'From Vienna to the Special Operations Executive via Loughborough University: the adventures of Anton Walter Freud as an agent in Nazi Austria.'

Transcript of a lecture delivered by Dr Peter Pirker, historian and political scientist, at Loughborough University in May 2012.
First of all I’d like to thank Robert Knight very warmly for inviting me to give this lecture, and thanks to you for coming.  It‘s a particular pleasure that the son of Anton Walter Freud, David, could make it here this afternoon.
Perhaps you are wondering how an earth I became interested in Walter Freud’s biography?  In fact, to my great regret, I never met him in person but I did speak to him on the phone. This is how it came about. 
In my home village in Carinthia in November 1944, a young man was shot in the centre of the village.  His body was dragged through the main street, burnt and dumped in a hole, ‘Without honour for ever’, as the Nazis put it. His whole family was shipped off to a concentration camp, his father and brother died there. In the post-war period, far from being given compensation, the survivors were treated as criminals and traitors. Decades later when I tried to establish what had happened, it turned out that the executed deserter had been a courier of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) and had been tracked down and shot by local Nazis because of his resistance activity. 
That was how I came across the SOE and I soon found a list of SOE operatives for May 1945, with the agents of the Austrians singled out. I was very happy when I found that this list contained, next to the unknown and villified young deserter from my village, prominent and well known names like Freud, Breuer, Treichl, Berger-Waldenegg and others. In other words the murdered deserter from my village was in good company. This was no band of common criminals, as I have since often tried to explain to my fellow countrymen.

The most impressive name on the list was of course Freud. As you can see, other SOE agents from Austria changed their names. Only two did not and that won’t come as a surprise: if you are called Karl Kaiser, i.e. emperor, you don’t change your name. Or if your name is Anton Freud. In this document of mid-May 1945 there is also the name of the SOE mission which Walter Freud had been involved in ‘Operation Duncery’. It’s target area was the local airfield near Zeltweg, a small town in Upper Styria. Walter Freud parachuted in here under the command of his elder colleague Hans Schweiger, who, like Freud, had come to Britain as a Jewish refugee after the Anschluss of March 1938. Another agent, Walter Breuer, who you can also see on the list, was the grandson of the famous psychologist Josef Breuer, who had worked closely with Sigmund Freud.

In 2004 I was extremely keen to talk to those agents who were still alive, especially because very little had then been published in Austria about the SOE. I was lucky enough to come acros Eric Sanders, who had also been expelled from Austria, had joined SOE and was now living in London. Eric gave me contact details of several former SOE agents. So in December 2003 I rang Walter Freud to ask him for an interview.

The conversation lasted about 20 minutes and was a bit like an interrogration, conducted in accordance with SOE guidelines. ‘Where was I from..? Why was I so interested in SOE?’
When I said that I had grown up in Carinthia he sighed and said ‘that’s very bad. In Carinthia there are very many Nazis.’  He asked what I thought of Carinthia. I told him the story of the SOE courier and that interested him. He had already collected information on these SOE missions and published on them in the Journal of the Association of Jewish Refugees. I realised that he had himself become a kind of SOE historian. Towards the end of our conversation Walter began to ask me about Vienna, where I had been living for about twelve years. He asked if I ever went to the Semmering Pass, where he often used to travel by train to go rambling, and said he hoped I bought sausages (Wuerschtl) on the platform in Wiener Neustadt, like he used to. These were the best sausages in the world, he remembered. He spoke about these sausages, their taste and scent, as if he was about to bite into one. 
In his autobiographical accounts, Walter Freud describes his childhood in Vienna as completely happy and protected. He lived with his father Martin, the eldest son of Sigmund Freud and director of the ‘International Psychoanalytical Press’, and his mother, Ernestine, in the First District of Vienna, not far from the appartment [and practice] of his famous grandfather in the Berggasse, which is now the site of the Freud Museum.

Anton Walter moved mainly within the Viennese Jewish Community.  ‘In Vienna, my life revolved within a circle of 20 walking minutes, as in a village,’  he wrote. The reality of antisemitism was, he wrote, considered ‘natural’ in his circles but he did not feel himself directly affected as he was almost completely surrounded by Jews.
The Nazi take-over took most Jews in Austria completely unawares. Within hours their situation changed dramatically. Even a family as prominentas the Freuds could not depend on being spared. The 17 year old Anton was forced to wash the streets by the Nazis, the flats of the family were searched by the SA. Sigmund Freud, 82 years old and seriously ill, reluctantly decided to go with his family into exile in Great Britain. In the middle of May 1938 Walter Freud escaped with his mother Ernestine and his sister Sophie to Paris, and from there Walter travelled with his father to London. His mother and sister stayed in Paris and later fled via North Africa to the USA.

Some of the large Freud Family [including Lucien] were already living in England. Walter first went to schools in Shepperton-on-Thames, Middlesex and Kent and then in 1939 began his studies in Aeronautical Engineering at Loughborough College. 
Since the fall of France in May 1940, the positive mood towards refugees from Germany and Austria had partly been displaced by anxiety and fear of the ‘fifth column’. In view of the imminent danger of invasion, the government decided to intern German-speaking foreigners as ‘enemy aliens’. Walter Freud later described his arrest here in Loughborough:
‘I was taking my mathematics examination at College, when in walked a policeman to fetch me out. I was very upset; maths had been my best subject and I was confident of getting good marks. The policeman, who obviously thought that I was a dangerous spy, locked me up in the local jail, where I was put in a dirty, small cell. What I remember best of it was the gloominess of it all. The lights in the prison were so dim that one could hardly see anything. I protested that I had not done anything unlawful and that I considered it most unfair to be locked away.’
Like his father, Walter Freud was then interned on the Isle of Man.  From there he was taken to Liverpool and, together with more than two thousand other internees, transported to Australia in the ship the Dunera. The two month journey was the opposite of comfortable, the ship was overloaded and the sanitary arrangements inadequate. In his memoirs Freud did not complain, trying instead to offset the mainy negative reports about the Dunera by a different picture. He wrote:
‘With hindsight, to transport us away from England was an act of mercy. If Britain had been invaded in the autumn of 1940, as many people anticipated, the Jews, particularly the German and Austrian Jews, would have shared the fate of my grandmother, Ida Drucker. She had emigrated from Vienna to France, and when France fell she was transported to an extermination camp in the East at the age of seventy-one. To be out of the way was definitely a good thing under the circumstances.’
Nevertheless in Australia the complete isolation of the internees did cause them much mental distress. There was hardly any news of the course of the war, no information about the fate of relations in Europe. Walter began to feel that he had once again been rejected, even though completedly innocent, just because of his existence. He described this pain in his memoirs very precisely:

‘For me, the worst thing about my internment was not the physical treatment, or the absence from home, or the uncertainty of when I would be released, but the fact that nobody in the whole world seemed to like or want me and mine. We were thrown out of Germany under threat of death, and when we thought that we had found a new home, we were again thrown out unceremoniously. The earth did not seem to have a single spot where we could live undisturbed. This insecurity affected many of us.’
In August 1941Walter was in the first group of refugees to be returned from Australia to England. Like his father, he volunteered for the army and was enrolled in the Pioneer Corps. His sense of rejection changed little. The Pioneer Units enjoyed low prestige. Walter Freud felt that he was underused, his abilities unrecognised. The service bored him but the regular army was barred to German-speaking refugees.

The Special Operations Executive was an exception to this rule. As you probably know, it was set up by Winston Churchill in 1940 in order to [quote] ‘set Europe ablaze’. SOE was meant to support the British war effort by attacking the axis powers behind the lines by sabotage, subversion and the establishment of resistance and partisan groups. From the start the SOE sought to collaborate with political exile groups, in the hope of getting information about Nazi opponents and possible allies in the occupied countries, support in propaganda work, volunteers for parachuting behind the lines and similar plans. 
The Austrian section of SOE was established as early as autumn 1940. Its objective was 
‘to assist the disintegration of the Third Reich by fostering a revolutionary and separatist uprising in Austria, fully supported by propagandist, political and military action and to bring about the restoration of Austria as a national unit.’
SOE was soon forced to conclude that the Austrian political exiles had very few suitable young men for training as agents. As you can see from this table [SLIDE], in 1941 only 15 Austrians were recruited. It was soon recognised that the majority of young Austrians were Jews, who were not politically organised. So in 1942 the SOE began to recruit from the Pioneer Corps. The recruitment officer was a former officer of the Austrian army. In January and February 1943 18 pioneers were recruited and sent to special SOE training school. Walter Freud left the Pioneer Corps QUOTE ‘without shedding many tears. Its cap badge, showing a pick and shovel, was not one I was very proud of’. 

Of course, none of the candidates knew that they were in the SOE; the name of the organisation was unknown outside a small government circle. The recruits had been asked if they were prepared to do a dangerous job and thought they were with the Special Forces. The transfer brought a complete change of environment. Instead of living in primitive barracks, they were now in well-appointed stately homes and castles [SLIDE] which were used by the SOE and MI5 for training agents. Here is one of the Special Training Schools in Hetherop Castle. 
Instead of monotonous building, loading and clearing work, the Special Training Schools meant variety, training, military promotion and the prospect of actually contributing something effective in the fight against the hated Nazis. To raise the morale of the recruits they were formally transferred to the distinguished fighting unit of the Royal Fusiliers, which was reflected in the uniform. Later, the badges of the equally prestigious parachutists were added, which was naturally very welcome to the young refugees. The training, which lasted nearly a year and a half, covered physical training, weapons practice, the whole repertoire of military and covert and subversive work and behaviour, sabotage of railway lines, explosive techniques, parachuting, operational planning, interrogation methods, radio transmitting etc. Walter Freud described the training as mentally and physically demanding. 
During the first two months the SOE trainers observed the recruits very closely. In this phase some were sent back to the pioneers because they didn’t have the necessary stamina, strength of purpose and seriousness, or broke the strict security code.  The information supplied by MI5, given right at the start of Walter Freud’s assessment file, was that he was the ‘grandson of the renowned pscycho-analyst’ (SLIDE). At the start, the training officer noted that the 22 year old Freud was -
‘inclined to be immature and is very sensitive. Keen on all subjects but inclined to ask rather unnecessary questions. Doesn’t conform to rules and regulations so readily and has to be told two or three times to do a thing. He is very cheeky.’

In the second week, the entry was already rather different:

‘This man appears to be undergoing a change. He is working much harder and taking even keener interest. He is not talking so freely now, but is still inclined to be argumentative. He has both the ability and brains if he cares to apply them.’ 
The physical training was particularly demanding. One of the instructors, Major Metherell, you can see him here (SLIDE) was known by Freud and his colleagues as ‘the Gauleiter‘. After six weeks of training the view on Freud was ‘Rather liable to cut corners when out of sight in order to gain a little time.’ That was not meant as a criticism, because the judgement then states ‘Continues to work hard and use his ingenuity.’ As this and similar descriptions suggest, the experience of training did change these young men. By mid April 1943 at the end of the monitoring phase, an SOE trainer summed up Walter Freud’s development as follows:
‘He is extremely intelligent, and has all the physical qualities necessary for the work. He is, however, inclined to resent discipline but has also improved in this respect, and I think will be useful.’ 
As is clear from many memoirs of the agents, the relationship between them and the trainers was excellent. For example, Walter Freud stayed in friendly contact with Captain James Bennett for several decades.

Another interesting aspect emerges from the notes of the senior officers. Freud told them he was very keen to gain British nationality as soon as possible and asked if he could apply for the papers now that he had been five years in the country. So it is clear that even at this point Freud had excluded any permanent return to Austria. 
At the start of July 1944 after D-Day, things finally seemed to be getting serious. After a short embarcation leave, which he spent with his father in London, Freud was transferred with his colleagues to the SOE base in Monpoli in Southern Italy. In spring 1944 SOE had started its first major infiltration operation into Austria (SLIDE). Under the command of Peter Wilkinson it began the attempt to infiltrate agents through partisan territory in Slovenia and North Italy into Austria, in order to make contact with opponents of the regime, form resistance groups and execute sabotage on railway lines. These missions were also meant to gather initial information on the situation in Austria, about which SOE knew almost nothing. The hope was that there was anti-German mood in the population and readiness to resist.

The agents of the Austrian Section were first lodged in villas in South Italy and waited for their missions. There were not just Jewish refugees among the fully trained agents, there were also Austrian Wehrmacht soldiers who had deserted from the Wehrmacht and were ready to fight with the British against the Nazis. One of these anti-Nazi deserters was Wolfgang Treichl, son of a well known Viennese banking family (SLIDE). 
There was an interesting connection between Treichl, Freud and George Breuer (also known as George Bryant); their grandparents were part of the vanished bourgeois world of fin-de-ciecle Vienna. Treichl’s grandmother, Marie Ferstl, suffered psychosimatic complaints which was called ‘hysteria’. There were two specialists for this complaint in Vienna.  Maria’s first doctor was Georg Bryant‘s grandfather Josef Breuer. He couldn’t help her and referred her to his friend and colleague, Sigmund Frued. Marie Ferstel was one of Freud’s first and longest standing patients, with whom he developed various methods of psychoanalysis. 
The Nazis had destroyed these networks. In taking the extreme risk in the struggle against National Socialism, the grandchildren were now, in a sense, restoring at least something of this lost world of their grandparents. This can also be seen in the SOE context: Wolfgang Treichl did not survive his parachute operation into Friulia in October 1944, while Breuer und Freud, though they successfully accomplished their missions, sought their fortunes in Canada and England.

SOE‘s attempts to penetrate Austria in the summer and autumn of 1944 failed at every point. All agents who crossed the borders of the Greater German Reich were, like the deserter I mentioned at the start, either killed by the Nazis or disappeared. In several cases their fate has never been established. In autumn 1944 the SOE realised that there was no significant Austrian resistance against the regime and that agents’ chances of survival were minimal. The agents waiting in Italy were not told about the negative outcome of these missions. Many of them were pressing to go into action, the psychological stress of waiting and constantly being deferred was enormous. But SOE’s policy decided responsibly to delay all planned missions until spring 1945. Freud later wrote:

‘Towards the end of 1944, my mental state started to deteriorate. One can remain keyed up only for a limited period and my period was apparently up. I wanted to get on with it, to do something useful, instead of more and more useless training. I was also not in tune with some of my new colleagues. These were not, like I and our original lot, Jewish refugees from Hitler’s persecution, but German POWs of Austrian descent, who, after having been made POWs, had volunteered to fight for their captors. Who could tell if they were not Fifth Columnists, trying to infiltrate the organisation of Special Forces?’ 

SOE was the only British wartime organisation where Austrian Wehrmacht soldiers, Jewish and political refugees were collected together in a single unit. In February 1945 the group completed a skiing course in Terminilo, north of Rome. Here Freud acted as a ski instructor – you can see some pictures of the course. The happy impression they give should not mislead us into overlooking the real tensions in the group. For example, Freud was subject to antisemtic insults, which led to fighting. Freud’s suspicion that there might also be traitors among the Wehrmacht soldiers was proved right, in at least one case. When one group of deserter agents was dropped in Upper Styria, one of the agents denounced the other two to the Gendarmerie. The two agents were brutally tortured and only managed to survive imprisonment in Mauthausen concentration camp by extreme good fortune. This mission also shows just how great the risk of pararchute missions was. 
Freud’s colleage Michael O’Hara (SLIDE) also jumped in February 1945 near Graz. He too was captured by the Gestapo and murdered at the start of April 1945 in Graz. (SLIDE). In February and March SOE assembled a number of paramilitary teams for action in Austria in the final stage of the war, in order to disrupt the withdrawal of German troops by sabotage on the one hand and to secure valuable infrastructure for the British on the other. Three teams were sent to Upper Styria. Together with Hans Schweiger, Walter Freud received the following instructions: 

‘1 - To proceed to Zeltweg and report on state of airfield, keeping regular W/T communication with base.

2 - To transmit military and other intelligence upon area Judenburg-Zeltweg-Knittelfeld.

3 - To make every effort to maintain Zeltweg airfield intact and to make regular reports upon this to base, particularly in collapse or surrender conditions.“
On the night of 24-25 April, Freud’s moment finally arrived. By the light of the full moon he jumped from a four engine B-24 liberator over the target area in Upper Styria [map]. There are now several accounts of operation ‘Duncery’, some of them based on Freud’s own report, which is titled ‘Before the Anti-climax’, some of them based on research in the National Archives in Kew. In her recent book about the wartime experiences of the Freud Family ‘Freud’s War’, Helen Fry follows closely the report by Walter Freud, as does David Stafford in his book ‘Endgame 1945.’ Recently, Elisabeth Lebensaft and Christopher Mentschl of the Austrian Academy of Science have given a more complicated account in their book ‘Are you prepared to do a dangerous job?’
 I don’t propose here to add a further variation to the story of what really happened in the following 12 days. The fact is that Freud did not land in the target area. He was separated from his collegue Hans Schweiger and with hardly any equipment or food found himself completely on his own. On the first night he was completely soaked while crossing a river. Then it started snowing and he had to take the risk of turning to local farmers for help. According to his later account these farmers turned out to be helpful and informed him about the local Nazi units who were searching for parachute agents. 
Freud managed to hide in one of these remote farms until the heavy snow ended on 30 April. He had a small radio receiver, from which he heard of the breakthrough of the Allies in Italy and the capitulation of the German Army in Italy. Assuming that Upper Styria was also covered by this capitulation, he decided to act to fulfill his mission. He went to the nearby village of Schiefling and called on the mayor to take him to the aerodrome of Zeltweg. The mayor complied, using the only available vehicle, which was a fire-engine. 
At Zeltweg aerodrome Freud introduced himself to the surprised commander, Colonel Wiedorn-Roy, as Lieutenant Freud of the 8th Army and called on him to hand over the aerodrome. As he was unaware of the capitulation of his army group, the German colonel demanded radio confirmation from the Allied HQ. Freud was able to transmit the calling signal, as you can see here [SLIDE] but he could not reach the SOE HQ in Italy. So there was no response. 
That evening the aerodrome commander held a meeting where it was decided that Freud would have to negotiate directly with General Rendulic in Linz. Next day, placed in the charge of a German Major - so as a kind of prisoner of war - Freud was taken to the city of Linz, about 200 kilometres away. Rendulic could not be found but his officers apparently gave Freud the power to take over the aerodrome. At this stage the main interest of the Germans was to avoid falling into the hands of the Red Army and, if possible, to stay on the western side of the demarcation line (SLIDE _ Grafik Situation Kriegsende 1945).  
The Demarcation line between the Red Army and the Western Allies ran through Austria and the Zeltweg aerodrome was almost exactly on the border.  However, on the way back to Zeltweg Freud was stopped by some Austrian soldiers who had broken away from the Germans and now declared themselves to be part of the Austrian resistance movement. They asked Freud to act as an emissary to the American troops who were already in Upper Austria. Freud agreed and drove north-west to Steyr, where he met US troops and reported himself as an officer of the British Special Forces. From there he was evacuated by the US secret service, the OSS [Office of Strategic Services], first to Nuremburg and then to Paris and London, where he arrived on 8 May.
What was happening in Zeltweg in the meantime? Only one day after Freud, his SOE colleagues arrived there. They too were unable to take-over the aerodrome, but managed to ensure that it was not destroyed in the last chaotic days of the war, with the Red Army arriving. They were then the first British officers to make contact with the Red Army in Styria.

During his 12 day mission Freud had faced almost every possible situation which a soldier can be confronted with in war. He was cut off from his unit behind enemy lines, for the local population he stood for the liberators, to the enemy he was the occupier and a representative of the whole army, and at the end he was a kind of POW, before becoming the emissary of an Austrian resistance group. [You could also say that to the SS he was the arch enemy, to be killed immediately]. To succeed in these swiftly changing roles without losing his nerve certainly demanded great presence of mind, a high level of judgement and decisiveness. Anton Walter Freud was then judged by SOE to have been a success and his courageous conduct was praised by them. 
Remarkably enough, in May 1945 Freud certainly wanted to return to Austria, at least as a British soldier. Only a few days after his adventurous return he applied for a job with the Allied Commission for Austria. His wish was not granted and instead he was sent to Germany to work as an officer of a War Crimes Investigation Team. His most important cases were investigations of medical experiments on children in the Nueuengamme concentration camp and their murder, and the case against the executives of the Chemical Enterprise Tesch and Stabenow, which had supplied the Zyklon B for the murder of concentration camp victims in Auschwitz. Freud interrogated the perpetrators and his reports formed the basis of the prosecutions in British military courts.  Several of the accused were sentenced to death. In July 1947 Freud was seriously injured in a road accident and finished his military service. He returned to Loughborough and resumed his study of chemical engineering. In January 1947 he wrote, not without irony, to his sister Sophie:
‘At the moment I am in Loughborough and am studying Chemical Engineering. If everything goes well I will have studied out in July 1949. Chemical engineering is a very interesting occupation and mother always said I’m a good cook. I was lucky and demobbed just at the start of the college year. At the moment we have Christmas vacation but I have come back a few days early in order to revise (typical star   pupil*). The work is very difficult, I have forgotten everything in the seven years and started in a class which was too high.’
Everything went according to plan and Freud completed his studies in 1949. By now he was already married to Annette Krarup, who he had met in Germany. 

Freud often criticised the fact that he was never officially invited to return or visit Austria. For the rest of his life he never returned to Vienna. It was not until the 1990s that he began to receive a little attention; in 1995, thanks to the efforts of his son David, he was also invited to a liberation ceremony at Zeltweg aerodrome. It did not reconcile him to Austria. In 2003 he wrote:

‘I was in Vienna in 1938 when it was occupied by the Germans. I experienced first hand the messianic reception which Hitler received when he marched in. I had therefore difficulties imagining that any non-Jewish Austrian would be against him. I still have.’
At the end of our phone conversation in November 2003, which I mentioned at the start, Walter Freud finally agreed to give me an interview and we arranged to meet at the end of February 2004 in London. He ended our conversation with the impish comment ‘but bring me some sausages from Wiener Neustadt.’
Anton Walter Freud died on 8 Feburary 2004. As he remembered the sausages of his childhood, I have an image of him in my memory, even though I never met him. In this image a young man looks out of a train, and I am about to bring him sausages, which never get to him. This image, it seems to me, says a lot about the encounters of historians of my generation with Jewish refugees from Vienna, which is what Freud, at the end of the day, continued to be. 
But for the deeper significance of my imaginary encounter I would probably need to refer to the work of his grandfather Sigmund.
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