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One does not usually associate 
libraries and study classes with 

amenities provided for internees in 
Prisoner of War camps in the First World 
War. It was surprising then for me, as 
Librarian/Archivist of the Canadian War 
Museum, to find evidence in our 
Library/Archives of well-organized 
l ibrar ies in the Firs t World War 
internment camps in Germany. My introduction 
to POW library users in this war came about as 
I was undertaking a preliminary inventory of the 
rich resources of the Canadian War Museum 
(CWM) Archives. In the CWM Archives are two 
files related to libraries in POW camps in 
Germany. One file (Accession 19800077) holds 
letters from 2nd Lieutenant Archibald Campbell, 
a Canadian, sent to his parents from his POW 
camp in Germany. The other file (Accession 
19710056) contains information on officially 
sanctioned libraries in German POW camps. 

These discoveries provoked the initial 
in te res t and prompted me to see as an 
experiment what else could be found to flesh out 
this theme amongst the resources contained in 
the CWM's archives and library. The results were 
sufficiently in te res t ing , not only for 
demonstrating the potential of our archives/ 
library but in elucidating this hitherto neglected 
theme in First World War history, as to merit 
being brought to the attention of the readership 
of this journal. 

Little reference was found in the published 
literature to the establishment of libraries and 
study classes on either side of the conflict during 
the Great War. More information seems available 
on the situation in German POW Camps than in 
their British and Canadian counterparts, and 
indeed few details have come to light on the 

organization of libraries in allied POW 
camps, although it is known that some 
existed. 

According to Jean Laflamme in his 
book, Les Camps de Détention au 
Québec durant la première guerre 
mondiale, German and Aus t r i an 
internees in Canadian camps were 

allowed "quelques journaux ou magazines 
canadiens et américains," but that hardly 
constituted a functioning library. ' Old Fort Henry, 
holding mainly civilian internees, did have 
educational classes and a library, but it seems 
to have been the exception rather than the rule.2 

In fact the combined monotony and confinement 
in Canadian camps was acknowledged to have 
contributed to the mental breakdown of certain 
internees.3 

The serious mental effects of boredom in 
confined quarters were of concern in the 19th 
century to British sea captains exploring the 
Arctic. They began to equip their ships with 
libraries and established evening study classes 
below decks.4 For related reasons, around the 
same time, the British Army began to establish 
libraries for its soldiers. "The large network of 
libraries, recreational centres, soldiers' homes 
and the like which sprang up in barracks during 
the latter part of the century through military 
and private initiative had as one of its goals the 
prevention of venereal disease in the army."5 

Probably the Victorian notion that idleness 
could make work for the devil was still a current 
idea when the Great War began. With the 
inevitable Prisoner of War camps being 
established in Germany, certain British civilians 
began to take responsibility for the mental as 
well as the physical well-being of their 
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Left: POW 2nd Lieutenant Archibald Campbell at 
Karlsruhe Internment Camp, Germany. Here he 
borrowed a mathematics book from the library to 
help occupy his spare time. fCWM Archives) 
Above: Karlsruhe Internment Camp, Germany. This 
is the scene depicted on a post card sent home from 
the camp by Campbell. On the back he had 
written-."Cherio, my new home." The camp was 
comprised of 10 huts, of which Hut 8 was the library 
and recreational centre. (CWM Archives) 

c a m p s b e g a n t o b e wel l o r g a n i z e d w i t h 
catalogued collections and regular arrivals of new 
books. As stated in 1918 in the POW newsletter, 
The British Prisoner of War: the Monthly Journal 
of the Central Prisoners of War Committee of 
the British Red Cross and Order of St. John: 

The aim and ideal of the Library is not only to 
supply to these unfortunate men a means of 
recreation and amusement, and to try and cheer 
a little their hours of imprisonment, but also to 
try and inculcate or gradually cultivate in many 
of them a love for good literature, and a taste for 
wider and more general reading, which may be 
of pleasure or benefit to them in after life.. .And 
when sending to Canadians, Australians, and 
others from remote parts of the Empire, always 
when possible we include certain books which 
deal with their own homeland or are written by 
their own countrymen and which we believe they 
are specially glad to get.9 

Major Peter Anderson, a Canadian officer 
who was confined in the Bischofswerda Camp 
in Germany before escaping from it, wrote tha t 
"a good many h u n d r e d books and magazines" 
were in his Camp Library in 1915.1 0 Desmond 
Morton ment ions a library in the POW camp at 
Gôttingen, a University town, where many of the 
Canad ians who fought at Ypres were sent.11 A 
Report of Visits to English Prisoner-of-War 
Camps in Germany of December 1915 s ta tes 
t h a t t h e POWs' l i b r a r y i n G o t t i n g e n w a s 
comprised of 7,000 books in several languages.12 

However, from m u c h of D e s m o n d Morton 's 
research it appears the ordinary soldier would 
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count rymen and allies who were interned in 
German camps . 

The relief effort to provide the POWs with 
t h e n e c e s s a r y a m e n i t i e s ( the i r n e e d s a s 
ascer ta ined by neu t ra l camp inspectors and 
legitimized by the Hague Convention) began 
almost immediately after hostilities broke out 
in A u g u s t 1914. 6 As a consequence , smal l 
informal libraries grew inside Prisoner of War 
Camps once the system for sending parcels using 
the In terna t ional Red Cross was developed. 
Eventually, due to the intervention of the British 
Censor (Defence of the Realm Regulation 24B), 
only holders of special permits could forward 
books, magazines and other printed material. A 
Circular to Postmasters from the Canadian Post 
Office D e p a r t m e n t d a t e d November 1917 
specifies tha t the British Defence of the Realm 
regulations mus t be followed for printed material 
sent from Canada to Prisoners of War interned 
abroad.7 For works of fiction and other light 
l i terature, the special permit holder was the 
London-based clearing house on Horseferry 
Road called "The Camps Library." Requests from 
POWs for fiction were to be addressed to this 
agency.8 

The Camps Library 

Establ ished by book donations from the so-
ca l led " C a m p s Library" f o u n d a t i o n in 

Br i ta in , individual Camp Libraries in POW 



not have had the time or energy left to read books 
after working under severe conditions.13 Yet, a 
system of "wandering libraries" existed in 
connection with the working camps.14 How much 
libraries were used as nourishment for the mind 
by the underfed prisoner labourers cannot be 
ascertained. Perhaps the idea of physical escape 
from the camps was more immediate than 
mental escape into literature. 

Indeed use of the Libraries seems more 
prevalent amongst the officers, who did have time 
to read. An example is 2nd Lieutenant Archie 
(Archibald Bruce Duchesnay) Campbell whose 
letters home are stored in the CWM Archives.15 

Campbell worked at the Bank of Montreal in 
Alberta before he joined the Royal Flying Corps 
in May, 1917. A year of service eventually brought 
him to France, to fly with No. 20 Squadron RAF. 
By September 1918, Campbell was a Prisoner 
of War in Germany, having been shot down 
behind enemy lines. 

In Karlsruhe Camp, Germany, Campbell was 
a limited library user. As an officer, he was not 
required to spend hours on back-breaking tasks 
in mines or on other difficult working camp 
projects. Perhaps out of boredom, or perhaps 
out of desire to keep up his banking skills, this 
particular POW found his way to the Camp 
Library. "So you see we have an awful lot of time 
to spare. I found an elementary arithmetic in 
the library & since then have been solving easy 
problems."16 In Campbell's first letter home (he 
had earlier been reported missing in action), he 
asks "Dad please find out that if I return to B of 
M (likely I will) what salary, position, etc. I will 
have."17 Campbell was thinking ahead to post­
war life and possibly used the POW camp library 
to help sustain his mental activity during his 
period of captivity. A photograph taken of 
Karlsruhe library about the time that Campbell 
was us ing its facilities shows shelves of 
catalogued books, several study tables, easy 
chairs and a notice board.18 

Organizing the libraries inside some camps 
was a labour of love for those interested. The 
British Prisoner of War journal referred to above, 
which was distributed to Canadian POWs by the 
Canadian Red Cross Society, documents some 
of librarians' trials. From Clausthal, a bleak 
camp in Germany, Lieutenant Alec MacDonald, 
RAF wrote in 1918 to his parents: 
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I have spent five complete days.. .overhauling the 
library. It had got into a terrible state...So we re­
called all the books and had a room-to-room 
search turning books out, and then added all 
the new books we had been given and sorted 
them all out into categories - Novels - Poetry -
Biographies - History - etc., etc....We entirely re­
numbered and re-catalogued them all.19 

At Ruhleben, a catalogue of more than 2,000 
volumes was issued as early as 1915 and sold 
for one mark. This library was run by former 
chartered accountants and they covered the 
library expenses by issuing fines for overdue 
books!20 

Study classes of more than recreational 
reading material were also organized for 
prisoners and this initiative came from the 
second form of library organization available in 
the camps. This library organization was known 
by the awkward title of "The British Prisoner of 
War Book Scheme (Educational)."21 

British Prisoners of War Book 
Scheme (Educational) 

This sophisticated library and study system 
supplied books and study material to most 

of the POW camps where Bri t ish and 
Commonwealth POW officers and other ranks 
were held. From an office in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, the British Prisoners of War 
Book Scheme (Educational) was directed under 
the auspices of a Committee that included Sir 
Alfred T. Davies of the London-based Board of 
Education, Alice, Countess of Bective, a Major 
David Davies, M.P., Oxford Professor Gilbert 
Murray, and the Librarian of the London Library, 
C.T. Hagberg Wright. The object of the Scheme 
was "To provide British Prisoners of War interned 
in enemy or neutral countries with books for 
purposes of study." Furthermore "Men who 
pursue a regular course of study, either in class 
or privately, are recommended to apply for, fill 
in and obtain authentication of a "Form of 
Record" of their studies, as this may be of use to 
them afterwards."22 

The following list shows the number of 
camps in different countries which the program 
reached: 



Bookplate Jor books sent by the British Prisoners of 
War Book Scheme (Educational) to POWs Jor their 
study use. fCWM Archives) 

spirit to deplete "their own book-shelves in order 
that their t reasured (or discarded) volumes may 
min i s t e r to the w a n t s of the i r more needy 
brethren"2 7 resulted in the amass ing of a large 
collection of books to be prepared by volunteers 
for s h i p m e n t to POWs in r e sponse to their 
reques t s . The following shor t list shows the 
scope of the applications for books collected by 
the Commit tee to s e n d to the c a m p s : Art; 
A r c h a e o l o g y ; A r c h i t e c t u r e ; A g r i c u l t u r e ; 
Commerce and Finance; Chemistry and Physics; 
Geography; Geology; History; Military History; 
N a t u r a l H i s to ry ; Law; L i t e r a t u r e ; Logic; 
Philosophy; Theology; Mathematics; Medicine 
and Surgery; Music; Navigation; Politics and 
Sociology; Trade. 

As s ta ted by the Committee of the British 
Prisoners of War Book Scheme (Educational): 

Any Prisoner who is now studying, or proposing 
to s tudy, dur ing captivity with a view to 
presenting himself for examination by any of 
these Examining or Professional Bodies, and any 
Prisoner who is, or proposes to become, a 
member of these Universities, can be supplied 
with a Syllabus of Examination of any of the 
bodies with whom he hopes to have relations, 
and if satisfied as to his capacity to reach the 
required s t a n d a r d s can enter into direct 
communication with them.28 

A m u c h abbreviated list of the Depar tments , 
Examining Bodies, and Universities includes: 
Imperial College of Science a n d Technology; 
Royal Society of Art; Royal Insti tution of British 
Architects; Royal College of Music; The Institute 
of Chartered Accountants; Society of Engineers; 
The Inns of Court; Oxford University; Cambridge 
University; London University. 

Official recognition of the War Book Scheme 
was given by the British War Office, Home Office 
and Colonial Office. Since the scheme also helped 
Colonial pr isoners of war, recognition was also 
g r a n t e d b y t h e C a n a d i a n , New Z e a l a n d , 
Australian and Indian Governments.2 9 

The Scheme's stat ist ics for 1917 show the 
as tounding scope of it activity in the camps . A 
total of 9,650 requests for books were received 
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Germany - 142 (and others); Austria-Hungary -
12; Bulgaria - 1; Holland - 8; Turkey - 20; 
Switzerland - 9 (and others)23 

Although Campbell 's camp, Karlsruhe, is 
listed as having a library unde r the War Book 
S c h e m e (Educa t iona l ) , i t i s referred to as 
temporary camp for officers, and certainly it did 
not appear to achieve the educational s t a tu s of 
some othef camps which h a d good Reference 
Libraries and s tudy classes in addition to Camp 
L ib ra r i e s . 2 4 An e x a m p l e of t h e l a t t e r w a s 
Ruhleben, a large p e r m a n e n t camp holding 
civilians and military personnel . Here one of its 
prisoners, the renowned Canadian musician, 
Ernest MacMillan, worked on his Doctoral thesis 
in mus ic for Oxford University. Prior to h i s 
internment, MacMillan had been a music student 
studying in Paris and happened to be visiting 
Bayreuth, Germany when war broke out.25 At 
least seven other men interned at Ruhleben 
passed the London University Matriculat ion 
Examination.26 

The type of s t u d y a n d reference books 
needed to achieve th i s s t a n d a r d of h igher 
education were, of course, scarce and expensive. 
The Br i t i sh Pr i soner of War Book S c h e m e 
(Educational), as a charity registered under the 
War Charities Act 1916, made a wide appeal to 
the British public for books and donations of 
funds for purchas ing books. This generosity of 



from prisoners, and 55,570 educational books 
sent out to 200 camps.30 By July 1918, according 
to the Notes of the Month, in the British Prisoner 
of War journal, there was a huge increase in 
demand for technical and educational books by 
POWs in camps in Germany. The increased need 
for this type of material was attributed to the 
fact that: 

t he p r i s o n e r s so largely cons i s t of New Army 
m e n . Many of these are young professional men , 
b u d d i n g doc to rs , eng inee r s , lawyers , s e a m e n 
officers, d e n t i s t s , a n d they a s k for t he n e w e s t 
technical books on their various subjects in order 
n o t to w a s t e t h e t ime of the i r captivity. S u c h 
books are very expensive a n d n o n e b u t d ie latest 
edi t ions a re of m u c h use . 3 1 

Eventually, 149 Canadian officers (including 
2nd Lieutenant Campbell) and 2,767 other ranks 
were freed from the camps following the 
Armistice of 11 November 1918. It would be 
impossible to know directly the effect of the 
benefit of the Camp Libraries and the War Book 
Scheme. Most histories of the First World War 
do not mention the role of libraries in German 
POW camps, but the fact that they even existed 
has to reveal a desire by the prisoners for more 
than food, clothing and shelter. It also shows 
the conviction of many British and Canadian 
volunteers and ordinary citizens that their 
imprisoned countrymen should be given the 
books and study materials to combat boredom 
and prepare for postwar life. 
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