
Peter Theodore Landsberg was born in Berlin on 
8 August 1922 into an educated secular Jewish family. 
His father passed away in 1930, and after the Nazi 
rise to power he realized that he could not fulfill his 
ambition to study in Germany. In his letter to John he 
explains: “I will not tell you here much about the effect of the 
Nazi-Jewish culture clash on a school boy in Berlin; it is fairly 
well documented.” In January 1939, at the age of 16, he left for 
Britain to join his elder brother Rolf. At the beginning of the 
war Landsberg was regarded as an enemy alien and a security 
risk and interned on the Isle of Man. After completing an 
external degree in Physics at London University, he studied for 
an MSc in 1946 and was awarded a PhD from Imperial College 
in 1949. 

In 1959, aged only 37, he was appointed Professor of Applied 
Mathematics at University College Cardiff, where he was 
deputy principal from 1968 to 1971. In 1972 he moved to 
the chair of Applied Mathematics at the University of 
Southampton, retiring in 1987. He died in February 2010. In his 
letter to John, Landsberg makes an attempt to reconstruct, 
and to explain, the changes and the continuities in this life, 
and to make his grandson aware of the “complicated” family 
history of which he is a part. Becoming “a Britisher”, as he 
puts it, seemed easy at first; it was only when he realized 
how German his accent in the English language sounded 
(and that people kept asking him “where he came from”) 
that he decided to write – for himself no less than for John 
– about the specific questions of identity and belonging that 
characterized the mind-sets of thousands of German Jews 
who had arrived in Britain as refugees. While he regarded 
himself as British, he could still identify with the sentence 
pronounced by President John F. Kennedy on 26 June 1963 
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from the balcony of the Schöneberg town hall: „Ich bin ein 
Berliner.“ This heritage remained important for him, and he 
wanted to pass it on to his grandson.

Peter Theodore Landsberg, Letter to his grandson John (July, 1993)
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