
Appendix 1 

Partial translation 

JAMES GEORG LAU MEMOIR AND PHOTOGRAPHS 

2013.290.2

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Archives 

100 Raoul Wallenberg Place SW 

Washington, DC 20024-2126 

Tel. (202) 479-9717 

e-mail: reference@ushmm.org

The original copy of the donor-provided partial translation of the James Georg Lau memoir is housed in 

the donor files at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

https://collections.ushmm.org



James Georg Lau 

(1927-2011) 

The Fate of a Germanjew from Latvia 

(®yc -) &/ ) 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

https://collections.ushmm.org



In memory of the,Jews of Licpaja, Latvia, who were murdered 

during the Holocaust, 1941-1944 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

https://collections.ushmm.org



Jimmy's entire life was overshadowed by his mother's violent death, he suffered as if 
under a too heavy burden. It was always with him,though others didn't see it. He was 
only free of it when staying with his relatives in the USA, where he felt save and 
loved. Then he seemed to be liberated from this burden, was happy and talkative. The 
family in the USA became his second home after the loss of his home in Latvia. 

Jewish by birth, Jimmy was an intelligent man, always charming and generous. He 
was interested in reading and discussing problems; at the same time he was a great 
photographer and a passionate collector of antiques and paintings. Whatever he 
thought, did or failed to do, he really was ,, a Mensch" as Jews would characterize a 
man like him. 

k 
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My notes on the Firkser and Lau families are based on documents from the Latvian National 

Archives in Riga (which I accessed with the generous assistance of Rita Bogdanova), as well as on 

journal entries from the years 1939-1953 and reminiscences of my husbandjames Georg Lau. 

Journal entries are cited. 

Munich, March 2013 Barbara Lau 
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Jimmy's parents around the time of their engagement, 1922 

Jimmy, age 3 
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The Jewish Firkser family, maternal forbears of my husband James Georg Lau, originates from 

Tukums in Courland (1,2). [Numbers in parentheses refer to bibliographic references and other 

notes at the end of the manuscript.] Courland, now part of Latvia, was a Polish fiefdom from 

1561 to 1795.Jews have resided in Courland since the 16 century, and played an important 

role in the economic history of the area as tax collectors, merchants, and craftsmen. Many lived 

in Aizpute, near the port towns of Liepaja and Ventspils, both of which drew many,Jewish 

immigrants from Prussia in the 17 century. At the beginning of the 18 century, the,Jews of 
Aizpute were granted the right to build a synagogue and to join the merchant guild. 

Their legal status, however, was uncertain, and worsened when Russian influence in the area 

increased after the Great Northern War of 1700-1721. Bans prohibiting Jews from doing 

business alternated with laws allowing them to remain in Courland and to engage in commerce 

in exchange for "Schutzgeld" (protection money). Throughout the first half of the 18 century, 
the Schutzgeld payments were 400 thalers per person, per year in those days a not 
inconsiderable sum. 

As a result of the Third Partition of Poland in l 795, the grand duchy of Courland came under 

Russian rule. The fate of the Courlandians and their coreligionists from the two previous - ~------ - - ·, 

partitions of Poland of 1772 and 1793 now lay in the hands of their Russian rulers. The latter 

were known for their hostility toward foreigners, includingJews. They saw repression, 

assimilation, and expulsion as the only solutions to the Jewish problem ( 1 ). 

So-called Jewish Laws, which were rooted in these prejudices, applied to the entire Russian 
empire. Enacted during the reigns of the reactionary czars Alexander I (1801-1825) and Nicholas 

I (1825-1855), the regulations were partially loosened under the more liberal Alexander II (1855- 

1881). The situation ofRussianJews then worsened again under Alexander III (1881-1894). The 

circumstances remained tense in the early years of Nicholas II's (1894-1917) reign, until the 

declaration and implementation of the October Manifesto in 1905. 

As of 1804,Jews from the areas of Eastern Poland, Austria, Galicia, Prussia, and waria / 
conquered through 1793 were confined to the so-called Pale of Settlement, an area in the r- 

/sroe v 
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western part of the Russian Empire that reached from Lithuania and Belarus in the north across 

Ukraine to the Black Sea in the south. Within this region,Jews were allowed freedom of 

movement, but were prohibited from traveling outside the permitted zone. Even merchants were 

allowed to leave the Pale of Settlement only for periods of up to six months, and were required to 

wear European clothing while traveling. The rapid population growth from around 4 million at 

the beginning of the 19 century to nearly 5 million at the end of it, as well as restrictions on 

certain types of occupations such as innkeeper or distiller, contributed to an increasing 

impoverishment of the Jews within the Pale of Settlement. 

Conditions in Courland were somewhat better. Due to the autonomy of the Baltic provinces and 

a certain respect for the privileges of nobility, anti-Jewish laws in Courland were milder. Unlike 

their coreligionists in the Pale of Settlement, in 1799 the CourlandianJews were granted the 

right to remain in their homeland. This was justified by the rationale that Jews had been living 

there for 200 years, if unofficially, and eviction from houses as old as those of the Jews should not 

be allowed.Jews in Courland were nonetheless required to register with city officials, and, like 

Jews elsewhere, had to pay double taxes. This right of residence was affirmed in 1835, as long as 

the persons were already known to the requisite authorities. In this case, they were also permitted 

to acquire property. All other Jews were expelled, and the immigration of Jews from other 

regions to Courland was forbidden. 

Aside from these exceptions, rules for Jews in Courland and the Pale of Settlement were the 

same, and the effects were wide-reaching. TraditionalJewish schools were dissolved and 

subsumed into the Russian system or turned into Russian-influenced "Crown schools" that were 

financed by Jewish parents through a tax on candles. Instruction took place in Russian, with the 

consequence that Yiddish, the main language spoken among RussianJews, began to disappear 

from daily life. Rabbis were allowed only to disseminate traditional teachings and lead worship in 
r 

synagogues; they were prohibited from mediating disputes in the community. AllJewish self- 

governing bodies were forbidden and the Jewish community fell under the jurisdiction of Russian 

municipal law. 
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Recognizing that the borders of the Pale of Settlement were a hindrance to some occupations, 

Alexander II granted so-called "useful Jews" the right to settle anywhere in Russia in the years 

1859-1865. Included under this ruling were merchants, university graduates, craftspeople, and 

medical professionals. Because intellectuals were granted this privilege, as well as a reduction of 

their compulsory military service to three months, academic education became more attractive. 

When Alexander II was assassinated,Jews were accused of complicity, which led to pogroms, 

expulsion, and restrictive laws.Jewish doctors and doctor's assistants from the Pale were allowed 

to comprise only five percent of the Russian army. A numerus clausus of ten percent was 

instituted in high schools for students from the Pale. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 

thousands of Jews were expelled from Kiev and Courland and resettled in adjoining areas. 

The gradual recognition ofjews in the Russian Empire began with the October Manifesto of 

1905, which assured them basic rights of citizenship. It was ten more years before the Pale of 

Settlement was abolished, on August 15, 1915, andjews were freely allowed to choose where to 

live. But they were only officially made equal citizens in April 1917, when all restrictions on 

national and religious groups were lifted. Between 1881 and 1914, around two millionJews had 

already left Russia. Two of the Firkser siblings were among these, and two more would later 

follow. In hopes of a better, freer life, they turned their backs on Europe and left for America, 

where they were successful, putting down roots that supported a family tree of many branches. 

The history of the Firkser family begins with Leiser Firkser, born in 1826. He married Esther, 

born in 1832, whose maiden name is unknown. In March 1854, they bore a son named Lewin. 

In 1888 he went to Liepaja and joined the,Jewish community there. Lewin became a doctor's 

assistant (3) and worked both in the Liepaja hospital and in the district of Grobina. In 1895 he 

gave up his work in Grobina in exchange for appropriate compensation. 

Lewin Firkser married Masha Mendelsohn, though the date of their wedding is unknown. On 

December 30, 1889 by the,Julian calendar, or,January 11, 1890 by the Gregorian, their daughter 
Betty was born. Masha then died of tuberculosis on February 7, 1900, at the age of forty-one, 
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when Betty was only ten. Betty also suffered from tuberculosis, and spent several months of 1920 

at a spa in St. Blasien, in the German Black Forest. 

According to a family tree drawn up by my husband in 1966 relying on information from his 

American relatives, Lewin Firkser had four more children: Erna, Ida, and Norman from his first 

marriage with Masha, and Marcia, born on January 4, 1904, from his second marriage. All four 

emigrated to America in the first third of the twentieth century. Despite intensive investigation, 

the following passages on the Firkser siblings and their descendants remain incomplete, and are 

only an attempt to follow their tracks in America. 

Erna, born in 1879 (?) married Dave Taub, and lived with their children Bob and Jane-Lucille in 

Prescott, Michigan. 

Ida, born in 1885 (?) married Bernhard Schwab. The pair had two children in Riga: Harry and 

Ellen. Ida later married the significantly older and reportedly quite affluent Louis Cohen (born 

1865?). In 1923, the Cohens and the two children left Latvia for America. After Louis Cohen's 

death, Ida entered a third marriage with Lipman Schonberger. He is said to.have been a teacher 

at a yeshiva (Hebrew school). Ida ultimately lived in Brooklyn and is buried on Long Island. Ida's 

daughter Ellen, husband Barnay Licht, and their son Bernhard, are no longer alive. Ellen and 

her son spent their last years in Florida. 

The marriage of Ida's son Harry to Esther (?) led to the birth of Marilyn, who now lives with her 

husband Leon Friedman in California, not far from one of their sons, who is a psychiatrist in San 

Francisco. 

Norman Firkser (1895-1971) reportedly moved to America at a young age. He became a 

businessman and owned a large store in Prescott, Michigan. His marriage to Dorothy (?) yielded 

three children: Lorraine,Jane, and Stanley Roy. 

Marcia Firkser came to America in 1926 with her mother, settling in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In 

the early 1930's she moved to New York, married Bernhard Schwartz, and had two children, 

Marjorie and Peter. Marjorie, who lives in Merrick, NY, married Joseph (Joe) Rosenstreich. He 
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died in 2010. The pair had two daughters: Lori and Bari. Lori lives with her daughter Lauren in 
I 

Bellmore, NY/ Bari and her son and daughter live in Oyster Bay Cove, NY. 
L 

Peter and Arlene Schwartz live in Orange County, New York, and have three grown sons: 

Bruce, Andrew, and Kenneth. Peter is a professor of gynecology at Yale University in New 

Haven. Arlene teaches Spanish. Bruce, the eldest of the Schwartz sons, lives with his wife Anne 

and sons Paul and Joshua in Houston, Texas. Andrew lives with Kelly and their son Toby in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Kenneth lives with his family in Brooklyn. 

George Schwab, who will be of later importance in these pages, was born on November 25, 1930 

in Liepaja to Arkady Schwab and his wife Klara, nee Jacobson. His father, an internist, was the 

brother of Bernhard Schwab, Ida's first husband. Ida is therefore the familial link between 

George Schwab and my husband James Georg Lau, whose mother Betty Firkser was one oflda's 

sisters. 

Arkady Schwab and his son Bernhard, George's only brother, died in Latvia during the 

Holocaust. George and his mother were separated during the German occupation of Liepaja and 

survived from 1941 to 1945 in different concentration camps. After the war they were reunited 

and emigrated together to America, where they settled in New York. George studied history and 

political science. He became a professor and taught at Columbia and the City University of New 

York until 2000, when he was made Professor Emeritus. Since 1993 he has been president of the 

National Committee on American Foreign Policy, a think-tank. 
' ' 

La#us a #Aas#####SE#S#SE######s#############EE#Es#ssE#########s##SSAs##gs#ass#Fis a 

The Lau family tree can be traced back to 1810. At Pentecost of that year Reinhold Lau married 

Karoline Juliane Hensel. He was a cabinetmaker from Danzig; she was the daughter of one Herr 
#Pons. 

Hensel, a professional hunter from Alt-Rahden. The village of Alt-Rahden (Vescaule) lies about 

six kilometers east of Bauska. The couple was married in the township of Sessau, which lies 

southwest of Jeglava, on the Lithuanian border. 

2 
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Their son Alfred Wilhelm Lau was born on April 7, 1816 in Elej a, near Bauska. He became a 

councilman in Jeglava, where in 1845 (or 1846) he married Veronika Elisabeth Eckhardt (b. 

1820). Alfred Wilhelm died in 1869. His wife survived him nearly thirty years, until 1895. Both 

are buried in Jeglava. 

Georg Hugo Lau, born in Jeglava on October 10, 1849, was the product of this marriage. He /Ars 
became a businessman and married Johanna Charlotte Burhmann on October 14, 1875. The 

two were wed in St. Peter's, an Evangelical Lutheran church in Riga.Johanna Charlotte was 

born on December 26, 1850, daughter of Friedrich Wilhelm Buhrmann and his wife Caroline 
, 

Barbara nee Marquardt. F.W. Buhrmann's ancestors immigrated to Latvia from Mecklenburg. 

Friedrich Wilhelm and Caroline Barbara died in Riga in 1860. 

Georg Hugo and Johanna Charlotte settled in Riga, where he worked as a businessman. 

Together they had five children. Thesa (Theresia?) and Else were the eldest, though their 

birthdates are unknown. Three brothers followed them: Ferdinand Hugo, Alfred August Harry, 

andjames G. (Georg?). 

The political events in Europe in the 1930's and 40's, and the deaths within the Lau family, led 

to profound changes in the lives of the five siblings. 

,'·;.,.(.. 
{ 3 ggAEgEEsHssHE#ERE####HEH#HERE4HEE#HE#######ESE#HE#HAESE EA#HASHA#SAE#EE#EE##ESH #H 

\xM, - q 

f
l In order to understand this development, we must consider the history of the Germans in the 

former Baltic provinces of Courland (Kurzeme) and Livonia (Vidzeme). Both provinces, as well 

as Semigallia (Zemgale) and Latgale, which shares a border with Russia to the East and Belarus 
' 

to the Southeast, comprise what is today Latvia. 

[Borders of Latvia in 1944] (8) 

[Latvia in the EU in 2013] 
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In the course of the Christianization of the mostly peasant population of Courland and Livonia 

by the Teutonic order around the turn of the thirteenth century, German merchants began to 

settle on the East coast of the Baltic sea. From there, they pursued a lively trade that reached to 

the south of Europe and even overseas. The new wealth attracted craftsmen, and agricultural 

activity increased as a result of the steady growth of cities. In 1201, the city of Riga was founded 

by the bishop of Livonia, former canon of Bremen Albert von Buxhoeveden. 

/ 

With the conversion to Christianity, the native population submitted to the Germans in the 

expectation of protection from external enemies. 

After the defeat of the Teutonic order in 1526 and the dissolution of the State of the Teutonic 

Order, Sweden and Poland became protectors of the provinces of Courland and Livonia. The 

"Privilegium Sigismundi Augusti," enacted in 1561 by the Polish king Sigismund, declared the 

mainly German knighthood and city authorities legitimate representatives of the provinces, 

prevailing German laws the laws of the land, and German the official language, while 

maintaining the Lutheran Church of the Augsburg Confession as the official church. These 

rights, allowed by royal decree, lasted until the end of the 19 century, even through 200 years of 
Russian rule! 

Czar Alexander III (1881-1894) was the first to deny these privileges and to initiate the 

S54©t Russification of the provinces. In 1887 Russian was instituted as the language of > 
instruction in all schools, in 1888 estate-based judicial and police institutions were replaced by 

Russian ones, and in 1889 the universities of Riga and Tartu (Estonia) were Russified. In Zr 
\ \' 

addition, conversion to the Russian Orthodox Church was promoted. 

At the same time as these sweeping changes were being implemented, the privileged position of 

people of German heritage was being called into question by the awakening national 

consciousness of the Latvians. Their ambitions led them to the cities. The proportion of Latvians 

in Riga grew from 23 percent in 1867 to nearly 42 percent in 1897. Since suffrage was based on 

city property ownership, however, and Germans remained the majority in cities, Riga remained 

under German administration until 191 7. 
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Yet the influence of German Balts sank. Their preeminence in society, which had once given 

their voices great authority in the solution of national and social problems, had been lost. 

When social and nationalist tensions erupted into a revolution in 1905-06 a Latvian social 

democratic workers' party had been founded in 1904 a particularly large number of German 

Baltic landowners and intellectuals were killed. The participation of those of German heritage in 

the wars of independence in 1918-19 marked a last desperate attempt to claim their rights of 

residence in the Republic of Latvia, declared on November 18, 1918. But in the wake of the loss 

of the first World War, a 1920 land reform in which property was expropriated except for small 

"leftover" parcels, and an authoritarian, nationalist system established by Karlis Ulmanis in 

1934, German Balts were relegated to minority status. 

The following events proved decisive and indicative of important shifts in the further fate of the 

German Baltic minority in Latvia. 

On August 23, 1939, the German-Soviet Nonagression Pact (or Hitler-Stalin Pact) was signed by 

German foreign minister von Ribbentrop and Soviet foreign minister Molotov. In a secret 

protocol, the two powers divided up Eastern Europe into "spheres of influence." 

On September 28, 1939, the so-called German-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and 

Demarcation was signed. The treaty provided for resettlement of ethnic Germans from the 
, 

Soviet sphere of influence into the German one. 

On October 5, 1939, the Soviet-Latvian Mutual Assistance Treaty was signed. This granted the 

Soviet Union the right to establish military bases on Latvian soil, in order to secure ice-free ports. 

On October 6, 1939, Hitler announced plans to repatriate those of German heritage in a speech 
to the Reichstag. 
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During this resettlement, which began on November 4, 1939 ,and temporarily ended with the 

sailing of the ship "Sierra Cordoba" on December 16, 1939 (a second similar action occurred in 

194l), more than sixty thousand German Balts left their homeland of Latvia. They were resettled 
in the conquered territories of Danzig/West Prussia and Warthegau (7). Previous residents of 

those territories were expelled or killed. 

The settlers were allowed to take any transportable property and 50 Lati in cash, the equivalent 

of about 40 Reichsmark in gold. Latvia compensated the German Reich for personal property 

left by the settlers in the form of goods; unsold real estate was turned over to the custody of the 

Latvian government. In return, Polish andJewish assets were given in trust to the settlers in West 

Prussia and Warthegau. 

---·- ·--.--:--:-:-, ! J. . 
! ( ; ¢ dry-6 

[/ 
This seems the right time to return to the story of the five Lau siblings. Natives of Riga, in the 

years between 1939 and 1945, they were scattered to the four winds. 

Thesa, said to be the eldest, never married. Already living in a nursing home before the 

resettlement, the repatriation brought her to Bromberg (Pommern), now Bydgoszcz in Poland, 

where she spent her remaining years, again in a nursing home, and died in 1944. 

James G., the youngest of the siblings, was born on July 14, 1888, in Riga, and died on 
' 

September 24, 1932, in Liepaja. He last lived at 66 Uliha Street, and he is buried in the old 

cemetery on Kaiju Street. A business card testifies to the fact that,James G. Lau, Jimmy's 

godfather, was Vice Director of the Liepaja Linoleum Works in the years before his death. 

✓

\¢ :,,¢ i/('t-%.-? j\ ' - 
[Business card of godfather James G. Lau (1888-1932). Handwritten on back: "My dear,Jimmy, I / 

wish you an entertaining birthday. Your uncle, James. 9.12.29."] 
' or t» 

He married Elga Grosch. The pair had a daughter, Asta, on August 21, 1918 in Riga. Mother 
and daughter were driven to Poznan by the resettlement, and settled in Li.ineberg in 1945. Asta 
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married twice: First Herrmann, called Hejo, on August 7, 1945, and then, after a divorce, Bruno· 

Rathfelder, who died long before her. Both marriages were childless. 

Asta, who spoke fluent English, was hired as a secretary by the occupying British army in 

Liineberg. She tended in her private life nonetheless to mostly Baltic circles. She loved to travel, - 
pr----rs-w®rte»a»s» s 

visiting Latvia and even Japan, the country of her dreams. In old age she grew quite frail and / her 

thin, yet retained her independence and remained in her own house with a cat for company, 

until shortly before her death. On our last visit in 2005, she was already a sick woman. She spent 

the last weeks of her life in a nursing home, looked after by her nephew, Professor Dr. Paul 

Georg Lankisch and his family. Paul Georg Lankisch's mother, Ellen Lankisch, nee Grosch, was 

a cousin of Asta's mother Elga. Asta died on February 1 7, 2006. She was buried, like her mother, 

who died in 1950, and Bruno Rathfelder, in the Waldfriehof in Lune berg. 

Else, the second Lau girl, was driven to Poznan by the resettlement, and then found her way to 

Bayreuth, where she settled with her brothers Ferdinand and Harry after the end of the second 

World War. She did not marry, and was closest to her nephew James. Aunt Else taught piano 

and gave English and German lessons. 

Ferdinand Hugo, called Femo, was the third child, after Else, of Georg Hugo and Johanna 

Charlotte Lau. He was born on March 4, 1883, and was baptized on May I of the same year in 

the Lutheran St. Peter's Church in Riga. He became a banker, which soon took him to London. 

Ultimately, in the years before 1939, he worked at the Libauer Bank in Riga. 

Ferno Lau's wife, Elisabeth Mary Maud, called May, was born on February 23, 1884. Her 

parents,James Emerson Priestley and his wife Louise Julie, were English. They were married in 
k's.. <o- 

1881 in St. Saviour's Church, here their daughter was baptized, and in 1905 took her first holy 
I 
I 

communion. Thanks to her strong language skills, May taught English and Russian at schools in 

England and Latvia. Ferno and May married on June 26, 1920, in St. Stephan's church in 
Middlesex, England. 

z 
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A photograph of their dining room shows that the pair had good taste and valued a homey, well 

kept atmosphere. A silver sugar bowl and matching milk pitcher from their collection survived 

their exile, and came into our possession, along with a portrait of their dog Dykie. The painting 

has hung in the living room of every apartment we've lived in since our marriage in 1964. 

, 
, 

Alfred August Harry Lau and his wife Betty, nee Firkser, are the parents of my husband James. 
Harry was born on Februrary 2, 1887, to Lutheran parents in Riga, and Betty came from a 

Jewish family in Liepaja. They married on October 15, 1922, and were married in a Lutheran= / 

service. At the time, Harry worked as a businessman in Riga. Their sonJames Georg Hugo was 

born on September 12, 1927. Jimmy, as he was called all his life, was baptized on December 18, 

1927 at St. Peter's Church in Riga. 

[James Georg Hugo Lau, called Jimmy, at age c. 6-8] 

The Lau parents were devoted to their son; Betty in particular must have been very happy to 

have her own family again, having lost her mother at the age of ten. They lived a sociable life, 

spending the summer months with friends at the beach in Riga. The women and children 

enjoyed the summer during the days, and the men would join their families in the evenings after 

after the workday in the city was done. There,Jimmy met his best friend, Andrew Jensen, called 

Andy. The two enjoyed a lifelong friendship, even after Andy was forced to leaven Latvia in 1940 Z 
with his parents, Danish father Peter Jensen and Russian mother Tanja. 

World War Two broke out on September 1, 1939, with the German army's assault on the 

Westerplatte near Danzig (8), and the annihilation of the European Jews, driven by Hitler's racial 

fanaticism, began. 

On September 12, 1939,Jimmy celebrated his twelfth birthday with his family. Everyone was 

there and positively showered him with presents: his parents, Aunt Thesa, Aunt Else, Aunt Elga 

and Asta, Aunt May and Uncle Femo. A few days later, school started again. At this time,Jimmy 
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was attending the German Elementary School Nr. 10 in Schiitzen St, where he met Georg 

("Goga") Vierhuff, another true lifelong friend. The following is an excerpt from his diary on 

October 1, 1939: J 
{ c.t /, ,.ti / 0 ( ;~ s-t ..... , o t~ 1~r: ,::- .:..,J : . + /,'17W ,; ,,' 

(h« "- ' 

''Many of the boys at school were big fans of Hitler, and I was much-hated for having a 
"i 
! Jewish mother. I didn't care at all, though it was already clear to me that I couldn't go to 

Hitler's Germany, for it would mean certain death." 

Later, on October 9, 1939, he wrote: 

1...,, >:/ "Hitler has asked all ethnic Germans to return to Germany." 

And thus, the resettlement! 

ms t 
r / J l'=-,,; .. ~---. ,¼ .ru . 

In early October, 1939, Jimmy's father was appointed director of the Liepaja cork factory. The 

cork and linoleum factory, or so-called "United Cork Factory," was a Swedish company. The 

previous directors of the company were of German heritage, and thus were resettled "home to 

the Reich." 

The Lau family decided to move to Licpaja 

?._,,, " ... since it would have been madness to go to Germany, where we would have been 

immediately relocated, and God only knows what would have happened to us then." 

The furniture was packed and on November 29, 1939, the three left Riga for Liepaja. After a 

brief stay in a hotel, the family moved into their new apartment on December 6, 1939. 

(7 "The house stands on the factory grounds and has two stories: we live on the top floor, 
l 

and on the ground floor are six rooms and a large veranda, as well as a kitchen, cellar, 

I 
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basement, and foyer. We've moved into five rooms but won't use the sixth, a large hall. I 

have a nice room with two windows, both looking out on the garden-the garden is so 

lovely and big that it's almost like a park. There's a tennis court too, where I go ice 

skating." 

The large hall became a bicycle arena and the garden a playground, where Jimmy often played 

with his cousin George Schwab. They often played "war": George defended the French 

borderlands behind an imaginary Maginot Line, and opposite him, behind a so-called Siegfried 

Line,Jimmy defended Germany. 

The Lau family celebrated Christmas 1939 in their new home, with Aunt May and Uncle Ferno. 

'} I the evening, we all sat around the Christmas table, I especially liked the pierogi with 
bacon ... " 

At the beginning of 1940, daily school life set in again. Jimmy went to the Cakstes Elementary 

School, which was taught in Latvian, which gave him a lifelong understanding of the language. 
~ 

? 

c) 
/ t> 

" ... (But) red storm clouds are approaching from the East and from the West, the war is 

getting closer. Hitler's army wins ever greater victories, and the danger to the world 

grows, but we don't take much notice of the West, we're much more interested in the 

East. .. " 

OnJune 16, 1940, the Red Army occupied Latvia.Jimmy, who was visiting his friend Andy and 

his family in Riga at the time, rushed home to Licpaja, where he was met by his agitated parents. 
2 

Two days later, the tumult reached Liepaja as well. There was shooting in the city, red flags were 
~ 

hoisted and Latvians imprisoned. OnJuly 26, the factory was "nationalized," which is to say that 

the Communists simply appropriated Swedish property. At the behest of the workers,Jimmy's 

father retained his position as director. 
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Little by little, friends and relatives left the country. "Who wants to stay with the Russians?" the 
-"y/""---ct-» 

diary reads. Thejensens returned to Denmark on August 28, 1940, and Uncle Ferno and Aunt 

May left Riga on August 30. Previously, Uncle Femo had surprised Jimmy with a bicycle as an 

early birthday present-Jimmy was thrilled! Christmas was quiet; the Laus put up a Christmas 

tree in defiance of the Communist's prohibition against traditional celebrations. The New Year 

was celebrated sumptuously with friends, mulled wine, and Berlin-style donuts. 

( 

"A dance on top of the volcano, no one sensed the closeness of tragedy. Things were 

about to get bad and worse. Mommy lost her talisman ...° (December 31, 1940) 

Q 
/ v 

. . (1/ 
The purging of German-Balts continued. The Hoppe and Danenbergson families, both of 

whom were friendly with the Laus (Georg Hoppe was the technical director, and Percy 
n 

Dauhenbergson head of the insulation department at the factory) left Licpaja on February 15, 
1941 in the direction of Poznan as part of the second wave of resettlement. "We're not going, for 

A\_/-/s --"so-+ 
in Germany a ghetto awaits us," Jimmy wrote in the diary. The Laus moved down a floor in the 
/A/or\cc--o' 
house, into the apartment previously occupied by the Hoppes. There they felt safer, since the 

apartment was smaller, "and in the-upper apartment we ran the risk of being evicted, since 

according to Russian rules no one may have more than one room." And as Burschuis," 

(bourgeois), they were in particular danger! 

In June 1941, the father gave up his post as director and became head of the insulation factory. 

Onjune 14, the Russians began a terrible deportation initiative, which targeted wealthy Latvians 

and Jews, as well as democratically-inclined workers. They were transported East-towards . ~ 
% sA""Ar"Ny 

Siberia-in wagons. During this time, the Lau family hid in the cellar for fear of being swept up 

in a raid. 

Onjune 22, Hitler declared war on Russia, and onJune 28 the Germans marched into Licpaja. 

"We've gone from the frying pan to the fire," Jimmy's entry reads on this occasion. 
,...~-------··'--... .... -··· .-- . --- . ------· ---- .. - -· -·' ·- - -- 
The occupying German forces immediately set to work eradicating the Jewish population. They 

issued laws strictly limiting freedom of movement and demanding the surrender of all items of 

value, then specially marked all Jewish identification papers and required all Jews to wear,a / + 
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yellow star on the left side of their chest (2,9). What's more, Jews were forbidden to continue 

living with Aryans. Jimmy's mother was compelled to leave the family apartment and to stay with 

Jewish acquaintances. She was forced to work in 'clothing warehouse for the Marines, which /4 

happily was situated on the factory grounds. Surprised by a sudden curfew imposed on Jews, 

Jimmy was able to see his mother one last time. On December 15, 1941, she was shot along with 

many others in the Skede woods near Liepaja (10). 

She left behind two emotionally and physically broken men: 14 year-oldJimmy and his 54 year 

old father. An older woman ("Mariechen"?) looked after the household and cared for Jimmy like 

a mother. Sadly, she was stricken with gastric disease and died soon afterwards. 

Jimmy finished primary school and readied himself mentally for entrance to secondary school. 

He passed the entrance exam, but half-Jews were suddenly forbidden to pursue higher education. 

He therefore decided to attend a technical professional school, which he thefi left on May 1, Z 

1944, in the face of political changes-that accompanied the westward advance of Russian forces. 

Jimmy then turned his attention to helping his father in the office, as the latter's eyesight was 

beginning to fail. In his free time he worked in the garden and took care of his rabbits. 

On,June 22, 1944, the Red Army began a major offensive against the German forces. They 

advanced toward East Prussia and toward the Gulf of Riga over the course of the summer (8). 

On October 9, an aerial attack shook Liepaja, but father and son survived it in a bunker under 

their garden. Then, on October 13, 1944, they left Liepaja, each with a small suitcase, on the 

ship "Weser-Stern," bound for Gotenhafen (now Gdynia in Poland). The loss of his bicycle, 
which was stolen in the harbor shortly before departure, remained a bitter memory for Jimmy. 

r .±> 
.A N N N N % N N % N % N N # N N ## # # N N # 4 # # # # # # % # # # # # # % # % # 

Jimmy's next years were marked by hunger, fear, and a feeling of homelessness. The hunger 

passed, but the fear and the sense that he belonged nowhere, remained with him for the rest of 

his days. 
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The passage from Licpaja to Gotenhafen was uneventful, likewise the onward journey to Poznari 

by train. Among their many other fellow countrymen,Jimmy and his father found their family 

and were reunited with Aunt Else, Uncle Femo, Aunt May, Aunt Elga, and Asta. Shortly after 

arrival, from November 6 through December 18,Jimmy was forced to work in a branch of the 

"German Weapons and Munitions Factories." When the Gestapo made further inquiries into his 

ancestry, he was denied a residence permit, and on December 19 he was deported from /{ 

Warthegau. He was transported to a camp, whence he was supposed to be transferred onward. 

Sensing trouble, he managed to escape to Berlin on December 29, 1944. 

In Berlin, he lived partly with acquaintances, and partly in hotels. Since hotel stays were 

restricted to a certain length of time, he often found himself in search of a new place to sleep. 

The only rays of light in this dismal time were occasional trips to the cinema or meals in the 

perennially cultivated ambience of the Restaurant Khnzler on Kurfiirstendamm. 7%a 

On the morning of January 5, 1945,Jimmy heard a knock on the door of his room. He was living 

at the time in the Hotel Biebel, at 70 SaarlandstraBe, diagonally across from the Anhalter 

Station. It was not, as he feared, the Gestapo, but rather his father. Both were overjoyed at the 

surprise reunion, and even took a double room. Jimmy's father had come with the intention of 

obtaining a residence permit in Warthegau for his son from the Reich Security Office (11) after 

all. The request was denied. A second attempt in Frankfurt an der Oder also failed. The father 

returned to Poznari empty-handed. 

In the night betweenJanuary 22 and 23, 1945, Jimmy's father arrived once again in Berlin; he 

was shortly followed by Aunt Else and Aunt Elga with Asta. The situation at the front had once 

again worsened; the Red Army was advancing, and Poznan had to be evacuated in the space of a 
7_mssame 

few hours. To celebrate the unexpected reunion, father, son, and Aunt Else dined on January 26 
at Kranzler on "very nice food and wine; it was so nice in that sad time." l 

T 

OnJanuary 27,Jimmy and his father left Berlin. They reached Weimar at midnight, asJimmy 

had unexpectedly received a residence permit for the city. Weimar, once a city of culture, now 

dishonored by the nearby Buchenwald concentration camp, had already suffered severe damage 
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from bombings: the theater was burned, churches and schools destroyed, and electricity and 

water outages often lasted whole days. Jimmy and his father found a room to rent from two 

unmarried schoolteachers, the Bemme ladies. "They don't make a bad impression, hopefully it's 
✓-- --- · • -· •• • ••• - -- ·, .••. --- --- __ ,, •• 

not too cold and we can live comfortably there," Jimmy wrote in his diary on February 2, 1945. 

He took over domestic duties and laid in a stock of candles in case the lights went out again. 

Yet nothing could belie the fact that both father and son were absolutely out of strength-not 

only as a result of the horrors they had endured, but also because of the constant fear of the 

Gestapo and the endless bombings. Pre-alarm - alarm - all-clear! Pre-alarm alarm - all 

clear! "Daddy is in despair," reads Jimmy's diary of February 10, and on February 14 it 

continues: "one can neither sleep nor do anything during the day." Both took ill and the recovery 

was slow. They received letters from Aunt Else and learned that Uncle Ferno and Aunt May had 

arrived in Bayreuth safe and sound. 

Jimmy and his father were also granted a residence permit for Bayreuth, and set out from 

\!\Teimar on March 7, 1945, reaching Bayreuth one day later. Like Uncle Ferno and Aunt May, 

they found lodging with Frau Schulz, a distant relative of May's, on Konigsallee. "This is 

enough to content us, and I'm happy to be among relatives." (Entry from March 8).Jimmy again 
"so», 

had occasion to express this feeling of relief, and a certain security, when Aunt Else arrived in 

Bayreuth on April 5, 1945. She, who had already been there for Jimmy through the loss of his 
»»%-r 

mother, would continue to be a source of support in many ways in the future. 
( 

Yet the war wasn't yet over. Father and son Lau learned via radio that the Americans had taken 
' 

the Ruhr, the Russians were outside of Berlin, and that Wroclaw was surrounded. Bayreuth, too 

suffered serious bombing-affecting above all the Wagner family's Villa Wahnfried (12).Jimmy 

and his father fled into the surrounding woods. On April 15, 1945, the city of Bayreuth was taken 

by US troops. 

"Today, the war came to an end. The whole world is beginning to breathe again," 
/ 

Jimmy wrote in his diary on May 8, 1945, the day of the German surrender. 
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.t~··il························································································--················· 

Jimmy began to attend the commercial college in Bayreuth, and was also tutored by Aunt Else in 

German and English, and by hired tutors in mathematics, typing, and stenography. In his free 

time, he took over household duties, with Aunt Else's help, as his visually-impaired father was no 

longer able to perform them. To add to their difficulties,Jimmy and his father had to move three 

times in the course of a month between April and May 1945, before being assigned two rooms 
( ... --·-····"------·---. 

with the Seiler family at 9 KulmbacherstraBe As if that weren't enough: Jimmy now weighed 
only 46 kilos, and suffered constant hunger. Food was rationed; with stamps one person could 

just feed himself, arid meagerly, at that. After a doctor found thatJimmy suffered from a heart 

defect, he was allowed an extra half-liter milk per day. 

z 

It is therefore understandable that the years after the war were difficult ones, which led to 

tensions within the Lau family. These were caused, for example, by the situation of living in 

cramped quarters among strangers who merely tolerated them, and the insufficiency of the fuel 

allotment, which caused father and son to freeze. Electricity and running water were unreliable, 

and there was no mail or train service. They were largely cut off from the outside world, and 

feared for their friends, whose whereabouts they did not know. But annual celebrations like 

birthdays, Christmas, and Easter were still spent together, united around one table. One such 

was Aunt May and Uncle Ferno's silver wedding anniversary on June 26, 1945. 

In mid-June 1945,Jimmy and his father received identification cards in German and English; 

previously, they had officially counted as foreigners. OnJuly 13, 1945, postal service resumed, 

and Jimmy's father received a first bank transfer of 350 Reichsmark. With the help of the Red 

Cross, father and son attempted to contact friends in Denmark and relatives in the USA. For the 

first time, they considered using their connection to Herr Wicander from the Swedish cork 

factory to emigrate to Sweden. 
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Train service also resumed, and allowed regional travel. Jimmy and Aunt Else used the 

opportunity to make excursions to Bad Berneck and Kulmbach. Jimmy and his father also visited 

the small town of Lauf, near Nuremberg. There, in the "Mahla" factory. they ran into old 
acquaintances from the father's time as director of the cork factory in Liepaja. They were 

entertained royally. During thejourney,Jimmy enjoyed the view of the beautiful Bavarian 

landscape with mountains, small forests, castles, and villages." (September 3, 1945) 

But rough daily life quickly pulled them down once more, forcing them to fight for extra food 

and clothing coupons. In addition to attending school and taking care of the household, Jimmy 

also took confirmation classes, beginning in September 1945. On September 12, 1945, he 

celebrated his eighteenth birthday; according to his diary, by the standards of those dark days, it 

was a wild party! He received eighteen small gifts from Aunt Else, each accompanied by a poem; 

from Uncle Femo he got a tie and a big caraway cake, and from his father, a leather bag, a 

"pretty" picture of the entrance to the Hofgarten in Bayreuth (which we still have today), art 

postcards, and a calendar. And most importantly, "there is plenty to eat: twenty rolls, ice cream, 

swiss cheese, mettwurst, quark, and butter." But both father and son were ailing. 

/ 

"The effects of what we've been through over the past few years are becoming clearer 

and clearer. I wince at the slightest scuffie, and feel emotionally unwell. If only I could see 

Andy again, my only true friend!! A year ago today we left Licpaja and Latvia. Thank 
God-I don't want to go back there. We were thrown from a peaceful, democratic life 

first into Communism, and then into Nazism. Now I am free. I thank God that I am still 

alive." (October 13, 1945) 

On November 10, 1945, Jimmy and his father moved yet again, this time into two rooms at I0 
f+' f 

BismarkstraBe with the Bauer family. A few days after the move,Jimmy had a physical and 

emotional breakdown. Thereafter he received an increase in his extra allowance, in the form of 
r_rs+rm,ms, 

three and a halfliters of milk, 250 grams of food, and 62.5 grams of butter per week. In addition, 
he contacted the UNRRA (13) and the,Jewish Committee, which granted him the extra 
allowance for concentration camp victims; this meant an extra 2300 grams of bread, 300 grams 

¢ 
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of meat, 50 grams of coffee, 62.5 grams of cheese, two kilos of potatoes, and 250 grams of butter 

per week. 

In 1945,Jimmy celebrated "a real peacetime Christmas" with his father in a warm room, with a 

small decorated tree and many thoughtful gifts. 

Jimmy left 1945 behind him, sloughing it off like old skin. 

'/ "have just one wish for the year 1946. Let it bring us the chance to go to Sweden and to 

find a second homeland there." (January 1, 1946) 

To get closer to the goal of Sweden,Jimmy wrote a letter to Wicander on February 8, 1946, and 

decided to give it to someone personally to deliver to Sweden instead of entrusting it to the post: Szvas 
He therefore set off in a truck on February 11 with 40 others. After three adventurous days on 

the road, via Bamberg, Schweinfurt, Bad Kissingen, Gottingen, Northeim, Osterode am Harz, 

and Hannover, the transport reached the main train station in Hamburg at seven in the 

morning. Thankfully, he had gotten "his letter," which he protected like a precious jewel, 

through the British-American border control at Gottingen unnoticed! He travelled onward by 

train to Liibeck, where he was met by Frau Hoppe and her son Jorgen. On a tip, he first went to 

the Red Cross in Liibeck, where he was advised to give the letter to Count Bernadotte in 

Hamburg. Folke Bernadotte, Count of Wisborg (1895-1948), was at the time president of the 

Swedish Red Cross. Bernadotte would then be able to dispatch the letter directly to Wicander in 

Sweden. On February 16, a Saturday,Jimmy traveled back to Hamburg and found the office of 

the Swedish Red Cross already closed. In order not to waste the time until the office opened 

again, he spontaneously decided to visit Aunt Elga, Asta, and her husband Hejo in Lune berg. 

The unexpected reunion brought great joy. Back in Hamburg on Monday, February 18,Jimmy 

had a long conversation with Count Bernadotte's secretary, a certain Major Mathling. Mathling 

advised Jimmy to change the tone of his letter; and to describe the primary motivation for 

emigration in economic terms. Jimmy was then to personally give the revised version of the letter 

to a Herr Hagander in Weinheim, who would act as a kind ofliaison. After this conversation, 

which gave Jimmy new hope, he stopped in Bremen to visit the Redelins, close friends from Riga. 
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He was heartily welcomed, and they exchanged endless tales of the past several years. On· 

February 20, he returned home. On March 5, the revised letter in hand,Jimmy met with Herr 

Hagander, who promised to forward it to Sweden as soon as possible. 

These journeys were not to be the only ones in 1946: it was a year that had the feel of a new 
beginning, but it was not without disappointments and setbacks. In mid--July, Jimmy visited the 

Daugur family and Frau Kedens in the camp for displaced persons in Hersbruck. These were 

former employees of the cork factory in Liepaja who had long ago taken Jimmy into their hearts. 

Jimmy's poor health led doctors to suggest that he spend several weeks at a health spa. He began 

his stay in Bad Berneck, a small spa town near Bayreuth, onJuly 20, 1946.He felt well there, 

took frequent walks, and even climbed the Schneeberg, which, with 1,051 meters, has the highest 

elevation in the region. On August 9, he returned to Bayreuth. On August 18, father and son left 

on a trip of several days to Garmisch-Partenkirchen, via Nuremberg and Munich. In Garmisch 

Partenkirchen they stayed at the Hotel Wittelsbach. They took the Zugspitze railway to the 

Schneefernerhaus, where Jimmy continued on the cable car to the 2,966 meter summit. "The 
'-c view from up there is wonderful! Wonderful!" They passed Munich again on the way home, and 

. ~- -·· . ~,-···---- - ·•~- 
"so ( 

despite the masses of rubble from the war, it struck Jimmy as a "very pretty city. 

There were also visitors: the Kiimmels, father and son, acquaintances from Riga who had come 

to live in Bavaria, then Herr Hensel, a good friend of Jimmy's father from their old homeland, 

and finally Jimmy's cousin Asta from Liineburg. It did Jimmy good to discover that despite the 

many difficulties of the post-war years, he had not been forgotten. As mail service normalized, he 

began several brisk correspondences: with Jorgen and Irma Hoppe in Lubeck, with Asta, with 

Aunt Gretchen Zepurit, formerly of Liepaja and now living in Wiesbaden, and with his dearly 

missed friend Andy Jensen and his mother Aunt Tanja in Copenhagen.Jimmy was particularly 

happy that his search for relatives in the USA (assisted by the UNRRA) had finally met with 

success: on,July 24 he received the first letter from Aunt Ida in Brooklyn. On October 4 came 

another from Aunt Marcia in New York, and on October 22; one from Aunt Erna in Prescott, 

Michigan. All three promised to follow their letters with packages. 
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