
Siegfried Joachim Wolfgang Nelki (‘Wolf’) (11.06.1911 – 10.01.1992) 

 

Wolf, the youngest of the 10 children, was born on 11th June 1911. In 1917, after 

WW 1, there was famine in Germany and Ilse, Wolf’s beloved older sister, died of 

food poisoning from rotten meat, aged 10. 

He remembered very well the German revolution in 1918, when the kaiser 

abdicated and the social democrats formed the Weimar Republic, and the 

Spartacus movement challenged them – there were many fights and Wolf’s school 

was near the centre of demonstrations and violence. As children they would play 

out being Spartacists or for Scheidmann (the SDP president). The Spartacus 

uprising was finally quelled when Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht were 

killed. 

 

Wolf went to the Mommsen Gymnasium when he was 11 and soon became 

politically involved, refusing to follow the path his brothers had done. He 

described a vivid memory and formative experience in his development, of Walter 

Rathenau, the Jewish foreign minister being murdered in 1922 (because he was 

Jewish) and going on a demonstration with his sister Alice in protest. She told him 

Jews and workers must fight together. He joined the student movement – 

Sozialistische Schüler Bund (SSB) when he was 16 and the communist party when 

he was 17. He became editor of the student magazine – Der Schulkampf, 

supported students at industrial tribunals, was arrested for distributing leaflets 

and frequently challenged the antiquated school system. He matriculated when 

he was 17 and refused to join the KC or become a dentist. He wanted to study law 

& eventually was able to persuade his father to allow him to. 

 

He loved his studies and had tutorials with Siegbert Springer who advised him a 

week after the day of the boycott on April 1 1933 to immediately leave Germany 

as he was at high risk as both a communist and a jew. He might otherwise not 

have left then as he was about to take his law finals and very much wanted to 

complete his studies. Springer later, on May 10, 1938, committed suicide when 

called to the Gestapo. 

 

Wolf went to Paris and was able to continue his law studies at the Sorbonne, with 

help from many people and with a variety of menial jobs. He loved being in Paris, 

remained politically active (in the Berliner Opposition) and spoke French fluently. 

However, after a year, the French changed the law making it effectively not 



possible for refugees to work as lawyers. At the same time, the communist party 

(under Stalin) became more rigid and in 1935 Wolf and some of his friends were 

expelled from the communist party for not following the party line. This was a very 

hard and isolating time for Wolf, and he decided to go and live with his parents in 

Brussels. He worked there as a dental technician and made many friends, also 

keeping politically active. In 1937, he decided to study dentistry & didn’t follow 

his parents to London when they went to live with Otto and Fritz in 1937. 

The father insisted on the family meeting up on birthdays and at Christmas so 

Wolf had to find ways to visit from Brussels and luckily was there in August 1939 

when war broke out and he could not return. Although a blow because he couldn’t 

finish his dental studies, it probably saved his life. 

 

He met up with Erna Liesegang in London who had been part of the same 

political movement in Berlin but early on in their relationship she was arrested (but 

never charged) and imprisoned in Holloway prison for 3½ months, 6 weeks in 

solitary confinement. He sought help from Fenner Brockway, MP, who ensured her 

release and they then got married on 2.3.1940 (with a curtain ring as their 

wedding ring!). Fenner and Wolf’s sister Alice were witnesses. The rest of the family 

disapproved. 

 

Shortly afterwards, they – and Otto and Henry were interned on the Isle of Man. 

Wolf left after 6 months but Erna was only released after a year. They first lived in 

a large house in London lent to them while the family had evacuated to another 

part of England. Their son Michael was born on March 19, 1944. After the war, 

they lived in a flat in Blackheath where Erna started a nursery and Wolf worked as 

a dental technician. Eventually and with Otto’s help they bought their own small 

house in Clapham and had another child, Julia in 1953. 

 

After getting some compensation from the German government, Wolf was able to 

study again and finally completed his dental studies in 1961. He worked as a 

dental surgeon from home until in his seventies. He became passionately 

interested in the family and traced the family back several generations. Part of his 

research has now been turned into a book by his daughter called Villa Russo: A 

German Story pub: Offizin.2019 in German and in 2022 in English: 

https://www.julianelki.com/bookshop 

 

Text: Julia Nelki 
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