Saxony and ran the estate in the absence of her
husband, tried to get sixteen Russian-Polish farmworkers released.
All of them had previously been employed by her and had been
imprisoned in autumn 1914 for allegedly refusing to work and
trespassing.”’

In 1916, the state intensified its efforts to get more civilian internees
into work and clear the camps of so-called ‘useless eaters’. Nevertheless,
the authorities still refused to use direct force. By allowing living condi-
tions to deteriorate to a point where it became desirable to take up
labour, and sometimes by making false promises about release or home
visits, the military rather used indirect coercion to empty the camps. This
practice was at first mainly aimed at the Russian internees and, from 1916,
also against the at least 100,000 Belgian and French deportees who
entered the German camp system during the war, while the British were
still not affected by these measures. This was primarily due to the likely
impact on the large group of Germans detained in Britain and its empire,
who outnumbered the British civilians held in Germany by a ratio of about
ten to one. However, some British civilian prisoners were allowed to work
outside the camps. In Ruhleben, for example, up to 800 Englishman were
permitted to leave the camp during the daytime because they had
voluntarily taken up work outside the confines of the barbed wire.*

From this point onwards, a strict separation of the camp internees from
the civilian population, which the military had demanded, was no longer
possible. Contacts between these two spheres thus became increasingly
frequent and close. This was particularly true in cases where ‘enemy
aliens’ were employed outside the camps but had to return there in the
evening. For instance, from the summer of 1915, seven Russian civilian
internees who had been housed in the Burgstadt camp for destitute aliens
were allowed to travel to neighbouring Markersdorf every day to work in
the ‘Paul Hempel’ granite factory. At night they had to return to the
factory building in Burgstadt. In such cases it was almost impossible to
prevent the two worlds from overlapping. However, it must be noted that
the recruitment and subsequent labour of the prisoners — as mentioned
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above - was always based on unequal power relations. By no means was
it a question of two equal sides facing each other.'

Limited Freedom

A further entanglement resulted from the freedom of movement granted
to selected prisoners for reasons other than employment. The camp
commandant’s offices — often in co-operation with the local administra-
tions, as in Donauschwingen®? - allowed at least a few internees to spend
some time outside the confines of the camp in order to carry out errands
or to meet with their family members in public. In Burgstadt, it was the
prisoners” responsibility to obtain their daily food supplies. In 1916, a total
of nine people were allowed to collect the bread for the camp inmates
from the local bakery and take it to the nearby soup kitchen. Even though
there were clear regulations in place that stipulated strict penalties in the
event of non-compliance, such as having someone else collect the bread,
this form of self-supply inevitably led to contact with the outside world.
Overall, a ‘loose’ security regime prevailed in Burgstadt, which, as
a civilian-run camp for the destitute, followed a different approach to
that of the army-run mass camps in Ruhleben, Holzminden or
Havelberg.*

The civilian internees and the German population also remained con-
nected for other reasons. Throughout the war, points of contact contin-
ued to exist, for example, through occasional authorisations to leave the
camps for short periods of time or as a result of necessary medical
treatment, as was repeatedly granted in Ruhleben. There, prisoners in
need of long-term care were sent to Dr Weiler's sanatorium in
Charlottenburg (today a district of Berlin), which was open to internees
only. Nevertheless, access to local services in particular led to a certain
image of ‘normality’, which resulted from the repeated encounters with
the German medical staff in these facilities and the supposedly ‘mild’
treatment of the prisoners.>*

Apart from such temporary trips outside the camps, the long-term
release of civilians caused more intensive contacts between the for-
mer internees and the population. These interactions, which were not
forbidden, were criticised by some sections of society.>> Nevertheless,
this did not prevent regular contacts from being established in many
places. There are various reasons for this. On the one hand, many
foreigners had already been integrated into German society for
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a long time, meaning that some of them maintained longstanding
friendships and relationships with Germans. Many foreigners had also
married into German families before 1914 and were thus deeply
rooted in the country. In 1910 alone, there were 835 weddings in
which at least one partner was an alien.>® On the other hand, most
(but by no means all) of those who were released from internment
were not allowed to leave Germany which inevitably led to countless
points of contact - whether in the world of work or in everyday
relations with German landlords, employers, family members or ven-
dors in grocery shops. This applied in particular to the Russian
civilians, while French and Belgian aliens left the country in larger
numbers.?’

This process was fuelled by the increasing number of releases
over the years. As early as the beginning of 1915, the authorities
realised that the majority of the civilian prisoners interned in late
1914 posed no danger. In conjunction with the limited capacities in
the camps, the associated costs - especially for consumables and
food - and the increasing labour shortage, many enemy nationals
were subsequently released. As a result, the population of most
prison camps fell. Of the 111,879 civilian internees registered on
10 October 1918 in Germany, about 21,000 were still being held in
camps. The vast majority (almost 86,000) had already been released
or exchanged.®®

In summary, the German state established various types of camps
during the war, which were characterised by different security regimes.
In addition to the ‘closed’ military camps with strict security measures,
there existed ‘semi-open’ facilities — mainly for civilian internees. These
were also fenced and guarded, but otherwise often had lower-level
security arrangements. For this reason, and because of the higher fluctua-
tion due to releases and labour recruitment, social interaction with the
surrounding area was much more frequent than in the POW camps. The
degree of freedom, however, varied from camp to camp. The interned
‘enemy aliens’ received the most concessions in civilian-run institutions
such as Burgstadt or Borna (both in Saxony). Strict separation was never
possible there, which meant that social contacts with the residents were
maintained even when the inmates were still being held in internment.
With regard to these facilities, one could say that they had a kind of ‘open’
character. However, all home-front camps had one thing in common: they
all existed as semi-permeable spaces, even though the degree of (social)
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permeability differed. None of them - not even the more strictly run
military camps — were completely separated from the outside world.
The military’s desire for complete isolation thus remained an unrealisable
goal.

The Public and Publicised Image of the Camps

Internment, which was certainly perceived as an exceptional but neces-
sary wartime practice, also served propagandistic purposes. The exemp-
lary "humanity’ that was supposedly practised in Germany was repeatedly
emphasised in the press and sometimes criticised by those on the home
front who wanted harsher measures. For example, an article in the
Miinchen-Augsburger Abendzeitung complained about the overly consid-
erate treatment of the British internees. The author argued in particular
that, when compared to the situation of Germans abroad, the housing
provided to the Englishmen in Ruhleben was ‘the purest summer breeze’
(reinste Sommerfrische).>®* Embedded in this criticism was the notion of the
unusually good treatment of enemy nationals in Germany.

The connections between the internment facilities and the civilian
population also played an important role in the public image of the
camps. In January 1915, the Pfélzische Kurier emphasised the concern
shown by the inhabitants of Landau in the Palatinate and the Red Cross
Women's Association for the welfare of the French civilian prisoners. They
collected laundry and clothing for the internees, many of whom were
women (some of them even pregnant). The writer concluded from this:
‘We are just better people than those French who treated our prisoners
badly’. He was also certain that those who had already left Germany in the
spring of 1915 would be able to ‘tell their relatives back home that the
Germans are not barbarians’.*® Such cases of philanthropic intervention
helped to reinforce the notion that internment could be carried out in
a considerate manner, which meant that the imprisonment of civilians
was often not perceived as a break with civilised norms and customs.

The population also learnt more about the camps through the
increasing number of inspections and visits by German and interna-
tional delegates from 1915 onwards. In particular the inspection
reports published by organisations such as the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) or the protecting powers had an
influence on the way Germans saw their own camps on the home
front and camps abroad.*' In order not to antagonise the respective
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governments, the reports were mostly written in a pleasing or at least
diplomatic tone. Even when obvious shortcomings and problems
were addressed, the protecting powers and the ICRC refrained from
condemning the conditions too harshly. Nonetheless, the inspection
reports provided insights into life within the home-front camps, even
if they only covered a few aspects and often ignored the major
everyday problems of the internees. In some cases, the authorities
and, indirectly, the conditions in the prison camps were even praised.
For example, an ICRC inspector noted after his second trip through
Germany:

My overall impression is also good this time. What is not yet as it should be can
and will be improved, and | am assured of this by the evident good will of the
German authorities to treat the prisoners humanely.*?

His closing words, which certainly contained criticism, nonetheless con-
veyed a fundamentally positive image. Such statements resonated with
the German public and were subsequently reproduced in home-front
newspapers. For instance, an article published in the summer of 1917 in
the semi-official Norddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung referred to the ‘exemp-
lary organisation of our prison camps and military hospitals’, which was
allegedly well known at home and abroad and was illustrated ‘not only by
the detailed reports of the neutral commissions, but also by the state-
ments and letters of those exchanged and [the] prisoners™® themselves.
This and similar articles repeatedly emphasised the ‘excellent organisa-
tion’, ‘cleanliness’ and ‘humanity’ that allegedly prevailed in the German
camp system. These aspects, which one author believed to be rooted in
the ‘German character’,** were compared with the chaos that supposedly
reigned in the camps of Tsarist and post-Tsarist Russia. The negative
portrayal of the German detention sites in the foreign press — and espe-
cially newspapers published in enemy states — was dismissed as pure
propaganda.”® Neither side believed the other, with representations of
captivity falling victim to war-related distortions of the truth. In the
German Empire, this resulted in an image that often did not do justice
to the actual living conditions inside the camps. In fact, it contributed to
a certain glorification of German internment practices.*®

The claim that conditions in captivity were worse in enemy
countries also seemed to be supported by the comparatively low
mortality rate in the camps within Germany.?” According to an
apologetic report published by the Reichstag after the end of the
war, ‘only’ 3,334 of the 104,501 civilian internees registered up to
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that point had died by May 1918.*® This was a rate of around 3.2%,
with most of the deaths being due to diseases. Epidemics such as
typhus, enteric fever, tuberculosis and pneumonia claimed the
majority of victims. Accidents (48 deaths) and suicide (16), on the
other hand, caused comparatively few deaths. The mortality rate,
which was particularly high in the early phase of the war, also
continued to be linked to the supply situation in Germany. For
example, the number of tuberculosis deaths rose over the years as
a result of increasing shortages of food and medicines.*®

Especially in comparison to the situation of the internees in Russian-
controlled areas of Eastern Europe, the German camps did not appear
particularly ‘inhumane’ to the home-front population. Rather, against the
backdrop of the war, they were regarded as comparatively civilised insti-
tutions in which the best possible care was taken for the welfare of the
inmates. However, German society often ignored the fact that the accom-
modation of civilians in prison camps — which took place in a legal grey
area — represented a new development in (total) warfare and that the
number of dead enemy civilians would have been significantly lower
without internment.”®

Despite this fundamentally positive perception of the camps,
reservations against internment grew over the period of the war.
At no time, however, did this criticism reach a scale or level of
intensity that significantly influenced the positive public image.
Initiatives such as the resolution passed by a majority of Reichstag
deputies in the autumn of 1916 demanding the release and repa-
triation of all civilian prisoners held by Allied and Central Powers’
countries if those set free were not drafted into the army were
exceptions. Criticism of internment by individuals also remained an
isolated phenomenon; such voices did not gain majority support
until 1918. Furthermore, the practice of internment was not ques-
tioned in principle. Individuals or institutions - including military
ones — only criticised specific aspects of the treatment and living
conditions in the camps.”’

Overall, the media portrayal and public perception of the detention
sites in Germany were, with a few exceptions, largely positive. Most
Germans perceived internment as a ‘common’ feature of warfare. This
basic understanding led to a desensitisation towards the internment
of foreigners, which was to have a lasting effect even after the war
ended.
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The Legacy of Internment

Many detention centres continued to operate after the armistice of
November 1918. In some places, they served as internment facilities for
foreigners. Alternatively, they were converted into reception and transit
camps or central collecting points for Germans returning from abroad.
Although this meant that some of them lost their original purpose, they
remained an integral part of society. Long after the guns fell silent, the
internment policies put into practice between 1914 and 1918 had
a significant impact on German society.

Post-War Challenges and the Continuation of Internment

In the late autumn of 1918, Germany faced a variety of challenges. The
spectre of Bolshevism frightened the newly installed republican govern-
ment and most state institutions. At the same time, the soldiers had to be
demobilised in orderly fashion and the home front placed back into
a peacetime mode. Needless to say, the sense of ongoing crisis and
emergency resulted in a feeling of insecurity. One of the reasons for this
perception was that tens of thousands of foreigners from the former
enemy states were still living in Germany, of whom the former Russian
civilians and soldiers constituted by far the largest category. It was pre-
cisely against these ‘suspicious’ groups, and against the ‘home-grown’
revolutionaries now labelled as internal political enemies, that internment
was directed from 1919 onwards. In addition, thousands of German
soldiers and civilians returning home from captivity or facing expulsion
from former enemy countries had to be accommodated in reception
camps (Heimkehrerlager).>

The authorities converted many former POW camps into returnee and
quarantine facilities, where repatriates were housed for a period of time to
prevent the outbreak of possible epidemics. With this in mind, the ‘Reich
Commissioner for Civilian Prisoners and Refugees’ designated the camps
in Heilsberg, Eydtkuhnen, Prussian-Holland and Frankfurt an der Oder as
so-called quarantine camps in 1921, where German refugees and return-
ing POWs from Eastern Europe were to be quartered and deloused.
Shortly after the end of the war, other internment sites became transit
and collection camps for foreigners destined for repatriation.>®

Some camps also remained places of actual detention rather than
mere collection, and thus were in the direct tradition of internment
practices during the war. In particular, the detention of Eastern Jews
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(Ostjuden) who were either already in the German Empire in 1918 or
had fled to Germany as a result of post-war fighting and pogroms in
Eastern Europe can be seen as a direct legacy of the practices of
1914-1918. This form of internment was often legitimised and jus-
tified by the supposed ‘troublesomeness’ (Ldstigkeit) of these for-
eigners. In April 1920, for example, the Wehrkreiskommando
I (military district command) in Kdnigsberg, East Prussia, demanded
‘the immediate placement [of troublesome foreigners, H.B.] in con-
centration camps’.>*

As part of this campaign, the former internment camp in Stargard
in Pomerania was designated a ‘foreign nationals camp’
(Fremdstdmmigenlager) for ‘burdensome’ aliens in the spring of
1921. Foreigners of non-Russian nationality were interned there,
with the authorities primarily holding East European Jews - many
of whom had no criminal record. The living conditions in the camp
were demonstrably poor. There were repeated complaints about the
treatment, accommodation and food. Mathilde Wurm (1874-1935),
a Reichstag deputy for the Independent Social Democrats (USPD),
who had broken away from the mainstream SPD in 1917, visited the
camp in the summer of 1921 and criticised the inadequate care,
violence and discrimination that prevailed in Stargard. The violence
against the inmates was also raised as an issue in the left-wing
press.>®

Alongside the often racially motivated internment of supposedly
troublesome Eastern Jews, German authorities also detained foreign
soldiers in the various camps and prisons. For example, Polish and
Russian deserters who had come to Germany during the Polish-
Soviet War (1919-1921) were interned in Cottbus, Frankfurt an der
Oder and Minden.>® Russian prisoners especially were often demo-
nised as a ‘Bolshevik’ threat. Furthermore, the state detained Polish
Germans in Havelberg and Sagan in 1919, some of whom had
enlisted in the Polish armed forces after the end of the war and
had taken part in skirmishes with German border troops in
November-December 1918. According to a Red Cross delegate the
prisoners also included completely innocent people who were only
interned on the suspicion that they might fight on the Polish side
against Germany in the ongoing border conflict, which had claimed
up to 7,000 lives by 1922’
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Public Support for Internment

In the immediate post-war period, large sections of the (conservative)
press supported restrictive measures against what they perceived to be
‘dangerous’ aliens. In November 1920 an article in the Deutsche
Tageszeitung applauded the decision of the Reich Ministry of Interior to
‘accommodate all troublesome foreigners of foreign origin in internment
camps’.>® The author Count Ernst zu Reventlow (1869-1943), who sat in
the Reichstag for the NSDAP from 1927 onwards, called for strict enforce-
ment of internment. But he was sceptical whether the ‘bourgeois’ coali-
tion government (in office since June 1920) under the leadership of the
Catholic Centre party politician Constantin Fehrenbach (1852-1926) was
really willing to put its own words into action. There were similar reports
on this subject from Bavaria. In autumn 1920 a writer for the Bayrische
Kurier complained that the decision to intern ‘nuisance’ aliens had been
taken far too late. At the same time, the author repeatedly reproduced
entrenched antisemitic stereotypes without directly referring to the for-
eigners in question as Jews. As a result, the report painted a picture of
dubious racketeers and profiteers, most of whom had supposedly already
moved to Western Europe or America and had ‘long since exported the
largest amounts of capital [...] across the borders’. According to the
author only ‘stragglers from Poland and Galicia’ remained in Germany,
and they had ‘probably already brought their profits to safety’.>® As this
statement demonstrated, terms such as ‘troublesome’ were often used as
a well-known code to conceal the underlying antisemitic motives.®°

Overall, a climate of fear prevailed due to the political upheavals and
the revolutionary situation in Europe. The ‘Bolshevik threat’ in particular
was perceived by many members of the middle classes as well as the
conservative elites as an existential danger that had to be withstood by all
possible means. Against this backdrop, internment still seemed to be
a suitable tool for achieving this. Eastern European immigrants in parti-
cular - and especially the Jews — were stigmatised as the nucleus of the
Bolshevik idea. Accordingly to a report from the Saxon Reichswehr (army)
command in October 1919:

It is also an indisputable fact that German Communism derives its main driving
force from Russia, that Bolshevism there has one of its firmest pillars in Russian
Jewry and that its leaders are almost without exception Russian Jews.®'

Not surprisingly, the report’s demands for internment and deporta-
tion were primarily directed at this group. The report’s author
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insisted bluntly and without any reservations that where ‘deporta-
tion is not possible for whatever reason, [...] the strictest surveil-
lance or protective custody [Schutzhaft]! must be imposed.®?
However, such demands were not limited to the Jewish population.
In some places, they were also directed at other social and national
groups. With this in mind, the writer Friedrich Otto, who lived in
Chemnitz, called for action to be taken against the Baltic
Communist ‘agitators’. They needed to be ‘arrested and rendered
harmless’, he argued.®?

Such demands were made by state and civilian actors not only in
respect to foreigners, but with regard to supposedly ‘labour-shy and
criminal persons’ among the indigenous German population who were
also to be taken into ‘military protective custody’.* Parallel to this, the
Reichsbank Directorate proposed in 1919 that those Eastern Jewish
refugees who ‘could not prove that they were undoubtedly economic-
ally productive’ should be placed in internment camps.®® Here the idea
of eliminating ‘unproductive’ forces through imprisonment, which had
been realised and internalised especially but not exclusively in the
occupied territories during the war, was combined and revived as
a matter of course.°® Imprisonment and internment — prior to this
more or less war-related security measures — now became widely
accepted tools for creating and restoring ‘order’. After 1918, protective
custody (Schutzhaft) in particular became increasingly important as an
instrument of social engineering, designed to separate political ene-
mies (for instance communists and pacifists) as well as marginalised
groups like prostitutes, beggars and supposedly ‘work-shy’ people from
the rest of society. This was a measure that was only partially criticised
by liberals, conservatives and leftists.%”

Finally, it became clear that the experiences gained during the war
years continued to influence mindsets beyond 1918. Internment, still
perceived by most Germans as an ‘ordinary’ practice in a state of emer-
gency, appeared to be a suitable tool to counter the threat of the
Bolshevik Revolution, especially in the face of the rampant political unrest
in the Reich itself, as seen, for instance, during the Spartacist Uprising in
Berlin in January 1919, the Munich Soviet in April-May 1919 and the Ruhr
insurrection in March-April 1920. As a result, internment during and after
the First World War was by no means experienced as a breakdown of
civilised values, which is why the arrest of civilians did not lead to
a widespread outcry among the population even after the armistice.
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Conclusion

The internment of prisoners of war and civilians from 1914 to 1918 left
a lasting imprint on German society and politics. As outlined above, the
prison camps in Germany were an essential component of the home
front. Throughout the war, they by no means remained isolated spaces
that existed apart from the civilian sphere. On the contrary, they were
closely intertwined with the social environment on many different
levels. They thus presented themselves as semi-permeable institutions
that confined the internees within their perimeters but offered the
German population a wide range of opportunities for asymmetrical
interaction and (economic) cooperation. The prison camps for ‘enemy
aliens’ thereby became part of the communities in which they were
located from an early stage. However, the prisoners themselves had far
fewer opportunities to interact actively and independently with the
social environment outside the camps. Instead, they were an involun-
tary part of this constellation.®®

Despite these restrictions, German society did not perceive the intern-
ment camps as exceptional institutions, but rather increasingly saw them
as a fixture of wartime and post-war normality. Precisely because of their
partial openness, most Germans did not experience them as completely
separate spaces and living environments. As outlined above, they were
not permanently closed institutions governed by regimes of ‘absolute’
power but were connected in many ways with the surrounding social
world.®® Especially in a state of emergency and in view of the extreme and
totalising violence at the front and the treatment of Germans abroad,
internment appeared to be a justified practice. In this respect, it was not
only the press that repeatedly emphasised the supposed humanity
towards the enemy foreigners in Germany, thereby reinforcing the wide-
spread image and assessment of such a treatment. The internment
camps, which were often referred to as ‘concentration camps’ in contem-
porary jargon, were looked upon as conventional facilities in this respect.
Germans regarded some of them even as positive achievements of mod-
ern warfare. In terms of conceptual history (Begriffsgeschichte), there is
therefore no evidence of a break, as was the case after 1945.”°

On the contrary, the ideas internalised over four and a half years of war
intruded into the collective memory of many Germans. The internment of
civilians, which had never been practised on this scale before, was seen as
a pragmatic, effective and justified procedure to guarantee the security of
the homeland. Even after the end of the war, the imprisonment of civilians
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deemed to be a threat to internal security was demanded and practised
almost as a matter of course, without widespread protest.”’

Overall, it can be said that uncritical views and interpretations of
civilian internment persisted in Germany, especially during the Weimar
Republic. The image of the German internment sites as ‘ordinary’ facilities
that was promoted between 1914 and 1918 was partly responsible for
this. During and after the war, they were hardly ever addressed in critical
terms, let alone analysed. When this subject was examined, an apologetic
intention prevailed, as in the semi-official post-war publications of
Wilhelm Doegen or Christian Meurer.”* The authors were less interested
in a critical coming to terms with wartime internment. Rather, they saw
their task as being to justify and trivialise Germany’s actions against its
former enemies. This uncritical approach was to a certain extent under-
standable, especially against the whole background of the ‘war guilt
controversy’ (Kriegsschuldfrage), sparked by the Allies insistence on attri-
buting sole responsibility for the war to Germany under Article 231 of the
Treaty of Versailles.”?

What conclusions can be drawn from this and what research questions
arise from it? Future studies should take a closer look at the various parties
involved. First and foremost, the role of the guards as gatekeepers and as
a separate social group needs to be analysed. The extent to which the lack
of engagement with the history of civilian internment in Germany during
and after the First World War led to a relatively ‘uncritical’ reception of the
early National Socialist concentration camps should be examined as well.
Apart from the systematic violence from 1933 onwards, which was cer-
tainly aimed at ‘disciplining’ the German population and choking any
thoughts of resistance, the aforementioned circumstance may have led
to a certain indifference towards the establishment of early concentration
camps. The extent to which there is valid evidence for this needs to be
investigated.”

In order to verify or falsify this thesis, it will be necessary to take a closer
look at the early interwar years and potential debates on camps as
institutions in the Weimar Republic. Did a socially relevant discussion
take place on the (wartime) camps or the increasing use of protective
custody since 1919 as a whole, or were these aspects ignored, as pre-
viously claimed? If there was a discourse, who took part in it, which topics
were discussed, and what were the intentions of those involved?
Furthermore, it seems necessary to analyse the social reactions to the
founding of the early Nazi camps. The first weeks and months of National
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Socialist rule, when their power was not yet fully consolidated, are parti-
cularly important in this respect. Micro-historical approaches are highly
useful for these investigations, as a broad national public debate on this
topic was hardly possible in the wake of Gleichschaltung and mounting
terror.

Ultimately, future research projects on the history of internment should
increasingly adopt a longue durée approach. Even today, many historio-
graphical works on German concentration camps neglect the 1920s and
early 1930s. Historiography often begins with the founding of the Dachau
camp in 1933. However, it seems imperative to include the period of the
First World War and the Weimar Republic in any analysis of camps as
a twentieth-century phenomenon. Of course, there was no straightfor-
ward or direct path from the camps of the First World War to the
extermination sites of the Second World War. Nevertheless, the collective
experiences between 1914 and 1918 (and to some extent beyond)
resulted in a peculiar relationship between the German civilian popula-
tion and internment, which appears to have been significant for later
history. This is not to say that there was some kind of German exception-
ality or Sonderweg in an ideological sense. Rather, one could argue that
during the First World War a ‘practical consciousness’ of the feasibility of
interning ‘enemy aliens’ and ‘political enemies’ - the latter especially
during the revolutionary days — developed, which, adapting the ideas of
the sociologist Anthony Giddens, survived the formal end of hostilities
and continued to make its mark as part of the collective experience of the
world war.”®

In future studies, it will therefore be necessary to focus on the majority
of the population that was not directly involved in internment - thus
moving beyond the perpetrator-victim historiography that has been
rightly pursued to date - and to take a closer look at its view of the
camps. For the period of National Socialist rule, this must apply in parti-
cular to the early years, when the concentration camps had not yet
become the places of mass murder and extermination that they had
evolved into by the early 1940s.”®

Notes

1. One exception was the establishment of quarantine camps at the end of 1918,
where returning POWs and German civilians (‘Auslandsdeutsche’) were housed
in order to prevent the outbreak of possible epidemics that were feared to be
caused by imported pathogens.
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The article is based on my dissertation submitted to the Free University of Berlin
(October 2023) on the treatment of Russian civilians in Germany during the First
World War. Accordingly, the following text primarily concentrates on Russian
‘enemy aliens’ in Germany between 1914 and 1918.

. The following is just a small selection of studies that are worth reading and

suitable as an introduction to the topic: Bauerkdamper, Sicherheit und Humanitiit,
Vols. | and II; Bauerkdmper and Rostislavleva (eds.), Zivilgefangenschaft in
Deutschland und Russland; Caglioti, War and Citizenship; Manz, Panayi and
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in the Empire; Miiller, “Feindliche Ausldnder”; Myers and Moshenska (eds.),
Archaeologies of Internment; Pitzer, One Long Night.

. It is crucial to emphasise that internment camps, in their essence, are total
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soldiers were held. In the officers’ camps, such as at Celle Castle, civilians from
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were therefore of mixed nature. In contrast, the authorities accommodated
civilians only in the so-called ‘camps for the destitute’ (for instance the
Mittellosenlager Burgstddt). These were places of detention for those who
could not afford to live outside the restricted areas declared in
November 1914. Finally, ‘enemy aliens’ were housed in criminal prisons, as
well. Short and medium-term prison sentences often served as disciplinary
measures and were a fundamental component of internment and imprison-
ment practices during the war. For reasons of space, however, this article
cannot deal in any depth with this aspect of civilian incarceration.

. Doegen, Kriegsgefangene Vélker, 37-8.
. This kind of discriminatory treatment along national lines was to become an

increasingly important part of internment practice in the years to come.
Nationality often determined the actual treatment and opportunities offered
to internees.

. In addition, there were 535,000 French, 186,000 British, 148,000 Romanian and

133,000 Italian prisoners of war. See Oltmer, “Unentbehrliche Arbeitskrdifte,” 68-9.

. Doegen, Kriegsgefangene Vélker, 3, 38-42; Hinz, Gefangen im Grof3en Krieg, 74-5;

and Stone, The Eastern Front 1914-1917, 59-67.
In November and December 1914, for example, the Deputy General Staff
decided that all British and French male citizens of military age should be
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interned. As a result, the British ‘enemy aliens’ were sent to the Ruhleben prison
camp and the French to Holzminden.

Haselbeck, “Das Gefangenenlager Traunstein-Au,” 241; Gutachten Prof.
Dr. Meurer, Verletzungen des Kriegsgefangenenrechts, 783, 789; Miiller,
“Feindliche Ausldnder,” 570-1; and Stibbe, British civilian internees, 2. Also
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Doegen, Kriegsgefangene Vélker, 56-7.
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100-1.
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die Konigliche Kreishauptmannschaft zu Leipzig und der Stadtgemeinde
Burgstadt,” 14 December 1914, in Kreisarchiv Mittelsachsen (Wechselburg),
Akten des Stadtrats zu Burgstddt Uber die Unterbringung von Zivil- und
Kriegsgefangenen, Bd. |, 1156; Letter from the Burgstadt town council to the
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(Wechselburg), Akten des Stadtrats zu Burgstadt tber die Unterbringung von
Zivil- und Kriegsgefangenen, Bd. I, 1165, Bl. 56.
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Ball, Das Kriegsgefangenenlager Havelberg, 3; letter from Tonwarenfabrik
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Chemnitzer Stanzwerke G.m.b.H. and the municipality of Burgstadt dated
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