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THE Wise Man OF THE EurO



CHAPTER1

A Family of priests




I was born in Kapuvdr on 26 April 1929, kind of by accident. At that time, my
parents lived in Lenti in south-west Hungary, in a not very developed region. My
mother preferred to give birth to me in Kapuvir, where my grandparents lived and
where there was a decent hospital. Kapuvdr was a village, now it’s a town, 40 km
from Sopron. My mother returned straight away to Lenti. One day, I went to a
lecture series in Lenti. The mayor said to me, “We've been looking everywhere for
your birth certificate. You're not registered!” Kapuvdr would like me to become an
honorary citizen as I am in Lenti. But I can’t do that in two birthplaces. ..

What did your maternal grandparents, the Rimlers, do in Kapuvdr?
My maternal grandfather was director general of forests for the Esterhdzy family.

My father, who was a water and forestry engineer, took over from him in 1937.

Where did the Rimlers come from?

The family came originally from Nagyvarad (Oradea) in Transylvania, a town which
is now in Romania, 10 km from today’s border with Hungary. They were a family
of Protestants and lawyers. My grandfather’s brother was the last Hungarian mayor
of Nagyvarad up until 1918. Before that he'd been a barrister. Nagyvarad was a very
lively town. People called it the “little Paris” of the region. The Rimlers were obvi-
ously of Germanic origin but, according to the research, they had definitely settled
in Hungary by the eighteenth century. They probably arrived during the period
when Hungary, which had been laid waste, was being repopulated under Maria
Theresa. They therefore no longer had any links with Germany and did not even
speak German.

So was water and forestry engineering a family tradition?

On the Rimler side, my grandfather was the first and the tradition was passed on
to one of his two sons. The fact that my father was a water and forestry engineer
has nothing to do with the Rimlers. He had finished his studies before meeting
my mother. This tradition of water and forestry engineering was quite strong in
Hungary. Queen Maria Theresa set up two major engineering schools in what is
now Slovakia: one for mining and one for water and forestry. The latter is probably
the oldest of its kind in Europe. It was set up in around 1740, something like that.
All of the graduates from this school had quite an exceptional espriz de corps. Some
of them worked in the national forests and the others for the large private estates.
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Were these engineers regarded as being part of the bourgeoisie?
Yes.

The bourgeoisie at the service of the aristocracy?

No, not necessarily, because at least half of them worked in the national forests.
After the Treaty of Trianon, at the time when Hungary was separated from Upper
Hungary, the School of Water and Forestry moved to Sopron. It is still there. Under
the communist regime, the School of Mines was transferred to another university.
What was remarkable was their esprit de corps, which survived the communist re-
gime. When the big forest estates were nationalised in 1947, these people did not
change profession. The big estates were incorporated into the national forests.

When were these big estates created?

From the Middle Ages onwards, but especially after the expulsion of the Turks.
It was a period when the Hunyadis, an aristocratic family, owned up to a third of
Hungary. Don’t forget that Hungary remained an agricultural society for a long
time. Industrialisation started in the early nineteenth century but was largely con-
centrated on Budapest, which became one of Europe’s major industrial centres.
Hungary’s wealth also derived from its mines in Transylvania and Slovakia. Histori-
cally, the country’s gold mines were very important. In the thirteenth century, Hun-
gary was the largest producer of gold in Europe, which put the Harpad dynasty,
the royal family, on an equal footing with all of the major countries. They were
richer than the King of England and even the King of France in the thirteenth and

fourteenth centuries.

And did the Esterhdzys own much land at that time?

The Esterhdzys owned nearly 200,000 hectares, half of which consisted of large ag-
ricultural concerns while the other half was forest. And it was in the forestry sector
that my family worked. The forest estates covered a surface area of around 100,000
hectares grouped into three very compact areas: in the Sopron-Kapuvir region, the
Lenti region and the region near to the Danube. The reason my father is so well
known in Hungary is that when he was regional director of the Lenti forests, a tract
of forest covering 30,000 hectares, he was the first to develop a wholly integrated
operation. He built railways and put in a telephone line. He also set up several large
sawmills. The whole forestry operation, from tree-planting through to the sawmills,
was integrated.



Let’s talk about the other branch of the family, the Lamfalussys. Where do they
come from?

They were essentially an ecclesiastical, Hungarian, Uniate Catholic family. They
said Mass in Hungarian. We still have cousins in that region who are parish priests.

What region is the Lamfalussy family from?
From the North-East, around Sub-Carpathian Ukraine and Romania.

So outside of Hungary'’s current borders?

Yes. But most of the family came from Buj, which is still in Hungary. They were
all parish priests in Buj! One of them was even a member of Hungary’s council
of bishops. Buj has always been in Hungary, but the border with Sub-Carpathian
Ukraine is just 20 km away. Sub-Carpathian Ukraine has always been inhabited
by Ruthenes, who are mountain people, but a strip of the region is part of the
great Hungarian plain and that is still inhabited by Hungarians. There are around
150,000 of them. They live in Ukraine, but Buj is in Hungary.

On your mother’s side, your family was Protestant, and on your father’s side
Catholic. What religion were you brought up in?

Catholic. I was educated in a Catholic primary school and then at the Benedictine
grammar school in Sopron. My maternal grandfather was unhappy about this. He
would have preferred me to become a Protestant. An agreement had been reached
between the Vatican and the Hungarian State at the end of the nineteenth century
under which in mixed marriages girls followed the mother’s religion and boys the
father’s religion. That explains why my Rimler grandmother was a Roman Catholic,
like my mother, whereas my two uncles on the Rimler side were Protestant.

Was this religious dimension important in your childhood?

This is one of the few things that Hungary can be proud of: there have never been
wars of religion in Hungary. The Habsburgs put in place a discriminatory system,
but imposed religious tolerance in Hungary at the time of Maria Theresa. Three
religions coexisted: Catholicism and Calvinist and Lutheran Protestantism.

What is the etymology of the name Lamfalussy?

Literally, it means “from the village of Lam”. “Falu” means “from the village of”.
And the ending “ssy” denotes noble rank. It was nobility without a title that was de-
rived from their ecclesiastical functions. The nobility formed a huge class in Hun-
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gary. At the start of the nineteenth century, it constituted 5% of the population.
Lamfalussy is an unusual name in Hungary. We don't know where the village of
Lam was. There are other Lamfalussys in Hungary, but no link has been found with
our family.

But your father, my grandfather, was born a Mihailovics?

Yes, the Mihailovics were of Slav descent. His parents died in the 1930s in Slovakia.
They are buried there in a grave with inscriptions in Hungarian. Incidentally, the
Slovaks always protest because they regard me as a Slovak. I've told them that they
should look at my Mihailovics grandparents’ grave.

As a child with his mother, in Hungary
(Lamfalussy family)

Why did your father take the name Lamfalussy?

My grandfather was born a Mihailovics, my grandmother was born a Lamfalussy
and when they both died the Lamfalussy family was in the process of dying out. Af-
ter the death of my grandparents, my father decided to take the name Lamfalussy.
He and I were adopted by the sole surviving Lamfalussy, who was my father’s aunt,
my grandmother’s sister. The Lamfalussys were the more historic, modestly noble,
side of the family. But nobility of the Hungarian variety, since 5% of the popula-

tion were noblemen, so it doesn’t have the same significance. So we were attached
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to the name Lamfalussy, which was about to die out because there were only girls
in the family. And when my grandfather died, my grandmother said to my father,
“You absolutely have to take the name Lamfalussy”. And that’s what happened. I
was born a Mihailovics but that only lasted for two years. Through the adoption we

changed our name.

Was this aunt unmarried?

Yes, she was unmarried. I have a magnificent family tree. The family really encapsu-
lates Central Europe. I've looked at the names of my great-grandparents and there
are eight names: four Hungarian, two German, one Polish and one Slovak.

Were your forebears who were priests Lamfalussys?
Yes, but the Mihailovics were too!

The middle class of the ancien régime?
Yes, it was the middle class. They were all theologians and so had been to university.

On my grandmother’s side, they were Protestants. Some were lawyers.

Was it a rich milieu? Did they live well?

Oh no, they lived modestly, very modestly. But they had a particular status and had
studied theology at university. It was an intellectual milieu, a nascent bourgeoisie in
a rural environment. My whole family is a pretty faithful reflection of the develop-
ment of the bourgeoisie, with relatively large differences in terms of income. But all
of these clergymen, on the Protestant side too, lived modestly. They were very well
respected. My mixed ancestry is relatively typical in Hungary. There are virtually
no purely Hungarian families. There was a huge amount of migration. The Turkish
wars wiped out part of the population and when those territories were repopulated,
it was Germans and Slovaks that settled there. The Slovaks had escaped the Otto-
man invasions because they lived in their mountains: the Turks didn’t like going up
into the mountains. The result was an ethnic, religious and geographical mix which
extended across the whole of former Greater Hungary. If we take my eight great-
grandparents, only one of them was born and buried in present-day Hungary. The
others are in Slovakia, Romania and Sub-Carpathian Ukraine.

When did your parents get married?

In 1927. My mother had trained to be a nurse. During the Great War she worked
in hospitals, notably in Kapuvir, where there was a very big military hospital. Many
of the wounded were repatriated to Hungary.
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