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Abstract 

The article reveals the events experienced at the 

end of the World War II in Latvia when many 

Latvians fled the Red army. One of the escape 

routes was via Baltic see to Gotland (Sweden) 

using fishing boats. The paper offers insight into 

life stories of three young men – Ēriks Tomsons, 

Pēteris Jansons and Laimonis Pētersons – who 

made this flight to Sweden possible. Their life 

stories tell about the circumstances that led them 

steer the boats of the resistance network, about 

their motives and challenges they faced. Oral 

history is like a bridge between the past and the 

present, academic research and everyday life. 

Life stories allow to look at events from the 

perspective of their participants and gives 

opportunities to study the individual and social 

aspects of historical processes and crises. 

Rezumat 

Articolul scoate la iveală evenimentele 

dramatice de la finalul celui de-al Doilea Război 

Mondial în Letonia, când numeroși letoni s-au 

văzut nevoiți să fugă din calea Armatei Roșii. 

Una dintre rutele de evadare a presupus 

traversarea Mării Baltice către Gotland (Suedia) 

cu ajutorul bărcilor de pescuit. Studiul aduce în 

prim-plan poveștile de viață ale trei tineri – 

Ēriks Tomsons, Pēteris Jansons și Laimonis 

Pētersons – care au făcut posibilă această 

evadare în Suedia. Destinele lor ilustrează 

circumstanțele ce i-au determinat să preia cârma 

bărcilor din cadrul rețelei de rezistență, 

motivațiile care i-au însuflețit și dificultățile pe 

care le-au înfruntat. Istoria orală devine un 

veritabil pod între trecut și prezent, între 

cercetarea academică și existența cotidiană. 

Poveștile de viață oferă posibilitatea de a privi 

evenimentele din perspectiva participanților și 

creează oportunități de a analiza dimensiunile 

T 
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individuale și sociale ale proceselor și crizelor 

istorice. 
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Introduction 

Everyone was squeezed on the boat, there was no possibility of hygiene. I had to 

push Mrs. Rosenberg into the engine room with my foot and made an enemy for life. Not 

only food was lacking, but also drinking water. It was the most difficult for the children who 

were crying in frustration. On the horizon, we saw the German ships used for retreating 

from Estonia… If the Germans had caught us, it would have been even crazier. That's why I 

drove into the shoals near Saaremaa because large ships couldn't go there. I knew that place. 

When I drove across the sea, I knew I would survive. Many times, it was so terrible 

that the guys became apathetic, their fingers were frozen, they couldn’t start the engine, they 

couldn’t do anything. We didn't even have normal clothes. We went through so much. We 

crossed the sea because of the people. And I went through it all. (Pēteris Jansons, NMV-

4461) 

In this quote, Pēteris Jansons, one of the boat drivers who crossed the Baltic 

Sea 28 times to bring refugees from Latvia to safety in Sweden, describes the difficult 

situation in which many thousands of Latvian residents found themselves at the end 

of the World War II, when they decided to flee in desperation to escape the invading 

Red army and the repeated occupation of Latvia. Almost 5,000 Latvians found 

refuge in then-neutral Sweden, where they arrived by crossing the Baltic Sea in 

dangerous conditions, usually using simple fishing boats. 

August 1943 was a turning point in the World War II when the retreat of the 

German army began. Regarding the territory of Latvia, in its West part the so-called 

Courland (Kurzeme) Pocket was formed: an area where Army Groups of Nazi 

Germany were surrounded by the Red Army for almost a year, from July 1944 until 

10 May 1945. The pocket was created during the Red Army's offensive, when the 

Soviet forces of the 1st Baltic Front reached the Baltic Sea near Memel (Klaipeda, 

Lithuania) thus isolating German forces in Latvia between Tukums and Liepāja, 

                                                 
1 Here and further in the text each interview is indicated by an abbreviation, where “NMV” 

refers to the collection of the National Oral History archive, followed by a reference to the 

serial number of the interview in the collection. 
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with the Baltic Sea in the West, the Irbe Strait in the North and the Gulf of Riga in 

the East. German Army Group remained isolated in the Courland Pocket until the 

end of the war and they even did not received the order to surrender until May 10, 

thus becoming one of the last German groups to surrender in Europe.  

During this time, not only German troops and local civilians were 

surrounded in the Courland Pocket. There were also refugees from Latgale, 

Vidzeme and various parts of Russia, as well as many German army deserters and 

Soviet partisan groups hiding in the forests. So far, historians have not been able to 

estimate precise numbers of refugees who were in this area at the end of the World 

War II, but it is acknowledged that most of them wanted to go to Sweden, as this 

neutral country seemed as the safest refuge at the time.2 In August 1944, the illegal 

boat movement of Baltic refugees to Sweden became massive and continued at its 

most intense in September and October. The refugees trying to cross the sea were 

threatened from all sides: on the shore they were pursued by the German security 

services and coastguards, robbed by Red Arrow partisan group sent to Latvia by the 

Soviets, while the Baltic Sea was frequently ragging by storms in late autumn and 

winter, and the boats had to be wary of German and Soviet aircraft and patrol boats.3 

Using insight into life stories of three young men who made escape to 

Sweden possible and analyzing the experiences of the refugees whom these young 

men helped to cross the sea in boats, the study proposes to look at oral history 

testimonies as sources in the study of the events of the end of the World War II. 

 

Refugee movement from Latvia to Sweden on 1944-1945 

In 1943, the first people who crossed the Baltic Sea by boats in order to reach 

the Swedish island of Gotland, located 160 kilometers (or 88 nautical miles) from 

Latvia, were mainly the inhabitants of the Kurzeme coast, mostly fishermen. They 

were also joined by Latvian sailors who sailed on German ships and left them after 

arriving in Swedish ports. When the Central Council of Latvia was established, the 

movement of refugee boats across the Baltic Sea acquired an organized character. 

The Central Council of Latvia (CCL) was founded in August 1943 in Nazi-

occupied Latvia with an aim to restore Latvia’s independence after the war. Led by 

Professor Konstantīns Čakste of the University of Latvia and comprising 

representatives from the four largest political parties that had democratically 

                                                 
2 Dzintars Ērglis. Latvijas Centrālās padomes vēstures nezināmās lappuses (Rīga: Latvijas vēstures 

institūta apgāds, 2003), 94. 
3 Māra Zirnīte, ed., Pārcēlāji (Rīga: Mansards, LU, Dzīvesstāsts, 2021), 14. 
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governed Latvia until Kārlis Ulmanis's coup d'état in 1934, the CCL emerged as a 

principal political force within the national resistance movement. Anchored in the 

authority of the Latvian Constitution, it had the legitimacy to speak on behalf of the 

entire nation. Latvian historian Uldis Neiburgs states that the CCL was one of the 

main political forces of the national resistance movement in Latvia. It was a force 

oriented towards the democratic countries of Western Europe which united people 

who did not lack the courage to fight for the restoration of the country's 

independence under the conditions of the two occupying powers – Nazi Germany 

and the Soviet Union – and who were therefore repressed by both regimes.4 

Another critical task of the CCL was to establish routes for the clandestine 

transportation of individuals essential for the country's post-war restoration, 

including cultural figures and residents endangered by the Nazi and Soviet 

occupations, to neutral Sweden. To this end, the CCL formed a communication 

group based in Ventspils, Latvia. This covert refugee boat network relied on a 

diverse array of participants, including technical intelligence operatives, radio 

communication specialists, fishermen, sailors, and local residents who offered 

shelter to refugees along the entire coastline.5  

In the latter half of 1944, approximately 171,000 individuals departed from 

Latvia, either forcibly or in an attempt to escape territories occupied by the Red 

Army. Among them, 102,500 were civilian refugees.6 Over 4,500 Latvian refugees 

reached Sweden, with approximately 2,500 crossing the sea in boats organized by 

the CCL.7 The remaining refugees were uncoordinated individuals who made 

private arrangements with boat owners and operators. This migration was 

facilitated with the support of the Swedish-Latvian Aid Committee, the Swedish 

Defense Headquarters Office C8, and the U.S. War Refugee Board. 

  

                                                 
4 Uldis Neiburgs, Draudu un cerību lokā. Latvijas pretošanās kustība un Rietumu sabiedrotie (1941–

1945) (Rīga: Mansards, 2017), 291. 
5 Zirnīte, 13. 
6 Kārlis Kangeris, “Zviedrijas un PSRS attiecības un latvieši Zviedrijā 1941.–1959. gadā,” in 

Padomju okupācijas režīms Baltijā 1944.–1959. gadā: Politika un tās sekas (Latvijas Vēsturnieku 

komisijas raksti, 9), ed. I.Šķiņķe (Rīga: Latvijas vēstures institūta apgāds, 2003), 126. 
7 Ērglis, 19–22. 
8 As the Baltic refugee flow to Sweden increased, the Swedish Defense Headquarters Office C 

(inteligence service) was interested in receiving information and organising reconnaissance 

trips to Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania; therefore it was ready to support the illegal boat traffic 

and provide the necessary communication equipment. See Neiburgs, 303-309. 
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The dangerous way across the Baltic Sea  

The journey from Gotland to Latvia and back in fishing boats took 

approximately 30 hours. This route was extremely perilous, especially during the 

autumn and winter months, when the Baltic Sea was often turbulent. Navigating in 

small, unsuitable fishing boats made the task even more daunting, particularly when 

transporting refugees.  

Valentīne Lasmane, a CCL activist directly involved in organizing the 

refugee boats to Sweden, identified all the heroic boat drivers. She remembers: 

“There were about 20 regular sailors, who were found along the Kurzeme coast: students of 

the maritime school, fishermen who knew the Baltic Sea, young and old men. One brave man 

was not enough in a boat. Each boat needed at least two men, one at the helm and one at the 

engine, but a three-man team was less risky.”9  

Researchers highlight that the reduced flow of refugee boats between 

November 1944 and the spring of 1945 was due to several unfavorable natural 

conditions in the Baltic Sea region. In autumn, a cold and rainy spell prevailed, 

followed by a snowy winter, during which human footprints were clearly visible 

and could be tracked by the German coastguard. Additionally, the compacted ice 

along the shore made it difficult to launch the fishing boats into the water.10 

However, the journey across the Baltic Sea was hindered not only by natural 

conditions but also by the obstacles and dangers imposed by the occupying forces. 

The illegal activities of the resistance movement took place under strict restrictions, 

as members were only permitted to remain in the coastal areas of Kurzeme with 

special permits. Coastal residents under the age of 60 who were not affiliated with 

the German forces were ordered to relocate 8 kilometers inland. Boats not used for 

fishing were either destroyed or gathered and closely guarded. Additionally, the 

coastal guard presence was strengthened with powerful searchlights, which 

illuminated both the sea and the shore, disrupting the movement of the refugee 

boats.11 

The Nazi occupation authorities in Latvia sent refugees to Germany on 

ships and regarded those seeking a way to Sweden as spies. In mid-1944, the 

Germans arrested the leadership of the CCL, threatening the existence of the 

                                                 
9 Valentīne Lasmane, ed., Pāri jūrai, 1944./45. g.: 130 liecinieku atmiņas (Stockholm: Memento, 

1990), 154. 
10 Neiburgs, 303. 
11 Maija Krūmiņa, “Refugees from Latvia,” in Baltic Refugees in Gotland in Photographs by David 

Holmert, ed. M.Zirnīte, A.Lielbārdis (Rīga: Latvijas Universitātes Filozofijas un socioloģijas 

institūts, 2015), 18. 
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organization's clandestine network. Several fishermen involved in the transfer of 

refugees and boat owners who assisted them were tortured to death by the Nazis. 

Despite this, the Ventspils CCL communication group continued its operations until 

Germany's capitulation. Its leader, Valdemārs Ģinters, managed to escape Ventspils 

by boat at the last moment on May 8, 1945.12  

After the war, all supporters of the CCL who remained in Latvia faced 

severe Soviet repression, with several being sentenced to death. Historian Dzintars 

Ērglis estimates that at least 144 CCL members and their supporters were arrested 

in Latvia following World War II—a figure that remains provisional as research 

continues.13  

The organization of the mass movement of refugee boats between Nazi-

occupied Latvia and Sweden was both challenging and perilous, as it risked 

jeopardizing Sweden's policy of neutrality. Consequently, these efforts had to 

remain clandestine and unauthorized.14 

This underscores the genuine risks faced by those involved in organizing 

and operating refugee boat movements, as they were vulnerable to persecution by 

both occupying powers. 

 

The Ferrymen: Three stories, three destinies 

The boats were helmed by the so-called ferrymen—ordinary Latvian 

fishermen and sailors who risked not only their own lives but also the safety of their 

families. Every operation had to be conducted in utmost secrecy, with members of 

the clandestine network knowing only those with whom they directly collaborated. 

The personal recollections of those involved in these events represent rare and 

invaluable sources, offering insight into the choices and actions of individuals 

during a time of profound upheaval that irrevocably altered countless lives. For 

many years, these stories remained untold, shrouded in silence on both sides of the 

Baltic Sea. These ordinary fishermen, pivotal to these daring operations, were little 

known either during the events themselves or in the years that followed.  

During their perilous sea crossings, the ferrymen remained virtually 

"invisible," navigating primarily under the cover of night or, when necessary by day, 

with their faces smeared in oil for disguise. After settling in Sweden, they upheld a 

decades-long silence about these operations, largely due to the involvement of secret 

                                                 
12 Zirnīte, 13. 
13 Ērglis, 172. 
14 Neiburgs, 289. 
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services in organizing the boat journeys. Meanwhile, in occupied Latvia, any 

mention of these individuals or their actions was strictly forbidden. The eventual 

uncovering of these stories highlights a fundamental principle of oral history: giving 

a voice to those whose experiences have long been hidden, unheard, and 

unacknowledged. Their narratives not only shed light on the clandestine events they 

participated in but also provide invaluable firsthand accounts of moments where 

they were often the sole witnesses. 

The Latvian National Oral History Collection15 contains interviews both 

with number of ex-refugees who went to the Sweden and three ferrymen who took 

them across the sea. The life stories of these three men—Ēriks Tomsons (1918–2022), 

Pēteris Jansons (1922–2020), and Laimonis Pētersons (1919–2006)—offer valuable 

insights not only into their personal experiences of historical events but also into 

their character and perspectives. While memories may sometimes lack precision, 

when contextualized with other sources, these accounts significantly enrich 

historical narratives, shedding light on the intricate and multifaceted roles played 

by individuals in shaping history.  

The life stories of the ferrymen offer compelling testimony to their 

experiences, beginning with their childhoods in interwar independent Latvia and 

their aspirations to build careers as sailors—dreams abruptly disrupted by the Soviet 

occupation in 1940, followed by the Nazi occupation in 1941. These narratives 

illuminate the circumstances that compelled them to join the resistance network by 

steering refugee boats, providing insight into their motives and the formidable 

challenges they faced in undertaking such perilous tasks. Beyond chronicling the 

lives of Latvian historical figures whose selfless actions saved hundreds, these 

accounts also tell the story of ordinary individuals who made life-altering decisions 

in the face of extraordinary circumstances. 

Each story and fate is unique. Researchers uncovered the memories of the 

ferrymen through connections with Latvians living in exile. Valentīne Lasmane, a 

former member of the CCL Ventspils communications group who organized refugee 

transportation to the boats, played a pivotal role in broadening the understanding 

of these events and the people involved. She compiled 130 testimonies in a book 

documenting the experiences of individuals who fled across the Baltic Sea to Sweden 

                                                 
15 Since 1992 Latvian National Oral History project has been working scientifically at the 

Institute of Philosophy and Sociology at the University of Latvia, and it countains almost 4700 

life stories in the collection: these are stories of people who have lived in Latvia, emigrated, 

forced into exile - everything that is and feels connected to Latvia. 



14 | Revista Română de Studii Baltice şi Nordice / The Romanian Journal for Baltic and Nordic Studies 15 (1) 
 

 
between 1943 and 1945. With Lasmane's assistance, researchers located Pēteris 

Jansons, who was residing in the suburbs of Stockholm. Jansons and Lasmane later 

helped identify the other two ferrymen who lived in Latvia – Ēriks Tomsons and 

Laimonis Pētersons. 

Despite their varied post-war paths, the three ferrymen shared a common 

starting point: all had recently graduated from maritime school when they began 

their perilous boat journeys. After the war, Jansons remained in Sweden, while 

Pētersons and Tomsons returned to Soviet-occupied Latvia, where they were 

arrested and endured years in Soviet labor camps. Remarkably, despite the risks 

they faced and the hardships they endured, all three lived long lives. Pēteris Jansons 

reached the age of 98, Laimonis Pētersons 87, and Ēriks Tomsons an extraordinary 

103. 

Pēteris Pauls Jansons (1922–2020) graduated from the maritime school in 

Riga with a mechanic's diploma and sailed on ships in the Baltic Sea. At the onset of 

the war, he escaped from his ship while in Tallinn and, after a series of harrowing 

adventures, managed to return to Riga. He successfully evaded Nazi conscription 

on multiple occasions. In 1943, accompanied by a friend, he crossed the Baltic Sea to 

Sweden by boat and subsequently became a ferryman under the directives of the 

CCL. Janson remembers how he became a ferryman: 

 

In Stockholm, I accidentally met my schoolmate on the street. He was 

studying as a captain at the maritime school, I was studying as a machinist. He asked 

me if I wanted to go by boat back to my homeland to receive communications. Latvians 

are working there together with Swedes, and they need helpers. Since my parents and 

sisters remained in Latvia, of course, I wanted to bring them over. I came alone, 

without my family, I was bored alone in Sweden…. After a few days I got a call from 

a Swedish institution…. Our conversation was very short, I promised to drive myself. 

I was only 21 years old, young and stupid. When I was asked how much it would cost, 

I said: Nothing! There is nothing to talk about! Get a boat and we'll go across! (NMV-

446) 

 

Pēteris Jansons vividly recalled the most dramatic episode of his time as a 

ferryman: the transfer of 273 people in a single, ordinary fishing boat. The vessel was 

dangerously overloaded, forcing the passengers to jettison all their belongings and 

even their clothes to lighten the load. This journey was also the longest he ever 

undertook, lasting 40 hours instead of the usual 30: 
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When I rounded Cape Kolka, I began to feel that there was only about two 

centimeters of water under the boat. Entering the Irbe strait, the strength of the wind 

picked up, the boat and passengers began to be splashed by sea water. With each wave, 

the weight of the boat increased, it sank deeper, and the speed decreased even more. 

On the second day, the wind started blowing, the clothes got wet. The wet 

clothes added weight. More and more water began to accumulate in the bottom of the 

boat. The boat motor pump was operated all the time and also the hand pump, but it 

failed to reduce the water level significantly. Helping hands changed all the time at 

the hand pump. For safety, I started to steer the boat towards Cape Serve, where there 

are shoals and, if an accident happened, it would be possible to escape. 

I saw that I had taken on too much responsibility by allowing so many people 

to board the boat. I did not know the exact number of the people on the boat. It was 

designed for 150 people and was overloaded. So, what should I do now? I was a young 

boy, and I had a girlfriend in Gotland – I had to get back! I pulled myself together and 

gave the order to throw all the excess over the side of the boat. (NMV-446) 

 

Pēteris Jansons crossed the sea 28 times. At the end of the war, he chose to 

remain in Sweden, where he married Inga from Gotland and raised a son and a 

daughter. It took him ten years before he resumed correspondence with his father in 

Latvia. Although Pēteris made several attempts to bring his parents to Sweden, he 

was never able to reunite with them. This failure haunted him for the rest of his life, 

and he carried the burden of guilt over it.  

Pēteris Jansons also disclosed to oral history researchers that he remained 

silent about his secret missions during the boat trips for many years, in adherence to 

the oath of silence he had sworn to the Swedish security authorities. He was first 

interviewed in 1996, but it was only gradually, through a series of interviews, that 

he began to reveal details about the involvement of British and Swedish intelligence 

agencies in post-war activities, particularly in organizing the boat trips to Latvia. 

Pēteris started to talk about his connection with the intelligence services only in 

2010-2011, when the 60 years of non-disclosure of information had passed:  

 

I had to make a promise to the Swedes that I would keep my mouth shut. No 

one knew anything about all this, not even my children. Well, the family already knew 

who I had been, but everyone pretended not to know. The trips were supported by the 

Swedish authorities, but this was not done officially. We knew that if a trip ended in 

a disaster, we would not be able to expect any help from the Swedes. The Swedes knew 
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nothing. Absolutely nothing! All of us who constantly crossed the sea were called 

spies. But it was not allowed to speak openly about it in Sweden. 

But once I got a call from Swedish TV and asked if we could talk and if I 

could tell something. I said I don't know anything. And then he says: – I can visit 

you, and you can treat me with coffee. I didn't mind, it was different. – But I won't 

tell you anything! We sat outside, it was summertime. We started talking. And he 

began to talk about one thing and another. He talked to my wife beforehand, flattered 

her somehow. And then that journalist took some papers in his hand and started 

asking little by little. And I saw that he knew more than I did. He says: - The Swedes 

have nothing to worry about anymore. So many years have passed. I'm going to make 

a movie16 and I need materials. I've already talked to that person, and I've talked to 

that person. – So why should I be silent? That's how it started. The children now 

know who I have been. Now I can also speak openly, I don't have to be afraid of anyone 

anymore. (NMV-446) 

 

After 26 years, Pēteris and his wife visited Latvia for the first time. He 

worked as a work manager for an American company and lived to the age of 98, 

being laid to rest in Gotland. It was only 50 years after the end of the war that his 

family learned of his past, as he had been bound by a contract of silence. His 

granddaughter later created a documentary about him in Sweden, titled Med livet 

som insats (With Life at Stake), which incorporates Swedish wartime film chronicles, 

providing a broader context for her grandfather's memories. 

Ēriks Tomsons (1918–2022) was extensively  interviewed by both local and 

national mass media on his 100th birthday. Then his role as a guide also became 

more widely known to the people of Latvia. Shortly before his 100th birthday, he 

also recorded his memories into a dictaphone, which is the basis of his sequentially 

told life story published in a book.17 But in addition to that, he was also interviewed 

by oral history researchers, making both audio and video recordings at different 

times in 1999, 2015 and 2017. 

Since childhood, Ēriks Tomsons dreamed of becoming a sailor. He often 

laughed as he recalled how he was "baptized with seawater" by his godfather, who 

had once been a sailor himself. Tomsons began his career as a sailor on merchant 

ships, and in 1943, he graduated from the maritime school in Riga, earning a 

                                                 
16 Swedish director Olle Häger, who made a historical documentary "The Last Boat to 

Jūrkalne" (Sista baten till Jurkalne), 2001. 
17 Māra Zirnīte, ed., Pārcēlāji (Rīga: Mansards, LU, Dzīvesstāsts, 2021). 
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mechanic's diploma. In 1944, he was assigned to work at the small Baltic Sea port of 

Mērsrags. From there, on August 1, 1944, he and a friend sailed to Gotland, where 

he became a ferryman, transporting refugees from the Latvian coast to Sweden on 

behalf of the LCC. 

 

For two months in August and September we drove non-stop. The boat 

leaves in the morning, and the boys are waiting – will they return or not. Other times 

the boat doesn't come or comes a day later - a storm or some other accident happened. 

There were airplanes and submarines in the sea then. The submarine pokes its nose 

forward and explores, airplanes survey the sea from above. One of us is standing with 

a huge fishing rod – we're fine, we're fishing. They made us nervous. 

Everything was not going well for us; people were suffering from 

seasickness. We were all soaked to the skin. There was nothing beautiful about the 

journey, and there was no joy either. Everything was gloomy and unrepeatable. Those 

who were strong survived. (NMV-3676) 

 

Ēriks remembered a dramatic trip on September 20, 1944, when the boat 

“Gulbis” (Swan), which he steered to Gotland, was captured by the Germans:  

 

So, we were sailing for two or three hours and already thought we were at a 

safe distance from the fairway. However, in the distance we notice a convoy guarded 

by warships and they also have speedboats. A ship separates from the convoy and 

approaches us. As fast as we can, we throw Swedish-made matches and other things 

into the sea that would lead us to be mistaken for spies. As much as possible, we cover 

the refugees with a tarpaulin so that they do not see that there are so many people on 

the boat. Not a simple boat, but a warship armed with long-range cannons approaches 

and stands in front of our boat. 

Somehow, we attached ourselves to the warship. Only sailors could climb 

those rope ladders, but older people and mothers with children had to be pulled on 

board. The sailors took the small children under their arms and carried them up the 

stairs. And then lined everyone up and checked the documents. In the crowd of 

passengers there were also intelligent old men who knew German very well. They told 

the Germans that we had an accident: we were going to Germany, but the engine broke 

down. Then the German sailors put bombs in the “Gulbis” and blew it up. A bang, a 

cloud of smoke, and our motorboat went shards through the air and sank. All dreams 

of Gotland were gone. At least it seemed so at the time. (NMV-3676) 
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Tomsons, along with other refugees, ended up in a camp in Sopot (now in 

Poland). However, just a week later, he and a group of daring Latvian soldiers 

managed to escape back to Ventspils, which was still occupied by German forces at 

the time. Upon his return, he immediately resumed his mission, continuing to 

transport refugees to Sweden. 

In total, Tomsons completed eight successful crossings of the Baltic Sea. On 

his ninth journey in August 1946, however, he was tracked down on the Latvian 

coast and arrested in 1947. He spent ten years in Soviet Gulag camps. After his return 

to Latvia, Tomsons started a family and raised two daughters. He worked in an 

industrial company and was an active member of a men's choir.  

Ēriks Tomsons recalled the situation upon returning to Latvia after his 

imprisonment. Like Pēteris Jansons, he was forced to remain silent about his 

involvement in the transfer of refugees to Sweden. However, the reasons for his 

silence differed from Jansons'. While Jansons had been bound by a contract of 

secrecy with Swedish authorities, Tomsons' silence was dictated by the oppressive 

circumstances of Soviet occupation, where any association with such activities could 

lead to severe consequences: 

 

I wasn't allowed to stand out. I had to keep quiet... only my wife knew that 

I was the bad guy and was sent to Norilsk. The girls [daughters] grew up and didn't 

know what I had done. Neither Daiga nor Dace knew who I was. It's just that I was 

a sailor and was traveling on the sea. The fact that I brought refugees over - their 

mouths were open when they found out. (NMV-3676) 

 

Ēriks' relatives never blamed him for his involvement in the movement of 

refugee boats, despite the severe repercussions they endured because of it during 

the Soviet period. His father and sister Elvīra were forced to testify before the 

Committee for State Security, and in 1949, the entire family—along with the wife of 

his eldest brother—was deported to Siberia. Upon their return from the Far East, 

they were not allowed to live in their own homes, and the farm they had 

painstakingly built with their own hands was lost, taken away by the authorities. 

Laimonis Pētersons (1919–2006). The interview with Laimonis took place in 

1997 and was a detailed account of the sailor's daring adventures in the context of 

historical events. 

Pētersons graduated from Riga City Technical School and, at the age of 17, 

began sailing on Latvian merchant ships. He also later graduated from the Riga 



The Ferrymen: Latvian Refugees on their Way to Sweden in Oral History Testimonies | 19 

 

 

 

 

Maritime School with a mechanic's diploma. Pētersons served in the Latvian army, 

and after the Soviet occupation of Latvia, he was assigned to the submarine division 

of the Red Army. During the Nazi occupation, he was assigned to German merchant 

ships. In 1944, Pētersons fled to Sweden, where he became a ferryman in the refugee 

boat network organized by the CCL. Additionally, he provided radio 

communications with the resistance movement in Lithuania: 

 

If I am not mistaken, it was on September 29, 1944, when Žilinskas, the 

secretary of the Lithuanian embassy, came to us in Stockholm and two other 

Lithuanians came with him. They asked if we could give them a boat. Lithuanians had 

the same organization [as CCL]. Of course, they were not a sea nation at that time, 

their situation was weaker, communications were broken. We had a strong 

organization; communications were relatively good. Transmitters on this side and on 

the other side. The Lithuanians had five boats, but the Germans caught them all. They 

asked to be given a boat and one mechanic with them. None of us wanted to go as five 

boats had already been caught. We drew lots, who will be the “lucky one”. I draw the 

lot – I have to go. I wasn’t given a good boat either because they were afraid that it 

will go to ruin. (NMV-485) 

 

Unfortunately, the mission in Lithuania was not successful. There were 

issues with the boat, and reaching the destination proved difficult. Additionally, the 

rapid advance of the Soviet army, which encircled a large group of the German 

forces in the Courland Pocket, effectively ended any possibility of a mass evacuation 

of Lithuanians to Sweden. After facing various challenges, Pētersons and his 

companions returned to Latvia, eventually reaching Ventspils, where they met with 

members of the CCL and resumed their efforts to transport refugees to Sweden. 

Laimonis Pētersons returned to Latvia for the last time on October 14, 1945, 

primarily to convince his family—his wife, children, and mother-in-law—to escape 

to Sweden. However, he was arrested on November 5, 1945. 

  

I spent in Cheka18 prison without two days six months. A cell is a prison 

within a prison. It's cold there. A person is stripped down to his underwear. They 

don’t allow you to sleep for four or five days. You become limp like rubber. You don't 

                                                 
18 Cheka, also called Vecheka, early Soviet secret police agency and a forerunner of the KGB. 

In the colloquial Latvian language, this name can refer to the various repressive security 

structures of the USSR. 
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understand what you're saying anymore. The main thing is not to say anything 

superfluous. (NMV-485) 

 

Pētersons was sentenced to 15 years in the camp. He was released in 1956, 

after which he worked as a manager of mechanical workshops. 

In 1949, his entire family—his mother, wife, mother-in-law, and two 

daughters—was also repressed and deported to Siberia. The family was reunited 12 

years later when all members returned from Siberia. 

 

The way across the sea in the memories of refugees 

The memories of the ferrymen are marked by both the successes and 

challenges of navigation, interwoven with tales of adventures and difficult 

decisions, which reveal their moral principles—courage, sacrifice, and resilience. 

However, the National Oral History Collection not only preserves the accounts of 

the ferrymen but also those of the refugees. These testimonies allow us to reconstruct 

historical events from the perspective of those who, in their desperate bid for 

survival, spent days, and sometimes even weeks, in hiding, waiting for the boats. 

They were forced to make perilous journeys to the shore, sometimes several 

kilometers from their hiding places, often in the dark. As the boats could not 

approach the shore, refugees had to cover the distance in rowboats or wade through 

the frigid waters, sometimes up to their necks. Among those transported were small 

children and babies, several of whom perished, as well as elderly individuals who 

would never reach the safety of Sweden. The boats were overcrowded, and the 

journey was fraught with danger, yet it represented a fragile hope—a chance to save 

their lives. With the return of the Red Army to Latvia, life could no longer be 

guaranteed. 

Leaving the coast of Kurzeme and embarking on the perilous journey to 

Sweden aboard a refugee boat has remained deeply ingrained in the memories of 

those who survived it. It stands as one of the most emotionally and physically 

demanding, as well as psychologically charged, moments in their lives. This 

experience is often described as a feeling of being "between two shores." The "shore" 

symbolizes their homeland, while the "sea" and "boat," despite their danger and 

uncertainty, represent a temporary refuge.19 Much like the works of Latvian writers 

in exile, the crossing of the sea in a fragile refugee boat is vividly recalled in the life 

                                                 
19 Ingūna Daukste-Silasproģe, Gaidot laivu. Latviešu rakstnieki bēgļu ceļos Zviedrijā (Rīga: LU 

Literatūras, folkloras un mākslas institūts, 2019), 133. 
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stories of refugees, for it marked not only the departure from the old, familiar life 

but also the beginning of an uncertain, yet hopeful, new existence: 

 

The arrival of our boat was not timely. We had to live in huts in the forests 

south of Užava, five days and nights without provisions. Totally unprepared. I had a 

wife and a one-year-old daughter. These fir huts, you see, had been constructed ages 

ago as shelters. It is always dry under fir trees. This is where hares take refuge. These 

huts had stood there, as far as people knew, from time immemorial. Locals, that is 

farmers, took us there. And we waited there in the forest, very close to the sandhills, 

we waited five days and nights, until our boat arrived. A guide from the farm came to 

show us the way through the forests, over the sandhills, to the beach. All I had with 

me was a small case full of – you know what? – family photographs, that is all. No 

valuables. We were newly-weds and owned nothing. But we did have photographs. 

And I still have them! And a little potty for our daughter. (Laughing) (Boriss 

Mangolts (born 1919), Interview NMV-2736, recorded in USA, 2010) 

 

The danger and difficulties did not end after reaching the boat, as the 

journey itself was something completely unusual for the refugees: 

 

And the wind was blowing hard. And someone had placed a metal chain near 

the compass. It was out of order, and we went the wrong way. We just sailed past the 

island time after time. And when they saw a crow flying, they turned the boat around. 

Otherwise, we would have just kept on sailing past the island. So, it was the crow that 

showed us the way. The fishermen knew that crows were never far from land. And 

then we came to Foresund, an island next to Gotland. (Mirdza Čuibe-Cerbaha 

(born 1930), Interview NMV-2522, recorded in Gothenburg, Sweden, 2006) 

 

The fact that the refugee boats were often overcrowded is also evidenced by 

the stories of the refugees themselves:  

 

I was already 17 but still somewhat childish. But as we approached the 

seashore, it began to dawn on me that we were really leaving. We arrived in Jūrkalne 

where we spent a month waiting for the boat. Then one evening we were told that the 

boat had come. We made our way through the forest to the coast. Of course, it was 

pitching black and crackling sounds were heard all around. We did not know if we 

were being watched. We arrived but the boat had not come. We had to return, and the 

walk back was an ordeal. 
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We waited another couple of weeks. And again, there came the news that 

there is a boat, and we made our way there once more. This time the boat was there. 

We waded to a small boat that took us to the big boat. The big boat was meant for 

about 75 people, but there were 160 of us. Suddenly an announcement was made that 

no more passengers would be taken, there was no more room on the boat. I dashed into 

the water with a single thought in my mind – I have to get on the boat, I am not going 

back! I got to the boat a climbed in. I heard someone say: We have to take the girl with 

us. And so, I was one of the last to get on. (Aina Zvejniece (born 1926), Interview 

NMV-449, recorded in Stockholm, 2007).  

 

Sometimes the boats crashed, and an unknown number of refugees died. In 

this story, thankfully, the boat crashed near the coast of Sweden: 

 

It begins to snow, and we bump into something in the storm. There should 

be land, but there is no living soul in sight. There is signaling, it is blowing, but we 

have no idea where we can moor the boat. Onboard was Aizsilnieks who knew 

Swedish. A seaman mounts an empty petrol barrel, rows ashore, gets a small boat, 

seats Aizsilnieks in it and takes him to find out where we have to go. My husband and 

I had to wade ashore on the stones. …. In Visby we slept on paper mattresses in paper 

bed-clothes. (Vilma Kristsone-Zušmane (born 1920), Interview NMV-2538, 

recorded in Stockholm, 2006) 

 

The journey in a fragile fishing boat was undeniably dangerous, yet it 

represented a vital escape. For the younger individuals, however, it often carried an 

element of adventure, despite the risks involved: 

 

From one point of view, all the shambles were a game to us. We were all 

young. On the other hand, we were excited – this was our calling. And it was 

interesting. We knew that it was all over with Germany. 

On the boat, we knew no fear. No-one even knew who the captain was or if 

the captain had a compass. No-one knew anything of that kind, no-one asked any 

questions, nothing. We were on a boat bound for Sweden! And that was all. Each 

reacted in his own way. For example, many women who were on that boat and to 

whom I spoke afterwards, said that all their physiological functioning ceased. They 

felt no hunger, no other need. Absolutely nothing. (Valentīne Lasmane (born 1916) 

Interview NMV-464, recorded in Stockholm, 1996 and in Riga, 1997). 
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The events involving the large number of refugees remain firmly embedded 

in the collective memory of the inhabitants of the Kurzeme coast and Gotland. In 

addition to oral history and individual life stories, collective memory is also shaped 

by literature, memorial sites, and other commemorative forms. Notable among these 

is Refugee Boat, a sculpture by artist Marta Induse-Muceniece in Visby Cathedral, and 

the memorial plaque at the Slite boat pier. One of the most unique memorial sites is 

Bēgļu avotiņš (Spring of Refugees), located near a road sign in Katthammarsvik, 

Gotland. This site marks the place where refugees who fled Latvia on May 10, 1945, 

spent a prolonged period in an army barracks. There, they cleared the spring from 

overgrown bushes, and the year of their salvation, 1945, was engraved on a rock. 

Later, Pēteris Jansons planted a willow tree to commemorate the site. On the 

Kurzeme coast, there is also the sculpture Sail of Hope by sculptor Ģirts Burvis in 

Jūrkalne. Additionally, a memorial in the forest of Pāvilosta honors seven soldiers 

from the 5th Lithuanian police battalion who were executed by the Germans in 

January 1945 for aiding Latvian refugees. These memorials stand as poignant 

reminders of the courage, sacrifice, and shared history of those who risked their lives 

during this tumultuous period. 

 

Conclusions:  

The subjective nature of memory offers a unique opportunity to approach 

the emotional dimension of history, where feelings, personal experiences, and inner 

motivations come to the fore. Emotions provide a deeper understanding, enabling 

us to connect on a human level with historical narratives, as we can empathize with 

the narrators' experiences. This emotional engagement enhances our capacity to 

relate to others, as we place ourselves in their shoes. 

At the same time, the significance of such memories as historical sources 

must be underscored. These personal accounts uncover details about the refugee 

boat journeys from Latvia to Sweden that were either known to only a few 

individuals or previously concealed. Notably, the memories of Laimonis Pētersons 

regarding his boat trip to Lithuania to organize a mission for the potential transfer 

of Lithuanian refugees stand out as particularly rare, as only a few people were 

involved in this process. 

In oral history research, personal testimonies serve as firsthand accounts of 

events in which individuals directly participated. When placed in the broader 

context of other sources, these testimonies help reconstruct historical events. 

Moreover, they reveal the human significance of those events, illustrating how the 

narrator understands, remembers, and recounts the past. The memory of each event 
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is inherently tied to the narrator's personality, which is always shaped by the 

perspective of others. This dynamic can lead to contrasting interpretations, as seen 

in the memories of the three ferrymen, whose accounts sometimes diverge. 

Nonetheless, each narrator provides a distinctive perspective on the series of events 

surrounding the refugee boat operations organized by the CCL. 
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