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      Prologue

      
         
         
         Rūta Vanagaitė

         
         
      

      
      Winter 2016, I am at a conference in Warsaw presenting the Polish edition of my book
         Our People, coauthored with Efraim Zuroff. A middle-aged, good-looking German historian takes
         the floor. His name is Christoph Dieckmann. From the first sentences of Dieckmann’s
         speech I am overwhelmed. Everything he says is so clear, so bright, and so unexpected.
         After the lecture I introduce myself as the woman who wrote Our People, “that book” about the Holocaust in Lithuania that caused a major scandal in the
         country. To my surprise, Christoph praises my work. He read the book in Lithuanian!
         Back in those days Christoph used to be a chain-smoker, so I took every opportunity
         to talk to him each time he escaped the conference to have a cigarette.
      

      
       Sometime later Christoph wrote a couple of wonderful op-eds in the Lithuanian media
         defending everyone’s right to explore painful facts about the history of their country.
         He called it an act of civic patriotism, as opposed to ethnic nationalism. History
         is not a religion, he said, so we don’t have to believe in it. We have to study, learn,
         and know it. A year later Christoph wrote an introduction to the Russian edition of
         Our People, as did Nobel Prize winner Svetlana Alexeyevich, another wonderful person I met after
         Our People came out. 
      

      
       Then, two years later, after all my books were removed from Lithuanian bookstores
         and I became persona non grata in my own country, I went to Jerusalem to spend some
         time there. Coincidentally, Christoph came to Israel at the same time to work in the
         Yad Vashem archives. In his youth he studied theology at Hebrew University in Jerusalem,
         learned Hebrew, and got to know the Old City of Jerusalem. Christoph suggested taking
         me there to the best place to eat falafel and to show me an Ethiopian monastery sequestered
         on the roofs of the Old City.
      

      
       After the tour we went for a coffee at my place. We talked about his kids, my kids.
         “Why am I talking about the kids with this man who knows so much about the Holocaust?”
         I asked myself. “I have so many questions that bother me, and maybe I should just
         ask him some of them?”
      

      
       So I asked—just one question.

      
       “Christoph, after Our People came out, a story was published in a Lithuanian paper about the father of our then-president
         Valdas Adamkus. In 1941, Mr. Adamkavičius was the chief of transport police at the
         Kaunas railway station. In November of 1941, five thousand German and Austrian Jews
         were brought to this station. After disembarkation they were marched straight to the
         pits of the Ninth Fort in Kaunas. No one survived. A journalist asked our president:
         ‘Do you know anything about your father’s role in the Holocaust?’ Valdas Adamkus answered:
         ‘We did not talk about these things at home.’ I keep thinking: could the president’s
         father have known why these eighty-three cattle cars of Jews were brought to Kaunas?”
      

      
       “No, I am sure he did not know. Only a few people from the SS and the top of the
         German civil administration would know that these European Jews were brought to Kaunas
         not to live in the ghetto but . . .”
      

      
       I stopped listening to Christoph, and I did not hear a word he was saying. He noticed
         my distraction and asked,
      

      
       “Ruta, are you listening?”

      
       “No, Christoph, I am not. I just got this absolutely crazy idea and I have to tell
         you about it.”
      

      
       “OK, go on.”

      
       “You know, when I wrote the book Our People, both politicians and historians accused me of being a dilettante. They said I didn’t
         have a clue about this complicated subject and still dared write a book about it.
         OK, I agree. I was a dilettante. And I still am. After writing the book, I still have a lot of unanswered questions.
         New questions keep coming up all the time. Someone said the Holocaust is like a black
         hole: once you start exploring it, you cannot escape anymore. And look what happened:
         by sheer accident I met you, Christoph Dieckmann, a person who has an incredible amount
         of knowledge about the Holocaust in Lithuania. Two minutes ago I suddenly realized
         what I have do. We have to write a book together. A book of conversations: my questions,
         your answers. I would ask you simple, maybe the naïve questions of a dilettante. I
         am not afraid to look stupid to you. Christoph, don’t say anything now. Think about
         this idea and if you find it interesting, call me in a couple of days while you are
         still in Israel.”
      

      
       Christoph did call me in a few days. He said: “Let’s try. Come to Tel Aviv, and we
         will talk. Bring your tape recorder.”
      

      
       On Monday, March 13, 2018, a hot, sunny day, I arrived in Tel Aviv. We climbed to
         the rooftop terrace of the hotel where Christoph was staying. We moved plastic chairs
         from the heat into the shade. I took out the recorder, put it on the plastic table,
         and asked Christoph my first question. Our eighteen-month-long journey had begun.
      

      
      
   
      Acknowledgments

      
      
      The editors of the English edition Rachel Kisin and Geoff Vasil.

      
      The numerous participants in the crowd-funding campaign organized by Elena Green.

      
      The Vilna Gaon Museum of Jewish History, Samuel Bak Museum that gave us permission
         to use Samuel Bak’s picture for the cover of the book.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Why This Book?

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Ruta: I wrote Our People together with Efraim Zuroff about what happened during the Holocaust in Lithuania. I am the first to admit that most of
            my life I was ignorant of these events. Many people in Lithuania were as ignorant
            as I was. Maybe that was the main reason why, despite all the controversy, my book
            was so successful: it was not written in order to tell other people what I already
            knew, rather it was written so I could understand the Holocaust in Lithuania myself.
            It was, first and foremost, my own journey of discovery, a journey from ignorance
            to understanding and compassion. Many readers took this journey: 17,000 copies were
            sold and for two years Our People was among the top-ten books people were reading at Lithuanian libraries.
         

         
         Christoph: Our People was exactly about what had happened. But this is not enough. We also have to know how. And once we learn about the how, we get a lot of hints about the why.
         

         
         R: Christoph, you are a person who has conducted so much research and written a major
            work about German occupational policies in Lithuania. You should be able to help me
            understand how and why. But my fear is the following: you are a serious academic. Why would you agree to
            work with me on a book for the larger nonacademic audience? We can’t include the thousands
            of footnotes from your major works in this kind of book and the style has to be nonacademic
            and accessible. But I think we must do it. You know why? At the conference in Warsaw,
            where we first met, Israeli historian Efraim Zuroff said, “We historians are writing
            academic books which are usually read only by other historians. In order to make our
            research accessible to everyone, in order to educate society, we have to hire PR people
            or journalists who could build a bridge between academic research and nonacademic
            readers.” 
         

         
         C: Still, when bridging the gap between academic and nonacademic spheres, I don’t
            want to oversimplify. The book we are starting now should be readable but not an easy
            read. Therefore, I think the dialogue form you suggested is quite a good idea. You
            can ask me simple questions and listen to my answers. We can discuss, we can go back
            and forth, and I will not have to be too simplistic. I see myself as a supporter and
            helper of those who want to understand our complicated past. I am not only a historian,
            I am an educator, a teacher. That’s why I said to you: “Yes, Ruta, let’s do this book.”
            I do not want to give our readers simple stories or simple myths. I also want our
            readers to be skeptical about what I say, to think, and make up their own minds. On
            the other hand, I have my credentials. I have worked on the subject for almost two
            decades. I have ploughed through thirty archives in seven countries. Over these decades
            I have participated in discussions around the world about the German occupation and
            the Holocaust in other countries, too, so readers have to trust me a little bit.
         

         
            My major book about Lithuania from 1941 to 1944 is in German and was published
            in 2011. It has not yet been translated into any other language, but if anyone wants
            to, they can check every single sentence I say. They can see all the sources in the
            footnotes. If anyone finds any factual error I would be the first to admit it. Sometimes
            historians find new documents and then a certain event we wrote about appears in a
            different light. There is no static historical truth that I want to defend; we are
            part of a common process of learning in the academic community and now with this book
            also throughout the nonacademic community.
         

         
         R: Could you list the archives where you did your research?

         
         C: OK, let’s go by country.

         
         
            
            	
               Lithuania: the Central State Archive, the Special Archive (i.e., the KGB archive and
                  the Lithuanian Communist Party archive), the Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum, Kaunas
                  Regional State Archive, the Manuscript Department of the library of the Lithuanian
                  Academy of Sciences.
               

            

            
            	
               Germany: the German Federal Archive (Bundesarchiv) with branches in Berlin, the Military
                  Archive in Freiburg; documents from courts and judicial investigations in Ludwigsburg,
                  in Wiesbaden (on Karl Jäger and Einsatzkommando 3), in Würzburg on Martin Weiss (Ypatingas
                  būrys and Paneriai), in Schleswig on Gebietskommissar Hans Gewecke (Šiauliai), in
                  Kassel on Lithuanian Police Battalion 11, and many others; the Institute for Contemporary
                  History in Munich.
               

            

            
            	
               Israel: Yad Vashem archives, Ghetto Fighters House archives, archive Igud Yotzei Lita
                  (Union of Emigrants from Lithuania), Central Archive for the History of the Jewish
                  People.
               

            

            
            	
               Latvia: State Historical Archive and State Archive (documents from the German administration,
                  economic units, and police).
               

            

            
            	
               Russia: Osobiy (Trofeiniy) archive (confiscated German documents), Gosudarstvenniy
                  Archiv Rossijskoy federaciyi (materials from the Extraordinary Commissions, Nuremberg
                  documents, material on Soviet POWs).
               

            

            
            	
               Great Britain: London Public Record Office (German radio transcripts captured by the
                  British from the territory of the occupied Soviet Union).
               

            

            
            	
               The United States: National Archives, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington,
                  DC; the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New York.
               

            

            
         

         
         R: Impressive. In how many languages were you able to do the research?

         
         C: You see, the Holocaust was a European phenomenon. Ideally, a serious historian
            should to be able to read documents in twenty languages in order to understand in
            its entirety what, how, and why it occurred. Yet we have limited opportunities, and
            there is also the matter of time and money. I had the good fortune to conduct my research
            in Yiddish, German, Hebrew, English, Russian, and Lithuanian. I specifically learned
            the latter in order to read the Lithuanian sources.
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      People Had a Choice

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Where shall we start?

         
         C: We should start by saying that people tend to like deterministic approaches. Therefore
            we have to be very critical about the prevailing assumptions; for example, many people
            still think Hitler had a plan very early to annihilate all Jews and that this plan
            was implemented during the years of the Holocaust. 
         

         
         R: Didn’t he?

         
         C: This is far too deterministic an approach. But it was the prevailing narrative
            until the 1970s, 1980s, assuming German society was a pure dictatorship with a single
            leader at the top, where everyone just followed his orders. An alternative narrative
            was put forward in the 1970s, that the German leader was weak and all the other institutions—the
            military, the German bureaucracy, the party, the SS—were competing with each other,
            pursuing their own interests and goals. This competitive process allegedly determined
            what happened as a kind of automatic radicalization.
         

         
            It is very interesting and telling that both [of] these assumptions were used as
            defense strategies by war criminals in the postwar trials, and both worked well. Some
            war criminals said: “There was a central order and we had to follow it, so we are
            not responsible, nor are we guilty.” Others said: “There were anonymous structures,
            and nobody knew what was going on. We were just cogs in the machine.” In both defense
            strategies no one is to blame except the most central figures such as [Adolf] Hitler,
            [Heinrich] Himmler, [Reinhard] Heydrich, and [Joseph] Goebbels. And many would claim
            it was only the SS that perpetrated all of the atrocities! 
         

         
            I would say that both narratives are inadequate. These defense strategies exclude
            the notion of choice and responsibility. People try to externalize the guilt: “it
            wasn’t me,” “it wasn’t us.” When we talk about the Holocaust, the question of choice
            and responsibility applies to everyone, from the level of minister to that of janitor.
            In Vilnius in 1941, every janitor was asked if there were any Jews in their building.
            If there were, janitors had a choice to say “yes” or “no.” Unfortunately, most of
            them said “yes” and only a few said “no.”
         

         
         R: What would a nondeterministic approach look like?

         
         C: There is another more recent approach, much closer to what really happened. It
            was a complicated process. In this approach we realize the Holocaust was not planned
            by Hitler in advance to be implemented later. Many things developed over the course
            of World War II, in the interaction between different German military and administrative
            units. Situations emerged or were purposely created, then Germans had to make decisions;
            and for them at some point in time, the mass murder of Jews seemed to be the only
            answer, the only way out. 
         

         
         R: Murder as an answer? The only way? But why? Is it possible to explain in our book
            why the Holocaust happened?
         

         
         C: The question of why bothers all of us. In my opinion, the key to answering this question is to first
            look very deeply and in great detail at the question of how. As we do this, we soon discover that our efforts to answer why quickly usually fail; for example, you may say: “The Holocaust in Lithuania happened
            because of anti-Semitism.” But a counterargument is that there were hardly any violent
            expressions of anti-Semitism in Lithuania before World War II, unlike in Romania,
            Poland, Germany, or France.
         

         
            Then you have a problem of time and space. Why at this point in history, why at
            this location? Jews were living in Lithuania relatively peacefully for seven hundred
            years. So what happened? Why, for example, were 20,000 Jewish men killed within six
            short weeks in June and July of 1941? 
         

         
            How can we explain why it happened in Lithuania in 1941 and not at a different
            point in time, in the same territory, among the same people? What had changed since
            the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Lithuania to make the mass killings possible?
         

         
            There was some discrimination but no major violence against Jews until 1941. Some
            small anti-Semitic events took place from time to time, but there was much more anti-Semitic
            violence in other European countries. A few pogroms were carried out in 1915 in Lithuanian
            territory, mostly by Cossacks, when the Russian Army was retreating. So these pogromchiks
            were not Lithuanians! Only two and a half decades later we have a massive outbreak
            of violence against Jews in Lithuania! What happened in the few years between World
            War I and World War II? That is our question.
         

         
         R: And the question of Lithuanian collaboration with the Nazis . . . 

         
         C: I don’t use the word collaboration.
         

         
         R: Why not? Everybody uses it.

         
         C: It is a “burned-out” term and not very useful for our historical analysis. It was
            used in 1940 by the French Vichy regime, which governed the unoccupied part of France.
            They offered the Nazis a policy of “collaboration,” meaning cooperation with the German
            occupiers. In the beginning it was quite a neutral term. Throughout World War II in
            many countries local people collaborated with the Nazis. Later, after the war, they
            were put on trial for treason and the betrayal of their homeland. The word collaborator was turned into a legal term meaning “traitor.” The word collaborator contains in itself a judgment. It is a very negative term.
         

         
            The analytical problem is that most of the people who collaborated with the Nazis
            did so in order to serve their country, to serve a certain, most often Fascist, vision
            of the country’s future: an ethnically pure, militarily strong national state. A “healthy”
            country with no place for ethnic minorities. All those famous Lithuanians who cooperated
            with the Nazis in 1941—Juozas Ambrazevičius, Kazys Škirpa, Jonas Noreika—they never
            thought they were betraying their country. They wanted to serve the fatherland. 
         

         
         R: So what word would you use instead of collaboration?
         

         
         C: Cooperation.

         
         R: But the word cooperation implies the cooperating partners are more or less equal.
         

         
         C: That is a problem. That’s why we need to keep in mind the notion of both power
            and choice. Power hierarchies are to be kept in mind, obviously. And the notion of
            choice is especially important because people cooperating with the Nazis often changed
            their minds. Sometimes they were forced to continue their cooperation because it was
            difficult to leave. In other cases, at some point in time they refused to cooperate
            because they thought it was bad for their country.
         

         
            We historians are not supposed to be judges. Judges at the postwar war crimes trials
            asked the question: “Has this person betrayed his or her country?” This is not the
            question historians should ask. We should ask: “What did they do? Why did they do
            it? What range of choices did these people have?” These questions are related to place
            and time: where were the events taking place, under what circumstances, and how did
            they evolve over time?
         

         
            The word cooperation is a neutral term in my opinion. Its moral content depends on the actions involved:
            What did these people who cooperated with the Nazis actually do? Sometimes they worked
            in the city administration performing tasks the Germans wanted them to perform but
            helping the victims at the same time.
         

         
         R: If you use the very negative term collaborators, you only need to take one more step before calling Holocaust participants “lowlifes”
            and “degenerates.” It means they were outcasts of society. Not like the majority of
            us. Not like our people in general. That is the prevailing Holocaust narrative in
            Lithuania.
         

         
         C: Exactly. It means putting the blame on the “other.” “Othering” the problem.

         
         R: It also means marginalizing the crime. Only people from the margins of the society
            took part in it. Society at large remained unblemished.
         

         
         C: In Lithuanian society there were perpetrators, there were people cooperating with
            the Nazis, there were victims, and there were bystanders as well. And there were people
            who saved Jews. Sometimes the same people made opposing choices at different times
            as their roles or circumstances changed!
         

         
         R: I heard a lecture by well-known Polish writer Jan Tomasz Gross. He said that old
            distinction—perpetrators, bystanders, righteous among the nations, or resisters—is
            not really adequate. In between there were plenty of other categories of Holocaust
            participants: profiteers, helpers, messengers, etc. Is maybe that true? Tell me, did
            people in Lithuania under the Nazi occupation really have choices? We Lithuanians
            are accustomed to thinking the Nazi regime did not leave people any choices. People
            who killed Jews at the pits were forced to kill because if they refused, the Nazis
            would have killed them. Are you saying that Lithuanian people had a choice?
         

         
         C: Yes, they did, within a limited range. Choice is always related to power. Lithuanians
            who cooperated with the Germans definitely did not have the same choices as the Germans.
            No. But there were choices. How do we know? We know by looking historically at the
            behavior of different people at the same time in the same situation. We are not judging
            these people in retrospect, from our point of view. We are not better people than
            those who lived in the 1940s, even if we want to believe this. What is legitimate
            is to look at two Lithuanian officers or two German officers in the same situation
            who behaved differently. There is a famous example from the German infantry battalion
            in Belarus. There were three companies and each of them had a commanding officer.
            They were told to shoot Jews. One of the officers obeyed, the second one said that
            he did not like the order but would follow it anyway, and the third one refused .
            . . and he was not punished.
         

         
         R: In the fall of 1941 the members of the Lithuanian Twelfth Battalion, the unit commanded
            by officer Juozas Krikštaponis (Krištaponis), were ordered to shoot hundreds of Jews
            in Rudensk, Belarus. The majority of the soldiers refused. Then Krikštaponis called
            for volunteers from other units. He managed to gather up thirty people who were willing
            to shoot. It is documented in research by Alfredas Rukšėnas. By the way, there is
            a newly built monument to this Krikštaponis in the center of Ukmergė, a Lithuanian
            town, and to this day nobody dares remove it.
         

         
         C: Yes, people had choices. An interesting but little known fact about Holocaust crimes
            is that if someone refused to participate, they were not punished. Often those who
            refused were assigned other jobs.
         

         
            After the war, the perpetrators claimed: “If I refused to shoot, they would have
            shot me.” No. To my knowledge this never happened. We do not have a single case from
            either Germany or Lithuania. If people were persecuted and punished, it was for robbing
            or deserting or breaking a military law but not for the refusal to shoot innocent
            people.
         

         
         R: If people had a choice, why did so many choose to cooperate, to kill, or to send
            other people to be killed, or to rob Jews of their property? Where should we begin
            to look for answers?
         

         
         C: I am suggesting first of all that we have to look at the historical traumas of
            both Germany and Lithuania. The very different traumas of these two nations.
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 3

      Germany’s Trauma

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Do we need to talk about Germany if we want to understand the Holocaust in Lithuania?

         
         C: We have to start from understanding German anti-Semitism because the Germans were
            the main initiators and the main driving force behind the attempt to murder all Jews
            under German influence—the Holocaust—not just in Lithuania but in all of Europe.
         

         
          Let’s look at what was happening in Germany after World War I. Many Germans could
            not cope with the defeat. They believed their country was stabbed in the back. Large
            parts of the German elite refused to take the responsibility for the defeat and claimed
            that the war was lost because of the Jews and the Left. The Jews and the Left were
            behind the collapse of the home front. A significant proportion of Germans thought:
            “We did not lose, the Wehrmacht did not lose, the soldiers did not lose. The Allied
            powers, the British, the French, and the Americans, won because of the instability
            of the German home front, caused by the Jews and the Left (Social Democrats and Communists).
            The horrible war that lasted four years, the loss of millions of soldiers and civilians—what
            was all this sacrifice for? We must have been cheated. Yes, there is no other explanation.
            We have been cheated.”
         

         
         R: Did the Nazi movement in Germany begin in response to this trauma?

         
         C: Yes. It started with a single key idea, to erase from history the year of the defeat
            and to restore German national honor that allegedly had been lost. The year 1918 must
            never be repeated. 
         

         
          In 1918, all anti-Semitically inclined parties in Germany were on the fringes of
            society, but the nationalist ideology of anti-Semitism had already formed. It became
            a lot stronger after the aforementioned interpretation of Germany’s defeat in World
            War I. Still, anti-Semitism took some time before it came center stage. It took the
            Nazis until the early 1930s to become a large and influential party, a major player
            in society openly declaring Jews enemies of the state and of the nation/people.
         

         
          A similar thing happened in Russia in the aftermath of World War I: When one of the
            counterrevolutionary parties, such as the Whites or one of the nationalist parties
            lost the so-called civil war waged from 1917 to 1920, they accused the Jews of sabotage,
            treason, and disloyalty. So between 1918 and 1920 there were a few huge waves of anti-Jewish
            pogroms in Ukraine, Belarus, and Poland, mostly under slogans such as “The Jews betrayed
            us!” “Away with the Jews!” and “Jews are Bolsheviks!”
         

         
          During the first years after World War I, Germany and Europe made great efforts to
            recover from the war, and in many respects, life returned to normal. Then the world
            economic crisis, the Great Depression, hit in 1929. Unfortunately, the main political
            reaction around the world was economic nationalism, withdrawing from world markets,
            acting egotistically. Therefore the situation got worse and worse, [and] a downward
            spiral set in. Many Germans and, in fact, many Europeans interpreted the crisis as
            the failure of liberalism, democracy, and capitalism—that their time had passed. 
         

         
          The Fascists believed they represented the future and that they were competing with
            the Bolsheviks. Both Fascists and Bolsheviks were certain about one thing: no rights
            for the individual, only collective rights. In the elections in September 1930 the
            Nazi Party jumped from 2.6 percent in 1928 to 18.3 percent, with the number of Nazi
            voters jumping from about 800,000 to over 6.4 million. Economic nationalism had become
            a winning force throughout Europe: “World trade is collapsing, so let’s save ourselves.”
            No multilateral cooperation anymore. 
         

         
         R: What was the secret of this success? What was the promise the Nazis made to the
            German people? 
         

         
         C: Hitler came to power in 1933 with a promise to restore Germany’s honor, that he
            would restore order and build a strong national economy. Hitler promised to heal the
            trauma of 1918. Germany would never go back to 1918. “Our fathers lost the war because
            they were too liberal, too soft. We will be different. We will be strong, fast, merciless
            to the enemy. We will be able to build a strong nation-state.”
         

         
          The Nazis strongly believed in ethnic nationalism. War for them was not at all a
            bad thing, but a law of nature. Hitler believed in brutal competition between nations
            for limited resources. A war for him was the means dictated by the laws of history.
            If Germans were not prepared to enter into this competition with soldiers and guns,
            they were going to suffer the further degradation of the humiliating position they
            were left in by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. At that time, due to the war and
            the widespread Spanish flu, the German population shrank. The message Hitler sent
            was something like: “We need to recover. We need to breed German people. Not the people
            with crooked noses, but blond ones, tall ones, beautiful ones. If we don’t turn around
            the fate of our country now, we will never be winners again and will eventually disappear
            from this planet.”
         

         
         R: A very attractive ideology, very optimistic, and very patriotic too.

         
         C: Yes, but basically built on a deep fear, the quasi-religious, hellish fear of the
            thorough downfall of the German people. The thinking of the radical German nationalists
            was filled with panic: “We don’t have enough space for our nation. There are 80 million
            Germans, including Austrians and Sudeten Germans, but we cannot feed our people. We
            need to expand our agricultural production; we need more land.” Hitler did not believe
            advancements in technology and productivity would keep up with population growth,
            demands for a higher standard of living, and the need for more food. If Germans didn’t
            have enough land to feed their people, they would go on the garbage pile of history.
            This must not happen to the German people. 
         

         
          Therefore, when the Nazis decided to plan in the spring 1941 for the starvation of
            30 million non-German people, they didn’t feel as if they were planning a crime but
            were instead making decisions for the survival of the German people. 
         

         
         R: Not a crime?

         
         C: They thought they were just applying the laws of history with extra force. So basically,
            the Nazis thought they were doing what history wanted them to do: killing other people
            so that Germans and a strong Germany could exist and prosper. This did not represent
            a moral dilemma for the Nazis since the law of survival was the law of history for
            them. Just as Marxists say even today—even after the Marxist ideas have been sufficiently
            compromised—“We know the law of history, it is the competition between classes, so
            we do what history wants us to do.” For others, for religious fanatics such as jihadists,
            history is another word for God: “We do what God wants us to do; we are on a jihad.” If you believe you know the
            laws of history and you make yourself into its instrument, then you feel the goal
            justifies the means.
         

         
          The Fascist movements of the 1920s and [19]30s were very strong in Europe. So many
            democracies had collapsed by then. People believed the time for democracy was over,
            liberalism was over. The future lay with either Fascism or Bolshevism. If we don’t
            want a Bolshevik system, we must go for the Fascist solution, a strong ethnic state.
            This is hard for us to understand now because we had this democratic revival after
            1945.
         

         
         R: Did the new states at that time have to choose between Bolshevism and Fascism?
            
         

         
         C: In Europe we find one Soviet state and two Fascist states, Italy and Germany. The
            other countries turned into conservative dictatorships. The first country to become
            a dictatorship was Poland in May of 1926. In December that same year, Lithuania followed.
            There was a coup in Lithuania and the country turned away from the democratic path.
            Antanas Smetona, who became president as a result of the coup, was not eager to follow
            Italy and Germany to Fascism. He talked about the “zoological nationalism” of the
            Nazis. Smetona thought there was no need to compete with other nations or states,
            that there was enough space for everyone. In his opinion, peaceful competition in
            the cities between Jews, Lithuanians, Poles, and Russians could lead to a better life
            without conflicts. There was no need for extra laws or extra taxes on different ethnic
            groups within the country. 
         

         
         R: Let’s go back to Germany. What happened after the rise of Hitler?

         
         C: In the 1930s, a new generation came onto the scene. Young men born during the war
            or just before it who hadn’t fought in World War I had plenty of ambitions and a high
            level of testosterone. They may have thought: “Our fathers lost the war because they
            were too soft. We will not make the same mistake, because we want the best for our
            people.” These people didn’t really know what war was. And they moved into positions
            of power during the second half of the 1930s.
         

         
          With all this in mind, please imagine the year 1936, the Olympic Games in Berlin.
            Germany received the attention of the world. People came to Berlin and what did they
            see? They saw a very successful nation-state. Germany had recovered from its enormous
            economic crisis. Germany had regained its national honor. German Jews were treated
            like second-class citizens, but they were a tiny minority, 0.7 percent of the population.
         

         
         R: Jews were not an issue for Hitler then in 1936?

         
         C: Jews were always an issue for Hitler. But, you know, at that time we find that
            some Jews who had already left Germany after 1933 because of the Nazis’ anti-Semitic
            policy were returning to Germany from other countries because it was too hard for
            them elsewhere. After the Nuremberg laws of September 1935, these Jews thought: “We
            are not treated equal here, but we can deal with that. We know this from our history.
            It is not a catastrophe.” There was a tendency to push Jews out. In 1933 almost 40,000
            Jews had left Germany, and from 1934 to 1937 20,000–25,000 Jews left each year. Severe
            persecution did not start until 1938. In 1936 we still find 420,000 Jews in Germany.
         

         
         R: Was the idea of a new war already in the minds of the Nazis?

         
         C: Yes. Hitler came to power with the idea that Germans had to prepare for war and
            fight, but only when they were ready; a war for the sake of gaining more space for
            the nation and the German empire, which should be created quickly. Where will Germany
            find this space? In the East: Poland, Ukraine, the Baltic States, Byelorussia, and
            Russia.
         

         
         R: How would you explain Germany’s economic recovery in the 1930s?

         
         C: German economic recovery was based on increased military spending and using the
            most modern financial and economic methods to stipulate demand in many sectors of
            the society. During the late 1930s Germany was for many, though not for all, a good
            place to be, one of the most successful countries. All the Fascist movements in Europe,
            including Lithuania’s, believed Germany was the role model. 
         

         
          There were not so many victims of persecution in Germany at that time, maybe 100,000
            people in prisons, mostly Leftists. But this seemed to be the price the country had
            to pay for a strong conservative state. The same was true in Poland and Lithuania.
            You had isolation and forced labor camps in Lithuania in the [19]30s. 
         

         
         R: For whom? 

         
         C: For political opponents! The camps were small, for just a few hundreds of people.
            You had martial law in Lithuania. In Lithuania, not in Germany. All the foreign correspondents
            at that time were talking about the success of Nazi Germany! So the Fascists are the
            future. Look at the Bolsheviks! They starved millions of their own citizens, mostly
            Ukrainians, to death in 1932 and 1933; they sent millions to camps. Was there anything
            like it in Germany? No. 
         

         
         R: When did the Nazis start the preparations for the next war?

         
         C: It seems that the turning point in Hitler’s mind was November 1937. We have a very
            important document: the Hossbach memorandum. This memorandum was the summary of a
            meeting in Berlin on November 5, 1937, between Hitler and his military and foreign
            policy leadership. The importance of this document is often underestimated.
         

         
         R: What is in this memorandum?

         
         C: This document was known only to a couple dozen people from the German political
            elite. The document clearly states the goal the Nazi elite set at the time: to get
            ready for a war in the coming year or the year after and to attack Czechoslovakia
            first.
         

         
         R: Why Czechoslovakia?

         
         C: To take in the Sudetenland Germans. There were 3 million ethnic Germans living
            in Czechoslovakia, most of them in heavily industrialized Bohemia on the border with
            Germany. The memorandum further stated Austria needed to be incorporated into the
            German Reich. And this should be done with force, not through diplomatic means. After
            this, Germany would prepare for a larger, real war in 1943 or 1945. Meaning six to
            seven years preparing for a bigger war using Czech industry and Austrian manpower
            and agriculture. 
         

         
          And then the preparation began. Military and political leaders around Hitler who
            were not in favor of his plans for war were slowly replaced with young and aggressive
            Nazis. They invented scandals in 1938 and 1939 to get rid of the old guard: someone
            married a former prostitute, “sorry, but you have to go,” or was allegedly a homosexual,
            “sorry, but you have to go.”
         

         
          By 1939 Hitler had managed to surround himself with people who fully agreed with
            him and supported his doctrine.
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 4

      Lithuania’s Trauma

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         
         R: What was our trauma?

         
         C: To answer this question, we first need to understand why both Lithuanians and Jews
            trusted Germans in 1941, and for this we have to go back to the year 1918.
         

         
          Germans occupied Lithuanian territory between 1915 and 1918. There was no persecution
            of the Jews during that period. There was a war; there was an occupation with a lot
            of hardships, but the Jews were not singled out. German occupation policies were tough,
            but they were equally tough for all: for Poles, Lithuanians, Jews, and Russians. This
            is why in 1941 many Jews thought they knew what the Germans were like: they had seen
            them twenty-three to twenty-six years ago. “The Germans are all right,” they thought,
            “it’s the Russians who are the bad ones.” It was the Russians who in 1915 and 1916
            instigated massive deportations of Jews from Kaunas province. Over 120,000 Jews from
            the Kovno (Kaunas) and Suvalkiya gubernijas were deported deep into Russia during
            that period because the Jews were perceived as German-friendly since they spoke Yiddish,
            which sounded like German. This was the first time in recent Lithuanian history when
            Lithuanian villages were free of Jews. At the time, many Jews fled from Kaunas province
            to Vilnius province only to return to Kaunas in the 1920s.
         

         
          From the Lithuanian perspective, Germany gave approval to the proclamation of Lithuanian
            independence in February of 1918 (only a few months before Germany finally surrendered).
            This was a new beginning for Lithuanians: the birth of the nation-state. As an inevitable
            consequence, Lithuanization proceeded at all levels in the newly independent state
            in the 1920s and 1930s: Lithuania wanted Lithuanian schoolteachers, Lithuanian priests
            in the Catholic churches, and Lithuanian public servants at state institutions. 
         

         
         R: And then the unfortunate events of June 1940: the annexation of our independent
            state by the Soviets.
         

         
         C: What happened in Germany in 1930s had to do with the trauma of 1918. What happened
            in Lithuania in 1941 was severely influenced by the events of 1940. How do you deal
            with the trauma of not only the Soviet occupation but also the fact Lithuania didn’t
            resist it? Not a single shot was fired. The Lithuanian state was lost in the summer
            of 1940 and Lithuanian national pride was allegedly lost with it.
         

         
         R: The trauma was not only about not resisting the Soviet invasion. I have read the
            research of Lithuanian historians who say our army troops actually welcomed the Soviet
            tanks, having received an order from their high command to refuel Soviet vehicles
            and help repair them if broken. So, contrary to popular belief, it was not only the
            Jews who welcomed the Red Army with flowers.
         

         
         C: Yes, that is correct. When the Soviets entered Lithuanian territory in June of
            1940, the Lithuanian army was given an order to stand along the most important roads
            and receive the Soviet tanks in friendly fashion. This is order no. 26 issued on June
            15 by Lithuanian army commander General Vincas Vitkauskas and army chief of staff
            General Stasys Pundzevičius. Acting Lithuanian president Antanas Merkys in his speech
            on June 16 again emphasized the new Red Army units in Lithuanian “have come as a friendly
            allied army only for the sake of the greater security of Lithuania itself and the
            Soviet Union.” He asked the Lithuanian people to “maintain order and calm . . . and
            to avoid unfounded rumors.”[1]  
         

         
         The deep Lithuanian trauma was not just about their not protesting the occupation,
            it was about greeting the Soviets and cooperation with them at the highest level.
            Who was one of the key officers in a committee for integrating the Lithuanian army
            into the Soviet army? General Stasys Raštikis, who later cooperated with the Nazis.
            He was a member of the commission tasked with the integration of the Lithuanian army
            into the Red Army in 1940.
         

         
          There is another example. The Soviets undertook agricultural reform in Lithuania.
            They redistributed land to create greater equality, take from the rich and give to
            the poor.
         

         
         R: I know that. My grandfather Jonas Vanagas had over sixty hectares and some of his
            land was taken from him in the summer of 1940 and given to his poorer neighbors. 
         

         
         C: So his neighbors were happy, weren’t they? Prior to the land reform, there were
            around 450,000 small peasant families in Lithuania with very little land. I know this
            figure from German data. Before the war, the Nazis were exploring what resources there
            were available in the East that they could possibly exploit. 
         

         
          Do you know how many applications asking for land were submitted to the new Soviet
            authorities? Around 200,000 families applied. Of course not every applicant got property,
            but around 75,000 did, meaning one-third of all applicants were quite satisfied with
            the Soviets. Since so many people applied, it appears they were ready to integrate
            into the Soviet system and to be rewarded by it. It means many thousands of ordinary
            rural Lithuanian people thought it was OK to go with the Soviets if they could benefit
            from the move. In 1940 many ordinary Lithuanians—not just Communists—became part of
            the Soviet system. In 1940, the Soviets weren’t necessarily perceived as the national enemy.
         

         
         R: Please explain to me why we in Lithuania are still accusing the Jews of greeting
            the Soviets in 1940. Ask any person on the street today and you will hear this. The
            first person who wrote about Jews with flowers was our writer Vincas Krėvė.
         

         
         C: People tend to externalize guilt. The general cooperation with the new rulers of
            the country, the Soviets, was later transferred to the Jews: “The Jews did this, not
            us.” Yes, there were mostly young Jews leaning in the Soviet direction, but they were
            just a few thousands. We know that the Jewish community in Lithuania was over 200,000
            people, so the pro-Soviet young Jewish men and women would have constituted barely
            1 or 2 percent of the Jewish population. At least 98 to 99 percent of Lithuanian Jews
            had absolutely nothing to do with Communism; they were either religious, or very conservative,
            or Zionist or liberals.
         

         
         R: Another popular belief here in Lithuania is that the Jews greeted the Soviet Army
            not because they were pro-Soviet but because they were afraid of Hitler. Lithuanian
            Jews had already heard what was happening to Polish Jews after Germany occupied Poland
            in 1939. The Soviet occupation meant life for the Jews. The Nazis meant death.
         

         
         C: Well, I do not think it was so clear in 1940 what either occupation meant. There
            were Jewish refugees from Poland who came to Vilnius and Kaunas, but until the end
            of 1939 the overall number of murder victims in occupied Poland was close to 55,000,
            among them about 7,000 Jews. Nazis were starting to deport Jews and Poles en masse
            from western to eastern Poland. At the time, neither the Jews nor anyone else in the
            world could have known what the Nazis would do to the Jews from 1941 onward. The Nazis
            themselves did not know. 
         

         
          In 1940, Lithuanian Jews did not know that in June of 1941 many of them would be
            deported together with other Lithuanians to Siberia by the Soviets as the Soviets
            were establishing a new order and getting rid of potential opposition. Lithuanians
            didn’t know what was in store for them either. 
         

         
          Among the members of the Communist Party in Lithuania in 1941 about 12 to 16 percent
            were Jews; the majority were Lithuanians. But Lithuanians saw the Jews as key figures
            in the Soviet government, the Communist Party, and the NKVD. Do you think there were
            many Lithuanians who trusted Jews in 1940 and 1941?
         

         
         R: You can never trust the Jews.

         
         C: Exactly. You don’t trust them because you “know” that Jews are loyal only to their
            own people. Also, the Jews don’t have a territory of their own, meaning they are everywhere.
            Do you know that there is the important concept of postemancipatory anti-Semitism?
         

         
         R: Could you please explain what is this? Could we make one chapter of the book just
            about anti-Semitism in general and in Lithuania?
         

      

      
      
         
            1. The Shoah (Holocaust) in Lithuania, ed. by Joseph Levinson (Vilnius, 2006), 357.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      The Jew Is the Devil

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Why do people hate the Jews?

         
         C: Let’s talk about the origin and development of anti-Semitism. 

         
          The word anti-Semitism is a modern term, supposedly a scientific term defining hostility toward Jews as
            a group of people. I would argue that since the late nineteenth century anti-Semitism
            is another aspect of nationalism, based on the belief that history is made by peoples,
            by nations. The Nazis called this Volk.” Nationalism assumes each nation has its own territory and its own state. For close
            to two millennia Jews lived among other nations and did not fit this definition. They
            didn’t have their own territory and didn’t have a state.
         

         
          There are important differences between racism and anti-Semitism. Both are about
            discrimination. Racism attempts to find an explanation for societal problems in biology.
            It creates a discriminatory hierarchy in which some people have a higher value than
            others. Anti-Semitism is something else. It says: “The Jew is the devil.” In racism,
            there is not a deadly enemy who wants to destroy you. There are some threats: there
            are too many of them, too close, too dirty, etc., but there is no such idea as “they
            want to annihilate us.” What is anti-Semitic thinking? Thinking that the Jew wants
            to destroy your core. Biological anti-Semitism implies Jews are not defined by culture,
            language, or religion but by birth. One might say, as historian Deborah Lipstadt reminds
            us: “The racist punches down, saying that that person or a certain group is lesser
            than me; the anti-Semite punches up, saying, if I don’t protect myself, those powerful
            Jews will manipulate me.”[1]  
         

         
         R: Does Christianity have something to do with all this?

         
         C: Yes. Demonization of the Jews by the Christian church is an old phenomenon. In
            the Christian mind, the Jew is the closest to how we imagine the devil to be. He has
            the same features. And what does the devil do? He is secretly conspiring against every
            decent person. If you have God, you always need the devil. You cannot have light without
            darkness; you cannot have good without bad. This is in line with dialectical thinking:
            If you have a thesis, you always need an antithesis. And then comes the synthesis.
         

         
         You see, the devil constantly changes his form, his appearance, but Christian society
            is always on the lookout for him, especially in times of crisis. When you don’t have
            a reasonable explanation for your misfortune, you look for a devil who has been plotting
            against you. 
         

         
          More often than not, we lack the strength of character to ask: “Did we do something
            wrong, did we make a mistake, could it be our own fault?” So we reach for the devil.
         

         
          For instance, in Lithuania, if you look at the old caricatures depicting the Jew,
            he is portrayed as a devil. The Jewish conspiracy replaced the activities of the devil.
            In fact, anti-Semitism is a very liberating phenomenon for anti-Semites: You are fighting
            for the right cause; you are not fighting the weak but the strong. Jews were perceived
            as perpetrators, not as victims. If we are against Jews, we are against evil.
         

         
         R: Please explain to me the term postemancipatory anti-Semitism.
         

         
         C: Russian Jews were emancipated after the February Revolution in 1917. New laws were
            passed abolishing restrictions based on religion and nationality. This new equality
            changed the Jews. Many cut their beards off, changed their clothes, and integrated
            into society. Russian Jews sometimes even changed the language they spoke. So it became
            much more difficult to recognize Jews. Whereas before emancipation you could mostly
            immediately recognize a Jew by his looks, religion, customs, and language, you could
            not do this so easily anymore. Do I know if you, Rūta, are Jewish or have a Jewish
            mother? I don’t. I no longer have the outer signs to reliably recognize a Jew. Were
            I an anti-Semite, I would think, it is even easier for Jews to secretly conspire against
            me or us following the emancipation of the Jews.
         

         
         R: Let’s look at Lithuanian anti-Semitism. 

         
         C: In order to understand its rise, we have to think about more than just Catholic
            notions that the Jews killed Jesus, that Jews are like the devil, that Jews put the
            blood of children in matzah and poison the water in your well—all this sort of thing.
            We have to look into modern Lithuanian nationalism as represented by Vincas Kudirka,
            the author of the Lithuanian national anthem. He expressed a strong anti-Semitism,
            claiming Jews were harming the Lithuanian nation. In Germany it was the same. Modern
            German anti-Semitism was the other side of German nationalism, which insisted Jews
            were destroying all organic national development; they were like parasites. So the
            solution at the time could have been allowing Jews to have their own territory and
            to become like any other nation-state. 
         

         
          But at the time of the birth of the new national states in Europe, you had newly
            emancipated Jews who felt at home in these countries. They wore the same clothes and
            spoke the local languages, which made it difficult to recognize them. How could you
            get rid of the Jews if they are not visible?
         

         
         R: But if the Jews didn’t have their own territory, did that maybe make them appear
            defenseless in people’s eyes?
         

         
         C: No. In the eyes of the ethnic nationalists it made them even more dangerous. You
            cannot recognize an emancipated Jew. How does the typical anti-Semite think? He thinks:
            “Even if Jews are doing something good, it is because they are exploiting our nation
            and taking away from us, the nation, things that we non-Jews deserve. The Jews are
            suppressing our organic nation.” This is the anti-Semitic reasoning. 
         

         
          The Jewish conspiracy is a further element and a key notion here. You cannot see
            the Jews because they are conspiring. They are everywhere. And so many people adopted
            this idea: If we get rid of the Jews, a European community of organic peoples will
            be possible. There will be peace. Why were there so many wars in Europe? Because of
            the Jews! The Nazis would explain now, in the early twenty-first century, that the
            many peaceful years we have had in Europe since 1945 were simply because the Jews
            were gone! Why is there so much unrest in the Middle East? Because of the Jews!
         

         
          All of this kind of thinking boiled down to just one thing in so many different countries:
            “We non-Jews want to separate ourselves from the Jews. Otherwise we will be oppressed
            by them forever.”
         

         
          Also, historically, anti-Semitism rises in time of crisis. Unhappy with their own
            destinies, peoples and countries who are victimizing themselves see the Jews as the
            perpetrators and their oppressors.
         

         
          Anti-Semitism is not related to the behavior of Jews. That is important to understand.
            It does not matter what Jews do. There are rich Jews, poor Jews, good Jews, and bad
            Jews. Or there are almost no Jews at all, as is the case now in Lithuania. It doesn’t
            matter! People still do and will continue to believe in the Jewish conspiracy. And
            there is no way to argue against the conspiracy theory. Any argument against the conspiracy
            is new evidence of the conspiracy.
         

         
         R: The physical reaction is still present. If you sit with a group of middle-aged
            people at the dinner table in Lithuania and say the word Jew, people still stiffen up. Why not with Gypsies, why the Jews?
         

         
         C: The Gypsies are weak. Yes, people might say they steal, they stink, but basically
            they are not a threat. The Jews are powerful. Do you know what Auschwitz commander
            Rudolf Höss wrote in his memoirs? “The worst thing about Auschwitz is that it has
            harmed anti-Semitism so much.”
         

         
          There is also such a phenomenon as post-Holocaust anti-Semitism. I believe many Lithuanians,
            just as with many Germans, still have Jewish stuff in their homes. They know it or
            they suspect it. But they suppress their guilty conscience, they hide it under the
            table, and in spite of this, they still have this feeling of guilt and shame. It is
            transferred from generation to generation. So if you allow yourself to blame the Jews
            for what they supposedly have done, it legitimizes indirectly what your grandfather
            might have done to them.
         

         
         R: I was told by one Lithuanian psychiatrist of scientific experiments conducted on
            mice in attempting to research their genetic memory. Bioscientists conducting the
            experiments made an incredible discovery: If a mother mouse was scared by something
            during her lifetime, her small mice offspring would be afraid of the same thing. So
            the fear is in their genetic memory, possibly transmitted from generation to generation.
            Is it the same with the human guilt and shame?
         

         
         C: There is something to this. You know, we are both still talking like Christians
            here. The religion is still important to both of us as a part of our education and
            culture. We treat the cross as an important symbol. For us, Jews are, so to speak,
            the “antithesis of the Cross.” I studied theology, and I believe there is still an
            unresolved tension between Christians and Jews. Because Jesus Christ has died for
            nothing if the Jews are still God’s chosen people. It is very hard to reconcile the
            crucifixion and the resurrection and the existence of the Jewish people, especially
            in the land of Israel.
         

         
          Let’s talk about the end of the world for a minute. In the apocalypse Jesus Christ
            will gather his followers in Jerusalem. So will we good Christians from around the
            world come to that city, which is full of Jews?
         

         
         R: For sure, that would have to be the end of the world.

      

      
      
         
            1. Deborah Lipstadt in interview of May 15, 2019: “Why Is This Happening? Chris Hayes
                  speaks with historian Deborah Lipstadt about the centuries-old roots of anti-Semitism,”
                  https://briefgate.com/2019/05/17/tracing-the-roots-of-anti-semitism-with-deborah-lipstadt-podcast-transcript/.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 6

      Small and Radical

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         
         R: In the 1930s, when the Nazis came to power, Lithuania had its own Fascist movement.
            This organization was called Geležinis vilkas (Iron wolf). Can we talk about its role?
         

         
         C: Yes, in order to understand the Holocaust we need to look into the history of Lithuanian
            Fascists. As we will see later, they played a crucial role in the mass murder of Lithuanian
            Jews.
         

         
          Let’s start their story from an important distinction between ethnic nationalism
            and civic patriotism. Fascism is an extreme form of ethnic nationalism. It is based
            on the belief that the nation is in deep crisis and extraordinary means are needed
            to save the nation, a kind of apocalyptic notion. There is a need to save the nation
            in the face of mortal danger. When you look back at Lithuanian history you find a
            certain tension between civic patriotism and ethnic nationalism, mirrored in the tension
            between conservative president Antanas Smetona and his Fascist deputy Augustinas Voldemaras.
         

         
          Geležinis vilkas was founded in 1929 by Voldemaras, after Smetona dismissed him from
            this post. Voldemaras took [Benito] Mussolini as his role model and Mussolini’s Black
            Shirts as the model for his organization. The members of Geležinis vilkas did not
            have a program as such; they saw themselves as the guardians of the Lithuanian people
            in armed combat against everything endangering the nation. The main enemies for them
            were Poles and Jews. Lithuanians had to be the masters of their own destiny again!
            
         

         
         R: What kind of organization was this Geležinis vilkas?

         
         C: It was a monk-like organization with strict rules, like the SS for the Nazi Party.
            For them, anti-Semitism was a tool for fighting Smetona. As radical and extreme nationalists
            they criticized Smetona because he was too Jew-friendly.
         

         
         R: Even though Smetona didn’t allow Jews to occupy any posts in the national administration?

         
         C: This was not enough for the radicals. They wanted to get Jews out of Lithuanian
            cities and to do it quickly. By 1929, the Voldemarists wanted to establish a broad
            anti-Semitic movement to get the Jews out of the Lithuanian economy. Trade organizations
            such as Verslas demanded Jews must be pushed out of Lithuanian cities within five
            years. The official policy under Smetona was the Lithuanization of the country’s economy.
            Still, Smetona said [the] country needed time to build a Lithuanian middle class,
            and in the meantime, there was space enough for all. There was no need to deport or
            suppress anyone. And if you look at the numbers, you see Smetona’s policy worked:
            The ethnically Lithuanian share of the economy was growing and the Polish-Jewish share
            was shrinking.
         

         
         R: Who were the members of Geležinis vilkas? 

         
         C: It was the younger generation of Christian Democrats as well as armed forces, soldiers
            and members of the Lithuanian Air Force and aviation school. In August of 1930, Geležinis
            vilkas apparently had about 3,500 members and about 1,000 candidates. In September
            1930, the organization was banned by Smetona and its members were persecuted and arrested.
            
         

         
          In June of 1934 Geležinis vilkas tried to organize a putsch to overthrow Smetona.
            Petras Kubiliūnas, chief of staff of the Lithuanian armed forces, led this attempt.
            
         

         
         R: The same Kubiliūnas who later became a first general counselor in August of 1941,
            the closest ally of the Germans? 
         

         
         C: Yes, the same. The putsch failed and 111 Voldemarists were arrested, and Kubiliūnas
            himself was sentenced to death but was in prison for just two years. His post as chief
            of staff of the Lithuanian armed forces was taken over by Stasys Raštikis. One of
            his tasks was to integrate right-wing officers into the military’s structure. 
         

         
          Geležinis vilkas was a secret organization with very dedicated members. These people
            were willing to act violently and perform ethnic cleansings. Most of the political
            unrest during the 1930s was engineered by the Voldemarists. These radicals thought
            the country was in such a deep crisis that moderate measures would not save the nation.
         

         
         R: What do you mean by “crisis”?

         
         C: I mean the crisis in foreign policy between 1938 and 1940. Vilnius was lost to
            Poland, while Klaipėda, or Memel, was lost to Germany. Lithuania received Vilnius
            back from the Soviets in 1939 when Poland was divided between the Germans and the
            Soviets. The price Lithuania paid for the return of Vilnius was very high: It had
            to allow 20,000 Soviet soldiers to be stationed permanently in the country. Who was
            to blame for the losses? Smetona! He was too soft on the Jews, on the Poles, on the
            Germans, and on the Soviets.
         

         
         R: And then there was this huge tragedy of 1940, on the night of the 15th of June
            when Smetona fled the country, and the Red Army came in. 
         

         
         C: For the ethnic nationalists this was like a symbol of the weakness of the conservative
            nation-state. They contrasted the weakness of Smetona with the success of the Fascist
            movements in Europe, especially in Italy and Germany, but also in Hungary and Romania,
            where Fascists were being suppressed in their own countries but were still going strong.
         

         
          Romanian Fascists were especially strong, and very spiritual, so to speak. They turned
            the idea of the nation into something very spiritual, sacred, eternal. They said you
            have to sacrifice your life for the sake of the eternal nation. The nation was a new
            religion for them. In Catholic countries, the Fascist movements had a whole ensemble
            of saints and martyrs. 
         

         
          Beginning in 1938, the Voldemarists occasionally received a few hundred Reichsmarks
            from the Germans. In June of 1939 they presented themselves to the Germans as the
            ones who had organized and executed all attacks against Jews in Lithuania. They asked
            for weapons and 100,000 litai (or 41,000 Reichsmarks), essentially for conducting
            anti-Jewish pogroms. The German Foreign Office gave them just 2,000 to 3,000 Reichsmarks
            every three months, starting in July of 1939. The Germans did not want, at this point
            in time, pogroms against Lithuanian Jews. As they said, this would have disturbed
            the slow but steady process of pushing Jews out of the Lithuanian economy.[1]

         
         R: So there were no pogroms in Lithuania before the war? The Germans hadn’t paid enough
            money?
         

         
         C: Well, what we find is that there was a lot more anti-Jewish violence in other states.
            But there were a few attacks on Jews in interwar Lithuania, which were led and committed
            mainly by the Voldemarists.
         

      

      
      
         
            1. See the report of the German Security Police concerning the Voldemaras movement that
                  Reinhard Heydrich forwarded to the German Foreign Office on June 29, 1939; the reaction
                  by Doertenbach from the Foreign Office on July 19, 1939 (International Military Court,
                  vol. 31, pp. 385–91).
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         R: What was happening in Germany before the attack on the Soviet Union?

         
         C: It took me quite a while to understand what was happening in Germany before June
            of 1941. Who was fighting whom? We usually think of wars as between states. And in
            this case, in the case of the ethnic nationalists, any war between states is actually
            a war between peoples. That is a big difference. The ’20, ’30s, and ’40s of the twentieth
            century are the high point of nationalism. “Our people” at this point meant our ethnically
            defined homogenous community.
         

         
          Hitler was preparing for a war of the peoples. What did the German leadership say?
            What did they think in 1940 and 1941? “We will attack the Soviet Union. We will draw
            many of the peoples living in the Soviet Union to our side. We want those living in
            the western part of the Soviet Union to be on our side: the Lithuanians, the Latvians,
            the Estonians, the Byelorussians, and the Ukrainians. Our big threat in this concept
            of the ‘war of peoples’ is the Russians.”
         

         
          Then there was the Hitler-Stalin pact in August 1939, with all the secret protocols
            you surely know about. This pact was crucial for the Nazis because it enabled them
            to prepare for and conduct the war. What was this treaty about? This treaty was about
            buying time for both sides. The Soviets knew very well at some point a clash between
            Germany and the Soviet Union was inevitable. Not now, in 1939, but maybe in 1942,
            1944, or 1946. Stalin needed time in order to build up strength, to build military
            power, industry, to educate new military leaders. In 1940 the Red Army was still fighting
            in Finland. And this warfare was ridiculously awful!
         

         
          After the treaty with Germany was signed, the Soviet Union started delivering agricultural
            products to the Nazis in exchange for industrial products—up to the summer of 1941.
            In the last week of June of 1941, when the Germans had already attacked the Soviet
            Union, there were still trains going from the Soviet Union to Germany to fulfill the
            obligations of the treaties, to deliver corn and grain, so the Germans would have
            more food.
         

         
         R: Why did Stalin enter into this treaty? Did he believe Hitler wasn’t interested
            in war with the Soviet Union? 
         

         
         C: Stalin believed Hitler wasn’t strong enough to attack the Soviet Union. Stalin
            thought Hitler would attack the West first. Then, after Western and Central European
            countries were weakened by fighting each other, the Soviets would take over. This
            was imperialistic thinking: “In the long run we Bolsheviks will dominate the world.”
         

         
          When Germany started the war in 1939 by attacking Poland, nobody could have expected
            the Nazis would win so quickly in Europe. They were very fast. Not by design but by
            luck. With the tanks and military tactics they applied on the battlefield they rapidly
            encircled their enemies. This happened, but not because Hitler was a military genius.
            We know from the research of the last two decades, the Nazis developed their methods
            of warfare on the fly. And comparison with World War I makes it quite clear how sensational
            this was. In World War I trench warfare on the French-Belgium border lasted for four
            years, over 1,200 days. In 1940, it took the Germans just six weeks to conquer France,
            Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands! Nobody expected this to happen, not even
            the Nazis themselves. So in 1940 it started looking like the Germans were invincible,
            viewed from the outside.
         

         
         R: So how did it look from the inside, from the German point of view? 

         
         C: Let’s try to understand the inner logic of Hitler’s thinking. That Hitler is still
            being underestimated as a military leader is a result of the defense strategy of German
            military generals. In 1945, after the Germans lost, the German generals claimed: “Why
            did we lose the war? Because of Hitler. Hitler was an amateur. He was a soldier from
            the trenches who did not know what he was doing. Had he not led us, we would have
            won this war.” This blame game was successful and so it took a long time to get over
            the myth that the German generals were perfect, and Hitler was a fool. 
         

         
          Hitler’s vision was to turn continental Europe into a fortress controlled by the
            Nazis, strong enough to face the coming war with the British and the Americans. This
            concept was called “Fortress Europe.” With their large, occupied land behind them,
            the Germans would be able to fight the naval powers, the Allied enemy. Actually, Hitler
            thought very highly of the British; he even thought about making a pact with them,
            but Churchill refused to cooperate. In Hitler’s eyes, the situation in 1940 and [19]41
            was the following: the Germans cannot get the British on their side, the Americans
            are Jewish-controlled anyway, so Germany should attack the Soviet Union. If Germany
            conquered the Soviet Union, the Germans hoped the British would have no choice but
            to side with them. And in any case, with control of Soviet resources, Germany would
            be strong enough to continue the war against the Anglo-Saxon forces even if the British
            didn’t give in. 
         

         
          Hitler and the German military leadership knew a victory over the Soviet Union would
            work only if the Germans were fast—very fast. At that time, the British and the Americans
            had already started to build up their armaments. The Soviets were still recovering
            as well from the killing of the leadership of the Red Army and the purges of the [19]30s.
            According to German intelligence, the Soviet Union at that point in time was not yet
            strong. But later, on July 16, 1941, just a few weeks after the initial attack, Hitler
            said: “Had I known before the attack how much material resources the Soviet Union
            had, how many tanks, how much manpower, I am not sure I would have made the decision
            to attack.”
         

         
         R: The attack on the Soviet Union was planned as a blitzkrieg, right? Weren’t the
            Germans planning to conclude this war in a few weeks?
         

         
         C: The German calculation was the following: in a few months, the war would be over.
            After that Germany would rule large parts of Europe. Fortress Europe would be under
            German control. In order to maintain stability across this large space, Germany had
            to provide some support to its allies and ensure they had enough food, just as they
            had to ensure for the Germans themselves. 
         

         
          Now, this allegedly simple goal of feeding your own people and the people you want
            to cooperate with led to one of the key points in the history of World War II and
            the mass crimes of the Germans: German experts in the Ministry of Agriculture calculated
            that there were about 30 million people too many to feed with the amount of food being
            produced on the European continent. So there wouldn’t be enough food for everyone.
            This fact is crucial if you want to understand the brutality of World War II. The
            Nazis calculated that unless 30 million people were killed in Europe by the end of
            1941, there wouldn’t be enough food to feed the Germans and the rest of the European
            population living under German occupation. World War I was lost because of the instability
            of the home front, and this must not be repeated. That was a key point in German planning:
            to avoid any risk to the stability of the home front, to feed the army, feed the people
            at home, to feed their allies on the home front. 
         

         
         R: Who were these 30 million people to be killed? The Jews? There weren’t that many
            Jews in the entire world.
         

         
         C: The people to be killed were mainly ethnic Russians. The Nazis had developed a
            scheme to divide up the conquered territory of the Soviet Union. In the rich agricultural
            south of the Soviet Union—Ukraine, part of White Russia, and the Caucasus—agricultural
            products would be seized to feed both the local population and the rest of Europe.
            The theft of the harvest in 1941 was crucial for the success of German war planning.
         

         
          Parts of the north and east and the larger cities of the Soviet Union would not receive
            food anymore. In these territories, the Nazis would create a vast “hunger zone.” Thirty
            million Russians must be starved to death in half a year. This was seen as a military
            necessity by the German experts. Otherwise the war could not be won.
         

         
          The Baltic countries were not supposed to be part of this hunger zone. They were
            to remain self-sufficient with no outside help. In the long run they would be annexed
            to the German Reich. The Baltics would become part of German living space, populated
            by many German colonists.
         

         
         R: Was this hunger plan Hitler’s own idea?

         
         C: No. This plan was called the “Backe’sche plan.” State secretary at the Ministry
            of Agriculture Herbert Backe was the main author and main force behind it. The plan
            included measures aimed at destroying Soviet industry and depopulating the cities,
            especially major centers such as Leningrad, Moscow, Kharkov, and Kiev, as well as
            other big cities. The hunger plan was the first mass-murder plan for the occupied
            Soviet Union that was designed and accepted by the Nazis. It was designed in December
            of 1940 and presented to the Nazi leadership in January 1941. This plan was accepted
            by Hitler, Hermann Göring, and the entire German political and military leadership
            in the spring of 1941. 
         

         
          There was a second mass-murder plan. This other plan also wasn’t directly related
            to Jews. The Nazis wanted to rule the Soviet Union as a German-controlled space, so
            they had to do away with the Soviet leadership and the leadership of people from which
            they could expect resistance. This plan intended to decapitate the Soviet leadership,
            meaning the Communists, bureaucrats in higher positions, and for German anti-Semites,
            it also included Jewish men. The murder of the Soviet leadership and Jewish men was
            supposed to accelerate the collapse of the Soviet state, to render Soviet society
            defenseless, and thus ease the way for German warfare.
         

         
         The hunger plan and the plan of decapitating the Soviet leadership were two parallel
            plans agreed upon and confirmed before the attack on the Soviet Union on the 22nd
            of June 1941. Both mass murder plans had to be implemented very quickly, within the
            first few months of the war and occupation.
         

         
         R: So according to this plan, the Jews had to be killed as part of the Soviet leadership,
            not as Jews? And only some Jews, not all of them?
         

         
         C: The plan meant decapitating the Soviet state. According to Nazi calculations, several
            millions of Soviet functionaries had to be murdered. A similar decapitation had been
            conducted in Poland already soon after the 1939 invasion, with the main victims the
            Polish political, religious, and intellectual leadership, mostly ethnic Poles, about
            50,000 people altogether.
         

         
          Some people say this is the link to the Jews because Jews were living in the Soviet
            cities, not in the countryside. But at that point there was no mass-murder plan regarding
            the murder of all Jews. 
         

         
         R: No plan at all?

         
         C: The plan of decapitating the Soviet state did include the immediate killing of
            Jewish men of military age. Regarding the Jews as a whole, there were several plans
            developed in Germany before the war. And there was some talk that Jews should be put
            into the same hunger zone to starve with the Russians.
         

         
          The first plan concerned Polish Jews and was developed in 1939 and 1940. The Nazis
            thought about creating a huge Jewish reservation in eastern Poland near the city of
            Lublin. All the Jews from German-controlled territories would be brought there. Some
            Polish Jews were supposed to be put in the Łódź ghetto first and then sent to Lublin.
            There was no decision at that time to kill the Jews there; they would eventually die
            there anyway because of the inhumane living conditions. When it became clear that
            this plan would not work, Adolf Eichmann offered the Polish Jews to the Soviets in
            January 1940. The Germans would bring them all to Lublin near the German-Soviet border
            and then give this territory to the Soviets. The Soviets refused! After this the Germans
            sealed off the Łódź ghetto, turning it into a prison.
         

         
          The next idea, which came up in 1940, was to send over 4 million European Jews to
            Madagascar. Of course ships would be needed to deport them there. 
         

         
         R: But surely this couldn’t have been a serious plan.

         
         C: Quite to the contrary, it was. The Nazis were very serious about the Madagascar
            plan, there were even German officers undergoing training for operations in Madagascar.
            They needed British cooperation for this task and a huge amount of ships. When the
            Nazis realized the Madagascar plan wouldn’t work, they accelerated ghettoization in
            the Warsaw ghetto. The Jews were fenced in there in November of 1940.
         

         
          The spring of 1941 saw the first big wave of ghettoization in Poland, well before
            the attack on the Soviet Union. 
         

         
         R: Why?

         
         C: Because millions of German soldiers needed space in Poland to prepare for the attack.
            The Germans put the Jews into ghettos, and the Wehrmacht took over the Jewish houses.
            So ghettoization was not always a goal in itself but also a tool in preparation for
            attack. Do you see how interconnected everything is?
         

         
         R: It’s funny to think that in the spring of 1941 [that] millions of German soldiers
            were brought near the Soviet-German border, but Stalin didn’t believe attack was imminent.
         

         
         C: Stalin’s spies were everywhere, dutifully reporting on German troops’ movements,
            but Stalin didn’t believe their reports. Stalin even received a report about Hitler’s
            hunger plan to starve 30 million Russians. He knew about it!
         

         
         R: Tell me about the idea of the ghettos. Why were the ghettos needed? 

         
         C: When I taught in England my students used to ask me: “Christoph, why don’t we conduct
            some research on ghettos in Germany?” But there were no ghettos in Germany! They existed
            only in Eastern Europe, in Poland, Romania, Hungary, some in Croatia, and in the occupied
            territory of the Soviet Union. So it is an Eastern European phenomenon exclusively!
         

         
         R: Why only in Eastern Europe?

         
         C: Because the Germans saw East European Jews as dangerous. There were huge numbers
            of them living in the occupied territories. In German-occupied Poland alone there
            were 2 million Jews! Compare this with the fact that Germany had spent the years from
            1933 to 1939 getting 200,000 Jews out of Germany. And now, within days of the beginning
            of World War II, they found themselves with ten times more Jews! What should they
            do? First of all, the Germans wanted to isolate the Jews from the rest of the population.
            
         

         
         R: Why were ghettos useful from the German perspective?

         
         C: Jews could be isolated and, therefore, made harmless, maximizing security. Jewish
            property could be redistributed. Jews did not have to be fed, so food resources could
            be conserved. Another important factor was the exploitation of Jewish labor. This
            factor later became the main reason why ghettos existed for such a long time. In the
            spring of 1941, the Germans said a decision would be made on what to do with the Jews
            under German control only after military victory. In the meantime, the ghettos would
            be improvised isolation camps, temporary “solutions,” making control of Jews possible,
            for the whole variety of reasons just mentioned. 
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         R: How did the Germans prepare for implementing their plans?

         
         C: There is one more element of the German plan that should be mentioned here. If
            you want to rob the harvest from the local population and if you have a major security
            problem because you want to kill the entire leadership, you need a lot of German personnel
            to carry out these plans.
         

         
          German economists calculated that for the appropriation of the annual harvest alone,
            at least half a million German men were needed: 500,000 just for economic tasks, for
            the food appropriation! Plus you have to kill the leadership. It is a lot of work.
            . . . When the general quartermaster told the generals in May of 1941, “We need 500,000
            German men,” the reaction was laughter! The demand was then reduced down to 360,000
            as the minimum. Heinrich Himmler, the head of the German SS and police forces, with
            the help of Wehrmacht finally managed to find about 90,000 men: Wehrmacht battalions
            and security divisions (58,500 men), police battalions with 12,000 men, special SS
            forces called Kommandostab Reichsführer SS with 18,000 men, and 3,000 people recruited
            for the Einsatzgruppen, murder squadrons for eliminating the Soviet leadership. And
            higher SS and police leaders were supposed to be deployed behind the German front
            line in the occupied Soviet Union to command and coordinate all security forces as
            Himmler’s regional representatives. Still, even before the attack on the Soviet Union
            in June of 1941, the Nazis knew they were three-quarters short of the manpower required
            to implement their plans.
         

         
         R: So then armed non-Germans appeared in the plans?

         
         C: Yes. The idea came from the German security forces. They proposed to secure the
            zone behind the front, we will have to use brutal terror, and the only way to have
            enough manpower is to use armed local non-German forces. Although Hitler was against
            it, he finally agreed on one condition: These local forces armed by Germans could
            not harbor any political aspirations. Non-Germans in the occupied Soviet Union would
            be armed only because of the need to use them for German interests. Even so, on July
            16, 1941, Hitler made the statement that non-Germans should not be allowed to carry
            guns. But Himmler knew he had no other choice than to use local armed forces for both
            the mass-murder plans: hunger and decapitation plan.
         

         
          You see, scarcity was a key problem in every area. Wherever you looked, there wasn’t
            enough, not enough, not enough. The Nazi reaction to scarcity leads us to a central
            feature of Nazi policy: the selection, which we will encounter so often and which played such a crucial role in German
            mass crimes. 
         

         
         R: So the elimination of the Jews was not the Nazis’ top priority in 1941?

         
         C: The overall goal of the war was to create a strong, militarized German Reich for
            the German people, surrounded by Fortress Europa. And only then to fight the ultimate
            war, the world war, and achieve global domination. There was no place for the Jews
            in this new world of Hitler.
         

         
          Hitler was always fighting against “the Jew.” The Jew in different disguises and forms: Jewish domination in America, Jews in
            the Soviet Union, Jews influencing Churchill. The plan was to conclude the war victoriously
            by September or October 1941, and then the Nazis could do whatever they wanted with
            the Jews. But the top priority for Hitler was winning the war and winning it quickly.
            The fate of Jews would be settled after the war, not necessarily during the war. We have discussed already the German plan to kill many Jewish men of military
            age in the occupied Soviet Union very quickly during the first stages of the war.
            The anti-Jewish policy and the plan to decapitate the Soviet leadership overlapped.
         

         
          The Jews were not supposed to survive German rule, even if in 1940 there was no plan
            on how to accomplish this. The living generation of the Jews was supposed to be the
            last. In March of 1941, Hitler’s office made a plan to sterilize millions of Jews
            forcibly. The labor force of the present generation of Jews would be partly preserved,
            if necessary, but its reproduction would be prevented. Mentally and physically disabled
            Jews were killed in the context of the so-called euthanasia operation in Germany.
            We will talk about this as well.
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         R: There was a large émigré community of prominent Lithuanians in Berlin before the
            war broke out.
         

         
         C: Yes. After the Soviet occupation of 1940, about 1,000 Lithuanian refugees came
            to Berlin, mostly politicians and from the military. Among them there were about thirty
            members of the Lithuanian Security Police. All these people were deeply worried about
            their fatherland. They were looking for allies to get the Soviets out of Lithuania.
            Neither the British nor the Americans were an option at the time. The Germans were
            the only possible ally.
         

         
          Former Lithuanian ambassador to Germany Kazys Škirpa was a key figure in the Lithuanian
            community in Berlin. Škirpa wrote in his memoirs that at the beginning of November
            of 1940, he received secret information from German military officials that Germany
            would attack the Soviet Union in the coming year. Škirpa was in constant contact with
            the German military intelligence service, the Abwehr, and with members of what later
            became the Ministry for the Occupied Eastern Territories. Škirpa founded the Lithuanian
            Activist Front (LAF) and became its leader in his Berlin apartment in November of
            1940. The LAF was not limited to the Lithuanian right wing. It was a broad coalition
            and the only ones excluded were the Lithuanian Communists.
         

         
         R: Did the LAF have a vision of their activities and a national uprising in Lithuania?
            What did they plan to do once Germany attacked the Soviets?
         

         
         C: They developed this vision over the next half year. Extreme right-wing nationalists
            dominated in this. The LAF not only wanted to restore prewar Lithuania, [but] these
            people [also] wanted to create a new revolutionary Lithuania with many Fascist features.
            What would this new Lithuania look like? It should be Christian (Christianity as the
            cornerstone of Lithuanian morality), it should be radically nationalistic, and it
            should be about social justice. Social justice meant taking Jewish and Polish property
            for the needs of ethnic Lithuanians. Those were the three pillars. One founder of
            the LAF, Antanas Maceina, an intellectual and a professor, put all this down into
            a program. In this platform you find one of the rare cases of the term Lithuanian race being used. As this document stated, the Lithuanian race should be pure.
         

         
         R: Were they following the German model in their plans?

         
         C: Yes, but not only. Let’s not forget that the Italian model was also attractive.
            And from the past we find mention of the Young Turks who created the Turkish state
            as the successor to the Ottoman Empire. Even if the coalition of the LAF was quite
            broad, the ideology and the atmosphere of the organization was dominated by semi-Fascists
            and Fascists. The leadership of the LAF was in constant contact with the German leadership.
            The Germans knew they would need the support of the Lithuanians for the coming war.
            There were also disagreements. The Germans wanted the LAF to come into operation only
            in contact with the German army when conquering Lithuania. The LAF wanted to act more
            independently and immediately at the outbreak of war. 
         

         
          German preparations for war included attempts to initiate anti-Soviet revolts in
            the Baltic countries. It was anticipated the rebels would take over prisons, bridges,
            factories, railway networks, police stations, and other strategic sites. This infrastructure
            was needed for German logistics and, therefore, had to be protected. After the arrival
            of the German army, the rebels would no longer be required, and they were expected
            to give up their weapons. Some of them would later assist the Germans as interpreters
            and aides familiar with the land.
         

         
          At the same time, we have evidence of Lithuanian police being trained at two camps
            in Germany by the Abwehr and the Gestapo. Beginning in the fall of 1940, a few hundred
            Lithuanians, including sixty to seventy former policemen, were trained as agents in
            sabotage and on how to support the German invasion. Germans also helped smuggle some
            200 Belgian pistols and Polish hand grenades into Lithuania. Lithuanian activists
            provided the German military with as much information about Lithuania as they could,
            including reports on the Lithuanian economy and production. All German orders were
            supposed to be perceived inside Lithuania as orders coming from the LAF, from Škirpa
            himself. They wanted to stay invisible in the background.
         

         
          Even so, the Germans never promised LAF, “If you help us, you will get your own state
            back.” Their message was: “The German leadership will evaluate appropriately what
            you have done for us, then we’ll see what we can do for you.” It was this kind of
            very vague message.
         

         
         R: Were the Lithuanians just naïve, hoping with the help of Germany not only to get
            rid of the Soviets, but to get back independence, too?
         

         
         C: What happened at the end of World War I lingered in the background. At that time,
            under German occupation, Lithuanians tried to create their own state, and eventually
            they succeeded! They had an independent country from 1918 to 1940. But in 1918 this
            was linked to the German defeat! And now the Germans were determined to win and create
            an empire.
         

         
          Kazys Škirpa decided that immediately after the outbreak of the war, the LAF would
            organize a Lithuanian uprising. Hence the LAF took control of the Kaunas radio station
            and declared the restoration of the Independence of Lithuania on June 23, 1941. And
            the uprising begun. All this happened against the will of the Germans.
         

         
         R: But what about all the anti-Jewish propaganda leaflets created by the LAF and sent
            to Lithuania from Germany? Get the Jews out, destroy the Jews, etc. These leaflets
            began circulating long before the war. In March of 1941?
         

         
         C: Yes. The main message of these leaflets was, get the Jews out of Lithuania. All
            the rights previously granted to Jews were canceled. All Jews should leave Lithuania
            because we want to build a new Lithuania, a nationalist, ethnically pure state. 
         

         
          The idea of Jewish Bolshevism was their top message then—a new message. A new message
            for the Lithuanian people, it became really popular only in 1940 and 1941, starting
            with the Soviet occupation in June of 1940. Before this the general anti-Semitic message
            was: “The Jews are exploiting and harming the Lithuanian nation.” Now, in 1940, both
            messages came together, combined into one powerful, anti-Semitic appeal. What was
            this appeal about? “We will not allow Jews to harm Lithuania any longer and we will
            get rid of Jewish Communism.” Jews are Communists, Communists are Jews. Period.
         

         
          Nonetheless, these documents and leaflets of the LAF contained no urge to murder
            the Jews of Lithuania. The themes of the leaflets were not only “Get the Jews out”
            but also anti-Soviet messages and the call to support the Germans. The anti-Soviet
            and anti-Jewish message became very important in Lithuania after the massive deportations
            on June 14 and 15, 1941. A week before the war started.
         

         
         R: Let’s talk about these deportations and their significance in increased anti-Semitism
            in Lithuania. 
         

         
         C: The Soviets began planning deportations of Baltic people in October of 1940. The
            NKVD drew up lists of anti-Soviet elements to be deported. For Lithuania alone there
            were over 300,000 people who were considered potential enemies of the Soviet state.
            In March of 1941. the leadership of the Red Army came to the conclusion that in the
            event of a German attack, many locals in Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia would side
            with the Germans against the Soviet state. 
         

         
          In early May 1941, 9,900 people were shortlisted in Lithuania to be deported immediately
            to Russia, mostly to Siberia. In June, a new list was drawn up with 22,000 names—not
            just ethnic Lithuanians, but also Jews and Poles, who together represented the political,
            religious, educated, and industrial elite of the country and their families. Similarly,
            many thousands of people were to be deported from all regions annexed by the Soviets
            in 1940. The aim was to take these people out of their countries for at least twenty
            years. Now we know every detail. 
         

         
          Early in the morning of June 14, massive deportations took place simultaneously in
            many Lithuanian counties. The deportations were carried out by several thousand NKVD
            agents supported by about 10,000 Red Army soldiers, administrators, Communists, and
            Komsomol members. In just a few days, between 17,000 and 17,500 people were deported
            from Lithuania. At least 1,400 people were able to escape. While some Lithuanians
            managed to escape to Germany, Jews—many of them Polish refugees who crossed into Lithuania
            after Hitler invaded Poland—sought escape routes via Japan and Shanghai, Turkey, and
            Iran. The search for them ended on June 17 when deportation operations ceased.
         

         
         R: How many Jews were deported?

         
         C: Repressions and deportations hit Jews as much as Lithuanians and Poles. Among those
            deported were 1,500 Polish and 2,613 Lithuanian Jews. So more than 15 percent of all
            people deported from Lithuania on June 14 and 15 were Jews. On the deportation lists
            we find, for example, all leading Bundist and Zionist leaders and Jewish businessmen.
            
         

         
         R: There is a popular belief that the NKVD members who deported Lithuanians were mostly
            Jews. Is this true?
         

         
         C: The numbers tell a different story. By June of 1941, more than half of all employees
            of the NKVD were brought in from the Soviet Union. NKVD staff in Lithuania at the
            end of May 1941 was comprised of 519 employees, 55 of whom were Jews, or 10.6 percent.
            But the actual numbers were not important. What was important was the new, very strong
            anti-Semitic message that surfaced after the arrests and the deportations: not only
            that the Communists are the Jews (and Jews are the Communists) but also that they
            want to destroy the Lithuanian people.

         
          I think the main issue here was the need to mobilize the country for a massive anti-Soviet
            effort. The message “the Jewish Communists are destroying us” was used simply because
            it worked. And even so, there was still no call, “Let’s kill the Jews now.”
         

         
         R: Let’s summarize German and Lithuanian preparation for cooperating in the war. 

         
         C: As we have seen already, Germans were under enormous time pressure to conduct a
            “blitzkrieg.” They needed all the help they could get. Lithuanians wanted to get rid
            of the Soviets and to restore the independent state or, to be more accurate, to build
            a new one, an ethnically pure Lithuanian state. The Germans only wanted from Lithuanians
            logistical support for their invasion in order to ease the German workload, but they
            wanted to avoid Lithuanian sovereignty. The same applied in the other occupied countries:
            The Ukrainians should not get their own state, Latvians should not get their own state,
            etc. Later, after the war was over, the Germans might grant their allies some economic
            advantages but never would the Germans allow the existence of any political centers
            in these countries. But of course there was never a firm “no” communicated to these
            countries since first and foremost the Germans needed their cooperation. The Germans
            knew they would get this cooperation from the locals only if the interests and goals
            of the latter could be pursued. “If I cannot force you to cooperate, I need to seduce
            you into cooperating.”
         

         
         R: So what did the Germans promise to the people of the LAF? 

         
         C: “We will help you fight the enemies of the Lithuanian people! The Soviets, the
            Jews, and maybe the Poles.”
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      An Easy Occupation

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: On Sunday morning at 3 a.m., Germany attacked the Soviet Union. How large was the
            attacking army?
         

         
         C: About 3.3 million German soldiers, divided into three army groups. Army Group North,
            which entered Lithuania, was the most important one in the initial phase of the German
            invasion. Its task was to quickly conquer Leningrad. 
         

         
          By the evening of June 22, only twelve to fifteen hours after the first attack, German
            troops had overcome every single border fortification and poured into Lithuania. On
            June 23, the Red Army began retreating to the eastern borders of the country. Kaunas
            and Vilnius fell into German hands on June 24. At 5:15 p.m. on the afternoon of June
            24, the swastika flag was raised over Vilnius. Within a week the whole territory of
            Lithuania was occupied. There was very little heavy fighting, so most Lithuanian cities
            were spared German artillery. The largest cities, Vilnius and Kaunas, were left practically
            intact. 
         

         
         R: Why did the Red Army, the 150,000 Soviet soldiers stationed in Lithuania, run away
            when the Germans came?
         

         
         C: The German attack came suddenly, by surprise. The Red Army was caught in almost
            complete disarray. Moscow issued unrealistic orders. What we see in Lithuania is a
            hasty but quite orderly retreat of Soviet troops. Well, considered in hindsight, this
            was actually very intelligent on the part of the Red Army. Why? Germany’s strategy
            depended on a plan to encircle the Red Army on its western front, trapping army units
            during the first few weeks after the onset of war. The somewhat chaotic but still
            successful retreat of large parts of the Red Army to lines farther east actually contributed
            to later German difficulties. On June 27, 1941, [Joseph] Goebbels expressed the general
            concern: “We are all afraid the Red Army will retreat prematurely and will not enter
            into the battle of annihilation.” Hitler was euphoric about the rapid progress but
            also irritated by the low number of POWs, because according to operational planning
            it should have been much higher than it was.
         

         
          By the time the Germans arrived in Lithuania, most Soviet soldiers were in retreat.
            The Red Army had actually disappeared within a few days. The few Soviet soldiers left
            behind quickly surrendered and most German soldiers did not see combat. They literally
            walked into Lithuania. There was some serious combat here and there, some bombing
            of airfields and the retreating Red Army, but the actual experience of German soldiers
            during the first two weeks of the war was that of walking! Walking in the summer heat.
            Real combat began only when the Germans reached the “Old Stalin Line,” near the former
            Soviet border, which was outside Lithuania.
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         R: The Lithuanian Uprising began immediately when Germany attacked the USSR. Since
            the Germans did not want it to happen, since the [Lithuanian Activist Front; LAF]
            was small and based outside of the country, how could the Lithuanian Uprising be organized
            in such a brief time and on such a large scale, with 100,000 Lithuanian men participating?
         

         
         C: Much more than we think actually happened by coincidence! The June 22 Uprising
            was so large because of the mass deportations conducted by the Soviets only one week
            before the war.
         

         
         R: What do you mean by coincidence? Do you mean the Lithuanian Uprising would not
            have happened without the deportations?
         

         
         C: This Uprising would have taken place anyway but with much fewer people participating.
            It was during and because of the June deportations that such a large number of Lithuanians
            took up arms and went to the forests.
         

         
         R: Because the arrests and subsequent deportations were so violent, so brutal, there
            were many people trying to hide in the woods. What happened to them?
         

         
         C: One week later they would join [and] support the Lithuanian Uprising.

         
         R: How many insurgents joined this Uprising? One hundred thousand men altogether?
            This is the figure indicated in Škirpa’s memoirs.
         

         
         C: No, the real number was much lower. The Lithuanian leadership quoted high numbers
            in early August of 1941 to the German military leadership in order to impress them.
            The message was: “We deserve something, because of the scale of our fighting against
            the Red Army.” These inflated numbers of Uprising participants, between 90,000 and
            131,000, have long dominated Lithuanian historiography. Lithuanian historian Valentinas
            Brandišauskas, however, has checked the sources. According to him, there were 4,000
            to 5,000 men in the organized Uprising. There were about 400 groups of insurgents
            in all of Lithuania. The Uprising was joined by another 5,000 to 10,000 men spontaneously
            during the first days of the war. If we combine the numbers of participants in the
            organized and in the spontaneous Uprising, we count 10,000 to 15,000.
         

         
         R: The men who ran to the forests to avoid Soviet deportations, were they armed? Where
            did they get their weapons from?
         

         
         C: Many of them were members of the military reserves of the prewar Lithuanian army,
            “Šaulių sąjunga” (Riflemen’s Union). When they joined the Uprising, they took with
            them the weapons that they had hidden during the Soviet occupation. Others attacked
            retreating Red Army soldiers and captured arms from them. There were 3,365 men in
            Kaunas alone assigned to forty-two stations in and around Kaunas. After the Germans
            arrived, all firearms were supposed to be registered. Lithuanians were banned from
            bearing arms without a permit on the night of June 25 into June 26. 
         

         
          On June 28, the Germans demanded the partisans—insurgents—to be immediately replaced
            by strictly organized units. The Uprising lasted only a few days. Actually, the insurgents
            were much less organized than was claimed later. The connections between the groups
            spread across the whole country were rather weak. It is also more accurate to talk
            about several centers of the LAF in Berlin, Kaunas, and Vilnius acting partially independently
            of one another. 
         

         
          Disarmament of the insurgents began on June 28. Kaunas military commander Jurgis
            Bobelis issued an order to disarm the partisan movement. On that day, the first organized
            units were formed, and many former partisans joined them. A battalion for the Defense
            of National Labor (Tautinio darbo apsauga [TDA]) was formed in Kaunas under the command
            of Andrius Butkūnas, with Antanas Impulevičius as second in command. 
         

         
         R: Whose initiative was it to create this battalion?

         
         C: As early as March 30, 1941, the LAF introduced the concept of the TDA as armed
            Lithuanian forces. Immediately after the occupation the Germans tried to organize
            local Schutzmann-schaften, or self-defense battalions. They didn’t call them “police
            battalions” because this would imply an independent state, and the Germans didn’t
            want that. 
         

         
          German security police planned to use these battalions for their own purposes. The
            TDA battalion in Kaunas was created on June 28. On June 30, the cabinet of ministers
            of the Lithuanian provisional government decided to finance it by assigning about
            7,500 rubles a day for the first ten-day period to pay the salaries of all 700 members
            of the battalion. All men who came to serve it were volunteers. Two weeks later, the
            mayor of Kaunas Kazys Palčiauskas ordered all authorized staff of this battalion to
            wear white armbands with the inscription TDA.
         

         
          The white armbands were for German soldiers to recognize who was on their side: If
            he was a nationalist partisan, he must be working with the Germans. There were several
            Lithuanian partisans killed by Germans in the first days of war just by accident because
            the Germans couldn’t identify to which side the armed men belonged. 
         

         
         R: How many insurgents were killed by the Soviets during these few days of the Uprising?
            
         

         
         C: The figure Škirpa gives is 4,000. But this is incorrect. A more accurate number
            is 600. In Kaunas there were just 161 killed, not the 2,000 cited by Škirpa. In Vilnius,
            24 people were killed, and another 460 were killed in the provinces. 
         

         
         R: Would you call the Uprising a heroic act?

         
         C: I would say the Lithuanian white armbanders or the partisan movement was a justified,
            anticolonial, anti-Soviet movement. We also need to ask, however, why the same people
            committed crimes against the Jews, in other words, why were there so many anti-Semitic
            acts during the Uprising?
         

         
         R: During the first days of the occupation the Lithuanian provisional government was
            formed. What kind of a country was Lithuania supposed to be? 
         

         
         C: There were no plans for it to be a democratic state. There were hardly any democratic
            states left in Europe at that time. The Lithuanian provisional government formed by
            the LAF wanted to develop Lithuania as a strong Fascist state. We have looked already
            at the Fascist elements present in the program of the LAF. The provisional government
            was the main project of the LAF. The restored Lithuanian nation-state was supposed
            to be for ethnic Lithuanians exclusively (in contrast to the Lithuanian constitution
            of 1938), and the role models were the Fascist states of Germany and Italy. In the
            future Lithuania, there was to be no separation of powers (legislative, judicial,
            executive) and no democratic rule of law.
         

         
          The first meeting of the Lithuanian provisional government was held in Kaunas on
            June 24. Designated Prime Minister Kazys Škirpa was still in Berlin, where the Germans
            had placed him under house arrest.
         

         
         R: Why would the Germans do this to their ally and friend?

         
         C: The Germans didn’t want any central non-German governments in the occupied territories,
            they just wanted local logistical support. They wanted to annihilate the Red Army.
            They did not need the nuisance represented by Škirpa, who would attempt to consolidate
            political power in Lithuania. The same happened in Ukraine, where the Germans didn’t
            even allow a provisional government to be declared. The Germans simply arrested the
            people who tried to form one. 
         

         
         R: The [provisional government] managed to function without Škirpa.

         
         C: Škirpa was not the only one missing. During the first meetings of the [provisional
            government], some other appointed ministers weren’t there, either. They either had
            been deported to the Soviet Union earlier, or were in exile in Berlin, or in the Lithuanian
            countryside, unable to travel to Kaunas. Juozas Ambrazevičius, a teacher of literature,
            was appointed acting prime minister instead of Škirpa. The new government was dominated
            by Christian Democrats, represented by half the ministers and the prime minister.
            All of them belonged to the younger generation. A military body, the Council of National
            Defense, was also created. The members of this council, the generals, were all from
            the extreme right: Stasys Pundzevicius, Mykolas Rėklaitis, Juozas Vėbra, and Kaunas
            military commandant Jurgis Bobelis and Kaunas mayor Kazys Palčiauskas.
         

         
         R: And then the Lithuanian police were organized?

         
         C: On June 24, Bobelis issued a proclamation ordering all Lithuanian police officers
            who were employed before the Soviet occupation in June of 1940 to return to their
            posts. Three thousand former Lithuanian police officers obeyed this order. Members
            of the prewar paramilitary organization Šaulių sajunga were asked to appear at local
            police stations. At the same time pagalbinė policija (auxiliary police) were organized
            in cities and counties. They were subordinate to regular German police. Kaunas city
            police had 180 officers; Vilnius city police 430 officers. Their duties were similar
            to normal police duties, the only difference being they couldn’t be called “police.”
            They had to wear a yellow or white armband with the word Schutzmann or Pagalbinės policijos tarnyba. Only a few select men were allowed to carry weapons.
         

         
          In the countryside, there was a much higher percentage of nonformal armed forces,
            mostly those men who took part in the Uprising. They were neither soldiers nor policemen.
            Some of these men had been members of Riflemen’s Union. Only some of them wore the
            white armbands. Lithuanian military commander Jurgis Bobelis issued an order to disarm
            them as early as June 24. All partisans were supposed to give up their arms.
         

         
         R: Did they?

         
         C: Not all of them. Who could force them? It is not enough to give orders. People
            have to obey them! If we see repeated orders from either the German or Lithuanian
            side, it means that people were simply not obeying to the degree expected.
         

         
          The Germans wanted all armed forces to be strictly under German control. After the
            Uprising was over, the Lithuanian partisans were not supposed to have arms. People
            whom you don’t control are potentially dangerous. Germans knew that their occupation
            policy would be stealing the harvest, houses, horses, food, and people for forced
            labor needs. The Germans knew the people in Lithuania would not like it. So it was
            not in the German interest to have armed non-Germans outside of German control. From
            the Lithuanian point of view, it was different. Both the newly created battalions
            and the local auxiliary police were supposed to be the core of the armed forces of
            the future state. And the more the citizens have access to arms, the better, provided
            they are loyal to Lithuania. So the number of armed Lithuanians was quite large. Later,
            in 1943, there were about 8,000 armed men, outside of the battalions and police, who
            were not part of the armed forces.
         

         
         R: I have read postwar interrogation files of white armbanders and former members
            of the Riflemen’s Union, or šauliai, who took part in the murders in the countryside.
            A local police chief might ask them to come to the police station on a certain day
            at a certain time. Then he would give them guns and send them to guard, transport,
            and even murder local Jews. As I understand it, the arms kept at police stations were
            given to partisans, white armbanders, or former šauliai on a particular date for a
            particular task, [and] then the guns were taken back until a new order came. Participation
            in these activities didn’t necessarily mean murder. They might have been sent to guard
            Jews or to provide a horse and carriage for their transportation, and they didn’t
            go to the actual shooting site because they were busy with their farm. Many of these
            men were asked by a local village alderman or police chief to help march Jews “to
            work.” Only when the “helpers” saw the pits did they realize the kind of “work” to
            which they were taking their Jewish neighbors. Then it was too late to go home. At
            least that’s what they claimed in the postwar interrogations.
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         R: Within one week, the Germans had completed the occupation of Lithuania and installed
            their military command. What was the structure of the German military administration?
         

         
         C: Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia were conquered by German Army Group North. The occupied
            territory was divided into three areas. First, the front area; then, behind the front
            area there was the Rear Army area, fifteen to twenty, sometimes even fifty kilometers
            wide. Finally, behind these two there was a third area, the Rear Army Group area,
            occupying the largest territory. 
         

         
         R: And then there were SS units. There is some confusion here: People talk about SS,
            SD, Gestapo, and it is not always clear who was who and who did what. 
         

         
         C: Who was the SS? SS stands for Schutzstaffel, a protective unit. This was one of the armed wings of the National Socialist Party,
            originally formed in 1925 as Hitler’s bodyguards and led by a young and ambitious
            man named Heinrich Himmler. 
         

         
          The SS people considered themselves the elite of the party and the German people
            [as] their purest representatives. In their eyes, the biggest problem of the German
            past was having been too soft on the “racial” question. The Germans lost World War
            I because they weren’t radical enough; they were too hesitant about liquidating Germany’s
            internal enemies. Now, this war had to be different. Now the SS wanted terror and
            speed. Kill as many dangerous elements as quickly as possible, so they wouldn’t cause
            problems later.
         

         
         R: So the SS was a party organization?

         
         C: Yes. And the German State Police was a state organization. In 1936, the State Police
            and SS fused into one organization under Himmler’s command. He was thus the head of
            both, all SS organizations and all German police branches. In September of 1939, a
            common administrative lead organization—the Reichs Security Main Office, the Reichssicherheitshauptamt
            or RSHA—was created for some sectors under Reinhard Heydrich. 
         

         
          The RSHA had seven departments. The first two, Departments 1 and 2, were for administration.
            The SD—Sicherheitsdienst, the intelligence branch of the Nazi Party—became Department
            3, the political police or Gestapo became Department 4, and the criminal police became
            Department No. 5. Department 6 gathered intelligence about foreign countries, and
            the task of Department 7 lay in research on ideological enemies. Departments 1 to
            5 became the model for the regional commanders of the security police in all occupied
            countries. Karl Jäger was sent to Lithuania by the RSHA and became head of the regional
            Security Police (Kommandeur der Sicherheitspolizei [KdS]) in occupied Lithuania. He
            was in charge of the political police (i.e., the Gestapo), the criminal police, and
            the SD.
         

         
          Now, we shouldn’t forget the main police forces were not the Gestapo or the criminal
            police but the order police, be they stationary units in towns and villages or mobile
            units in police battalions. They were under the command of A. Engel, the Kommandeur
            der Ordnungspolizei (commander of the order police; [KdO]), not under Jäger. The bulk
            of Lithuanian police forces, the Lithuanian order police, the Lithuanian Schutzmannschaften,
            would thus be under the command of the German KdO. 
         

         
          And both the KdS and the KdO, the security police and the order police, would be
            subordinate to the local SS and police leader (SSPF). The SSPF in Lithuania was Lucian
            Wysocki, who was in charge of all German and Lithuanian police forces in occupied
            Lithuania. 
         

         
         R: Now please go on with the story of why and how SS and police forces came to Lithuania.

         
         C: Before the war with the Soviet Union broke out, the SS and the Wehrmacht—the German
            army—agreed SS and German security police shouldn’t be present at the front, which
            would be the army’s combat area. In the Rear Army area, right behind the front, small
            SS and police units would operate with a few dozen men. They were supposed to act
            as Sonderkommandos, special commando units. Their task was to immediately secure the Rear Army area
            by persecuting the enemies of the German Reich and the German state. Larger Einsatzkommandos with eighty to one hundred men would then replace the Sonderkommandos. Einsatzkommandos
            would secure the large Rear Army Group area, behind both the front zone and Rear Army
            area.
         

         
          Three Einsatzkommandos came to the Baltics: Einsatzkommando 1 to Estonia, Einsatzkommando
            2 to Latvia and the north of Lithuania around Šiauliai, and Einsatzkommando 3 to central
            Lithuania. All three Einsatzkommandos were grouped into Einsatzgruppe A under the
            leadership of Walter Stahlecker.
         

         
          In total from the beginning of the invasion till the end of July, we initially find
            three Sonderkommandos operating in Lithuania: Sonderkommando 1a passing through heading
            north, Sonderkommando 1b under Erich Ehrlinger in Kaunas during the first week of
            occupation, and Sonderkommando 7a under Walter Blume in Vilnius. They were replaced
            within a few days by three Einsatzkommandos: No. 2 in the north, No. 3 in the middle,
            and No. 9 in the south. These German Sonder- and Einsatzkommandos, as we will see
            later, were responsible for the mass murder of the Jews in Lithuania.
         

         
         R: Why did they arrive so early?

         
         C: The situation at the beginning of the occupation did not develop as planned. The
            SS units, the Sonderkommandos, were not supposed to be in the front zone. SS officer
            Kurt Mederski, who belonged to the advance unit of Stahlecker’s Einsatzgruppe A, stated
            during his postwar interrogation: “In the beginning the Wehrmacht was reluctant to
            let us enter Kaunas because we were supposed to have nothing to do with the battlefield.”[1] Immediately after the conquest of Lithuania, however, the Sonderkommandos began to
            act. Kaunas was occupied on June 24, and just a few hours later on the night of June
            24th into the 25th, advance units and Sonderkommandos were there inside the city!
         

         
         R: If these SS units were violating the agreement with the Wehrmacht, then whose orders
            were they following?
         

         
         C: Both Himmler’s and Heydrich’s SS units had entered Lithuanian territory—the front
            zone—while hoping that the Wehrmacht wouldn’t protest too much. And they were right:
            The Wehrmacht accepted both SS and police units within the front area. So, once accepted,
            these units went ahead with the killing of potential resisters right away to fulfill
            the plan to decapitate the Soviet leadership. During the first weeks of the German
            occupation, they were already killing Jewish men! The SS units went far beyond Heydrich’s
            written instructions to eliminate Jews who were members of the Communist Party and
            who held Soviet government posts because they were following Heydrich’s oral instructions.
         

         
         The SS’s reasoning was as follows: Since Jews are supporters of the Soviet system,
            and if we want the Soviet state to collapse to win this war, it is necessary to kill
            the supporters of the Soviet system, able-bodied Jewish men. Soviet Jews were considered
            the “racial basis,” “reservoir,” and “germ of Bolshevism.” The SS also hoped the Wehrmacht
            would accept these killings even if they took place in the front area. We have evidence
            documenting negotiations between the German security police as part of the SS and
            the Wehrmacht. As a result of these negotiations the Wehrmacht accepted the killings
            by the SS and security police units and just asked them not to do this in public places.
            After his visit to Kaunas and Vilnius on July 11 and 12, 1941, German intelligence
            officer of the Kommandostab RFSS Rudolf May reported: “Cooperation between the Einsatzkommandos
            and the Wehrmacht is proceeding smoothly up to now.”[2]  
         

         
         R: So the conflicts between the Wehrmacht and SS weren’t real conflicts; they were
            just minor disagreements?
         

         
         C: Yes, unfortunately, there were no major conflicts between the army and SS in the
            occupied territories of the Soviet Union. Wehrmacht leaders protested in Poland in
            1939 and 1940 when the SS pushed the limits and killed many more people than had been
            agreed. To avoid a repetition of similar conflicts and discussions in the occupied
            Soviet Union, an agreement was signed in April–May 1941 between the military and security
            police. 
         

         
         R: How would you explain the SS’s eagerness to murder? 

         
         C: Nowadays some people are looking into the personal biographies of Nazi leaders,
            trying to find some childhood trauma or an early ambition for power. I think this
            is insufficient because it does not explain the development of history. We have to
            look at the organization and its history. The SS was like a monastic order within
            the party. It was similar to a religious organization with strict rules. They were
            convinced they knew better than anyone else what was good for their fatherland. They
            were not going to let past mistakes be repeated.
         

         
         Discussing the German readiness to murder so many people, we also have to think about
            the third pillar of German rule—besides the Wehrmacht and the SS units—during the
            first few weeks of the occupation: the so-called Wirtschaftskommandos, economic commando groups. Their task was to plunder the conquered territories to
            supply the German army and implement the hunger plan. These units were formed in Germany
            because efficient looting of the occupied territories was considered essential for
            the war to be won in half a year. These units were independent from the German army.
            Do you know why?
         

         
         R: Why?

         
         C: Because German leaders knew the units would be so cruel to the civilian population
            in the occupied territories that army leaders would not be willing to accept it. So
            it was not only the SS leaders who were ready for mass murder. No. The most radical
            killing plans came from the German economic administration, under the alleged argument
            of “military necessity.” To starve civilians for the sake of German warfare.
         

         
          We have to admit that one of the most devastating things about us Germans is that
            during World War II so many Germans did not have any problems with the huge numbers
            of civilians who would be killed. There was no debate even when entire communities
            were being murdered. There were no protests—with some extremely rare exceptions. The
            only debate was about how quickly and how soon it should be done.
         

         
         R: I have a last question for this chapter: How many Germans stayed in Lithuania altogether
            when the army left the country and moved farther east?
         

         
         C: After the first weeks of the occupation, German military forces were almost absent.
            There were politicians, administrators, policemen, businessmen, construction workers,
            etc. The total number of Germans in the administration of occupied Lithuania was between
            600 and 900 throughout the entire occupation. There were about 20,000 Lithuanians
            working in the administration of the occupied country. So the ratio is 1 to 20. I
            am talking about the middle period of the occupation.
         

         
          Including Germans from the Reich working in German enterprises, the overall number
            of Germans present in the Lithuanian territory never went higher than 6,000. In the
            first year when the Holocaust was happening, there were even fewer Germans. Many units
            moved through but very few stayed permanently. In the Šiauliai/Panevėžys area in 1941,
            for example, there were just ten to twelve German administrators and some Sonderkommando
            and Einsatzkommando units, not more than eighty people altogether. Vilnius City commissar
            Hans Hingst arrived with four staff members in Vilnius in August of 1941; in August
            of 1942 that number had risen to twelve. Regional commissar Hans Gewecke resided in
            Šiauliai in October of 1941 with five German men and three German women. Regional
            commissar Horst Wulff in the Vilnius province had ten Germans in his administration.
            All German commissars depended on the readiness of Lithuanian county chiefs and mayors
            to cooperate. With no more than 500 German policemen in the security police, order
            police, and criminal police, the use of terror was limited. Lithuanian willingness
            to cooperate with the Germans was absolutely crucial.
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         R: How did the Jews in Lithuania react to the German occupation?

         
         C: When the bombings started on the 22nd of June and the Red Army retreated on the
            23rd, Jews were confused and lost. What did the retreat of the Soviets mean? On June
            24, Kaunas military commandant Jurgis Bobelis made an announcement on the radio. He
            said that a German has been shot from a Jewish home, and from now on, for every German
            soldier shot from a Jewish home, 100 Jews would be shot. On the same day, Kaunas authorities
            appealed to owners and janitors of all houses and hotels to keep an eye on people
            who were trying to flee or looked suspicious and to report them to the appropriate
            institutions. 
         

         
          This announcement sent a wave of panic through the Jewish community of Kaunas. In
            addition to this, there was a lot of violence on the streets in the first days and
            weeks of the German invasion. Lithuanian policemen and paramilitary forces were chasing
            Jews everywhere. Jewish men were their main target. We have testimony about violence
            on Jonava street in Kaunas near the bridge over the Vilija when a group of twenty-five
            to thirty Jewish men were forced to dance, say Jewish prayers, and sing Soviet songs,
            only then to be made to kneel before being shot.
         

         
         R: Why did this sudden wave of Lithuanian violence against Jews—neighbors, countrymen—happen?

         
         C: The frustration of the Soviet period was a very important factor here. Many Lithuanians
            wanted to get rid of the feeling of helplessness they experienced in June of 1940.
            The predominant idea was: “We didn’t fight the Soviets in 1940, so we are fighting
            the Jews now because Jews are Communists. Only a few weeks ago the Jews were trying
            to destroy us. Now we will destroy them.”
         

         
          In Jewish sources—memoirs and diaries—there is a lot of material about street violence
            in the summer of 1941. Jews describe a huge wave of public humiliation they were subjected
            to in Lithuanian cities and provinces in late June and early July. 
         

         
          In the markets and the streets many Jews were forced to carry portraits of [Joseph]
            Stalin and [Vladmir] Lenin. Rabbis were made to sing Bolshevik songs. They were forced
            to burn Torah scrolls and if they refused they were beaten or shot. 
         

         
         R: But these rabbis and the majority of other Lithuanian Jews were not involved in
            Soviet crimes at all!
         

         
         C: I have a very tough question to think about here. Weren’t Lithuanian ethnic nationalists
            just externalizing their guilt? Weren’t they blaming the Jews for their own cooperation
            with the Soviets? What did the young and more radical generation of Lithuanians with
            white armbands feel about their own country when President Smetona ran away? When
            the army failed to fire a single shot when the Soviets came to Lithuania and instead
            greeted the Soviets? So perhaps did Lithuanian patriots want to rid themselves of
            this shame? Could it be that Lithuanian patriots wanted to atone for this shame?
         

         
         R: Maybe these people just wanted a new start? 

         
         C: Maybe. There is an anti-Semitic logic here which we need to understand. If I see
            a Jew carrying a portrait of Stalin and I beat that Jew, I am freeing myself or my
            people of any guilt in collaborating with the Soviets. I am free to go with the Germans,
            the new victors. All my frustration is gone.
         

         
         R: I have an important question I want to ask at this point. The Soviets had left
            Lithuania, there was no more fighting. But if, say, some Russian army soldiers, now
            POWs, were seen wandering the streets of Lithuania, would Lithuanians behave the same
            way toward them, attacking, humiliating, and torturing them, if given the chance to
            do so?
         

         
         C: No.

         
         R: Why not?

         
         C: That’s why we have to talk about Lithuanian anti-Semitism again and again. About
            the notion that the Soviets were just an instrument in the hands of the Jews. Lithuanians
            would never feel this great hostility toward a poor Red Army soldier from Russia or
            Uzbekistan. They might even pity him, give him something to eat because he is starving
            in the camp outside the village.
         

         
          Some think of the idea of Judeo-Bolshevism as a form of anti-Bolshevism. No! It is
            another form of anti-Semitism! The humiliation imposed on the Jews had nothing to
            do with the behavior of the Soviets. It had everything to do with a rise in anti-Semitism
            in a specific crisis situation. And there was a huge crisis in 1941. People didn’t
            know where things were heading, they had suffered a lot, they were very angry, and
            they felt powerless. After a whole year of humiliation and deportations, they got
            the chance to reclaim their power. They, the Lithuanians, were getting back on top,
            together with the Germans, the victorious power, as they hoped. And now they could
            get back at the Soviets and the Jews who had oppressed them. Also, partially get back
            at Poles, too. There were public humiliations of Poles as well.
         

         
         R: Did Jews try to flee the country when the war began?

         
         C: Yes, they did, and not only Jews. There were 4,739 Communist Party members in Lithuania
            in June of 1941, of whom 12.6 percent were Jews (46 percent were Lithuanians and 41
            percent were Russians). A little more than half of all Communist Party members managed
            to escape at the beginning of the German occupation. Out of the total membership of
            the Lithuanian Komsomol, the Young Communists League, only 15 percent escaped, meaning
            over 2,000 Communists and over 10,000 Komsomol members remained in Lithuania under
            German occupation.
         

         
          The swift retreat of the Red Army and the evacuation of Soviet authorities provoked
            panic and confusion among Jews. No one could understand it: Only a few hours of war
            had passed and the Soviets were already packing it in and running away? Soviet authorities
            did nothing to inform the population. Chaos and uncertainty characterized the first
            few days, and then it was too late to do anything. 
         

         
         R: What could Jews do in the face of the German occupation and where could they turn
            to?
         

         
         C: It was unimaginable that the German occupational regime would lead in no time at
            all to the attempt to extinguish Lithuanian Jewry completely. 
         

         
          It was younger adult Jews who tended to flee. The older generation of Lithuanian
            Jews still had memories of the First World War when Germans did not single out and
            discriminate against Jews, and the older generation attempted to calm fears. 
         

         
          But it quickly became obvious that every Jewish man who appeared on the streets of
            Lithuania was in danger. Jews were in a panic, fleeing east. Those who got onto the
            few trains in time reached the old Soviet border, but not all were allowed to pass.
            Communist Party members and people with special IDs mostly were allowed through, but
            not always. There were many people on the roads trying to make their way east and
            there was a lot of random violence.
         

         
          Jewish refugees who were not allowed to cross the border had to return to Vilnius.
            They said they weren’t allowed across because the Soviets’ fear of spies from Lithuania
            was great. So most of the Jews who tried to flee had to return. Thousands of Jews
            fled on foot or bicycle from the city to the countryside while others fled from the
            countryside to the city, depending on where they thought they would be safer. 
         

         
         R: There is a testimony in your book by a Jewish survivor about what was happening
            on the roads.
         

         
          Thirteen-year-old boy Solly Ganor’s family fled Kaunas: 

         
         
            
            The narrow road leading toward Ukmerge and the Latvian border was choked with refugees
               and retreating Soviet troops. An endless variety of vehicles, horse-drawn wagons,
               motorcycles and bicycles threaded their way through a huge swarm of people on foot.
               Although ragged columns of Soviet soldiers mingled among them, most of those on foot
               were civilians, and most of them were Jews. 
            

            
            Almost as soon as we got out of Kaunas, the Luftwaffe attacked the road, apparently
               intent on machine-gunning everything that moved. Everyone dove for the ditches. I
               lay face down in the dirt, trembling, as bullets thudded around, raising clouds of
               dust. . . . 
            

            
            I remember watching the bombs advance in a neat pattern, like a tailor taking stitches,
               when suddenly I was lifted off my feet. A tremendous explosion shook the earth, sucking
               the air out of my lungs. I found myself in the air, my feet flying up behind me and
               my eyes, strangely, wide open. It must have taken a mere a second or two, yet time
               seemed suspended. I saw a truck on the road exploding in flames and a body rising
               into the air in pieces, the severed head flying past me, its eyes bulging. . . . 
            

            
            After one attack, we encountered a young Jewish girl whom Fanny had tutored in Hebrew
               before the occupation. Her name was Dvora, and she had become separated from her family.
               It was not long after she attached herself to us that a single Stuka [a German dive-bomber] passed overhead, machine-gunning the crowd. As usual, we dove
               off the road, but when the attack was over Dvora did not get up. A shell had ripped
               through her back as she lay in the ditch, and she was moaning pitifully. Father and
               Hermann tried to stop the bleeding.
            

            
            My father pointed to a thicket nearby, a short distance across the field. “There’s
               a pond there,” he told me. “Go and get some water.”
            

            
            The bushes surrounding the pond were thick and tangled, and I had to thread my way
               through, my head down to protect my face. I glanced up as I neared the edge, then
               froze in my tracks. A group of naked people, their skin horribly white, were standing
               in the water at the other end. The wind made ripples on the surface of the water and
               blew the women’s hair. . . . Most of them were dark haired, except for one tall blond
               woman whom I recognized, with a shock, to be my history teacher. Next to her stood
               her husband, a middle-aged man in glasses whom I had met a few times at school.
            

            
            My teacher’s five-year-old daughter, thumb in her mouth, clung to her mother’s leg.
               Before them, dressed in old Lithuanian uniforms, stood a group of Siauliai (Šauliai, army reservists) with rifles. 
            

            
            One of the men yelled “Fire!” and they opened up. I saw the shocked faces of their
               victims as they fell into the water. Only the little girl stayed unharmed. She seemed
               frozen there, her thumb still in her mouth, her other hand vaguely extended as if
               reaching for a woman who had fallen beside her. 
            

            
            “Shoot her!” the officer shouted again, but no one fired. They just stood there looking
               embarrassed. Then the leader, the older man, calmly went up to the girl and hit her
               over the head with his revolver. Blood spilled down her face, but she made no sound
               as she fell. . . . 
            

            
            [After seeing all this, Solly Ganor ran back to his family.] 

            
            When I located my family, my mind in complete turmoil, my father turned to me in anger.
               “And here you show up, empty handed! The child is already dead. Where have you been?”
               Dvora was lying in the grass, a surprised look on her face. Her white dress was soaked
               with blood and her eyes stared unseeing at the blue sky.[1]

            
         

         
         C: Fleeing Jews were regarded by many Lithuanians as enemies, as if their flight—leaving
            the “fatherland” in the hour of its liberation—showed their guilt. The first issue
            of the [provisional government] newspaper, Į laisvę, suggested just that. Yes, the anti-Semitic propaganda had demanded that before the
            outbreak of war Lithuanian Jews should be forced to leave Lithuania. But now angry
            anti-Semites in many places were too uncontrolled to focus on longer-term anti-Semitic
            projects. The [provisional government] tried to contain this violence and the murders.
            In some provinces Jewish refugees were able to return to their hometowns mostly unmolested
            but then fell victim to violence there.
         

         
         R: Do we know how many Jews managed to escape Lithuania in June of 1941?

         
         C: I think the numbers given by Lithuanian historian Rimantas Zizas are correct. He
            estimates the number of the Jews who managed to escape before the mass killing began
            was about 8,500. We know the approximate number of Lithuanian Jews living in the Soviet
            Union in 1943, about 8,500 people in total, of whom 5,500 were evacuated Jewish civilians
            and 3,000 Lithuanian Jews who served in the Red Army. 
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         R: There were also Lithuanian victims in the first days of war. Do we know how many?

         
         C: We don’t have exact numbers. There were victims of bombings and of nervous German
            soldiers who were allowed by the German military leadership to carry out collective
            punishment in case of attack by civilians.
         

         
          On June 23, for example, two German motorcyclists were killed by Lithuanians in the
            small town of Ablinga near Gargždai. In revenge Germans killed thirty-three inhabitants
            of Ablinga, six inhabitants of the neighboring village of Žvaiginiai, and three further
            people. We know the names of thirty-five people as the first civilian victims of the
            war. Another collective punishment was carried out by the army in the village of Švendūnai,
            where eleven men were killed. Germans killed two priests and around forty Lithuanian
            anti-Soviet partisans in Alytus on June 23. At this point the Germans could not easily
            identify Lithuanian partisans, so a special insignia, the white armband, had to be
            worn by all partisans. 
         

         
          I agree with Lithuanian historian Rimantas Zizas, who estimates the total number
            of non-Jewish civilian victims in the first few weeks of war was several hundred people.[1]  
         

         
         R: Did the Germans influence the reestablishment of a Lithuanian civil administration
            in the cities and counties?
         

         
         C: We talked about these politicians, soldiers, and policemen who were in Germany
            from the summer of 1940. By 1940 German military intelligence and the Gestapo had
            begun to look for and recruit spies for Germany in refugee camps in East Prussia.
            We learn from German court records that one of the recruiting points was a restaurant
            in Suwałki where Lithuanian refugees congregated. Some of these people were trained
            in sabotage in two teams at a German camp before the war. In 1941 the German Abwehr
            trained ninety Lithuanians disguised as mechanics at camps near Lithuanian border.
            Some of these people, former Lithuanian police officers, had to swear an oath they
            would submit to German military discipline. 
         

         
         At the outbreak of the war, about one hundred Lithuanians gathered at the barracks
            in Memel under the command of the future chief of the Lithuanian Police Department,
            Vytautas Reivytis, who had been cooperating with German defense forces for a long
            time. One of their initial tasks was to create lists of people in Lithuania who had
            worked for or sympathized with the Soviet regime. During the invasion they accompanied
            German troops and, within a few days, many of them took up key posts in both the civilian
            and police administrations.
         

         
          In practically every town in the Lithuanian border zone, the Lithuanian administrators—district
            heads, mayors, and local police chiefs—were Voldemarists, meaning Lithuanian Fascists,
            people trained at German camps and returned to Lithuania with the German army. These
            towns included Kretinga, Gargždai, Jurbarkas, Kudirkos Naumiestis, and many others.
            It is important to understand that German involvement was really intense, and there
            was very close cooperation with Lithuanians in the border strip. 
         

         
         R: What do you mean by “border strip”?

         
         C: Germans considered the border strip to be the area twenty-five kilometers to the
            east of the Klaipėda region to the city of Tauragė. They had plans to annex this territory
            by October of 1941. The Lithuanians would be pushed out and German settlers would
            come in.
         

         
         R: Did the first mass shootings take place in this area? 

         
         C: Yes, many of those first shootings took place there. Why? Because a special German
            squad formed spontaneously there, and it was very active. Since the German military
            advance was very quick, the German Sonderkommandos had to advance to Kaunas and Vilnius.
            The empty space left behind them had to be secured. The newly created Einsatzkommando
            Tilsit started executing Jewish men in the border area.
         

         
          The first mass killing of 201 male Jews was carried out in Gargždai as early as June
            24. Shootings continued in this area on an almost daily basis, with more or less even
            numbers of victims such as 100, 200, 300, sometimes even 800, as happened in Vilkaviškis.
            The shootings were done mostly by Germans: Einsatzkommando Tilsit with the support
            of German Order Police from Klaipėda/Memel and with the cooperation of the army. These
            Germans were very eager to offer themselves for shooting all potential resisters,
            meaning Soviet activists and Jewish men. 
         

         
         R: Was there any age range specified in the orders about which Jewish men were supposed
            to be killed?
         

         
         C: Yes, but it varies in different orders. Sometimes it was from sixteen to forty-five
            years old, sometimes fourteen to forty-five, sometimes sixteen to sixty. Jewish women
            and children were left alive. After the killings in Kretinga, Einsatzkommando Tilsit
            reported to Berlin there were no further killings planned there because only Jewish
            women and children remained. So we clearly see in the documents there was no order
            to shoot all Jews. Only the men were supposed to be killed as potential resisters.
         

         
         R: If the Germans at the border did all the shootings themselves, does this mean they
            didn’t need Lithuanian cooperation?
         

         
         C: They needed cooperation, and they had it. Full cooperation by Lithuanian administrators
            in preparing the mass shootings and the killing sites. Although some Lithuanians were
            so brutal they had to face German trial later. This was the case with the local chief
            of the Security Police in Kretinga, the Voldemarist Pranas Lukys-Jakys, who arrived
            in Lithuania with the Germans. He raped a thirteen-year-old girl and committed many
            violent murders. He was arrested by the Germans in 1942.
         

         
          It is interesting to compare the killings at the border and the killings in the Lithuanian
            countryside. The killings in Alytus, for example, right near the German border, and
            in Ukmergė in the middle of Lithuania, where the Germans arrived four to five days
            later. Or the killings in Jurbarkas near the border and Utena, where Germans arrived
            three to four days later. 
         

         
         R: What was the difference?

         
         C: The point is that the differences were only minor. If the Lithuanians had been
            willing to shoot Jews immediately after the war broke out, they could have done this
            in Ukmergė and Utena because they had enough time to commit these murders. But no,
            it didn’t happen. The Jews were not murdered in these cities at that time. And we
            will see later on that this holds true for the whole of Lithuania. German instigation
            was always needed for the mass murder of Jews in Lithuania. This means that the claim
            that Lithuanians began mass-murdering Jews even before Germans appeared on the scene
            is not quite accurate. No, if you compare the border area and other areas in the middle
            of Lithuania, you will see that while there were anti-Semitic outbursts, public humiliation
            of Jews, violence, and even some isolated murders, there were no large-scale pogroms,
            nor mass persecution and annihilation of the Jews before Germans arrived.
         

         
          Alytus is the only documented case of this in Lithuania. Local police chief Antanas
            Audronis personally expressed his willingness to use his unit to kill Jews, asking
            the Germans for permission to get rid of all Jews of Alytus within just ten days.
            He said his men would do the job. Nonetheless the Germans did not allow him [to] conduct
            the killing at this point in time. 
         

         
         R: When the killings in the border strip were going on, Lithuania already had the
            provisional government. Did this government know about these killings?
         

         
         C: I don’t think they knew what was happening in the border strip. If they knew, they
            most probably thought there was some violence against some Communist Jews and considered
            this acceptable. It would all calm down within a few days.
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         R: Do you agree with the claim that Lithuanians organized forty pogroms even before
            the Germans arrived?
         

         
         C: This notion of forty villages where Lithuanians attacked Jews before the actual
            German occupation is only true if you call a pogrom any act of violence against Jews.
            Then you can count even more of these violent acts because they happened all over
            Lithuania. But if by pogrom you mean a larger, organized violent attack in public,
            it happened only in Kaunas, as far as Lithuania is concerned.
         

         
          Until the end of July 1941, over 18,000 Jewish victims, mostly men, were murdered
            in mass shootings in all of Lithuania. 
         

         
          In pogroms, about 1,000 people were murdered, the majority of them at the end of
            June in two major pogroms in Kaunas: Slobodka (Vilijampolė) and Lietūkis garage. 
         

         
         R: Were these two pogroms organized by Germans?

         
         C: The pogroms were not completely organized by Germans but were incited and encouraged
            by them. Why did they want to organize pogroms in the occupied territories immediately
            after the outbreak of the war? One explicit goal was to channel the energy of the
            local people against the Jews instead of trying to fight for independence or organize
            national armed forces. There was a second goal: German security police wanted to portray
            local people as the sole initiators of chaotic pogroms. Then the Germans could be
            seen as a force for stability and order. For these purposes, the pogroms had to be
            filmed and photographed.
         

         
         R: When did the Germans hit upon the idea of pogroms? 

         
         C: At least five days before the outbreak of the war, German Security Police received
            the order to trigger pogroms in Lithuania. On June 17, 1941, Reinhard Heydrich, the
            head of Reich Security’s main office, brought together the commanders of the Einsatzgruppen
            and Einsatzkommandos, as seen in his letter to the four heads of the Einsatzgruppen,
            dated June 29, 1941: 
         

         
         
            
            With reference to my oral remarks made earlier in Berlin on June 17, I remind you:
               1) not to place obstacles in the path of the self-cleansing aspirations of anti-Communist
               and anti-Jewish circles in the areas we are about to occupy. To the contrary, trigger
               them, but without leaving any traces, intensify them, if necessary, and steer them
               in the right direction, without enabling the local “self-defense circles” to claim
               later that we gave them the orders or gave them assurances with political concessions.
               . . . The formation of permanent self-defense units with a central leadership is to
               be avoided at first, and instead, if useful, local pogroms, as stated above, should
               be triggered.[1]

            
         

         
         Thus, these instructions by Heydrich were not part of an entirely new order given
            to the heads of the Einsatzgruppen on June 29, but just a reminder of a joint meeting
            twelve days earlier. A similar letter was sent on July 2.
         

         
         R: Why did the German Einsatzgruppen have to be reminded, to be told twice?

         
         C: Of course they did not need to be reminded. But they had to have something in writing
            to show. To whom? To the Wehrmacht, the German army. Because the German army did not
            understand why the civilian population and the Jews were being attacked immediately,
            right behind the front. So the German Security Police could show the German army:
            “You see, everything we are doing here in Kaunas we do because we have orders from
            above. So don’t blame us. Talk to them, to the people in Berlin, if you don’t like
            it.” 
         

         
         The German army and the Security Police had different tasks. The task of the army
            was to defeat the Red Army. The task of the Security Police was to find and destroy
            all potential enemies of the German nation and the German state. But now in Kaunas
            the German Security Police were acting in the front zone where they weren’t supposed
            to operate. Not only were they attacking Jews in state and party posts, but most male
            Jews in general. So the purpose of these two letters from Heydrich was to legitimize
            the actions of the Einsatzgruppe in the eyes of army commanders.
         

         
         R: How were the pogroms in Kaunas organized? 

         
         C: The head of Einsatzgruppe A, Walter Stahlecker, was a key person for triggering
            pogroms in Lithuania. He was responsible for all the activities of the German Security
            Police in the occupied north zone of the Soviet Union including the Baltic countries.
            
         

         
          Stahlecker came to Kaunas with the German army in the early morning of June 25 with
            a small advance unit. He immediately tried to find Lithuanian groups for carrying
            out pogroms, which proved to be more difficult than he had expected. Anyway, on the
            day of his arrival he managed to find Algirdas Klimaitis, a right-wing journalist
            in charge of a paramilitary unit, who was ready to carry out an extremely brutal pogrom,
            which was executed in Vilijampolė/Slobodka on two consecutive nights, June 25 and
            26, into the early morning of the 27th, 1941. 
         

         
         R: The Slobodka neighborhood in Kaunas was an important Jewish center of faith and
            scholarship.
         

         
         C: Yes. Just think of the Yeshiva Kenesses Yisroel, founded in 1882, which was one
            of the largest yeshivas with 360 students from all over the world. 
         

         
         R: What happened there?

         
         C: On the evening of Wednesday, June 25, a crowd of Lithuanians, including many students,
            broke into Jewish homes with firearms and knives. People were murdered and many houses
            were demolished, burned down. Some people were burned alive inside their houses. Corpses
            and human body parts were scattered around the area. 
         

         
          Later, a group of Lithuanian policemen chased some surviving Jews to the homes of
            the murdered Jews and forced them to remove the bodies. Some people carried out the
            corpses of their own family members and buried them in a mass grave on the banks of
            the Neris/Vilija river. Over two nights, from 600 to 1,000 Jews—men, women, and children—were
            murdered in Slobodka/Vilijampolė. 
         

         
          The day after, on June 27, another pogrom was organized in broad daylight at the
            Lietūkis garage. Fifty to sixty civilian Jewish men were brutally beaten to death
            in the very center of Kaunas. German soldiers and Lithuanian passersby watched. Photographers
            from German propaganda units took pictures. We know the German Security Police wanted
            to make sure anti-Jewish violence by non-Germans was filmed and photographed in order
            to prove “for the future” that “a liberated people undertook the most extreme measures
            against their Bolshevik and Jewish enemies, without any instruction from German agencies.”[2] Postwar claims by German soldiers that Lithuanian women went so far as to lift their
            children up so they could better observe the killings cannot be confirmed but should
            be interpreted as an attempt to divert feelings of guilt and blame from Germans to
            Lithuanians. German photographer Wilhelm Gunsilius was of the opinion that someone
            played the Lithuanian national anthem during the massacre. This claim can’t be confirmed
            either.
         

         
         On June 29, 1941, one Wehrmacht soldier wrote in his diary: “Our German soldiers were
            no more than calm observers; we have not received any orders to halt the bloodshed.
            The persecutions lasted day and night from the 24th of June until the evening of 29th
            of June. Then a calm gradually set in.”[3]  
         

         
         The German army command communicated to Stahlecker on June 28 saying that anti-Jewish
            pogroms on public streets should be avoided. On June 29, the Sixteenth Army quartermaster
            recorded in the army diary: “The excesses of the Lithuanian liberation movement against
            Communists and Jews are halted. Further executions will be carried out under the supervision
            of the SS leader in Kaunas.”[4]  
         

         
         R: What kind of document is this army diary?

         
         C: Each German army unit kept a diary. Everything the officer responsible for the
            diary considered important was included. There was a short entry every day. Many of
            these diaries were destroyed before the war ended, but this one was not.
         

         
         R: What was Klimaitis’s fate?

         
         C: We know very little about him. The Lithuanian provisional government stated internally
            they didn’t want anything to do with right-wing extremists not controlled by the government.
            In the 1980s, there was an unsuccessful investigation by German prosecutors into Klimaitis,
            who was living in Hamburg at the time. Vytautas Reivytis confirmed Klimaitis was a
            Voldemarist; Klimaitis’s sister testified he was anti-Soviet and anti-Semitic by the
            1930s. The investigation led to nothing. All we know about Klimaitis’s fate is that
            he died in Hamburg in 1988. He was seventy-eight years old.
         

         
         R: There is a popular belief that these two pogroms initiated by the German Security
            Police were connected with Soviet crimes. When the Soviets retreated in June of 1941
            they brutally murdered Lithuanian political prisoners in Rainiai and Pravieniškės.
            Some of the murderers were Jewish, right?
         

         
         C: According to Soviet evacuation orders, all 5,900 prisoners from Lithuanian prisons
            were supposed to be taken along during the retreat. But as German troops rapidly approached,
            the evacuation of all inmates turned out to be a logistical problem. Then the NKGB
            ordered “the most dangerous” be shot. Some of the prisoners were released, a few escaped,
            and 1,365 prisoners were taken to the Soviet Union. Others were killed in several
            different places in groups of up to several dozen inmates. Lithuanian historian Valentinas
            Brandišauskas has published contemporary reports on nearly thirty Lithuanian sites
            where Lithuanian prisoners were tortured, mutilated, and murdered by the Soviets.
            In Rainiai, a forest near Telšiai, seventy-six victims were tortured and murdered
            on the night of June 24 and into the morning of the 25th. On June 26, around 230 inmates
            and thirty-one prison guards were murdered together with their families in the camp
            for political prisoners in Pravieniškės near Kaunas. 
         

         
         There were 444 people on the list of Pravieniškės prisoners on the day of the massacre.
            Therefore, 214 people must have fled or been evacuated. According to the report of
            June 29, 182 bodies were found.
         

         
          And yet, there was no causal connection between the killings in Rainiai or Pravieniškės
            and the pogroms in Kaunas. 
         

         
         R: Are you sure?

         
         C: Let’s look at the chronology of these events. The pogroms in Vilijampolė and at
            Lietūkis took place from June 25 to 27. Reports of the murders in Pravieniškės were
            received by Kaunas military commandant Bobelis only on June 28 and 29. 
         

         
          Only after the public anti-Jewish pogroms did Kaunas military commander Jurgis Bobelis
            issue the following appeal on June 28, 1941: “Lithuanians! Beware of angry Russian
            soldiers and Jewish Communists. The mass murder of innocent civilians organized by
            the Bolshevik horde in Pravieniškiai and the slaughter of many peasant families show
            that the lives of our fellow men are endangered by Russian soldiers.”[5]  
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      Chapter 16

      The First Mass Shooting 
of Jews in Kaunas
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Let’s talk about what happened in Kaunas after these two pogroms.

         
         C: We have to start with the organization of a concentration camp in Kaunas. The German
            Security Police, the Gestapo, considered Soviet Jews dangerous and, because of the
            small presence of German police in the occupied territories, “dangerous” urban Jews
            had to be placed in closed ghettos very quickly. 
         

         
          The initiative to turn the Seventh Fort into a concentration camp most likely came
            from the Germans, but all practical administrative work was done by the members of
            the [provisional government] and the city administration. 
         

         
         R: What did this involve?

         
         C: Military commandant Jurgis Bobelis and mayor Kazys Palčiauskas negotiated with
            the German military commandant in Kaunas, General Robert von Pohl, on the location
            for a concentration camp for Jews. At a meeting on the morning of June 30, 1941, Bobelis
            reported to the cabinet of ministers about the establishment of a Jewish concentration
            camp. All ministers were present. The cabinet agreed a concentration camp must be
            set up. Deputy minister for infrastructure (Komunalinio ūkio viceministras) Vladas
            Švipas was given responsibility for practical implementation. He was supposed to do
            everything “in contact with colonel Bobelis.” A concentration camp for Jewish men
            was thus established in the Seventh Fort in the center of Kaunas. 
         

         
          As I told you before, the Germans decided after the pogroms in Vilijampolė and Lietūkis
            that all further executions should be carried out secretly. The Lithuanian provisional
            government said in their minutes of their meeting on June 27: “Partisans and individual
            citizens should avoid public executions of Jews.”[1]   
         

         
         The Germans resolved all further executions would be organized under the command of
            the German Security Police. Initially Erich Ehrlinger, commander of Sonderkommando
            1b, was placed in charge. Later he was replaced by Karl Jäger, commander of Einsatzkommando
            3, who arrived in Kaunas on July 2, 1941.
         

         
         R: What exactly happened at the Seventh Fort? 

         
         C: As you remember, the first Lithuanian battalion, the TDA Battalion, was formed
            in Kaunas on June 28. On July 1, Ehrlinger reported to Berlin about this newly created
            battalion, which consisted of over 700 soldiers on July 4. He informed his superiors
            that two of the battalion’s five companies, the Third and the Fourth, were at the
            disposal of his Sonderkommando 1b. One of these companies, the Third under the command
            of Bronius Norkus and Juozas Barzda, was assigned to guard prisoners in the Seventh
            Fort and carry out executions. There were forty-nine men in each unit. 
         

         
         R: These young men were sure they were joining the battalion as a predecessor of the
            future army of an independent Lithuania. Were they involved in seeking out and capturing
            Jews?
         

         
         C: I don’t believe there was a clear and complete division of labor in those early
            days of the occupation. We know the Third and Fourth companies of the TDA Battalion
            were assigned to guarding Jews at the Seventh Fort and later shooting Jews there,
            together with German units. Other Lithuanian soldiers, policemen, and partisans searched
            the city for Jewish men. Jewish men were caught on the streets and taken from their
            houses in Kaunas. They were brought either to the central prison on Mickevičius street
            or, since the end of June, straight to the Seventh Fort. On July 6, the German Security
            Police reported to Berlin that the Seventh Fort held approximately 1,500 Jews and
            the central prison held 1,869 Jews.[2]  
         

         
         Imprisoned Jews were ordered to lie down and were not allowed to move. Survivors testified
            they felt like herrings in a barrel. Men were forced to lie on open ground under the
            sky and to remain motionless. Women were put into the fort’s dark casemates. Those
            still alive were given something to eat only on July 3. There was a lot of alcohol
            for the Lithuanian guards.
         

         
          Several groups of Jews were taken away. One of the pretexts was to register the people
            who wore glasses for “lighter work,” supposedly doctors, lawyers, and engineers were
            needed. Those people never came back; they were shot on the other side of the wall.
         

         
          According to testimonies, about thirty to forty of the women who were brought to
            the casemates of the Seventh Fort were raped and killed by drunken Lithuanian guards.
            
         

         
          As we know from the postwar trials, all German drivers who worked for the German
            Security Police thought the Seventh Fort was under German command. A German police
            battalion guarded the area as well, not just the Lithuanian TDA battalion. So there
            was heavy German involvement. This should not be forgotten. 
         

         
         R: When did the mass shootings begin?

         
         C: The mass shootings had begun by June 30. Kaunas military commander Jurgis Bobelis
            knew what was going on at the Seventh Fort. Why are we so sure of this? Because Bobelis
            visited there several times. He ordered the release of some imprisoned men. General
            Stasys Raštikis knew as well. Some members of the Jewish community in Kaunas attempted
            to reach Stasys Raštikis and to ask for his help. Raštikis did nothing. But Bobelis
            did do something, at least. He ordered seventy Jewish men freed who had served in
            the Lithuanian army during Lithuania’s battles for independence from 1918 to 1920.
         

         
         R: I read about the killings in records of interrogations of TDA members. They brought
            people to the pits in groups and shot ten at a time. Four hundred and sixty-three
            people were shot. The next day, 2,514 people were brought to one huge pit. The Germans
            brought several machine guns. Germans and Lithuanians walked around this huge pit
            and shot down randomly into the crowd. The shooting lasted about an hour and a half
            until nobody in the pit showed any signs of life. And then some of the Lithuanian
            soldiers went down to the pit to search for golden rings and extract gold teeth from
            the mouths of the people murdered. Among them was the dental technician Pranas Matiukas,
            who later, after the war, worked as a dental technician at the clinic in Joniškėlis.
         

         
         C: This killing was known to the entire city. The nightmare lasted a whole week, from
            June 30 until July 7. We have the testimony of the German Catholic priest from the
            Wehrmacht hospital. He went to the site when he heard the shootings together with
            his Lutheran companion. It was on the night of July 6 into the morning of July 7.
            Even the doctors at the military hospital were saying, why don’t they stop shooting?
            We have sick German soldiers here at our hospital.
         

         
          While the shooting continued, some Kaunas Jews tried to intervene, as I mentioned
            before. The Lithuanian [provisional government] would not receive any Jewish delegations.
            One of the most active Jews was Jakob Goldberg, chairman of the Lithuanian Jewish
            Soldiers’ Association, representing those who had fought in Lithuania’s battles for
            independence. Goldberg was imprisoned by the Soviets. At the outbreak of war he had
            been liberated, as were so many other political prisoners. But a few days later he
            was imprisoned again, this time as a Jew, and brought back to the same building, together
            with his family. This time he was arrested by Lithuanian partisans. As Goldberg was
            being brought into the prison, the new Lithuanian warden stood at the entrance. The
            two men had shared a prison cell under Soviet rule. The prison warden recognized Goldberg
            and set him free.
         

         
          Many Jews asked Goldberg to intervene because he used to have close contacts with
            the Lithuanian elite. He tried desperately to stop the massacre. Goldberg went to
            talk to Bobelis, whom he knew from his time in the Lithuanian army. Bobelis said to
            Goldberg: “It is not in my power. The power is in German hands.” Goldberg said: “But
            you are in charge of the Lithuanian armed forces, and it is a battalion of Lithuanian
            soldiers serving there!” And then Bobelis said: “You see, I am not an anti-Semite,
            I just freed some people from this prison.” Then Goldberg went to Jonas Vileišis,
            the head of the Liaudininkai party [People’s Party] and former mayor of Kaunas. Vileišis
            said only: “What is all the screaming about? Our youth just want to act out a little
            bit. They would calm down. What could he do about it?” Goldberg then went to Jonas
            Matulionis, the Lithuanian finance minister and his good friend. He asked him how
            he could stay silent with a clear conscience and sit in cabinet meetings while innocent
            people were being shot. Matulionis answered with a summary of the cabinet’s discussion
            on the “Jewish problem”: “There were three opinions: the radicals said, one should
            now get rid of the Jews once and for all, to kill them. Others were less determined
            but would loudly demand Jews should pay with sweat and blood for the sufferings of
            the Lithuanian people. Matulionis, as a practicing Catholic, aired a third opinion:
            life was given by God and only God could take it. But Jews were to be separated from
            Lithuanians. We believers demand you Jews be incarcerated in a ghetto.”[3] All these conversations happened during that week of shootings. 
         

         
         And then on July 11, when the massacre was over and the creation of the Kaunas ghetto
            had already been ordered, a delegation of Kaunas Jews went to bishop Vincentas Brizgys.
            Brizgys responded (according to archbishop Juozapas Skvireckas’s diary): “If we publicly
            raise our voices for the Jews, we ourselves might be crucified.” According to the
            German sources, Brizgys agreed to keep Lithuanian priests from intervening politically.[4]

         
         R: How many people were murdered at the Seventh Fort?

         
         C: In one week 5,000 Jews were killed there. This number of victims is taken from
            later calculations by the statistics department of the Jewish Council in the Kaunas
            ghetto. Another 1,000 Jews were murdered in the pogroms in Kaunas. It was certainly
            the largest mass killing of unarmed civilians in Lithuania’s history till that point
            in time.
         

         
         R: What about the claim by some survivors that a Lithuanian basketball team had won
            a match against a Wehrmacht team and was rewarded with a “prize”?
         

         
         C: The “prize,” the right to shoot several dozen Jews at the Seventh Fort? There is
            no reliable documentation to confirm that this game actually happened and that there
            was such a “prize.”
         

         
         R: Were the Germans satisfied with this mass-murder operation? Jäger called the Kaunas
            shootings “parade-like” in his report on December 1. 
         

         
         C: The wild shooting of 2,500 people on July 5–6 using rifles and machine guns annoyed
            the Wehrmacht and even the higher echelons of the German Security Police. After the
            war, commander of Einsatzkommando 3 Karl Jäger blamed Lithuanian officer Bronius Norkus,
            whose men shot into the crowd indiscriminately from outside. According to postwar
            testimonies, after the mass murder Stahlecker said “nervous Lithuanians have simply
            overdone it.”[5]  
         

         
         Some Wehrmacht units were “greatly upset.” Stahlecker returned to Kaunas to calm them.
            Three hundred Soviet POWs were taken to the Seventh Fort to bury corpses in bomb craters
            nearby to quell the danger of epidemic diseases that summer.
         

         
          Even so, some five weeks later people living near the mass graves at the Seventh
            Fort still complained about the unbearable stench to the sanitation authorities in
            Kaunas. In the second half of July swimming in Neris and Nemunas was banned, the water
            having been “poisoned by human corpses.”
         

         
          Lithuanian TDA commanders now tried to contain unruly behavior. On July 11, battalion
            commander colonel Andrius Butkūnas forbade TDA soldiers from making further arrests
            without orders, either from himself, from the Lithuanian military commander, or from
            the head of the Lithuanian Security Police. Groundless or arbitrary arrests and plundering
            would be tolerated no longer. Disobeying this order could incur the death penalty.
         

         
          Given all these “problems,” I would like to emphasize that Germans were responsible
            for this massacre, even though its form was not exactly as they wished. On July 7,
            after the pogroms and massacres, the decision was made to establish a special mobile
            killing unit. Stahlecker did not want any further conflicts with the Wehrmacht. The
            creation of the so-called Rollkommando Hamann was the reaction by the regional German
            leadership to what had happened at the Seventh Fort.
         

         
         R: I know 117 soldiers left the TDA battalion in mid-July of 1941. Why was that?

         
         C: I don’t know if the personnel changes in the TDA battalion during July of 1941
            were related to the shootings. Yes, between July 5 and 11, 117 soldiers left the battalion.
            Between July 15 and 17, nine soldiers of the First Company also left. Commander Bronius
            Kirkila committed suicide on July 12, 1941. His deputy Stepas Palauskas and two platoon
            leaders, lieutenant Povilas Kulakauskas and lieutenant Jonas Ralys, stepped down.
         

         
         R: The conclusion of the story of the Seventh Fort in Kaunas is also quite sad. The
            site of one of the first and largest mass killings in Lithuania was privatized in
            2009. With all 5,000 bodies buried there! Now the Seventh Fort is in private hands
            and is often used for entertainment purposes. The owners call it “an oasis of nature
            and history.”
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      Chapter 17

      The Road to Ponar

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: What was happening in Vilnius in the first days and weeks of the German occupation?
            
         

         
         C: On January 1, 1941, there were 210,000 people living in Vilnius. Unlike in Kaunas,
            Šiauliai, or Panevėžys, Lithuanians were a minority in Vilnius. Forty percent of Vilnius
            residents were Poles, 28 percent were Jews. There were 58,000 Jews in Vilnius altogether.
            Only a few thousand Jews left the city before the Germans arrived. 
         

         
          Unlike the rest of Lithuania, the Vilnius area was not conquered by Army Group North,
            which was heading for Leningrad. Rather it was conquered by Army Group Center. This
            was the army group heading for Moscow. There was no Red Army resistance in the city,
            so Vilnius was occupied by the Germans almost effortlessly on June 24.
         

         
          The Lithuanian provisional government did not have any power in Vilnius. The governing
            body here was the Vilniaus miesto ir srities piliečių komitetas, the Vilnius City
            and Region Citizens Committee. It was as important for Vilnius and the surrounding
            area as the provisional government was for Kaunas and the rest of Lithuania. By the
            way, the German military administration did not allow any contact between these two
            bodies.
         

         
          Thirty-three-year-old Vilnius University law professor Stasys Žakevičius published
            on June 23 an appeal on liberating Lithuania from the Soviets. The following day,
            June 24, the Vilnius Citizens Committee, comprised of ten members, held its first
            meeting. Stasys Žakevičius presided. The Voldemarist Bronius Draugelis, who had been
            a political prisoner under the Soviets since 1940, became the head of the Vilnius
            district. On June 29, Žakevičius announced on the radio that Jews would be excluded
            from political, economic, and cultural life in Lithuania.
         

         
          The Vilnius Citizens Committee started publishing the newspaper Naujoji Lietuva. In the editorial in the July 4 issue, the paper demanded that the first task for
            the New Lithuania would be to annihilate Jewry and Communism.
         

         
         R: Not to expel, to annihilate? 

         
         C: To annihilate. Išnaikinti and Sunaikinti in Lithuanian. “Išnaikinti žydiją, o kartu su ja ir komunizmą, yra pirmasis Naujosios
            Lietuvos uždavinys.” [To annihilate Jewry, and together with it communism, is the
            first task of New Lithuania.” Naujoji Lietuva, 4 July 1941.] For the time being, most of the Jews were to be isolated (izoliuoti),
            and “communist Jewry annihilated” (komunistinȩ žydiją sunaikinti). Without doubt,
            the Vilnius Citizens Committee was more radical than the Lithuanian provisional government
            in Kaunas. In Vilnius they wanted a kind of national and social revolution. People
            returning to their pre-Soviet administrative posts had to be checked, and only those
            who had not cooperated with the Soviet regime would be accepted. Communists, traitors,
            and Jews were not allowed to return to these posts. This process continued through
            the summer of 1941. By early September nearly 5,000 people had been dismissed from
            Vilnius state enterprises, of whom 3,000 were Poles, 1,000 Jews, 700 Lithuanians,
            and 140 Russians.
         

         
         R: Did this committee have political ambitions?

         
         C: The first German military commander in Vilnius cooperated with the committee. He
            was replaced at the beginning of July by a tougher commander who was unhappy with
            the political ambitions of the Vilnius Citizens Committee. He was sure Germans shouldn’t
            trust the Lithuanian nationalists. He told the committee to stop using the term Republic of Lithuania. All political discussions should be suspended until the conclusion of the war. There
            were some discussions in Berlin about the possibility of dissolving the Vilnius Citizens
            Committee, but German representatives in Vilnius said it wasn’t possible—there weren’t
            sufficient German personnel to carry out the administrative work in the city. 
         

         
          The Vilnius Citizens Committee was made to sign an oath “not to pursue any political
            aims, to obey the German administration and to serve the German war effort against
            Europe’s deadly enemy, Bolshevism.”
         

         
          In their instructions the Germans also asked the Lithuanian administration to treat
            the Poles of the Vilnius region as equal partners and to stop discriminating against
            them. There were many articles in Naujoji Lietuva claiming there would be no place for Poles in the future Lithuania. The German Security
            Police reported to Berlin this hostility toward Poles was extremely worrisome. 
         

         
         R: How did the persecution of Jews begin in Vilnius?

         
         C: The newly formed Vilnius city police began compiling lists of influential and affluent
            Jews, those who had more than 5,000 rubles or were suspected of owning gold or furs.
            All lists were submitted to the German administration.
         

         
         R: Were any pogroms staged?

         
         C: There are quite a few documents about the atrocities of the first weeks of the
            German occupation in Vilnius. A synagogue on Vivulskio street was set on fire. Jews
            were forced to watch Torah scrolls going up in flames. Nonetheless, there were no
            public pogroms as in Kaunas. On October 15, Stahlecker, the leader of Einsatzgruppe
            A, sent a report to Berlin. He had to justify why there were no organized pogroms
            in Vilnius. Stahlecker explained that it was difficult to initiate them in Vilnius
            because the Polish problem was much greater than the Jewish problem there. It was
            difficult enough for him to instigate pogroms in Kaunas, but Lithuanians hated Poles
            more than Jews in Vilnius, according to Stahlecker.
         

         
          Straight from the start of the occupation, Jewish men were chased on the streets
            of Vilnius and attacked in their homes. German soldiers needed accommodations so they
            evicted Jews from their apartments. On July 5, Lithuanian policemen began chasing
            rabbis off the streets and beating them. On July 13, there was the “Day of Rabbis”
            when all men with beards were captured on the streets and sent to Lukiškės prison
            and then to Ponar. 
         

         
         R: July 13, 1941, was the day when the prominent young rabbi Efraim Zar, the grandfather
            of my coauthor Efraim Zuroff (for the book Our People) was caught on Pylimo street and sent to Ponar. His wife and two boys stayed at home
            and survived, but not for long. I read the Lukiškės prison journal of 1941. There
            is a list of people who were brought to the prison, registered upon arrival and departure.
            Most of the inscriptions are very brief: “sent to work” (to be shot), “delivered to
            the Gestapo,” “sent to the camp in Ponar,” or “sent to the hospital in Ponar.” But
            there was no camp in Ponar and certainly no hospital!
         

         
         C: There is a German Security Police report dated July 13, 1941, stating Lithuanians
            should arrest Jews and take them to the concentration camp to be shot the same day.
            In the German documents this was called “special treatment.” The report says: “This
            work has now begun and now we have daily shootings of 500 Jews and saboteurs.”[1]   
         

         
         Five thousand Jewish men from Vilnius were killed by the end of July as part of the
            planned decapitation of the Soviet leadership. Killing rabbis was also part of this
            plan. It made no difference that these rabbis had nothing to do with the Soviets or
            Bolshevism. They were spiritual leaders of the Jewish community and this was enough
            for anti-Semites.
         

         
         R: What was the reaction of Vilnius Jews to the persecution, arrest, and murder of
            Jewish men?
         

         
         C: Jews took their experience with Germans from World War I. There were cases, for
            example, of Germans raping Jewish women. So when German and Lithuanian policemen broke
            into apartments in July of 1941, Jewish families hid their girls and young women.
            They didn’t hide boys or men, but this time the Germans were after them! In Vilnius
            young Jewish men were found quite easily. People called these attackers khapunes in Yiddish.
         

         
          In Vilnius, earlier than in Kaunas, Jews were forbidden to leave their homes between
            the hours of 6 p.m. and 6 a.m. All Jews older than twelve had to wear a yellow star
            both on the chest and back. Later this order was changed: Jews had to wear a white
            band with a yellow star on it and the letter J, for Jude. Beginning in early August Jews were forbidden to walk on the sidewalks, to use any
            transportation, or to greet each other on the street.
         

         
         R: In your book there is a testimony about Jewish women trying to make these yellow
            stars as beautiful as possible, embroidering them as a gift for their sons, brothers,
            and husbands.
         

         
         C: Actually, Jewish reactions to these orders varied. Some said that they would wear
            the yellow star sign with pride; others felt humiliated. 
         

         
          By July 3, the Germans called for the creation of a Jewish council to deal with all
            Jewish affairs.
         

         
         R: A Jewish council before any ghetto?

         
         C: At the time there was just the idea of a ghetto. On July 4, the Jewish community
            held discussions on who would make up the Jewish council. As in Kaunas, it was very
            hard to find anyone willing to do so. The Vilnius Citizens Committee appointed one
            of its members, Jonas Čiuberkis, to serve as liaison responsible for Jewish affairs,
            reporting to Kostas Kalendra, secretary for internal affairs of the Vilnius Citizens
            Committee. Čiuberkis was also tasked with responsibility for negotiations with the
            Jews. These people, Kalendra and Čiuberkis, were not just ordinary citizens, they
            were highly experienced functionaries with a clear political agenda: to turn Lithuania
            into a national state with Vilnius as its capital, a country without Jews. In the
            second half of August of 1941 Jonas Čiuberkis was replaced by Petras Buragas.
         

         
          Saul Trotsky finally agreed to be chairman of the Vilnius Jewish council. His duty
            was to report to Čiuberkis, who in turn would report to the Lithuanian city administration
            and the Germans. This was a situation very similar to the one in Kaunas; Jews would
            have almost no chance to communicate with the Germans and all negotiation would occur
            via representatives from the Lithuanian administration: Mikas Kaminskas in Kaunas
            and Jonas Čiuberkis in Vilnius. 
         

         
          The first major task of the Jewish council in Vilnius was to stop the manhunts and
            kidnappings on the streets. To effect this, the Jewish council promised to find thousands
            of Jewish men every day for forced labor. This hunt, the actions of the khapunes on
            the streets and in the houses, frightened everyone nearly to death. 
         

         
          Another problem for the Jewish council was homeless Jews, those who had attempted
            to flee to the Soviet Union but were forced to return. Their old apartments were already
            taken, so where were they supposed to live? And then the problem of hunger began.
            There was a very limited amount of food for Jews.
         

         
         R: The first shooting in Ponar was conducted on July 11 by the Ypatingas būrys, or Sonderkommando, a special squadron. It “was a beautiful day with a light breeze
            and a few clouds in the sky,” is how Kazimierz Sakowicz described it in his “Ponar
            Diary.” 
         

         
         C: These 100 men who joined the Sonderkommando were all volunteers, many of them former
            Lithuanian soldiers. This unit was under the control of the German Security Police
            and was led initially by Lithuanian army officers Petras Jakubka and Mečys Butkus.
            On July 23, Juozas Šidlauskas was appointed the new commander, then he was replaced
            by Balys Norvaiša in November 1941.
         

         
         R: I know during the summer of 1941, eight postmen from the Vilnius Central Post Office
            joined the Sonderkommando. Several students of the Vilnius Industrial School also
            joined, seeing it as a summer vacation job. In September they returned to their studies.
            One member of this unit brought his fifteen-year-old son, Povilas Untulis, to work
            for the Germans, but the son did not go with his father to the murder site; he was
            employed at the telephone exchange of Sonderkommando headquarters.
         

         
         C: Sonderkommando members didn’t just shoot Jews, they also arrested them in their
            homes and brought them to Lukiškės. Later they also guarded the ghetto. 
         

         
          Out of 100 Sonderkommando members, some thirty to forty were used at each shooting
            operation. The shooting squad was subordinate to the German Gestapo, as were the two
            other main mobile killing units in Lithuania, the Hamann Rollkommando and the Fourteenth
            Battalion in Šiauliai. The head of the Sonderkommando on the German side was Horst
            Schweinberger. There is testimony from a woman who was his housemaid. She said that
            on three occasions there were parties for Germans and Lithuanians from the Sonderkommando
            organized at Schweinberger’s house. The parties were held after the shootings.
         

         
          In the fall of 1941, Martin Weiss came to head the Sonderkommando. One of the earliest
            trials in Germany was the one against Martin Weiss and his secretary, August Hering,
            conducted in 1948. When I was doing research for my book, I lived in Frankfurt at
            Scheffelstrasse No. 5. I saw in the Martin Weiss file that from 1946 to 1947 this
            man was living in my house! Actually, this is one of the trials we Germans shouldn’t
            be ashamed of: Martin Weiss got a life sentence for killing over 30,000 Jews. 
         

         
         R: Was there no death penalty in Germany for Nazi criminals?

         
         C: No, the death penalty was abolished in West Germany under the new constitution
            in 1949.
         

         
         R: Why?

         
         C: A very peculiar combination of motives led to the abolition of the death penalty.
            On the one hand, West Germany wanted to be different from Nazi Germany, where the
            death penalty was used excessively. Nazi civil courts had condemned 16,000 persons
            to death, 12,000 of whom were actually executed. Military courts condemned 33,000
            people. On the other hand, former Nazis wanted to avoid further death penalties given
            to Nazi perpetrators.
         

         
         R: What sort of person was this murderer Martin Weiss?

         
         C: Just recently I learned in David Fishman’s wonderful book on the so-called Paper
            Brigade that an early postwar testimony from a Jewish woman, thirty pages long in
            Yiddish, is conserved in the YIVO in New York.[2] Beba Epstein-Leventhal had to work for Martin Weiss in 1942 and 1943 in the Gestapo
            building on Gediminas street. Weiss was good-looking, slim, and tall. He walked quickly,
            with firm steps, very often whistling. He used to wear his Gestapo uniform almost
            without badges. As a civilian he wore a brown suit and a black leather coat made in
            Vilnius and drove a Rover. His office was on the third floor in the Gestapo building.
            Martin Weiss wanted his windows cleaned quite often. He always wanted fresh flowers
            in his room. Before his time with the Gestapo, Martin Weiss worked as a plumber. Beba
            Leventhal characterized him as a sadist—cold, a murderer without human feelings. He
            hardly ever smiled. If he did smile, it looked more like a distorted grin. When another
            Jewish woman who had to work for him asked to leave her workplace with the Gestapo,
            he answered: “Only I decide who is leaving. There is a sanatorium in Lukiškės and
            a datscha in the green forest in Ponar.” Martin Weiss pretended to be very civilized but was
            violent at the same time.
         

         
         According to this testimony, Martin Weiss wanted the men from the Ypatingas būrys
            to get good food and much alcohol. They were allowed to rob their victims. These men
            often came back from murdering in bloody uniforms.
         

         
         R: What other documents do we have about the murders in Ponar?

         
         C: The most valuable evidence about Ponar is Kazimierz Sakowicz’s diary. There are
            also photos taken by German soldiers.
         

         
         R: Were German soldiers asked to photograph the shootings? As evidence Lithuanians
            were the shooters?
         

         
         C: No, the pictures I know of were not taken by professional photographers, just randomly
            by soldiers who happened to be nearby. When they heard the shootings, they came closer
            and took some pictures of what they saw. This was at the early stage in July when
            the area was not fully fenced off. That’s why some Jews managed to escape and come
            back to the city. Later a double fence was built around the Ponar shooting site.
         

         
         R: Were there any Germans involved in the shootings or was it just the German commander
            of the Sonderkommando?
         

         
         C: Yes, there were some Germans, men from reserve police battalions Nos. 3 and 9.
            They were constantly involved. We know a lot of the details of this from postwar trial
            testimonies. 
         

         
          From July 11 when the killings in Ponar began until the second week of August, almost
            exclusively male Jews were killed, 5,000 of them, as well as a few hundred non-Jewish
            Communists. Even if the Germans did not succeed in organizing large pogroms in Vilnius
            as they had in Kaunas, the outcome of the first few months was the same. Before the
            end of July, in Kaunas 6,000 Jewish men had been killed, and in Vilnius 5,000. Jews
            could not do anything to improve their situation, they could only try to hide. All
            efforts to find help from Germans or influential Lithuanians failed.
         

         
          One last point I want to make here: The killing of so many men—members of the Jewish
            intellectual elite—paralyzed the Vilnius Jewish community. 
         

         
         R: And then the Vilnius ghetto was created.

         
         C: From the very beginning of the German occupation there was a serious debate between
            the Lithuanian city administration and the Germans on where to put Vilnius Jews. Kostas
            Kalendra from the city committee was responsible for the registration of Jews. On
            June 30, he convened a committee for finding where to send Jews to isolate them. On
            July 11, the German military commander informed the Lithuanian administration that
            only 20,000 Jews could be put in the ghetto.
         

         
          But there were over 50,000 of them! The Lithuanian administration suggested establishing
            a ghetto in the Old Town because 10,000 Jews lived there already. They were sure an
            additional 10,000 could be squeezed in there as well. Where would they put the rest,
            more than 30,000 Jews? The Germans did not say at that point in time the “extra” Jews
            would have to be killed. But where would they send them? The Lithuanian word they
            used in the documents was išgabenti, “to carry away.” Čiuberkis had three proposals for the ghetto location: Šnipiškės,
            Naujininkai, and Kairėnai, a former military camp some ten kilometers outside Vilnius
            with many abandoned army barracks and even some kitchens.
         

         
         R: Were most Vilnius Jews still living in their homes in the city?

         
         C: Yes. At the end of July the German civil administration arrived and the anti-Jewish
            policy became even harsher. The areas where the Jews were allowed to go were restricted
            further. The Germans did not want Jews in the center of the city because of “the danger
            of disease.” Twenty-nine-year-old Franz Murer, chief of staff for the city kommissar,
            informed the Jewish council on August 6 that they had to deliver 2 million rubles
            by the next morning. On the following evening Murer asked for another 3 million. Jews
            tried to collect gold, diamonds, and money, but they could not possibly gather the
            requested 5 million. The total “contribution” Jews passed on to Murer was 1,490,300
            rubles, 16.5 kilos of gold, and 189 watches. 
         

         
         R: When did the first mass killings in which Jewish women and children were also murdered
            take place in Vilnius?
         

         
         C: These mass murders began in Vilnius on August 31. The aim was to kill a large enough
            proportion of the Jewish population residing in the area designated for the future
            ghetto to make enough space for “useful” Jews. Between August 31 and September 3,
            over 3,700 Jews were killed at Ponar. Only 860 were men. The rest were 2,000 women
            and over 800 children. At this point the first Jewish council ceased to exist; all
            of its ten members were murdered at Ponar.
         

         
          There is a detailed description of these killings in Sakowicz’s diary. At least six
            people escaped these early massacres at Ponar and returned to the city to tell other
            Jews about what had happened there. Lithuanian peasants living in Ponar also spread
            the horrendous news.
         

         
          After hearing the story, a Jewish delegation went to see Vilnius mayor Karolis Dabulevičius.
            He claimed all the killings were conducted only by the Germans and Lithuanians had
            nothing to do with it. The Jews went to the German administration and received the
            explanation they didn’t have anything to do with it either and blamed the Gestapo.
         

         
         R: Was the Vilnius ghetto only established after these mass shootings?

         
         C: Yes, immediately after. Between September 3 and 5, the territory for both the small
            and big ghetto in the Vilnius Old Town underwent preparations for becoming the ghetto.
            On September 6, Vilnius city police under the command of police chief Antanas Iškauskas
            and German Security Police conveyed thousands of Vilnius Jews to the ghetto. Jews
            from the southern part of Vilnius were brought to the big ghetto, Jews from the northern
            part to the small ghetto. In the big ghetto, where 4,000 Jews had lived before, there
            were now 29,000 Jews. 
         

         
          It was raining heavily all night from September 6 to 7. Most people were forced to
            stay outside that night and the day after. Then, 9,600 were moved to the small ghetto.
            There were so many people in the ghetto zone that in mid-September the Health Department
            of the city of Vilnius was compelled to inspect both ghettos. They compiled a report
            documenting that the situation in the ghetto threatened the entire city.
         

         
         R: Did the killings in Ponar go on after the ghetto was established?

         
         C: Yes. Several thousand Jews from the northwestern areas of Vilnius weren’t taken
            to the ghettos but straight to Lukiškės prison. From there, 3,300 of them were shot
            at Ponar between September 10 and 12.
         

         
          From September to November of 1941, the killing at Ponar went on continuously, sometimes
            daily. All the murders were committed after a selection process took place with the
            involvement of Lithuanian policemen and members of the Sonderkommando. People tried
            very hard to be selected for the “right side,” to survive and not be sent to Ponar.
            They tried to stand up straight and to appear as healthy and young as possible just
            to pass the selection process.
         

         
          In early November there were only 19,000 Jews left in Vilnius, one-third of the original
            population before the occupation. Six thousand of them lived in the ghetto illegally.
            Over 33,000 were killed as “useless” and “superfluous.” Among these were 8,500 to
            8,700 people from the small ghetto who were murdered in three “actions” by October
            21.[3]   Then the killing of people from the big ghetto began. 
         

         
         R: What happened to the property of Jews who were brought to the ghetto? 

         
         C: On July 18, Kostas Kalendra presented the first proposal on what to do with Jewish
            property. Ghettoization meant the complete loss of property. Jewish possessions had
            to be sorted and stored. Money, businesses, houses, land, furniture, and even Jewish
            pets! There is a report submitted by the mayor of Vilnius to the Germans dated September
            21, 1941. This report listed goods taken from Jews: 429 houses, 71 shops, many musical
            instruments, furniture, and even pets to be cared for. 
         

         
         R: Who would have moved into the Jewish homes?

         
         C: According to contemporary German reports, there were 48,611 formerly Jewish houses
            and real estate properties in Lithuania in the summer of 1941. There were 14,500 houses
            in total in Vilnius before the war, of which 5,644 or 39 percent belonged to Jews.
            Altogether 46 percent of all real estate in Vilnius belonged to Jews.[4]   The Germans were certain houses vacated by Jews should belong to them. Lithuanians
            were just as sure they should now belong to them. 
         

         
         The Germans had no choice but to employ Lithuanians in this looting. The Lithuanians
            made sure they received their share. The Lithuanian administration made use of Jewish
            houses and took the furniture for their offices as well. Plates, forks, and knives
            were taken to the office kitchens and cafeterias. The Germans agreed a portion of
            the remaining furniture would be auctioned off so anyone could buy it, with the money
            going to the Germans. 
         

         
          By May of 1943, 360,000 Reichsmarks had been collected from sales of Jewish property
            to Lithuanians in Vilnius and only 60,000 Reichsmarks had been passed to the Germans.
            There was a special company named Grundstuecksgesellschaft des Reichskommissariat
            Ostland (RKO) formed in the summer of 1942 to deal with immovable Jewish property.
            It had thirteen German employees and 2,000 Lithuanians, all engaged with Jewish real
            estate. Many apartments and houses were rented out with 60 percent of rental incomes
            paid to the German administration and 40 percent to the Lithuanian administration.
            
         

         
          There was much theft of Jewish property by Germans. They grabbed whatever they could,
            shipping tons of Jewish belongings to their families in Germany.
         

         
         R: And what about Jewish cultural property, books and art?

         
         C: Vilnius was a very important city for the Jewish religion and also for secular
            Jewish culture, with many scientific institutions located in the city. It was for
            this reason that Vilnius was called the Jerusalem of Lithuania.
         

         
          There were specific German orders by the autumn of 1941 to confiscate all Jewish
            cultural goods and valuables and to send some of them to a German research institute
            in Frankfurt-am-Main, the city where I now live.
         

         
         R: What was the point of organizing a research institute and even a museum of the
            people whom you planned to wipe off the face of the earth?
         

         
         C: To justify what you have done. The destruction of the Jews was seen as the liberation
            of the people on this planet from the greatest evil.
         

         
         R: What became of the books of the Jewish libraries in Vilnius?

         
         C: In the second half of July 1941, the Vilnius Citizens Committee issued an order
            all Jewish books should go to the Academy of Sciences, and musical instruments that
            had belonged to Jews should be used at music schools. Then the destruction of Jewish
            books began. Jews from the ghetto were selected to work in the so-called Paper Brigade,
            sorting books found in four large Jewish libraries, the YIVO institute, synagogues,
            and private houses. These people had to be able to read Hebrew, Yiddish, German, Polish,
            and Russian. There was a similar Paper Brigade in Kaunas. 
         

         
          The task of the Paper Brigades was to sort Jewish books: 20 percent were to be preserved,
            70 to 80 percent destroyed, sold to paper mills for 19 Reichsmarks per ton. 
         

         
         R: Tell me more about the Paper Brigades.

         
         C: All Jewish books were supposed to be brought to the YIVO building on Vivulskio
            street where forty-seven Jews worked full-time. These people asked themselves, “Are
            we the grave diggers of Jewish literature or are we saving Jewish literature?” Both
            the Vilnius and Kaunas Paper Brigades created secret libraries by smuggling books
            into the ghettos and hiding them. Paper Brigade workers also managed to smuggle some
            food and later even some weapons into the ghettos. There is a brilliant new book by
            David Fishman, The Book Smugglers, that reconstructs the history of the Vilnius ghetto Paper Brigade. This book is
            based mostly on Yiddish sources.
         

         
         R: What happened to the synagogues?

         
         C: I read reports from different Lithuanian regions about what was done with synagogues,
            but they contain details for only sixty-two. Most of them were plundered and left
            empty, some were used to store Jewish property prior to redistribution, a few were
            used as prisons for Jews and Soviet POWs or to store Marxist and Communist literature.
            Some synagogue buildings were used as school sports halls, hospitals, and potato storehouses.
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      Chapter 18

      Vigilante Lithuanian Courts

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Let’s talk now about what was happening in the Lithuanian countryside in the early
            stage of the German occupation.
         

         
         C: I would like to begin talking about the countryside from a different angle. Talking
            not about the Jews but about the Lithuanians. After the Soviets left the country,
            improvised courts were set up in many Lithuanian villages. Lithuanian historian Rimantas
            Zizas has written extensively on them. These courts rendered judgments on people,
            sent them to prison, and even had them executed. The decisions by these courts were
            directed against Soviet functionaries, participants in deportations, those who implemented
            Soviet agrarian policy, and also against Komsomol members and militia. [Lithuanian
            Activist Front; LAF] representatives had the power to revoke these sentences or to
            approve them. The killing of those sentenced to death was performed locally by people
            from the LAF and members of the Riflemen’s Union.
         

         
          We have documents from Telšiai where thirteen people were sentenced to death. Documents
            from Pasvalys show the same thing happened there to fifteen people. A few members
            of the Lithuanian Komsomol were sentenced to several months of forced labor.
         

         
          The Germans did not encourage the activities of these “courts,” but they tolerated
            them as a purely internal Lithuanian matter. Some Lithuanian attorneys claimed publicly
            that ethnic Lithuanians should not be imprisoned or shot without due process; that
            in every case the accusation had to be proven. These attorneys realized part of what
            the local courts were doing was just personal revenge. The activities of these courts
            usually targeted ethnic Lithuanians rather than Jews.
         

         
          Lithuanian justice minister Mečislovas Mackevičius informed the cabinet of ministers
            on July 22, 1941, that people in the countryside were being arrested and judged without
            legal basis. The provisional government had published appeals on June 26 and 28 urging
            the Lithuanian people to refrain from unauthorized activities and to avoid internal
            Lithuanian struggle. Obviously, the appeals had been ineffective.
         

         
         R: I have read the transcript of my grandfather’s interrogation. The NKGB accused
            him of being a member of a Nazi commission that had compiled a list of Soviet activists
            in the town of Kavarskas. Was this perhaps not a commission but a court? In the first
            days of occupation the commission, or the court, made a list of eleven Soviet activists
            in Kavarskas and these people were shot a few days later. 
         

         
         C: There were no Nazi commissions at that point in time, only Lithuanian “courts.”
            Germans were not involved in their activities. General secretary of the Lithuanian
            Nationalist Party Zenonas Blynas wrote in his diary in August of 1941 that all illegal
            persecution had to stop since there were only two million Lithuanians. Ethnic Lithuanians
            should be fighting the Poles, Jews, and Russians.
         

         
          During the summer of 1941, the Lithuanian prisons were overcrowded. The German Security
            Police issued a report to Berlin that exaggeratedly stated that on average as many
            as 600 Lithuanians were crowded into each prison in every district, estimating over
            13,000 Lithuanians had been sent to prison by the rural “courts.” The Germans felt
            they had to solve the problem of the overcrowded prisons where so many people were
            being held on baseless charges. In August and September 1941, Šiauliai district Gebietskommissar
            Hans Gewecke issued an order to free eighty-five prisoners in Šiauliai, sixty-two
            in Telšiai, and thirty-three in Mažeikiai. This move was used for German propaganda
            to demonstrate that the Germans were freeing innocent people, and thus, Lithuanians
            should place their loyalty in the Third Reich. The Germans realized the people imprisoned
            were not necessarily Soviet activists, and at times, anyone could be placed in prison
            by these “courts.”
         

         
         R: There is a description of the situation in Lithuanian prisons in the report Karl
            Jäger sent to Berlin on December 1, 1941: “In Jonava—and this is one example among
            many—sixteen men were kept in a dark cellar 3 meters long, 3 meters wide and 1.65
            meters high for five weeks. They could all have been released since there were no
            charges against them. Girls aged between thirteen and sixteen were incarcerated because
            they had applied to join the Communist Youth in order to get work. Karl Jäger ordered
            many prisoners freed and gave a speech before many of the residents. The content of
            the speech was as follows: ‘If we were Bolsheviks we would have shot you, but because
            we are Germans we are giving you back your freedom.’ ‘It is difficult to imagine the
            joy, gratitude and delight our measures awoke in those released and indeed in the
            local population. We often had to use sharp words to cool the enthusiasm of women,
            children and men who tried with tears in their eyes to kiss our hands and feet.’”[1]  
         

         
         C: I would be very skeptical about a report like this one and would not take it as
            a true description of historical reality. It seems more to me like a German propaganda
            piece: Jäger’s policy was presented in a far too positive light, allowing the Lithuanians
            to look like barbarians.
         

         
         R: Still, some of the people in the prisons were there because of their pro-Soviet
            activities, right? Were these people not freed?
         

         
         C: Of course not. Right from the beginning the Germans needed to know who was a Soviet
            activist, and for this, they depended totally on local help. They themselves could
            not know who was a Communist and who was not. The Germans had to rely on these “courts”
            or on local mayors and district heads, or on partisan groups, or ordinary people.
            In the Lithuanian provinces it was easy to identify both Communists and Jews, every
            neighbor knew. It was much more difficult in Poland or Hungary because Jews were much
            more integrated in society. In Lithuania you could know with 90 percent certainty
            who was who[m]. 
         

         
         R: If my grandfather had been asked, along with the other members of the village court,
            to identify Soviet activists, how could he have known the plan was to kill them? I
            want to understand his degree of guilt. 
         

         
         C: In the first days of occupation he wouldn’t necessarily know. The court people
            knew who had to be arrested or taken out of the political game: their political opponents.
            They were considered the enemy, and Lithuanians wanted to disarm and disempower them.
            There is a reasonable possibility they did not know the prisoners would be shot.
         

         
         R: Anyway, after the Soviet activists were shot, my grandfather was given a reward,
            two POWs to work on his farm. His land, which had been taken away by the Soviets in
            1940, was given back to him.
         

         
         C: Such rewards gave people a sense of justice. They must have thought, “We were suppressed
            by the Jews and the Soviets. Now with the Germans we are getting back our share.”
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      Chapter 19

      Ghettoization in the Provinces

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: In the summer of 1941, the mass murder of the Jews began in the Lithuanian countryside.
            How many Jews in Lithuania lived outside the cities?
         

         
         C: According to the Lithuanian Office of Statistics, as of January 1, 1941, 104,428
            Jews lived outside the four main cities of Kaunas, Vilnius, Šiauliai, and Panevėžys.
            One hundred thousand Jews lived in the big cities. In July of 1941, when ghettoization
            began, the numbers must have been slightly lower because of the Soviet deportations
            in June and because some Jews managed to escape in the first days of war.
         

         
          In order to make the expulsion and annihilation of Jews possible you must first of
            all identify them. Raul Hilberg divided the bureaucratic process of annihilation into
            several distinct phases: identification, expropriation, and concentration of victims. Only after this does physical destruction happen. The journey through these stages can take years, as it did in the Third Reich.
            In contrast to Hilberg’s model, in the Lithuanian countryside the process was so rapid
            that the stages of identification, concentration, expropriation, and destruction occurred
            almost simultaneously.
         

         
         R: Who was responsible for establishing the ghettos in rural locations?

         
         C: Both Germans and Lithuanians were involved in this process. By the time the ghettoization
            in the provinces began, a few weeks after the beginning of the German occupation,
            many Jewish men were already murdered as part of the Nazi plan to kill potential resisters.
            Over 20,000 Jewish men were killed in four regions: 6,000 in Kaunas, 5,000 in Vilnius,
            5,000 in Šiauliai, and 5,000 in Panevėžys. The Lithuanian administration and police
            were part of this process. So the next task given them by the Germans was to find
            space for isolating the remaining Jews. What space? Up to you. You know your country.
            And please do it quickly. The process of ghettoization in the provinces was very rapid
            and quite chaotic. There was a large variety of places chosen by the Lithuanian administration:
            synagogues, barns, schools, at times even somebody’s house or a courtyard, or a forest,
            where a high fence was erected around the area assigned for Jews.
         

         
         R: Was it hard to find the Jews in towns and villages? Were there lists, or did they
            still have to be drawn up?
         

         
         C: It was an easy process. Jews were not assimilated in the Lithuanian countryside,
            so in every town and village everyone knew who was Jewish and where they lived. In
            some places lists of Jews were prepared in advance. 
         

         
          Jews had to be taken from their homes. Sometimes Germans supervised the process,
            but most of it had to be handled by non-Germans because Germans were not present at
            these locations. Of course, nothing would have happened without the German initiative,
            orders, and some supervision. But the Lithuanian police, auxiliary police, white armbanders,
            and šauliai did the actual job of identifying and rounding up Jews.
         

         
         R: Was there any plan for what to do with the Jews after they were brought to the
            ghettos? 
         

         
         C: The ghettoization process was a temporary measure to isolate Jews. What would happen
            to them later was still an open question.
         

         
          You see, ghettoization in the summer of 1941 did not carry with it the intention
            to concentrate Jews in one place so they could be murdered. The intention was just
            to isolate them and then “we shall see.” Nobody knew at that time how long the war
            would last and how the whole restructuring of this area would occur. The Germans at
            that time were still hoping the war would end in two months. When the war was over,
            Jews could be deported to the Urals to die from starvation there, together with the
            Russians.
         

         
         R: Who was supposed to feed the Jews isolated in the ghettos?

         
         C: The Lithuanian administration, town mayors, and district heads were responsible
            for this. The Germans said to them explicitly it was their responsibility. Of course,
            the Lithuanian administration fed Lithuanians first and only what was left over went
            to the Jews. But there was practically nothing left over because the Germans had already
            taken so much from the Lithuanians for the German army. When Jews were allowed to
            shop in the late afternoon, the shelves of the shops were already empty. You saw many
            Jews begging for food on the streets. Jews tried to find some work in order to buy
            food, but very few of them could. There was the huge problem of hunger in all the
            ghettos.
         

         
         R: Jews were allowed to leave the ghettos and shop, beg, and work?

         
         C: Sometimes the ghetto was just a partially fenced-off area. Just the main entrance
            had a fence and a gate. Anyway, Jews had nowhere to run. Hunger was not the only problem;
            diseases spread quickly. This has been documented by Lithuanian ghetto guards. The
            guards reported to their superiors and asked what they were supposed to do. In turn
            their Lithuanian superiors asked the Germans what they were supposed to do. 
         

         
         R: What was the atmosphere in these ghettos like? 

         
         C: Deprived of everything they ever owned, not knowing what would happen to them in
            the future, people in the ghettos focused on day-to-day survival, striving to take
            care of basic family needs, primarily food. Later, after a few weeks, when the situation
            became life-threatening, human reactions varied from total apathy to open panic, hysteria,
            and mental confusion, from religious devotion to anger. 
         

         
         R: Why didn’t they try to escape? Was there nowhere to which they could escape?

         
         C: You know the answer.

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 20

      Robbing the Living

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: What happened to the houses and other Jewish property after the owners were taken
            to the ghettos in July and August of 1941? There were four big cities and 200 small
            towns, shtetls, with significant Jewish populations in Lithuania.
         

         
         C: The ghettoization process meant the complete theft of Jewish property. Jews had
            to move out and leave everything behind. Jewish banks were closed. Contributions for
            every Jew living in the ghetto had to be paid. Jews did not have any means any longer;
            they only tried, and sometimes managed, to smuggle some small valuables into the ghettos.
            Ghettoization happened very quickly, within a few days, and especially quickly in
            the small villages.
         

         
         R: How was the redistribution of Jewish property organized? Who could take what?

         
         C: It was an organized process. It was forbidden for anyone to take anything from
            unoccupied Jewish houses. During the process of ghettoization, committees for redistributing
            Jewish property were set up all over Lithuania. The benefactors were awarded in the
            following order: first the Germans, then members of the Lithuanian administration,
            and only then the Lithuanian population. Despite being organized, ghettoization and
            looting was not an orderly process. There was a lot of corruption, stealing, hiding,
            and fighting over who got the best apartment and best furniture. In the Lithuanian
            State Archive, we see a multitude of petitions sent by different organizations and
            some private citizens: “Please give me this cow,” “Please give me the items this Jew
            does not need anymore,” and “My husband was deported by the Soviets, can I get compensation
            from the Jews?” and so on.
         

         
          As early as the summer of 1941 committees for redistributing Jewish property operated
            at full speed. Germans wanted the best items; they needed things for the army; for
            the administration, they needed valuables for supporting their financial system, etc.
            The German and Lithuanian civil administrations competed over who got what. If both
            parties wanted the same thing, very often the Lithuanians won. It is interesting that
            the Germans also fought with each other over who got what. 
         

         
          Of course the Germans knew they had to give something to the Lithuanian administration
            as a reward for their cooperation. Part of German occupational policy was to keep
            the Lithuanians motivated. The Lithuanian city administration, police departments,
            orphanages, schools, and hospitals received Jewish houses, land, cows and horses,
            furniture, medical equipment, watches, radios, blankets, dishes, and whatever else
            was taken from Jewish homes. The head of the Šiauliai district, Jonas Noreika himself,
            moved into an empty Jewish house with his family and lived there. 
         

         
         R: What do we know about Noreika’s role in the theft of Jewish property? He is considered
            a hero in the Lithuanian fight against the Soviets; there is even a school named after
            him. I found the evidence that he personally bought two beds with mattresses, a pair
            of warm boots, and several other items.
         

         
         C: Jonas Noreika replaced less-radical Šiauliai district head Ignas Urbaitis on the
            same day the provisional government resigned, August 5, 1941. A week before, on July
            29, Urbaitis presented his “project” on what to do with the property of Communists
            and Jews. It was directed primarily against Jews who were allegedly actively involved
            in the Communist movement. Their property would go to the state without compensation.
            All other Jews would be allowed to register their property with the local Lithuanian
            administration. The Jews would be allowed to keep their movable property. Immovable
            property, however, would be seized from them if they changed their place of residence,
            which was imminent because of their upcoming ghettoization.
         

         
          Once in office, Jonas Noreika issued a stricter version, namely a complete ban on
            all property ownership by Jews. Both movable and immovable property was to be seized
            from all Jews. Only 200 Reichsmarks would be left to each Jewish family. Then on August
            22 he issued an order to send all the Jews of Šiauliai to the Žagarė ghetto within
            a week. 
         

         
         R: What would have happened to Jonas Noreika if he had refused to sign the ghettoization
            order or the order on taking the property of the soon-to-be-murdered Jews of Šiauliai?
         

         
         C: Nothing! He would have been replaced. That’s all.

         
         R: In the library of the Lithuanian Academy of Science, there is a list of Jewish
            property that Lithuanian people have bought. Jonas Noreika, who was living in Šiauliai,
            Vilnius Street 260, has acquired one cupboard, one pair of warm boots, a desk, a bookshelf,
            two wooden beds with mattresses, a wardrobe, a buffets, a mirror, and two bedside
            tables. How did these goods get to the Lithuanian houses?
         

         
         C: What was left after the Germans and the Lithuanian administration took their share
            was sold at public auctions in Lithuanian cities, towns, and villages.
         

         
         R: But the Jews were still alive! And Lithuanian people knew this! In the summer of
            1941 there was still no plan to kill all the Jews, so how did Lithuanian people know
            the property owners would never return home?
         

         
         C: The Lithuanian administration didn’t know these Jews would be murdered soon. They
            just hoped they would disappear somehow and never come back. From July to August of
            1941, about 90,000 rural Jews were alive in the ghettos, and horse carts and carriages
            all over Lithuania brought things from these auctions to people’s homes, including
            furniture, dishes, clothes, towels, toys, pillows, etc. After an auction, the Lithuanian
            administration reported to the German administration how much money was made from
            the auction, 20,000 Reichsmarks, 50,000 Reichsmarks, and so on. Of course the Germans
            tried to get the money for themselves. Still, we have many documents proving the Lithuanian
            administration didn’t always cooperate with the Germans and wouldn’t give up the money.
            City mayors and district heads wanted to keep this money for Lithuanian uses. Why?
            Their anti-Semitic logic was the following: The Jews have been exploiting Lithuania,
            so we Lithuanians are just taking back our own money! 
         

         
         R: But the Germans could have forced Lithuanian district heads and city mayors to
            hand this money over to them.
         

         
         C: How could they be forced to do so? The Germans didn’t have the means to do this.
            They needed to make use of Lithuanian policemen under the Lithuanian administration,
            and these policemen were also convinced Lithuanians should be the ones who received
            Jewish property and money. Let’s get it all back from the Jews! The heads of the Lithuanian
            administration thought if they took Jewish property and redistributed it, this would
            be good social policy for the country, an anti-Semitic welfare system. This happened
            all over Nazi-occupied Europe, including in Germany itself. We know about 100,000
            citizens of Hamburg profited from the property of 30,000 Jewish households sold at
            auction.
         

         
         R: Many people must have benefited from this “social policy.” In your book there is
            a letter from one partisan to the agricultural functionary Beck written in 1942:
         

         
         
            
            Police in Ignalina and former town mayor Tijunelis as well as present mayor Albertas
               Alejūnas seized many objects of Jewish property for themselves. Police personnel and
               the two mayors hid these things with their relatives and friends in the villages.
               . . . We know the police possessed the following: 220 gold rings, 55 gold watches,
               35 sofas in good condition, 45 cabinets, 180 beds including mattresses, 45 cows, some
               50 fur coats and 250 tanned hides. In addition there are many items that have been
               sorted including clothing, shoes, etc. Only a tenth of Jewish property was sold to
               local residents when the Jews were liquidated. Gold, hides and other valuables, for
               example, were not offered for sale at all and were not passed on to the German army.
               We partisans of Ignalina are extremely grateful to the German army which liberated
               us.[1]

            
         

         
         C: Unfortunately, the robbery and redistribution of Jewish property is a huge part
            of the Holocaust in Lithuania where the local population was massively involved. More
            than in the shootings. More than in the actual persecutions. In the provinces there
            were mainly Lithuanians who benefited: They moved into Jewish houses and bought Jewish
            movable property on the cheap. Most German efforts to control and chase down Jewish
            property in the rural areas failed.
         

         
         R: Even so, we both know the Lithuanians in the provinces were mostly very poor at
            that time.
         

         
         C: Yes, that is true. But there is also the moral question. Should I take the property,
            even if it is just a sheet from the bed of a person who was persecuted, who was my
            neighbor? This was a moral decision they had to make. They could have said: “No, I
            don’t want to take it.” And some people did not. But the problem is that in 1941 and
            later too many Lithuanian people said: “Yes, I will take it.” And you know, even if
            one hadn’t been an anti-Semite before they took a Jewish item, very often they became
            one afterward. It is very understandable. People need to justify their actions to
            themselves. They didn’t rob anyone; they just took back what was taken from them by
            those who exploited their country and were getting what they deserved now. 
         

         
         Now, I have a question for you. What do you think, did the killing of Jews make German
            occupational policy more stable and successful or less stable and successful?
         

         
         R: I don’t know. What’s the answer?

         
         C: It made it more stable. And this is a great moral disaster for non-Germans. Not
            only for Lithuanians but also for the other peoples in German-occupied territories.
         

         
         R: Because non-Germans benefited so much?

         
         C: Exactly. There is the diary of Ona Šimaitė, an admirable rescuer of Jews in Lithuania.
            This diary was published by Julia Šukys.[2] You know what made Ona Šimaitė very sad? During the Nazi occupation she hid many
            Jews. But not only that. She also tried to save their property, so she gave some Jewish
            items for safekeeping to some Lithuanian people she knew. Šimaitė went into shock
            after the war when she asked these people to return the items to the Jews she had
            saved, and the people refused! She was extremely desperate and ashamed. The history
            of the complicity of Lithuanians in the Holocaust is about much more than shooting.
            Much more. Persecution, humiliation, public beatings, and robbery—and being OK with
            this.
         

         
         What occurred in Lithuania was the earliest and largest property theft campaign in
            the occupied territory of the Soviet Union. Not because Lithuanians were particularly
            bad, but because of German occupational policy. Not only in Lithuania, but in all
            the regions they occupied, the Germans deliberately exploited the greed and envy of
            local societies. Many non-Germans failed this test of their moral integrity, religious
            beliefs, and humanity.
         

         
         R: It could be a result of this policy that I have two antiques in my apartment in
            Vilnius, a bed and a clock. I got them from my grandmother who lived in Panevežys
            in 1941. Or maybe these two things are not from 1941, she might have bought them earlier.
            That is my hope. Even so, I’m not able to go buy anything at Vilnius antique shops.
            And not just because I don’t have the money.
         

      

      
      
         
            1. Dieckmann, Besatzungspolitik, vol 2: 917, quoted after Yitzhak Arad, “Plunder of Jewish Property in the Nazi-Occupied
                  Areas of the Soviet Union”, Yad-Vashem Studies 29 (2001), 109–48, here 141.
               

            

         

         
            2. Julija Šukys, “And I burned with shame”: The Testimony of Ona Šimaite, Righteous Among the Nations.
                     A Letter to Isaac Nachman Steinberg (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 2007).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 21

      Lithuanian Fascists Take Over

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: We already talked about Lithuanian Fascists in Smetona’s time. What was their role
            during the Nazi occupation?
         

         
         C: In order to understand the Holocaust in Lithuania we have to talk about the crucial
            role these people played in the extermination of Lithuanian Jews.
         

         
          A week before the outbreak of war, in June of 1941, members of the Geležinis vilkas
            [Iron wolf] founded the Lithuanian National Socialist Iron Wolf Front, which was renamed
            Lietuvių Nacionalistų partija, or Lithuanian Nationalist Party (LNP), on June 28,
            1941. This openly anti-Semitic party declared it followed the new racist ideas of
            Fascism and national socialism. Lithuania should be led by Augustinas Voldemaras and
            should cooperate closely with the National Socialist Party, aka the Nazi Party, in
            Germany. Augustinas Voldemaras was still in exile.
         

         
          On July 9, 1941, LNP representatives, with support from Gestapo officer Martin Kurmis,
            wrote a letter to Hitler asking the German Reich not to recognize the Lithuanian provisional
            government because Lithuanian nationalists, the LNP, were not truly represented in
            it. And before Augustinas Voldemaras would be able to lead the government, there should
            be no Lithuanian government at all; German military administration was sufficient
            for running the country.
         

         
         R: Did Hitler respond to this letter?

         
         C: I haven’t found any response from Berlin. Then on the night of July 23 into July
            24, the LNP tried to overthrow the Lithuanian provisional government. LNP members
            Juozas Pyragius and Ignas Taunys coordinated this coup with the German military administration
            and the Gestapo. During their night meeting they demanded that the provisional government
            resign. The government did not agree and did not resign. The following night the Gestapo
            acted, arresting Lithuanian Order Police Chief Michelevičius, Interior Minister Jonas
            Šlepetys, [Lithuanian Activist Front; LAF] leader Leonas Prapuolenis, and the editorial
            board of the newspaper Į Laisvę.
         

         
         R: Were these arrests important politically?

         
         C: Yes. By arresting the interior minister and the chief of order police, the Gestapo
            and the LNP ensured that the Lithuanian police were left leaderless and the leadership
            could then be replaced. At the same time, the LNP demanded the replacement of Kaunas
            military commander Jurgis Bobelis by LNP member Stasys Kviecinskas. Major Kazys Šimkus
            replaced TDA Battalion commander Andrius Butkūnas. Vytautas Reivytis became head of
            the Lithuanian Police Department. These were three key positions! In addition, from
            the start of the occupation there were many LNP figures already in leading roles at
            the Lithuanian Security Police, or Saugumas, in the prison administration and in the
            Kaunas city police.
         

         
          On July 25, the LAF attempted to protest, but their protests didn’t change anything.
            On July 26, the Lithuanian provisional government approved the changes. Defense Minister
            Stasys Raštikis communicated to Stasys Kviecinskas and Kazys Šimkus their responsibility
            for ensuring order and discipline inside the country. 
         

         
          By the end of July of 1941, almost all armed military and police forces were already
            under the control of the radical young members of the LNP. These people were ready
            to serve Lithuania and fight its enemies. Being extreme nationalists, they were willing
            to murder the Jews not only to please the Germans but for their own reasons as well.
            This is very important to remember if we want to understand the close cooperation
            between Germans and Lithuanians in the mass-murder operations of the three bloodiest
            months of the Holocaust in Lithuania, from the end of July till the end of October
            1941. 
         

         
         R: And at the same time at the end of July, the German military administration in
            Lithuania was replaced by a German civil administration. To someone who is not a historian,
            it seems as if this changeover would have brought more peace to the country because
            surely the military administration must have been harsher, right?
         

         
         C: The German civil administration was comprised of politicians from the Nazi Party.
            They had ideological goals and were fanatical about achieving them. Military administrators
            were primarily interested in maintaining order. Nazi politicians preferred to implement
            their political goals and whatever they considered necessary for the German war effort.
            Thus, with the arrival of the civilian political administration at the end of July,
            the mass murder of Jews was set fully in motion, including the extermination of entire
            Jewish communities in rural locales. Ninety-five percent of Lithuanian Jews were killed
            under the civilian command of Reichskommissar Ostland Hinrich Lohse and Generalkommissar
            for Lithuania Theodor Adrian von Renteln. 
         

         
         R: Why did the Lithuanian provisional government resign? They had only worked for
            six weeks and then suddenly just gave up?
         

         
         C: This government did not resign of its own will. The Germans forced them to resign.
            The members of the Lithuanian provisional government were aware for some time prior
            that they would be forced to resign, so they prepared a memorandum in advance. In
            this document they explained what they had done for the country and how much they
            had tried to do but were not allowed. And that now they had been forced to resign.
         

         
         R: What was the main underlying message of the last memorandum from the provisional
            government?
         

         
         C: This memorandum is mainly about the history of Lithuania from the thirteenth century
            with Vilnius as its capital. It describes the June Uprising of 1941 in which, according
            to the memorandum, the entire Lithuanian nation took part. The provisional government
            admitted that this Uprising was coordinated with the German army and that for all
            these efforts Lithuania deserved independence. In the opinion of the ministers, the
            Germans were not doing what they should have done; they did not take into account
            Lithuanian efforts and national aspirations.
         

         
         R: Why did the Germans decide to get rid of this government? 

         
         C: Because they were convinced if any form of political representation in Lithuania
            were allowed, it would serve as the nucleus for potential resistance. The Germans
            didn’t want any partners; they only needed servants to serve their needs and interests.
            The decision was made to dissolve the Lithuanian provisional government and transform
            it into a group of general counselors who would take over the ministries. No more
            Lithuanian government, no more cabinet of ministers. Any orders issued to the general
            counselors would come directly from the German civil administration or from the Lithuanian
            chief general counselor, who was to be chosen by the Germans and who would cooperate
            closely with them. The Germans hoped the LNP would cooperate with them much better
            and would not harbor disturbing political aspirations.
         

         
         R: Let’s summarize the role of the Lithuanian provisional government. It was very
            patriotic and tried to fight hard to further Lithuanian political aspirations. But
            why did the ministers agree to organize the first concentration camp at the Seventh
            Fort in Kaunas? Why did they allow the first mass killings there just a week after
            the German invasion? Did this government have any way to sabotage German orders?
         

         
         C: We do not really know. I think the Lithuanian provisional government at least could
            have protested the orders. At the beginning of the occupation they had access to the
            radio and press. The [provisional government] was in a position to tell the Lithuanian
            police and city administrators, “We do not want and will not get involved in the mass
            murder of our people organized and ordered by the Germans.” Yes, the Germans asked
            the provisional government to do this and that. Yes, the Germans pushed hard. I also
            think the Lithuanian government did not expect the early killings to be just the beginning
            of systematic mass-murder operations in Lithuania. They thought these atrocities were
            excesses in the first days of war and that later the Jews might possibly be isolated
            in ghettos or separated in some other way. Or maybe sent somewhere. Not murdered.
            
         

         
          We should remember that the first killings of the Jews were not a part of any plan
            to kill the entire Lithuanian Jewish population. These killings signified the implementation
            of the plan to decapitate the Soviet leadership. 
         

         
         R: What could the Lithuanian provisional government have done to stop the killings?
            They were just a minor political force. 
         

         
         C: They could have tried either to protest or sabotage the murders. They did neither.
            The murders were committed in July when the Lithuanian provisional government was
            fully operational, proactively issuing about one hundred laws in six weeks, many of
            them anti-Semitic.
         

         
         R: How many Lithuanian Jews had been killed by the time the [provisional government]
            was dissolved?
         

         
         C: Only about 5 percent of Lithuanian Jewry. At the beginning of August 1941, 95 percent
            of Lithuanian Jews were still alive. 
         

         
          But there was another serious problem connected with the resignation of this government.
            When they resigned, they didn’t tell their subordinates how to behave. Should the
            entire Lithuanian administration refuse to cooperate with the Germans? There were
            tens of thousands of people in the lower ranks working in the administrative system
            and in the Lithuanian police forces and they cooperated with the Germans! When the
            cabinet resigned, these people were simply left in their posts. What were they supposed
            to do? They didn’t know and so they continued to cooperate. 
         

         
         R: How did the transition happen? Did the Germans invite the LNP people in to replace
            the provisional government after they resigned?
         

         
         C: First of all, the Germans needed someone to replace former acting Lithuanian Prime
            Minister Juozas Ambrazevičius. Not as prime minister since there was not supposed
            to be any political representation anymore but as the first general counselor. This
            post was first offered to general Stasys Raštikis. He refused. The next possible candidate
            was Petras Kubiliūnas, an LNP member who had participated in the attempt to overthrow
            Smetona in 1934, sentenced to death as a result, and subsequently imprisoned. Petras
            Kubiliūnas was appointed by the Germans not only as first general counselor but also
            interior minister and the liaison with the German civil administration.
         

         
          There were nine general counselors who reported to the first general counselor, six
            of whom were LNP members: Pranas Germantas (till 1940 Meškauskas), Jonas Paukštys,
            Kazys Germanas, Balys Vitkus, Jonas Matulionis, and Mečislovas Mackevičius. The Germans
            appointed them and expected them to cooperate fully. These LNP representatives were
            . . . these people were not just random technocrats; they were radical nationalists,
            Lithuanian Fascists. They wanted Lithuania to be independent, as did the LAF and the
            provisional government. The main difference was that the LNP didn’t just want Lithuania
            to be an independent state; they wanted it to be an independent fascist state. For them Nazi Germany was the model to follow. By the way, among the nine
            general counselors, the Germans had two agents who had spied for them for a long time
            prior, Jonas Pyragius and Stasys Puodžius. One of them, Pyragius, later applied for
            German citizenship and was granted it in 1943. These two were obedient German servants.
         

         
          On August 5, 1941, the same day the general counselors replaced the Lithuanian provisional
            government, the LNP also wrote a memorandum addressed to the Germans.
         

         
         R: Another memorandum? What did the Lithuanian Fascists want from the Germans?

         
         C: This document, written by LNP general secretary Zenonas Blynas, stated that the
            aim of close cooperation with the Germans was the independent national state of Lithuania.
            Some of the counselors demanded the sentence about an independent state as the aim
            of the entire cooperative relationship should be stricken from the document before
            it was sent to the Germans. Blynas didn’t agree. 
         

         
          Still, the LNP and the general counselors finally did reach agreement that while
            the war continued they would not annoy the Germans with demands for independence.
            In any event, we know the Germans never made a clear promise to the LNP regarding
            Lithuanian independence. Their promise was very vague: “You cooperate with us in the
            war and when the war ends we’ll see what we can do for you.”
         

         
         R: How much did Lithuanian Fascists believe this kind of promise? To what extent were
            they ready to cooperate with the Germans? At what point in time did they plan on insisting
            the Germans honor their promise? Were these questions asked when the general counselors
            began their work with or, to be more accurate, for the Germans? 
         

         
         C: Lithuanian politicians discussed these issues among themselves, as we see in Zenonas
            Blynas’s diary and some memoirs. But never with the Germans. 
         

         
         R: How was cooperation between the German civil administration and the Lithuanian
            general counselors structured? 
         

         
         C: First of all, I want to say the role of these general counselors is often underestimated.
            They were very important. It was not a formal government nor was it one in German
            eyes, although the general counselors de facto assumed all the functions and responsibilities
            of the former Lithuanian ministers. They ran the ministries. The only thing they were
            not allowed to have was political representation. Officially they couldn’t be designated
            as a Lithuanian government or even as ministers. They could not hold general meetings.
            Each of them worked separately within their respective ministries, liaising directly
            with the German civil administration.
         

         
         R: Was it first general counselor Petras Kubiliūnas, the actual interior minister,
            who was responsible for facilitating the arrest and mass murder of Lithuanian Jews?
         

         
         C: Yes, from the Lithuanian side. But of course the Germans were the main initiators
            here. 
         

         
         R: How many Germans and how many Lithuanians worked under Kubiliūnas in the sphere
            of internal affairs, in city administrations, police, prisons, etc.?
         

         
         C: I don’t know. I think this whole question of the Lithuanian administration under
            the Germans is the most underresearched area of this period. We only know that in
            the entire Lithuanian civil administration, including all bureaucratic posts during
            the Nazi occupation, there were from 600 to 900 Germans and around 20,000 Lithuanians.
            There were around 300 district and precinct heads, and don’t forget the aldermen in
            the villages.
         

         
          Nonetheless, we don’t have any reliable research on the Lithuanian interior ministry
            under the Germans. Not even an article! There are a few articles on economy, labor,
            and agriculture, a little bit on education. Maybe there is something somewhere, but
            not to my knowledge. I don’t know of any articles on this subject in Lithuanian, German,
            English, or any other language. The ministries and the district administrations were
            the two main pillars of power, implementing the German occupational policy in Lithuania.
            
         

         
         R: Who was responsible for the districts?

         
         C: The general counselors sat in the capital, Kaunas. But all real policy was implemented
            by the district heads and district police chiefs in their different districts. At
            the time of the mass murder of Lithuanian Jews in the summer and fall of 1941 there
            were twenty-two districts, each with its own district head and chief of local police.
         

         
          The district heads were important because they were the main communications link
            between the capital and the provinces. They were the people on the ground actually
            implementing the policy dictated to them by the counselors, who in turn were directed
            by the German civil administration. Or the German Gebietskommissar directly issued
            orders to the district heads. 
         

         
          The district heads were absolutely crucial. If a district head was asked to isolate
            all the Jews in the district, or to give to the Germans 10,000 kilos of potatoes,
            or to organize 500 peasants for taking wheat to the storehouses, the district head
            had to do this and the police chief under him would give orders to his subordinates
            to do everything necessary to make these tasks happen. 
         

         
         R: Were there Germans in any of these twenty-two districts who supervised the heads
            of districts or chiefs of police?
         

         
         C: No. A few Germans were present in the administration of the four main Lithuanian
            cities—Kaunas, Vilnius, Panevėžys, and Šiauliai—but not in the countryside. The mayors
            in the four cities and all the district heads were supervised by six German regional
            commissars whose job description was to enable the Lithuanian administration to do
            its job. In each of the six regions, there were about ten Germans working.
         

         
          The Germans knew that since the district administrators were so crucial to the implementation
            of German occupational policy, it was very important to keep them prepared to cooperate,
            for example, by granting them some rights, such as the right to make their own decisions
            on all internal Lithuanian issues. The general rule of German occupational policy
            was to let the Lithuanian administration run all Lithuanian affairs but not to let
            them make any decisions regarding anything concerning the Germans or the Jews. These
            two issues were explicitly removed from Lithuanian jurisdiction.
         

         
         R: Who could issue orders to these district and police chiefs? Was it both the German
            civil administration and the general counselors?
         

         
         C: Yes, orders could come from both sides. District heads could receive orders from
            both the German Gebietskommissar in Kaunas and from the general counselors who also
            sat in Kaunas. 
         

         
         R: How was the Lithuanian district head related to the police chief of the district?

         
         C: The head of district was the boss of the local police chief. The role of the police
            chief and his men was to implement orders given them by the head of the district.
            In turn, they passed these orders to the chiefs of local police stations. Both in
            the cities and in the districts there were small numbers of the German Order Police
            and Security Police. Always small, these forces had to rely upon the Lithuanian Order
            Police and Security Police to do the actual work. 
         

         
          More than half of district heads were members of the LNP, Lithuanian Fascists. Still,
            this fact was not of the most importance. I conducted research into the difference
            between the policies of the district heads who were LNP members and those who were
            not, and surprisingly there were none. In some places there was a Christian Democrat
            head of district and an LNP police chief, and they worked together closely without
            any problems.
         

         
         R: Is it possible the people in these positions had no choice and had to obey German
            orders? 
         

         
         C: As far as I know, no one resigned or refused to perform the murderous tasks assigned
            them. I think we are facing here the very well-known phenomenon of self-delusion.
            Human beings are perfectly able to deny to themselves the consequences of their actions,
            especially when they are not personally involved in the murders, the final criminal
            outcome. Not all recipients of orders believed the Jews would be murdered. Still,
            the heads of districts, chiefs of precincts, and local police chiefs who obeyed the
            German order to collect “citizens of Jewish nationality” at one location must have
            known, by the latest by the end of August 1941, that the Jews were being isolated
            not to be deported but for their imminent murder.
         

         
         R: Were the Germans completely content with this cooperation?

         
         C: Yes and no. The Germans endlessly debated among themselves what the best way to
            rule and control the occupied territories was. On paper, the idea followed the British
            model: There should be very few German commanders ruling the territories indirectly
            through the local administration, which was supposed to be loyal to the Reich. Just
            as the British ruled India with the maharajas, not becoming too much involved.
         

         
          But the Germans were under a lot of pressure! They wanted so much in such a short
            time that there was no way of achieving their goals working only indirectly through
            the local administration. That’s why Germans had a couple hundred policemen in the
            territory of Lithuania as well as a hundred bureaucrats in the agricultural sector,
            making sure the Lithuanians provided the German army sufficient manpower and agricultural
            products. Sometimes Lithuanians sabotaged German orders by doing nothing or even openly
            resisting. Then the Germans felt they were not controlling the Lithuanian administration
            the way they wanted.
         

         
          Unfortunately sabotage and resistance occurred only when ethnic Lithuanian interests
            were threatened, not when the Jews were supposed to be isolated, robbed, and killed.
            Getting rid of the Jews fit Lithuania’s own policy at the time. 
         

         
         R: What do you mean, “Lithuania’s own policy”? Lithuania was under German occupation!

         
         C: Yes, there was a certain policy, not a strategic or tactical national policy, but
            simply wanting what was good for ethnic Lithuanians. Lithuanians did not want to serve
            the Germans; they wanted to serve the needs of their own country.
         

         
          There was a young member of the LNP and the predecessor of Reivytis as chief of the
            Lithuanian Order Police named Ignas Taunys who wrote a lengthy paper on how German-Lithuanian
            cooperation should work based on race. He claimed German imperial ambitions and Lithuanian
            nationalism shouldn’t clash because both Germans and Lithuanians belonged to the same
            race. They were both the Aryan people.
         

         
          Nonetheless, overall people in Lithuania were not racists at that time. Yes, some
            were anti-Semitic, some were ethnic nationalists, but not racists as in Italy and
            France. Anti-Jewish actions were simply violent forms of expression of ethnic nationalism
            and anti-Semitism. For Lithuanian nationalists, any action against Poles was considered
            good for Lithuania and any action against Russians was also good for Lithuania. And,
            of course, any action against the Jews was good for Lithuania.
         

         
         R: Is there any evidence the general counselors tried to circumvent or sabotage any
            German orders?
         

         
         C: The fact is, the general counselors were not at all afraid to protest any German
            order they didn’t like. These general counselors bombarded the Germans with claims
            that this or that demand was not right or some order was unfair. They complained the
            Germans failed to “return” confiscated Jewish property to Lithuanians. The counselors
            protested the Germans were destroying the Lithuanian economy, had closed Lithuanian
            universities, took too much Jewish property for themselves, and in general, had behaved
            even worse than the Bolsheviks.
         

         
         R: How did the Germans tolerate these protests?

         
         C: Germans took these protests quite seriously. There were constant negotiations between
            the German and Lithuanian administrations in an attempt to find ways to extend their
            cooperation. All key German administrators were involved in this effort. And we see
            that it worked for a while; the Lithuanian general counselors kept going and cooperated.
            
         

         
          Sadly enough, you can find every aspect of Lithuanian life mentioned in the various
            memoranda, but you won’t find any questions from the Lithuanian general counselors
            to the Germans about the orders they had given to Lithuanian policemen and soldiers
            serving in the self-defense battalions. Neither were any questions asked about the
            fate of Lithuanian Jews and the Soviet prisoners of war. 
         

         
         R: Did these counselors know, as all Lithuanians in the country at the time knew,
            what was happening in the summer and fall of 1941, when over 150,000 Lithuanian Jews
            were murdered, and did they not react?
         

         
         C: No, they didn’t react in any noticeable public manner. 

         
         R: Do we know anything about the reaction by the Lithuanian population to the anti-Jewish
            activities?
         

         
         C: The Lithuanian population at that time was under great pressure to give all they
            could and more for the war effort of the Third Reich. Many peasants were brought to
            the district and city courts because they couldn’t deliver the amount of produce they
            were obliged to. The general population, newspapers, and local administrations protested
            the treatment of the peasants and the German policies that had made the lives of Lithuanians
            difficult and unpleasant. But what was the reaction of the population to the mass-murder
            policy? We don’t know because there hasn’t been any research on that, or at least
            I haven’t heard of any. 
         

         
         R: Many people in Lithuania think the German occupation meant the Germans did everything,
            that the Lithuanian administration was powerless, that the Lithuanian police didn’t
            do anything bad to the Jews. 
         

         
         C: I think I gave you a clear picture of how the power apparatus functioned throughout
            the period of occupation. Sometimes Germans would restrict the range of tasks for
            their own people because the local Lithuanian administrators were more successful.
            Lithuanian police officers and civil servants were more willing to obey orders from
            their Lithuanian superiors than from Germans. 
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 22

      “Kill Them All!”

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: The decision to exterminate all European Jews, the so-called Final Solution, was
            discussed collectively by the German leadership only in January of 1942 at the secret
            Wannsee conference in Berlin. Why were Lithuanian Jews murdered in the summer and
            fall of 1941, months before this decision? What happened? When was the decision made
            to kill not just potential resisters but all Lithuanian Jews? 
         

         
         C: The Germans began the mass murder of Lithuanian Jews from the notion of necessity.
            
         

         
         R: Necessity?

         
         C: The Germans didn’t murder just because they wanted to, but because they thought
            it was necessary. The idea of military necessity, the needs of the war effort, was
            at the core of German thinking. And once it was considered necessary, it was also
            morally acceptable. The moment they concluded it was necessary to kill the Jews, they
            were ready to do it. 
         

         
          As Jewish men were being murdered in the Soviet territories, Hitler and [Heinrich]
            Himmler also considered the question of how to avoid Jewish revenge. Germans believed
            in the strength of the Jews and were of the view Jews would exact their revenge on
            Germany as soon as they recovered. In order to avoid this danger for future generations
            of Germans, the decision was taken at some point to exterminate all Jews. Himmler
            spoke publicly about this in 1943 and 1944: “We faced the question: what about the
            women and children? I have decided to find a very clear solution here as well. I did
            not consider myself entitled to exterminate the men—that is to kill or have them killed—and
            to let avengers in the form of their children grow up for our sons and grandchildren.
            The severe decision had to be made to make this people disappear from the earth.”[1]  
         

         
         As far as Lithuania is concerned some separate mass murders of entire local Jewish
            communities, not just the men, were already being carried out even before the end
            of July. There are sources on mass killings in Plungė in July and on a few other shtetls
            in early August, such as Biržai, Mažeikiai, Linkuva, and Akmenė. This region was under
            the control of Einsatzkommando 2 and we don’t have contemporary German documents about
            these early killings. It seems the determination to exterminate all Lithuanian Jews,
            including women, children, and the elderly, was building rapidly in the summer of
            1941. 
         

         
          Historians should always pose two main questions in considering events: Why did this
            or that specific event happen at this point in time, and why at this place? Why did,
            for example, mass killings start first in Daugavpils (Latvia) and then move in the
            direction of Šiauliai? What significance did these places hold for the Germans? 
         

         
         R: Do you know the answer?

         
         C: I have an argument here which is a little bit speculative, but I would like to
            present it anyway.
         

         
          We should look at the economic side of German warfare. You remember, we talked about
            the third pillar of German power, the independent economic units. They were struggling
            to supply the army. The main artery for supplying the Army Group North, which was
            trying to attack Leningrad, was the highway and railway that went through Šiauliai
            and Daugavpils. This was the supply route. The attack on Leningrad didn’t go as quickly
            as planned, so the army needed a lot of supplies, more than was originally planned
            for.
         

         
          My observation is that there were two interrelated developments: the Germans coming
            under enormous pressure because of supply problems and the escalation of the mass
            killings along this supply route in both Latvia and Lithuania.
         

         
          In the first half of July 1941, German military economic experts debated: “Should
            we starve the population of the Baltics, not just the Russians?” This debate went
            on for only a few days. Then they made the decision, on July 9, 1941, that the local
            Baltic population should not be starved. Instead the course of action developed and
            adopted was to, first of all, starve to death Soviet POWs, and a bit later to shoot
            nonworking Jews.[2]  
         

         
         There was no plan at the beginning to starve prisoners of war, just to isolate them
            and then, once the war was over, the Germans would decide what to do with them. The
            war was supposed to be over by September. But in July the Germans hadn’t achieved
            any decisive victories against the Red Army. The attack on Leningrad did not proceed
            as planned. Confronted by these problems, the Germans must have thought again: “How
            do you starve such a huge number of people if there are not enough German personnel
            to control them? Maybe instead of starving those people slowly, it would be more practical
            just to kill them.”
         

         
          While there were all these improvised ghettos being set up in the Lithuanian countryside,
            initial discussions by the Germans began about the need to kill all remaining Jews.
            That was at the end of July. By then, rural Lithuanian Jews in the ghettos were causing
            massive problems for the Germans.
         

         
         R: Problems such as possible resistance, hunger, and diseases?

         
         C: You know, there wasn’t so much diseases spreading; it was the fear that diseases
            would start and spread outside the ghettos. The same with the resistance. It was more
            the fear of possible resistance than actual resistance. It was also a fear of failure,
            the fear of 1918 happening all over again. The Germans began discussing the idea of
            the mass murders mainly because they did not want to lose the war again.
         

         
          The Germans already faced a large crisis in the second half of July 1941. Although
            some people say the turning point in the war was in December, when the Germans failed
            to take Moscow and the Red Army counterattacked. Or maybe it was only when the Germans
            lost Stalingrad, two years later? 
         

         
         R: Why do you talk about the large crisis that changed the situation so profoundly
            in July and August 1941?
         

         
         C: Why am I talking instead about the large crisis that changed everything in July
            of 1941? Other people say the mass murders didn’t begin out of fear of failure but
            out of euphoria! This is the opinion of well-known Holocaust historian Christopher
            Browning. He claims Hitler and the leadership felt they were winning the war already
            so they could start doing whatever they wanted. I say no. The situation was a different
            one.
         

         
          Some of the basic questions I ask when I want to understand any situation are: What
            do people expect, and what are people experiencing? This relationship between experience
            and expectation is crucial. 
         

         
         R: Explain this to me.

         
         C: The notion of experience versus expectation is important when we talk about our own daily life. Why are you the woman you are?
            In order to understand this I need to know your experiences and your expectations
            at different times in your life. The same goes for me. It is the same when you talk
            about social groups. It is a very useful tool. That’s what I have done in my books,
            taking these three groups—Germans, Lithuanians, and Jews—and looking into their experiences and expectations in the same place at the same time. From these settings, I look at outcomes: cooperation, conflicts, and tragedy. 
         

         
          In 1941 Lithuanian and German interests were different. There was a large overlap
            and sometimes conflicts of their interests. Nonetheless, Germans and Lithuanians both
            had common enemies: the Soviet Union and the Jews. As long as non-Germans, in this
            case Lithuanians, believed their own interests were furthered by cooperating with
            the Germans, they were prepared to do so. Voluntarily. They entered into conditional cooperation, based on certain conditions and interests, and only much later switched to a conditional resistance, which developed over time, when Germans wanted Lithuanians to organize forced labor
            for the Third Reich or troops for a Lithuanian Waffen-SS division.
         

         
         R: What were the expectations and experiences of the Germans in the summer of 1941?

         
         C: The Germans planned to decapitate the Soviet state by killing Bolsheviks and Jewish
            men, so that the Soviet state would collapse and be unable to recover. They expected
            to win quickly against the Red Army by encircling Soviet troops close to the border.
            In this way the Germans hoped they could prevent the retreat of the Red Army. So there
            would be no Soviet state and no Red Army anymore. And then the peoples from the west
            of the Soviet Union—the Baltic States, Ukraine, as well as parts of Byelorussia and
            Romania—would cooperate with the Germans because they hated the Bolsheviks. The Germans
            planned to exploit tensions between these peoples and the Soviets/Russians.
         

         
          To supply German needs the plan was to seize the entire harvest and starve the Russians.
            Not the Baltic people, not the Ukrainians, only the Russians. This would be done around
            Moscow and beyond it. All the big cities would have their food supplies cut off. A
            huge hunger zone. Both mass-murder plans were crucial for a rapid victory: the decapitation
            plan and the hunger plan. We talked about this before.
         

         
         R: Yes. I remember. Why didn’t these plans work?

         
         C: Let’s look at what was actually happening. At the end of July 1941, one month after
            the German army attacked, the Red Army was still fighting and fighting not at the
            border but much farther east. The Germans did not have enough supplies to continue
            the war. These were the two main reasons that demanded new planning. Tank Group 4
            was supposed to conquer Leningrad in mid-July. But the attack was delayed seven times!
            Not only because the Red Army was so strong, but because the German army did not have
            enough supplies. The unexpected situation that had developed required new planning.
         

         
          The Germans knew if they didn’t win the war quickly, Great Britain and the United
            States would enter and the war would continue into 1942. In that event, most likely
            the Germans would no longer be able to win. So there was no time to waste. And there
            was the urgent need to solve the problem of supplies. After his own visit to Army
            Group North on July 21, 1941, and Reichskommissar Ostland Hinrich Lohse’s visit to
            him in his East-Prussian headquarters on July 26, 1941, Hitler wanted to receive regular
            reports on the “work of the Einsatzgruppen” in the occupied Soviet Union beginning
            August 1, 1941. A week later, [Joseph] Goebbels recorded his conversation with Hitler:
            “We’re talking about the Jewish problem. The Führer is convinced of his earlier prophecy
            in the Reichstag that if Judaism succeeded in provoking a world war once again, it
            will end with the extermination of the Jews.”
         

         
          Also, we have to remember that German thinking at that time was not only about military
            victory and the economic needs of the Reich in purely economic and political terms.
            It was also racist and anti-Semitic. All economic and political thought by Germans
            at this point in time was anti-Semitic and racist. When they decided to kill Jews
            and Slavs, this was not just an economic decision; it was at the same time an anti-Semitic
            and a racist decision.
         

         
         R: But everyone thinks the Germans were very pragmatic and unemotional. Pragmatic
            considerations must have predominated.
         

         
         C: Frequently there is debate about what the Germans did for ideological reasons—meaning
            anti-Semitic and racist reasons—and what they did for pragmatic reasons, such as economic
            calculations, etc. This debate actually directly reflects the Nazis’ own defense strategy
            at the postwar trials. They always said of themselves: “We were the reasonable ones,
            but there were others, such as the SS or fanatics in the Party who hated Jews and
            Slavs, and would not allow us to conduct a decent occupational policy.”
         

         
          The German politicians in Lithuania or Latvia told the postwar courts: “We could
            not do anything because the SS was killing everybody.” The truth is, the SS was not
            doing anything outside the framework provided for them by the politicians and civil
            administrators. Yes, the SS wanted to kill Jews earlier and more quickly and to kill
            not just men but also women, etc. But only in 1943 did the SS gain more control in
            the Reichskommissariat Ostland over anti-Jewish policy, and only then could they do
            more of what they wanted. Until then the politicians were fully in charge.
         

         
         R: Are there any documents about this German crisis and decisions which were made
            because of it?
         

         
         C: Yes, of course! Let’s look at it chronologically. Hitler and the leadership of
            the German army wanted to believe during the first half of July they had won the war
            already. Historians sometimes fail to take into account this was wishful thinking
            and that it completely changed over the course of July. From the middle of July till
            the beginning of August we find many signs of a large emerging crisis and the emerging
            fear of failure.
         

         
          For instance, the first documents from Hitler revising military strategy and taking
            into account the war would continue into 1942. That was supposed to be avoided at
            all costs! These documents are dated July 19 and July 23, 1941. Hitler admitted the
            Germans were failing to encircle the Red Army in large sweeps. So what is the German
            Army supposed to do? It has to attempt small encirclements, small battles. This was
            based on the acknowledgement Germany could not proceed with the blitzkrieg as planned,
            and that quick victory was seriously endangered. On July 25, 1941, German chief of
            staff general Franz Halder confirmed in his war diary this change in strategy was
            inevitable but meant the war would “end up in the trenches,” as it had in World War
            I in Western Europe.[3]   
         

         
         This changed the priority tasks of the German occupational regimes as well. Originally
            it had been planned the civil administration would only be installed after the war
            was won and the region pacified. Its task was supposed to be to prepare the Lithuanian
            territory to become German lebensraum, living space. But now, with the German war effort frustrated, the primary tasks
            changed. Securing the needs of the German army in combat took priority over everything
            else. And this change was crucial!
         

         
         R: How were the problems of the German war effort connected with the Holocaust in
            Lithuania?
         

         
         C: We know the mass murder of Jews in Lithuania escalated enormously from the beginning
            of August of 1941 onwards. The German calculation could be described as follows: “We
            Germans will profit from the mass murder of the Jews in several respects: we will
            ease the pressure on our supplies and facilitate cooperation from non-Germans, because
            they, too, will profit from the murder of the Jews, and the crime will bind us together.
            Also, we will solve the problem of the shortage of German personnel by having local
            people taking over many tasks.”
         

         
          And yes, the German calculation was correct. By killing people they had no need for—Jews
            and POWs—they managed to improve army supplies and ensure the cooperation of local
            non-Germans. Not only Lithuanians, but others in neighboring occupied territories
            as well—Latvians, Ukrainians, and Poles.
         

         
          I think these issues were discussed by the German leadership at the end of July 1941.
            Head of the Reichskommissariat Heinrich Lohse, who had just taken over from the military
            government in Kaunas on July 25, went to see Hitler on July 26. From July 28 to July
            30, SS head Heinrich Himmler visited Kaunas and Riga, speaking to all political and
            police leaders in the occupied region.
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         R: Does this mean the death sentence on the entire Lithuanian Jewish community was
            decided upon at the end of July 1941?
         

         
         C: Yes, the end of July 1941. On August 2, we have the first document by the new civil
            administration saying the provinces should be “cleansed” of Jews, and Jews should
            be isolated in ghettos in the cities, taking into consideration the local economy.[1] And the Germans began looking for efficient methods to kill all Jews they did not
            need for labor. How should they be killed? How could so many people be shot? Ninety
            thousand Jews from the Lithuanian countryside were already being held in improvised
            ghettoes, and another 100,000 urban Jews were to be forced into ghettos in the cities
            of Kaunas, Vilnius, Panevėžys, and Šiauliai. Around 20,000 Jewish men had been murdered
            already at this point.
         

         
         The Germans believed they had a problem with the remaining Jews in the rural ghettos.
            They were held in hunger and diseases was spreading; it was a sheer nightmare and
            some solution had to be found. We know the Germans began discussing at various places
            in occupied Europe in the early summer of 1941 the cynical and inhuman thought, it
            would be “more humane” to murder a great number of Jews quickly instead of letting
            them die slowly. And experiments on different methods of mass murder were conducted.
         

         
         R: What kind of experiments?

         
         C: We’ll come back to that in a minute. Now we have to understand the “inner logic,”
            the murderous choice, the Germans believed they faced. They had created a situation
            in which hundreds of thousands of Jews in Lithuania and elsewhere were suffering under
            unbearable living conditions. A further deterioration of the situation would endanger
            non-Jews as well through diseases, possible escapes, and resistance. For anti-Semitic
            Germans, all Jews were dangerous anyway and should not be allowed to destabilize the
            German hinterland in any way. The German-occupied territories should be exploited
            effectively for the war effort and the war shouldn’t be hindered by unrest and instability.
            
         

         
          In Lithuania, some local administrators and police asked about how to proceed at
            this point with so many Jews in the improvised ghettos. Not just the Germans, but
            also some Lithuanian district heads and district doctors proposed that in this situation,
            it might be better to find a more “humane” way to kill the Jews than to let them starve
            to death or be killed by the diseases. I am not saying this to blame individual Lithuanians.
            It just shows how unbearable the situation had become. German anti-Semites now thought
            a further escalation of the persecution of the Jews might not just be desirable but
            also “necessary.” Mass murder changed from being a “possible option” to a necessary
            one; mass murder became the tool for “solving” self-created dilemmas and problems.
            
         

         
          During the same time period, in July–August 1941, the Germans realized that in relevant
            regions of the occupied territories in the East there were enough local non-German
            forces to shoot most of the remaining Jews. I have in mind here not only Lithuania
            but also the Latvian provinces and some parts of Belarus and Ukraine. 
         

         
         R: What were the differences between these regions? Didn’t the Germans have full local
            cooperation everywhere, including in Ukraine and Poland?
         

         
         C: But in occupied Ukraine there were 1.5 million Jews and in different parts of occupied
            Poland close to 3 million Jews. The numbers there were so much higher. 
         

         
         R: In Lithuania this was manageable. 

         
         C: Yes, that’s the word—manageable. There were such huge regional differences. In most of the other regions occupied
            by the Germans there were so many Jews the Germans wanted to invent other methods
            to kill them. There were the first experiments with gas at Auschwitz with Soviet prisoners
            of war. Germans also tried gas trucks and gas chambers. All this was happening, for
            example, in Belarus, somewhere in cellars of old houses, isolating people there and
            using some gas from the exhaust pipe of a truck to kill them. 
         

         
          Till the end of 1941 shooting was the method used most. By the end of 1941, there
            were from 800,000 to 1 million Jews shot dead in Europe. No gas chambers yet. You
            see, building death camps with crematoria takes time. The mass murder at Auschwitz
            only started in May of 1942. Based on experiences from the first gas chambers, some
            improvements were made in the death camps built later such as Sobibor and Treblinka.
            Some camps had to be closed for a time because something didn’t work. Too many victims
            or not enough petrol or whatever technical problems came up. The whole process of
            setting up and using gas chambers effectively was much less smooth and industrialized
            than we tend to think today.
         

         
         R: Was it all much more rapid in Lithuania?

         
         C: Yes. It is crucial to remember that until September of 1941 Lithuania was strategically
            important to the Germans. It was part of the North Area, the most important theater
            of German combat in the first stages of the German war effort. Leningrad was supposed
            to be conquered before Moscow, before Kiev, and before Odessa. In September, the priorities
            shifted. 
         

         
          In July, August, and September of 1941, the Germans were forced to confront a dilemma:
            Either they get rid of Lithuanian Jews, or they would have the constant problem of
            feeding them, guarding them, and allowing them to spread diseases. The benefits of
            exploiting the labor force of Jewish women, teenagers, and some remaining men didn’t
            seem worth all the dangers. In contrast to earlier deliberations, the Germans still
            didn’t have a newly conquered space to which they could deport Jews. 
         

         
          All these reasons combined explain why the mass murder of the Jews started so early
            in Lithuania. German anti-Semites believed they faced an untenable situation vis-à-vis
            Lithuanian Jews. Then we need to take into consideration three more reasons: Lithuania
            was strategically important, had a manageable amount of Jews, and very significant
            local cooperation.
         

         
         R: Is that why the enthusiasm of the Lithuanian Fascists, the [Lithuanian Nationalist
            Party; LNP] members in key positions, was so important for the Germans and so deadly
            for the Jews? 
         

         
         C: LNP members, Lithuanian district heads, and police were ready to perform the murderous
            tasks but for their own reasons. Otherwise, as was already emphasized, we can’t understand
            the extent of cooperation between Germans and Lithuanians in summer and autumn 1941.
         

         
          What happened in the Lithuanian countryside from July to October 1941, was an early
            chapter in the evolving murderous Nazi policy for the destruction of European Jewry.
         

         
         R: We have the infamous “top secret” letter No. 3 by Vytautas Reivytis dated August
            16, 1941, ordering local police chiefs to collect local Jews within 48 hours, isolate
            and concentrate them in one place, and wait for further instructions. And the mass
            killings began. Was this the beginning?
         

         
         C: Reivytis was the chief of all Lithuanian Order Police forces. The letter we are
            talking about was sent to local police chiefs in the Kaunas rural district. This letter
            did not initiate the shootings at all Lithuanian rural locations. In the northern
            district of Šiauliai, in Rokiškis, the killings happened while the letter was being
            sent—on August 15 and 16. In order to perform such mass shootings, at least a week
            of preparation was needed. 
         

         
          In the rural area of Lithuania circa 100,000 Jews were murdered. The killings started
            in the north of Lithuania in the first half of August 1941. They lasted till September
            and 60,000 Jews were murdered. The killings in the Kaunas area lasted from mid-August
            till the end of September with over 26,000 Jewish victims; in the Vilnius area, from
            September till October 1941, with close to 15,000 Jewish victims. It is just a coincidence
            that we have Reivytis’s letter because there must have been similar orders in other
            areas, but they were most probably destroyed. 
         

         
          Having his letter and the reports back to Reivytis written by the local police chiefs,
            we can see exactly how it was all organized. Anybody who is interested in the detailed
            recording of these killings can find the Reivytis file at the Lithuanian Central State
            Archive, folder R-683, ap. 2, b. 2. It contains the orders from the Police Department
            in Kaunas and responses from the local police chiefs of some thirty rural and municipal
            precincts in the Kaunas region and central Lithuania.
         

         
         R: So we know how the whole machine worked!

         
         C: We see it very clearly from the documents in the file. Even if some of them might
            have been lost or destroyed, the general picture is clear. There was an order by SS
            lieutenant Joachim Hamann, commander of Rollkommando, to the chief of the Lithuanian
            Order Police colonel Vytautas Reivytis. Reivytis’s office transmitted this order on
            August 16, 1941, as top secret letter No. 3 addressed to all the local police chiefs
            at different precincts of the Kaunas district and surrounding regions. The directive
            gave the following orders: detain immediately all Jewish men over the age of 15 and
            also women “notorious for their Bolshevik activity,” and gather them near the main
            highways. Jews from the small villages had to be gathered at crossroads. This was
            supposed to make the “job” of the mobile killing squads easier. 
         

         
          Reivytis’s orders had to be carried out within 48 hours. The precinct police chiefs
            were to carry out the orders without waiting for any specific order from the (local)
            police chief and to notify the Police Department directly, “outside normal channels.”[2] The evidence clearly demonstrates that the reports were sent to Kaunas either by
            courier or by telephone. All copies of this circular were not supposed to be kept
            but returned to the district police chiefs. Reivytis’s office sent precinct police
            chiefs the exact names and locations of the collection points where Jews were to be
            gathered. This action had to be carried out with maximum secrecy and speed. 
         

         
         R: Was this secret and speedy action ordered by Berlin?

         
         C: Yes, this unprecedented destruction must have been approved in Berlin. The chief
            executive officers were the heads of the Einsatzkommandos operating in Lithuania,
            most famously the head of Einsatzkommado 3, Karl Jäger. The daily manager of the murders
            of Einsatzkommando 3 was this low-ranking Nazi henchman Joachim Hamann. 
         

         
         R: But there’s something I don’t understand. Reivytis’s circular contained the order
            to detain only Jewish men and Bolshevik-oriented women. But something totally different
            happened! All rural Jews in the Kaunas district were detained, including women, the
            elderly, and children. Why? Was it a local initiative to expand the range of victims?
         

         
         C: This is a good question. We don’t have documents which could explain why this was
            done. What we see is in reality all Jews were arrested. We see this from the reports of the local police chiefs back to Reivytis.
            There must have been some additional communication from Reivytis’s side we don’t know
            about. Everywhere the same thing happened, all the Jews were arrested and brought
            to special gathering places. The only possible explanation is there must have been
            some additional secret orders given either by telephone or courier.
         

         
         Here is an example of a report sent back to Reivytis. Šakiai district head Vincas
            Karalius reported September 16, 1941: “In presenting this correspondence, I report
            to you, director, that from this day, in the district entrusted to me, there are no
            more Jews. They were taken care of (sutvarkė) by the local partisans and the auxiliary police: 890 people on September 13, 1941,
            in Šakiai, 650 people on September 16, 1941, in K[udirkos] Naumiestis.”[3]   There are quite a few such reports at the Lithuanian Central State Archive.
         

         
         R: Is it true what your colleague historian Saulius Sužiedėlis told me, that Reivytis
            was one of the biggest war criminals in German-occupied Lithuania?
         

         
         C: Yes, the truth is he as the head of the Lithuanian Order Police was one of the
            major war criminals in Lithuania. It is interesting that he was a high-ranking officer
            and yet reported almost daily to the much younger and lower-ranking officer Joachim
            Hamann. It is interesting Reivytis, an active Voldemarist, was an Abwehr agent from
            1938. In July 1941, Reivytis received “category II” German citizenship and later in
            1943 he was decorated for his service to Nazi Germany. In February 1944, Reivytis
            applied for an “upgrade” of his German citizenship. The sad thing is that in 1984
            the Germans got hint Reivytis was living in the West, they found him, interrogated
            him a couple of times, and then let him go! I saw this in the files of German courts,
            and it made me so angry! So Reivytis was never imprisoned. He emigrated to USA and
            lived there with his wife and son until the US Justice Department’s Office of Special
            Investigations began looking for him as someone who had lied on his immigration forms.
            Reivytis then escaped to Germany. He died in Hamburg in 1988.
         

         
         R: In your opinion, is the Holocaust in the Lithuanian countryside still a blank,
            or has it been thoroughly explored?
         

         
         C: No, it is not a blank anymore. We do know a lot. It was a centrally managed process
            because it was conducted in the space of a couple of months throughout Lithuania.
            
         

         
         It started with the German civil administration replacing the German military administration
            and the general counselors replacing the Lithuanian Provisional Government in early
            August 1941. In my opinion, the murder of Lithuanian Jews in the provinces was a mass-killing
            campaign coordinated by the German Security Police. It was implemented with the help
            of the German Order Police (responsible for the Lithuanian Order Police), and, of
            course, the Lithuanian administration.
         

         
          The killings at rural locations were undertaken systematically, first in the Šiauliai
            district in the north of Lithuania, then around Kaunas and western Lithuania, and
            later around Vilnius. It is obvious there was a system behind this sequence. There
            were some exceptions—two or three shootings here or there—but the main geography of
            the mass-murder operations followed this pattern. 
         

         
          It is obvious that Germans had to rely on Lithuanian cooperation. This was crucial
            to them in several respects—not only for the actual killings but also for ensuring
            isolation, concentration, and looting. Cooperation was needed at all levels from the
            Lithuanian administration, police, and local partisan groups.
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         R: How were German orders to Lithuanians documented? Were there minutes of meetings
            or any other written documents which can be researched?
         

         
         C: It is obvious many of the orders and negotiations were oral. Some of the written
            documents were destroyed by the Nazis before the end of the war. We historians sometimes
            have to work as police investigators. We have different bits and pieces we have to
            put together like a jigsaw puzzle and then decide what is the most plausible narrative.
            The challenge is to stick with the evidence, not to speculate more than necessary
            and not to build your own narrative, following your own wishful thinking. 
         

         
          When we reconstruct in a detailed way what happened in Lithuania in July and August
            of 1941, we see some changes in the composition of the Jewish groups of victims. At
            first mostly Jewish men were targeted as “potential resisters” and “Jewish Bolsheviks.”
            Then just a few weeks later able-bodied Jewish men were left alive to work in the
            ghettos in the cities. In other words, at the beginning the Germans, with the help
            of Lithuanians, killed the best workers—young Jewish men—and two months later they
            let them live. Why did these changes take place?
         

         
          People might think the Holocaust was well planned and systematically executed. But
            if you look into it more closely, you see how many strains, processes, and decisions
            were made and later abolished. Changes of direction approved and canceled; this went
            on all the time, often overlapping. You see this when you compare the different sources—German,
            Lithuanian, and Jewish. And all these sources have to be verified. At the Lithuanian
            Central State Archive, for example, we find both numerous Lithuanian police reports
            and German police reports about what was happening. Of course we have to verify both.
            
         

         
         R: Why? Why wouldn’t these reports be reliable?

         
         C: Let’s start with the German police reports which were sent to Berlin. Germans are
            commonly thought to be precise. But this is just an illusion. As always, the Germans
            serving in Lithuania wanted to present themselves in the best possible light to their
            superiors in Berlin. Their reports about mass killings were not always truthful and
            were intended to impress their superiors.
         

         
         R: What about Karl Jäger’s infamous report of December 1, 1941, where over 137,000
            Jewish victims were listed by day, place, and even sex? Is this report also unreliable?
         

         
         C: Yes and no, it depends. We have to check all the numbers Jäger gave. Let’s take
            one example, the killings in Jurbarkas. Jäger reported to Berlin “all Jews” there
            were shot. But if you look at the Lithuanian and Jewish sources, you find there were
            220 Jewish men still living in a labor camp in the city.[1]   It’s obvious that for Jäger, it was more important to make a good impression on
            the leadership of the Security Police in Berlin than it was to report what actually
            happened on the ground.
         

         
         R: You said that Jäger was upset about the first mass murders at the Seventh Fort
            in Kaunas, but I read in his report the following: “The actions in Kauen itself, where
            there was an adequate number of reasonably well-trained partisans available, were
            like parade-ground shooting.”
         

         
         C: Jäger wants to give the impression he is in full control of everything. But let’s
            look at the killings in Žagarė, for example, the city in the north of Lithuania where
            Jews were gathered in the town square on October 2, 1941. Between 50 and 150 Jews
            were shot in chaotic scenes on the square, and over 2,000 Jews, including over 1,200
            women and almost 500 children, were murdered at nearby Naryškin park. When you read
            the German reports to Berlin about the massacre in Žagarė, you think the German police
            and members of the Fourteenth Lithuanian Police Battalion were attacked by organized
            Communist Jews on the square and were thus “forced” to shoot many on the spot. Then
            when you read additional sources, from Jewish survivors and testimonies by Lithuanians
            and Jews in prosecution and court documents, you get a different version, namely,
            a few Jews realized they were about to be shot and attacked the guards, shouting:
            “Jews, run away!” The German Security Police reported an invented story to make them
            look good in Berlin’s eyes.
         

         
         Or let’s look at the mass shootings of the Jews in Rokiškis. This was one of the larger
            mass-murder operations in which women and children were also murdered in the early
            stages of the occupation, in the middle of August 1941. How does Jäger report it?
            He says everything went smoothly like a well-oiled machine, organized, clean, no problems.
            When you look at the Lithuanian and Jewish sources, you see it was like hell: the
            murder of over 3,000 people, with blood, noise, screaming, and scenes of sheer horror,
            with the local population witnessing the massacre.
         

         
          One more example: One of the large mass murders in the Vilnius ghetto was on Yom
            Kippur, October 1, 1941. On German orders Lithuanians randomly selected between 3,000
            and 4,000 Jews from the ghettos and killed them at Ponar. This operation was not mentioned
            in Jäger’s report at all. Why? Because at that time Berlin had just criticized the
            German Security Police for killing able-bodied men, those who could still work and
            be of use for Germany’s war effort. Mentioning this mass murder could have evoked
            further criticism from Berlin and was therefore avoided.
         

         
          The same applies to reports on the killing of Central European Jews at the Ninth
            Fort in Kaunas at the end of November and beginning of December 1941. Almost 5,000
            German and Austrian Jews were brought to Kaunas and killed. These victims are mentioned
            only once and very briefly in the report dated December 1. And then they disappear.
            
         

         
         R: What do you mean “disappear,” if they were mentioned in that first report?

         
         C: They are not mentioned again in the later reports! There was a long report sent
            to Berlin on February 1, 1942, by Stahlecker, Jäger’s superior. These 5,000 victims
            were omitted from this report; they were no longer listed. Why? Because Himmler strongly
            criticized the regional SS for killing German and Austrian Jews at that point in time.
            We will talk more about this later. You see, in dealing with the German Security Police
            reports, we have to cross-check constantly: Was there something omitted, or was something
            distorted in order to please Berlin?
         

         
         R: Are Lithuanian police reports more reliable? 

         
         C: Well, again, it depends. Often Lithuanian policemen were present at shootings or
            did the shooting themselves. We have to be thorough here as well. A clerk in the Lithuanian
            administration in some town might not have written down what was actually happening;
            he might instead have written down what his bosses wanted to hear.
         

         
         R: If I were a Lithuanian clerk or a police officer, why would I lie? 

         
         C: Because you want to complain about something, or need something, you want more
            money, more petrol, or more people. Or you want to show your superiors how well you
            fulfilled your duties. The first question an historian needs to answer is: What was
            the purpose of this document? Why was it written this way? What is the precise context?
            This is part of the craftsmanship of any serious historian.
         

         
         R: While comparing German, Lithuanian, and Jewish sources, can you reconstruct what
            really happened in 1941 and later?
         

         
         C: Mostly yes. But sometimes you just have to say, we have different versions, different
            narratives, and we don’t know what actually happened. A good historian would say,
            we don’t really know, but these are the versions we have.
         

         
         R: It’s still not clear to me who told the head of the local administration, such
            as the mayor of the city or the district chief, to find a place for concentration
            of the Jews, to find a suitable place for the mass shooting nearby, gather the Jews,
            bring them to the site, organize the digging of the graves, and later collect and
            redistribute the Jewish property.
         

         
         C: These orders came from the German Gebietskommissar or Stadtkommissar. Not necessarily
            written orders. Such orders were given orally or both orally and in writing. For instance,
            there was a meeting of heads of the Lithuanian and German administrations in Šiauliai
            on August 13. Newly appointed Šiauliai district head Jonas Noreika participated, among
            others. Gebietskommissar Hans Gewecke gave orders on what to do with the Jews in the
            Šiauliai district. In the minutes of the meeting, when it comes to the Jews, we read
            that they should be ghettoized, perform forced labor, and all their property registered.
            
         

         
         R: And then Jonas Noreika signed the order to send all Šiauliai district Jews to be
            ghettoized in Žagarė, Radviliškis, and Joniškis.
         

         
         C: Yes, and we know that over the next few weeks, most Jews were murdered. In the
            minutes of the next meeting of the German and Lithuanian administrators on September
            4, 1941, we only find the phrase: “The remarks of the Gebietskommissar made during
            that meeting concerning the Jews are still valid.”[2]   What the Gebietskommissar had ordered orally was not put in writing. 
         

         
         R: Now, please let me understand the exact procedure of how and by whom, let’s say
            the Hamann Rollkommando or Lithuanian Sonderkommando were sent out of the city to
            perform murder operations. Once the district heads and police chiefs have completed
            all preparations, such as gathering Jews in a temporary ghetto, selecting a mass-murder
            site, and digging the pits, who pushed the button and said, “Go ahead and do the job!”
         

         
         C: It was decided and coordinated in Kaunas, the seat of the civilian and police administration
            in the area. Of course, all this was done in agreement with the Reichkommissar Ostland
            based in Riga. 
         

         
         German Security Police organized logistics for a mass-murder operation; they found
            trucks for shooters and guards and provided rifles and ammunition. Sometimes they
            asked German army soldiers to help. Then they asked Lithuanian district heads to organize
            meals for the shooters between shootings or afterwards and sometimes to organize accommodations
            for them. Most probably the German police met with local police chiefs in Kaunas or
            communicated over the telephone via interpreters and secretaries. 
         

         
          We know from the Reivytis file, Kaunas was kept very well-informed on the exact number
            of Jews gathered at all temporary ghettos. Reports submitted to Reivytis by district
            heads and police chiefs clearly stated [that] this specific number of Jews has been
            gathered. Awaiting further instructions. And then the central command decided which
            group was to be shot, in what order, and on what day. And still, if we think that
            these operations went exactly as planned, we are mistaken. Some things did not work
            out; some operations had to be postponed by a day or two. Plans had to be changed
            very often, coordinated between people from different German departments working very
            closely on the same office floor, not just politicians and Gestapo, but also intelligence
            and German criminal police, and let’s not forget the German Order Police and economic
            units. 
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      The Lithuanian Road Killers

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Who were the people who killed the majority of Lithuanian Jews?

         
         C: Some people say the Holocaust in Lithuania meant “neighbor killing neighbor” [and]
            that Lithuanians themselves persecuted and killed Jews with whom they had lived peacefully
            side-by-side for many years. That isn’t quite right. There were occasional spontaneous
            isolated killings by neighbors, but mostly the mass murders were organized from the
            top. 
         

         
          There were two mobile killing units, the Ypatingas būrys or Special Squadron/Sonderkommando
            in the Vilnius area and the Hamann Rollkommando in the Kaunas area. These two groups
            moved around and murdered in the areas designated them by the German Security Police.
            They were directly commanded by Germans, although at times subunits acted without
            a German present. There was a third killing unit, part of the Fourteenth Battalion
            in Šiauliai, commanded by Romualdas Kalokša, but we have very little evidence about
            what they actually did. We do know this unit has participated in the murders in Žagarė.
         

         
          Members of all three groups were Lithuanian volunteers. They were often joined by
            local people: auxiliary police, former partisans, white armbanders, sometimes Lithuanian
            farmers and their sons. But these local people were not the key people in the murders.
            The majority of villagers, however, did little. They chose not to protest and many
            of them took the victims’ property. This is different from actually committing murder.
            It is very important to differentiate degrees of responsibility. I believe the number
            of those directly involved in the murders is from 5,000 to 6,000 people.
         

         
         R: I found an incredible calculation in one of the articles by Lithuanian historian
            Alfredas Rukšėnas. He researched the mass murder of the Jews in the Kretinga district
            in the summer and fall of 1941. According to this research, the death squads did not
            participate in the murders in this district. The number of people who directly or
            indirectly participated in the persecution of Jews and other people in the Kretinga
            district was allegedly 731. They were local civil servants from the offices of the
            municipality (32 people), regular police (93 people), security and criminal police
            (6 people), and auxiliary police (600 people). Only 79 of them actually did the killing.[1] So if we do an experiment and multiply this number, 731, by 22, the number of districts
            in Lithuania, we arrive at the total number of 16,000 Holocaust perpetrators in Lithuania
            just in 1941 alone. Of course in many other districts the murders were performed by
            death squads, but this only applies to 10 or 12 percent of the perpetrators actually
            doing the murdering. Almost 90 percent of perpetrators carried out other tasks, right?
            What is your opinion, can we estimate the number of Holocaust perpetrators this way
            just to get some idea, or is it too speculative, and historians shouldn’t use such
            methods?
         

         
         C: If such methods lead us to ask productive questions and to really search for the
            right answers, I am very much in favor of them. I’d like to emphasize a few things
            here: It is important what terms we use. Are we talking about perpetrators in the
            legal sense? Then the number is much smaller than 16,000. Are we talking about participants
            whose range of responsibilities really facilitated the persecution and murder of Jews?
            Then it makes sense to include the members of all institutions involved, as in Kretinga
            district, those 731 people. But their participation should be differentiated according
            to responsibility, power, and choice. 
         

         
         You know, many historians now are debating the question of how our entire societies
            in Europe were involved in these mass crimes. We can’t really leave it all at the
            feet of those in the institutions. What about the ordinary population, the farmers,
            the church and its members, people in the cities and villages? I believe we should
            look in all directions to try to find out who did what and in what context. 
         

         
         R: Let’s talk about Hamann’s Rollkommando, the first killing unit, formed after the
            massacre at the Seventh Fort in Kaunas in the second week of the occupation. Who was
            Joachim Hamann, whose unit subsequently killed tens of thousands of people all over
            Lithuania? It is such a horrible coincidence that in the Old Testament the name of
            the man who plotted to destroy all Persian Jews was the same, Haman.
         

         
         C: In 1941 Joachim Hamann was twenty-eight years old, blond and tall, over 180 centimeters.
            His family lived in Kiel in northern Germany. His father was killed during World War
            I in Russia. Until his entry into the Sturmabteilung 1931 and the Nazi Party in 1932,
            his life was hard. After middle school, he finished his vocational education at a
            drugstore but couldn’t find a job. So he took low-paying work on farms. In September
            of 1933, he was accepted at the police academy in Kiel, was quickly promoted, and
            even joined the paratroopers in the army. But he was fired from the army in January
            of 1938 because he misbehaved toward subordinates. Nevertheless he finished his high
            school diploma on Easter in 1938 and was accepted into the SS in July 1938. In September
            of 1940 he not only became a father of a daughter but was accepted into special training
            at the Security Police. Now he was on his way to becoming a police commander. In Kaunas
            he was part of a group of six men who had been delegated from this special course
            by the Security Police to join Einsatzkommando 3 for the duration of the semester
            holidays. All of them returned to their studies in Berlin on October 2, 1941. As a
            young future leader, he was very radical in his views, anti-Semitic, and a deeply
            convinced National Socialist. He was a member of the Gestapo department in Kaunas.
            He coordinated the killings of tens of thousands of Lithuanian Jews in the Kaunas
            region and in the south of Lithuania. Hamann’s killing unit had both German and Lithuanian
            members, eight to ten Germans from the German Security Police and the Police Reserve
            Battalion 9 and, depending on the task, from thirty up to eighty Lithuanians. So the
            ratio was usually one German to eight Lithuanians. The personnel of the Rollkommando
            was not all the time the same. Lithuanians were taken from the TDA battalion (in August
            renamed the First PPT battalion), from several units.
         

         
          Hamann’s Rollkommando went to locations where everything had been prepared already
            for the mass murders. The ghettos in the countryside were actually temporary holding
            areas for Jews awaiting execution. Jews were gathered by Lithuanian policemen and
            white armbanders and held for several days. Meanwhile, the local administration and
            the police chief would choose the site for the shooting, not too far from the collection
            point. Sometimes the site for the shooting was selected near a road or at a crossroads
            so Hamann’s shooters could reach it easily. The pits were dug most often by Soviet
            prisoners of war. The perimeter of the prepared killing site would be encircled by
            Lithuanians: police and white armbanders. 
         

         
         R: I read reports about Hamann’s commando operations: They killed thousands of Jews
            in the morning in Alytus [and] then went by bus some twenty kilometers away to another
            town, to Butrimonys, and killed hundreds of people there. In a single day!
         

         
         C: I wouldn’t be so sure it was the same unit. Maybe there was one unit split into
            two groups with one bus sent to Alytus and another to Butrimonys.
         

         
         R: You mean this Hamann group could have been composed of several units, not just
            one?
         

         
         C: Of course. All that was needed for the operation was some German leadership and
            sometimes no German leadership at all. The operation could be led by an experienced
            officer from this battalion. The officers in charge were, for example, Bronius Norkus,
            Juozas Barzda, Anatolijus Dagys, Juozas Obelenis, and Kazys Šimkus. The Germans told
            this officer: “Get so and so many of your men, go there, then there, and do the job.”
         

         
         R: I want to end our talk about the Hamann Rollkommando with an excerpt from the report
            by Karl Jäger. He informs his superiors in Berlin that 137,346 people had been murdered
            as of November 25, 1941:
         

         
         
            
            The goal to render Lithuania free of Jews could only be achieved by the formation
               of a raiding squad consisting of specially-selected men under the leadership of SS-Oberstumführer
               Hamann, who grasped my aims completely and knew how to guarantee cooperation with
               Lithuanian partisans and the relevant civilian authorities.
            

            
            The implementation of such actions is first and foremost a matter of organization.
               The decision to make each county systematically free of Jews [judenfrei] required thorough preparation of each single action and reconnaissance of the prevailing
               conditions in the county concerned. The Jews had to be assembled at one place or several
               places. Depending on the number of Jews the site for the required pits had to be chosen
               and the pits excavated. The marching distance from the assembly point to the pits
               was on average 4 to 5 kilometers. The Jews were transported in detachments of 500
               to the execution site, with a distance of at least 2 kilometers between them. The
               following example, selected at random, demonstrates the difficulties and the nerve-racking
               nature of the work:
            

            
            In Rokiškis 3,208 people had to be transported 4.5 kilometers before they could be
               liquidated. In order to get this work done within 24 hours, over sixty of the eighty
               Lithuanian partisans had to be detailed for the transport for cordon duty. The rest,
               who had to be relieved constantly, carried out the work together with my men. . .
               .
            

            
            The distance to and from individual actions was 160 to 200 kilometers. It was only
               through the efficient use of time that it was possible to carry out up to five actions
               in one week while still coping in Kaunas with the work without a backlog building
               up.[2]

            
         

         
         R: We know the people who initially joined Hamann’s team, the Ypatingas būrys and
            other Lithuanian police battalions, were volunteers. They could quit their jobs if
            they wanted. Why didn’t they leave once they saw what their work entailed?
         

         
         C: During July of 1941 dismissals were still granted for many. But from the middle
            of August of 1941 onward, regular policemen were obliged to serve six months and officers
            twelve months. In January of 1942 Himmler ordered prolonging contracts until the end
            of 1942, allowing soldiers to leave their battalions before the conclusion of the
            contract only for extraordinary reasons. Then, in the summer of 1942, the number of
            deserters jumped, Lithuanian men wanted to go back to their homes for the harvest.
            At the end of August 1942, Himmler ordered all members of the Schutzmannschaften swear
            an oath to be faithful, obedient, and brave and to consider it their duty to remain
            sažiningi, or conscientious, in the fight against Bolshevism. Then in September of 1942, Himmler
            deleted the clause on an expiration date for service, leaving contracts open-ended.
            
         

         
         R: But by the end of 1941, almost all Lithuanian Jews had already been murdered by
            many of these units! Why didn’t soldiers leave the battalions earlier, while they
            still could?
         

         
         C: We have to ask them: Why would any policeman or battalion soldier agree to shoot
            other people? I don’t think the answer here is any different from the answer in other
            contexts, for any other soldier or policeman at other times and in other countries.
            These men were told the people they had been asked to shoot were the enemies of “us”
            so they had to be killed in order to protect our own people. Lithuanian members of
            the units felt they were doing this for the good of their country. Just think of those
            men who were in a position to think about what they were doing and why, partly in
            a position to make decisions: the [Lithuanian Nationalist Party; LNP] people, Lithuanian
            Fascists, extremely anti-Semitic, radical, and violent. And as in all units there
            was a feeling of comradery: “we do this together,” “we are not cowards.”
         

         
         Some people say Lithuanians were especially cruel during the Holocaust. I don’t agree.
            Yes, their cruelty is hardly imaginable. But they were not more cruel than Germans,
            Latvians, Estonians, Ukrainians, Poles, Belarusians, etc. Soldiers in extreme situations
            are usually cruel. You find the same all over the world. 
         

         
         R: What do you think about the other motives we discover in the testimonies by the
            murderers: “It was just a disgusting job but I had to do it,” “I was like a robot,”
            “If I didn’t shoot, the Jews at the pit would have been shot anyway by another battalion
            member.” Are these arguments just part of the postwar defense strategy?
         

         
         C: It is quite possible that in order for the participants to be able to perform these
            killings, they had to numb their feelings. Killing had to become their job. They might
            have turned into some kind of robot. Otherwise, as a human being you wouldn’t be able
            to shoot a woman or a child. And you know, there were nervous breakdowns. I know more
            about those from the German side. Notorious killers such as Karl Jäger or Erich von
            dem Bach-Zelewski, one of the three Higher SS and Police leaders in the occupied Soviet
            Union who had to be treated in a sanatorium for his ruined nerves. He was the one
            about whom Hitler said he could walk through even deeper blood than [Reinhard] Heydrich.
            He was tasked originally with starving millions of Russians. 
         

         
         R: Karl Jäger too?

         
         C: Yes. Jäger had nightmares and couldn’t sleep. Himmler was quite worried about the
            psychological effects of the mass murders on his men. This was one of the reasons
            why the SS wanted non-Germans to conduct the killings, because it affected the psyche
            of German officers and soldiers. Many of those participating in the mass killings
            drank heavily.
         

         
         R: There is another myth, another defense strategy that the shooters used: “If I had
            refused to shoot, the Germans would have shot me.”
         

         
         C: No, they wouldn’t have. There are no examples of such retributions! There were
            occasions when people were shot because they had deserted from combat. Some people
            were arrested and even shot because of theft. But there is no evidence of anyone being
            shot because he refused to participate in mass shootings. Those who refused were simply
            given other tasks and perhaps their image inside the group suffered; they were seen
            as cowardly and weak. But they certainly weren’t shot!
         

         
         R: One more question. Many of the soldiers from the killing battalions claimed in
            their postwar trial testimonies the main reason they had joined the battalion or killing
            units was the fear the Germans either would conscript them into the German army or
            for slave labor in Germany.
         

         
         C: This is sheer nonsense. There was no German-forced labor policy on Lithuanians
            in 1941—only on Jews. There were Lithuanians who went to work in East Prussia in 1941,
            but they did so under normal contract, voluntarily! Policy changed only in 1943. The
            same applies to mobilization. Germans did not conscript Lithuanians to serve in their
            army. On the contrary, there were many applications from Lithuanian men asking to
            join the German army to fight the Soviets! The Germans declined all these applications.
         

         
          I believe the major motivation for these young men joining the battalions was the
            hope of a resurrection of the army as a symbol of the future Lithuanian state. A purely
            patriotic motive! Some of these people had been soldiers in the Lithuanian army before
            the Soviet occupation; some were new. Some were former policemen. The same with the
            auxiliary police forces: There were former police, there were former soldiers, and
            there were total newcomers. 
         

         
         R: These soldiers from the murder battalions and units, did they receive a salary?

         
         C: Of course. I have their payroll lists from the Lithuanian archives. Let’s look
            at August 1941: the salary of a lieutenant in the battalion in Vilnius was 600 rubles
            per month, while the salary of a regular soldier was 150 to 200 rubles. Lithuanians
            complained it wasn’t enough to keep people in the battalion. In October salaries were
            raised significantly. Police serving outside Lithuania received 465 rubles and a captain
            1,600 rubles (at that time Germans were still counting in rubles). At some point members
            of the battalions began receiving food ration cards. Their families also got this
            support and didn’t have to wait in food lines. The people who joined the battalions
            didn’t just want to serve their country but also wanted a secure income, at least
            for a while. And let’s not forget either the immense opportunity they had for robbing
            their victims. 
         

      

      
      
         
            1. Alfredas Rukšėnas, “Annihilation of Jewish Community in Kretinga in Summer and Autumn,
                  1941,” Genocidas ir rezistencija, 36:2 (2014).
               

            

         

         
            2. Dieckmann, Sužiedėlis, Persecution, 229–30 (with slight corrections to the translation).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 26
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         R: Let’s talk about the ghettos in the Lithuanian cities. 

         
         C: There were over 1,000 ghettos under German control. Over 600 of them were in Poland,
            around 100 in Lithuania, 30 in Latvia, and practically none in Estonia. Some 250 other
            ghettos spanned the rest of the occupied Soviet Union. 
         

         
          In my book, I wrote 400 pages about life in the three main ghettos in Lithuania:
            Kaunas, Vilnius, and Šiauliai. It is a very important subject because people most
            frequently think something like this: There were Jews before the war, then the war
            and brutalities started, and the Jews were murdered. What about the years in between,
            what about how Jews lived under German occupation in Eastern Europe? 
         

         
         R: When did the Germans decide to create city ghettos in Lithuania?

         
         C: The idea of isolating urban Jews came up in the first days of the German occupation.
            The first mention of a ghetto in Vilnius has been found in German documents dated
            as early as late June 1941. In German eyes, the problem was that, on the one hand,
            Jews in the cities seemed irreplaceable, at least in the short term, for economic
            reasons. On the other hand, there were too many Jews in the cities. From what happened
            in the summer and autumn of 1941, we can conclude the Germans believed only 15,000
            “useful” Jews should be allowed to live in the Kaunas ghetto, 15,000 in Vilnius, and
            4,000 in Šiauliai. What should be done with the rest? There were about 30,000 Jews
            living in Kaunas and 58,000 in Vilnius—four times more than the Germans wanted to
            keep alive in the Vilnius ghetto!
         

         
          The Germans had not anticipated Jews being such an important part of the economy
            in Lithuania—bankers, tradesmen, factory workers, and craftsmen who were necessary
            for the economy to function and for supplying the German army. In the process of ghettoization,
            the selection between “useful” and “useless” Jews became crucial. The Germans intended
            to replace Jews in the economy with Lithuanians or prisoners of war and to do so as
            soon as possible. As long as the Jews could not be replaced, they had to be left alive
            to do their work. Yes, they had to be isolated in the ghettos, but they should be
            allowed to leave every day for work. Paradoxically, as time passed, the Germans were
            not able to replace these Jews. The Germans postponed their replacement again and
            again.
         

         
          While all this was happening, Lithuanian city Jews sought influential Germans and
            their help. Unfortunately, all the people they approached were unwilling, unable,
            or disinterested in interfering. There are some reports from the first meetings between
            Jewish groups and Germans. The Germans insisted Jews had to enter ghettos. They said
            the Jews would be much safer there—not safer from the Germans, but from the Lithuanians.
            This sounded like a reasonable argument to the Jews since early on during the occupation
            they had not seen very many Germans attacking them; the attackers were mostly Lithuanians.
         

         
          When the Jews came out of these meetings with the Germans, they had the slight hope
            that if they agreed to go to the ghettos, the nightmares of the first few weeks of
            war would end. Kaunas Jews started organizing a Jewish council, or what they called
            an Aeltestenrat, a council of elders. Similar councils had to be established in all the larger ghettos.
            The German request to the Jews was to set up these Jewish councils for dealing with
            resettlement issues and to establish Jewish police units to make things run smoothly
            inside the ghettos.
         

         
         R: Why did the Germans need these Jewish councils and Jewish police units?

         
         C: To spare their own personnel. Let the Jews do all the dirty work! Just as the Lithuanians
            helped the Germans, so should the Jews also help the Germans to get the ghettos up
            and running. Of course Germans believed Lithuanian Jews were dangerous, and there
            were too many of them. How could they be terrorized into obedience? First of all,
            by killing all potential resisters, that’s clear. But what would they do with the
            rest of them? The Germans blackmailed Jews into obedience. They would take sixty to
            seventy hostages and tell the Jewish council, if your people don’t obey, these hostages
            will be killed.
         

         
          Let’s look at the Kaunas Jewish council. There are very fascinating records of the
            discussions held at a Jewish gathering in Kaunas on Daukšos street on August 5, 1941.
            The decision had to be made who should lead the Jewish council, who should be members,
            and what role this Jewish council would play. This was the last meeting of the Kaunas
            Jewish community in the city before its Jewish residents were forced into the ghetto.
            About thirty people attended the meeting. The Germans wanted this council to be their
            instrument and no Jew wanted this. They felt being a council member would be a shameful
            and humiliating task. Not a single person asked at this meeting to lead the Jewish
            council would accept the role. Finally doctor Elkhanan Elkes was asked to lead the
            Jewish council. He also refused. But Rabbi Yacov Moshe Schmukler begged him to accept
            this position: “‘In our most tragic hour,’ said the rabbi, ‘when we are bleeding and
            the murderer’s sword is suspended over our heads . . . you shall be with us and we
            will all be with you, until we arrive at the great day of salvation!’” According to
            the testimonies after the rabbi’s speech, all present at the meeting wept, and Dr.
            Elkes, pale and silent, accepted the position.
         

         
          All the other members of the Jewish council were selected on the basis they spoke
            German or knew members of the Lithuanian political elite and could negotiate on behalf
            of the Jewish community. The job of the Jewish council would be to organize the ghetto:
            who gets to live where, how much space is made available, what bakeries, hospitals,
            pharmacies, etc. are required for the functioning of the ghetto. The Jewish council
            also negotiated with the city administration, asking it to include more buildings
            in the ghetto territory. It was a chaotic process in many cities and provinces, but
            in Kaunas the Jews were given four weeks to move into the ghetto in the Vilijampolė/Slobodka
            neighborhood, from mid-July to mid-August. 
         

         
         R: How was the Vilnius ghetto created?

         
         C: In Vilnius, the ghettoization process was much more rapid. Jews were told to move
            to the ghetto immediately, now or tomorrow. In early September German and Lithuanian
            police together pushed and squeezed Vilnius Jews into a small territory in the Vilnius
            Old Town. Police and white armbanders visited every Jewish house, block by block,
            street by street, and forced Jews to go to the ghetto area. Once inside the ghetto’s
            borders, Jews were simply dumped there. There were 58,000 Jews in Vilnius then, but
            the Germans believed there were 70,000 or even 80,000. Where could you put so many
            people? In the end, the ghetto in the Old Town was supposed to accommodate 20,000
            people. What should be done with the rest? They were escorted to a separate place
            near the ghetto, and from there, many of them were sent straight to the pits of Ponar
            to their deaths. 
         

         
          Before the war there were about 100,000 Jews living in four larger Lithuanian cities.
            Within a half year, by the end of 1941, 53,000 Lithuanian urban Jews had already been
            murdered. Those murdered were considered either potentially dangerous or just a burden,
            unproductive, or sick. A few thousand Jews managed to flee, so by the end of 1941
            there were still about 40,000 Jews residing in the four city ghettos: Vilnius, Kaunas,
            Šiauliai, and the small ghetto in Švenčionys. There was a large ghetto for women in
            Telšiai but only until December 1941. In Panevėžys, Jews were put in a temporary ghetto
            in the summer of 1941 for several weeks, after which they were murdered. 
         

         
         R: Who was in charge of ghettoization in the cities? 

         
         C: It started under the administration of the German military command and the Lithuanian
            provisional government. It was organized with significant help from the Lithuanian
            administration. Kaunas city mayor Kazys Palčiauskas together with Kaunas city police
            formed a commission which met regularly to discuss practical issues regarding the
            resettlement of Jews. Germans only supervised the process, but since they lacked local
            knowledge, they left most of the organizational problems for the Lithuanians. 
         

         
          The Germans believed at that point in time the city ghettos would be needed just
            for a very short time, just for a couple of weeks, and then, “we shall see.” When
            the Germans arrived in Kaunas and Šiauliai, they were surprised to discover so many
            local Jews were indispensable for the economy and could not be replaced immediately.
            Jews were tailors, carpenters, tradesmen, and craftsmen. The Šiauliai shoe factory
            was practically run by Jews. Very quickly the Germans realized that if they removed
            Jews from the economy immediately, it would collapse. 
         

         
         R: What did the Germans plan to do? 

         
         C: The Germans were going to replace Jews in factories with Soviet prisoners of war.
            They believed they could find enough skilled workers among these prisoners. Another
            idea was to train Lithuanians for this work or Poles in the Vilnius region. The Germans
            knew they could only replace skilled Jews slowly; time was needed to train a new workforce.
            Schools for such training were needed. 
         

         
         R: Were Lithuanian city Jews kept alive in the ghettos just because they couldn’t
            be replaced?
         

         
         C: Yes. As long as attempts to replace them were unsuccessful. But selections began
            right away. By August 15, 1941, when the ghetto in Kaunas was established and its
            area was defined and enclosed, the selection process had begun. The selection within
            the ghetto meant taking out those Jews whom the Germans did not need. There were 30,000
            people squeezed into the Vilijampolė/Slobodka ghetto, and this was clearly too many.
            Too many to feed, accommodate, and guard. 
         

         
         R: But the Germans could have said, let’s allow the Jews a larger space. Or the Lithuanians
            could have said the same thing. 
         

         
         C: But they didn’t. 

         
         R: Was the decision to put all the city Jews into ghettos purely a German initiative?
            The Lithuanian administration had nothing to do with it, right?
         

         
         C: The idea was a German one, but of course it was potentially advantageous to non-Jewish
            residents of the cities. In Vilnius, for example, 14,500 Jewish houses and apartments
            suddenly became available! Almost 40 percent of all housing in the city. Germans would
            use some of it, but there would still be a lot left over for Lithuanians to use as
            residences. Many Jews lived in the more affluent part of the city, so Lithuanians
            could now move from poorer areas into larger, nicer apartments. Jews were allowed
            to take very little with them to the ghetto, so the looting wasn’t just houses and
            apartments, it was also money, furniture, clothes, valuables—everything! So ghettoization
            was actually not just about moving people to an isolated space. It was a huge, organized
            theft and the redistribution of the Jewish property to both Germans and Lithuanians.
         

         
          The Vilijampolė ghetto in Kaunas had two parts: a small ghetto and a large one connected
            by a bridge over a city street. It was the same in Vilnius; there was a small ghetto,
            a large ghetto, and an area where people were brought in and then immediately sent
            to Ponar. In Šiauliai, there were also two ghettos: a big one, a small one, and a
            third place for temporary isolation in a synagogue, where 1,000 Jews were brought
            in and murdered instead of ghettoized.
         

         
          Jews from Šiauliai were to be divided into three categories, as the local newspaper
            reported at the beginning of August 1941.[1] The first category included so-called specialists: doctors, mechanics, and others.
            They were located at the intersection of Trakų and Ežero streets close to the lake.
            The second group were Jews needed as manual labor isolated in the Kaukazas neighborhood.
            All Lithuanians who owned residential property in these two areas had been asked to
            move. All other Jews belonged to the third category and were to be relocated to Žagarė
            within two weeks starting August 15. 
         

         
         By August 31, two ghettos for housing 5,500 Jews had been organized, one in the Kaukazas
            district with about 200 houses in poor condition and another in the Ežero street area
            with 110 slightly better houses. On September 1, 1941, both ghettos were sealed and
            Lithuanian police stood guard. Ghettoized Jews lived in an area of 8,000 square meters,
            so each person had an average space of only 1.5 square meters. Five hundred Jews who
            had not received one of the blue ghetto passes were squeezed into completely overcrowded
            isolation spaces. They were murdered near Bubiai beginning September 3, 1941.
         

         
          The Jewish Council in Šiauliai believed the orphanage would also be moved to the
            ghetto. This did not happen. Forty-three children were collected by Lithuanian police
            officers on September 6 or 7, 1941. A Lithuanian man, Jonas Naktinis, drove one of
            the buses which took the children to the shooting site in the woods of Bubiai. He
            testified:
         

         
         
            
            One time I was sent to take Jewish children out of the children’s home to the shooting
               site. They were children from about 6 to 11 years old. They understood everything.
               It was the most horrible thing I’ve seen in my life. . . . My truck was loaded with
               children and I drove into the same forest where Jews had been shot before, and knew
               that they, too, would be shot. They knew, too. During the drive, the children remained
               silent, but when they were stripped naked in the woods, they began to cry. . . . When
               they were brought to the pits and the shootings started, an awful noise was heard:
               They cried, screamed and called out for their parents.[2]

            
         

         
         Manager of the orphanage Ženia Karpel and teacher Avraham Katz were murdered with
            the children.
         

         
         We see here the basic German learning process: Instead of squeezing huge numbers of
            people into a small territory and sorting them out afterwards, as in Kaunas, it was
            more practical for the Germans to do a selection immediately and kill the “useless”
            and dangerous Jews during ghettoization, as in Vilnius and Šiauliai. Ghettos were
            meant for useful Jews, mainly craftsmen and manual laborers. No intellectuals, except
            for some doctors. 
         

         
          The selection process in the ghettos also depended on the number of the Soviet POWs
            available for labor. The POWs died like flies in Lithuania. Since there was an insufficient
            number of them able to work and replace skilled Jews, Jews were kept alive longer
            than originally planned. 
         

         
          There is a telling example from Kaunas. There were 10,000 prisoners of war in the
            city, many [of] them working at the Aleksotas airport building site. At the same time
            there were 30,000 Jews in the ghetto; those in the small ghetto were the unskilled
            laborers and the Germans planned on getting rid of them. The Germans had no intention
            of letting Jews work at the airport. In the middle of September 1941, a very prominent
            delegation arrived in Kaunas from an economic unit in Berlin and requested the airport
            work should be sped up. But the Soviet POWs were starving and many couldn’t work anymore.
            Now, 1,000 Jews would be sent there for the day shift and another 1,000 for the night
            shift. This led to postponing the already ongoing selection process in the small ghetto
            in Kaunas! The German police were ordered by somebody arriving on motorcycle in the
            middle of an “action” to stop the selection because more people were needed for work
            at the airport. Jews from the ghetto were to replace the starving prisoners of war.
            At that time, work meant life. Even if working conditions at the airport were horrendous,
            it was better than imminent death. 
         

         
         R: But what was the reason for keeping women, children, and the elderly alive in the
            city ghettos?
         

         
         C: To avoid resistance. If the women, children, and the elderly were killed, the men
            in the ghettos would be too depressed to work or would seek revenge. The German policy
            was: one woman and two children allowed for each working man. This policy created
            a nightmare inside the ghettos. Imagine the Jewish council had to distribute bread
            ration cards for workers. Each working man was allowed to list the names of just one
            woman and two children. Only people whose names were on the card were given food.
            What do you do if you have more children? What do you do with your parents? You cannot
            put them on your bread ration card. When you read the diaries and reports from the
            Vilnius ghetto, you see people went crazy making these decisions! 
         

         
         R: Once you had made this decision and listed only two children on your card, to whom
            did you present it? To Germans, Lithuanians, or the Jewish council?
         

         
         C: To the labor department of the Jewish council. Germans were not involved. Lithuanians
            were not involved. Jews in the ghetto were issued certain number of cards, say, 3,000.
            There were four people on each card. So only 12,000 people would get food and could
            stay in the ghetto. 
         

         
         R: What happened to the rest? 

         
         C: The same: The Germans would come and do a selection again. Those whose names were
            on the cards went to the “living” side; those whose names were not went to the “death”
            side. When you read about all this in the testimonies, it was a nightmare; people
            storming the buildings of the Jewish councils inside the ghettos, falsifying papers.
            Others whose names were not on the cards went into hiding into the secret malines. In Vilnius in the fall of 1941, just over 13,000 people were listed on bread ration
            cards as living in the ghetto, but de facto there were almost 20,000. 
         

         
         R: How did these 7,000 Jews living illegally in the Vilnius ghetto survive? 

         
         C: There were constant attempts to legalize the remaining several thousand in the
            Vilnius ghetto. The Germans wouldn’t communicate directly with the Jewish council.
            For this they had Lithuanian liaisons between the city administration and the Jewish
            councils, a man named Mikas Kaminskas in Kaunas and Petras Buragas in Vilnius. The
            Jewish councils had to report to Kaminskas in Kaunas and Buragas in Vilnius and then
            they reported to the Germans. The Jewish councils continuously discussed their choices
            about what could be done with the extra people living in the ghetto.
         

         
         R: What was the atmosphere in the ghettos?

         
         C: People had to reorientate themselves completely. For the majority of people in
            the ghettos, the focus of life turned toward the family. The first thing you want
            to do in such a situation is to take care of your family or of what remains of your
            family. You want to do this the best you can. Many men were killed in the beginning.
            So if you were a woman, a widow, you would try to take care of the remaining children
            and elderly. There were many signs of solidarity, such as providing soup for those
            who needed food, but the most basic human tendency was to care for your own family.
            The main question people had to answer for themselves was, is it good or bad for my
            family? 
         

         
          The Jewish councils had many problems to deal with, for example, what should be done
            with the property of those killed? When people were taken to the ghettos, they brought
            with them as much as they could. Some even brought whole carriages of things from
            their homes: beds, mattresses, sheets, furniture, clothes, and, of course, money and
            jewelry. Even though German police conducted searches looking for valuables during
            the first weeks of the ghetto, some valuables remained in the possession of Jews.
         

         
          Then there was this German policy of collective responsibility. The Germans didn’t
            just punish the person who had committed a transgression, a “crime,” but the whole
            family or the whole block or the whole labor group or entire brigade. If you did something
            which displeased the Germans, you weren’t just risking your own life but the lives
            of other people, too. This was the main instrument for keeping Jews under control.
            That’s why there was very little resistance and sabotage inside the ghettos. The Germans
            threatened they would annihilate the entire ghetto if there were any problems there.
            Jewish partisans wouldn’t risk the lives of the entire ghetto population until they
            knew the end, the liquidation of the ghetto, was already at hand.
         

         
         R: Do we know what the attitude was of Lithuanian society toward these ghettos?

         
         C: These ghettos weren’t located on the moon. The truth is every ghetto was a part
            of a city. Very influential for the daily life of the Jews in the ghettos was the
            degree of isolation from the local population. The attitude of ethnic Lithuanians
            and other non-Jews living in the cities was crucial for the situation of the Jews
            behind the fence. There was active trade between Jews and the Lithuanians. Let’s just
            think for a moment, had there been any idea of a Jewish-Lithuanian coalition against
            the occupier, the situation could have been quite different.
         

         
          The Jews had no other choice but to sell the goods they had, to sell them cheaply
            to Lithuanians or in exchange for food. Even the Jewish police engaged in smuggling;
            they smuggled in whole trucks of food. Ghetto children played a very important role,
            too. Sometimes they were the main suppliers for the family because they were small,
            fast, could not be detected easily, and people were nicer to them. 
         

         
         R: Is there any historical research about the attitudes of non-Jews or about the actions
            of city administrations?
         

         
         C: Here we find a large gap in historical research. Jews worked for Lithuanian businesses
            and farms, with the German army and German police, and interacted with the Lithuanian
            city administration on a daily basis, yet we have no evidence of these daily interactions
            from the non-Jewish sources. This would be a wonderful assignment for Lithuanian historians,
            but this task has not yet been undertaken.
         

         
          What I do have is the German perspective and the Jewish perspective, and both say
            very little about the Lithuanian administration and other organizations. I believe
            there is much more material than we think, because dealing with ghettos was part of
            the normal daily work of the city administration. For instance, how did they provide
            electricity to the 20,000 people living in the Kaunas or Vilnius ghetto? How did they
            heat the houses? How did they provide food, soap? The Germans were not involved, so
            all this work on the ground had to be done by the Lithuanian city administration.
            There must be plenty of documents on this. Where are they?
         

      

      
      
         
            1. Tėvynė, August 3, 1941.

            

         

         
            2. Dieckmann, Besatzungspolitik, vol. 2: 834 (author’s own translation).
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      Life in the Ghettos: 
Hunger, Poetry, Death
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: What did daily life inside an urban Lithuanian ghetto look like?

         
         C: Before I began researching this subject, I wasn’t aware of how interesting ghetto
            life was. Being a non-Jewish German, I found this part of the book the most difficult
            to write.
         

         
         R: Why is that?

         
         C: Because, as I said before, almost all material we have about ghetto life has been
            written by people from the ghettos, by Jews. It was hard for me not to be drawn too
            much into their stories, to stay detached, and to develop my own version based on
            the sources. In the very first version of my manuscript, I simply hid behind the writings
            of Jews, repeating what they said in their historiography. It took me years to say
            to myself, I am going to write the chapters on ghettos using my own thinking, my research,
            presenting my own version. When I wrote about Germans, for me as a German it was much
            easier to reconstruct their logic than the logic of a Jewish council or Jewish policeman,
            or of a Jewish mother or a fourteen-year-old teenager, or of a member of the so-called
            Rabbit Brigade in the Vilnius ghetto who smuggled goods into the ghetto. 
         

         
         R: Earlier we talked about people’s experiences and expectations. What were the experiences
            and expectations of the Jews when they were moved to the ghettos? 
         

         
         C: They had very traumatic experiences. Many of them experienced personal loss. How
            did they cope with these experiences? We tend to think Jews have this wonderful national
            solidarity and they always help each other. What I found in the materials was something
            different: It turned out many people were mainly loyal to their families. They didn’t
            care so much or even exclusively about Jewish religion, Zionism, or socialism. The
            guiding question mostly for all those difficult decisions and choices they had to
            make was whether it was good or bad for their families, whether it would help the
            family to survive or not. 
         

         
          The key Jewish value maintained through the centuries in periods of extreme crisis
            has been Kiddush haShem, the sanctification of the holy name. You have to live your life to please God, and
            in a situation of existential crisis, when you are attacked for being a Jewish believer,
            you should sacrifice your life for death as a Jew. Now some rabbis in the ghettos
            thought: “This value does not apply here anymore. We have to replace Kiddush haShem with Kiddush haChaim, the sanctification of Jewish life. The Nazis and their local helpers want to kill
            us anyway, no matter whether we are believers or not, only because we are Jews.” In
            these extreme circumstances, even Kashrut and Sabbath laws became less important than
            anything which preserved Jewish life. 
         

         
          What many Jews actually experienced under German occupation was amidah, perseverance. They had to have the stamina to go on, to preserve life as Jewish
            life, because the Nazis tried to destroy the Jewish spiritual world as well. Jews
            must be resolved to resist these murderous intentions; they must continue to educate
            their children on Jewish history, to establish Jewish theaters and play Jewish music.
            
         

         
          Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer insists in his texts that we need to include amidah
            as an important category in examining Jewish life under the German occupation. The
            ideas of amidah and Kiddush haChaim replace the exclusive lionization of armed resistance.
            Armed resistance could mean death for thousands of ghetto inhabitants. When the Warsaw
            Uprising took place in April of 1943, 70,000 people were murdered and the whole ghetto
            was completely erased. Why was the uprising in Vilnius organized so late? Because
            the resisters in the Vilnius ghetto knew what had happened in the Warsaw ghetto after
            the uprising and didn’t want to risk the lives of the entire ghetto population under
            the threat of collective responsibility.
         

         
         R: How would they know about the uprising in Warsaw?

         
         C: This is a very interesting topic. How did they know in the ghettos what was happening
            in the outer world and in other ghettos? You might not believe it, but there were
            people going back and forth. Jewish as well as non-Jewish people, couriers between
            the ghettos, for example, in Lithuania and Poland. Postal services operated or at
            least did so partially. Then you had the constant rumors. There were radios in many
            places, even though it was forbidden. Jews in the ghettos listened to Radio Moscow
            and the BBC, and they established their own underground newspapers. Official German
            newspapers were allowed, and so were some Polish and Lithuanian papers. People in
            the ghettos read between the lines and got an idea of what was happening. 
         

         
          In the summer of 1942, the Jews in the Kaunas ghetto knew what was happening in the
            extermination camps of Belzec, Sobibor, and Majdanek. People who were planning armed
            resistance said: “No, there is no chance for survival. Death is certain. What keeps
            our people from revolting? The hope to survive. So we must destroy this hope and die
            with dignity.”
         

         
         R: Did they succeed in destroying that hope?

         
         C: No. Jews had confidence there would be a tomorrow, that there would be a next week.
            Living in the ghetto, you didn’t know if there really would be a tomorrow, but you
            had to pretend as if there would be. You had no idea how long the present situation
            would last. If you had told the Jews in the ghettos in 1941 this unbearable situation
            would last till the summer of 1944, they would have gone crazy. When you read diaries
            by Jews you see that they were trying to make and live a kind of normal life. 
         

         
         R: What do you call “normal”? What, for example, were housing conditions in the ghettos?
            How many people per room?
         

         
         C: City ghettos were overcrowded. In a room of 16 square meters you would often have
            two or three families. The room would be divided with sheets hanging from the ceiling.
            During the day, mattresses were piled up in the corner and at night they were laid
            on the floor. You had to share the kitchen with many families. If you had three families,
            or twenty people to feed, each family cooked for themselves. How do you do that on
            a little stove? Then there was the issue of noise. It must have been permanently noisy.
            Still, inside a ghetto there were no enemies, no Germans or hostile Lithuanians. So
            in some ways the ghetto felt like a safe place for Jews. 
         

         
         R: What about hygiene under these conditions? 

         
         C: The Jewish councils were very strict about hygiene in the ghettos. They tried to
            avoid diseases at all cost[s]. The Jewish tradition is to wash hands before every
            meal, and this was observed in the ghetto as well. The orders from the Jewish councils
            were wash yourself, go to bathhouse, don’t leave garbage lying around. Jews who didn’t
            comply with these strict rules were punished because they put the whole community
            in danger. 
         

         
          And there was the permanent threat of terror. Most Jews in the ghetto had been through
            the selection process, and some of their family members, friends, and neighbors were
            already murdered. After the mass murders, the men were the minority in the ghettos,
            and there were mainly female-dominated families.
         

         
         R: How did the people in the ghettos cope with these kinds of losses?

         
         C: In the ghetto, there was no time to mourn. They tried to numb their feelings. To
            become frozen like a robot. You cannot cry over those lost, you have to take care
            of the remaining members of the family every day. The hunger was too strong. The danger
            was ever present. People sometimes found ways to express their emotions. At the beginning
            of 1942, a ghetto theater was established in Vilnius. In the spring of 1942, children
            gave a concert. During the performance, all the adults in the audience cried. So maybe
            this was the only venue where they could mourn and cry. 
         

         
          And there were other cultural activities in the ghetto, sports competitions, poetry
            readings, song contests, and art exhibitions.
         

         
         R: When you talk about the constant threat of terror, what do you mean? The threat
            of new selections?
         

         
         C: Not just the selections. Just imagine the ghetto gate. You are coming back from
            the city, very tired, and you are trying to smuggle some stuff in to feed your family.
            As you approach the gate you don’t know what will happen to you at the gate. The threat
            was always there. In order to survive, you had to violate the rules all the time.
            If you stuck to the rules you wouldn’t survive.
         

         
         R: Would they search you at the gate or not necessarily?

         
         C: Not necessarily, but very often they did. Everything depended, of course, on who
            was doing the searching. Who was standing on the gate, a German or a Lithuanian policeman?
            The Germans were the worst. The Lithuanians were easier to deal with, more corrupt.
            This was the Jewish experience over the centuries: Corruptible people are good for
            the Jews because they can be bought off to help, and you cannot just survive but even
            achieve something.
         

         
          Food was one of the most essential topics for the people in the ghettos. How can
            you cope with hunger? Where can you find something to eat? The Germans wanted to control
            how much Jews ate, and they did this via rations: daily rations, monthly rations.
            Here is a table of the weekly rations set by Germans for Lithuania in August of 1942:
         

         
         
            
            	
               Jewish workers in Kaunas were entitled to: 1,400 grams of bread, 250 grams of meat,
                  100 grams of fat, 0 grams of cheese, 75 grams of a food surrogate, 0 grams of sugar,
                  0 grams of marmalade.
               

            

            
            	
               Jewish nonworkers in Kaunas were entitled to: 700 grams of bread, 125 grams of meat,
                  75 grams of food surrogate, and nothing else.[1]  
               

            

            
         

         
         Also, to prevent working Jews from sharing their rations with nonworking Jews, more
            and more meals were given only at the workplace.
         

         
         R: Who was supposed to deliver the food in accordance with these rations for Jews?
            
         

         
         C: The administrations of Lithuanian cities. They did this via the cooperatives, Lietūkis,
            Rūta, Maistprekyba, Pieno centras, and Sodyba. The official full amount of rations
            hardly ever actually arrived at the ghettos. The food department of the ghetto’s Jewish
            council received the food and distributed it according to ration cards. They earned
            some money through labor. If a Jew worked for a German company, part of his salary
            went directly to the German administration. Jews were not allowed to buy anything
            outside the ghetto, so they depended on the willingness or ability of the cooperatives
            to deliver.
         

         
         Here is a good example of how it worked. In early October of 1941, the Vilnius ghetto
            food department asked Sodyba directly, “Please deliver the small rations of vegetables
            which Jews are allowed to receive.” At that point in time there were 23,000 Jews living
            in the large ghetto. The Jewish council asked for 4,600 kilograms of vegetables per
            day, or 138 tons per month. Sodyba told the Germans, “We cannot deliver the requested
            amount of vegetables to the ghetto because we have not received enough from the Lithuanian
            peasant.” Sodyba asked the Germans, “What’s the least amount we are allowed to deliver?”
            On October 16, Murer, the representative of the German civil administration responsible
            for the ghetto, answered, “You deliver vegetables to the Jews only if you have something
            left over from other requirements.” This was again the same situation as in the countryside
            in July and August of 1941 when the decision was made to liquidate all Jews in the
            rural ghettos—the very same argument! No food left for the Jews. The Lithuanian administration
            didn’t even know how to get the full amount of potatoes or beans ordered for the Germans.
            So the Jews were given food only if there was something left over.
         

         
         R: Jews were not allowed to receive any eggs, sugar, or milk at all? What kind of
            meat did they get?
         

         
         C: No eggs, milk, or sugar. Sometimes, very rarely, some horse meat was delivered.
            The Kaunas ghetto was in Vilijampolė, near the fields, so the ghetto population was
            allowed to have six cows, until the end of 1942 when the Germans confiscated even
            this last source of milk. Kaunas Jews also turned empty spaces in the ghetto into
            vegetable gardens and grew potatoes.
         

         
          Petras Buragas, the Lithuanian liaison for the Vilnius ghetto, knew about the shortage
            of food in the ghetto. To all complaints from the Jewish council, he answered more
            or less like this: “Even the Aryan population is not getting enough, so why are the
            Jews complaining?” He claimed the food situation in the Vilnius ghetto was relatively
            normal.
         

         
         R: Why wouldn’t German or Lithuanian administrators allow Jews to get food outside
            of the ghetto themselves and so ease the situation?
         

         
         C: The Germans wanted to limit the amount of food for Jews as much as they could.
            If there wasn’t enough, this meant some Jews were “superfluous” and must be liquidated.
            They ate but didn’t work; they were pure consumers. In Kaunas at the end of October
            of 1941 during the “Great Action,” 10,000 “superfluous Jews” were marched to the Ninth
            Fort and shot. Who was allowed to live? Only productive Jews and their families, four
            people per unit. A man and wife and their two children. 
         

         
         R: What would happen to you if a guard at the gate found out you were smuggling food
            into the ghetto?
         

         
         C: It depended on who was at the gate. If the Jewish police were searching Jews, they
            were supposed to send smugglers to the ghetto jail for a day or a week. If Lithuanian
            guards found anything, they were allowed to keep it for themselves. The Germans allowed
            Lithuanians to do this to give them extra motivation. The Germans themselves behaved
            differently: Sometimes they were relaxed and didn’t conduct searches for weeks; other
            times they acted brutally and killed smugglers.
         

         
         R: Who were the greatest smugglers? The ghetto children?

         
         C: No. The greatest smugglers were the Jewish council and the police. About 40 percent
            of food came to the ghetto from these “official” smugglers. They were smuggling on
            a large scale, even using trucks. Sometimes they were caught and severely punished,
            even killed, then replaced by others. The other important group of smugglers were
            children and teenagers. An interesting group of smugglers were the chimney sweeps,
            especially in Vilnius where the ghetto was inside the Old Town; they got up on roofs
            with their buckets divided in two sections, one of them concealed for smuggling food.
         

         
         R: What happened to the lonely and poor people, those who couldn’t get smuggled food?

         
         C: Jewish councils organized soup kitchens for poor people, and there were more and
            more of them. In summer of 1942, only 20 percent of the people who went to the soup
            kitchen were able to pay for it. Kaunas companies with Jewish workers were ordered
            by the Germans to serve warm lunches to their workers so they would stay at the workplace
            instead of sneaking out in search of food. There were 40 places like this in Kaunas,
            and the employers kept part of workers’ salaries to pay for lunches.
         

         
         R: Did the ghetto have electricity?

         
         C: Electricity was rationed. It was delivered to the ghetto in Vilnius only for a
            few hours a day. In the morning from 6:30 till 10:30 and in the evening from 4:50
            till 9:00, there was no electricity. Exactly during the time when people had to make
            breakfast or the evening meal, there was no electricity. Even in the ghetto hospital
            there was no electricity. It was so dark in the ghetto. You needed candles and you
            needed wood for cooking and heating. But there was no wood. You had to protect your
            wooden doors and window frames from being stolen. Only in 1942 did the Germans allow
            the ghetto population to go to the forest to get wood, store it outside, and use it
            for cooking and heating. The winter from 1941 to 1942 was very cold. That was the
            year when Jews from all over Europe had to give away their furs and other warm clothes
            for the German army to use in the Soviet Union.
         

         
         R: Did some people in the ghettos starve or freeze to death?

         
         C: The large selections in the ghettos ended at the end of October 1941, and then
            it was relatively quiet for over a year. In the ghettos, mortality was three to four
            times higher compared to before the war. Even so, in Lithuania you didn’t have people
            dying in the streets from hunger as they did in the Warsaw ghetto. The situation in
            Lithuanian city ghettos was much better than in the POW camps because ghettos were
            relatively open. When Jewish specialists from the Kaunas ghetto were brought to the
            Aleksotas POW camp to fix the bathhouses there, they called it Dante’s Inferno. Every
            morning there were piles of corpses of POWs. And these corpses couldn’t be buried
            because the ground was frozen rock-hard.
         

         
         R: What happened to people who died in the ghetto?

         
         C: They were buried at a Jewish cemetery. This was allowed. By the way, coffins were
            also used for smuggling! The poet Abraham Suckever himself hid in a coffin during
            a roundup of men in the summer of 1941.
         

         
         R: We haven’t talked about hiding places in the ghettos, the malines. When were they built?
         

         
         C: They were built in the summer and fall of 1941 when Jewish men were trying to hide
            from the manhunts. Later the malines became less important, so some families moved
            into them just as a residential space. They installed electricity, cooking stoves,
            beds, and tables. Malines became very important again in 1943 and 1944 when the end
            of the ghetto approached and the Jews knew they would be either deported or killed.
            Building the malines was a whole industry. There were specialists for their construction.
            The soil had to be suitable for digging down deep and turning the malines into inhabitable
            spaces. In the Šiauliai ghetto, for example, there were no underground malines because
            the ground was too wet. Malines were also built in spaces under roofs with only very
            small windows. Some malines had large rooms 6 meters underground. The problem with
            the malines was it was very difficult to hide children inside. How do you keep a small
            child quiet? 
         

         
         R: Where did Jews work?

         
         C: Work meant survival. Not just because you’d get a little salary and your bread
            card. Labor was crucial because it allowed you to get out of the ghetto into the city.
            So there was strong competition for workplaces. Where will you be sent to work? Inside
            a place with a roof, where you could stay dry, with no Germans around and you might
            get some food. Or you might be sent to work outside at the airport in really horrendous
            conditions and constantly beaten by Germans. Those who worked in the woods or at the
            peat camps left the ghetto for two or three weeks at a time. So there were huge differences.
            There was also some work inside the ghetto for carpenters or tailors. Jewish councils
            organized bringing sewing machines into the ghetto to produce some items. Skilled
            Jews even made toys and sold them to the Germans. You might have seen a toy made in
            the Kaunas ghetto on a Christmas tree in Frankfurt in 1943.
         

         
         R: Who made the decision whom would be sent to work where?

         
         C: The labor departments of the Jewish councils. Of course there were people who fiercely
            contested the unpopular decisions of these departments. There were many complaints.
            There were even ghetto courts established to resolve these conflicts.
         

         
         R: Did Germans and Lithuanians employ Jewish doctors or nurses if they needed them
            badly?
         

         
         C: No. Jews were only allowed to treat Jews. There might have been some exceptions,
            but basically medical professionals had to stay inside the ghetto. The Germans thought
            there were still too many doctors in the ghetto, so they had no problem killing some
            of them. Doctors worked in ghetto hospitals and stopped the spread of diseases. Everybody
            in the ghetto would panic at any sign of diseases because everybody knew about the
            burning of the hospital in the small ghetto in Kaunas on October 4, 1941.
         

         
         R: A hospital was burned down?

         
         C: The whole hospital was burned down there with all the people inside: patients,
            nurses, and doctors. Those who tried to get out were shot. There were sixty medical
            personnel and several hundred patients. Of course there were diseases in the ghettos
            such as typhus, but only a few cases, and these patients were hidden in hospitals
            so the diseases wouldn’t spread. This was done quite successfully. The Germans didn’t
            know about these cases. 
         

         
         R: What happened to the women who were pregnant? To their babies?

         
         C: There was a debate among the Germans on whether all male Jews over the age of fourteen
            who remained alive in Lithuania should be sterilized. Sterilization wasn’t considered
            a difficult thing to do in the Kaunas ghetto, for example, there were still more than
            one hundred doctors who could carry out this procedure under the supervision of a
            few German doctors.
         

         
          Instead of forced sterilization, a strict ban on pregnancy by Jewish women was imposed
            in the summer of 1942. It was illegal for Jewish women to give birth. Here we have
            to emphasize again the terror of collective responsibility. They wouldn’t just punish
            the woman who gave birth; they would punish more people: the family, people who shared
            housing with the woman, and even doctors. There is a whole documented debate between
            doctors and one Jewish council: What were doctors supposed to do in such situations?
            
         

         
         R: What if it was too late to perform an abortion, at seven or nine months? What should
            the doctor do when a child was born? 
         

         
         C: There were cases when women went into hiding, gave birth, and survived together
            with their children. Sometimes they survived for a year or a year and a half, until
            the Kinderaktionen took place in the ghettos in 1943 and 1944, and the child was taken from the mother
            and murdered. There were also doctors who, for the sake of the community, would kill
            newborn babies. They would take them away from their mothers and kill them. But who
            can judge them?
         

         
         R: Jewish poet Abraham Sutzkever’s newborn baby was murdered, poisoned right after
            birth in the hospital of the Vilnius ghetto. Sutzkever wrote a very sad poem about
            this, “The Grave Child.” Now let me ask you a hard question. If 10,000 people were
            taken from the Kaunas ghetto at the end of October of 1941 and murdered, everybody
            who stayed in the ghetto was frightened and depressed, but on the other hand, didn’t
            those who survive get more space, more clothes, or even a stove exclusively for his
            family?
         

         
         C: The Jewish Council was much concerned about the behavior and morality of the population.
            The ghetto police secured the property of “the deported” on October 29, 1941, sealed
            apartments, and strictly forbade anyone to take food, wood, clothes, furniture, or
            other items of “the deported.” A “committee for the liquidation of the property of
            the deported” was established. One of the Jewish labor brigades had to work exclusively
            for needs of the Gestapo. This Jewish Gestapo labor brigade sorted the clothes of
            the murdered. The property was supposed to be turned over to close relatives or stored
            and transferred to needy people. Survivors testified that many didn’t pass this test
            of morality. The desire and even greed for the ownerless property was too strong.
            The ghetto court established later dealt with many of these cases. People had taken
            items which were later claimed by relatives. Members of the Jewish council were massively
            criticized that they themselves had taken items before they were inventoried. The
            social department of the committee sold clothes to poor people and to airport workers.
            
         

         
         R: What did the Germans do after part of the Jews in the ghetto were murdered?

         
         C: They reduced the size of the ghetto. City ghettos were overcrowded almost all the
            time. They did this in all the cities, Vilnius, Kaunas, and Šiauliai. The territory
            of the small ghetto in Kaunas, after it was liquidated, was used to isolate the families
            of Soviet evacuees. 
         

         
         R: What did people in the ghettos hope for? 

         
         C: They hoped to survive, survival for their families and themselves. How? The Red
            Army was their only hope; it would reconquer the area and set them free. Jews followed
            the news as closely as they could. When they heard on the radio in December of 1941
            that the Red Army was successfully counterattacking the German Wehrmacht, hopes arose
            for liberation by the spring of 1942 at the latest. Or maybe Germany would collapse
            and do away with the Nazis? Why not? Or the second front would be opened with the
            Allies attacking the Germans from the north, south, east, and west. At the same time
            Jews always knew the only reason Jews in the ghettos were permitted to live was because
            the Germans needed their labor. 
         

         
          The formula you find in the diaries is always the same: Jews waiting for a miracle
            to happen. They were just trying to survive somehow until this miracle rescued them.
            The basic strategy for ghetto Jews, for both the ghetto administration and the ordinary
            population, was to buy time, to win as much time as possible while keeping as many
            people alive as possible.
         

      

      
      
         
            1. Dieckmann, Besatzungpolitik, vol. 2: 1067.
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      Choiceless Choices

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: It’s time we talk about the controversial role of the Jewish councils and Jewish
            police. Some people claim the Jewish police in the ghettos were no better than the
            Nazis or Lithuanian murderers. Jacob Gens (the head of the Vilnius ghetto Jewish police
            till July 1942, then the head of the Jewish council) carried out selections in the
            ghetto, deciding who would live and who would be sent to Ponar.
         

         
         C: The dominant narrative after the war was that there was this bad Jewish council,
            bad Jewish police, and good Jewish resistance—a black-and-white picture, bad guys
            versus good guys. When people wanted to decide who the good guys were in the ghetto,
            they always asked the same question: Did these people support the armed resistance
            or not?
         

         
          The approach I have chosen for examining life in the ghettos was not based on the
            distinction of whether they were collaborators or resisters. As a starting point,
            I took an observation made by the fantastic historian Lawrence Langer. While he was
            watching hundreds of video testimonies of survivors of concentration and death camps,
            he came to the conclusion that “normal” moral categories don’t apply to the situation
            in these camps. Normal values don’t apply either. The situation of the people in these
            camps can only be described as deeply paradoxical; they were in the constant situation
            of “choiceless choices.”
         

         
         R: What does that mean?

         
         C: It doesn’t mean these people couldn’t do anything; it means that no matter what
            they did, it would eventually lead to their death. We can speculate today: What would
            have been the best strategy for Jews to survive the Nazi occupation in Lithuania?
            After what we know happened, the answer is, such a strategy simply didn’t exist. At
            the beginning there was possibly a chance for some Jews to run away, to hide, etc.
            But after a certain period, the trap shut. Shut because of the cooperation between
            Germans and non-Germans. Whatever choice Jews made, the price for that choice was
            too high.
         

         
          Let’s say Jews made the decision to fully cooperate with the Germans and Lithuanians.
            What effect would it have had on their fate? The outcome would have been the same.
            Lithuanian Jews might have taken up armed resistance. What would have been the effect?
            All of them would have been murdered. They could have tried to run away. Many people
            did run away, in groups or individually. Many died in this flight; many eventually
            returned to the ghettos. Outside the ghettos it was extremely complicated and hard
            to survive because of the cold, because of lack of shelter and food and the hostility
            of the local population. Those who were rescued were just a few. 
         

         
         R: Does this notion of “choiceless choices” also apply to the Jewish council and ghetto
            police?
         

         
         C: Yes. Let’s look at various Jewish councils in Lithuania. They all behaved differently
            to some extent, but the result was the same, the extermination of the Jewish population
            in all urban ghettos. Two examples from the main ghettos in Lithuania, Vilnius, and
            Kaunas.
         

         
          When the first Jews selected from the Vilnius ghetto were shot at Ponar in September
            of 1941, at least four youngsters escaped and came back to the ghetto. They told some
            people from the Jewish council and doctors at the ghetto hospital of the murder operation.
            Both the Jewish council and the doctors decided not to tell the ghetto population
            to avoid panic. Of course, rumors spread, and yet many refused to believe them.
         

         
         R: Why?

         
         C: If you knew what was happening at Ponar, all hope would be gone. 

         
         R: Let’s talk about Jacob Gens, the head of the Jewish council in the Vilnius ghetto.
            
         

         
         C: Gens was a Zionist and a former soldier who would not hesitate to order to hang
            someone who broke the basic rules. If the Germans asked him to give up 1,000 people,
            he would negotiate with them and get the figure down to 600 and in the end would give
            them just 450. That’s what he did in Ašmena ghetto in 1943. Assisted by the Jewish
            police, he selected just 450 to be murdered instead of 1,000. Gens defended his decision
            before his peers, the Jewish intelligentsia in the Vilnius ghetto. He said: “Yes,
            I walk in blood. But what I do is for the future of the Jewish people. The price is
            too high, but I am paying it.”
         

         
          In Kaunas, the head of the Jewish council was Dr. Elkhanan Elkes, a liberal man,
            a member of the elite, respected by many Lithuanians and Germans, a man of high morals.
            In October of 1941, the Germans asked the Jewish council to mobilize people for a
            large selection on Demokratų square inside the Kaunas ghetto, 10,000 people were to
            be shot at the Ninth Fort. Elkes and the Jewish council didn’t warn ghetto inhabitants
            not to come. They assumed that the shooting of a large part of the ghetto population
            was practically inevitable.
         

         
          When people say the Jewish police in the ghettos were part of the perpetrators in
            the Holocaust, they forget the main difference: Lithuanian policemen and members of
            Lithuanian battalions did have a choice. The Jews were in the situation of choiceless choice. There was no way or action
            under the German occupation by which Jews could stay morally pure and stay alive.
            The Germans had forced the Jews into a life-and-death situation where it was impossible
            to make a clear distinction between good and bad. The price you had to pay for any
            decision was too high; you paid either with your life or your morals. The piece of
            bread you ate meant you were causing someone else to go hungry. 
         

         
          You had to work to survive. But your work helped the Germans, your enemy. Should
            you cooperate fully with Germans and Lithuanians or should you avoid any cooperation?
            The latter would only accelerate your own liquidation. Should you organize resistance
            in the underground, or should you just take care of yourself and your family? Was
            it more courageous to fight openly or not to fight, instead caring for the weak in
            the ghetto? Do you know about the Polish writer, doctor, and teacher Janusz Korczak?
         

         
         R: Yes, Janusz Korczak went to the extermination camp with the children from his orphanage,
            and he was also a great writer. 
         

         
         C: Do you know about two members of the Jewish council in Šiauliai who volunteered
            and went together with the children to Auschwitz? Their names are Berl Kartun and
            Aharon Katz. What they did required much more courage than killing a German. 
         

         
          If we blame the Jewish council or the Jewish police for cooperating with their enemies,
            we have to blame everybody who lived under German occupation and cooperated with the
            occupiers in one way or another—everybody. If we blame the Jews, we blame the weakest.
         

         
         R: Why were there so few attempts to resist? In the end of October 1941, 10,000 Jews
            were taken from the Kaunas ghetto to the Ninth Fort. They walked several kilometers
            in groups of 400 people and only eight armed First PPT (former TDA) Battalion soldiers
            were there marching and guarding each group. Jews could have attacked the guards;
            many of them could have run away. They didn’t. They did go like sheep to the slaughter.
         

         
         C: I wouldn’t believe this; it is one of the stories made up after the war. There
            were many attacks on German and Lithuanian perpetrators at the killing sites. In Žagarė
            while the mass-murder operation was being prepared, 150 Jews attacked the murderers,
            and all of them were killed right away on the town’s main square. There were many
            attempts to escape. But those were individual efforts, individual actions, especially
            in the rural areas. And here we can also compare the Jews to another group of victims,
            the Soviet prisoners of war. They were soldiers! Soldiers! Why didn’t they fight the
            Germans? They were held in dozens of POW camps in Lithuania. Why didn’t they organize?
            They didn’t have families, children, or the elderly to think of. There is this horrible
            notion here of blaming the victims for their victimhood. The notion the perpetrators
            use: “I am not to be blamed so much, because the Jews could have run away. Why are
            you blaming me, blame them!”
         

         
         R: If we ask today how people survived the Holocaust, which strategies and tactics
            proved most successful? 
         

         
         C: The answer is it was sheer luck. A coincidence, an unforeseen combination of events
            which let some people survive when others did not. The fate of the Jews did not depend
            on the Jews; it depended on German interests at the time and on German decisions,
            with Lithuanians fully cooperating. Jews were just the victims, even if they had a
            role to play. But they did not have any power at all. Even those Jews who did cooperate
            with the Gestapo in the Kaunas or Vilnius ghettos were killed eventually.
         

         
         R: My last question about the Jews in the ghettos: Even in a situation of choiceless
            choices, is it possible more could have survived if circumstances had been different?
            
         

         
         C: The answer is the Jews could have survived only with help from non-Jews. Instead
            of thinking about the guilt of the Jewish police, we should think about the responsibility
            of Lithuanian society. About the populations of the cities where these ghettos existed.
            It is a much bigger question. 
         

         
          Fifty thousand Jews lived in ghettos for two and a half years. In Vilnius there were
            15,000 to 20,000 Jews. What about the 150,000 non-Jews living in the same city? Lithuanians
            and Poles, mainly Poles. Or the Lithuanian population in Kaunas? In Šiauliai? What
            did they think of the ghettos? What was their attitude toward the people living in
            them? The fate of the ghetto depended on Germans and Lithuanians, not on the Jews
            themselves. Yes, we know a little bit about the Germans. We know hardly anything about
            the Lithuanians at this time. Why is that? If this book is published in Lithuanian,
            I want this question to be included. Not as a judgment, but as an open question. 
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         R: Before we started working on this book, I asked you about the father of Lithuanian
            president Valdas Adamkus. His father was a chief of police in Kaunas railway station.
            Do you remember?
         

         
         C: I told you about the five trains which brought German and Austrian Jews to Kaunas.
            There were approximately 1,000 people in each train. Now let’s talk about this group
            of victims in more detail because they were all killed at the Ninth Fort in Kaunas.
         

         
          The story of Central European Jews is different from the story of the Jews from Lithuania,
            Ukraine, and Poland. Do you know when German Jews began to be marked with a yellow
            star? Take a guess.
         

         
         R: I am afraid to guess because my guess will be totally wrong. 1939?

         
         C: No. It took place only in September of 1941.

         
         R: So late!

         
         C: The Nazis made a clear distinction between Central European Jews and Eastern European
            Jews. When the Germans conquered Poland, they immediately began marking Jews with
            some kind of a sign, be it a yellow star, or a white armband with a star, or something
            else. They did the same thing in the summer of 1941 in the occupied territories of
            the Soviet Union. 
         

         
         R: Why did the Nazis treat German Jews differently?

         
         C: The Nazis knew there were many assimilated Jews in Germany who had strong ties
            with non-Jewish Germans. And there was the problem of mixed families, the problem
            of the Mischlinge, people with one Jewish and one German parent, half-Jewish and half-German. There
            were many thousands of them. If the Nazis had begun identifying and marking German
            Jews, they would have faced the problem of definition: Who is to be included in this
            category? This was a huge gray zone. And possibly the Nazis would anger many Germans
            who had close ties to Jews, for example, as relatives. Regarding the “half-Jews,”
            let’s remember they were also “half-German.” From the racist Nazi perspective, half
            of these people’s blood was “good,” and therefore, they should be kept on your side.
            As you remember from our initial discussions, the German leadership wanted a stable
            home front and the unshakeable support of the German people. Therefore, the Mischlinge
            were not deported from Germany nor killed until the spring of 1945. 
         

         
          When there were pogroms toward the end of 1938, for example, discussions among the
            Nazi leadership began on the possibility of building ghettos for German Jews. [Reinhard]
            Heydrich refused to go ahead with this, he said that this would cause low morale in
            the country and alienate the German population. According to Heydrich, it would be
            easier to control German Jews if they were walking around the cities than if they
            were enclosed in ghettos.
         

         
          We have to remember the Nazis considered Jews part of world Jewry. They believed
            all the Jews of the world are interconnected. Hitler thought [Joseph] Stalin, [Winston]
            Churchill, and [Franklin D.] Roosevelt were also linked with each other through Jews,
            and therefore, they were all enemies of the Germans. Jews stood behind all these leaders,
            so Hitler was sure Roosevelt would not fight Germany if Germany did not touch German
            Jews. 
         

         
         R: But there was this night of pogroms, Kristallnacht in Germany in November of 1938.

         
         C: Yes, and there was a policy of discrimination, segregation, and forced emigration
            of Jews, but there was no systematic murder of Jews in Central and Western Europe
            till 1942.
         

         
         R: Why then were German and Austrian Jews brought to Kaunas in November of 1941? What
            for?
         

         
         C: From October till December 1941, over 40,000 Jews from Austria, Germany, and occupied
            Bohemia were deported to Łódź, Riga, Minsk, and Kaunas. Forty-two deportation trains
            with 1,000 people in each. Almost 5,000 Austrian and German Jews were brought to the
            Kaunas railway station and marched straight to the Ninth Fort. All of them were murdered
            on November 25 and 29, 1941. These were the very first German Jews deported and murdered
            by the Nazi regime. 
         

         
          The Jews who were deported to Łódź, Riga, and Minsk were not murdered right away.
            By the time they arrived, thousands of local Jews had been taken out of the ghettos
            and murdered. This was done in order to make space for the newcomers, the Central
            European Jews, to live. In Riga 25,000 local Jews were murdered in late November because
            of incoming transports of European Jews from Central Europe. After the November mass-murder
            operation, there were only 4,000 Latvian Jews left in the Riga ghetto.
         

         
         R: But nothing like that happened in Kaunas?

         
         C: There has been a lot of speculation on why this did not happen. I tried to look
            into the chronology of events and available documents. There were no documents of
            survivors because all of the 5,000 Central European Jews brought to Kaunas were killed.
            
         

         
          We do have some sources on the German side. There are telephone notes of Himmler’s
            call to Heydrich at noon on November 30, 1941: “Jewish transport from Berlin. No liquidation.”
            But this order didn’t reach Riga in time because 1,000 Berlin Jews were shot there
            on the morning of November 30, 1941. On December 1, Himmler sent a telegram to Friedrich
            Jeckeln, the Higher SS and Police leader responsible for Area North of former Soviet
            territories, saying the latter had violated the guidelines. Himmler had not yet ordered
            German Jews to be murdered because this was not Nazi policy at this time.
         

         
          After discovering that 1,000 Central European Jews were murdered in Riga and 5,000
            in Kaunas, Himmler ordered Jeckeln to Berlin to discuss the events orally. There were
            no more murders for the next few weeks after this meeting. So it’s unequivocally clear
            there was no order from the central leadership in November of 1941 to kill German
            and Austrian Jews deported to Riga, Łódź, Minsk, and Kaunas.
         

         
          Jäger’s report to Berlin, dated December 1, 1941, presents numbers of Jews murdered
            at different Lithuanian locations. It’s important that this is the only report mentioning
            the transport of 5,000 Jews who were murdered in Kaunas. In the next report, dated
            January 5, 1942, Jäger says 5,000 Jews were supposed to go to Riga but were sent to
            Kaunas instead. There is no mention of killing. Stahlecker’s report, dated February
            1, 1942, doesn’t mention either the Jews who were deported and murdered in Riga and
            Kaunas. That’s how we know the murder of the 6,000 Central European Jews was a “mistake.”
            SS and police leaders from the region tried to avoid mentioning it in their reports
            to Berlin, except in the very first report from December 1, 1941. So it’s very clear
            this was the initiative of regional SS people. 
         

         
         R: How do you know it was the SS?

         
         C: Three weeks before the mass murder, the local German administration in Kaunas had
            already been informed that five transports with Jews would arrive in Kaunas. In his
            postwar trial Friedrich Jeckeln admitted there were discussions about what to do with
            these Jews. One of the ideas was the segregation of “useful” and “useless” Jews. Apparently
            Jeckeln personally made the decision to shoot them all. We know before this shooting
            Jeckeln went to the Ninth Fort to inspect the preparation of the pits. He told Jäger
            the liquidation of these five transports had to be completed. Jäger didn’t have any
            doubts about this decision and, therefore, did not confirm the orders with his superiors
            in Berlin, Himmler and Heydrich. German Security Police were present at the shootings
            which were performed together with the Lithuanian First PPT battalion under the command
            of Kazys Šimkus.
         

         
         R: I read in your book the testimony about a member of the Jewish brigade which had
            to work for the Gestapo, who sorted out the belongings of murdered Jews.[1] These items were left behind at the train station. The brigade found deportation
            orders and letters which showed the belief among Jews they were being deported for
            labor. Some brigade workers were so shaken they couldn’t talk with their families
            for days. They emptied suitcases filled with jewelry, furs, clothes, and the most
            wonderful textiles from Vienna. 
         

         
         R: When did Hitler make the decision to annihilate all European Jews?

         
         C: After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and Hitler’s declaration
            of war on the USA on December 11, Hitler gathered the party leadership together at
            his private apartment.
         

         
         We read in [Joseph] Goebbels diary: “Regarding the Jewish Question, the Führer has
            decided to make a clean sweep. He prophesied to the Jews that if they yet again brought
            about a world war, they would experience their own annihilation. That was not just
            a phrase. The world war is here, and the annihilation of the Jews must be the necessary
            consequence.”[2]  
         

         
         From the perspective of the Nazi leadership, with formal hostilities opening with
            the United States, world war was now a reality. And the Nazis linked the fate of the
            Jews with the next world war, a consequence of their interpretation of World War I.
            
         

         
          This decision meant that now, not only Eastern European Jews, but all Jews under
            German control were to be murdered [and] not after but during the ongoing war. After
            this, there was no safe place for any Jew in Europe anymore. The Wannsee conference
            on January 20, 1942, was not about any actual decision made in principle but about
            coordinating different institutions and who would do what in what order now that all
            European Jews were to be murdered. Four months later, in May of 1942, the Auschwitz
            death camp began its operations and became the annihilation site for 1 million European
            Jews, overshadowing the thousands of fresh Jewish mass graves in Lithuania, Belarus,
            and Ukraine.
         

         
         R: Jews from the West were brought to Lithuania to be murdered as late as the spring
            of 1944. On the walls of the Ninth Fort Museum in Kaunas there [are] inscriptions
            in French. Who were these French prisoners and what was their fate?
         

         
         C: There is very little information about the death of the French Jews deported from
            the Drancy camp in France to Lithuania in the middle of May 1944. They arrived in
            Kaunas by cattle car in so-called Transport No. 73 on May 18, 1944. We know the names
            of each of these 878 people.
         

         
         R: How do we know?

         
         C: From French police documentation. In Drancy, the French police fully cooperated
            with the Germans and provided a complete list of names of the Jews arrested for deportation.
            They were mostly Jewish men and thirty-eight teenagers. The Germans must have considered
            them a suitable labor force, so it’s likely at least some of them were not killed
            immediately on their arrival at the Ninth Fort but were put to work in labor camps
            and killed sometime later. It would not have made sense for the Germans to transport
            them to Kaunas just to murder them there. There is some evidence that more than 250
            of them were brought to a labor camp in Pravieniškės. We have Lithuanian testimonies
            stating in the middle of July of 1944, when the Germans were in retreat, French Jews
            who worked at Pravieniškės were shot there.[3]   There are also indications some of them were sent to Estonia to work the oil shale
            fields. The relatives of the 878 victims established an organization called Transport
            73 and actively sought information about the fate of these men, but apparently they
            have discovered very little to the present time.
         

         
         R: I went to a lecture by a French Holocaust survivor and researcher Serge Klarsfeld.
            He explained why these French Jews went willingly to Kaunas on Transport 73. They
            were told the train would take them to a forced labor camp, and the alternative for
            them would have been Auschwitz. Klarsfeld concludes that twenty-two of the French
            Jews were sent to Stuthoff at some point and the rest were shot at Pravieniškės. Only
            two brothers managed to escape.
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         R: In the summer of 2015, together with Dr. Efraim Zuroff, I looked for mass graves
            of Jews near Vilnius. We wandered around for almost two hours in the forest some 20
            kilometers from the city, near a town called Bezdonys, searching for the mass grave
            of some 400 Jewish men murdered in the peat bogs. We didn’t find it. What we found
            was something totally unexpected, a small monument in the bushes just by the dirt
            road. The caption shocked me: “Here is the grave of 25,000 Soviet prisoners of war.”
            I never heard of any such tragedy, almost the biggest mass grave in Lithuania, except
            of course the mass graves in Ponar and the Ninth Fort in Kaunas. So were these victims
            really buried there, or did Soviets invent this? Why? Who are they? Shouldn’t we be
            talking about this?
         

         
         C: Yes, you found a huge mass grave. And yes, we have to talk about these victims
            as well. We want this book to tell readers about the Shoah in Lithuania. Why do we
            need to include in the story not just Jews but other victim groups as well? The biggest
            group of victims in Lithuania were the Jews—around 200,000. The second biggest group
            of victims were Soviet prisoners of war—around 170,000. Along with them, there were
            also Soviet evacuees, civilians, and others. We have to talk about them as well. Why?
            Because there were many crimes committed at the same time in the same place, and by
            comparing them, we learn more about each of them. All these crimes have strong interconnections.
            
         

         
          We already know part of the plan of decapitating the Soviet Union was not only killing
            Jewish men but also Communists, intellectuals, and Party functionaries. The various
            crimes against these groups of people were therefore linked through this policy of
            decapitation. We also know that at the start of the war there were no plans to kill
            all the Jews or all the prisoners of war. Such plans simply did not exist. Instead,
            there was a plan to decapitate the Soviet leadership and to starve ethnic Russians.
            The assumption was the war would be won quickly.
         

         
         R: And then the war went wrong.

         
         C: Yes. Since the plan to starve 30 million mostly ethnic Russians couldn’t be implemented,
            there was enormous pressure to free up resources by starving other groups. [Approximately]
            2 million POWs were murdered until April 1942; in Lithuania close to 170,000 Soviet
            POWs died within the first nine months of the German occupation. During this period,
            between June of 1941 and April of 1942, Soviet POWs were the largest victim group
            in Lithuania—larger than Jews.
         

         
         R: What do we know about their deaths?

         
         C: The difference between what we know about the fate of the Jews during this period
            and the fate of the POWs is huge. We have very few Lithuanian historical studies on
            the plight of the POWs. The only work known to me on this subject was not even published.
            It is a PhD study by historian and archivist Kazys Rukšėnas conducted in the 1960s.
            It wasn’t published because it contains too many facts and didn’t fit Communist Party
            ideology. There are only four copies of this work, and Kazys Rukšėnas gave me one
            of them. It is a fundamental work.
         

         
          When I was writing my book on German occupational policy I was convinced I had to
            include a chapter on the fate of the POWs. Where could I find the sources? There are
            hardly any at all in Lithuania. In Germany, many of these documents were destroyed
            but not all of them. The German policy was not to register Soviet POWs during the
            first few months because these people were considered as lying outside or beyond the
            law—no names, no lists. The Germans were afraid of intervention by the Red Cross,
            so many POWs weren’t registered. The German registers we have start only from February
            1942.
         

         
          I used information from the Soviet Extraordinary Commission of 1944–1945. Records
            and reports by this commission are conserved in the archives in Moscow. The Extraordinary
            Commission included all victim groups in its investigation. I started my research
            from the bottom, from sheets filled out in the little Lithuanian towns and villages
            where Commission members operated. There were 8,000 people in this commission investigating
            German crimes just in Lithuania alone. Their initial reports and protocols seemed
            for the most part reliable and were fascinating, a source much too neglected till
            now. Then, up the hierarchy of the commission, in the summary reports presented by
            Soviet officials, the numbers were often doubled. The Nuremberg trials were coming
            up and the Allies wanted to present numbers of victims and pave the way for reparation
            claims.
         

         
         R: What methods did the people in the Extraordinary Commission use? Questioning witnesses?
            Conducting exhumations?
         

         
         C: Yes, they did both. And then they counted corpses. In Kaunas, for example, they
            even made maps of POW mass graves, one with 7,533 corpses, another with 9,155. Of
            course, there were no names, but we do know exactly how many people were buried at
            these sites. This is a cornerstone of my research. Another cornerstone is information
            from the German trials because the killing of POWs, either by shooting or starvation,
            was a war crime. Forcing POWs to work for the German war economy was forbidden by
            international law. 
         

         
         R: Are there any victim testimonies?

         
         C: Only very few testimonies, diaries, memoirs, or letters have been found. Most of
            the testimonies we have are those of the perpetrators. Another problem was [Joseph]
            Stalin and the Soviet leadership considered prisoners of war cowards and traitors.
            Under order no. 270 of August 16, 1941, they were accused of breaking their oath,
            and as regards the commanders and politruks, they were not only to be condemned but shot on the spot, and their families should
            be arrested as well. A Soviet soldier was not supposed to let the enemy take him alive.[1]  
         

         
         It took decades for the Soviet Union to recognize POWs as victims who deserved to
            be heard. Throughout Eastern Europe, this topic was taboo during the era of Soviet
            hegemony; a broad, objective approach was nearly impossible. Also, in Germany it took
            a very long time to raise awareness about the tragic fate of the POWs, about half
            a million of whom were murdered on German soil. 
         

         
         R: What have you managed to reconstruct concerning the fate of the POWs in Lithuania?

         
         C: Their history is much more sparse than the history of the Holocaust because there
            are hardly any human stories, just statistics. 
         

         
          A very important point: The fate of POWs was in the hands of the Germans. Lithuanians
            were hardly involved at all. This is mostly a German story. Yes, there were Lithuanian
            guards recruited from the same battalions which murdered Jews. Lithuanians had to
            be recruited because there were too many POWs and German manpower was insufficient
            to control them. Both German and Lithuanian guards were supposed to be very hard on
            the inmates because there were so few guarding such huge numbers of POWs at each camp.
            They employed much violence to maintain the upper hand. There is no evidence Lithuanian
            guards treated the prisoners in any way differently from the way the Germans did.
         

         
         R: What did Lithuanian people think about the POWs?

         
         C: There are a few testimonies and diaries, and from them, we can judge the population
            was not that hostile to POWs. Even though they were Red Army soldiers, people still
            gave them bread, cigarettes, and water. The POWs worked on the streets, for example,
            building roads. These young men were starving, and people felt sorry for them. We
            found many official orders forbidding people to give food to Soviet POWs. Lithuanian
            doctor Elena Kutorgienė saw these prisoners and wrote in her diary, “The heads of
            the Russians are shaved, their faces are of an earthy color, with signs of scurvy,
            some have swollen legs and bodies. Once a day they are given some very poor food.”[2]  
         

         
         R: But how were they captured in the first place? Why so many? You said the Red Army
            was fleeing in the first days of the war and only a few would have stayed in Lithuania.
            
         

         
         C: Most of the POWs were not captured in Lithuanian territory. They were captured
            farther to the east and south of the Soviet Union and brought to so-called transit
            camps in the front area. After this they were transferred to the rear army area and
            farther back, which was at that time the territory of Lithuania.
         

         
         R: How were they transported, by truck, railroad, on foot?

         
         C: This had already become a nightmare. Often captured Red Army soldiers didn’t walk
            on the road, only on the shoulder. The Germans tried to place captured soldiers on
            trains and trucks coming back from the front after delivering supplies there. But
            there were so few empty trucks and trains. The POWs were supposed to be put to work
            for the German Reich and war effort immediately. 
         

         
         R: Are you sure that the majority of these prisoners weren’t the same Red Army soldiers
            who occupied Lithuania in 1940 and 1941?
         

         
         C: No, they weren’t the same. Most of the POWs were young men from Russia, Ukraine,
            White Russia, Georgia, and Uzbekistan mobilized for the war. There were even some
            Lithuanians among them. Most of them hadn’t been on Lithuanian soil before. The German
            policy regarding captured POWs was to turn Baltic people, Ukrainians, and Belarusians
            against the Soviet Union and use them to fight on the German side. German officials
            went through the camps in an effort to find and free people who would join the Germans.
            At the same time they looked for groups of POWs to be shot immediately. Shooting was
            the first method of killing Soviet POWs. Other methods were starvation, diseases,
            and cold. 
         

         
         There were three types of camps: Dulags (Durchgangslager), the transit camps; Oflags
            (Offizierslager) for the officers; and Stalags (Stammlager) for regular army personnel.
            Sometimes all POWs were put together at first and later separated. 
         

         
         R: Why? 

         
         C: Because the Germans were afraid of the officers organizing resistance. Officer
            POWs were treated better than soldiers, and if you wanted to murder an officer, you
            needed the OK from Berlin.
         

         
          In the beginning, there were all three types of camps in the territory of Lithuania,
            but later the Dulags were moved farther east. In Lithuania, only Oflags and Stalags
            remained: Stalag 336 in Kaunas, Stalag 344 in Vilnius, Stalag 343 in Alytus, and Stalag
            361 in Šiauliai. All POW camps were administrated by Germans. Lithuanian security
            police and battalions were employed to guard prisoners at the camps and during transportation.
         

         
         R: Which categories of captured soldiers were to be shot immediately? Soviet officers?

         
         C: Yes, the political leadership of the Soviet army. The Germans were looking for
            the politruks or political commissars, Communists and Soviet functionaries. There
            was an order dated as early as June 6, 1941, to shoot all captured Red Army commissars.
            And of course all captured Jewish POWs had to be shot, too. There is another order
            dated June 28 to kill all Jews in the POW camps—all of them. This was at the time
            when the killing of Jewish men outside the camps was already going on. 
         

         
         R: How could you identify Jews among the POWs? 

         
         C: You would look at who was circumcised. This was a problem because Muslims were
            also circumcised. The Germans shot Muslims as well, soldiers from the south of the
            Soviet Union. When the Germans realized that this was a mistake, they decided to be
            more careful.
         

         
         R: From which Soviet republics were these Muslim POWs?

         
         C: Six republics had a Muslim majority then: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, Turkmenistan,
            Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. Many Muslims also came from Siberia, the Volga-Ural region,
            and the northern Caucasus.
         

         
         R: What did the POW camps look like? 

         
         C: There was nothing at first. There were just open meadows. Soviet POWs were fenced
            off there, and they were supposed to build their own camps by digging in the ground.
            They weren’t even given timber to build barracks.
         

         
         R: How could they build a camp in the ground? Where did they sleep?

         
         C: They dug pits. In the city of Kaunas, there were seven POW camps. The first one,
            a Dulag transit camp, was set up at the Sixth Fort. It was intended for 6,000 POWs,
            but at the beginning of July 1941, there were already 8,050 people there. They were
            guarded by different units of the Lithuanian self-defense battalions. Prisoners at
            this Kaunas camp were immediately put to work. Since the Sixth Fort was totally overcrowded,
            six new camps were set up in Kaunas, the largest one in Aleksotas.
         

         
          The Sixth Fort was called a lazaret for prisoners of war. In this case, lazaret didn’t mean a place for care and recovery but a place to die. Inmates lived in cold
            and dark cellars or in pits under the open sky. At the end of July, it was forbidden
            to give sick or dying POWs any medicine that hadn’t been captured from the Soviets.
            They could only receive Soviet medicine. There was none. Some of the dying prisoners
            were given some poison or a lethal injection to finish them off.
         

         
          There is a rare testimony from the Kaunas Sixth Fort, a letter written by prisoner
            F. J. Kozhedub, dated October 19, 1941. This man was captured near Novgorod. The POWs
            of his group had to walk from Gomel to Kaunas. Kozhedub wrote to his family: “The
            mass grave was waiting for me. From the very first day of my imprisonment I have been
            starving and waiting for my days to end. We are locked in the Sixth Fort. We all sleep
            under the open sky in one pit. We are getting 200 grams of bread, half a liter of
            boiled cabbage, and half a liter of mint tea a day. We are covered in millions of
            fleas. For two months I haven’t shaved, washed myself or changed my clothes. It is
            cold, wet, and dirty. Every day 200 to 300 people pass away. If there is a good person
            who might pass this letter on, at least you will know where I died and that my death
            was hard and without honor.”[3]  
         

         
         Soviet prisoners of war died quickly in large numbers. Around 45,000 corpses were
            found in the city of Kaunas, including Aleksotas.
         

         
         R: Who conducted the killing of Soviet POWs?

         
         C: Unlike the mass murder of the Jews, Lithuanian administrative structures were not
            involved in the organization of the murder of POWs. The German army starved the prisoners.
            The Wehrmacht asked the German Security Police to come help with the shootings, once
            a week or so. 
         

         
          The Germans were afraid the Soviets would find out they were shooting and starving
            POWs. What, then, would happen to German prisoners of war on the other side? You see,
            German prisoners of war were also kept in poor conditions in camps in the Soviet Union,
            but there was no deliberate murder policy on the Soviet side. 
         

         
         R: How did the Soviets treat German POWs?

         
         C: The Soviets didn’t discriminate against them. There was no deliberate killing policy.
            Yes, these prisoners were starving, but then all Soviet people were starving as well.
         

         
          The German policy against Soviet prisoners of war was an anti-Slavic and racist policy.
            The Germans did not kill en masse British, French, or American POWs. They did not
            starve them. 
         

         
          During the entire war there was a low, 2 to 3 percent death rate among the French,
            American, and British POWs and about 60 percent among the Soviet POWs! 
         

         
         R: Did these people receive even less food than Jews?

         
         C: On paper, the POWs were supposed to be fed to keep them alive and able to work.
            We have German orders on this issued in August 1941. But in practice it didn’t happen.
            Food for POWs was made up of leftovers such as pig skin, intestines, and blood. The
            starvation policy was in place very early, in July and August of 1941. We can clearly
            track it in Lithuania. In Kaunas, for example, the Germans reported 130 people dead
            every day in September—just from hunger. The Germans tried to do something about this,
            but the response they got from the German economic units was, everything you want
            to give to these people is needed by Germany.
         

         
          In October of 1941, two major decisions were made by the German military leadership.
            One was the decision to even lower POW rations. Not just actual rations but also the
            rations given “on paper” to POWs who didn’t work for Germany. This decision was a
            death sentence for most of the POWs; those who didn’t work must starve. And then there
            was the other decision made at the same time to use Soviet POWs on a large scale as
            labor for the Reich. These two decisions contradicted each other: Use POWs as a workforce
            and starve them to death. 
         

         
         R: What was the German solution to this contradiction? 

         
         C: Selection. Starve those who can’t work and feed those who can. The effect of this
            decision is reflected in the numbers: In the three months from October of 1941 till
            December of 1941 at all German-controlled POW camps, between 300,000 and 500,000 people
            died each month. In April of 1942, we already have 2 million POWs dead in German-controlled
            territories. By the end of the war, there were 3 million POW victims.
         

         
          In the fall and winter of 1941, many POWs died just during transportation; they froze
            to death in open trucks or walking in the snow for tens of kilometers in worn-out
            shoes. 
         

         
         R: What about other Lithuanian cities with similar POW camps?

         
         C: There was a very big camp in Alytus in the barracks of the former Tsarist Army’s
            military camp on Ulonų street. In the fall of 1941, 30,000 prisoners of war were brought
            to the camp intended for 6,000 people. These prisoners were guarded by Lithuanian
            soldiers from the battalions. In October, 102 Lithuanian policemen arrived in Alytus
            to guard these 30,000 POWs. 
         

         
          The living conditions at the Alytus camp were horrendous. Prisoners had to sleep
            on the floor when the outside temperature was –25°C. There was almost no food. The
            guards were allowed to severely punish inmates for any misdeed; prisoners were shot
            because they had searched for food or had eaten a sparrow. Here as at other POW camps,
            there were cases of cannibalism. Only 16 percent of inmates were able to work. Every
            day around 50 people died. After the war, the Soviet Extraordinary Commission found
            136 mass graves with 16,150 corpses in the Alytus area.
         

         
          There was a POW camp in Šiauliai with some 10,000 prisoners. Unlike at the other
            camps, many Šiauliai prisoners worked in small groups at local farms. We have information
            about this fact starting only in April of 1942 when, of the 10,555 prisoners, as many
            as 8,003 were working. Even so, after the war the Extraordinary Commission found seven
            mass graves near Šiauliai with 22,560 corpses.
         

         
          For Vilnius POW camps, we have some information from November of 1941. There were
            German labor commission members going from one POW camp to another trying to find
            laborers to be used in Germany. In December of 1941, they found 7,300 prisoners at
            a Vilnius camp with 4,000 working in small groups outside the camp; 3,300 stayed at
            the camp, 1,200 of them had typhus, 600 were “completely useless,” and the daily death
            rate was about fifty. So the commission decided 1,500 POWs should be taken from the
            camps for work for the German Reich. Just one month later, 500 of those who were supposed
            to work in Germany were already dead. And then Stalag 344 was closed because of the
            typhus outbreak. 
         

         
          The Soviet Extraordinary Commission found 5,000 corpses of Soviet POWs in Vilnius,
            1,000 of them at the Russian cemetery and many were murdered in Ponar as well. Outside
            Vilnius, there was a camp in Naujoji Vilnia guarded by Germans and 100 Lithuanian
            soldiers. The number of victims there was about 13,000, and the death rate in the
            Naujoji Vilnia camp was also fifty people per day.
         

         
         R: Do you know anything about the camp in Bezdonys?

         
         C: I know that it had the highest number of victims in the entire Vilnius area. There
            were dozens of peat camps in Lithuania. POWs dug up peat to be used for heating. One
            such camp was located in Bezdonys, but there is almost no information about it. All
            we know is that Jews also worked there. Jews were brought there because so many POWs
            could not work. They were too weak. You see how both stories are interconnected? The
            Soviet Extraordinary Commission found eighteen mass graves of POWs and a grave of
            400 Jews five kilometers away from Bezdonys. There are 25,000 prisoners of war buried
            in that area. But no more details. 
         

         
         R: Tell me more about the interconnection between the two victim groups, the POWs
            and the Jews. 
         

         
         C: When POWs were dying or too weak to work, more Jewish labor was needed. I mentioned
            earlier one example from Kaunas. Remember? 
         

         
          In September of 1941, the German leadership in Kaunas got a message from Berlin,
            the order to build a huge airport in Aleksotas in Kaunas. Seven thousand workers were
            needed for this work, among them 4,000 prisoners of war. At the time there were 20,000
            prisoners of war in Kaunas, but only 10 percent of them could work. Eighteen thousand
            of them were not capable of doing any work at all. The Germans realized they had to
            find another 5,000 people to work on the airport. So they decided to use more Jews.
            On September 17, 1941, a selection which was taking place in the small ghetto in Kaunas
            was interrupted and halted. A German motorcyclist arrived during the selection and
            gave a letter to the German police officer responsible for the selection. The officer
            stopped the murderous selection immediately. Why did this happen? Now they also needed
            manual Jewish laborers for work on the airfield—not just skilled Jewish laborers,
            but also manual laborers were temporarily allowed to stay alive. 
         

         
          On September 23, 1941, 1,000 Jews were sent to the airport as laborers. On October
            1, on Yom Kippur, in addition to the 1,000 Jews working the day shift at the airport,
            another 1,000 were sent to work at night. Lithuanians were ordered to guard these
            Jews on the way from the ghetto to Aleksotas. The decision to use more Jews was linked
            to the mass death of Soviet prisoners of war. 
         

         
          Another example is from the Žiežmariai camp. At first there were POWs working there,
            but eventually Jews had to replace them, building a highway between Kaunas and Vilnius.
            So we see the German plan to use prisoners of war to replace Jews did not really work,
            and the fate of some Jewish groups was closely linked to the fate of Soviet POWs.
         

         
         R: Many Lithuanians got prisoners of war to work on their farms during the German
            occupation. My grandfather had two of them on his farm in Kavarskas beginning in the
            summer of 1941. According to Lithuanian documents, some farmers even got ten, twelve,
            or even twenty-five POWs. They paid ten pfennigs per prisoner per day to the budget
            of the local administration, three Reichsmarks a month. So was it slavery, or did
            it represent a chance to survive?
         

         
         C: The POWs sent to work on Lithuanian farms were the lucky ones. This was a way to
            survive. Doctor Elena Kutorgienė writes in her diary, one often saw Lithuanian farmers
            in the streets taking POWs with them to their farms, and people on the street said:
            “That’s good, maybe this one won’t die.” Prisoners taken to farms for forced labor
            didn’t think it would last for years, just a couple of months, and then the war would
            be over, and the Red Army would be back. Forced labor or slavery on the farms was
            awful and illegal, but at least these men had access to food, and maybe they were
            not treated too harshly. Of course it all depended on the person who had taken them.
            There were even marriages between Lithuanian girls and Soviet POWs.
         

         
         R: My father’s sister had a baby with a Soviet prisoner of war who was working on
            her father’s farm. The baby didn’t survive.
         

         
         C: You see?

         
         R: Why would the Germans allow Soviet POWs to go to live on the farms of Lithuanian
            farmers unguarded? What was the reasoning behind this?
         

         
         C: Even if the general policy was not to allow POWs to work anywhere where they could
            come in contact with food, this rule couldn’t be followed in practice. Germans needed
            the POWs to help Lithuanian farmers collect the harvest. Lithuanian officials who
            were under pressure to provide more and more food for the Germans asked for this measure
            to be allowed. Too many people in the Lithuanian countryside had been deported, or
            fled, so manpower was badly needed in the fields. In the spring of 1942, 16,000 POWs
            were still working on the Lithuanian farms. That meant they survived.
         

         
         R: What was the attitude of rural Lithuanians toward these prisoners? Is there any
            relevant research you know of?
         

         
         C: No, there is very little information. We don’t have an overall picture of the attitude
            of the Lithuanian population toward Soviet POWs, either in the countryside or in the
            cities. Maybe those who worked in the countryside were later freed, or were taken
            to Germany to work and die, or were freed by the Allies at the end of the war. But
            freedom didn’t necessarily mean freedom for returning POWs. Many of these people were
            scrutinized in filtration camps in the Soviet Union and many were sent to the gulag.
         

         
          In summary, in February of 1942 there were still almost 50,000 prisoners of war in
            Lithuania. Sixty percent of them, or 30,000 people, were working. In October of 1943
            there were 21,000 still alive, almost 10,000 of them working. By that time changes
            in the numbers of POWs were not caused by their deaths but because of their deportation
            to other regions. Starvation and execution by shooting were still happening but on
            a much smaller scale.
         

         
         R: Explain to me how you calculated 170,000 POW victims in Lithuania.

         
         C: In Kaunas, the findings show 35,000 dead POWs, in Alytus 20,000, in Šiauliai 22,500,
            and in Vilnius, including victims from the Bezdonys camp, 43,000. In Vilkaviškis and
            Marijampole area—25,000. If we include the Klaipeda area, there are another 25,000.
            The overall number of dead POWs in Lithuania by the spring of 1942 is between 168,000
            and 172,000. Most of them died of starvation. From 1942 to 1944. there are just separate
            individual deaths of POWs in Lithuania.
         

         
         R: There are people around the world who care about the Jewish victims in the 234
            mass graves in Lithuania, but nobody really knows and nobody cares about these nameless
            170,000 people—not Russians, nor Ukrainians, Georgians, Uzbeks, and Moldovians. To
            the Soviets, they were traitors; to Lithuanians they were and remain the occupier.
            One of my friends asked me, “Are you crazy that you want to include a chapter about
            the Soviets in your book?”
         

         
         C: These POWs were victims too. It’s important we talk about them, not just in terms
            of morality, but for historical reasons as well. We can’t isolate the different stories
            from each other without losing crucial contexts. And it is very important some research
            be conducted by Lithuanian historians on this subject. We are talking here about one
            of the biggest crimes in World War II, and it also happened in Lithuania. 
         

         
         R: A final question remains. In just a few months in 1941, almost 100,000 Jews were
            murdered in rural Lithuania. During the same period, over 50,000 urban Lithuanian
            Jews were also killed, and 170,000 Soviet POWs were also murdered or died of starvation
            and diseases by the spring of 1942. How was the Lithuanian soil able to accommodate
            over 300,000 corpses in such a short time?
         

         
         C: In the second half of 1941, Lithuanian territory was dotted with numerous killing
            sites. The country is covered with hundreds of mass graves. From the German point
            of view, the main problem with the mass grave sites was the danger of epidemic diseases.
            In December of 1941, typhoid fever was observed at POW camps. As of the end of November
            1941, civilians had also been infected, thirty in Švenčionys, twenty-eight in Trakai,
            forty in Alytus, and six in Kaunas. Lime chlorinate was sprinkled on the mass graves,
            a layer of earth at least 1 meter high was replenished, and the mass grave sites were
            fenced off. At least three times Lithuanian health officials ordered the mass graves
            be put under control: in December of 1941, April of 1942, and September of 1942. In
            early April of 1942, the Department of Sanitation in Marijampolė reported there had
            been fourteen cases of typhoid fever in the village and there had been exposure to
            the danger posed by unprotected corpses of Jews on the riverbank.
         

         
          It seems in many places that layer of earth on top of the mass graves was too thin.
            The German city administration in Vilnius ordered “the sanctuaries of the Jews must
            be immediately sprinkled with sufficient amounts of chlorine lime and the sites replenished
            with new soil.”[4]   
         

         
         On April 30, 1942, a far-reaching order was issued by the Ministry for the Eastern
            Occupied Territories to check all graves “for the danger of disease they pose.” Responses
            from five county doctors show they knew very well about the location, size, and condition
            of the mass-murder sites. A list of Jewish mass grave sites was drawn up and at the
            end of August 1942, the German general commissar asked the Lithuanian administration
            to apply a “cover layer of at least 1 meter” everywhere. At the beginning of September
            1942, all mass graves had to be checked again. According to the reports, the teams
            doing the checking returned the verdict that everything seemed to be “fine.”
         

         
         R: Every Holocaust witness in the Lithuanian villages with whom I spoke said that
            after the murder of the Jews, the soil of the mass grave moved for several days or
            weeks. Is this also a story made up after the war?
         

         
         C: No, it is not. When so many people are murdered at the same time and put into a
            common mass grave, there is a lot of gas that comes from the bodies. That’s why the
            earth was moving.
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         R: Who are the other forgotten victims in Lithuania under the Nazi occupation?

         
         C: The Soviet evacuees. This is the third-largest group of mass-murder victims. And
            this story is a real blank spot and not only in Lithuanian historiography.
         

         
         R: I’ve never heard of them. 

         
         C: How could you have? There is only one article in Lithuanian which talks about this
            group, and it doesn’t even mention they might have been victims. Soviet evacuees and
            their tragedy were mentioned in reports by the Soviet Extraordinary Commission in
            1945. The commission claimed that there were 70,000 victims in this category in Lithuania.
            All of them were murdered in Alytus. My estimate is that about 30,000 to 35,000 fell
            victim to the German mass-murder policy in Lithuania. 
         

         
         R: Who were these people?

         
         C: I was not aware of them either, but when I was researching German occupational
            policy in Lithuania, a lot of documents kept popping up with information about the
            Soviet evacuees. These were people who were brought to Lithuania in 1943 and 1944.
            Since I take a broad approach in my research on Lithuania under the Germans, I had
            to look at the fate of this victim group as well. The reason for including them is
            the same as for Soviet POWs. We can’t really reconstruct and analyze the Holocaust
            in Lithuania if we ignore other mass crimes by the Germans. They were interconnected.
            When we talk about the Soviet evacuees, we have to talk about German racism as well.
            Soviet evacuees were mostly forced refugees and the Germans treated them in a discriminatory
            way. Furthermore, both in killing Soviet prisoners of war and in killing the Soviet
            evacuees, the Germans were motivated by the notion of necessity. In order to serve
            your own country, you allegedly had to kill these people, the Slavs, rather than feed
            them.
         

         
          There is no historiography on the fate of the Soviet evacuees. There is a little
            bit on Belarus, a story from the village of Osaritchi. When the Red Army liberated
            this village, they found around 9,000 corpses of neglected and starved people. The
            Soviets used this story for their propaganda in describing Nazi cruelty.
         

         
         R: Who were the Soviet evacuees, where were they from, and why were they brought to
            Lithuania?
         

         
         C: Let me explain the background here briefly. From February of 1943 onward, the German
            army was in constant retreat. The Germans developed the concept of “scorched earth,”
            destroying the lands from which they were retreating. This policy was employed from
            early 1943 till the autumn of 1944, all through the German retreat. 
         

         
          There were four steps in this policy of retreat, abbreviated by the four letters:
            A, L, R, and Z. A = Auflockerung, L = Lähmung, R = Räumung, and Z = Zerstörung.
         

         
            Auflockerung means “loosening up.” At a relatively early stage, you take the goods and people
            which are useful and not necessary for the territory to be evacuated. 
         

         
          The next is Lähmung. An English word for this might be “limping,” when you cannot walk but limp. You
            evacuate people and take goods, but you don’t destroy anything since you plan to reconquer
            the territory.
         

         
          Step 3 is Räumung, which means “removal.” You evacuate as much as you can, paying special attention
            to everything which might be useful to your enemy, the Red Army. 
         

         
          The last stage is Z, Zerstörung, meaning “destruction.” After taking goods and people, you must destroy the territory.
            You devastate the area so there can be no more life, the scorched earth. Why? It’s
            a tactic aimed at making the life of your enemy as difficult as possible: no people,
            no houses, no goods, no food.
         

         
          In every area, a decision on the degree of destruction was made by the regional army
            commander. Not only concerning goods but also the fate of the local people, so the
            Red Army wouldn’t be able to recruit soldiers or organize labor for its needs. 
         

         
          The retreating Germans forced the Soviet civilian population, especially able-bodied
            people, to leave their homes and retreat with the German army. Only the most unproductive
            people were left behind. Some of these unproductive people were left to die of starvation
            or were murdered. The total number of people forcibly evacuated by Germans across
            the entire front has been estimated at 1.6 million people by the end of 1943. Only
            1.14 million of them were centrally registered. It was completely chaotic. 
         

         
         R: Who were the people who came to Lithuania, and where were they taken from? 

         
         C: In May of 1943, the remaining prisoners of war were transported from Alytus to
            work in Germany. The Alytus camp was emptied. Then 6,000 Soviet civilians from Oryol
            and Vyazma were brought to Alytus to the same camp on Ulonų street. The Germans were
            quite surprised when they saw these people, at how weak they were. Most of them were
            women, children, and the elderly. The Germans weren’t sure what to do with these Soviet
            evacuees they had brought there. Could all of them work? Apparently they considered
            children aged ten years old fit workers.
         

         
          Twelve transports arrived in Alytus until August 1943; 14,000 people were brought
            to the camp intended to hold 8,000. The number of people squeezed into the camp was
            nearly double what it was built for. They had the same problems as the POWs: hardly
            any supplies, not enough water. We find German reports in the archives which say part
            of the problem with drinkable water was that it was polluted by 20,000 Jewish corpses.
         

         
          Since the Alytus camp was so overcrowded, a few thousand evacuees were sent to Šiauliai
            and a few thousand to Kaunas, and some were even sent to the countryside.
         

         
          Soviet evacuees poured into Lithuania in one transport after another. The situation
            was chaotic. On August 8, 1943, six trains full of evacuees stood at the railway station.
            Nobody did anything to unload them! There was no place to put them. Two of these trains
            were sent on toward Germany. The German border police refused to let these people
            in and sent the trains to Białystok. Białystok didn’t want them and sent them back
            to Alytus. Trains full of Russian families also arrived in Kazlų Rūda, Virbalis, and
            Vilkaviškis. The people on these trains were simply neglected and forgotten, without
            supplies. There was talk of a slave trade developing; these people went to local Lithuanians
            and asked for food in exchange for work. I found a German Security Police report on
            this but no further details. 
         

         
          One month later, in September of 1943, there were already between 15,000 and 17,000
            people at the Alytus camp. And more trains were coming full of Soviet civilians with
            no papers, no guards, and no supplies. Just imagine! These people were desperate.
            Even the SS intervened. You wouldn’t expect the killers from the SS and from the Gestapo
            to care about trains full of Russians. But they were very upset that six trains were
            stranded in the middle of nowhere and nobody was doing anything!
         

         
          Meanwhile, at the senior level, the central command of the German army said at least
            300,000 more civilians were scheduled to arrive in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania
            by the end of September 1943. The figure might even be higher, up to 900,000 evacuees
            might arrive. At this point the idea of starving 400,000 evacuees was discussed by
            top German officials, but eventually it was not implemented on this scale.
         

         
          By the end of March of 1944, there were 210,000 Soviet evacuees living in the camps
            in Lithuania alone and only 100,000 of them were registered.
         

         
         R: Where were these people kept?

         
         C: We don’t really know where else these people lived, apart from Alytus, Šiauliai,
            and Kaunas.
         

         
          The Germans calculated how to exploit this situation, how to replace the manpower
            of POWs and Jews with Soviet evacuees. They conducted selections of Soviet civilians,
            not just productive versus unproductive people, but three different categories. The
            first category was Reichseinsatzfähig, meaning capable of working in the German Reich. The second category was Ostlandeinsatzfähig, capable of working in the East, and the third was Nichteinsatzfähig, incapable of any work at all, “pure consumers.” The selection rules were the following:
            If half of the children in the family were healthy and over ten, this family should
            be taken to work in the Reich. If there were teenagers over fourteen years of age
            and orphans aged twelve to fourteen and also men whose families didn’t fit the first
            category, the Germans would take all of them—teenagers, orphans, and men—to Germany,
            separating them from their families.
         

         
         R: Ten-year-old children were taken to the Reich as able-bodied workers?

         
         C: Not only that. There were reports of Germans going to the camps looking for small,
            good-looking children to take to Germany to raise as Germans. Some Soviet women were
            put in brothels for both German and Lithuanian officers. There is a report of thirty
            Soviet women placed in a brothel in Marijampolė.
         

         
          And then typhus spread in the camps. Both the Lithuanian and German administrations
            issued warnings on the danger of contact between Soviet evacuees and the local population.
         

         
          In sum, in March of 1944, in Lithuania and Latvia there were altogether 275,000 Soviet
            evacuees in the camps: 107,000 were children under ten; 50,000 were children between
            ten and sixteen. What is interesting is when the Germans demanded people for forced
            labor from the Lithuanian administration, the general counselor for social affairs
            took 45,000 Soviet evacuees and counted them as Lithuanians to fill the quota.
         

         
         R: What happened to the others, the evacuees who stayed in the country? 

         
         C: We don’t really know. Four times at different stages the Germans reached the conclusion
            these people were a burden and should be starved to death. German logic was based
            on the same principles as the selective hunger policy which was applied to both Soviet
            POWs and Jews. Again and again food was a central issue. The Germans calculated if
            Soviet evacuees were taken care of and fed in Lithuania, Germany would lose 40 percent
            of all the meat which had to be delivered from Lithuanian territory to the Wehrmacht
            and 55 percent of grain and 70 percent of potatoes. 
         

         
         R: How many of these people died?

         
         C: Out of the 210,000 Soviet evacuees who were brought to Lithuania, 45,000 were sent
            to Germany as forced labor. From Soviet sources we know almost 70,000 of them were
            returned to the Soviet Union after the war. The fate of almost 100,000 people remains
            unknown. 
         

         
          The Soviet Extraordinary Commission claimed from 60,000 to 70,000 were murdered in
            Alytus. The people of Alytus said in their testimonies the Alytus camp was known as
            a death camp. There are testimonies claiming old people were taken from the camps
            and murdered in gas vans. But we should look for additional sources to confirm these
            testimonies. Concerning numbers: keeping in mind it was the practice of these Soviet
            Extraordinary Commissions to double numbers, I would say it is very plausible that
            30,000 to 35,000 Soviet evacuees were murdered in Alytus in 1944, but this is just
            an estimate. 
         

         
         R: Would there be some documents in the Lithuanian Central State Archive from the
            city or district of Alytus? The people in the camps had to be dealt with, guarded,
            put to work, fed, graves had to be dug for them, etc.
         

         
         C: There were so many people the local administration had to be involved for sure,
            and this involvement has been documented; 210,000 evacuees in the spring of 1944 is
            a huge number for a small country such as Lithuania. But we have more questions than
            answers here. This is the group of victims about whom we know the least. We do know
            enough, however, to understand some important information is missing and a huge crime
            might have been committed. 
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         R: Slavery in Lithuania, what do you mean by that?

         
         C: We have to talk about forced labor in Lithuania from 1941 to 1944. Otherwise we
            won’t understand the twists and turns of German anti-Jewish policy in the context
            of the general German occupational policy. What is the definition of forced labor?
            It is a situation where a person is taken to work, and there is no escape. And he
            has no voice. And there is the constant threat of punishment.
         

         
          Even before the war started, the Germans had made the decision to introduce compulsory
            labor duty (Arbeitspflicht) for all citizens of the Soviet Union. The Soviet people were required, for example,
            to gather the harvest. From the beginning of the occupation the mobilization of local
            people for the benefit of the German war effort was seen as the most urgent overall
            task of the German occupying regime. 
         

         
          The decision to use forced labor in the territory of the former Soviet Union was
            illegal; it was against international laws which forbid occupying forces from using
            foreign populations for their purposes. Forced labor (Arbeitszwang) was introduced for Jews. This was even worse than slavery because slaves are kept
            as prisoners but are not supposed to die. The Jews were supposed to all die eventually.
         

         
          The labor issue became the dominant topic in Lithuania between 1942 and 1944. There
            were massive clashes between Germans and Lithuanians, unlike in the field of solving
            the “Jewish problem.”
         

         
         R: Who was supposed to perform forced labor?

         
         C: In the minds of the Nazis, there was a clear racial labor hierarchy. At the top
            of this hierarchy were ethnic Germans. A little below were Lithuanians as people with
            whom the Germans wanted to work. But not in everything. Himmler being responsible
            for security informed his subordinates in October of 1941 he did not want Lithuanians
            to work in German industry. Agriculture would be OK, but industry was more sensitive
            to sabotage. Himmler changed his position in December of 1941 but only out of necessity.
            
         

         
          Beneath the Lithuanians you had Poles and Russians living in Lithuania, and beneath
            them the lowest category of Jews, POWs, and Soviet evacuees. This last category was
            partially treated worse than slaves. You feed a slave if you want him to live and
            be able to work. We have seen that at certain times the POWs actually were really
            starving to death, there was no policy of keeping them alive, and Jews were murdered
            because anti-Semites considered them dangerous, superfluous, and useless eaters. Entangled
            with the murderous food policy, the forced labor policy was an integral part of the
            Nazis’ policy of extermination.
         

         
         R: How do you describe the German forced labor policy?

         
         C: Throughout my research and analysis I try not to use simple opposing categories
            such as annihilation versus labor, irrational versus rational, ideological versus
            pragmatic, fanatic versus reasonable. This notion of just two opposing categories
            actually comes from the postwar defense speeches by the perpetrators. Nazis who worked
            for the civil administration and who were put on trial, for example, used the following
            defense strategy: “We are not to blame, blame the other ones, the radicals and fanatics.
            We were on the side of reason, on the side of pragmatism.” Or: “I represented the
            good German state, they represented the bad Nazi party.”
         

         
          I always ask how are these “opposing” categories interlinked and entangled. For instance,
            when we talk about German labor policy, it’s something very pragmatic. We never find
            a nonracist labor policy. We don’t find a non-anti-Semitic labor policy. The German
            labor policy was deeply racist and deeply anti-Semitic. And at the same time, it was
            pragmatic. Let’s think about another example which might explain this a little bit
            more. In 1944, 100,000 Hungarian Jews were brought to the Reich to work. Does that
            make sense? First, the Germans did everything to rid German territory of Jews, and
            then when only a few thousand of them were left, they reimported them! Yet it was
            a pragmatic decision: The security risk was low, and since the war was going badly,
            all available labor had to be used. So it was both anti-Semitic and pragmatic thinking
            at the same time.
         

         
         R: Who was responsible for organizing forced labor in Lithuania?

         
         C: There was a labor department in the German Generalkomissariat. When the Lithuanian
            provisional government was dismissed, the general counselor for labor and social affairs
            replaced the former labor minister. The counselor’s name was Jonas Paukštys, who was
            a member of the [Lithuanian Nationalist Party LNP] and the one who cooperated very
            closely with the Germans. Paukštys eagerly anticipated German desires and sought to
            put them into practice.
         

         
          In the autumn of 1943, there were forty-four Germans and 299 Lithuanians working
            in the labor administration. Here, as in every other field, the Germans depended on
            the Lithuanian readiness to cooperate.
         

         
         R: What were the methods for mobilizing the Lithuanian labor force?

         
         C: We don’t find forced mobilization of Lithuanians for labor in Germany until 1943.
            No Lithuanian was forced to work for the Reich until then. In 1941, 12,500 Lithuanians
            came to Germany, all of them voluntarily. In 1942, only 2,000 came. Also in 1942,
            the Germans promised those who came to work in Germany they would be able to later
            stay and study there, but only another 1,800 young Lithuanians signed up.
         

         
          In 1943, the Germans started using force to increase the number of laborers. They
            demanded 30,000 people from Lithuania for work in Germany. In the autumn of 1943,
            two Wehrmacht battalions came to Lithuania to chase people down in southeast Lithuania.
            But after two weeks, they had only caught 3,000 people.
         

         
          Then the decision was made to get the Lithuanian administration more involved. The
            Lithuanians accepted this task, but they only managed to mobilize 8,000 people. These
            people were not volunteers. 
         

         
         R: How were they forced?

         
         C: The Lithuanian administration would call all the people who were born, say, in
            1920 or 1923, to a location where they would be screened and told where they were
            supposed to go to work. The only way to avoid forced labor was not to go to those
            labor-screening locations. Many did not show up. How should they chase them down?
            The Germans didn’t have the manpower to do this, and the Lithuanian police were not
            willing to cooperate. 
         

         
         R: Of course. Why should they chase down their own people and make them leave Lithuania
            to go to Germany? 
         

         
         C: All that could be done was to encircle a cinema or church and then screen the people
            there for forced labor in Germany. Still, it wasn’t a widespread practice in Lithuania;
            the Germans didn’t want to turn the local population against them and so endanger
            stability in this region. They did it constantly in Belarus and Poland but hardly
            at all in the Baltics.
         

         
          Eventually, in October of 1943, a total of 100,000 people from Lithuanian territory
            were mobilized, but the majority, 60,000, were not sent to Germany; they were sent
            to other areas of the occupied Soviet Union to support Army’ Group North. A majority
            of newly mobilized laborers were sent to the Reich only in 1944, half a year before
            the war was over. 
         

         
          Why do I emphasize this? Because there is no research on forced labor in the occupied
            territories—a huge gap. From the German sources, we know that out of 94,000 people
            deported to Germany from Lithuania in total in 1941–1945, 45,000 were Soviet evacuees.
            As I already mentioned, the Lithuanian labor administration sent Soviet evacuees to
            Germany instead of ethnic Lithuanians. 
         

         
         R: Who were the remaining 49,000? How many Russian, Poles, and Lithuanians? 

         
         C: We can only make plausible estimates. We know that after the Lithuanian administration
            took over mobilization of labor, they did this mostly in the Vilnius area, meaning
            the area populated by Poles. My guess is, among those 49,000 people sent as forced
            labor, there were about 20,000 Poles and Belarusians and about 30,000 Lithuanians.
         

         
          In German-occupied Europe there was a total of 24 million forced laborers, 13 million
            of them working inside the Third Reich, 8.5 million civilians and 4.5 million POWs.
            This number does not include the 1.7 million inmates who were incarcerated in concentration
            camps and had to perform forced labor there and in the subcamps. Think for a minute
            of a German peasant who had several Soviet POWs working as forced laborers on his
            farm. What does this do to the peasant? It turns him into a master. In Germany, this
            practice was widespread. My father, for example, as a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old
            boy, was in charge of Russians, supervising their work in the fields. After the war
            “the masters” said: “We treated them nicely, we fed them,” etc. Yes, maybe so, but
            what did this do to you as a person? Similarly in Lithuania, having forced laborers
            on a farm turned a Lithuanian peasant and maybe his children into masters. Because
            forced laborers were also used inside Lithuania.
         

         
         R: But forced labor wasn’t only on farms, was it?

         
         C: No. Let’s look at an example of Jews used as forced labor in Lithuania in 1941.
            Five hundred Jews, mostly women, were marched from Skuodas to the Dimitravas camp
            at the end of July, walking a distance of 14 kilometers in two days. Those who were
            not fast enough were shot and buried along the road. In Dimitravas, they had to work
            in the fields. In the middle of August, they were shot by Lithuanian police from Skuodas
            and local partisans. The Soviet Extraordinary Commission found four pits with 506
            corpses: 31 children, 94 teenagers, and 381 women. Thirty children were thrown into
            the pits alive. Kretinga police chief Pranas Lukys used to go to Dimitravas every
            Saturday to force people to run across the yard and then he shot them while they ran.
            The same camp was used later for POWs. Even later, 189 women, wives of Soviet functionaries,
            were imprisoned at the Dimitravas camp. 
         

         
         R: What other camps do we know about? 

         
         C: There was one in Vilnius, for example. This camp for families of Soviet functionaries
            was called the Russian ghetto: 900 women with 387 children occupied two big houses,
            huge apartment blocks on Subačiaus street. This camp was run by the Lithuanian police
            and city administration. Many other wives of Soviet functionaries worked at the peat
            camps in Pravieniškės, Palemonas, and Ežerėlis, where they had to stand all day in
            water digging out peat. We don’t really know the fate of these women. We do know that
            some were shot. Since the Lithuanian inspector for labor camps was in charge of these
            sites, I would guess there are documents about this in the archives. There were thirty-three
            peat camps in Lithuania altogether with up to 8,000 slave laborers. 
         

         
         R: What was the reaction of Lithuanian society to these people? Did the peasants in
            the villages remain indifferent or try to help them? 
         

         
         C: I do not know. 
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         R: Lithuanians are quite proud of the fact that the Germans did not succeed in creating
            a Lithuanian SS division. They succeeded in Estonia and Latvia. Why did Germany want
            to have non-Germans in the ranks of the SS?
         

         
         C: Germans were losing their men in the war, and they had to replace them. The situation
            for Germans was getting worse and worse all the time. Mobilizing for the SS was part
            of the general German mobilization policy.
         

         
         R: Why?

         
         C: If you mobilize German men into the army and the SS you need to replace them in
            German industry and agriculture. By 1942, the SS realized they needed to start mobilizing
            non-Germans for their units as well, not just for the war economy. Men from all over
            Europe were encouraged to join the SS ranks to fight Bolshevism, and not all of them
            were mobilized voluntarily. This was called “the European Defensive War.” Even today
            veterans of SS legions in the Baltics—Latvia and Estonia—say, “We joined the SS battalions
            to fight evil, to fight the Red Army.” From 28,500 men in 1939 the Waffen SS grew
            to over 900,000 men in 1945. Around 200,000 of these were non-Germans, members of
            twenty-four different ethnicities.
         

         
         R: What happened in Lithuania? 

         
         C: Germans started mobilizing Estonians for the SS in August of 1942 and Latvians
            in November of 1942. In Lithuania, the mobilization began in January of 1943. At the
            end of January, things were going badly at the front. Himmler got the order from Hitler
            to mobilize non-Germans for three more SS divisions, 60,000 to 70,000 soldiers in
            total. Himmler ordered his local representative in the Baltics, Higher SS and Police
            commander Jeckeln, to mobilize 30,000 to 40,000 men; 3,000 to 4,000 of them were supposed
            to be sent to the Leningrad front immediately. 
         

         
         R: Who was responsible for this mobilization on the Lithuanian side?

         
         C: The Lithuanian general counselors. They began negotiating with the Germans right
            from the beginning of this mobilization. At that time, with the Germans apparently
            losing the war, Lithuanians were afraid the Red Army could come back and reoccupy
            Lithuania. For both Germans and Lithuanians, the Soviet Union was enemy number-one.
            Fear of the Soviets made the mobilization of Lithuanian people into the German armed
            forces possible. But everything depended on the conditions the Germans would grant.
            
         

         
         R: What did Lithuanians ask for?

         
         C: In exchange for fighting on the German side, the Lithuanians asked for autonomy
            for their country.
         

         
          At the end of February 1943, Generalkommissar Adrian von Renteln negotiated with
            first general counselor Petras Kubiliūnas. Kubiliūnas asked what the Germans would
            give Lithuanians if Lithuania cooperated in the mobilization. The negotiations went
            on for two weeks. General counselor for labor Jonas Paukštys was the only one who
            was prepared to cooperate in the SS mobilization without any German concessions. All
            other general counselors and the Lithuanian generals wanted something for Lithuania
            in exchange for the mobilization. There was a memorandum to Adrian von Renteln from
            some general counselors asking to be allowed to participate in the negotiations collectively.
            Until then the Germans had never allowed the general counselors to meet. 
         

         
          On February 23, 1943, the Lithuanian negotiation commission went to von Renteln.
            Their message was formulated in a memorandum on February 21, 1943: “Lithuanians are
            determined to risk their lives in the fight against an invasion from the East only
            if they definitely know they are simultaneously fighting for the independence of Lithuania.
            Only that government of the Lithuanian State which has the confidence of the Lithuanian
            people will have a firm and legal foundation for the successful organization of Lithuanian
            forces for the fight against the ever-threatening Bolshevik danger.”[1]  
         

         
         R: What was the German reaction to this demand?

         
         C: The negotiations led nowhere. Nevertheless, the Germans decided to begin mobilization
            on March 1, 1943. All former Lithuanian soldiers under the age of forty-five had to
            join the SS division, the future SS legion. 
         

         
         Then Kubiliūnas suddenly changed his mind. He ordered Lithuanian district heads to
            support the mobilization without any concessions from the German side. All general
            counselors went to renegotiate with the Germans. After heated discussions and threats
            from the German side, three general counselors, Kubiliūnas, Germanas, and Paukštys,
            were ready to stage the Lithuanian mobilization without any German concessions. The
            six other counselors didn’t agree.
         

         
         R: So what happened then?

         
         C: On March 1, 1943, the mobilization began. In one week, just 286 men showed up.
            Not 30,000, not 40,000. For the Germans, this was a disaster. This failure meant the
            Lithuanians didn’t trust the Germans anymore. The Germans reported to Berlin: The
            Lithuanian population has declined us politically. The Lithuanians wanted independence
            and would only cooperate on this condition.
         

         
          What could the Germans do? How would they get the number of people requested if Lithuanians
            weren’t cooperating? Himmler and Generalkommissar von Renteln decided to punish the
            Lithuanians with repressions. Not the Lithuanian people, but Lithuanian intellectuals,
            the elite. In Himmler’s and von Renteln’s opinion, they were the ones who had spread
            anti-German propaganda in the Lithuanian administration and among police. If the Germans
            removed the intelligentsia, they might go along with the orders. The rest of the nation
            would follow.
         

         
          On March 16 and 17, 1943, forty-eight members of the Lithuanian elite were arrested,
            among them three general counselors. All of them were sent to the Stutthof concentration
            camp. 
         

         
         R: One of the arrested people was Lithuanian writer Balys Sruoga. Who were the others?

         
         C: Paradoxically, at least twenty-four of the forty-eight people arrested by the Germans
            had been involved in the persecution of Jews in 1941. Now, in 1943, they weren’t siding
            with the Germans anymore, they being members of the [Lithuanian Activist Front; LAF],
            [Lithuanian Nationalist Party; LNP], and some members of the Lithuanian administration.
            Among the arrested were Petras Buragas and Jonas Čiuberkis, two people responsible
            for the administration of the ghettos in Vilnius. Head of Šiauliai district Jonas
            Noreika was also arrested.
         

         
         R: Is it true some of these people, including Noreika himself, were held at Stutthof
            as “honorary prisoners” and had their own rooms? 
         

         
         C: I have very little information about this. Forty-eight members of the Lithuanian
            elite were arrested in March, and a few months later eight of them were dead.
         

         
          Kazys Škirpa, who was still sitting in Berlin, wrote a protest letter to the German
            minister of the Eastern occupied territories. Hence the ministry asked the SS, what’s
            going on? It was only in July that the SS told the ministry these Lithuanians were
            being treated as “honorary prisoners.” The SS said they couldn’t let them go because
            there was an epidemic in the camp. These inmates had to be quarantined and would be
            freed later. Anyway, the order came they shouldn’t be allowed to return to Lithuania
            and had to stay and work in the Reich as forced laborers. 
         

         
         R: These same people had for several years been in the service of the Germans, were
            involved in mass crimes, and now, in 1943, they were defending Lithuanian interests
            in a much different way.
         

         
         C: Yes. When they realized the Germans wanted them to take 40,000 ethnic Lithuanians
            to fight for Germany, they decided this was reason enough to boycott what the Germans
            demanded of them. When you think about the year 1941 and the murder of 150,000 Lithuanians
            Jews, this was not cause to protest or do anything. Only now, in 1943, German and
            Lithuanian interests came into conflict. For Lithuanians, the crucial point was, now
            it was no longer about “the others,” the Jews, but about “our own people.” This shows
            the potential power of the Lithuanian administration which, on paper at least, didn’t
            wield any real power.
         

         
         R: Maybe this sabotage was possible because Lithuanians perceived the Germans were
            losing? In 1941 it seemed the Germans were invincible; they had come to stay forever.
            Now, in 1943, the situation had changed.
         

         
         C: Yes, this is part of the picture. The Germans were losing the war, and this meant
            Lithuania had to prepare for the possible return of the Red Army and for the reoccupation
            of the country, unless the British and Americans came to save them. Lithuania needed
            Lithuanian men to stay in the country.
         

         
         R: The Germans had to give up the idea of creating an SS division in Lithuania? 

         
         C: Yes. A whole year later, in spring of 1944, a new mobilization was organized in
            Lithuania. But this time it was not under German but under Lithuanian command, the
            command of general Povilas Plechavičius. On February 16, 1944, Plechavičius publicly
            invited Lithuanian men to join his unit to fight the Soviets and Polish partisans.
            Within weeks 19,000 Lithuanian men had joined. This mobilization was successful and
            that’s how the Plechavičiaus vietinė rinktinė (Plechavičius’s Lithuanian territorial defense force) was created. The Germans were
            surprised by the number of volunteers who joined Plechavičius’s unit. This mobilization
            was successful because the Germans promised not to use this division outside Lithuania.
            
         

         
          Later, in May of 1944, parts of the German administration and police changed their
            mind and turned skeptical about the benefits of the “vietinė rinktinė.” The units
            were dissolved by force; thousands deserted; many were arrested, taken to forced labor,
            or even shot. Over eighty members of this unit were shot at Ponar and in Marijampolė.
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         R: Let’s go back to the ghettos. How was the idea of Jewish armed resistance born?

         
         C: When selections and killings of Jews were happening in late autumn of 1941, the
            idea of armed resistance was already being discussed in a few circles. What chances
            did the Jews have to initiate armed resistance inside the ghettos or to leave for
            the forests? Would they get any support from the Lithuanian or Polish populations?
            Topography was a crucial factor here. For instance, how far away is the forest? The
            forest was much farther from Kaunas than it was from Vilnius. In Vilnius, Jews could
            go either to the Naroch forest or the Rūdninkai forest. The population in the Vilnius
            region was more mixed as well, Poles, Lithuanians, and others, so it was easier for
            Jews to receive support there. The third factor was there were more Soviet partisans
            around Vilnius in 1943 and 1944 who would accept Jews into their ranks.
         

         
         R: Did Jews have any combat experience?

         
         C: No, hardly any at all. There were very few Jewish soldiers with some combat experience
            in the Polish, Lithuanian, and Tsarist armies. In general, Jews didn’t have a military
            tradition. They were the most pacifist people you could imagine, which was further
            reinforced by their religious traditions: “It will not save your soul if you kill
            a German in revenge. It will save your soul if you read a psalm; if you observe all
            the commandments. You can pray for revenge, but you can’t do it yourself.”
         

         
          The Soviets had many Jews deported to Siberia already by June of 1941. A lot of Jewish
            men were killed during the first wave of killings in the summer and fall of 1941 when
            potential resisters were hunted down and murdered. After that, most of the people
            in the ghettos were the elderly, women, and children, and able-bodied men were a minority.
            We have to keep all these factors in mind when we think about the preconditions for
            Jewish armed resistance.
         

         
          We have spoken about the German policy of collective responsibility and collective
            punishment. This factor becomes very important here. A decision you make for yourself
            could affect many other people. Any person in the ghetto who decided to leave, to
            go to the forest, would endanger his entire family, his labor brigade, and, in some
            cases, the entire labor camp.
         

         
          That’s why Jewish armed resistance was organized inside the ghetto, not outside.
            Only at the precise moment when the ghetto as a whole was about to be liquidated would
            Jews take up arms and fight. Only then would they have the moral right to risk the
            lives of the remaining ghetto population. 
         

         
         R: What kind of resistance could there be inside the ghettos? No arms, no combat,
            working for the Germans.
         

         
         C: The resisters were preparing for future uprisings. There is a comprehensive historiography
            on preparations in the Vilnius ghetto. There were many Polish Jews there. About 15,000
            Jews escaped from Poland in 1940 and 1941, and many of them came to Vilnius without
            their families. They did not have as much to lose, so the Polish Jews in the ghetto
            constituted a significant portion of the armed resistance. For them, the resistance
            group became their family. 
         

         
          In the summer of 1941, an important group of future Jewish resistance leaders, seventeen
            people altogether and including Abba Kovner, hid in the Dominican monastery of the
            “Little Sisters” in the Pavilnys neighborhood near Vilnius. This monastery was led
            by the nun Anna Borkowska. Abba Kovner’s girlfriend, Hadassah Kamianitska, was still
            living in the Vilnius ghetto. She and her mother were killed at Ponar later in the
            autumn of 1941. When Abba Kovner heard of this murder, he felt absolutely helpless
            and began to suffer from depression. This was very typical of many of them: young
            men and women who were experiencing complete powerlessness. They would react with
            hate and hope for revenge or kill themselves. For many of these young people, the
            opportunity to work for the underground was a way to escape this deep despair.
         

         
          These were the people who formulated the call for Jewish resistance. Kovner came
            back to the ghetto. On New Year’s Eve 1941–1942, he read the most famous call to Jewish
            resistance to members of the Jewish youth movement in the soup kitchen at Strašūno
            (now Žemaitijos) street no. 2. In his manifesto, Abba Kovner said there was no choice
            on how to survive since all Jews would be killed anyway. The only choice was how to
            die. “Better to die as free fighters than to depend on the mercy of our murderers.”
            The first sentence of the manifesto is “Ponar means death!” Abba Kovner believed that
            what the Germans had begun in Lithuania would end in the murder of all European Jews.
         

         
         R: How could he know at the end of 1941 that Hitler’s plan was to kill all Jews? 

         
         C: I would say he didn’t know for sure; it was more intuitive. Already, by this point
            in time, Abba Kovner sought to disperse all illusions and mobilize Jews. He survived
            the Holocaust, and in an interview in the 1980s said, “I used my words as weapons.”
         

         
          On January 21, 1942, the first partisan organization of the Vilna ghetto was founded,
            called in Yiddish Fareynikte Partizaner Organizatsie, or FPO. Members of the organization were people from highly varied backgrounds,
            Zionists of various orientations, Communists, and later Bundists joined them as well.
            The group was led by the Communist Yitzhak Wittenberg. Second in command were Labor
            Zionist Abba Kovner and right-wing Zionist Josef Glazmann.
         

         
         R: What sort of people were they, those who initiated armed resistance? 

         
         C: They were young, all between seventeen and twenty-four years old. Among them were
            some women in very prominent roles. They all shared the desire for a deeply romantic
            revolutionary lifestyle. They wanted their lives to be meaningful and were ready for
            radical solutions. Not everyone in the ghetto shared their radical views. It might
            be hard for us to imagine today in hindsight, but in late 1941, early 1942 many Jews
            still thought that Ponar was just a third ghetto. People in the Vilnius ghetto were
            in contact with the Warsaw, Białystok, Lida, and Lublin ghettos, so they knew there
            were no mass killings at those locations. Some Jews thought perhaps the best solution
            would be to try to get to those places in order to survive. 
         

         
         R: Tell me more about FPO activities.

         
         C: Two battalions were organized in the ghetto, 240 people altogether. About 300 more
            people in the ghetto were supporters. The FPO was preparing to begin the fight only
            at the very last moment when the ghetto was facing total destruction. Some of the
            fighters were in hiding and conducted preparations for the armed resistance full time.
            They organized military training. The FPO smuggled weapons and weapons’ parts into
            the ghetto. This smuggling was very successful and only sixteen-year-old Zalman Tiktin
            was ever captured. He was tortured but did not give up any information. The Germans
            killed him. 
         

         
          The FPO produced a daily bulletin about the course of the war. They performed some
            acts of sabotage; for example, they blew up a factory outside Vilnius. Some FPO members
            worked in the so-called Paper Brigade which sorted books in the building of the YIVO
            institute. They discovered some Russian-language handbooks from the Russian-Finnish
            war with instructions for manufacturing bombs and grenades. They smuggled these books
            into the ghetto.
         

         
         R: Did people in the ghetto know about the existence of these battalions?

         
         C: No, they didn’t know for sure until the summer 1943; just rumors circulated. The
            resisters kept their organization secret. They knew many people in the ghetto would
            try to prevent resistance activities because of the threat of collective responsibility.
            The person who certainly did know about the resistance in the ghetto was Jacob Gens.
            He tolerated it. Gens himself was a former military man, and he knew armed resistance
            might be an option. Still, he personally believed the right strategy was to win time
            and preserve as many lives as possible.
         

         
          The situation changed in the spring and summer of 1943. The Germans had lost the
            battle for Stalingrad and were retreating. As soon as the Germans began liquidation
            of the ghetto, the uprising would commence immediately. The decision had to be made
            on what to do if the Germans decided to liquidate not the entire ghetto, but just
            part of it.
         

         
         R: What did liquidation of the ghetto mean in practical terms?

         
         C: Liquidation meant taking all Jews out of the ghetto and killing them. For the Jewish
            resistance it was all about timing. How would they know the moment of complete liquidation
            had arrived? The plan was to organize an uprising, fight, create chaos, and take as
            many Jews as possible from the ghetto to the forests.
         

         
          In April of 1943, two things happened in the Vilnius ghetto. First, on April 4, 4,000
            Jews from the small ghettos in the Vilnius region were taken to Ponar and killed.
            This was a clear sign the mass killings had resumed after a long pause. Then in the
            middle of April, the news came of the uprising in the Warsaw ghetto. The FPO was inspired
            by the news. They wanted to do the same in Vilnius. And then there were some clear
            signs arriving in the ghetto from the regional Soviet partisan leadership: come join
            us! And then the Wittenberg case happened in July of 1943.
         

         
         R: What was the Wittenberg case? 

         
         C: Yitzhak Wittenberg was the leader of the FPO and a Communist. His fellow Lithuanian
            and Polish Communists were getting more organized in the summer of 1943. The Germans
            knew about their activities. They pursued and arrested them. These Communists were
            not Jewish, people such as Juozas Vitas and Waclaw Kozlowski. The latter served as
            liaison between Jewish Communists inside the ghetto and Communists in the city. Apparently
            when Kozlowski was captured and tortured. he gave up to the Germans the name Yitzhak
            Wittenberg. Then the Germans killed Kozlowski. 
         

         
          German police came to the ghetto to get Wittenberg. They probably didn’t know Wittenberg
            was not only a Communist but also the leader of the FPO. The Germans demanded the
            Jewish council gave up Wittenberg. The FPO decided to hide their leader. The Germans
            threatened to punish the entire ghetto if Wittenberg wasn’t handed over. Gens ordered
            the Jewish police to find Wittenberg. In the morning, before people were leaving for
            work, Gens spoke to ghetto residents. He said: “We have to find Wittenberg and save
            the ghetto.” The FPO couldn’t conceive the Germans were looking for Wittenberg as
            a Communist and not as the leader of the resistance organization. They thought giving
            up Wittenberg meant the end of the FPO. 
         

         
          In the end it was not the FPO, but the Jewish Communists in the ghetto who said to
            Wittenberg, you have to surrender to the German police, sacrificing yourself. On July
            16, 1943, Wittenberg emerged from hiding and walked through the ghetto. Everybody
            went silent. Jews stood frozen watching the man walk to the gate, delivering himself
            up to the Germans. The next morning Wittenberg was found dead in his prison cell.
            Wittenberg committed suicide so the Germans wouldn’t be able to get any information
            from him about the FPO and his underground activities.
         

         
          The day after Wittenberg’s surrender, the FPO gathered to rethink their strategy
            of fighting in the ghetto. It became clear to them the ghetto population wouldn’t
            support their fight. The FPO had to try to join the Soviet partisans in the forests
            instead, but some fighters would have to stay in the ghetto. When some Soviet partisans
            sneaked into the ghetto, some FPO members exited with them. 
         

         
          Some groups of Jewish partisans had left already. On June 23, 1943, a group of twenty-one
            people left the labor camp in Naujoji Vilnia and walked 10 kilometers toward Naroch
            forest. They were stopped on the way by German and Lithuanian policemen. There was
            a fight. Nine Jews were killed. Others made their way to the Soviet partisans. Two
            days later, the Germans killed the families of those who went to the forest as well
            as members of the labor brigades in which these people had worked. They also liquidated
            the whole work camp in Naujoji Vilnia, 200 people!
         

         
         R: Did the Germans punish other people in the ghetto?

         
         C: The Germans began the liquidation of the entire ghetto. In August of 1943, the
            Germans told the Jews they could only work inside the ghetto. No work outside was
            allowed anymore. Then in the early morning of September 1, German and Estonian troops
            entered the ghetto and began rounding people up. This was the sign for the Jewish
            resistance that liquidation of the ghetto had begun. The code for mobilization was
            “Liza ruft!” (“Liza is calling!”), the call to begin the uprising. Liza had been one of the young
            female partisan fighters murdered previously.
         

         
          The appeal to the ghetto population to start the uprising was not received well;
            people in the ghetto didn’t believe liquidation of the ghetto meant death. They thought
            instead they would be deported to Estonian labor camps. People knew Jews from Vilnius
            who had been deported to Estonia earlier were still alive there; they were receiving
            letters from them.
         

         
          One of the two FPO battalions took up position near the ghetto gate on Ligoninės
            (Szpitalna) street. The Germans found out about this too quickly. Within an hour,
            they arrested this battalion, seventy to eighty fighters, half of the members of all
            the fighting groups in the FPO. All of them were deported to Estonia. This was a devastating
            blow to the Jewish armed resistance. While the Germans were subduing streets in the
            ghetto, the other FPO battalion and an allied group under Yekhiel Sheynbaum began
            shooting from the windows of the house at no. 12 on Strašūnas Street (now Žemaitijos
            Street). The Germans began returning fire immediately and blew up the building. But
            then they retreated from the ghetto; they didn’t want to risk a repetition of the
            scenario in the Warsaw ghetto. There was no further fighting inside the walls of the
            Vilnius ghetto.
         

         
          The Germans had always harbored the fear the Jews would join the partisans. Now their
            fears had been confirmed. Then the decision was made to liquidate the ghetto, to deport
            thousands to Estonia, and to kill many of the remaining inhabitants, leaving only
            a few thousand alive in Vilnius for use as labor. 
         

         
          To sum up resistance in the Vilnius ghetto, the story of this resistance only reinforces
            the idea of the choiceless choices as an analytical category. Gens tried to stop the
            armed resistance but still couldn’t prevent the liquidation of the ghetto or save
            its population. Jewish combatants carried the resistance, and they couldn’t prevent
            the liquidation of the ghetto either. No matter what choices people made, the ghetto
            would be liquidated and most of the Jews murdered.
         

         
         R: How many Jews from the Vilnius ghetto went to the forests?

         
         C: Eight hundred fifty people from Vilnius, 600 from Kaunas, 50 from Šiauliai, and
            50 from Švenčionys. Jewish partisans joined the Soviet partisans in the Naroch forest
            and Rūdninkai forest, where Soviet partisan headquarters were located.
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 35

      Survival and Terror

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Who were the Soviet partisans whom the Jews joined?

         
         C: In the summer of 1941, there were about 2,000 Communists and 12,000 Komsomol members
            left in Lithuania. These were people who hadn’t managed to escape. Most of the Communists
            who stayed in Lithuania in 1941 were killed—1,500 of them. 
         

         
          Immediately after the Germans occupied the country, there were orders from Moscow
            to organize a partisan movement. Already by July of 1941, there were initial attempts
            to organize small partisan groups. Nonetheless, till the end of 1942, all efforts
            to organize a resistance failed. In 1941, there were forty small groups in Lithuania
            with some 500 members. Almost all of them died. There were some POWs who managed to
            escape and join the partisans, but their main goal was not organized resistance but
            mere survival. Most of them did not think politically. These people just took food
            from the peasants and tried to survive.
         

         
          In 1942, there were only 382 Communist Party members left in seventeen Lithuanian
            districts. At the close of 1942, a small team was established in Moscow with the aim
            of organizing Soviet partisans in Lithuania, the Lietuvos partizaninio judėjimo štabas
            (Headquarters of the Lithuanian Partisan Movement) with Antanas Sniečkus as general
            secretary. 
         

         
          In 1943, some smaller groups of partisans were sent to Lithuania by the Sniečkus
            agency. Altogether 345 people arrived. The two important figures assigned to organize
            Soviet partisans in Lithuania were Motiejus Šumauskas and Genrikas Zimanas. 
         

         
          The two major partisan centers were in the Rūdninkai forest and in the Naroch forest,
            with a smaller center in Švenčionys. In autumn of 1943, there were already over forty
            partisan groups with more than 1,200 partisans. Unfortunately in Soviet historiography
            the number of Soviet partisans is exaggerated, and in Lithuanian historiography they
            are often underreported. 
         

         
         R: How many Lithuanians and how many Russians were there in these groups?

         
         C: Some Lithuanian historians claim all of the partisans were foreigners, specifically
            Russians. The Soviets said they were mostly Lithuanians. 
         

         
          My way of dealing with such contradictions, when I don’t have an answer based on
            evidence, is to present different guesses. In February of 1944, the Germans claimed
            there were four large partisan units totaling around 5,000 people. Lithuanian underground
            sources claimed there were 6,000 people at that same time. In November of 1945, the
            headquarters of the Lithuanian partisan movement claimed there were close to 4,000
            Soviet partisans in Lithuanian territory, probably the most reliable assumption. According
            to the Lithuanian historian Šarūnas Liekis, close to 1,400 of the partisans were Lithuanian,
            over 1,400 Russian, almost 700 Jewish, and additionally 370 others. Postwar Soviet
            academic researchers claimed two-thirds of the partisans were Lithuanian. In my opinion,
            this is an exaggeration. Even so, I can say definitely a very significant portion
            of these partisans were ethnic Lithuanians, probably around 30 to 35 percent of all
            partisans. It was official Soviet policy to include as many locals as possible in
            the ranks of the partisans. 
         

         
         R: How many of them were Jews?

         
         C: We have exact numbers of Jewish members for just a few partisan units: in the Revenge
            group 105 out of 107 were Jewish, in To Victory 106 out of 119 were Jewish, in the
            Struggle group 58 out of 77 were, Free Lithuania had 54 Jews out of 94 total, in Death
            to Fascism 39 out of 69 were Jewish, and in the Vladas Baronas group 11 out of 18
            were Jews.
         

         
         R: How many partisans were killed in combat?

         
         C: Only about 15 percent. You see, these partisans didn’t attack army units. They
            fought in an intelligent way—no open battles. They mainly attacked transport units
            in an effort to interrupt German army supplies. They also attacked transports carrying
            forced laborers and set them free, including Lithuanians, Poles, and Soviet evacuees.
            Out of the 1,800 Jews who left for the forests, 1,500 survived. Joining the partisans
            didn’t necessarily mean getting killed; it actually turned out to be a way to survive.
         

         
          Support for the partisans among the local population was very limited. In the Vilnius
            area, rumors spread in August of 1943 the Soviets were planning to kill some Lithuanians
            as revenge for the killing of the Jews while others would be deported to Siberia.
            In the leaflets distributed by Soviet partisan groups, threats were made against Nazi
            collaborators. “You will pay for what you have done! We will come after you! Collaborators
            will only be forgiven if they spill the blood of German Fascists.”
         

         
          The official policy of the Soviet partisans was not to attack the local population
            in the villages, only to attack collaborators and German settlers. It was important
            to win as much local support as possible. Nonetheless, there were attacks, and even
            entire villages were destroyed.
         

         
         R: Are we talking about the infamous attack on Kaniūkai village?

         
         C: This was one of several brutal attacks on villages by Soviet partisans. Kaniūkai
            was a small village in the so-called island of Dieveniškės, a concentration of Lithuanian
            villages near the present border with Belarus. This village was allowed to arm itself
            in order to defend against Soviet partisans. The latter knew this village was armed.
            The partisans began issuing ultimata demanding the men of the village disarm. The
            village ignored all such ultimata. Twenty men in Kaniūkai acquired weapons. Then the
            Soviet partisans came to the village and took several horses and carriages. Armed
            men from Kaniūkai attacked the partisans and got their property back. There were more
            attacks on partisans in the same area. The partisans were getting angry, and since
            terror often grows out of weakness, they tried to tighten their control of the rural
            population through terror attacks. In their minds, Kaniūkai was a village of Hitler
            followers. At 6 a.m. on January 29, 1944, from 120 to 150 Soviet partisans attacked
            the village and burned down thirty-six houses out of forty-two. Thirty-seven village
            people were killed in this attack, including eleven women and fifteen children. Men
            from the 252nd Lithuanian Police Battalion arrived too late and couldn’t catch the
            retreating Soviet partisans. 
         

         
         R: How many Jews were in the group which attacked Kaniūkai?

         
         C: Yes, there were Jews in this group which was comprised of members of the partisan
            units Death to the Occupier, Margiris, and Soviet military intelligence (the GRU Special
            Group). In the Death to the Occupier unit, we find 79 Jews out of 224 members and
            none among the 30 members of the Margiris group. In the GRU group the 152 members
            were mainly Russian. We don’t know exactly who personally participated in the attack.
            
         

         
         R: Was Abba Kovner among the attackers? Many Lithuanians think he was.

         
         C: I do not know. I have not heard or read it anywhere.

         
          We know that Chaim Lazar was among those who attacked Kaniūkai village. Lazar later
            wrote in his memoirs that some action had to be taken to spread fear in the area and
            prevent further attacks on Soviet partisans. This is a clear case of partisan policy
            of terror. Lazar wrote that Kaniūkai village was receiving weapons from the Germans
            and distributing them to other villages. The village was fortified and there were
            watchtowers on both sides of the village.
         

         
         R: Is this true?

         
         C: It was an invented narrative. In Lazar’s memoirs, the attack by the partisans was
            described as a heroic act; it happened because partisan headquarters decided to erase
            the village from the earth to prevent other villages from taking up arms. The order
            from partisan leaders was not to leave any survivors behind. Livestock were also supposed
            to be killed and all property destroyed.
         

         
          The main goal of this terror attack was to increase partisan control over the territory
            and also to enhance their own security. Later the partisans sent ultimata to other
            villages in the area, for example, to people in Daržininkai, demanding they give up
            their weapons or the village would be destroyed as Kaniūkai had been. I never found
            out why Daržininkai was not attacked since the village did not give up its weapons.
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 36

      The End: Vilnius

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: We come to the story of the end of the ghettos in Lithuania.

         
         C: The liquidation of the remaining three ghettos in Vilnius, Kaunas, and Šiauliai
            is a German-Jewish story. Lithuanians were hardly involved. As the end of the occupation
            approached, Germans treated their prisoners more and more harshly. It happened with
            most of the Germans in the occupied territories. To the last, final days of war, prisoners
            and civilians were being shot everywhere.
         

         
         R: How many Jews were in Lithuania in 1943 when all the small ghettos were liquidated?

         
         C: In the summer of 1943, in the entire area of the German administration in Area
            North of the occupied Soviet Union, 73,000 Jews were still alive. In Generalkommissariat
            Lithuania we find a total of 42,000 Jews: 20,000 in Vilnius, 17,000 in Kaunas, and
            5,000 in Šiauliai. The remainder of the surviving 31,000 Jews were outside Lithuania
            with 15,000 in Riga, 8,500 in Minsk, and 7,500 in Lyda. By then Jews from all the
            small ghettos either had been killed or concentrated in the larger ghettos.
         

         
         R: Why did Germans decide to concentrate Jews in large ghettos?

         
         C: An important event which triggered that decision was the Warsaw ghetto uprising
            in April and May of 1943. Several thousand Jews began armed combat there. The goal
            of the uprising was not survival. They fought in order to die with dignity instead
            of being murdered in Treblinka. The Warsaw Uprising took the Nazis by surprise. Even
            before the Uprising, they believed the Jews were a huge security risk, and this Uprising
            proved it once again. Jews had to be better controlled.
         

         
          SS leader Himmler had tried since summer 1942 to take the ghettos over and transform
            them into concentration camps. The SS would administer them. The SS wanted tighter
            control over the Jews there. In this process of concentration, one-third of the remaining
            Jewish population had to be killed. 
         

         
          On June 21, 1943, Himmler issued the order to transform remaining ghettos in the
            Eastern-occupied territories into concentration camps: 22,000 Jews should be murdered
            and 50,000 should be kept alive to work, mainly in labor camps in Estonia but some
            also in Latvia and Lithuania. For the people scheduled for mass murder, there was
            special wording used in internal German communications: “to be evacuated to the East.”
         

         
         R: Which ones had to be murdered? The weak ones?

         
         C: And the dangerous ones. When the German authorities made major decisions regarding
            Jews, they always looked at three different policy sectors: food, security, and labor.
            Although many Jews were kept alive because their labor was needed, the Germans considered
            other issues at the same time: Do these Jews create a security problem or a food problem?
         

         
         R: Why were Jews sent to work in Estonia?

         
         C: In 1943, the Germans were losing the oil-rich eastern Ukraine. They needed to find
            oil elsewhere. Estonia had oil shale. The Germans built a labor camp in Vaivara. At
            the same time, they expected a large influx of Soviet civilians, about which we talked
            already. In German calculations, these Soviet civilians were supposed to replace the
            Jews who were sent from Lithuania to Estonia. 
         

         
         R: How was this concentration of the small ghettos around Vilnius organized?

         
         C: In 1942, three new districts were annexed to the Vilnius region with almost 9,500
            resident Jews. Initially these Jews lived in nineteen small ghettos in the southeast
            of Lithuania. In spring of 1943, the Germans were getting nervous: Stalingrad was
            lost, Soviet partisans were getting stronger, and, in the Nazis’ opinion, they were
            by definition related to the Jews. It seemed much easier to control the Jews in these
            three districts in four places than in nineteen places. So the decision was made to
            squeeze the Jews into four ghettos: Švenčionys, Ašmena, Michališkės, and Salos. Jacob
            Gens, the head of the Jewish council in Vilnius, was made responsible for these four
            additional ghettos as well. 
         

         
          The next stage of the concentration plan was to get rid of these four places as well
            to conduct selections and squeeze the remaining Jews into a single ghetto in Vilnius.
            The selections were to be undertaken with the help of the Jewish police from the Vilnius
            ghetto.
         

         
          Jews from the small ghettos were told that they would be transferred to the Kaunas
            ghetto. But instead of going to Kaunas, over 4,000 Jews were brought directly to Ponar
            in eighty-three cattle cars and shot on April 5, 1943. Martin Weiss had fooled Gens,
            saying the Jews would be taken to Kaunas. The process was quite chaotic at Ponar;
            many people tried to escape and were shot by members of the Lithuanian First Battalion
            and most likely the Sonderkommando. On April 6, Jewish police from the Vilnius ghetto
            were ordered to go to Ponar to clean up the whole mess left in the wake of the mass
            shooting.
         

         
         R: We were talking about choiceless choices. Does this category help to understand
            the impossible situation where Gens and the Jewish police had to carry out the selection
            in Ašmena in March 1943, selecting Jews to be murdered? 
         

         
         C: Yes, it helps us to think about this in a nonjudgmental way. For Gens, this selection
            in Ašmena meant the chance to save at least some Jewish souls. He managed to take
            hundreds of Jews out of the selection process and keep them alive. Some Jews said
            the Jewish police should be praised for this. Kalmanovich wrote in his diary: “They
            are doing the right thing: in Ašmena more than 400 people were selected to die: the
            aged, sick and retarded children, but 1,500 people were saved. If outsiders were allowed
            to conduct the selection, 2,000 people would have perished. The commandant Gens said
            to the inhabitants of the Vilnius ghetto: ‘Sure, our hands are stained with the blood
            of our brothers, but we had to take upon ourselves this dreadful task. We shall watch
            over the remaining people. Who knows if any more victims will be demanded from us
            here as they were demanded there. We shall give them only the old and the sick, children
            we will not give them, they are our hope. Young women we will not give them.’” For
            others, as Herman Kruk notes in his diary: “This was a killing process conducted by
            Jewish hands.”[1]   Both points of view of this nightmarish tragedy are valid and reflect the situation
            of choiceless choices.
         

         
         After the selections and concentration, the entire area under threat by partisans
            was “cleansed” and a strip 50 to 80 kilometers wide along the Lithuanian-Byelorussian
            border was declared “Jew-free.”
         

         
         R: When did the SS take over the remaining Lithuanian ghettos and turn them into concentration
            camps?
         

         
         C: The formal order from Himmler came on June 21, 1943, but the process itself took
            much longer. The Vilnius ghetto with its remaining Jews was taken over by the economic
            unit of the SS in September, the Kaunas ghetto in October, and Šiauliai even later.
            It was done step by step.
         

         
          The German civil administration agreed the SS should take over the ghettos, but they
            wanted to keep the income generated by Jewish labor for themselves, “for balancing
            the budget.” The civil administration and SS never reached agreement and fought over
            money till the end of the occupation.
         

         
         R: Where did the Jews work?

         
         C: The concentration of Jews for security purposes also enabled better control over
            Jewish labor, reducing the number of places where they worked. As a side effect, however,
            many institutions, firms, and factories lost their Jewish workers with no one to replace
            them. 
         

         
          There were six small peat camps near Vilnius in Bezdonys, Baltoji Vokė, Kena, Riešė,
            Naujoji Vilnia, and a place called Začevka near Užtilčiai. Jews both worked and lived
            there. There were also two more small camps for building the highway between Kaunas
            and Vilnius. When Jews began fleeing these camps and joining the Soviet resistance,
            all six peat camps were liquidated, and Jews there were either killed or brought to
            the Vilnius ghetto. These murders did not go smoothly; many angry Jews believed they
            were about to be murdered and attacked the German and Lithuanian police. These Jews
            were shot or wounded, and only a few managed to escape.
         

         
          Then on August 6, 1943, the deportations to Estonia began. Jews panicked; they believed
            they were being taken away to be shot. But on August 11, some Jews came back from
            Estonia with letters confirming those who had been deported there were still alive.
            The Germans demanded from Gens an additional 4,000 to 5,000 people to be sent to Estonia.
            Relatives of those already deported were prepared to go and 1,500 more people were
            sent to Estonia on August 23. After two more deportations on September 4 and 6, a
            total of 7,100 Jews had been deported from the Vilnius ghetto to the camps in Estonia.
         

         
          On September 7, there were 9,700 Jews left in Vilnius working at eighty-three work
            sites. We have documents confirming internal German discussions regarding what to
            do with these Jews. The discussions focused on what was more important: Jewish labor
            (needed by the army and city administration) or security (the concern of the SS striving
            to bring under control increased Jewish contacts with Soviet partisans). The civil
            administration sent labor commissions to all the locations to identify Jews who could
            be replaced by others, mainly by Soviet evacuees. The commissions concluded only several
            dozen of these working Jews could be replaced. Even so, security was becoming more
            and more important. The SS wanted to minimize the number of Jews. Latvian and Ukrainian
            police were brought to the Vilnius ghetto in preparation for future SS operations.
            Jacob Gens was shot on September 14 by the Gestapo.
         

         
         R: Why?

         
         C: We don’t know; we can only guess. On the morning of September 23, the ghetto was
            sealed off. The Jewish council was told all Jews would now be deported to Estonia
            and Latvia, and those who tried to hide would be shot. Still, hundreds went into hiding
            in their pre-prepared malines. We have reports about ordinary German soldiers coming
            into the ghetto and plundering empty Jewish houses. Later they were asked to return
            the stolen items to the German administration.
         

         
          On September 23, the remaining ghetto Jews, mostly women and children, were brought
            into a square on Rasų street for a selection. Martin Weiss was there supervising the
            nightmarish process. Young women were asked to go to one side, children and older
            women to the other. It was clear to everybody this selection was about life and death.
            Some young mothers crossed over to join their children on the side of death. Some
            left their children and stayed on the side of life because they wanted to survive
            or because they had to take care of their older children. Some babies were hidden
            in the clothes of their mothers. On September 24, the selected younger women were
            put on a train and deported to Latvia.
         

         
         R: What happened to the rest?

         
         C: More than 6,000 of them were taken to Ponar or Sobibor. Abba Kovner and some eighty
            to one hundred fighters left the ghetto and joined Soviet partisans in the forests.
         

         
          After this only 2,600 Jews remained alive in Vilnius to be used as forced labor;
            1,500 of them at the Kailis fur factory (now at Ševčenkos street no. 16), over 1,000
            at Heereskraftfahrzeugpark 562 (or HKP, repair garage for military vehicles) in two
            apartment blocks (now Subačiaus street nos. 47–49), and a few people at the so-called
            Spanish hospital in the Antakalnis neighborhood. All Jews from the Kailis factory
            and the Spanish hospital were murdered at Ponar on July 3, 1944, just a few days before
            the Red Army recaptured Vilnius. The majority of HKP Jews were shot on the same day,
            but about 250 managed to hide and came out of hiding when the Red Army arrived.
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         R: What is the story of the remaining Jews in Šiauliai?

         
         C: In February of 1943 at the two remaining Šiauliai ghettos—on Trakų/Ežero streets
            and in the Kaukazas neighborhood—there were 4,775 Jews still alive; 1,100 of them
            were children and over 200 elderly (older than sixty-one). Most of these who worked
            did so at two leather factories: at the former Fränkel leather factory and at the
            Batas factory. There were some subcamps around Šiauliai as well at the Zokniai airport
            and in Linkėčiai, Daugėliai, Akmenė, and Joniškis.
         

         
          In September of 1943, the Šiauliai ghetto was taken over by the SS and turned into
            a concentration camp. SS officer Heinrich Förster became the new camp’s commander,
            soon replaced by Heinrich Schleef. Lithuanian guards were replaced with ethnic Germans
            from Bessarabia resettled in 1939 as part of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. Previously
            these people were guards at the Dachau concentration camp. The Kaukazas ghetto was
            emptied, and all remaining Jews were concentrated in the Trakų/Ežero street ghetto.
            Jews in Šiauliai believed the liquidation of the ghetto was imminent because they
            knew what had happened to the Vilnius ghetto on September 23, 1943.
         

         
         R: How could they know?

         
         C: Deportees from Vilnius passed through in cattle cars on their way to Estonia and
            dropped notes out of the windows. 
         

         
          By that time, movement in and out of the Šiauliai ghetto was restricted. There was
            a general feeling of the end fast approaching. Schools were not allowed to function
            anymore, and children ten years and older were obliged to work or take care of their
            siblings.
         

         
          At the end of October of 1943, Jewish council members noticed children were not included
            anymore in food ration calculations. People wondered whether the children had been
            excluded from food calculations by mistake, or whether it was intentional, a premonition
            of an upcoming Kinderaktion.
         

         
         R: Was it?

         
         C: Yes, it was. The children’s action in the Šiauliai ghetto took place on November
            4 and 5. This horrifying event is described in the diary of Eliezer Yerushalmi, which
            has only been published in Hebrew:
         

         
         
            
            Early Friday morning, when people in the ghetto were ready to go to work, the guards
               said they had received orders no one should pass through the gate. When this news
               was spread around the camp, everybody ran home and started packing their belongings.
               They were certain they would be deported like the Jews from Kaunas and Vilnius to
               far-away places. They were prepared for the worst, but for that which would happen
               they were not prepared. The workers were now allowed to go to work, the children had
               to stay in the camp. Commander Schleef told the Jewish council: “I inform you that
               I have received orders to remove from the ghetto all children up to the age of 13,
               all elderly and those not able to work. They will go to Kaunas to a children’s home,
               and the elderly will take care of the children. All Jewish children from the camps
               will be at the same children’s home. Two members from the Jewish council, B. Kartun
               and A. Katz, will go with them, in order to calm them down, to convince them everything
               is fine. After the children are taken care of, Jewish council members will return
               and bring back greetings.” The Jewish council asked to be allowed to speak: “How is
               it possible that small children should be separated from their parents?” Förster answered:
               “Hurry! Your police have to comply with this order, otherwise my units will come into
               the ghetto and deal with this issue.”[1]

            
         

         
         Ukrainian units and thirty-one German soldiers from Bessarabia were already waiting
            outside the ghetto. They came into the ghetto with trucks, pistols, and machine guns,
            broke into houses, robbed, and plundered. On the square, Jews were supposed to be
            selected: young children, old and sick to one side, Jews capable of work to the other
            side. Great brutality dominated. The soldiers searched cellars and the attics. Beatings,
            screaming everywhere. They found people hiding in the medical center where people
            believed they would be safe. According to Yerushalmi, the Jewish police did everything
            to help the children and not allow any abuse. There are testimonies Efraim Gens, the
            head of Jewish police in Šiauliai and the brother of Jacob Gens, gave his own daughter
            to the guards, to serve as an example for the other children.
         

         
         This chaos lasted from seven o’clock in the morning till four in the afternoon. Altogether
            twenty-one trucks full of children and the elderly left the ghetto. Berl Kartun and
            Aharon Katz went with the children. There were four women who were allowed to go with
            their children as well.
         

         
          Children’s actions were also organized on the same day in the subcamps outside the
            city of Šiauliai. In Linkaičiai, people managed to smuggle all small children out
            of the camp in time. A month later on December 9, in Akmenė, eight or nine children
            were found and murdered.
         

         
          On those two days, November 4 and 5, 1943, close to 800 people were taken away from
            Šiauliai, 506 of them were children under ten, 68 of them children between ten and
            thirteen, 56 were elderly men, and 35 elderly women. These are the numbers recorded
            by Yerushalmi. He wrote after the children’s action, there was a spirit of complete
            despair in the ghetto. Some said in their memoirs morale in the ghetto disappeared,
            and nobody really cared about anything anymore. Other people could not give up hope,
            and rumors circulated children had been sent somewhere and were still alive. 
         

         
         R: Maybe they were?

         
         C: We only know these trucks passed through Tauragė and then crossed the border into
            Germany. That’s all. 
         

         
          After the children’s action, there were 2,000 Jews left in Šiauliai, 850 men and
            1,150 women. Nonetheless 227 children were hidden during the action, and they survived.
            But even after the action was over, the children were still in danger. Jews tried
            to find them hiding places outside the camp. Yerushalmi wrote these efforts were not
            very successful. The local population outside the ghetto was too hostile. Another
            reason for this might have been that there were rumors going around that 300 Lithuanians
            had been shot for rescuing Jews. These rumors might have kept many Lithuanians from
            helping the Jews.
         

         
          In May of 1944, it was clear the Red Army was close. The Germans ordered packing
            machinery and raw materials from the leather factories onto trucks to be taken to
            Germany. They did not want these goods to fall into the hands of the Red Army.
         

         
          One day one of the Jewish policemen heard a German speaking over the telephone, saying
            the Jews would be evacuated at the beginning of July. The rumor circulated and immediately
            hundreds of Jews began fleeing the factories where they worked. Many of them were
            shot. Not by policemen or soldiers, but by the other Germans who were working with
            them. One of them named Siegel shot two Jewish women and two teenagers, thirteen and
            fourteen years old. We know about this from a postwar trial in 1948 where six Jewish
            witnesses confirmed the fact.
         

         
          In July of 1944, all Jews from the subcamps were concentrated in Šiauliai. Not only
            Lithuanian Jews. For several weeks there were also Hungarian Jews, Czech Jews, Estonian
            Jews, and even German Jews. The people in the Šiauliai ghetto learned from the Hungarian
            Jews about the gas chambers and the burning of the corpses. 
         

         
          Evacuation of the ghetto began on July 11, 1944. Some people buried notes in the
            ground in the hope someone would find them later. A woman named Frida wrote: “July
            11, 1944. On leaving the ghetto and taking the step between life and death, I left
            behind a few photos of my dearest ones in the hope somebody would find them someday
            while digging and searching in the soil, and that this person would be so kind as
            to send them to one of my relatives or friends in America or Palestine, if any of
            them are left. My name is Frida Niselevich, born in Vaiguva.”[2]  
         

         
         R: Where were these people taken?

         
         C: To Stutthof. The first transport took Jews at the airport in Panevežys and the
            Zokniai airport in Šiauliai on July 15. Some people panicked and jumped from the trucks
            trying to escape. The evacuation was complete on July 22, 1944. That day the Šiauliai
            concentration camp was set on fire. The hospital there was burned down as well. According
            to memoirs, the seventy patients at the hospital were either shot or burned alive.
            
         

         
         Former head of Šiauliai Jewish council Mendel Leibowitz escaped the deportation but
            was tragically killed when the Red Army bombed the city on July 27, 1944. He was wounded
            so badly that he died a few days later.
         

         
          There is a story in my book about a little boy named Moishele, seven or eight years
            old, living in the Šiauliai ghetto after both of his parents were killed. He had to
            take care of his siblings who were from three to six years old. When Moishele approached
            Lithuanian peasants, they helped him. Moishele smuggled sacks of food—sacks larger
            than he was—into the ghetto. Thanks to Moishele, all his siblings survived, even during
            the children’s action in Šiauliai. They survived those three long years until 1944,
            [when] Moishele and his siblings were deported and killed at the Stuthoff concentration
            camp. Reports such as this one are only found in Yiddish, in the newspapers of the
            DP camps where some people from the Šiauliai ghetto found themselves after liberation.
            I have not seen much of such evidence in any other language.
         

         
         R: The Jewish community in Šiauliai was not very large, 5,000 to 6,000 people. How
            many of them survived the Holocaust?
         

         
         C: Only about 500 to 600 Jews from the Šiauliai Jewish community survived, 100 in
            Šiauliai itself and the rest in concentration camps around Europe. 
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         R: What was the end of the ghetto in Kaunas like? 

         
         C: In 1943, Kaunas Jews worked at over ninety different places. The Nazi plan here
            was the same as in other cities: to reduce the numbers of Jews and workplaces and
            put them in a small concentration camp. The process of putting Jews into concentration
            camps took longer than expected and was postponed again and again; there weren’t enough
            people to guard the camps, or there was not even enough barbed wire for the fences.
            So the implementation of the plan took half a year, there was a lot of improvisation,
            chaos, and internal fighting.
         

         
          On October 25, 1943, the SS officially took over the Kaunas ghetto. Wilhelm Goecke
            came from Warsaw where he was responsible for cleaning up the mess after the liquidation
            of the ghetto there. He became the new commandant of the Kaunas concentration camp.
         

         
          Jews in the ghetto desperately tried to find hiding places for their children with
            Christian families. They knew that rescue was very near because the Red Army was approaching,
            but at the same time they felt that, as they wrote in their diaries, “the knife was
            at our throat.” One German officer from the labor department warned Jews that when
            lists of ghetto inhabitants were drawn up again, they should register their children
            as twelve years old and not younger. This officer knew from German discussions all
            children under twelve would be taken away from parents and sent away to be murdered.
         

         
          On October 26, 1943, the first wild roundup began of 3,000 people. The official information
            was these people would be sent to work at the Ežerėlis camp near Kaunas. Ukrainian
            and German units hunted people down and those who were caught were not deported to
            Ežerėlis but to Estonia’s Vaivara concentration camp, a total of 2,700 Jews. Those
            on the trains to Estonia passed through Šiauliai and dropped notes from the train
            windows, saying: “We are Jews from Kaunas, we are travelling now, separated from the
            women, and we don’t know where we’re going.”
         

         
          After these deportations, there were 13,000 Jews left in Kaunas. They worked in the
            ghetto and at the subcamps: 1,500 Jews in Šančiai, 2,000 Jews at Aleksotas, 600 at
            the [Heereskraftfahrzeugpark 562; HKP], and 400 at the Petrašiūnai brick factory.
            There were smaller camps in Vievis, Kaišiadorys, Palemonas, Kėdainiai, Kazlų Rūda,
            Marijampolė, and Raudondvaris. The conditions at these camps were very different and
            largely depended on who the commandant was. Lea Burshtein in her memoirs wrote the
            Jews at the Šančiai camp were very lucky because the camp commandant had fallen in
            love with a Jewish woman, and he was very lenient with Jews.
         

         
          There were rumors in the ghetto of further selections, but these didn’t happen. The
            Germans didn’t want to cause panic. They said their interest was security and labor
            because every working hand was needed. They even doubled food rations. On November
            22, 1943, Goecke wrote the German Security Police that he wanted things to run smoothly
            and not to rush in culling useless Jews. Goecke said he would personally set the date
            for the new selection. He repeated this in his monthly report on December 23.
         

         
          There were rumors in the ghetto that children and the elderly were in danger. People
            had heard about the children’s action in Šiauliai. There were 4,000 people in the
            Kaunas ghetto who were not working, 2,000 of them children. 
         

         
          A new registration order was announced in January 1944. People began searching feverishly
            for places to hide their children with Christian families. Frequently a great deal
            of money had to be paid to these families for taking on the risk. Many of these children
            did not speak Lithuanian, just Yiddish or Hebrew. Still, despite all these difficulties,
            about 500 Kaunas Jews survived outside the ghetto with Lithuanian families, the majority
            of them children.
         

         
          Another way to escape was building more and better malines in the ghetto. During
            the manhunt for deportations to Estonia this worked, and many people succeeded in
            hiding. 
         

         
          Then, just a few days before the planned children’s action, Goecke held a party for
            the ghetto children, a Kinderfest in a big hall. A few days later on March 27, the children’s action was carried out.
         

         
          The Jewish police were arrested shortly before the children’s action and taken to
            the Ninth Fort. These men were tortured because the Germans wanted to find out about
            the hiding places and the underground resistance. Some policemen gave in. Thirty-six
            were murdered. 
         

         
         R: What exactly happened on the day of the children’s action on March 27, 1944?

         
         C: Most Jews were out working. In the morning two companies of armed Ukrainian soldiers
            entered the ghetto. They came with dogs. The soldiers chased people, beat and shot
            children on the spot, and put them on trucks. Those hiding in the malines tried to
            keep the children silent by putting a pillow or a rug over their mouths. Some of the
            children suffocated. There were also cases of entire families who committed suicide
            hiding in the malines.
         

         
          That day in the ghetto, Ukrainian soldiers caught 1,000 children and 300 elderly
            people. We don’t know the fate of these people; some of them might have been shot
            at the Ninth Fort, others sent to Auschwitz, Majdanek, or Sobibor. The same happened
            in the small subcamps; 500 children were taken and sent somewhere to be murdered.
         

         
          At the beginning of July of 1944, the Red Army was approaching Vilnius. The Germans
            were preparing the “evacuation.” The Jews felt rescue was at hand. There was no such
            thing as orderly life. They just waited. On July 6, Goecke told the “Ober-Jude,” or
            the senior Jew, Elhanan Elkes, that the Germans would deport the entire ghetto population
            to labor camps near Danzig on July 8. Jews would not be killed, just deported on ships
            on the Nemunas River. Those who tried to flee would be killed. Elkes tried to negotiate
            with Goecke and proposed to him, “Why don’t you take money from us, what we have left,
            and leave us in peace?” Goecke’s answer was, “No, I cannot betray my uniform.”
         

         
          On July 7, evacuation of the smaller camps began. At least one hundred Jews working
            in Kazlų Rūda fled together with their Ukrainian guards. Jews from the Ežerėlis camp
            went to the forests and joined the Soviet partisans. On July 8, the Germans began
            loading Jews from the Kaunas ghetto on ships. For three days, they searched for Jews
            in hiding with dogs. All who were found were sent to Stutthof and Dachau.
         

         
          On July 13, a raging fire broke out in the ghetto. The Germans guessed there were
            still many Jews hiding. A German-Latvian “cleansing kommando” arrived to search the ghetto for them. They set wooden houses on fire and blew up
            brick houses. The people who stayed in their hiding places were burned alive, and
            those who came out were shot. The last group of people discovered by the cleansing
            kommando was the “Gestapo brigade.” They were discovered and murdered on July 14,
            1944. 
         

         
          On July 15, the Latvians and Germans left the ghetto territory. After they left,
            the ghetto was strewn with human corpses and body parts. For several days, the smell
            of burnt human flesh hung in the air. The estimated number of people found and killed
            in the ghetto in the last two days was about 2,000. 
         

         
          When the Red Army entered Kaunas two weeks later on the first of August 1944, several
            dozen Jews emerged from hiding. Some had spent three weeks underground. In one maline,
            6 meters below ground, there were thirty-four Jews. Some survived in the ruins of
            the former bathhouse, eighteen people survived in the sawmill, [and] twenty in a pottery
            workshop. Twenty-four people hid in the sewer under the public toilets but only four
            of them survived. Others perished in the fire. The last ten Jews emerged from their
            hiding places on August 5, 1944.
         

         
          Red Army officer Baruch Sedak went into the ghetto and discovered a note left behind
            by his brother Hirsch: 
         

         
         
            
            Humans! They chased us here like animals. For seven days we hid from the henchmen
               without water in horrific heat. Then they threw grenades on us and the house burned
               down. We crawled into the cellar while the house burned above us. Many people had
               died already. The lifeline of innocent people was cut. . . . Comrades, take revenge
               for us. There were over 40,000 Jews in Kaunas, now we are among the last . . . 
            

            
            One of the Jews murdered, Hirsh Sedak. July 15, 1944.[1]

            
         

         
         When the ghetto was liquidated, 6,100 Jews were deported from Kaunas by rail or by
            ship to concentration camps in the west. Near Danzig, there was another selection,
            and from there, 2,000 Jews were sent to Auschwitz and other camps.
         

         
         Out of 40,000 Kaunas Jews, only around 3,000 survived: 500–700 with the partisans,
            about 500 who were hidden by Lithuanians, and 2,000 to 3,000 in concentration camps
            in Poland and Germany.
         

      

      
      
         
            1. Meir Yelin and Dimitrius Gelpernas, Partizaner fun Kaunaser geto (Moscow: Der Emes, 1948), 7.
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      The Murdered “Others”

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Lithuanian Roma people were also persecuted, and many of them murdered. Some people
            say the persecution and murder of the Roma was also genocide.
         

         
         C: I don’t think it is very helpful to use the term genocide as a threshold for determining the historical issue of the degree of persecution
            and murder of a people. I am a historian, not a lawyer. I’d prefer to understand the
            similarities and differences between the various crimes without placing discriminatory
            labels on them. 
         

         
          Not all Roma people were sentenced to death as the Jews were. To the anti-Semitic
            mind, all Jews were dangerous: If you leave one alive, within a generation or two
            you will have the same problem again.
         

         
          The Nazis made a clear distinction between the Roma people who were sedentary and
            those who wandered. For the Nazis, it was difficult to control someone who wanders.
            The Germans wanted stability above all else. The Nazi opinion was that nomadic Roma
            people were dangerous: They spread diseases and might be spying because they crossed
            borders constantly. They stole and then disappeared. This was the sort of prejudice
            at work. So in Germany both the criminal police and the health agencies were given
            the responsibility to deal with the Roma problem. The general Reich policy was that
            wandering Roma should be killed and settled Roma should be used as forced labor. 
         

         
          There was an order from Himmler dated August 7, 1941, asking German scientists to
            look closely into scientific evidence on who the Roma people were. He estimated there
            might be up to 100,000 Roma in the area the Germans conquered in the summer of 1941.
         

         
         R: What about Roma people in Lithuania?

         
         C: In Lithuania there were very few Roma people, unlike the huge numbers in Hungary
            and Romania. There isn’t much information about the persecution of the Roma in Lithuania,
            just bits and pieces and the oral history of survivors compiled by Vytautas Toleikis.
            To my knowledge, there are no written documents, neither letters nor diaries, from
            the victims’ side. So all the documents I have found are either from the agents of
            persecution such as the German and Lithuanian criminal police or from the postwar
            trials.
         

         
          In 1941, the Lithuanian criminal police guessed there were about 1,000 Roma altogether.
            A few families were settled in the districts of Marijampolė, Utena, Trakai, and Raseiniai.
            Most Roma in Lithuania were nomadic. At the beginning of the occupation, the German
            military administration issued the order to arrest all Roma who were not settled and
            to hand them over to the Security Police. There was no order to murder these people.
            Only in December of 1941 did an order come from the German civil administration in
            Area North, the Reichskommissariat Ostland. This order said Roma people should be
            treated the same as Jews because they also spread diseases. The decisions by the SS
            and police leaders regarding Roma in Lithuania were negotiated orally, and in the
            various minutes of those meetings, all you read is “details not to be put in writing.”
            Just as with decisions regarding Jews. 
         

         
          In the summer of 1942, the German criminal police asked the chief of the Lithuanian
            criminal police Petras Pamataitis to gather information on the Roma. Pamataitis proposed
            a policy regarding these people: They should be isolated in camps because their women
            “practice witchcraft and have magical powers.” He wrote that the Roma also “steal
            horses and conduct other criminal acts.”[1]  
         

         
         Only in November of 1942 the order came from the German Security Police to gather
            all Roma and send them to the peat camp in Ežerėlis near Kaunas. All their property
            was to be confiscated. In April of 1943, Roma were assigned to two more isolation
            camps, one in Pabradė and the other in Pravieniškės. As far as I know, these people
            were not murdered.
         

         
         R: There is no mention of any Roma people murdered in Lithuania in 1941 in the Jäger
            report. So were there no Roma victims at all?
         

         
         C: We know with certainty of only one case of Roma people being murdered in 1942.
            On July 10, 1942, motorized mobile police arrived at a labor camp situated by the
            railway between Vilnius and Minsk. They were sent in because this labor camp was attacked
            by Soviet partisans. The police unit found forty Roma there—men, women and children—and
            shot all of them. This killing is documented in German sources and was also discussed
            at postwar trials. In November of 1942, there was possibly another mass murder of
            Roma in Ašmena. Some say twenty-five people were shot; others say forty-two. In Lithuanian
            historiography, you find five more mass-murder operations with an unspecified number
            of Roma victims, including in Pravieniškės and Ponar.
         

         
         R: How many Roma people in total were murdered in Lithuania?

         
         C: A reliable confirmed number of Roma victims during the Nazi occupation of Lithuania
            is 113. Lithuanian historian Arūnas Bubnys says 150; I would say around 200. If there
            were only 1,000 Roma living in Lithuania in 1941, as the Lithuanian police estimated,
            we can assume up to one-fifth of them were murdered. Why only one-fifth? My guess
            is the persecuting agencies didn’t think the Roma problem was as urgent as the Jewish
            problem, even though the orders were there.
         

         
         R: There was another group of victims in Europe and Lithuania, the mentally ill.

         
         C: Yes. This is also a very important story. I should start by telling you about Hitler’s
            euthanasia program. Do you know what the word euthanasia means?
         

         
         R: I believe I do. 

         
         C: The Nazis used the word euthanasia to denote a “good death” for those people who didn’t deserve to live. They are suffering
            and so you must liberate them from their suffering by killing them. When the Nazis
            came to power, their racism wasn’t just directed at the “other” peoples, such as the
            Jews and Roma, but also at their own people. They wanted Germans to be healthy. Chronologically
            the first mass-murder victims of the Nazi regime were disabled Germans.
         

         
          On July 14, 1933, a new law was introduced in Germany. This law allowed German doctors
            to decide whether or not a person who was mentally ill or physically disabled should
            be forcibly sterilized. Disabled people were seen as harming the German nation from
            within. The German sterilization program ran for six years. During this period between
            300,000 and 400,000 people were forcibly sterilized. Note the date of the law in 1933:
            July 14. This date is symbolic of the French revolution in 1789. The Nazis wanted
            to overturn 1789, with its message of democracy and equality, in a racist way.
         

         
          Then in 1939 and 1940, when the war was already going on, more brutal, cynical decisions
            were made. People from the German health sector came up with a new idea: Instead of
            spending valuable resources to run institutions for incurable patients, the country
            should accelerate their dying, meaning murdering them in one way or another, and using
            the resources thus freed up for the “curable” portion of the nation.
         

         
         R: Did this apply to both the mentally and physically disabled?

         
         C: Yes. And then health administrators presented the most cynical calculation of all:
            How many Reichmarks would be saved through killing these people? They even considered
            alcoholics, thieves, and depressed and hysterical people “incurable.” In 1943 and
            1944 in Germany, people sixty-five and older feared they would also be killed because
            they were also allegedly a burden on the country. Some Germans thought ugly people
            should also be killed within the euthanasia program.
         

         
         R: When did the Nazis start their euthanasia program?

         
         C: In late 1939. The written order was signed by Hitler in October 1939 but was backdated
            September 1, 1939, the same day Germany attacked Poland. The order said the following:
            “If there is no hope for a sick person to be cured, it is allowed to take his or her
            life. Sick people should be killed either by injection or simply starved to death.”
            The number of victims of this program in Germany by August of 1941 was about 70,000.
         

         
         R: Did German society react to this?

         
         C: This is a very interesting question; the reaction of the German people was diverse.
            Sometimes even the relatives of sick people welcomed the idea; they could get rid
            of the burden, and they didn’t have to make this difficult decision, the doctors did.
         

         
         R: Was the euthanasia program secret?

         
         C: Yes it was kept secret. Relatives received a letter from an institution, such and
            such person died of diseases, etc. But people who wanted to know knew. 
         

         
          Then the Church interfered. There were many public protests by the Church; German
            bishops and priests preached against killing innocent German people. They said it
            was a great sin to end a human life, which only God may take away. Because of the
            numerous public protests, the euthanasia program was stopped in August of 1941. For
            Germans, the stability of the home front was more important than the resources freed
            up by getting rid of the incurables. But the killings still went on, just much more
            secretly.
         

         
          By the end of the war, there were close to 190,000 victims of the euthanasia action,
            not just in Germany but also in the occupied territories. Sometimes all patients at
            a hospital were murdered because the Wehrmacht needed the space to accommodate soldiers.
            On occasions, the Wehrmacht asked the German police to kill all the patients and free
            up the hospital, and the police countered, if you need the space you should do the
            job yourselves. We read these arguments in the German documents. We also read about
            the fear some German soldiers had in Russia because they had heard that in the Russian
            tradition, mentally ill people are treasured as saints.
         

         
         R: Yes, that’s true; the word for these people in Russian is yurodiviy.
         

         
         C: So if the Germans started murdering the mentally ill, this might decrease the readiness
            of the local population to cooperate with the Germans. Discussions regarding this
            issue were documented at the time.
         

         
         R: What happened in Lithuania?

         
         C: There were two state hospitals for mentally ill people in Lithuania, one in Kalvarija
            with 100 patients and one in Vilnius with 300. And there were some smaller places
            elsewhere. The official number of registered mentally ill people in the country in
            1943 was 500.
         

         
          One of the national heroes in Lithuania is Dr. Jonas Šliūpas. In 1943, he publicly
            suggested in a Lithuanian medical journal that incurable mentally ill patients should
            be killed. This process should be controlled by a specially assigned medical commission.
            On August 23, 1943, director of the Kaunas university clinics Dr. Vaičiūnas held a
            discussion by Lithuanian doctors on this proposal. Every discussion participant was
            against this proposal, calling it immoral; the duty of every doctor was to cure patients,
            preserve human life and not to kill. This decision was published in the following
            issue of the medical journal. Archbishop Juozapas Jonas Skvireckas expressed his support
            for the doctors’ decision. He said he was delighted the community of Lithuanian doctors
            was acting according to the Christian doctrine which prohibits the taking of innocent
            lives. The Lithuanian bishops’ conference in October of 1943 expressed the same view;
            the bishops were against euthanasia. As a result there was no euthanasia program at
            Lithuanian hospitals. 
         

         
          This demonstrates the potential power of public protests; both Lithuanian doctors
            and the Church protested against the euthanasia program, and human lives were saved.
            The significance of this phenomenon for our understanding of the Holocaust is that
            public protests might not have influenced the Nazis much, but they would have influenced
            the Lithuanians who, in the absence of strong community condemnation, ended up cooperating
            with the Nazis. And it also shows that when an issue was sufficiently important enough
            to Lithuanian society, there was no hesitance to speak out about it publicly. Lithuania
            was not unique in this regard; there were no public protests against the Holocaust
            in other European countries, either, and that’s exactly why these contrary examples
            are so important here. When there were public protests the perpetrators reacted because
            they were dependent on the cooperation of the local people.
         

         
         R: Were there no murders of mentally ill people in Lithuania?

         
         C: There were killings at the beginning October of 1941, but they only applied to
            Jews. On September 1, 1941, 109 mentally ill Jews were taken from the hospital in
            Kalvarija and killed. Up to 300 mental patients were taken from a Jewish hospital
            in Vilnius in the autumn of 1941 and shot at Ponar. 
         

         
          We don’t have any evidence on non-Jewish patients taken from mental hospitals to
            be killed. There is some evidence there were mentally ill Lithuanians who died, but
            it wasn’t a proactive killing policy, rather it was murder by neglect and starvation.
            In November of 1944, there were only forty-nine patients left at the Kalvarija mental
            hospital.
         

         
         R: Then there is one more group of people who easily might have become victims, the
            Lithuanian Karaïtes. They are basically Jewish but a somewhat different kind of Jew.
         

         
         C: The Karaïtes are a small religious group who have a shared history with the Jews.
            At the beginning of the German occupation there were around 600 Karaïtes in Lithuania,
            300 in Trakai and 300 in Vilnius. 
         

         
          German Gebietskommissar for the Vilnius region Horst Wulff issued the order to treat
            Karaïtes as Jews. In response, Lithuanian Karaïte religious leader Khadzhi Shapshal
            wrote a memorandum to the Generalkommissar in Kaunas claiming Karaïtes were not Jews,
            and therefore, anti-Jewish orders didn’t apply to them.
         

         
          On the last day of August 1941, a small commission from the political department
            of the Generalkommissariat travelled to Trakai to meet both Shapshal and the writer
            Simonas Firkovičius to discuss the issue. A day later on September 1, the commission
            reported these people, the Karaïtes, didn’t leave a “Jewish impression.” The commission
            wrote neither the Soviets nor the Turks considered the Karaïtes Jews. The Karaïte
            religious leader in Trakai was a clever man; he presented the commission with scientific
            documents from a German research institute published in January of 1939 which said
            Karaïtes were not Jews. It worked; on September 1, the Generalkommissar issued an
            order to the Gebietskommisar stating the Karaïtes were not Jews.
         

         
         R: Is that the end of the Karaïtes’ story?

         
         C: No, the story goes on. As you remember, there were people from the Vilnius ghetto
            working in the Paper Brigade. One of them, the philosopher Zelig Kalmanovich, was
            ordered to do further research on the Karaïtes. In August of 1942, Kalmanovich confirmed
            the Karaïtes were not Jews, after having spoken with Shapshal. The Ministry of Occupied
            Territories also undertook some research work and the last document which has reached
            us is dated 1943. The political department of the ministry confirmed: “Karaïtes are
            not Jews. They are of a different sort and we shouldn’t confuse the one with the other.”
         

         
         R: But weren’t Karaïtes circumcised? This alone would lead them to be arrested as
            Jews, if only by accident.
         

         
         C: No, the story was quite the opposite. If as a Jewish male you left the Vilnius
            ghetto and you were caught by police, you could claim you were not a Jew but a Karaïte.
            Some Jewish leaders in Kaunas walked around the city freely posing as Karaïtes.
         

         
          It is interesting to note at the postwar trials, former political advisors to the
            German ministries tried to defend themselves by saying: “We were people of reason.
            Just look how we treated the Karaïtes! We protected them by insisting they were not
            Jews.” 
         

      

      
      
         
            1. Report of criminal police to commander of Security police, 29 July 1942, LCVA, R1213-1-4,
                  2–3.
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         R: I read an article by the German historian Andrej Angrick about so-called Aktion 1005, the burning of the bodies of murdered European Jews, one of the most secret Nazi
            operations. Can we talk about this?
         

         
         C: There is so much material on this operation easily accessible via memoirs and on
            the Internet, so I dedicated only four pages in my book to covering Aktion 1005.
         

         
         R: Why was this horrifying operation called Aktion 1005?
         

         
         C: In German files, it was filed under this number, just because it was used before
            in communications between the Gestapo and the German Foreign Office. The opening of
            the mass graves was called Enterdung or “Unearthing.” SS leader Paul Blobel was responsible for this operation. This was
            the same man who was involved in the shooting of 33,771 people in Babyi Yar in September
            of 1941. Blobel took over his Enterdung job in March of 1942. 
         

         
         R: Why did Germans want to dig up tens of thousands of corpses and burn them? 

         
         C: They wanted to erase the evidence of their crimes. In early 1942, this was connected
            with the establishment of extermination camps where the question arose of what to
            do with so many corpses which might endanger the surrounding population through diseases
            and pollution. In early 1943, an additional consideration came up: The Germans realized
            the danger the war might be lost. They discovered thousands of corpses in Katyn forest,
            the remains of Polish officers murdered by the Soviets. The Germans used the fact
            for propaganda purposes but didn’t want their enemies to find similar mass execution
            sites and blame the Germans. 
         

         
         R: I read that before Aktion 1005 was launched, Paul Blobel conducted a lot of research studying files from [Adolf]
            Eichmann’s department. He was looking for the exact locations of mass graves in Eastern
            Europe as well as the number of people buried there. Blobel then traveled to the Chelmno
            extermination camp to conduct different experiments. Initially he wanted to burn the
            corpses inside the mass graves without moving them. The people under Blobel’s command
            tried to use flamethrowers for this purpose, but it didn’t work. 
         

         
         C: There were quite a few experiments until a relatively efficient method was found:
            Blobel decided to build burning pyramids, funeral pyres on steel girders or railway
            tracks. Bodies and body parts were arranged on these grids, some fuel was poured over
            them and the bodies were set on fire. 
         

         
          After the defeat at Stalingrad, Blobel was sent to the east. In the spring of 1943,
            the Soviet Extraordinary Commission discovered 20,000 corpses in mass graves in Rostov-on-Don.
            The Germans didn’t want that story repeated and used by Soviet propaganda again. Several
            subunits of Sonderkommando 1005 were formed and sent to different territories. Subunits
            SK 1005-D and SK 1005-E were sent to the northern territories, particularly Lithuania
            and Latvia. 
         

         
         Aktion 1005 began in Kaunas in September of 1943. The Germans took over administration of the
            Ninth Fort. They brought groups of Jews and some POWs to exhume corpses and burn them
            on the spot. There were thirteen huge pits with some 25,000 to 30,000 bodies of victims
            buried at the Ninth Fort in Kaunas. The bodies were dug up and burned. Quite a few
            people living around the Ninth Fort and in the city knew about it. There is a document
            from the Lithuanian criminal police noting the fires which could be seen at night
            from the Ninth Fort from the burning of “Jewish bones.”
         

         
         R: Who were the people who did this job? 

         
         C: Jews and some POWs. Sixty-four people brought to the Ninth fort to do the burning
            managed to escape on Christmas night 1943 when the guards were celebrating and drunk.
            A massive search was conducted in the area and thirty-seven people were caught and
            executed. Then twenty Jews from Žiežmariai and fifty from Joniškis were brought to
            the Ninth Fort to replace them. 
         

         
          In December of 1943, Aktion 1005 began at Ponar as well. Seventy-six Jewish men and four women were brought there
            to exhume corpses and burn them. The women were supposed to prepare food for the workers.
            These women were constantly exposed to the danger of being raped by the guards. The
            Jews lived inside the pits. The area was fenced off, and there were landmines placed
            outside.
         

         
          Forty Jews fled Ponar on April 15, 1944, through a tunnel they had dug in secret
            with spoons. Twenty-five were found and shot; fifteen managed to escape and eleven
            of these reached the partisans in the Rūdninkų forest. Those who escaped were replaced
            with seventy Jews from the Kailis factory. A detailed report on what happened at Ponar
            was published by the Soviet Extraordinary Commission who explored the area and interviewed
            survivors in 1944. The commission conducted exhumations and described in detail the
            bodies they found. Not all of the bodies of the Ponar victims were burned. 
         

         
         R: Did this operation take place at other mass-murder sites? 

         
         C: Aktion 1005 took place at other locations as well. I found documents about the burning of bodies
            in Jonava, Marijampolė, Vėliučionys near Naujoji Vilnia, and Pagėgiai where there
            was a POW camp. As a rule, all workers who hadn’t fled from the sites were shot after
            the work was finished.
         

         
         R: Were any Lithuanians somehow involved in this operation?

         
         C: There were Germans only. Not conducting the actual burning but issuing orders and
            supervising Jews or Soviet prisoners of war. These German “cleansing teams” worked
            all over Lithuania. You can’t find the words victims or corpses in the German reports on Aktion 1005. Instead they used the word log, as if they were talking about pieces of wood burned in a living room fireplace.
            The corpse burners themselves were not allowed to use any word other than the logs.
         

         
         R: It seems the Germans who worked in the corpse-burning units in the Eastern territories
            experienced mental crises. According to Angrick, Blobel was reluctant to let these
            men go home for Christmas in 1943. He said: “I refuse to have any discussion about
            that. I cannot send kommando members to their families. They won’t all keep their mouths shut. You can smell their
            job ten meters upwind, even if they get newly clothed from top to bottom.”[1]   Anyway, after finishing the job, Blobel’s men were sent to rest in the spa town
            Krynica in the High Tatras.
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         R: We come to a story of the people who risked their lives to save Jews. About 3,000
            Lithuanian Jews were saved by these people. The most famous rescuer of Lithuanian
            Jews was Japanese deputy consul Chiune Sugihara. Did you do any research on his activities?
         

         
         C: If we’re talking about Sugihara, we have to talk about the large groups of Jewish
            refugees who came to Vilnius from Poland—when western Poland was occupied by Germany
            and eastern Poland was occupied by the Soviets in 1939. Many Jews fled to then-independent
            Lithuania. Yeshivot were closed, and both rabbis and their students fled there as well. And then in 1940,
            the Soviets occupied Lithuania. They immediately began suppressing religious practices
            and Zionist activities there as well. Polish religious and Zionist Jews were trapped.
            After the Soviets arrived, many people tried to get out: Lithuanians went to Berlin;
            Jews tried to go to the Far East and even Iran. 
         

         
         R: As far as I know Soviet authorities gave Polish Jews until the end of the year
            to give up their Polish passports and become Soviet citizens like everybody else in
            Lithuania. The only way out of the trap for non-Soviet citizens was to get permission
            to leave the Soviet Union in transit to elsewhere. But where could they go?
         

         
         C: Japanese deputy consul in Kaunas Chiune Sugihara helped over 2,000 Polish refugees
            leave Soviet-occupied Lithuania.
         

         
          All the foreign embassies and consulates had to be closed before the end of August
            1940. Sugihara was asked by a representative of the Jewish Agency in Lithuania to
            help the refugees who were still Polish citizens by providing them a Japanese transit
            visa. With this visa they had a chance of getting a transit visa to cross the Soviet
            Union and to leave Soviet Lithuania this way. As their final destination, they named
            Curaçao and Surinam, Dutch colonies in the Caribbean, and the Dutch consul Jan Zwartendijk
            agreed to confirm these destinations. The Japanese government was hesitant, but Sugihara
            started issuing visas anyway. When his office was closed, he moved to the Metropol
            Hotel in the center of Kaunas and stamped visas in the hotel lobby.
         

         
         R: How did these people get Soviet transit visas?

         
         C: This is where Elhanan Elkes, the future head of the Jewish council in Kaunas, came
            in. Elkes was the personal doctor of Pozdniakov, the former Soviet ambassador to Lithuania.
            With the Dutch confirmation of the final destination, the Japanese transit visa, and
            some payment in US dollars to Intourist (the Soviet International Travel Agency),
            Soviet transit visas could be had. The payment in US dollars might have accelerated
            the Soviet decision to grant these visas.
         

         
          The exact number of visas issued by Sugihara is not known, but we know 2,180 Jews
            left Lithuania in the summer of 1940 and reached the Japanese city of Kobe.
         

         
         R: Did Sugihara know he was saving Jews from the Nazis?

         
         C: Of course he didn’t know the Nazi plans. Nobody in the summer of 1940 could know
            that Hitler would attack the Soviet Union in less than a year. Many people would say
            yes, Sugihara saved these Jews because he actually did save them. But at that time
            he was actually helping them leave the Soviet regime behind. Polish Jews wanted to
            get out of Soviet Lithuania where economic and religious oppression was in full swing,
            and yeshivas and synagogues were being closed.
         

         
         R: Weren’t Jews persecuted in Poland in 1939 and 1940? 

         
         C: Yes, there was ghettoization and persecution going on, but no large-scale murders
            yet. At that time you wouldn’t know the ghettoization of the Jews in Poland was the
            beginning of a deliberate mass-murder policy.
         

         
         R: I saw a list of all the people who were recipients of his visas with their origin
            recorded at a memorial square dedicated to Sugihara in Japan. Among the more than
            2,180 names I saw just four or five people were from Lithuania and a few from Germany.
            All the others were Polish citizens. So Sugihara did not save Lithuanian Jews, just
            Polish Jews? I understand Lithuanian Jews could not be saved because their citizenship
            was changed automatically; they became Soviet citizens along with everyone else in
            Soviet-annexed Lithuania. Let’s talk about the people who saved Lithuanian Jews.
         

         
         C: When I was finishing my book in 2011, there were already quite a few publications
            on ethnic Lithuanians who saved Jews. I want to mention the works by the Vilna Gaon
            State Jewish Museum in Vilnius. They published a list of about 3,000 Jews who were
            saved, as well as the context in which this occurred. This museum calculated the number
            of rescuers; today we have 2,998 of them including Lithuanians, Poles, Russians, and
            Belarusians. The Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum in Israel published 904 names of Righteous
            Among the Nations (September 2019), so the number of rescuers recognized by Yad Vashem
            is significantly lower. Only one-third of the people Lithuania has recognized as rescuers
            are recognized by Yad Vashem as well.
         

         
         R: Why such a difference?

         
         C: This depends on the criteria used to identify the person who took the risk and
            saved a Jew, and the veracity of the rescue has to be proven. Yad Vashem’s criteria
            are much stricter. When you look at the sources Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum uses,
            they are often postwar testimonies and memoirs. We all know that once the war was
            over, the number of those who had battled evil multiplied. This happened all over
            Europe. In Germany after the war, there were even voices who said full of bitter irony:
            “Who was actually a Nazi here? All Germans were in opposition!” In my opinion, trying
            to pose as a rescuer is an insult to the people who really risked their lives to save
            Jews.
         

         
          We know in Lithuania the people who hid Jews and helped them were threatened with
            the death penalty. There was an order from the Stadtkommisar in Vilnius issued October
            27, 1941, stating anyone who hid a Jew in his house or apartment even for one night
            would be shot.
         

         
          The research by the Vilna Gaon Jewish Museum demonstrated that in practice, the Germans
            applied different criteria. When they caught a person who helped Jews, they first
            tried to determine his or her motives. If it was done only out of material interest,
            for money or jewelry, they would punish that person with three months of forced labor.
            If it was done for ideological or humanitarian reasons, they would shoot the person
            because he or she had become a partisan. His or her family would be shot, too; the
            idea of collective responsibility was also practiced here. Knowing this, some of the
            people caught hiding Jews said: “I did this for money, not out of sympathy for the
            Jews.”
         

         
         R: How can we know how many of the rescuers recognized actually did it for money?

         
         C: We can’t know. But even these people took a huge risk. Among the German documents,
            I found one case from March of 1943 about a shooting in Kelmė. A Jewish family of
            three was being hidden under the kitchen by a farmer for one and a half years. The
            Jews paid this farmer 50 Reichsmarks every month. When the hiding place was discovered,
            the farmer and his wife were arrested and their son was shot.
         

         
          Another very significant crime, from the German perspective, was helping Jews by
            forging documents for them, giving them fake bread ration cards, issuing fake birth
            certificates and passports.
         

         
         R: Is it true the majority of the Jews who were saved were rescued from the city ghettos?
            Jews could hardly be rescued in the summer-autumn period of 1941 in the Lithuanian
            countryside when violent murders were happening everywhere. Jews were gathered in
            a barn, kept for a couple of days, and then marched a few kilometers away to the pits.
            Isolation and murder happened almost simultaneously in rural areas. At what point
            could you intervene and try to save someone? Could you grab someone by the hand as
            he was being marched to the pit?
         

         
         C: Yes, timing here is very important. During the first half of the year of the German
            occupation when mass killings were happening very rapidly, especially in the countryside,
            there was almost no opportunity to help the victims. Except maybe spontaneously. We
            know about some occasional spontaneous attacks by Jews on the perpetrators right at
            the pits. The same applies to Lithuanians: You have to decide in a moment to help
            this person, to try to hide him. You would do that without any preparation, without
            thinking about the consequences of this spontaneous decision. These people just stumbled
            into helping because somebody knocked at the door, or they saw someone in need and
            didn’t think too much about the consequences. 
         

         
         R: I know one story from Samogitia told by the Lithuanian poet Marcelijus Martinaitis.
            When his Jewish neighbors were shot, that same night someone knocked on their door.
            The wounded man all covered in blood had crawled out of the pit. The parents sent
            all the children to bed and took the wounded Jew in for one night. The next morning
            the man was gone, probably sent to somebody else’s house. Did the situation change
            in 1942 and 1943? 
         

         
         C: Yes, after the first wave of killings when there were more than 40,000 Jews still
            alive in the urban ghettos, locals saw and knew what was happening to them. Then there
            was more time to organize a help network. Under German occupation, whether in Lithuania
            or in the rest of Europe, you needed an entire network to save just one Jew. Often,
            Jews in hiding were constantly moved, a few days or weeks here, a few weeks there,
            and so on. Someone had to prepare hiding places, feed the fugitives, and create cover
            stories if someone saw the Jew in hiding.
         

         
          Let’s think of the story of the Jewish girl Ruth Sigal from Šiauliai. Her father
            was in the ghetto, working at one of the big factories. In 1943 when the situation
            was becoming more dangerous, he tried to find a Christian family for his two daughters,
            Tamar and Ruth. One of them, four-year-old Tamar, was killed in the children’s action,
            so only seven-year-old Ruth was left.
         

         
          The day after the children’s action, the father smuggled little Ruth out of the ghetto
            and hid her in his workplace. Within three days he managed to find a Lithuanian man
            named Jakas who was willing to help. With the help of a Dr. Jasaitis, the father brought
            Ruth to a young Lithuanian couple. This couple had already agreed to save a Jewish
            child but that child had been killed in the children’s action. Now there was a place
            available for Ruth. This couple did not want any money. They dyed Ruth’s hair blond.
            The girl had to improve her Lithuanian and get rid of her Jewish accent, so that if
            someone from outside spoke with her, they wouldn’t immediately guess she was Jewish.
            Ruth was hidden in a wall cupboard for five months until her Lithuanian was good enough
            and she could leave the hiding place. Ruth turned into their niece named Urytė. She
            survived because three families, at least ten people, risked their lives to save just
            this one little girl.
         

         
         R: If her accent was so important, does that mean the girl was in danger from Lithuanians
            rather than Germans?
         

         
         C: Yes, this was true all over Europe. The danger came not so much from Germans but
            from neighbors, other local anti-Semites or people who wanted to please the Germans.
            And of course people who didn’t want to risk their own lives for Jews turned hidden
            Jews in.
         

         
          I found a story in the German records about a child hidden in Kaunas at Mickevičius
            street no. 5. The girl was hidden in the living room under the floor. On the same
            street at house no. 15 there lived a man named Kazys Kareckas. He was a translator.
            He found out about the girl and denounced her to the German city police. Kareckas
            claimed the people hiding the girl received jewelry, furs, and leather from the Jews.
            On November 2, 1943, German city police passed this information on to the German Security
            Police. Following this report there are no further records about the case. I assume
            the Security Police went to the apartment, killed the child, and probably imprisoned
            her helpers because they had done this for material gain rather than for ideological
            reasons.
         

         
          The difficulty in organizing a network of helpers was the main reason why so many
            Jews relied on their own resources and ended up hiding in malines inside the ghettos.
         

         
         R: Tell me, who were these people who saved 3,000 Lithuanian Jews?

         
         C: Based on research by the Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum, we see that of the rescuers,
            over 10 percent were representatives of the so-called intelligentsia, professors,
            teachers, lawyers, doctors, musicians, etc. Over 5 percent of rescuers were priests.
            Nearly 85 percent were ordinary country people, Lithuanian and Polish villagers. 
         

         
         R: In talking about rescuers, we should mention Kaunas military commandant Juozas
            Bobelis, who established a concentration camp at the Seventh Fort. At some point,
            before the mass shooting started, he personally went to the fort and gave the order
            to free seventy Jews. So he should be named as a rescuer, too.
         

         
         C: Do you know there were many high-profile Nazis who saved an individual Jew? Even
            Hermann Göring did this!
         

         
          The perspective of Himmler and the SS on this question was basically as follows:
            “We all have some Jew whom we like, but this is not about sympathy, this is about
            our policy. And this policy is based not on what we feel, but on what we know. Jews
            are dangerous and our policy is to protect our people. You don’t even need to hate
            Jews. You have to do what you have to do.”
         

         
          The timeline is very important here, too. Sometimes people changed their minds. They
            did something bad in the beginning, say in 1941, and then in 1943 they acted differently,
            as a more moral human being. Or they acted immorally under some specific circumstances
            and in other circumstances they acted totally differently. This is, again, not a black-and-white
            story, we have so many shades of gray here as well.
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 42

      The Silence of the Church

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Was the role of the Catholic Church important in the Holocaust in Lithuania?

         
         C: Yes, it must have been a strong factor. Why? Because it was the national church
            of ethnic Lithuanians. Most of the perpetrators were Catholic Lithuanians, including
            the shooters. Very few Lithuanians were secular at the time, so the position of the
            Church would be relevant to the majority of the Lithuanian people. Just imagine if
            the Church had said to them: “We should not do this or that because it is a sin to
            kill innocent people just because their belief is different. It is a sin to take their
            property as well.” This would have had an impact. The same applies to the Polish Catholic
            Church and, of course, to German and other European churches as well. One of the excuses
            Polish and Lithuanian priests used after the war was that the Vatican had not told
            them what to do. So we see here the same mechanism of externalizing guilt and not
            accepting responsibility. One of the interesting historical findings in Lithuania
            and other countries was that minority churches were more likely to help Jews than
            big, important national churches.
         

         
          After the war Catholic bishops said they couldn’t have made any public statements
            regarding the mass murder of Jews because this would have endangered the Church as
            a whole. Their major concern during the Nazi occupation was to preserve the Church
            as an institution. I consider this a poor excuse. As with so many other institutions,
            they didn’t protest against the Holocaust, but on the issues in which they had an
            interest, they did protest! 
         

         
         R: But there were many individual Catholic priests who openly preached: Do not kill;
            do not shed the blood of innocent people. Were they punished for this by the Nazis?
         

         
         C: Lithuanian historian Arūnas Streikus claimed two Lithuanian priests were shot because
            they openly preached against the murders of Jews. He provides some memoirs as sources.
            As a historian, I would be hesitant to trust this claim until it is confirmed by other
            relevant independent sources. What we do know for sure is there were individual cases
            of priests protesting. 
         

         
          A good example of an ordinary outspoken priest is Jonas Gilys of Varėna. On September
            9, 1941, one day before the shooting of the Jews of Varėna, Jonas Gilys went to the
            Lithuanian police precinct in Varėna and asked for permission to speak with the Jews
            who had been arrested. The police refused to let him to do this. He went anyway and
            told the Jews to be brave. Jonas Gilys offered to convert them to Christianity. Some
            Jews agreed and were saved by this action. Many Lithuanian priests who tried to save
            Jews tried to convert them or provide their children with fake birth certificates
            showing these children were born Christians. 
         

         
          This same Jonas Gilys preached in his church on September 14. We know about this
            from the local police report: Lithuanian police were listening. He said: “Human beings
            are being beaten by uniformed Lithuanians. Old people, pregnant women are pushed around
            and the forests of Varėna are soaked in the blood of innocent people. They suffered
            horribly. Even before their blood had dried, their property was plundered.”[1]   The police report said it was clear the priest was talking about the shooting of
            the Jews of Varėna on September 10, 1941.
         

         
         R: What was the official position of the Church regarding conversions of Jews done
            in order to save them?
         

         
         C: On April 8, 1942, the Kaunas Archdiocese issued the following order in a note circulated
            among priests: “Holy baptism shall not be administered to individuals of Jewish origin
            without an appropriate and thorough investigation.” A similar order was repeated on
            February 17, 1944, one month before the children’s action in Kaunas. At that time
            there were feverish efforts by ghetto Jews to send their children to Christian families.
         

         
         R: What would you say about the role of the chaplains serving in Lithuanian police
            battalions? Every battalion had its own priest, including the battalion which murdered
            5,000 Jews in Kaunas in the summer of 1941 and the Second Battalion which murdered
            over 15,000 Jews in Belarus and hundreds of POWs there.
         

         
         C: Every military battalion, Lithuanian and German, had a priest to care for soldiers’
            souls. I have not researched this subject, but I know some Lithuanian chaplains kept
            diaries.
         

         
         R: Yes, Zenonas Ignatavičius, the priest of the Second (Twelfth) Battalion, did. Let’s
            talk about the position of the two most influential Lithuanian bishops, archbishop
            Juozapas Jonas Skvireckas, who translated the Bible into Lithuanian, and his assistant
            bishop Vincentas Brizgys. What was their attitude toward the Holocaust?
         

         
         C: Until today many Lithuanians believe Lithuanian bishops protested the mass murder
            of Jews, but we found no evidence of that. The evidence we found is the diary of Juozapas
            Jonas Skvireckas and a couple of German Security Police reports about Vincentas Brizgys.
            The reports say Brizgys was ready to cooperate with Germans. In Skvireckas’s diary,
            we read that one month after the Lithuanian provisional government was dissolved,
            former Prime Minister Juozas Ambrazevičius came to see him and asked him to make a
            public statement regarding the persecution and murder of Jews. Both Skvireckas and
            Brizgys refused to intervene.
         

         
         On July 11, when the ghettoization process began, a Jewish delegation went to see
            Brizgys and asked him for help. The bishop refused to help and suggested Jews should
            enter the ghetto. Skvireckas wrote in his diary: “The Jews most probably know the
            attitude of the Catholic Church toward them. If the clergy did now try to publicly
            voice support of the Jews, however, they could themselves be crucified. Of course
            not all Jews are guilty, but those who are have incited the hatred of the public toward
            all Jews in general. Jews have to understand that at present they cannot count on
            being able to push their way into Lithuanian society and that it would be better for
            them to stay in designated places, separate from Lithuanians.” 
         

         
         R: Was he right? Would the clergy be “crucified” if they publicly condemned the murders?

         
         C: This assumption was wrong. When the occupation in Lithuania began, the Germans
            encouraged the restoration of the Catholic Church which was repressed under the Soviets.
            They opened the churches again. In one of the discussions with Brizgys, the Germans
            said to him: Be active, but don’t interfere in politics. Of course the Catholic Church’s
            position was not at all ideal; for example, they couldn’t get their property back
            which was seized by the Soviets in 1940. On September 3, 1941, minister for the Eastern
            Occupied Territories Alfred Rosenberg issued an order to German forces in the region:
            “The activities of religious organizations should not be restricted unless they transgress
            the bounds of religious practice.” The Germans closed the Theological Seminary in
            Kaunas only in 1943 in response to the Lithuanians’ sabotage of the mobilization for
            the SS battalion.
         

         
          We have several other documents regarding the views of the Catholic Church. There
            are records of several conferences of bishops in Lithuania beginning in August of
            1941 and running to 1944. Very few topics concerning Jews were ever discussed at these
            conferences; for example, there was a discussion about Jews who were baptized before
            June 22, 1941, who should not be forced to enter the ghettos. Or that the Lithuanian
            people shouldn’t take too much Jewish property, but if they did take too much, they
            should give some of that property to the Church. Only partisans were entitled to take
            more because of what they had done for the country.
         

         
         R: What about the position of Polish priests in the Vilnius region?

         
         C: Polish priests were severely attacked by the Germans, as in Poland. Some were imprisoned;
            some even killed. Lithuanian priests were encouraged, while Polish priests were suppressed.
            This was part of the German racist anti-Slavic policy. The Polish nation like the
            Russians was supposed to disappear completely.
         

         
         R: Are there any examples in other European countries where national churches intervened
            and tried to stop the killings?
         

         
         C: Not really. But I have to admit I did not really research the topic of the Church
            in these murderous times thoroughly.
         

         
         R: What did the German church say about the mass murder of the Jews?

         
         C: The German church said we are German Christians. Later some German priests did
            apologize for their inaction during the Holocaust. As far as the Catholic Church is
            concerned, it was only more than fifty years after the end of World War II that Pope
            John Paul II apologized for the Catholic Church’s lack of action. But Pope Pius XII,
            the leader of the Catholic Church during World War II, never apologized, and as we
            see now from the newly opened Vatican archives, he was aware of the Holocaust atrocities.
            
         

         
         R: The Lithuanian Catholic Church apologized in 2000 in a letter written by Archbishop
            Vincentas Sladkevičius, which stated: “During the years of World War [II] some of
            the Church’s children failed to show enough love to persecuted Jews or take all possible
            measures to protect them and, especially, to demonstrate enough determination necessary
            to influence those who assisted the Nazis. The Church’s memories are burdened with
            all representations of anti-Semitism.”[2]  
         

         
         C: When we think about the role of the Church in the Holocaust, we have to bear in
            mind the broader context. The history of the anti-Semitism in Eastern Europe in general
            and in Lithuania in particular is partly the history of the Church. It was the Church’s
            temperance movement in the nineteenth century initiated by Lithuanian bishop Motiejus
            Valančius which claimed Jewish tavern owners were seducing Christians to drink. There
            is this religious history of anti-Semitism with which the modern Church has to deal
            in a self-critical way.
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         R: In the last chapter of this book, we should talk about the Lithuanian anti-Nazi
            resistance. 
         

         
         C: All Lithuanians who were politically active during the German occupation strove
            for independence for their country, except for the Communists. There were three kinds
            of politically active people in the country: liberals, [Lithuanian Activist Front;
            LAF] people, and the [Lithuanian Nationalist Party; LNP], the Lithuanian Fascists.
            
         

         
          By the end of 1941, all political parties in Lithuania were forbidden, including
            the LNP. Still, LNP members didn’t resign from their posts; they remained both in
            the police and in city administrations. Of course in 1943 and 1944, their willingness
            to cooperate with the Germans was much reduced. As you remember, the Lithuanian administration
            including LNP members sabotaged the mobilization of Lithuanians for the SS division
            in 1943.
         

         
         R: If both the LAF and LNP were forbidden by the end of 1941, what did these people
            do till 1943? Did they cooperate or did they sabotage German initiatives for two or
            three years?
         

         
         C: Well, they were doing both, continuing to work in the Lithuanian administration
            and engaging in organizing underground work, “carrying on both shoulders” as we say
            in German.
         

         
          In April of 1942, the LNP people, former soldiers and policemen, formed a clandestine
            armed unit called Lietuvos laisvės kovotojų sajunga (Union of Lithuanian Freedom Fighters)
            led by the Voldemarist Ignas Vylius-Vėlavičius, the commander of the Ninth Fort in
            Kaunas. These people began publishing the newspaper Laisvės kovotojas. Several other underground newspapers were also published. In January of 1943, the
            LAF became the LF, Lietuvių frontas, and started publishing their main newspaper,
            Į Laisvę again. They also formed the small underground armed unit Kestutis.
         

         
          The leaders of the underground debated what should be done to restore the Lithuanian
            independence in the future. Who would their new allies be? The conclusion was the
            Germans had deceived Lithuania while Poland and Soviet Union were still enemies. The
            only potential allies left were the U.S. and Great Britain. I found the first mention
            of the decision to seek new allies in the September 1942 issue of the illegal liberal
            newspaper, Nepriklausoma Lietuva.
         

         
         R: Were those people actively seeking support from those two countries?

         
         C: Yes, they tried. When the Germans lost the battle for Stalingrad, it became important
            for Lithuania to try to influence the political mood in the United States and Great
            Britain. These potential allies had to be persuaded that Lithuania needed their protection
            against being reoccupied by the Soviets. 
         

         
          Members of the Lithuanian underground wrote reports on the situation in Lithuania
            and sent them to the U.S. via Sweden. The US Office of Strategic Services or OSS,
            the future CIA, collected these reports. The reports were translated into English
            and presented Lithuania in a very positive light. They claimed the people of Lithuania
            were victims of both occupations. In these reports the Germans were criticized very
            severely and included German documents from the time which demonstrated the brutality
            of German policy. Leaflets, proclamations, and articles from underground newspapers
            were also translated into English and put into these reports. These reports sent by
            the Lithuanian underground to the U.S. provide us much interesting information. 
         

         
          In October of 1943, members of the Lithuanian underground wrote a grand proclamation.
            There was a conference of the Allies in Moscow. The Lithuanian underground wanted
            to put the case of the Baltic countries on the agenda for this conference, but they
            wrote their proclamation too late and it didn’t reach the conference. 
         

         
         R: Did the Germans know about the activities of the Lithuanian underground?

         
         C: Partly, yes. German security must have had their spies in the Lithuanian underground
            because they were quite well-informed about what was going on there. In April 1943,
            the Gestapo arrested thirty leaders of the underground and sent them to prison. Two
            of them were killed, and the rest were released a couple of months later.
         

         
         R: Did the Lithuanian underground just publish underground papers and write reports,
            or did they fight the Nazis in some way? 
         

         
         C: These people thought it was a waste of time and effort to engage in armed combat
            against the German occupier. The Germans would be gone soon anyway and the main threat
            in their minds was Soviet reoccupation. Therefore, there was no armed resistance to
            the Germans, only occasional sabotage efforts to ease the burden of the German occupation
            on the Lithuanian population.
         

         
          I can compare the attitude of the Lithuanian resisters to what Mahatma Gandhi did
            during the British occupation of India, not actively resisting but not cooperating
            in any efforts which might be harmful to Lithuanian interests. As I told you before,
            in 1943 and 1944 many of those active in the underground still held posts in the Lithuanian
            administration. If the Germans wanted to mobilize forced labor, administrators in
            the labor office would try to send Poles or Soviet evacuees instead of Lithuanians.
            And they succeeded.
         

         
         R: How does the story of the underground end in 1944?

         
         C: At the end of November in 1943, all Lithuanian underground organizations united
            and created a committee for the liberation of Lithuania, VLIK, Vyriausiasis Lietuvos
            Išlaisvinimo Komitetas, chaired by social democrat Steponas Kairys. Three months later
            on February 16, 1944, VLIK wrote its first public proclamation. This time they wrote
            about the future of Lithuania not as a Fascist but a democratic state. In the spring
            and summer of 1944, there were several waves of arrests of the leadership of the VLIK.
            Steponas Kairys himself was placed under arrest for three days. 
         

         
          Let me summarize the story of the Lithuanian anti-Nazi resistance. The different
            underground organizations negotiated with each other for five months, from June of
            1943 till November 1943. As a result of these negotiations, VLIK was founded. VLIK
            was active in Lithuania for about six months, till May of 1944. In these six months
            VLIK issued two proclamations. This organization didn’t establish any cooperation
            with the other Baltic countries or with the Poles to avoid armed conflicts between
            Plechavičius’s unit and the Armia Krajowa. The most successful effort of the Lithuanian
            underground was their sabotage of the Lithuanian mobilization for the SS division
            in 1943, which saved thousands of lives.
         

         
         R: Did the Lithuanian underground press write about the mass murder of Lithuanian
            Jews?
         

         
         C: In the early leaflets, which came out in January of 1942, there was an appeal to
            Lithuanians not to participate in the killing of the Jews. In spring of 1943, the
            Polish underground press began accusing Lithuanians of participating in the killing
            of Jews. The Lithuanian underground reacted. The newspaper Į Laisvę claimed this was a lie and the killing of 80 percent of Lithuanian Jews was initiated
            and implemented exclusively by the Germans. Only a few degenerates from the Lithuanian
            side had participated.
         

         
         R: Wasn’t the Į Laisvę newspaper published by the underground the same paper published in 1941 which had
            attacked Jews at that time?
         

         
         C: Yes. Now, in 1943 Į Laisvę claimed the Lithuanian provisional government had not issued a single anti-Jewish
            law. The facts are quite different: Almost one hundred laws were introduced by the
            [provisional government], many of them anti-Semitic. The newspaper also claimed that
            the only anti-Jewish activities in 1941 were measures aimed against Jewish Bolsheviks.
            Į Laisvę wrote that way back in 1941 bishop Vincentas Brizgys warned Lithuanians not to dirty
            their hands by spilling Jewish blood. As we know, this appeal was never made. It also
            stated three prominent Lithuanians—former president Kazys Grinius, agriculture minister
            and priest Mykolas Krupavičius, and political activist Jurgis Aleksa—had written a
            memorandum to the Germans protesting the killing of the Jews and that they were deported
            as a result. In reality, if you look over this lengthy memorandum from November of
            1942, you find just half of one sentence about the killing of the Jews. These prominent
            Lithuanians were exiled not because of this comment on the Holocaust, but, in the
            words of Generalkommissar von Renteln, because of their lack of support for anti-Bolshevism.
         

         
          When in 1943 and 1944, people in the Lithuanian underground wrote these articles
            and reports, trying to impress the outside world, most Lithuanian Jews were already
            dead, 150,000 of them. Only 48,000 Lithuanian Jews were still alive in early 1943.
            The killing of the Jews was still going on; in the spring of 1943, 4,000 Jews were
            murdered in Ponar. The Lithuanian underground didn’t react to this massacre at all.
            Unfortunately, the Lithuanian underground did not organize any collective action to
            save Jews or simply to help them. In the Polish underground, there was a special unit
            called Żegota formed for rescuing Jews.
         

         
         R: What was the fate of the underground movement, the people from VLIK?

         
         C: In July of 1944 as the Red Army approached Lithuania, the Germans began to retreat.
            VLIK people left Lithuania together with the Germans. For several months before this
            they had been mobilizing the Lithuanian people to fight against reoccupation of Lithuania
            by the Soviets. They even created some small armed units. And now, when the Red Army
            was approaching, they just packed up their belongings and left.
         

         
         R: Why wouldn’t they remain underground to fight the Red Army? Why didn’t they organize
            a Lithuanian armed resistance? 
         

         
         C: The members of the Lithuanian underground believed they would return soon with
            the Western Allies. The VLIK people went to DP camps in Germany. At the same time,
            about 200 Lithuanian priests also left the country. 
         

         
          There was a long proclamation about Lithuanian-Jewish relations by VLIK written at
            a DP camp in May of 1946. The text of the densely typed twenty-two pages was unsigned
            but from other documents we know for certain prelate Mykolas Krupavičius, Liudas Šmulkštys,
            and bishop Vincentas Brizgys were involved. This document was not published until
            much later, in the United States in 1956.
         

         
          The authors of this document wrote that Lithuanians could not be held responsible
            for the killing of the Jews. The Jews themselves should be blamed for what happened.
            This document introduced the concept of “double genocide”: The Jews were victims of
            Nazism, the Lithuanians were victims of Communism, and since so many Communists were
            Jews, they had to be punished. 
         

         
          The authors claimed Lithuanians had lived together with Jews peacefully for 600 years,
            and there was never any anti-Semitism. Everything only changed with the Soviet annexation
            in the summer of 1940. The Jews were to blame for the Sovietization of Lithuania.
            Jews were responsible for the deportations, for restrictions of Lithuanian religious
            life, for massacres of prisoners. All Lithuanian people had been against the German
            occupation and against the killing of Jews. Very few Lithuanians had participated
            in the shootings, and these people had been ostracized by the Lithuanian nation.
         

         
         R: I never heard of this document until you told me about it. Let me quote from the
            proclamation as presented in Alfonsas Eidintas’s book Lietuvos žydų žudynių byla to clarify the position these people held regarding the Jewish question. They defend
            themselves and their actions through baseless lies and libel. There is no truth in
            their claims. They are not supported by any evidence, yet their position found support
            among Lithuanians all around the world. The authors didn’t even dare put their names
            to the document!
         

         
         
            
            May 28, 1946

            
            The extremely grave crime which was committed by Jews against Lithuanians was their
               role during the massive deportation of Lithuanians to Siberia. They organized this
               deportation. They participated en mass[e] in the rounding up and selection of the victims. An even more painful matter was
               their macabre attitude at that time of horror to Lithuanians. At the Kaunas railroad
               station and other squares in the city the Jews held loud celebrations with music,
               song and dance. Caravans of Bolshevik trucks full of Lithuanians in tears and pain
               were passing the Jews in their euphoria. With their celebrations the Jews “fixed”
               what remained of the mood of Lithuanians, drowning in their tears and afflicted with
               pain. 
            

            
            As the Bolsheviks withdrew from Lithuania, the Jews intentionally put on fire Vilkaviškis,
               Marijampolė, Plungė and a whole series of Lithuanian cities and towns.
            

            
            The Jews, especially brutal and staunch defenders of the Bolsheviks, did it in the
               final days of Bolshevik rule. . . . At this time they appeared well-armed with Bolshevik
               weapons. It wasn’t just men, but also women who had a large number of these weapons.
               Thus armed they entered into open battle with the Lithuanian partisans. . . . The
               Jews murdered Lithuanian partisans by ambushing them, shooting [them] openly in the
               streets from building windows and so on. After the Germans arrived, they acted similarly
               with German soldiers. . . . Many German soldiers died at the hands of the Jews.
            

            
            Not without foundation the conviction was dominant within the Lithuanian nation that
               the Jews were destroying, murdering and torturing it [the Lithuanian nation]. . .
               . It came as no surprise then that Lithuania’s Catholic society . . . came to the
               conclusion the Jews were not just the persistent enemies of the Catholic Church, but
               of all Lithuanians, and [were] their enthusiastic persecutors and exterminators.
            

            
         

         
         On when the Nazis began exterminating Jews:

         
         
            
            The Lithuanian seeing all of that was frozen with fright and anger. The gentle nature
               and deeply Christian soul of the Lithuanian in the face of the destruction and desecration
               of these horrible Jews forced him to forget the yet-unhealed wounds earlier inflicted
               by the Jews and his as-of-yet still-wet tears. In the heart of the Lithuanian the
               place of anger is occupied by mercy, and, it is no exaggeration to say, by that heroic
               love of yesterday’s enemy. . . . All of ethnically Lithuania strove to help the Jews.
            

            
         

         
         The Lithuanian provisional government “took no step, issued no orders to restrict
            Jews, nor to oppress or persecute them.”
         

         
         
            
            The Germans when they were unable [numerous times] to draw Lithuanians into the murder
               of Jews “sent [numerous times] Russian prisoners and German soldiers dressed as Lithuanian
               police and soldiers to shoot Jews. They filmed [numerous times] these masquerades
               during the extermination of Jews.”
            

            
            Difficulties in rescuing Jewish children from the ghetto:

            
            
               
               	
                  Lack of knowledge of the Lithuanian language was the main obstacle to rescuing Jewish
                     children
                  

               

               
               	
                  Jewish children in the majority were spoiled, adapted to different circumstances with
                     great difficulty, couldn’t take a step without their mothers and in their speech they
                     constantly repeated the word “ghetto.”
                  

               

               
            

            
            People who murdered Jews appeared within the Lithuanian nation. We can divide this
               operation so painful and shameful to the Lithuanian nation into two periods: 1. The
               period of vengeance against the Bolsheviks and 2. The period of intentional collaboration
               with the Nazis in the destruction of the Jews.
            

            
            
               
               	
                  During this time of anarchy only Bolsheviks were killed. Among those killed there
                     were some Jews. Nobody recorded statistics. Therefore it is difficult to say how many
                     died during this period. The only thing that’s clear is that they were murdered as
                     Bolsheviks, not as Jews, as the gravediggers of the Republic of Lithuania and the
                     exterminators and murderers of ethnic Lithuanians, and second, that more Lithuanians
                     than Jews were murdered in this same period; 
                  

               

               
               	
                  The dregs of society were already at work in the second period. “It’s interesting
                     that often former NKVD agents or simply Bolsheviks often stood at the forefront of
                     these murderers of Jews.”[1]  
                  

               

               
            

            
         

         
         R: As we have seen, this false double-genocide theory, formulated in this proclamation
            written in a German displaced persons camp in 1946, traveled on to the United States
            to the Lithuanian immigrant communities, and later, after Lithuanian regained its
            independence in 1991, came back to Lithuania to become the national narrative. Today,
            eighty years later, many ordinary Lithuanians tell the history of the Holocaust in
            Lithuania using the same words.
         

         
      

      
      
         
            1. Alfonsas Eidintas, Lietuvos žydų žudynių byla [The Case of Lithuania's Mass Murder of Jews], 305–39 (translation from Lithuanian).
               

            

         

      

   
      Epilogue

      
         
         
         
      

      
      
         R: Today we are in Jerusalem again. We are ending our talks which began here more
            than a year ago. Now I have to ask you a personal question. How do you, as a German,
            feel about what your country did during World War II? As a person, not as a historian?
         

         
         C: A very difficult question. Actually, as a person I do not feel any personal guilt.
            And I don’t believe in any collective guilt. What I feel is personal shame and collective
            shame about what my people did to other people and especially to the Jews. It is not
            a personal burden, such as I have to repay my guilt, but more like a moral obligation
            to remember this. This past is still alive, and it is being transferred from generation
            to generation. It is not a distant fading memory like the Crusades of the eleventh
            century. People still feel very emotional about it.
         

         
         R: Do many people in Germany feel that way?

         
         C: Another difficult question. I think that even at the time, during World War II,
            many people in Germany knew what was happening, not only to the Jews but to other
            victim groups as well. They were aware of German racism and all the destruction that
            it caused. When bombing of the German cities started in the second half of the war,
            many simple people said: “It is revenge for what we Germans have done to other people.
            What we did to the Jews is now coming back to us. We as people did not do enough to
            prevent these crimes, or we committed them ourselves.”
         

         
          Still, it was difficult for Germans to accept the guilt and shame. What most European
            nations, including Germany, did was turn themselves into the victims. “We Germans
            were the first victims of Hitler!” “Hitler and his clique bewitched, brainwashed and
            seduced us. We were powerless and helpless.”
         

         
          Over the last seventy years this has changed. Today we know the whole of German society
            was involved in committing these crimes and especially the Holocaust. Very many people
            in German society have already stopped externalizing guilt and responsibility. 
         

         
          We have acknowledged people had choices. Even if you were a bystander, you did this
            because you chose to watch and not to intervene. You might not have committed the
            crime, but you might have moved into that nice apartment which was now empty, or you
            might have taken one or two things from a Jewish house. There were many people who
            watched the Jews being shot at the pits in Eastern Europe. There were even some German
            soldiers who accidentally saw Jewish men being blindfolded and shot at Ponar and went
            to see what was going on and to take pictures. They felt they were witnessing history,
            so to speak. That happened in July of 1941 when the Ponar territory hadn’t been fenced
            off yet.
         

         
         R: How did German acceptance of this collective shame develop over time?

         
         C: First, Germany realized that not just Hitler and his clique were to blame, but
            also the SS had been involved, and this already meant there were many more people
            involved in the crimes. But people still thought the Wehrmacht was not responsible
            for the murder of innocent people, that German society at large was not involved.
            And then in the nineties so much evidence came up about the involvement of the Wehrmacht,
            German soldiers, and German society as well.
         

         
         R: In what way was German society involved?

         
         C: Think of the forced laborers coming into German society. In 1943 and 1944, one-fourth
            of the German workforce was not German—Poles, Ukrainians, Russian civilians, or former
            French prisoners of war. My father, who was born in 1930, was in charge of Soviet
            civilians working on his father’s farm as a fourteen-year-old boy. 
         

         
          The Jewish question was less important in the daily lives of Germans at that time.
            There were not very many Jews. There were 6 million Jews killed in the Holocaust in
            Europe and only 3 percent of them were German Jews. The majority of the victims were
            from Eastern Europe, murdered where they lived or deported to extermination camps.
            
         

         
          Now my question to you is: How do you as a Lithuanian feel about what Lithuanians
            did to the Jews during World War II? 
         

         
         R: What I feel is pain. When I think about the Lithuanian Jews murdered, I don’t think
            about the numbers, 200,000 or 96 percent murdered. I think about the victims as human
            beings who were murdered individually and who are still there, in the forests of my
            country, in the pits. Piles of them in each pit, three or four layers of human corpses,
            some holding the corpses of their children.
         

         
         C: Where does this feeling of pain come from? How and when did you start feeling like
            this?
         

         
         R: When I was reading the testimonies of perpetrators in the KGB archives. After that,
            I stood at the edge of a mass grave so many times. There are 234 of them in Lithuania,
            and I have visited maybe 40 or 50 of them. Each time I imagined these people lying
            there, 1 or 2 meters below me in the ground with their skulls or chests fractured
            by bullets. As long as you don’t exert slight effort of imagining the victims, you
            don’t feel anything. 
         

         
          I want to tell you about one little episode which happened near the mass grave of
            1,176 people near Vilnius in the Naujaneriai forest. A German television crew had
            come to interview me there. A middle-aged Lithuanian journalist accompanied them.
            When the crew finished filming and went back to the car, this man remained at the
            grave, staring at it. “Rūta,” he said to me, “I don’t understand. Are they still lying
            here? One thousand, one hundred and seventy-six of them? Women, children, old people?”
            “Yes, they are all still there,” I told him. “Where else could they be?”
         

         
          All of a sudden this man visualized the victims, and it changed his understanding
            of the Holocaust. He started feeling the same pain I feel. It is proven that when
            you read or hear about something, the information enters your consciousness through different filters,
            but if you see something with your own eyes, there are no more filters, no defense mechanisms. I
            wrote the book Our People in order to make people see what happened at the pits. I wanted them to feel the same pain I felt. The biggest reward I could get was when some women readers
            came to tell me they cried while reading the book. “That’s wonderful,” I said to them.
            “It makes you a much better person if you cry about other people.”
         

         
         C: I would say that once you start to understand that the Holocaust was real, that
            it happened near us and not so long ago, then you start feeling shame, guilt, and
            pain. Sometimes you not only see, but you can also hear what was happening. You can close your eyes but you cannot close your ears. I am
            currently working on a study called “The Sounds of the Holocaust.” Think of the sounds
            of mass killings: the screams, the prayers, the songs they sang, and even about the
            silence, like silence of those little orphans from Šiauliai on the bus to the forest.
            All this is something which gets very deep inside you with no filters, no self-defense
            mechanisms.
         

         
         R: Why doesn’t everybody feel this way? 

         
         C: We have to ask what kind of defense mechanisms we and other people have. We do
            know something about this. It is very popular today, for example, to limit the Holocaust
            just to what was happening at the pits. Everything else is not as important or is
            more ambiguous. “The ghettos weren’t so bad,” “Jews felt safer there,” “Every bad
            person also had a good side,” etc. In this way we externalize the guilt, blaming just
            a few people. In this way we avoid the guilt, the shame, and the pain. This externalization
            process makes us feel safe, but only for a brief time.
         

         
         R: The Holocaust happened almost eighty years ago. Over all these years most of us
            Lithuanians haven’t felt guilt or pain. Do you call that a brief time? 
         

         
         C: I am one who believes eventually we will learn the truth. Or we will come very
            near to what really has happened at which place at what time and who was involved.
         

         
         R: What’s wrong with harboring these myths if they make people feel good, even if
            the truth eventually comes out? Before that happens we want to live with a nice myth
            and feel good about ourselves as a nation and as people. The myth of Lithuanians as
            victims or heroes is helping build our nation and keep us together. So then is the
            myth maybe a positive thing?
         

         
         C: This idea that myths should be kept alive as something positive is only plausible
            when you believe you can control everything which is felt, thought, and known. The
            moment you cannot control all of this completely, as in a totalitarian regime, there
            will always be people who ask, what is the truth? There will be annoying people like
            you who keep asking these annoying questions: What really happened?
         

         
         R: There are many ways of silencing these people. Recently one Lithuanian writer said
            in a radio interview, “What a pity that we killed our Jews.” A few days later he was
            called in to the police station to explain his words. Following this, it’s not only
            that he won’t say this again, but other people as well will think twice before saying
            anything which doesn’t fit the official narrative. So how is the truth supposed to
            come out?
         

         
         C: Democracy means there is no one unified opinion. In a democratic country myths
            can linger for some time, but eventually they no longer work. This is my firm belief.
            I do believe in learning. Learning means accepting new things and allowing them to
            affect your attitudes and beliefs. To stay alive, and not to bury yourself in some
            system of beliefs, being afraid the whole time this system might be destroyed. The
            aggressiveness you face from people who want to defend their set of myths tells us
            they feel insecure and this insecurity gives rise to their aggression.
         

         
         R: Not necessarily aggression. There are other reactions as well. When the book Our People came out, one of my best friends broke off our friendship. She was upset with me
            for writing about Lithuania’s complicity in the Holocaust. She said to me: “Our values
            are different.” I keep thinking about it. Was she right? Are our values that different?
            How come? I love my country as much as she does!
         

         
         C: Yes, she was right. You have different values. The key point is loyalty. To who[m]
            are you loyal? Your friend is loyal to her nation in an ethnic sense—no matter what.
            Your friend, and it seems many other Lithuanians, think that by writing about the
            participation of Lithuanians in the mass murder, you were betraying your own people.
            What do we mean when we say, “your own people”? Are we talking as civic patriots about
            our nation as part of humanity, or are we talking as ethnic nationalists, believing
            we are defending our nation by considering history in a very fragmented and distorted
            way?
         

         
          It is normal for friends to hold different views. We have to be patient, very patient,
            with ourselves and others. We are all learning. It may take decades for us, people
            with fragmented and distorted memory, to realize what the real truth is, and why it
            is valuable and worth preserving.
         

         
          When we think as tribalists, as ethnic nationalists, we find ourselves in this competition:
            which nation was better, which was worse, who suffered more or was more heroic. But
            this is only one form of thinking. Thinking of yourself as a member of a closed community,
            be it a tribe, a nation, or a race. When you stop this nonsense, when you realize
            we are all one, one human race, then you start seeing that these horrible things happened
            not because of the character of one specific nation. It happened because of the specific
            situation, specific experiences, specific choices, and specific expectations. That’s
            what determines our history.
         

         
          The Holocaust is essentially not a national story. It is a European story and, in
            many ways, a global story. Take Lithuania. We have Germans, Lithuanians, Jews, and
            Poles, all of them acting very strongly. We have to take into account as well the
            Soviet Union, the United States, and Great Britain. They were all involved in many
            different ways, both positive and negative. Then there was Italy, the Vatican, and
            even the Scandinavian countries to some extent. So any understanding of what happened
            must be transnational. Otherwise we get stuck defending specific national images.
         

         
         R: You are talking about ideal people in an ideal world. In the real world people
            are programmed to think in the categories of “us” and “them,” “our nation” and “the
            other” nations, some of which are good toward us, others bad, some just irrelevant
            because they are located far away. I think I know why we Lithuanian people defend
            the myth of our innocence so fiercely. Because the outside world, first of all the
            Jews, keep on saying for decades now that we Lithuanians were the worst and the largest
            percentage of Jews was murdered in Lithuania by their neighbors. So if we removed
            our defensive shield, the myth of our innocence and victimhood, we would be exposing
            ourselves to this horrible accusation. 
         

         
         C: The Holocaust happened in many countries, mostly outside Germany. Of the half million
            Jews who were in Germany in 1933, two-thirds managed to emigrate before borders were
            closed in 1941. Only 165,000 German Jews were murdered. Eighty percent of all Holocaust
            victims were Eastern European Jews. Germany was the key player, but the fact is that
            all European people cooperated with the German occupier. How was France run? With
            800 Germans. A country of almost 40 million people! Half of the country was sovereign
            and remained in cooperation with the Germans. Even those countries which were independent
            on paper: Slovakia, Croatia, Hungary, Romania. Some of them were occupied only at
            the very end of the war, and still they fully cooperated in the matters which they
            believed served the interests of their country. Take Romania: without any German interference
            they killed up to 300,000 Jews and then they changed their minds and from the second
            half of 1942 onwards they protected Romanian Jews. The same with Hungary; the country
            had an anti-Semitic policy till the spring of 1944, then the Germans came in and 400,000
            Jews were deported to Auschwitz with massive Hungarian support. Three hundred thousand
            of them were murdered immediately. After that the Hungarians changed their mind, and
            [Adolf] Eichmann couldn’t do anything anymore. He lost all local support and had to
            leave the country. 
         

         
          That such a high percentage of Jews were murdered on Lithuanian territory is not
            linked to the Lithuanian character. It is linked to German occupational policy, German
            decisions, and of course, the willingness of many local people to implement these
            decisions. 
         

         
          Being prepared to face the truth is a very challenging task for all of us. Do we
            behave like ostriches and put our heads in the sand, or do we ask ourselves: How do
            I become a grown-up? What kind of person do I want to be? Do I want to be a person
            who is open, self-critical, and able to change my views? This game which I call “identity
            politics” doesn’t work. Efforts to use history for politics, for the strengthening
            of myth, are doomed to failure. To use history as a way to learn, this is an exciting
            experience which makes us stronger.
         

         
         R: Thank you. You have answered so many of my questions about how the Holocaust in Lithuania happened. My last question is not to you, but to my compatriots:
            How can we Lithuanians accept our history as it was, not as we want it to be? 
         

         
          Who knows the answer?
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