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Interviewer: Terri Fletcher at the ROK reunion. This is June 17, 1999, and I’m interviewing— 

Lia: Lia Lesser. My maiden name is Blum. 

Interviewer: All right. So where and when were you born? 

Lia: I was born in Teplice-Šanov, the 26th of March, 1931, in Czechoslovakia. In 
Sudetenland, actually. 

Interviewer: And what were your parents’ names? 

Lia: My mother’s name was Ida, and my father’s name was Paul (Pavel in Czech). 

Interviewer: So your last name? 

Lia: Blum. 

Interviewer: Where and when were they born? 

Lia: I’m afraid I can’t offhand tell you the date of that. The turn of the century.  

Interviewer: And also in Czechoslovakia? 

Lia: My father was born in Brno, in Moravia, and my mother was born in Teplice-
Šanov.  

Interviewer: Is that also in Czechoslovakia? 

Lia: That’s in Sudetenland. 
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Interviewer: Do you know how long your family had lived in that area? 

Lia: I don’t know. I can’t remember. I was eight when I came to England, and we’d 
done a fair amount of moving around, because we’d moved three times from 
Teplice-Šanov until we arrived in Prague. And I can’t exactly tell you. 

Interviewer: What did your parents do for a living? 

Lia: My father was a commercial traveler, and my mother had a shop. 

Interviewer: A commercial traveler? Does that mean like a traveling salesman? 

Lia: That’s right, yes. My parents were divorced, so I only saw my father at weekends. 

Interviewer: What kind of shop was it that your mother had? 

Lia: Well, I’d say it was sort of haberdashery, a bit of everything. 

Interviewer: And do you know what your father sold? 

Lia: Clothes, I think, but I’m not certain. 

Interviewer: How many siblings did you have? 

Lia: I was an only child. 

Interviewer: So you lived just you and your mother? 

Lia: I lived with my mother. 

Interviewer: Just the two of you? No other relatives? 

Lia: That’s right, yes. 

Interviewer: Were you close to your mother? 

Lia: Very close, and also to my father.  

Interviewer: Were there more relatives around? 
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Lia: Yes, my grandparents were around, and an aunt and uncle on my mother’s side, 
and an aunt and uncle on my father’s side, and two cousins, one named Eva and 
one named Harry. I’m afraid they all perished in the Holocaust.  

Interviewer: What was the religious situation of your family? Were you observant, Orthodox? 

Lia: I wouldn’t say we were very observant. I can remember going to synagogue, but 
not very often. So I suspect it was possibly for the high festivals. 

Interviewer: Did you light candles on Shabbat? 

Lia: I don’t remember that we did, no. 

Interviewer: So you remember going to synagogue on the– you think it might have been high 
holy days. Do you remember celebrating any other Jewish holidays? 

Lia: I don’t, I’m afraid. 

Interviewer: So Passover, Hanukkah? 

Lia: I cannot. I don’t remember anything of that, no. 

Interviewer: Tell me again the town you grew up in? 

Lia: Teplice-Šanov. Teplice now is the German pronunciation. 

Interviewer: And what was the town like? Or was it a town? Was it a city? 

Lia: It was a small town, I’d say. I understand that now Teplice-Šanov and Turn 
(which was an adjoining little town), they both expanded, and they’re more or less 
one, so someone told me yesterday that came from that area.  

 I remember, I went to school there. And I think the schoolmaster was called Mr. 
{Lampel}, but that’s all I can remember. I really can’t even remember the friends 
I played with, apart from one little girl to whom I gave my best coat and I got into 
trouble when I got home. But I really don’t remember. I remember that we lived 
in a flat, and there wasn’t a lift, there were just lots of stairs; and that my 
grandparents had given me a grand piano. But I never had any music lessons 
because the war came and we moved on. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything else about the town? 
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Lia: Well, I can remember going to my grandparents. My grandfather owned shire 
horses, and he had a factory for making barrels. And I think the horses must have 
transported the barrels. And he also had a little zoo. I’m not sure whether it was in 
Turn or in Teplitz-Schönau (Teplice-Šanov). And it was only small, and there 
were not big animals like tigers and elephants, but just small animals. But that’s 
all I can remember, really.  

Interviewer: Were there many other Jews in the town? 

Lia: I don’t remember. I know now that there were, but I don’t remember from that 
time. Yes. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything about your parents’ friends, if they were Jewish, if 
they had non-Jewish friends? 

Lia: I’m afraid I cannot remember any of my parents’ friends. 

Interviewer: How about your friends? Do you remember whether or not they were Jewish? The 
one you gave the coat to? 

Lia: I don’t remember, no. 

Interviewer: So the school you went to, I assume this was just a Czech public school? 

Lia: It was just a Czech public school. I don’t think it was a Jewish school. But I 
wouldn’t be certain about that. 

Interviewer: What grade were you in when you had to leave? 

Lia: Well, I think I must have been either six or seven, because I was eight when I 
arrived in England. So I was probably in the nursery or infants, at that age. But I 
don’t really remember.  

Interviewer: Do you remember having friends? 

Lia: I don’t, apart from my cousins. I remember playing with my cousins, particularly 
Harry. But I don’t remember playing with any friends. I’m quite an outgoing 
person. I imagine I must have had friends. But I’ve just cut off. I don’t remember 
at all having friends. 

Interviewer: But you say you gave your coat to someone, so she must have been a friend. 
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Lia: Well, I suppose she must have been. But apart from giving my coat to her, and 
getting told off when I got home, I just don’t remember having played with any 
friends at all, which is very strange for a youngster, isn’t it? 

Interviewer: I’m not so sure it’s so strange not to remember.  

Lia: Yes, yes. I feel I must have had friends, but I’ve just completely forgotten. 

Interviewer: Do you remember why you gave your coat to this little girl? 

Lia: I think she hadn’t got a coat, and I think I had another one at home. Or she liked it 
maybe. I don’t know.  

Interviewer: Tell me about how it was that you had to leave this town. 

Lia: Well, I assume it was because of the unrest at that time in Sudetenland, and 
rumblings of war. And until I looked recently at an old school report, I didn’t 
remember that we moved three times, that I’d been to three different schools 
within a short time. I’ve got the stamp from my last school on my report, which 
was in June of 1939. I can only remember being at one place on the way. And I 
think before we left Teplitz-Schönau, I think I must have been very ill with scarlet 
fever, and I know I was completely bald. My hair started growing again. And the 
lady in whose house we were at that time used tongs to give me baby curl all the 
way, top of my head. I can’t remember the name of the family at all. And I think 
that they must have been stone masons because there were a lot of stones of 
various shapes and sizes there. And I know that my cousin Eva was there at some 
point, because we were playing, and I know I hurt myself quite badly on one of 
the stones. But I can’t remember her being there for all the time. 

Interviewer: So where were you when you were staying with this other family? 

Lia: I don’t know.  

Interviewer: You don’t know. But you had left Teplitz-Schönau? 

Lia: We’d left Teplitz-Schönau. It was one of the two stops we made before we 
reached Prague. 

Interviewer: And you don’t remember leaving? 

Lia: No. I remember leaving Prague, but not any of the other places. 

Interviewer: I see. So it was actually before the Nazis invaded? 
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Lia: Indeed. 

Interviewer: Your family saw it coming and decided to leave. 

Lia: Yes, yes. I think it must have been sometime in ’38.  

Interviewer: So about leaving Prague, what did your parents tell you about the trip? Or do you 
have any other memories of being in Prague, before leaving? 

Lia: I know we lived in a flat. That, I can remember. My mother had married again by 
that time, and I think only recently could she have married. I don’t remember 
much about it, really. All I can remember is that my mother told me we were 
going eventually to America, and that I was stopping off in England on the way, 
and that she would follow and then we would go to America. And I thought I was 
going on a holiday. I was at first quite happy. I can’t remember even being sad on 
the platform, when she saw me off. My father also was there. And he was very, 
very upset. Subsequently I found out he didn’t want me to go. But he 
acknowledged later that it was the right decision to have made.  

Interviewer: Do you remember anything about your stepfather? 

Lia: No. I think they must have very recently got married. I don’t remember anything 
about him. I don’t remember what he did. I think so many things were happening. 
I think he could only have lived there a very short time. I don’t really remember 
anything about him except he had dark hair and glasses. I have no idea what he 
did or anything else about him. And subsequently, when I’ve tried to find out 
what happened to the family, there didn’t even seem to be any record in Prague. 
They had no record of his name at all. So I don’t know. I feel pretty sure he was 
Jewish, but that’s all.  

Interviewer: Up until the time that you left, had you ever been separated from your family 
before? 

Lia: No, I hadn’t. 

Interviewer: Had you ever gone on holiday without them? 

Lia: No. I used to go on holiday with my mother. We used to go skiing. I don’t 
remember having gone on holiday with my father at all. But I used to go shopping 
with him, and we used to go out every weekend. And I really looked forward to it. 
I can remember one of my school friends saying to me, “Which of your parents do 
you love best?” And I was very shocked. I said, “But I love them both equally. 
What a terrible thing to ask me.” And in retrospect, I think they obviously must 
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have hidden their unhappiness or their differences from me, because I was in no 
way affected at all. I really loved both my parents.  

Interviewer: How old were you when they divorced? 

Lia: I think I was four. I found that out subsequently from my stepmother, because my 
father married again. Well, married again, I think, in 1938. But my stepmother 
actually found me after the war. I didn’t know of her existence. But she said she 
knew me as a little girl, that on occasion she had taken me to school. But I had no 
recollection of her whatsoever.  

Interviewer: And did your father live in Teplitz-Schönau still when your mother left with you? 

Lia: I’m not sure whether he was still in Teplitz-Schönau. I imagine so, but I don’t 
honestly know. But I know he came to the station in Prague, from wherever he 
was living at that time. Because you know, with everybody moving around, I 
really don’t know whether I saw him every weekend at that time. I can only 
remember him in Teplitz-Schönau. 

Interviewer: Seems like it must have been a very chaotic time. 

Lia: I think it probably was. And I think that’s why quite a lot of things seem to be 
blotted out. Memories that other people have, I don’t, and don’t seem to be there. 

Interviewer: Tell me what you were aware of in terms of maybe what you heard adults say, or 
anything you saw or heard of, about Nazism or about the coming of the Germans.  

Lia: Nothing at all. Nothing. Complete blank. Nothing at all. I must have known 
something at the time, but I’ve just blotted it out―the same as I spoke fluent 
German and I forgot it just like that. 

Interviewer: How was it that you spoke fluent German? 

Lia: Because Sudetenland is bilingual, really. We spoke Czech and German. When I 
came to England, my guardian, who was an English lady, she knew German so 
we conversed in German. But I learned English very quickly, in a couple of 
months.  

Interviewer: So here they have lots of questions about changes in your life when the Nazis 
came to power, and I’m not going to ask you them because it doesn’t apply to 
you. 
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Lia: [laughs] Wouldn’t do much good, would it? [laughs] I never encountered any 
anti-Semitism. At least I have no memories of it at all. 

Interviewer: Do you know how your parents heard of the Kindertransport? 

Lia: I don’t.  

Interviewer: So you don’t know how they arranged it for you, or the passage or anything like 
that? 

Lia: I have no recollection. 

Interviewer: Have you found out later how that was arranged? 

Lia: No, no. I should imagine, the Czech Refugee Trust Fund kept in touch with me, 
with my guardian, who was a maiden single English lady that lived on the Isle of 
Anglesey. She was an English teacher, and she read the newspaper, and she knew 
what was going on in Europe. She wasn’t Jewish. And as a war worker, she 
thought she would like to take in a Jewish refugee. Only yesterday did I see Vera 
Gissing’s list with the original transport list that Nicholas Winton brought to this 
country.  

Interviewer:  So was this woman your sponsor? 

Lia: She was my sponsor. Yes. And she came to fetch me from Liverpool Street. And 
the story she tells me, which I don’t know that it can be true, because obviously 
my name was on this list, but she said that she went to the center to collect me, 
and she said, “Look, I live on the Isle of Anglesey. It’s an awful long way away. 
Please could I have someone at the beginning of the alphabet?” And my surname 
began with B. But I think she must have– because she was a teacher, and she used 
to tell nice stories, so I think she must have embellished it a little, because my 
name is definitely on Nicholas Winton’s list, with her name as a sponsor. So I 
think some way things must have got a little bit muddled. 

 But I can remember, as we left Prague, I can remember the journey. No idea who 
my companions were. But what I do remember, when we got to Holland, the 
Hook of Holland, having my first white bread jam sandwich, and I thought it was 
wonderful. It was really lovely. I remember that. I don’t remember much of the 
journey on the boat. We arrived at Liverpool Street. And then {Mass}, my 
guardian (I used to call her Mass; her real name was Florence Hall), she said that 
we had to change trains on the way to the Isle of Anglesey to {Bull Bay}, 
Amlwch, where she lived. And in {crew}, some Welsh sailors carried me from 
the London train to the local North Wales line, and sang Welsh lullabies to me. So 
I don’t know whether that is true, or whether that’s just what she told me. 
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Interviewer: Do you know the date of your departure? 

Lia: Twenty-ninth of June, ’39. Yes. I arrived in England the first of July, 1939. 

Interviewer: This was a train trip? 

Lia: Yes, this was one of Nicky Winton’s Kindertransports. 

Interviewer: Okay. I just know some of them from Czechoslovakia were by plane. 

Lia: No, this was a train trip. Yes. 

Interviewer: And how old were you then? 

Lia: Eight. 

Interviewer: Eight. And you got the train in Prague? 

Lia: I caught the train in Prague. 

Interviewer: Do you remember getting to the station, or who went with you? 

Lia: I was with my mother, and I met my father there. 

Interviewer: Do you remember what you were wearing? 

Lia: I don’t.  

Interviewer: Did your parents pack anything special for you in your suitcase? 

Lia: I remember I had a lot of nice clothes that my mother had collected. I had two 
very large suitcases, and I know I had a lot of clothes. But I don’t think I had a 
doll or anything like that, which is very strange, because I wasn’t particularly a 
doll person, I don’t think, but I can remember even when we arrived in Llangefni, 
where my guardian {Mass} was a senior English mistress, I never had a toy. I 
think a child away from home needs something, a teddy bear or something, but I 
never had one. But I was none the worse for it later, but in retrospect, it would 
have been quite nice to have had one. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything else about what was in your suitcase? 
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Lia: I remember I had a little blue pillow which you could hang on your shoulder like 
a handbag, and it was just to put behind your head, I suppose, on the train. The 
only other things: I had my Hebrew schoolbooks with me, and a couple of Czech 
storybooks, and I had a little pendant with Moses and the law, which one of my 
daughters, I think, now has. I can’t think which one. I think it might be the 
younger one. That’s all I can remember bringing, really, that I still have. 

Interviewer: So you said Hebrew schoolbooks  

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: But you can’t remember going to a Jewish school or religious school. You don’t 
know where they came from, these books? 

Lia: I suppose from school, but it’s just all blotted out. 

Interviewer: What was your most prized possession of all these things, if you had one? 

Lia: I suppose my little necklace must have been. I can’t remember having had 
anything special otherwise, but I’m sure I must have had, because I had such a 
caring mother that I feel I must have had things, but I just have no recollection. I 
think I must just have blotted out, like I did the German language. And sadly, I 
just don’t remember those things. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything else about the train station, like how many other 
people were there? 

Lia: I can remember it was very crowded. I can’t remember the people being upset. 
Obviously there must have been a lot of upset mothers and fathers and children. 
But I sort of remember it being a big adventure, but nothing more than that. 

Interviewer: And I take it, you didn’t know anyone there? 

Lia: No, I didn’t know anybody there. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything else about what your parents said to you when you 
left? 

Lia: I don’t actually remember what they said to me. I can only suppose what they said 
to me, but I don’t remember the actual words, no. 

Interviewer: But you said your mother said something about going to the States. Or was that 
not at the train station? 
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Lia: Oh, I knew that in advance. I don’t think that was in the railway station. I think 
she prepared me for a journey. It wasn’t a last-minute thing. So I wasn’t upset, 
because it hasn’t suddenly been thrust upon me. We didn’t have to do it in a 
hurry, or at least it didn’t give me the impression that t was being done in a hurry. 

Interviewer: And how did you feel when you separated from them and got on the train? 

Lia: I’ve got no memories at all, sadly. None at all. I think I just thought of it as a big 
adventure, from what I remember, which seems very strange now, doesn’t it? 
Because we were very close. I can’t think why I wasn’t upset. I might have been 
upset, but I don’t remember if I was. 

Interviewer: It sounds like you didn’t have much awareness of the dangers that were― 

Lia: No, I don’t think I did. I think it was kept well from me. Yes. Although having 
moved twice until we arrived in Prague, it seems very strange, doesn’t it? But 
who knows what goes through children’s minds? 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything about the trip? 

Lia: Nothing at all. 

Interviewer: You said the sandwich. 

Lia: Just the sandwiches, and nothing else at all. I can’t remember people being upset. 
I can just remember us being ushered to leave the train and get onto the boat. But 
I can’t remember anybody or anything further than that. 

Interviewer: Were your bags searched? 

Lia: I don’t know. I can’t tell you. 

Interviewer: How long was the trip? Oh, I guess you said it took two days. 

Lia: It took two days. Yes, yes. 

Interviewer: But again, that’s something you know now. It’s not what you remember? 

Lia: Nothing I was aware of at the time. 

Interviewer: Well, I’m going to ask you questions, and if you don’t remember, it’s okay.  
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Lia: That’s all right. 

Interviewer: Like do you remember how many people were in the compartment? 

Lia: The compartment was full. I would say, probably about 12, 10 or 12, I should 
think. We were only little, and the European trains– I remember the hard wooden 
seats, and they seemed to hold quite a lot of little people. 

Interviewer: Were there train conductors or military officials? 

Lia: I can’t remember.  

Interviewer: Was there adult supervision? 

Lia: There must have been, but until we got to Holland, I don’t remember having seen 
an adult. [laughs] I’m quite certain there were a lot of them there, because what I 
know now in retrospect, that there were certainly people in their late teens and 
early twenties that came over with us, and they had to go back to Czechoslovakia. 
Otherwise they wouldn’t have allowed other children out. But I only know that in 
retrospect, because I was told that subsequently. But I have no actual memory. 

Interviewer: What countries did you go through? 

Lia: I don’t remember. I think through Germany. 

Interviewer: I suppose you’d have to go through Germany to get to Holland. 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: Did you keep a journal? 

Lia: I didn’t. 

Interviewer:  Did you interact with the other children? 

Lia: I don’t remember, I’m afraid. 

Interviewer: And you don’t remember being searched or anything like that? 

Lia: No. 
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Interviewer: Okay. And the sandwiches. Where was it that you got your delicious sandwich? 

Lia: Well, actually on the boat.  

Interviewer: Ah. It wasn’t on the train. 

Lia: There were some ladies that– I suppose we had something to drink, but I can 
remember these jam sandwiches in white bread. 

Interviewer: On the boat. 

Lia: And of course on the continent it was mostly rye bread, dark bread. So this was 
the first time ever. 

Interviewer: And was the boat crossing at night or in the daytime? 

Lia: I don’t remember that either. 

Interviewer: Are there smells and sounds that today recall anything about the trip? 

Lia: No. 

Interviewer: Did you have any anticipation of what England would be like? 

Lia: I didn’t. I didn’t at all. 

Interviewer: So tell me what you remember about your arrival. I think you said a little bit, but– 

Lia: I remember being collected from this hall near Liverpool Street Station. 

Interviewer: But you don’t remember getting to Liverpool, like landing at Harwich or Dover 
Court? 

Lia: Not really, no. No. I went directly, I think, to Liverpool Street. Yes, because I had 
a guarantor so I didn’t go to any of the other places. 

Interviewer: I see. That’s right.  

Lia: So I went directly to my guardian’s. 

Interviewer: And do you remember meeting here there at Liverpool? 
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Lia: At Liverpool Street Station?  Yes, I remember her collecting me. And I felt 
strange, obviously. But I think she made me feel more at home because she spoke 
German, so we were able to communicate. I don’t exactly remember doing that, 
but I think that’s what must have happened. 

Interviewer: Did you write home to your family? 

Lia: I wrote. Yes, I did. 

Interviewer: To your mother? To your father? 

Lia: To both. 

Interviewer: And how often did you write? 

Lia: I don’t know exactly how often I wrote. Can’t remember that, I’m afraid. And to 
start with, I had letters from both. And subsequently I only had letters from my 
mother, through the Red Cross. And then they stopped. 

Interviewer: Do you remember what you said to them in your letters, or what their letters said 
to you? 

Lia: They told me to be good. [laughs] And I know that my mother wrote to Mass, my 
guardian, and thanked her for looking after me. 

Interviewer: How nice that they could write to her in German. 

Lia: Yes, yes.  

Interviewer: Do you still have the letters from that time? 

Lia: Yes, I do. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything more about what they said? 

Lia: Not really. They just told me to be good, and work hard, and that really not to 
forget them, you know, that sort of thing. 

Interviewer: Do you ever read these letters over today? 

Lia: Well, they’re in German. I do read them from time to time, the Czech ones. But 
you know, I don’t know what it is. It’s quite upsetting in many ways. And you 
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don’t really like other people translating them. So I’m just pleased to have them, 
really.  

Interviewer: Did you understand at that time why you were sent to England?  

Lia: At the time, I understood that we were going on to the States. And that’s all I 
remembered. 

Interviewer: And did you ever talk about it with your guardian? 

Lia: Well, I went to the local school, and then she must have heard about the Czech 
school, because there was a Czech boarding school in Shropshire. And we 
subsequently moved to Breconshire in South Wales. And she sent me to a Czech 
boarding school, because I’d forgotten Czech. And everything she said, she 
prefaced, “If your parents are alive,” you know, to sort of get me used to the idea 
that they mightn’t be alive, I suppose. Anyway, I was very happy at the Czech 
boarding school. I met some of my Czech friends from there, this time. We had a 
reunion actually this year―no, not this year, sorry―last year, in July, at the old 
school. And I keep in touch with one or two of my friends from there, anyway.  

 I was there till the end of the war. And I very much wanted to go back to 
Czechoslovakia. And then slowly the news trickled through that my parents were 
not alive. I think I still wanted to go back. But again, I’ve completely cut out the 
period at the end of my stay at the Czech school. I think I was pretty upset, 
because some people went back. Some people, their parents were here, or they’d 
moved on to the States. And different people went to different places. And some 
of the people that went back to Prague and Czechoslovakia, I think people had 
taken over their properties, their homes and so on. And they didn’t have a very 
happy time, I think. Some stayed on; some came back, I think, to England.  

 Anyway, we had a very happy time at the Czech school. We had a lot of laughs. 
We slept in dormitories, and we had great fun. I can remember at one point in 
Shropshire all the girls got nits. 

Interviewer: Got nets? 

Lia: Nits in our hair. We all had nits? 

Interviewer: What’s that? 

Lia: You know, fleas in the hair. And the eggs, those are nits. And I can remember, we 
all had paraffin compresses, all our hair combed out with paraffin, which I 
suppose was the wartime treatment for getting rid of these. We all went to bed 
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with these paraffin towels around our head. And in the morning, the boiler had 
gone out so there was not hot water for us to wash our hair to get back to school. 
We all smelled terrible, as you can imagine. And our greatest fear was that the 
boys would laugh at us. So I don’t quite know what happened, but I suppose 
eventually they were combed out and we were clean again. It’s a funny memory, 
isn’t it? But we had some very happy times. 

 And then school, from Shropshire (Hinton Hall, Shropshire, which was the name 
of the little town), the people that owned this very big hall needed to come back. 
They’d come back from the air force, and they needed their home back. So the 
entire school was moved to a hotel in Llanwrtyd Wells in Breconshire. And again 
we had a very happy time down there. By that time I was in {tertia}, which was 
the third form, and we were in a sort of prefabricated hut in the grounds. And all 
the other classes, apart from where we had our religious studies, our Hebrew, in 
another hut in the grounds; we used to go there to have our Hebrew studies. But 
we had a lovely time there. We had our own newspaper, which the elder children 
published. And we used to have concerts and play table tennis. And the 
headmaster, who was a soldier, he used to have the boys drilling. Altogether we 
were very, very happy, as far as one could be, separated from one’s family. But it 
was a very happy time for us all, until the very end. 

Interviewer: So they were all Jews? 

Lia: No, no. There were quite a percentage of Jewish children, but the staff, some were 
English, some were soldiers that disagreed with the regime, and they were not 
Jews. I don’t think any of the soldier teachers were Jews, actually, but they 
disagreed with the regime in Czechoslovakia and they had to get out. We had 
some very nice teachers. And sadly now, our headmaster actually was at the last 
reunion. His name is Pan Havliček, and we were all scared stiff of him, probably 
because he was a military type. But he came to the last reunion in 
Czechoslovakia, in Česky Krumlov, about four years ago. He was there then. But 
those were very happy times. 

 And then when school finished and people went back or emigrated, I went back to 
Anglesey and finished my schooling there, in the local grammar school, where my 
guardian was actually the senior English mistress. 

 But I had a very happy childhood. I was very, very lucky. I can remember the day 
I came to England very clearly, because after we’d finished our train journey, my 
guardian’s brother-in-law, Uncle Rob, met us off the train. And we went to Bull 
Bay, which is a tiny little village. It just had a post office, nothing more than that. 
And we had to go along this lane with three gates. So we had to get out of the car 
and open the gates. And we walked the last bit of the journey, which was up two 
fields to where the bungalow was. It was a wonderful light night, and everything. 
It was very, very light. It was really lovely. And my memory, when I actually got 
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into the bungalow, on the kitchen table sat a cat. And I know straightaway, I knew 
I was going to be all right because I loved cats. I had a little cat in 
Czechoslovakia. And so I thought, “It’s going to be all right.” And I really had a 
very happy childhood, bearing in mind that I had none of my own family. But I 
was accepted into my guardian’s family with all her sisters, all her brothers, the 
children. And to this day, I’m a member of that family. So I’ve been very, very 
fortunate. 

Interviewer: And you still thought, I’m sure, for a while that soon your family would be 
joining you and you would be going to the States? Or you thought you would be 
meeting them in the States? 

Lia: Well, not really, not by this time, because as school finished, I knew my parents 
weren’t alive. 

Interviewer: But at the beginning? 

Lia: Oh, until the war ended, that was my hope. 

Interviewer: Oh, all the way up until the war ended? 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: You thought your parents would be joining you in England? 

Lia: Well, my mother. I wasn’t quite certain about my father because they were 
separated, you know. But yes, until the war ended. But I knew of course about the 
concentration camps. And, you know, one hoped. That’s all one could do. 

Interviewer: Did you know any English before you arrived? 

Lia: No. 

Interviewer: And you say your guardian spoke to you in German.  

Lia: She did. 

Interviewer: Okay. And how did you learn English? 

Lia: Well, I went to a little school in Llangefni, which was a little local church school. 
And, well, I learned English within a couple of months. And of course we spoke 
English at home. I picked it up quite quickly. I didn’t have much difficulty.  
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Interviewer: It seems you got along quite well with your foster family, with your guardian. 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: Great. Did you have contact with the other refugee children? 

Lia: No. I was the only {one} on Anglesey. There just were no other Jewish children. 
I’m afraid I was very spoiled, because living in a little tiny village, everybody 
knew my guardian, and I suppose I was a bit of a rarity, you know, a refugee all 
the way from Czechoslovakia. And people were very kind to me, and I had a lot 
of friends. 

Interviewer: Great. Was your guardian Jewish? 

Lia: No. 

Interviewer: What was her religion? 

Lia: She was Church of England. 

Interviewer: So did she take you to church with her? 

Lia: She didn’t take me to church because she didn’t go to church, herself. Having said 
that, she read the Bible. Shall we say, she was religious in the way she led her life. 
But she sent me to Sunday school every week. And I met other children there.  

Interviewer: Sunday school, was that a Jewish institution? 

Lia: No, it wasn’t. 

Interviewer: No Sunday school? 

Lia: In a church Sunday school. 

Interviewer: So did you have to pretty much drop your Judaism at that point? 

Lia: Well, I didn’t really practice any Judaism at all there, you see. In no way at all. 
But I always knew I was Jewish, and if anybody asked me what religion, I always 
said I was Jewish. But apart from going to Sunday school, I didn’t really do very 
much religious– One of my guardian’s sisters, Aunt Meg, gave me a book of Old 
Testament stories to read, which I still have. I had no religion forced upon me. 
And I remember when I must have been, I suppose, 12-13, and everybody else 
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was being confirmed. I suppose I wanted to conform, and I said to Mass that I’d 
like to be confirmed. She said, “Well, look. Wait till you’re grown up. If you want 
to do that then, you can.” But she didn’t want to– I was in no way pushed 
religiously. 

Interviewer: And did you enjoy going to Sunday school? 

Lia: Well, I did, to meet my friends, because we lived in a very isolated spot. And 
unless you went to school– We were about a mile and a half from the next little 
village. So you didn’t meet many children except at school, and I suppose Sunday 
school.  

Interviewer: And you went to a local elementary school? 

Lia: I did. 

Interviewer: How long were you there before you went to the boarding school? 

Lia: I suppose, until I was about ten. 

Interviewer: And then how many years were you at the boarding school? 

Lia: Three years. 

Interviewer: What did you do for fun? 

Lia: Was this locally, or when I went to the Czech boarding school? 

Interviewer: Both places. 

Lia: Both. Well, I used to like blackberrying and mushrooming and reading and 
collecting flowers, and playing with the animals at the farm, and helping at the 
farm. I had a very happy childhood. I used to get up early and mushroom and 
blackberry. And I used to go and take the fruit to my various friends. I know 
during the school holidays this circle of friends that lived either in Liverpool {or} 
London that came down to Anglesey, well, first of all, they were evacuated all the 
time because of the bombing. And we used to all play together and have fun 
together.  

Interviewer: So other children were evacuated too? 

Lia: Yes. They were not Jewish.  
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Interviewer: And of course you didn’t have to be evacuated because you were already out in 
the country. 

Lia: I was a refugee there already. Yes. 

Interviewer: At that time, did you consider your guardian’s family your family? 

Lia: Yes. I was treated exactly the same as anybody else in the family. 

Interviewer: Were you aware of, at some point, being labeled an enemy alien? 

Lia: Never. I was too young. I was only eight, you see. 

Interviewer: And you were Czech. Did that happen to the Czech refugees? 

Lia: I don’t think it did, actually. I think only who came from Germany and Austria. I 
think that’s correct. 

Interviewer: Okay. So you didn’t have any problems with internment. 

Lia: No. And I was too young, either way. 

Interviewer: Okay. You went to the boarding school for three years, and then tell me again 
what happened. 

Lia: Then I finished my education at the local school.  

Interviewer: Was that because the boarding school closed? 

Lia: The boarding school closed at the end of the war, because people either went back 
to Czechoslovakia or to where their parents were living, or family were living. 
And they closed it. The school was made a hotel again, I think. 

Interviewer: So then you went back to― 

Lia: So then I just went back to Anglesey. I had gone there each holiday during this 
time. And I finished my education at the only local grammar school, where my 
guardian was the senior English mistress. 

Interviewer: And how did you find out about your family? Or what did you find out about 
them? 
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Lia: Well, you had lists. {One was} straightaway, in 1945. And then, out of the blue, I 
had this letter. You see, my stepmother found me. I didn’t know of her existence. 
My father had married again. It probably was after we’d started moving because 
of the unrest in Sudetenland. So I didn’t even know he was married. And she 
found me. She told me a strange story, that when she was in Theresienstadt―or I 
think by this time she was in Auschwitz―that she’d gone to a soothsayer, and this 
lady had said to her that in the future she would find me, that I was alive and that 
she would find me. And indeed that’s what’s happened, because I didn’t know of 
her existence, although she says that she took me to school. Although she wasn’t 
married to my father, she was a friend, and for some reason she took me to school 
on one occasion or on a few occasions. So she found me. But I didn’t know her. It 
was like meeting a complete stranger. So she came to England. 

Interviewer: You got a letter from her? 

Lia: Got a letter from her. 

Interviewer: And what did the letter say? 

Lia: Well, I think she just told me who she was. And my guardian, being the sort of 
person she was, she invited her to come and stay, which she did. But in fact, my 
stepmother did have a cousin in London as well. So I think she stayed with her 
cousin in London and then came on to us. She came, I think, two or three times. 

Interviewer: So was it in that letter that you found out what had happened to your parents? 

Lia: No, no. I knew before. I knew before that. 

Interviewer: How did you find out, and what did happen to them? 

Lia: Well, they perished. My father perished in Auschwitz, and my mother and the rest 
of the family in Theresienstadt.  

Interviewer: And you found that out from seeing a list? 

Lia: No. I found that out subsequently. Just before I was married, I went to Prague to 
stay with my stepmother, and we went to the Jewish town hall in Prague, and we 
saw it on the lists there. We pretty well knew what had happened, but this 
confirmed what had happened, when we went through the records there. 

Interviewer: I’m still a little confused about when and how you found out that your parents 
were dead. 

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



99_ROK_B_7_LiaLesser_6_17_99 LIA LESSER page 22 
 

Lia: Lists came to the school.  

Interviewer: Of victims? 

Lia: Of victims. Yes. 

Interviewer: And you saw their names on the list? 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: How were you able to cope with your feelings? 

Lia: I’m just completely blank. I cannot remember that period when the school closed 
down at all. So I imagine it must have been rather traumatic. But I’m just 
completely blank. The other thing was that I was a little prepared, because my 
guardian had prefixed everything with “If your parents are alive.” So that must 
have put a little doubt in my mind. 

Interviewer: Was there a certain point during the war that you became aware of what was 
happening to Jews in Europe? 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: Do you remember anything about that, what you found out about it? 

Lia: I read it in the papers. You see, there wasn’t any Jewish community at all where I 
was, you see. If you’re amongst a Jewish community, you’re {aware} very much 
more quickly, aren’t you? You know exactly what’s going on. But you must 
remember, I was a child amidst people that really didn’t realize what was 
happening to Jews, apart from very few. Like my guardian must have had great 
foresight to take me in. But I don’t know how much perception there was in the 
community at large at that time, what was happening. So probably it filtered 
through to me more slowly than it might have if you lived in Liverpool or 
Manchester or somewhere where there was a big Jewish community. I perhaps 
instinctively knew that things weren’t right, but I didn’t definitely know, till what 
I read in the papers, exactly what was going on.  

Interviewer: And then you said at a certain point the letters stopped. 

Lia: The letters stopped.  

Interviewer: Do you know when that was? 
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Lia: I think it was 1944. 

Interviewer: So they managed to stay in Prague, then, till 1944? 

Lia: No, these were Red Cross letters. I think they must have come– I’m not quite 
sure. I think one or two might have been smuggled out of Theresienstadt. But I 
think mainly when they were in Prague, because they were not deported till sort 
of later. 

Interviewer: And did these later letters give any indication of what was happening to them? 

Lia: No. I think they were censored, you see. So there was nothing very much. 

Interviewer: I see I have the US version of this because it’s all about your arrival in the United 
States. [laughs] I assume you just stayed in England. 

Lia: I stayed in England, yes. 

Interviewer: Okay, so we’ll skip these “life in the United States” sections. [laughs] Tell me 
what you did after you finished school. 

Lia: Well, I always wanted to be a nurse. And one of my guardian’s sisters (she had 
six sisters), Aunt Meg, was a health visitor, and she’d been a patient at the Queen 
Elizabeth Hospital in Birmingham, and she that was a good hospital to go to. So I 
applied, and I did my nurse’s training at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in 
Birmingham.  

 But prior to that, I should have said, they had no A level students on Anglesey at 
that time, so you couldn’t complete your education. So I decided I wanted to go 
into nursing, but because I wasn’t old enough (I was only 17 at the time), I did my 
nursery nurse’s training first. So I did that for two years. And I’d always wanted 
to be a children’s nurse. Anyway, I had to do my general training first, so I did 
that at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital. And during that time, you circulate round 
various hospitals. And when I was at the Children’s Hospital, I realized it was not 
for me, that I could not come to terms with children dying. So I did general 
nursing, and I nursed adults until I got married. And then I had seven years off, 
and we had two daughters. And I had seven years off, and then after that I did 
family planning for 17 years, both in clinics and the community. And then I 
retired. 

Interviewer: When did you marry? 

Lia: 1969. I think that’s right. I’m awful with dates. 
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Interviewer: So you were quite a bit older by then. 

Lia: I was. Yes, I think I was 39. 

Interviewer: And what is your husband’s background? 

Lia: His family originally came from Poland, and they came to Birmingham. His 
father was a tailor, and he has a brother and a sister. His mother came from 
London, and I think they’d lived in London for some generations.  

Interviewer: Is he Jewish? 

Lia: My husband’s Jewish, yes. And he was a lawyer, and he’s still working part-time. 

Interviewer: How did you meet him? 

Lia: I met him at a little club. It wasn’t a Jewish club. It was called the Coffee Pot. We 
met then, and knew each other a couple of years, and you know, he was very nice, 
but so were a lot of other people. And then suddenly, I don’t know, something 
must have happened. [laughs] You know how these things happen. Anyway, so 
we were married. And we’ve always lived in Birmingham. 

Interviewer: Were you able to tell him about your past experiences, being on the 
Kindertransport? 

Lia: Oh yes. He knew all that. 

Interviewer: Did your experiences as a child refugee affect your own decision to have 
children? 

Lia: No. No.  

Interviewer: Because you told me you do have children, right? 

Lia: Two daughters, yes. 

Interviewer: Was it difficult to raise children without parents of your own? 

Lia: No, I don’t think so. 

Interviewer: Did you tell your children about your experiences as a Kind? 
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Lia: Well, I think more recently than in the past. Partly– I suppose there wasn’t so 
much to tell. I mean, they knew what happened to me once I came to England. 
But I remembered so little from when I was a child. But subsequently, yes. They 
know, because of course they came to Anglesey because my guardian’s home– 
We used to go there every holiday. It was my family, so we’ve always been very 
close and in touch.  

Interviewer: But as they were growing up, did your children know that you were from 
Czechoslovakia? 

Lia: Oh yes. They knew that. 

Interviewer: That their grandparents had died in the Holocaust? 

Lia: They always knew that all my family had perished in the Holocaust.  

Interviewer: How do you think your past has affected your children? 

Lia: I don’t think it’s affected them. Naomi has been with us to Prague, and she’s been 
to Theresienstadt. And then last year we went on a trip to Poland with Stephen 
Smith from Beth Shalom, and we went to Auschwitz, and we went to Warsaw, 
and we went to– I can’t remember all the places we went to. We went to Arek 
Hersh, who was a survivor from several of the camps, including Auschwitz, he 
came with us. And he took us to his little home village, which I don’t remember 
now, and told us about how everybody had been eradicated. I think he was about 
the only survivor from his little village. That was an interesting trip. And I think 
Naomi got quite a lot from that. She’s quite interested in Judaism, although I can’t 
say she’s terribly religious. [laughs] 

Interviewer: And how do you feel now about your children and the lives they’ve created for 
themselves? 

Lia: Yes, I think they’ve both created interesting lives. They’re both happy in their 
jobs. Rachel, the elder one, she works for Social Services now. She took a couple 
of degrees, one in maths and one in computing. Naomi opted not to go to 
university, and she’s happy in her job too. 

Interviewer: Are you close to them? 

Lia: Very close. 

Interviewer: Do you ever think about whether you would have been able to send your children 
away in a similar situation? 
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Lia: I have thought about it, more so recently, and realize what a brave decision our 
parents must have made in the past. I suppose for us it would be easier, knowing 
what happened to the children that were not sent. So it would be an easier 
decision now, because it was unprecedented, wasn’t it, in 1939? 

Interviewer:  Exactly. Do you have a Jewish identity? 

Lia: How do you mean? Do I go to shul, and do we keep the festivals, keep Shabbat 
and that sort of thing? Yes indeed. 

Interviewer: So all of those things? 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: And you also raised your children with a sense of their Jewish identity? 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: Do you often think or talk about your past? 

Lia: Not so often, no. 

Interviewer: Do you have a sense of what still affects you from your experiences as a refugee? 

Lia: I suppose, in the way you treat other people. Yes. You know what their feelings 
must be. But strangely enough, we haven’t– For instance, the people from Kosovo 
now, there are none in Birmingham. I would know what they were going through, 
if I met up with them. 

Interviewer: So kind of an empathy for people in similar situations. 

Lia: Yes indeed. Yes. 

Interviewer: Is your guardian still alive? 

Lia: No. She died about four years ago. She has just one sister now living. And she’s 
92. 

Interviewer: And you say you’re still in touch with some people from your Czech boarding 
school? 

Lia: Yes. 

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



99_ROK_B_7_LiaLesser_6_17_99 LIA LESSER page 27 
 

Interviewer: And you’ve been back to Czechoslovakia? 

Lia: Yes. We’ve been back to Prague several times. 

Interviewer: What was it like, going back? 

Lia: Well, the first time, it was very sad. It was in the Dubček era, and everybody was 
down at heel and shabby. Even the soldiers were unshaven, and their shoe boots 
were dirty. It seemed everybody was depressed and down. It was under 
Communist rule. If there were oranges in one shop, there’d be oranges 
everywhere. The clothes were all like uniforms, everywhere the same. And there 
was very, very little. And the buildings were very shabby. Everybody seemed 
very despondent, the first time I went. And each time subsequently, the 
prosperity, I think, is improving. People are still very badly off, particularly, I 
think, the elderly people. A lot of people let their homes and they go and stay with 
relatives, because they can get reasonably good money for letting out their flats 
and so on. I know on one occasion we went to Prague, and I remember meeting 
this old lady, and she said, “Do you have somewhere to live?” She obviously 
needed money. It’s very sad when old people have to do that. 

Interviewer: What made you want to go back there? 

Lia: Well, because it’s where I came from. And also to visit my stepmother. But my 
stepmother died last October, so we went when her ashes were interred. We went 
there last October. She was very fortunate, really. Her mother died just before the 
war, so her ashes were interred at her mother’s grave. That was what she wanted. 
We haven’t been back since last October. 

Interviewer: Do you still remember your Czech? 

Lia: Well, I had completely forgotten it, and when I went to Czech school, obviously, I 
spoke it then. That was a long time ago, so a couple of years ago I started having 
Czech lessons. I found a very nice Czech lady. So up to last October, I was having 
a private Czech lesson every week. So I can speak a bit, yes. 

Interviewer: Do you feel now that Britain is your home? 

Lia: Yes. 

Interviewer: What has helped you to move forward in your life? 

Lia: I suppose, the support you’ve had from different people along the way. I always 
loved my work. I was very happy doing that. I did my midwifery, and then I did 
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my general training. I suppose the people you met along the way. I’m quite a 
gregarious sort of person, so I really got on with people reasonably. And I’ve got 
a lot of friends. People are always very supportive in what you do. And I’ve got a 
very supportive husband. We’re as different as chalk and cheese. He’s the level-
headed one, and I’m the impulsive one. And I can say the same about my 
daughters. One takes after him, one after me. And I suppose it’s a good 
combination, really. You get the support and encouragement, and that’s how you 
get on, I suppose. We belong to quite a lot of Jewish societies and so on: World 
Jewish Relief, and Council of Christians and Jews, and various sort of charitable 
things we do. We enjoy life generally, especially now, I suppose. I’m retired and 
he’s semi-retired. There’s more time to do things together, which is really very 
nice. 

Interviewer: What have you gained and what have you lost from your experiences as a child of 
the Holocaust? 

Lia: I suppose I’ve in some ways gained more experience, having lost my parents at an 
early age. I suppose that’s irreplaceable, so I don’t know how differently I would 
have led my life if I hadn’t come to England. In some ways, I suppose I gained by 
coming to a foreign country, learning to make friends with people at a young age. 
On the other hand, living in Anglesey, which was very sheltered, I led a very 
sheltered life. I was really quite naïve, I think, in many ways, until I started my 
nursing training. I don’t know what else I gained, really.  

 What I lost, obviously, was my family and my Jewish background, probably, at an 
early age. But I was fortunate in that for many years I sort of wandered around. I 
went to various churches and so on and so forth. If anybody asked me what 
religion I was, I always said I was Jewish. And yet it took me a long time to– One 
day I opened the telephone directly and just looked up the local synagogue, and I 
rang up. And so I had to relearn all my Judaism. I don’t know exactly what I had 
learned as a child, because I had so few memories. But as soon as I went to shul, 
it all just flowed back. It was just right. So I just wish I had done it years before. I 
think I relearned quite quickly, really, considering that– I think it must have been 
tucked away, and just sort of came forth again. 

Interviewer: Was that before you were married, or after? 

Lia: Before I was married. 

Interviewer: Do you have feelings that what you went through wasn’t so bad? 

Lia: Well, the feelings I have– I think because, for some reason, I was able to put 
down a curtain (I think I must have put down a curtain of some sort), I was able to 
get on with my life. And I was able to look at my childhood then more 
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dispassionately. I suppose mentally I had adjusted for seven years, knowing there 
was a possibility that my parents wouldn’t be alive. And I think that helped in 
many ways. And I don’t think I was too badly affected. 

Interviewer: Have you ever felt as if you lost everything? 

Lia: No.  

Interviewer: What do you think should be carried on to future generations? 

Lia: You mean as far as Judaism is concerned, or? 

Interviewer: I think the question is more directed in terms of the legacy of the Holocaust.  

Lia: Oh, well, I think we must never forget it. We must talk about it and teach other 
people about it. It must never be forgotten, because I mean, look what’s going on 
now. You wouldn’t think that it would have happened again, and in a different 
way, it’s happening, in the name of religion and nationality. 

Interviewer: Is there anything else you’d like to say? 

Lia: Just really what was said yesterday, how grateful we must all be to people like 
Nicky Winton, of whose existence I didn’t know until very recently, that he had 
the foresight and the courage to bring us to the safety of this country, and to this 
country for taking us in, and for many people being so kind. I think that’s about it, 
really. Is that all right? [laughs] 

[End of Interview]  
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