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ROLAND HILL, A Time Out of Joint: A Journey from Nazi Germany to
Post-War Britain (London: The Radcliffe Press, 2007), xvii + 325 pp.
ISBN 978 1 84511 495 4. £27.50

In late July 1939, on a blazing summer’s day, the then 19-year-old
Roland Hess arrived alone at London’s Victoria Station, a five pound
note and a few introductions in his pocket and with a passport
stamped ‘Refugee from Nazi Oppression’. By the outbreak of war in
September 1939, more than 74,000 Germans and Austrians had fled
their respective countries and found shelter in Britain, bewildered
and uprooted, often barely able to communicate in the language of
their host country, and in many cases without any means or support
from friends. They were united in their opposition to a ruthless dic-
tatorship and grateful to a liberal and tolerant society whose gen-
erosity had literally saved their lives. Refugees from other European
countries, one after the other occupied by Hitler’s advancing armies,
were soon to follow them.

Over many decades now, historians and social scientists have
analysed and described practically every aspect of their shameful
exodus, whose monstrous nature failed to stir and unite world opin-
ion in protest. Historical research has produced a glittering array of
studies that not only depict extensively the tragedy, the hardships,
and deprivations countless individuals had to suffer, but in their
entirety make an impressive memorial for posterity to celebrate the
achievements and the political and moral values of a distinctive
group of people who were early victims of totalitarian despotism.

Hill’s memoirs are probably among the last witness accounts by
one of those thousands of emigrants from Central Europe to be pub-
lished during their lifetime. They conjure up a biography, indeed
shared by many others, which mirrors the irrationalities, cruelties,
and aberrations of the twentieth century—a time ‘out of joint’ as the
author rightly sees it from his perspective. At the beginning of the
twenty-first century most of the once numerous ‘Continental Britons’
(Marion Berghahn) have passed away. Their descendants have been
absorbed by British society and lost any trace of the legendary
‘refugee English’ of their parents and grandparents. The bus conduc-
tor calling ‘Schweizer Hütte’ instead of ‘Swiss Cottage’ in the late
1930s (an often told anecdote) has since entered London’s unique and
continuous history of welcoming immigrants and exiled foreigners.
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And who would, or could, enjoy a joke today, asks Hill, that sixty or
seventy years ago amused refugees from Central Europe and Lon -
doners alike: the gasman rings a Hampstead doorbell and, when the
door is opened, says: ‘I have come to see the meter.’ Continental
housewife: ‘I am the Mieter.’

Hess, soon Roland Hill, came to Britain on a student visa. A sort
of odyssey, not untypical for many emigrants from Central Europe in
the 1930s, already lay behind him. He outlines it in the first part of his
memoirs, without bitterness or anger, but wondering, in retrospect,
about his curiosity and the nonchalance that characterized his atti-
tude towards the hardships and uncertainties of forced exile in coun-
tries he had never visited before. Hill describes his childhood in
Hamburg and his fairly comfortable family background in great
detail. Soon after Hitler’s fateful ‘seizure of power’, Hill’s family left
Hamburg, first for Prague, then Vienna, where his father tried to
restart his business and his Austrian-born mother to pursue her
career as an opera singer, and where young Roland converted to
Catholicism and discovered journalism. From then on he considered
Austria, where he spent his formative years, his spiritual home.
However, the country did not turn out to be a safe haven from Nazi
persecution, and so the family split up. In late 1938 Hill’s mother
moved with her only son to Milan, while his father escaped to
Switzerland without an official permit, in the desperate hope of being
able to earn a living there. The author’s decision to leave Italy for
Britain was taken when he received a request, not long after his
arrival in the city, to present himself for military service at the
German consulate in Milan.

Hill’s subsequent life and experiences in wartime England were
shared by many of those refugees who were lucky enough to escape
Hitler’s Gestapo: internment as an ‘enemy alien’ on the Isle of Man
and in Canada; after being released, service in the Pioneer Corps of
the British Army and later with the Highland Light Infantry under
Montgomery’s 21st Army Group, taking part in the Normandy land-
ings and the European campaign; and finally as a press officer with
the British occupation forces in Germany. After demobilization Hill
read History and Philosophy at King’s College London and was soon
offered an apprenticeship on the Catholic weekly, the Tablet, found-
ed in 1840. Work with that established journal laid the solid founda-
tions for Hill’s distinguished career in journalism. Now, at last, the
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turbulent history of the twentieth century paid off for Hill in having
enhanced his linguistic skills and made him feel at home in four
countries, namely Britain, Germany, Austria, and Italy, the latter also
the native country of his late wife. Hill wrote successfully for papers
in all these countries, but he was best known for his work as the
London correspondent for the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung from
1957 and Die Presse of Vienna. It says a great deal about the impact
Hill’s extensive journalism, his professionalism, and personal charm
had on readers and colleagues in Britain, Germany, and elsewhere
that, in the 1980s, he was elected President of the Foreign Press
Association in Britain.

There are still many people who remember Roland Hill as a
respected, knowledgeable, and cosmopolitan correspondent, a pillar
of London’s journalistic fraternity. He covered the British political
and cultural scene under seven prime ministers, from Winston
Churchill to Margaret Thatcher. However, his wide circle of col-
leagues and friends also know that he is an excellent historian in his
own right. His well-researched biography of Lord Acton, published
in English in 2000 and in a German version shortly afterwards, was
favourably received by the press and academia. 

Now in retirement and still a sharp commentator on current
affairs, particularly European politics and developments in the
Catholic Church, Hill’s memoirs recall decades which Eric Hobs -
bawm labelled ‘interesting times’ a few years ago. ‘Interesting’ is an
adjective Roland Hill would certainly not mind being used to
describe his own life experiences. However, he would be quick to
add ‘tragic’, and for very good reason. His family was destroyed
when he was still a schoolboy, his beloved grandparents and other
relatives perishing in the Holocaust. The reader of his memoirs is
deeply moved that despite everything that happened to him and his
parents, he bears no grudge. Three-quarters of a century after his
family was forced out of Hamburg and now looking back on his life
from his home in peaceful Wimbledon, Hill can truly call himself a
mediator between cultures and peoples. He is undisputedly someone
who, in his lifetime, made a substantial contribution to the reconcili-
ation and understanding between Britain and Germany, and his lat-
est book is ample proof of that.
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