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Foreword

I have had the privilege of a friendship with Bea Lurie for many years. When I first met her, we traded stories of our fathers as part of getting to know each other. Her dad, Sol Lurie, was a Holocaust survivor, and mine was a US military intelligence officer assigned to interrogate Nazi POWs. Bea and I came to understand that our fathers’ eyewitness accounts were invaluable pieces of history that described World War II tragedies that the world, especially generations born after the war, need to know. How else will they comprehend the hate that led to the Holocaust and recognize that it is alive and growing today?

Later in their lives, our fathers, Sol in particular, were willing and able to speak of their Holocaust experiences. Sol’s stories about the tragedy regarding Lithuanian Jews are both personal and historical. Bea, in writing these stories with Dr. Steven Leonard Jacobs, brings them alive and preserves them for us and future generations.

I’m greatly honored to write the foreword to Life Must Go On with Sol’s stories and the historical context of them. This book is a true treasure, coming at a critical time when online falsehoods and conspiracy theories abound. As extremist hate groups echo Nazi ideology and become more visible and mainstream, teachers of history are increasingly dealing with Holocaust denial and distortion. I have been determined to fight this ever since I made a classroom video of Holocaust survivors in Rockford, Illinois, and was trained by the FBI in Tulsa to deal with neo-Nazis and Holocaust deniers shortly after the Oklahoma City bombing.

Bea is also dedicated to counteracting these trends. A dedicated community builder, she knows that there will be young readers and it’s essential to develop their leadership skills to include commitments to improving the world around them. Life Must Go On also inspires older readers to diligently stand against hate and teach younger generations to stop the violence that it fuels. As Sol says, “It’s up to us to make sure that the future doesn’t repeat what the past was.”

Sol understands all too well why the past should not be repeated. Like many of my own relatives in Eastern Europe, he began life in a Jewish upper-middle-class family in a Lithuanian city with friendly non-Jewish neighbors. Lithuania’s creation goes back centuries; it was an empire that extended from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Jews struggled to find places that would tolerate them since antisemitism was already common in the area. But Lithuania invited them to relocate there, and its capital, Vilna, became known as the “Jerusalem of Lithuania.”

Unfortunately, this acceptance was not permanent. Over the years, the antisemitic element of the Jews’ political, economic, and religious situation became more intense. Helping fuel this antisemitism was the Catholic Church’s promotion of the idea that Jews were and are Christ killers and that Jewish people are cursed or rejected by God. It wasn’t until after World War II, when the Second Vatican Council officially condemned these ideas about the Jewish people and asserted that Judaism was a legitimate religion.

During his childhood, Sol wasn’t aware of this antisemitism and had many non-Jewish friends. The Lurie family had lived in Lithuania for centuries before Hitler came to power. The close-knit extended family owned a successful lumber business with eighty horses and seventy employees. Sol grew up in a kosher home, spoke mostly Yiddish, frequented the town’s synagogue, and attended the Jewish day school. This was the beautiful life that many Jews had, even though hatred of Jews had been present for a long time. I’m reminded that The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a Russian text purporting a Jewish plot for world domination, was fabricated long before Hitler’s rise and use of it.

There were long-term power battles between Germany and Russia and Lithuania, and its Jews would soon be caught up in it. Sol’s childhood was during a brief period after World War I when Lithuania became an independent state, rejecting both Russia and Germany. Hebrew schools, Jewish theaters, and Yiddish newspapers flourished. That progress diminished when Russia occupied Lithuania in 1939 and ended when Nazi Germany took over Lithuania in 1941.

The invasion of Germany’s army, the Wehrmacht, meant that the ghettoization of Jews was a given, as was their eventual extermination. Sadly, we should understand that there were collaborators who were influenced by fear and an underlying hatred. Sol’s memories of his family’s attempt to escape the German military by going further into Russia include many tragic stories of the destruction of Jewish lives by fellow Lithuanians. However, there is also a story of how a German soldier helped the family survive, which accounts in part for Sol’s lifelong generous view of humanity, which he hopes to pass on to his readers.

Despite his family being imprisoned in a ghetto; his fellow Jews being starved, tortured, and murdered; their culture totally destroyed; and his own attempts to avoid being murdered, Sol encourages us not to lose hope. It’s hard to imagine having hope as Sol and his family were transferred from the ghetto to concentration camps. It’s truly an emotional experience to read the history of these camps: Stutthof, Kaufering, Landsberg, Dachau, Birkenau, Auschwitz, and Buchenwald. Liberation by the Allies in April 1945 revealed the brutality, mass murders, and medical experiments on prisoners.

The firsthand evidence—the emaciated prisoners; the dead bodies, young and old; and the stink of rotting flesh—should serve as reminders of the evil that human beings can inflict. My father said in his letters that the stench of thousands of dead bodies piled up like lumber would be with him forever. Sol’s eyewitness accounts of these camps and their sub-camps are vital additions to making sure that this evil doesn’t happen again. I’m not alone in fearing a reoccurrence, given current conspiracy theories that claim that the Holocaust never happened, that Jews disappeared simply because they left the area, and that few Jews actually died, not the six million reported.

Toward the end of the war, the Jews who were still alive were transported to death camps, including Dachau and Auschwitz-Birkenau. A final “Death March” is documented by a Polish survivor in my documentary, and “viciously barbaric” doesn’t begin to describe it. The Nazi military sought to avoid the Allies’ army liberating the camps and, with nothing to lose, had no boundaries. It’s surprising that Sol survived.

He was liberated by the Allies on April 11, 1945, his birthday, a strange fact that should stick in readers’ minds.

It took a year and a half for Sol’s body to get used to eating food again. Think about your own health and the perseverance it would take if your body rebelled against food for that long. Also think of the isolation. Sol thought he was alone and did not know that his father and three brothers survived and returned to their hometown in Lithuania. He was considered an orphan and transported to Jewish orphanages in France. But he never gave up, and in his teens, the U.S. government accepted Sol’s application to join his New York City relatives. They treated him as a son, and their kindness, along with Sol’s strength, should be inspiration for us all.

Sol enlisted in the U.S. army during the Korean War despite not being a citizen. Surprisingly, he did not serve in Korea, but in Germany. For two years, he proudly walked the streets of Berlin, demonstrating that he’d survived Hitler’s regime. Sol became a naturalized U.S. citizen and got his GED while at the military base in Germany. Although he received a scholarship to attend Harvard University, he chose to earn a living instead. Preferring “common sense” to education, he regained his life working factory jobs and eventually marrying, having children, and developing his own home repair business.

I’m amazed by Sol’s perseverance. It’s not as if his past was forgotten. Bea remembers her father waking up in the middle of the night screaming because of nightmares. Learning to bury horrific memories deep inside you does not prevent them from surfacing occasionally. Fear and rage must be managed because they do not disappear, even when speaking of the Holocaust was taboo, as it was in the Lurie household and in mine. Our fathers kept their distance partly to protect us.

Bea learned Holocaust history in books at the library, and my father sneaked books into my bedroom bookcase. The value of books is something that we should teach younger generations. We shouldn’t be discouraged by the internet replacing bookstores and libraries. Books can be read online and should be. Further, we should encourage the keeping of notes and diaries as people did in the ghettos to document what happened. We are not just readers of history; we are actually history ourselves, as Bea and I have discovered through our writing.

I was reminded that life is short when Bea’s mother Evelyn passed away from cancer at age fifty-seven. Mine died of cancer when she was sixty-seven. The loss of these loving women was heartbreaking for us and our fathers. As Evelyn was dying, Sol told Bea that he needed to share what happened to him so it wouldn’t die with him. Bea was stunned and encouraged him to share what happened with others. It took him more than a decade, a second marriage, and a determined eighth grade stepdaughter to do so. Sol joined other survivors in a We Are Your Voice program at her school and realized that his stories were unique and needed to be heard. Adult readers of this book should take note and share their stories sooner rather than later.

Sol was shocked when he first told his stories that he was able to touch so many lives. It became evident that he could use his tragic experiences to share positive lessons for making the world a better place. His passion for being an educator grew exponentially and his goal was to teach respect for each other. I certainly agree with his words: “Hate and discrimination have not gone away, and it’s up to us to make this world a beautiful place.” I hope more of us will follow the path that Sol outlines: “We must stand up against bigotry, racism, and bullying because G-d created everyone equal, and we should not be bystanders to such actions.”

Sol was certainly no bystander, and as the years passed, he became even more of an activist. It’s impressive that he would return to Auschwitz and Birkenau by participating in an educational program organized by the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum. He took Bea with him on the trip, including the commemoration of International Holocaust Remembrance Day held at Auschwitz where he reconnected with Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau, the former Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel and a fellow child survivor of Buchenwald.

Sol and Bea returned to Germany in 2010, where he spoke to an organization that was concerned about the rise in antisemitism and the election of a neo-Nazi to the Weimar city council. Determinedly proactive, its members held a large city fair designed to block off Weimar’s streets and prevent a neo-Nazi gathering. The organization was delighted to hear from Sol since so many survivors are no longer with us and their stories are often lost.

Neo-Nazi groups promoting the Aryan race are gaining momentum not just in Germany but around the world, including France, Great Britain, Australia, and the Netherlands. Here in America, the Proud Boys and Oath Keepers echo phrases that my father heard from Nazi POWs that he interrogated 1945: “Hitler’s only failure was not killing more Jews.” And now, the leaders of these groups have received presidential pardons for their violent January 6, 2021 attack on our Capitol. It’s vital that the public understands the ramifications of their words and be proactive in deterring these movements. The silence of many German citizens allowed Hitler to reign, and being silent today could have similar results.

We must stop bystander syndrome and its silence. Life Must Go On will help do exactly that, making sure that the past does not repeat itself in our future. Now in his nineties, Sol inspires his readers to respect one another, understand the lesson of history, stand up to bullies, and speak out for tikkun olam. He also teaches us to enjoy the gift of life for however long we have it. Look up his favorite song on YouTube, “Hava Nagilah,” and you’ll be ready to join him.

Deborah J. Levine

Founder/editor, American Diversity Report

Award-winning author and documentary creator:

Untold: Stories of a World War II Liberator






INTRODUCTION Why This Book?


In the Hebrew Bible, the unknown author of Sefer Ecclesiastes/Book of Ecclesiastes, though both Jewish and Christian traditions attribute it to King Solomon in his old age, warns us: “Of making many books there is no end, and much study wearies the body” (12:12). While such may be applicable to too much easily publishable literature today, as well as the veritable avalanche of Holocaust/Shoah texts, a strong counterargument may be made as regards that of the survivor memoir, all the more so as those who both endured and yet somehow survived continue to die in increasingly larger and larger numbers until all too soon we will arrive at that point in time when no one will be left alive who experienced “the Event” itself. Thus, in addition to the scholarly and analytical literatures, numerous historical accounts including biographies of the perpetrators, as well as filmic documentary evidence and fictional variations, we may very well find ourselves turning more and more to such survivor memoirs to remind ourselves that the murders of more than 6,000,000 Jewish children, women, and men, and many more brutalized as well, between the years 1939 and 1945 happened not to a mythic population in numbers far too large to cognitively and meaningfully understand, but to real flesh-and-blood human beings.1

Yet, many of these same memoirs, both those published by significant university and commercial presses as well as those self-published—ofttimes solely for family members only—fall short in telling their important stories in one rather significant way: They tend not to place their accounts within the much larger contexts of the communities wherein they endured their horrors as well as the even larger historical contexts of those same communities, and, failing to do so, leave their readers wanting to understand the surroundings that gave rise to their stories.

Thus, perhaps, this somewhat unusual approach to telling Sol Lurie’s story allows his own journey to provide a very human commentary to both the places and events he so movingly describes, but which, with the passage of time, may be lost to those who will only learn via the printed word of his journey from Kovno, Lithuania, to New Jersey. As the reader, therefore, can plainly see by examining the table of contents, after chapter 1 (“Lithuanian Jewry Before the Holocaust”), which provides overall contexts for this history and story, each chapter subsequently sets its own context for Sol Lurie’s memoir and memories by letting us see the world into which he was born and the one into which he was unwillingly thrust, surviving all that marked him for death, but, ultimately, coming to the United States, marrying twice, and fathering three children.

At this outset, it is equally important, therefore, for the reader to know as well that the overwhelming majority of Lithuanian Jews did not survive the Holocaust/Shoah—some estimates exceed 95 percent, especially those in Kaunas (Kaunas is the formal name but the Yiddish name for Kanus is Kovno, which is the name Sol’s family always used, and what will be used most commonly throughout the text), both city and ghetto—and that the Nazis themselves found all-too-willing collaborators among the Lithuanian people with their own history of antisemitic acts, punctuated by relatively few periods of calm and tranquility between Jews and their neighbors. The horrific murders of the Jews at the Lieutakis Garage on June 25, 1941, by the Lithuanians—whether or not inspired or approved by their Nazi overlords—remains an indictment of the local populace worthy of appropriate condemnation.

Furthermore, Sol Lurie’s own particular “journey of death”2 from Kovno Ghetto and concentration camp to Stutthof to Landsberg am Lech to Kaufering-Dachau to Auschwitz-Birkenau to Buchenwald, from which he was finally liberated, remains one of both endurance and resilience, of a young boy growing into young adulthood amid and surrounded by horrors almost too unimaginable to contemplate let alone fully understand. But survive he did, and his coming to the United States to begin life anew, and in his later years telling his story to thousands of schoolchildren of all ages and adults, stands as a stark reminder that the Western world must not forget not only what happened but how it happened and why it happened. And yet, in telling his story to so many, Sol Lurie is neither bitter nor hateful, but remains committed to the idea of love between and among all human beings, crossing all barriers of difference, as the best and, perhaps, only possible preventative to recurrence.

Sol Lurie’s story begins in a somewhat idyllic childhood of an upper-middle-class family, prosperous lumber merchants, and one in which he was close to his religiously pious grandfather, almost immediately after his birth on April 11, 1930. Relations with their non-Jewish neighbors were positive and his family was respected.

Nine years later, that life would be irreparably changed by events wholly unknown to him, his family, the dwellers of Kaunas (Kovno), as well as the citizens of Lithuania. Unknown to all, on August 23, 1939—prior to the German invasion of Poland on September 1—German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop (1893–1946) and Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov (1890–1986) signed on behalf of their governments the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, sometimes referred to as the Nazi-Soviet Pact, a statement of nonaggression between their two nations. It would remain in effect until the full German invasion of Eastern Poland on June 22, 1941. One consequence with profound effects for Sol Lurie and his family and community was the initial domination of Lithuania by the Soviets but relatively briefly, and later by the Germans, literally moving from the bad to the worse, particularly after their invasion of Lithuania on June 22, 1940.

From 1941 until 1944, the Jews of Kaunas (Kovno) would find themselves ghettoized, first in larger confines and where their surroundings quickly became transformed into a concentration camp, and later, those who remained alive moved to the “Small Ghetto,” from which very, very few would survive. In June 1944, Sol Lurie and others would be moved to Stutthof and Landsberg am Lech by boxcar, one week later to Kaufering and Dachau, one month later, July 1944, to Auschwitz-Birkenau, where he and others would remain for four months, surviving the “Death March” in December of that year,3 arriving in Buchenwald in January 1945, from where they would be liberated by the Americans on April 11, 1945, Sol’s birthday.

For the next two years, Sol Lurie would find himself living in France, finally arriving in the United States in April 1947. Ten years later, 1957, he would marry his first wife, Evelyn, and, together, they would have three children, Bea, Esther, and Charles; widowed, he would marry Raja in 1994, who would leave him widowed again in 2015.

Through it all, the goods and the bads, the blessings and the curses, the successes and the failures, the horrific and its opposite, Sol’s “mantra”—which he repeated to me numerous times during the two days we spent together, and thus the title of this book: “Life Must Go On!”



Finally, the reader should also know how this somewhat unusual book came about, and about the person to whom it is dedicated, Sylvia Wygoda (1948–2015). The author first met Sylvia many, many years ago at one of the academic Holocaust/Shoah conferences that are now common enough throughout the year and continue unabated. At that time, she offered a powerful presentation of her own father’s story, based upon his book In the Shadow of the Swastika and edited by her brother Mark, a professor at McNeese State University, Lake Charles, La.4 It was available for purchase at the book exhibit, so I immediately bought a copy and began reading this story of a Polish Jew whose own survival was a series of narrow escapes coupled with an amazing ability to “reinvent” himself as circumstances warranted. As the child of a survivor-escapee myself5 and a fellow Southerner—Sylvia was already the founding executive director of the Georgia Commission on the Holocaust with a passionate commitment to educating succeeding generations—we bonded immediately as such adult children who are the recipients of such inherited terrors6 are want to do, and would see each other regularly at such conferences and remain good friends until her death from pancreatic cancer in 2015.

I distinctly remember the day when Sylvia called me, somewhat out of the blue, with the following message: “I’ve moved back to Tennessee, Chattanooga, have made friends with an amazing woman, Bea Lurie, whose dad is a Holocaust survivor. His story needs to be written and you’re just the person to do it!” Throughout much of my career, I have regularly shied away from such projects—too many memoir accounts by too many survivors gathering dust on too many bookshelves—and regularly have rejected any and all invitations to either review such already-published memoirs or read yet-to-be-published manuscripts—with one exception early on: I strongly recommended for publication Harry Gordon’s The Shadow of Death: The Holocaust in Lithuania.7 Thus, it seemed to me, I had now come full circle, and so I responded to Sylvia’s invitation: “Without commitment, I am open to the possibility.”

I spoke at length with Bea Lurie, who immediately sent me materials about her father, including a DVD of a twenty-seven-minute interview with him that aired on Chattanooga Public Television, WTCI, in 2013. I was more than a little intrigued, to say the least. She was also kind enough to give me her father’s telephone number, as he lives in New Jersey but visits Chattanooga periodically. Most gracious on the telephone, again without commitment, I said I would arrange a visit, and we could talk—I would ask the questions and he would provide the answers. As luck (or circumstance) would have it, in 2015, Stockton University in Galloway, N.J., invited me to serve as its external review for its Master of Arts in Holocaust and Genocide (MAHG), and the shidduch (partnership/connection) was made! After completing my visit to Stockton, I visited Sol in New Jersey—he insisted I stay in his home—where we talked for two full days, went out to dinner together to a Chinese restaurant (his favorite!), and sat together looking at a DVD on the liberation of Buchenwald. He also showed me boxes of letters of appreciative schoolchildren of all ages in response to his visits; excerpts of them are included in chapter 10.

Research now began in earnest about all phases of Sol’s story and journey, as well as the larger contexts of which it is an important part. This book, then, is the result, in truth, of a collaboration with both Bea and Sol. My hope is that it honors Sol Lurie in its telling as well as the memory of my good friend, Sylvia Wygoda.

—Steven Leonard Jacobs

The University of Alabama






1 Lithuanian Jewry Before the Holocaust


Professor of history and sociology Dov Levin of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem was perhaps the leading scholar of the history of Eastern European Jewish communities, especially Lithuania. Born in Kaunas (Kovno), recipient of a traditional Hebrew Zionist education, he found himself—along with his father Tzvi Hirsch, his mother Bluma (née Wigoder), and his twin sister Batya, none of whom survived—herded into the Kovno Ghetto once the Nazis retook control of Lithuania from the Soviets in 1941. Surviving after fighting with the partisans against both the Nazis and their Lithuanian collaborators in the forested areas around the city of Vilna, he emigrated to pre-state Israel in 1945 under the auspices of the (illegal) B’riha movement, and fought, again, in the 1948 War of Independence. He then received both his MA and PhD from Hebrew University and, before his death in 2016, authored more than five hundred articles and sixteen books in both Hebrew and English. Among those important texts in English are Fighting Back: Lithuanian Jewry’s Armed Resistance to the Nazis, 1941–1945; The Lesser of Two Evils: Eastern European Jewry under Soviet Rule, 1939–1941; and The Litvaks: A Short History of the Jews in Lithuania.1

This last text, The Litvaks: A Short History of the Jews in Lithuania, provides us with an easily understandable chronological three-part outline to tell the story of the history of Lithuanian Jewry (after first providing an historical overview of the history of Lithuania itself):


	History of Lithuanian Jews from the Middle Ages to the end of World War I (5th century to 1918), Part II.

	History of Lithuanian Jews in Independent Lithuania during the interwar years (1918–1939), Part III.

	History of Lithuanian Jews during World War II, the Holocaust, and the present (1939–present), Part IV.2




Thus, the story of the arrival of Jews in Lithuania is as follows, noting at the outset, as is the case with all stories of Jews migrating from the Land of Israel after the Roman debacle in the year 70 CE—both westward and eastward—it is a story of limited periods of tranquility and acceptance marred and punctured by periods of sustained oppression and violence.


History of Lithuanian Jews from the Middle Ages to the end of World War I (5th century to 1918)

It is believed by scholars and other historians that Jews first entered the regions now known as Lithuania as traders as early as the 8th century, though documentation is exceedingly scarce. The 19th century Russian Jewish historian and orientalist Abraham (Albert) Harkavy, however, went so far as to suggest that, quite possibly, they originally came somewhat later—the 9th or 10th centuries—from the declining Jewish communities of the Near East, especially Babylonia, and, perhaps, even from Khazaria, though this last site has now been discredited. Interestingly enough, about this same time, Karaites began migrating to the same area as well. Karaites were Jews whose own origins are somewhat shrouded in mystery but who rejected the authority of Jewish law, or halacha, as constructed by the “rabbanites” (their term of opprobrium), preferring instead their own notion of Sola Scriptura (“by Scripture alone”), the Torah, as the supreme authority in all matters of belief and practice. Levin, however, suggests that neither group—the Rabbanites nor the Karaites—arrived until the 12th century. The very paucity of documentation only adds to this conundrum.

Be that as it may, by the year 1236, the tribal chieftain Mindaugas unified the various tribes, and, in so doing, became both the first grand duke of Lithuania and its first king in 1253 over a population estimated at somewhere between 300,000 and 400,000 subjects. Mindaugas and his wife Martha, together with others in the royal court, were converted to Christianity by Pope Innocent IV prior to the Pope’s death. Innocent IV himself, however, was no friend of the Jews: In 1244 he wrote to both the king of France, Louis IX, and his bishops that all copies of the Talmud—Judaism’s central rabbinic texts—should be burned, though he later reversed his stance in 1247. As above, what little documentation there is appears to indicate that the Jews then resident during these times played no role whatsoever in either political or religious spheres of influence.

Mindaugas was succeeded by Gediminas, who greatly expanded the Lithuanian empire from the Baltic to the Black Sea and rejected the overtures of Roman Catholic Christianity to further convert his people, though he maintained an ongoing dialogue with leaders of the Church, including Pope John XXII. During his reign, he established his capital in the city of Vilnius (Vilna), which, in due course and Jewish settlement later on, would become known as the “Jerusalem of Lithuania,” and permitted the building of a Catholic cathedral in that city. Somewhat progressive, he put forth an invitation to all manner of persons and groups—including Jews—to settle in his country, granting them tax exemptions and freedom of worship. As Greenbaum notes:


Jews in Lithuania enjoyed a considerable degree of official religious tolerance and goodwill. They were spared the devastation and upheaval wrought by the Crusaders upon their counterparts elsewhere in Europe, and were not blamed for the Black Plagues of 1348 and 1350. Their good treatment may have been due to the fact that the Lithuanians were still pagans and, as such, were uninfluenced by their western Christian neighbors. In fact, Lithuania was the last European country to embrace Christianity, rejecting the faith until the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century.3



That, however, was about to change.

In 1386, Gediminas’s grandson Yagiello married Princess Hedwig-Yadviga of Poland and Hungary, took as his kingly name Wladislaw II,4 took his wife’s Roman Catholic faith, and, as a consequence, allowed a significant increase in Catholic zealousness from Poland to infiltrate Lithuania, at the same time relocating his royal court to Krakow. He also permitted (or perhaps encouraged) his wife to increase her own evangelical activities throughout Lithuania.

Though we know little of the actual daily lives of the Jews of Lithuania at that time, significantly, in 1388, possibly with the help of the influential Jewish community of Poland, the Jews of Brest, Troki, Grodno, Lutsk, Vladimir, and other larger communities of residence were able to secure a charter of privileges from Grand Duke of Lithuania Witold (Vytautas the Great), which indicates not only sufficiently large numbers but positive relations with the larger non-Jewish community and the royal couple, or, at the very least, her husband.

The preamble to that charter read as follows:


In the name of God, Amen. All deeds of men, when they are not made known by the testimony of witnesses or in writing, pass away and vanish and are forgotten. Therefore, we, Alexander, also called Witold, by the grace of God, Grand Duke of Lithuania and ruler of Brest, Dorogicz, Lusk, Vladimir, and other places, makes known by this charter to the present and future generations, or to whomever it may concern to know or hear of it, that, after due deliberation with our nobles, we have decided to grant to all the Jews living in our domains the rights and liberties mentioned in the following charter. [Emphasis added.]



Among the thirty-seven sections of that charter were the following:


	In criminal or other cases involving the property of a Jew, the latter cannot be convicted on the testimony of one Christian witness; there must be two witnesses—a Christian and a Jew.

	Jews may make loans on any personal property except blood-stained articles or articles employed in religious service.

	A Christian found guilty of inflicting wounds upon a Jewess must pay a fine to the king and damages and expenses to the victim, in accordance with the local regulations.

	A Christian murdering a Jew shall be punished by the proper court and his possessions confiscated to the king.

	A Jew may travel without hindrance within the limits of the country, and when he carries merchandise he shall pay the same duties as the local burghers.

	A Christian injuring a Jewish cemetery shall be punished in accordance with the local law and his property confiscated.

	A Jew may take an oath on the Old Testament in important cases only, as where the claim exceeds in value fifty hryvnia of pure silver, or where the case is brought before the king.

	The houses of Jews are free of military quartering.

	A person guilty of stealing a Jewish child shall be punished as a thief.

	No person may demand the return of pawned property on Jewish holy days.

	Since the papal bulls show that Jews are forbidden by their own law to use human blood, or any blood whatsoever, it is forbidden to accuse Jews of using human blood. But in the case of a Jew accused of the murder of a Christian child, such accusation must be proved by three Christians and three Jews. If the Christian accuser is unable to prove his accusation, he shall be subjected to the same punishment that would have been inflicted on the accused had his guilt been proved.5


	A Christian neighbor who shall fail to respond at night when a Jew calls for help shall pay a fine of thirty zloty.6




It was also during his enlightened reign that the Karaites began relocating to Lithuania in larger numbers, especially in Vilnius, and developing their own intercommunal structures but also fostering positive relations with the “Rabbanites” already in residence.

As Greenbaum notes vis-à-vis the importance of this document:


Russian historian Sergei Bershadsky (1850–1896) summarized the importance of this document by asserting that “The Charter laid the foundations for a system of Jewish autonomy.”7 Indeed, it formed the basis of the political, legal, economic, and social structure under which Jews dwelled in Lithuania between the fourteenth and the eighteenth centuries.8



In 1444, Ladislaus, king of Poland, was slain in battle, and Prince Casmir, the grandson of King Yagiello, was invited to be his successor, though he was only thirteen years old at the time and under the tutelage and mentorship of Roman Catholic bishop and later Cardinal Zbigniew Oleśnicki of Krakow, no friend of the Jews. Casmir would, in turn, become the reigning monarch of both Poland and Lithuania, and, while initially tending toward supporting the positive relations with Jews of his predecessors, in 1454 he signed the Statute of Nieszawa, which effectively nullified the Charter of Privileges of 1388 as “contrary to Divine Law and the law of the land,” obviously, the result of Catholic pressure. Somewhat ironically, and, perhaps, even a bit deceptively, Casmir tended to disregard his own signature and continued to permit the Jews a reasonable measure of autonomy.

Upon his death, his combined kingdoms went their separate ways under his sons, with Jan Olbracht becoming king of Poland, and Alexander I Yagiello becoming the grand duke of Lithuania. Unfortunately for the Jews, both were students of priest and historian Jan Dlugosz, secretary to Cardinal Olésnicki of Krakow, himself active in his own antipathy toward the Jews and reflected in his own writings (e.g., falsely accusing the Jews of actively proselytizing Christians). Again, Greenbaum:


Increasingly, Alexander fell under the influence of the Catholic Church and its priests. He appointed Cardinal Frederici as Regent for Lithuania, built Latin churches around the country, and proselytized for the Catholic rite even in the Ruthenian countries. Church officials, aided by Alexander’s wife and local magistrates, pressed for measures against the Jews. Unlike his predecessors, Alexander complied, expelling the Jews and the Karaites from Lithuania in April 1495, and confiscating their property. Historian Simon Dubnow (1860–1941)9 lists three specific reasons for the expulsion:


	Catholic influence and pressure following the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492 and Portugal in 1495;

	the influence of Alexander’s wife, Princess Helena of Muscovy, daughter of Ivan III (1440–1505);

	the magistrates’ desires to be rid of their Jewish creditors.10






He would later reverse himself as well, and, in 1503, invite both the Jews and the Karaites to return, and restored to them their property, their loan-investments, and their privileges.

Under his successor Zygmunt I, who served as both king of Poland and grand duke of Lithuania, the situation of the Jews within the realm continued to improve. Early on, he reconfirmed the Charter of Privileges of 1388, and, in his last years, though a Roman Catholic, he rejected the false accusations against the Jews that they were heavily involved in proselytizing and converting Christians to their faith. Succeeded by his son Zygmunt II Augustus, the latter’s reign was unusually stressful due to three significant factors: (1) the increasing encroachment of Moscow (then called Muscovy) on both Polish and Lithuanian territories; (2) resistance and reluctance on the part of some, including the lower nobility, to the unification of the two entities; and (3) his attempts to institute agricultural reforms in both places to increase royal revenues. As had been the case in the past, the situation of the Jews within the realm was positive. That, too, would begin slowly to change with his successors and the ever-increasing influence of the Church: the fanatical Catholic Prince Henry of Valois, Duke of Anjou of France, who, while initially supportive of his Jewish constituency, would come to reject his elected post, return to France, and become King Henry III; Prince Stephen Istvan Bathory, Zygmunt Augustus’s brother-in-law; his successor Zygmunt III Vasa, cousin of Zygmunt Augustus, who inherited a Polish kingdom in political disarray but, unlike his predecessors, was more than willing to side with the Jesuits in their agenda of purging the kingdom of so-called heretics—including the Jews—from positions of responsibility, influence, and authority. Yet, he, too, was more than willing to benefit from the solidity of the Jewish communities, their economic connections, their initial support of his leadership, and, thus, in 1639, he, too, reaffirmed the Charter of Privileges—despite opposition. His own son, Wladislaw IV, would continue in his father’s footsteps though he did impose upon “his Jews” such restrictions as limiting their sales of certain products (e.g., cattle and alcohol) and limiting their own places of residence to their “ghettos.”11

As Levin writes in The Litvaks: A Short History of the Jews in Lithuania:


… the Jews continued to suffer in the towns, particularly Vilna, where the burghers were joined in their attacks on the Jews by the monks of the Jesuit order. Some Jesuits were employed as teachers by local noblemen and officials and used their positions to preach hatred of Jews. Students in the Jesuit colleges also used to riot and attack Jews (who called these outbursts eigeloif, presumably meaning “running crowd” from the Yiddish word loifen, which means to run). In addition, though the majority of the burghers were by then Christians, their old beliefs persisted, and the Jews often took on the roles of evil spirits and ghosts. This made it easier for the burghers to accept the various “blood libels” as true.12 The instigators of these charges also used a number of simple stratagems to stir up the crowds, including smearing pigeon blood on corpses brought as evidence. This anti-Jewish agitation could make life difficult for the Karaites of Lithuania, too.13



The year of Wladislaw’s death, however—1648—Jews would experience horrors unlike any of the past.

Ukrainian Cossacks, suffering under the heel of the Polish nobility and overburdened by heavy taxation, found their “savior” in one Bohdan Khmelnytsky (1595–1657) in an organized revolt against their enemies—the Polish nobility, the Jesuits, and the Jews—in Poland, Belorussia, and Lithuania, and murdering thousands upon thousands of Jews in their swath of destruction and devastation. Contemporary chroniclers put the Jewish death tolls at approaching 100,000, though modern historians assess the numbers as “tens of thousands.”14

John II Casimir was king of Poland and grand duke of Lithuania at this time, and, even in the aftermath of this revolt, found himself and his people additionally vulnerable as both the Russians and the Swedes began to invade beginning in 1653. Ultimately, however, it fell to his successor John III Sobieski to further stabilize the country and restore to the Jews their rights and limited autonomy.

Already devastated by their losses, however, some Jews would fall further to the victimhood of the “false messiah” and Turkish kabbalist Shabbtai Tzvi. Convinced of his holiness, they sold their belongings to join his pilgrimage back to Israel, the holy land of their ancestors, only to be devastated by his conversion to Islam in 1666, and return home to Lithuania in utter humiliation.15

By the end of the 18th century, the Jewish population of Lithuania was estimated at more than 250,000.16 Before that peak, however, the Jews were self-governed by the so-called “Lithuanian Jewish Council” which, like its parallel partner, the Polish “Council of the Four Lands,” attempted both to regulate internal civil and religious Jewish affairs and present to the larger society a unified people, though its official and legal status in Lithuania was always questionable. Assessing its influence and impact, Levin writes:


Though the Lithuanian authorities never formally defined the Council’s legal status, they did grant it de facto recognition as the highest body of Jewish autonomy. In fact, in terms of its authority, scope, powers, administrative structure, and range of activities, the Lithuanian Jewish Council (like its older brother, the Polish Council of the Four Lands, Greater Poland, Little Poland, Ruthenia and Volhynia) was one of the most formidable autonomous institutions active in Europe at that time. In addition to its functions with regard to taxation, it was active in the field of preserving Jewish rights and defending Jews against false accusations and physical attacks; among other things, it took care to bring to trial anyone who murdered or injured a Jew. The Council also issued regulations dealing with those economic, social, ethical, and judicial issues that affected all Lithuanian Jewry.17



It was during this same period that the city of Vilnius became what, for all intents and purposes, was the center of Jewish religious and cultural life, effectively replacing Kaunas. Prior to the secular Haskalah or Jewish Enlightenment throughout Eastern Europe beginning in the 18th century, Vilnius was universally known throughout world Jewry because of its illustrious rabbi, Elijah ben Solomon Zalman, the Vilna Gaon. Known for his prodigious intellect, his mastery of both biblical and Talmudic materials, as well as his critical intellectual insights, including Jewish mystical literature, he was, also, a fierce opponent of the new movement of pietistic Judaism known as Hasidic Judaism, going so far as participating in the excommunication of their leaders and followers in 1777. Somewhat ironically, however, after his death in 1797, the Hasidim were able to increase their appeal to the masses of Jews even as the Mitnagdim (Hebrew, “opponents”) attempted to consolidate their victories, and both found themselves confronting the threat and encroachment of those increasingly secularly educated Jews for whom the Haskalah appealed. Thus, Lithuanian Jewry was fast becoming a tripartite locale for these three paralleling centers of Jewish life, and would soon see the incursion of a fourth stream of Judaism coming from Germany beginning in 1810, Reform Judaism, a nonlegal, non-Orthodox, nonliteral, modernist reinterpretation of both Jewish religious thought and Jewish religious practice. Tragically, the Holocaust of the 20th century would, ultimately, extinguish these flames of Jewish life and learning as more than 95 percent of its Jews would be murdered.

Early on, the 19th century would find yet a further movement of Jews known as the Musar movement, a religious Jewish orthodoxy with an emphasis on ethics and led by Rabbi Israel Salanter (also known as Rabbi Israel Lipkin), which would have a decided impact on the Lithuanian Jewish communities as well. The word “musar” is taken from the Hebrew Bible, the Book of Proverbs, 1:2 (“For learning about wisdom and instruction, for understanding words of insight”), and was oriented toward a disciplined and focused way to stress ethics within the framework of Jewish religious study and practice. Building upon the foundation already laid by the Vilna Gaon and his followers, it found ready acceptance among traditionally observant Lithuanian Jews.

Before the final partitioning of Lithuania and Poland, and the rise of an Independent Lithuania in the first part of the 20th century, the last king of this combined nation-state entity was Stanislaw II Poniatowski, whose relationship with the Jews was very, very positive. In fact, as Greenbaum writes, “His gravestone bears the following testimonial: ‘He brought great salvation to the Jews by his wisdom in the year 5544 (1784).’ ”18 In that year, he reaffirmed not only their legal-political rights, but their rights of residence and economic abilities to sustain themselves.

Subsequent to his death, Lithuania-Poland would experience three divisions, ultimately becoming separate kingdoms no longer united, each going their independent ways. Both would experience the vagaries of history in their relationships with “their Jews”—at times positive, at times negative. Both would also experience the impact of an increasingly awakening Russia attempting to include both within its ever-broadening spheres of influence, ofttimes to the detriment of their resident Jewish populations. (Within Russia itself, for example, Jews were constrained to an area of residence known as the “Pale of Settlement”; severely restricted in their economic opportunities; subject to the antisemitism of an illiterate peasantry, the Russian Orthodox Church, and the ruling classes as well, including the Czars; and the forced removal of its sons away from their home communities for military service as long as twenty-five years.)

As the dissatisfaction with the Russian oligarchy continued,19 not only in Russia itself, but in Lithuania and Poland, the stirrings of socialism began to take hold among Jews as well. Jewish workers would also organize themselves into a secular labor organization known as the “Bund” (Yiddish, Algemeyner Idisher Arbeter Bund in Lite) to address their own parochial inequities but with limited successes. At the same time, however, Jews continued to enjoy their own internal religious, educational, and cultural efforts further indicating the vibrancy of the Jews of Lithuania and Poland, but less so in Russia itself. Throughout this period, as in the past, the cities of Vilnius and Kaunas were the primary centers of Jewish life in Lithuania.

This same period also saw the rise of various Zionist organizations throughout Lithuania (and Poland and Russia) from the very secular to the very religious who were especially active in raising funds to support traditional Orthodox religious and educational institutions there. Younger Jews, attracted to the opportunities for emigration to the Land of Palestine (pre-state Israel), joined in increasingly larger numbers; agricultural sites were established to train them as well as educate them ideologically and, when possible, militarily. The well-known right-wing revisionist Zionist Vladimir Ze’ev Jabotinsky, who later founded the youth movement known as Betar in 1923, visited Lithuania during this period, and attracted both young and old to his way of thinking. The umbrella group Hovevei Zion (“Lovers of Zion”), founded in 1881, was also active during this same period.

As the world of Europe moved toward the First World War and Russian encroachment into Lithuania became more and more prevalent, Lithuanian Jews, once again, found themselves vulnerable and at risk. Displacement became the norm. Levin writes, “contemporary figures show that more than 120,000 Lithuanian Jews were driven out of their homes in hundreds of different settlements,” going even further and suggesting that these numbers represented approximately 75–80 percent of the total number of Jews in Lithuania.20 The disruption of religious, educational, and cultural life, especially in Vilnius and Kaunas, speaks for itself.

Yet, in some manner, these Lithuanian Jews—now forcibly relocated into the Russian interior—were the lucky ones. During the war itself, Lithuania was overrun and controlled by Germany, and, as before and later, Lithuanian Jewry remained a vulnerable population, even if in severely diminished numbers. However, it must also be said that those who remained were thankful for their fate, believing that life under the Germans and their military administration was better than their previous lives under the Russians; Russian antisemitism and antipathy was much more transparent. Increasingly, however, these same Jews and others in the East had to rely on external support for their very existence, as food shortages throughout became their daily lot, all the more so coupled with a history of their inability to both own and farm the land. Levin further estimates that the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (“the Joint”) sent close to $1,500,000 to aid these and other impoverished Jews throughout these German-occupied areas.21




History of Lithuanian Jews in Independent Lithuania During the Interwar Years (1918–1939)

Having now lost the war itself, Germany, thoroughly humiliated by the Paris Peace Conference and Versailles Treaty of 1919, was forced to surrender its hold over Lithuania. German troops withdrew, and, rather than submit once more to Russian control, the Lithuanians declared themselves an independent country, and would remain so, briefly, for only two decades until, again, finding themselves the owners of contested space between a rearmed Nazified Germany and a Communist Soviet Russia.22

Jews now actively participated in the creation of the new independent nation-state of Lithuania but with, in addition, a parochial agenda: to affix in law an autonomous scenario by which they would be permitted to internally manage their own affairs without governmental interference. Perhaps, somewhat to their surprise, the Jews were more successful than they had at first envisioned: On January 20, 1920, the National Conference of Jewish Communities met with 141 representatives for a population approximating 150,000–200,000 of their numbers (and growing), seeing themselves, perhaps naively, as the reconstituted Lithuanian Jewish Council of two centuries before. They would meet again two years later on February 4, 1922, and once more one year later on February 20, 1923. Despite their robust deliberations of internal concern, and their strong public support for the continuing independence of Lithuania—and the continuing involvement of Jews in both the military and the government—antisemitism continued to rear its ugly head throughout all levels of society. Yet the Jews of Lithuania would press on with their twofold agenda: Jewish autonomy and successful integration into the larger society. Jewish educational, religious, and cultural activities would continue to flourish during this period. As regards the first, to quote Levin:


In all, it seems reasonable to estimate that Lithuania’s Hebrew educational institutions served a total of about 60,000 children in the inter-war period. They not only gave their pupils a solid education in Judaism and Hebrew culture, as well as in the sciences and the arts, but also encouraged them to be active in youth movements, sporting associations, student groups, and training groups preparing to emigrate to Palestine. In fact, Lithuania came to be known as the “Second Eretz [Land of] Israel” in no small measure thanks to the varied and wide-ranging network of Hebrew schools, which was quite unparalleled throughout the Jewish world.23



Jewish literary and theatrical efforts in both Hebrew and Yiddish continued to expand, as did a variety of Jewish newspapers, especially in Yiddish. Levin further estimates that between 1921 and 1931, more than sixty Hebrew and Yiddish magazines and 300 Yiddish and 230 Hebrew publications appeared.24 One troubling part of this Jewish renaissance remained, however, and that was that full and open access to a university education required fluency in the Lithuanian language, which rather dramatically cut down the numbers of Jewish young people eligible to apply. Those who did enroll, primarily in medicine (various aspects), engineering (similar), natural sciences, and humanities, found themselves having to confront both the antisemitism of their fellow students and their faculties as well. Thus, as noted above, it comes as no surprise that the various Zionist factions (liberal, socialist, religious, and nationalist) remained strongly active and involved in the life of the people.

As World War II loomed over the horizon, Jews found themselves a vulnerable people as Germany, again, began to flex its muscles and expand its influence throughout Eastern Europe through the creation and organization of local Nazi cells. In Lithuania specifically, due to its relative proximity to Germany and its already sizeable German communities (e.g., the Memel region had more than 100,000 Germans), Jews found themselves at risk both from the local populations and the government, which did not take kindly to open and public Jewish responses to the Nazis. In 1938, Lithuania surrendered its claims to the historic city of Vilnius and with it a lessening of its Jewish community and its own historic ties to this “Jerusalem of Lithuania.” In 1939, Germany formally annexed the Memel region, putting the Jews there at even further risk. The situation of Lithuanian Jewry was further complicated by the Soviet takeover in that same year, and for the next two years—1939 to 1941—Jews would find themselves under Communist rule and domination until Operation Barbarossa launched by Germany on June 22, 1941, against the Soviets.

The full story of the horrors to be inflicted upon Lithuanian Jewry and the loss of more than 95 percent of its people, as well as the total destruction and devastation of its once-proud educational, religious, and cultural history, and with it Sol Lurie’s own story, will have to wait a bit. Chapter 2—“Kovno Before, During, and After the Holocaust”—and chapter 3—“The Russian and German Invasions”—will further round out the background necessary for integrating Sol Lurie’s own amazing journey and experiences into the larger frameworks of the sites and locations that emerge as central foci to this text.
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