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Jonas Noreika—General Storm—in his uniform as an officer in the Seventh Grand Duke Butigeidis Regiment of the Lithuanian Army in the 1930s, perhaps on his December 26, 1936, wedding day. Colorized







Praise for


The Nazi’s Granddaughter




“A mesmerizing account of personal culpability told with brutal honesty, raw emotion, and meticulous recall. Foti’s keen insight and elegant writing have the power to change the way we view family secrets and historic revisionism.”


—MARILYN E. KINGSTON, former vice president of the International Network of Adult Children of Jewish Holocaust Survivors


“The Nazi’s Granddaughter is a remarkable true story about family and loyalty. Ms. Foti’s exceptional courage in confronting a dark truth in the face of familial and nationalistic pressure is especially relevant in these turbulent times.”


—DAVE DAVIS, former senior film executive at 20th Century Fox and Paramount Pictures


“Silvia Foti’s book is an inspiring tale of civic courage, of a difficult struggle for historical truth. All the odds were stacked against her, but she bravely fought on, even though she found herself pitted against her family, her community, and practically an entire nation. A thrilling tale of personal redemption, I heartily recommend it.”


—EFRAIM ZUROFF, Chief Nazi Hunter of the Simon Wiesenthal Center and director of the center’s Israel office and Eastern European affairs


“The Nazi’s Granddaughter is a magnificent piece of investigative journalism. It reads as a fast-paced novel. I could not put this down.”


—STEVE LINDE, former editor in chief of the Jerusalem Post and current editor in chief of the Jerusalem Report


“The Nazi’s Granddaughter is a daring, unsettling journey into the darkness of the Lithuanian Holocaust. Through extensive research and interviews, Silvia Foti unravels the image of a heroic grandfather revered by her family and her native country, piecing together the portrait of a war criminal responsible for the genocide of thousands of Jews. A necessary and illuminating read.”


—ELENA GOROKHOVA, author of A Mountain of Crumbs and Russian Tattoo


“Not of Lithuanian descent, a child in the Canadian bush during WWII, I was nonetheless fascinated by Silvia Foti’s exhaustively researched journey to get to the bottom of a family—indeed, a Lithuanian—fairy tale with her beloved grandfather, known as General Storm, at its center. This testimony, gathered at much personal cost to herself, is hugely instructive of how the weight of unacknowledged history grows heavier over the years, not lighter, and cannot be lightened or lifted until the truth has been revealed and proclaimed. Her tenacity as shown in her book is beyond admirable. It is also suspenseful, filled with insight, and eminently readable.”


—SHARON BUTALA, Officer of the Order of Canada and author of twenty books, including Season of Fury and Wonder, shortlisted for the Rogers’ Writers’ Trust Fiction Prize and winner of the City of Calgary/W.O. Mitchell Book Prize


“The Nazi’s Granddaughter is an introspective and sensitive account of Silvia Foti’s search for the truth about her ‘heroic’ grandfather, who had been incarcerated by the Nazis in 1943 as a Lithuanian nationalist and executed by the Soviet regime as an anti-communist resister in 1947. Despite systematic prevarication by Lithuanian officials, friends, and family, she gradually assembles the contrasting portrait of a man who was also an antisemitic pamphleteer in the 1930s and a Nazi collaborator and Jew-killer in 1941.”


—CHRISTOPHER R. BROWNING, Frank Porter Graham Professor of History emeritus at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill


“Silvia Foti has written a brave book at great personal cost that looks at how nationalism destroys historical truth, and personal truth as well.”


—MICHAEL GOLDFARB, host of the First Rough Draft of History podcast and author of Emancipation: How Liberating Europe’s Jews From the Ghetto Led to Revolution and Renaissance


“I couldn’t put this book down. The Nazi’s Granddaughter is part detective story, part family saga, part the morality tale we so desperately need to hear today, especially those of us unwilling to examine the past because it’s emotionally easier to continue living in ignorance. It takes a courageous and deeply moral person to go to that frightening place: Silvia Foti is that person. She combines the research skills of a historian with the ethical concerns and instincts of the best investigative journalists to arrive at a very difficult truth, one that throughout her personally wrenching journey she does not want to believe. This is an important book: honest, brave, and superbly researched and written.”


—DAIVA MARKELIS, author of White Field, Black Sheep: A Lithuanian-American Life and professor emerita at Eastern Illinois University


“I think the book is a true revelation and a significant personal journey by a very brave, good person. What struck me the most is the complicity of silence by so many, including her mother and grandmother. The unanswered question is: Did her mother expect her to reveal the truth or continue with the cover-up? This book is much more than uncovering another ‘Jew-killer.’ ”


—PATRICIA L. GLASER, member of the board of governors for the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, a trial lawyer and chairwoman of her firm’s litigation department who was described as a “Legal Legend” by the Hollywood Reporter and recognized by Lawdragon as one of the five hundred leading lawyers in America


“Silvia Foti grew up adoring the memory of her grandfather. Jonas Noreika was a national hero of Lithuania, a renowned resistance fighter who had battled both Nazis and Soviets and was executed for treason in 1947 in a Russian prison. Over time, his family had elevated him to near-saintly status, evoking his comforting presence at holidays and every family gathering. For decades, Silvia’s mother had in fact devoted herself to gathering materials for what was to be a glowing paean to her father’s memory. The book remained unwritten until, on her deathbed, she exacted a promise from Silvia to complete the work she had begun. The next 18 years of Silvia’s life were consumed with fulfilling her promise, and would change her life irrevocably and in unexpected ways.


“As she embarked on her research, each answer seemed to yield a dozen more questions. Perhaps she wasn’t asking the right questions? Perhaps her premise was not correct? But whispers of a dark side to Jonas began to arise. They were faint at first, and later harder to dispel. Cracks began to appear in her pristine portrait of Jonas. Doubts paralyzed her. What if he wasn’t a perfect patriot after all? What if he wasn’t the man that family lore had burnished to a brilliant sheen so long ago?


“In the end, Silvia’s journalistic discipline won out over her cherished family history and love of Lithuania. She had discovered in herself a duty to the truth, no matter how painful. She had to find out definitively if Jonas Noreika, the Lithuanian hero, her beloved grandfather, was in fact a Nazi collaborator and responsible for the deaths of over fourteen thousand Jews in her ancestral home. While visiting a Holocaust site in Lithuania, she found herself unable to pray, but after accepting the reality of her grandfather’s life, she instead wrote, ‘I have no words. I do not know what to say. But I have come. Is it enough to bear witness? What else can I do? I cannot undo the past, or redress my grandfather’s actions, but I am willing to face what was done. I am sorry, so sorry, for the unimaginable loss.’


“Silvia’s search for the truth has finally ended. But her journey of atonement and giving witness has just begun.”


—NOEL M. IZON, award-winning documentary filmmaker who has created some hundred programs for PBS, National Geographic, and the U.S. government and is best known for his film An Untold Triumph about Filipino American soldiers in World War II


“An amazing, moving, and meticulously researched work of far-reaching importance, particularly in our time when Holocaust denial is in the ascendant and the Shoah is being trivialized for political purposes. Foti’s monumental work is a bulwark against Holocaust revisionism and demonstrates the uniqueness of the catastrophe that led to the decimation of Lithuanian Jewry.”


—MARC ZELL, chairman of Republicans Overseas Israel and counsel in Republic of Hungary v. Simon, on the 2021 docket of the Supreme Court of the United States


“Every country has national heroes. For Lithuania these heroes are the partisans who defied two Soviet occupations at the start and the end of WWII. Many of these partisans lost their lives fighting for freedom, while their families were exiled to Siberia in desperate conditions for lengthy periods of incarceration. Silvia Foti had grown up in the shadow of the heroic stories of the struggle of her grandfather, Jonas Noreika, against the yoke of Soviet tyranny. Charged by the dying wish of her mother to author a memorial book about her grandfather, Foti set out on a journey of personal and national self-discovery, gradually learning that Noreika, while fighting the Soviets, had also been a convinced Nazi collaborator and had actively and willingly participated in the murder of thousands of his neighbors, the Jewish citizens of Lithuania. In thirty-six short chapters, The Nazi’s Granddaughter leads us through Foti’s gradual exposure to the malicious actions of Noreika, and much to her own horror, her realization that she has been misled throughout her life, by both her own family and acquaintances of Noreika who were fully aware of his culpability in the Holocaust. Equally disturbing for Foti was the realization that Lithuania’s continued national glorification of Noreika’s heroism was an instrumental part of the obfuscation of the role and responsibility of some Lithuanians, including Noreika himself, in the events of the Holocaust. As Foti recognizes, anti-Soviet activism and Lithuanian patriotism cannot erase crimes of genocide. By continuing to celebrate some of the perpetrators as national heroes Lithuania actually sullies those who genuinely fought Soviet domination and the many righteous Lithuanians who valiantly attempted to save their neighbors from the murderous clutches of murderers such as Noreika. This is a brave book, for the easiest solution for Silvia Foti would have been to simply step away, and who could blame her? But, instead of letting it go, Foti describes the journey and brings honor to the true heroes of Lithuania.”


—JON SELIGMAN, Director of External Relations and Archaeological Licensing for the Israel Antiquities Authority


“Silvia Foti has blown away the cobwebs of history to expose her own grandfather as a rabid antisemite, complicit in mass murder. This book should force Lithuanians to confront their self-serving mythology of resistance during World War II—a delusion which persists to this day.”


—DINA GOLD, author of Stolen Legacy: Nazi Theft and the Quest for Justice at Krausenstrasse 17/18, Berlin


“In The Nazi’s Granddaughter, author Silvia Foti unravels her family’s darkest secrets. In many ways this journalist’s tale of intrigue, deception, and revelation reads more like a suspense novel than a Second World War documentary of her grandfather, Jonas Noreika, and his Nazi exploits directed against Lithuania’s Jewish community. This detailed accounting of life in Eastern Europe, as Nazi and Soviet operatives seek to take advantage of nationalistic aspirations, antisemitic beliefs, and personal ambition, brings to light how ‘villains’ can be turned into heroes, even victims.”


—DR. STEVEN WINDMUELLER, Rabbi Alfred Gottschalk Emeritus Professor of Jewish Communal Studies at the Jack H. Skirball Center of Hebrew Union College–Jewish Institute of Religion


“Silvia Foti’s The Nazi’s Granddaughter: How I Discovered My Grandfather Was a War Criminal is an anguished but honest book. Charged by her dying mother to write a biography of her adored, heroic, martyred grandfather, the patriotic Lithuanian leader Jonas Noreika, she comes to confront the truth of his wartime record and his role in the annihilation of Lithuanian Jews, two out of three of whom were murdered by Lithuanians, not Germans. Foti’s research is meticulous, her writing is crisp, her journey searing, her quest for the truth uncompromising. This was not an easy book to write, but it is an essential book to read and it pulls back the curtain on Holocaust denial and self-exoneration in Lithuania and among Lithuanians who were told and retold a preferred narrative, which bears little resemblance to truth. One is left to wonder whether Lithuanian historians and the Lithuanian public are prepared to follow Foti’s lead.”


—MICHAEL BERENBAUM, professor of Jewish Studies and director of the Sigi Ziering Institute at the American Jewish University in Los Angeles, California


“In this meticulously researched and powerfully written book Silvia Foti unveils her search for the truth about her Lithuanian hero grandfather, General Jonas Noreika. What she discovers in the course of this coruscating personal journey are two profound evils. The first is that her iconic grandfather was a mass murderer. The second, even worse, is that the Lithuanian government, a member state of the EU and NATO, is deliberately whitewashing his crimes as part of their ongoing campaign of virulent Holocaust denial. Does the Holocaust matter anymore? This book is essential reading for anyone who believes that it does. Movingly, the book is dedicated to Lithuania, and rightly so.”


—MICHAEL KRETZMER, producer and director of the documentary The Lost Names of Birz


“A phenomenal and haunting account of a nation trapped in the inferno of WWII, of the trauma and triumph of immigration, and of the search for truth and meaning beneath whitewash and lies that families and nations plaster over their past. Silvia Foti’s story is both thriller and memoir. It’s especially timely today, with antisemitism, including Holocaust denial, on the rise and media misinformation threatening the very concept of truth. A must-read.”


—LEV GOLINKIN, author of A Backpack, a Bear, and Eight Crates of Vodka
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To Lietuva, Land of Rain









God once said that when it rains it means He’s crying over somebody. If a country calls itself Land of Rain it means God is crying over everybody.


—Močiutė










INTRODUCTION Long, Long, Long after the Beginning



Chicago 2019


My grandmother confessed that she fell in love with him because he looked like a Hollywood movie star—a swashbuckler battling the evil Communists who had subjugated and ravaged our tiny, proud country.


Over the years, she sang only his praises.


The details of his life that she crooned as I grew older only enhanced his image in my astounded eyes. He had been interrogated and beaten with a baton for two years in a crowded KGB prison. He had led a revolt against the Russians—not once, but twice. He had dared to clash with the mighty Germans, and for his impertinent insolence been sent to a concentration camp where the Nazis pounded him with their fists.


That story is all I knew for thirty-eight years. I had no hint of anything deranged about him.


So I was caught so implausibly uninformed that the shameful evidence flattened me. I had known nothing about his machinations in the genocide, nothing about his prowess in organizing the redistribution of the property of those marked for death with a yellow star, nothing about the sinister orders he signed to squash thousands of innocent civilians into a cheek-to-jowl-packed ghetto in advance of certain execution.


Apparently, and more surprisingly, neither did anyone else.


Or if they did know, they feigned ignorance. State-sanctioned ignorance, in my parents’ homeland of Lithuania, where people wish I had done the same. My frank disclosure of my grandfather’s deeds in a July 2018 Salon article—which led to front-page news stories in the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune—prompted not only cries of vindicated triumph from those who had been traumatized by the Holocaust, but also a clamor of outrage from Lithuanian patriots, who convinced themselves I must be a KGB agent working for Russia.
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The Wroblewski Library in Vilnius, the site of the controversial plaque celebrating Jonas Noreika





The ensuing media explosion in Eastern Europe stirred an aspiring European Union Parliament candidate to swing a sledgehammer fourteen times against a bronze plaque commemorating my grandfather and to scatter its pieces all over the capital city of Vilnius.


Plaque attacks ensued. The local mayor glued my grandfather’s plaque back together and defiantly displayed it again. Then, in an impressive political pirouette, he acquired a case of plaque remorse and impulsively removed the memorial in the middle of the night. The mayor’s anti-plaque reaction cued an incensed mob of patriots to pimp the plaque with a complete makeover and rehang it in broad daylight to the accompaniment of rousing folk music.
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The original plaque honoring my grandfather, mounted on the exterior of the Wroblewski Library in 2000. It reads: “In This Building from 1945–1946 Worked a Noteworthy Resistor Lithuania’s National Council and Lithuania’s Armed Forces Organizer and Leader Jonas Noreika General Storm Shot February 26, 1947.”
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The new and improved plaque, hung in 2019. It reads: “In This Building from 1945–1946 Worked a Noteworthy Resistor, Stutthof Concentration Camp Prisoner, Lithuania’s National Council and Lithuania’s Armed Forces Organizer and Leader Jonas Noreika General Storm Shot February 26, 1947.”





Plaque up: 3. Plaque down: 2.


It was flamboyant political opera.


Imagine Christopher Columbus’s granddaughter revealing evidence that he had murdered indigenous peoples, publishing an article about his atrocities, calling for the removal of all his honors including the beloved national holiday, and causing a national scandal of daily press stories and protests in the United States. That is the equivalent of what has been happening in faraway Lithuania, where the real history of World War II has ambushed the newly nascent democracy with a vengeance.


My grandfather’s plaque and the patriots who celebrate him may have polarized the Land of Rain like a Klan rally around a Confederate statue. But everybody can agree on at least one thing about him. My grandfather really did look like a Hollywood movie star.










PART I DEATHBED PROMISE
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Not Nearly as Long after the Beginning


Chicago 1960s


The sacred Lithuanian warrior Vytis, depicted on our little country’s coat of arms, occupied a big place of honor in our dining room. My mother had placed it there to ensure that his proud image would exert a constant influence upon our minds, if not upon our dinner table conversation. As a young girl, I gazed upon this white knight in full armor against a crimson ground and pondered the mystery of Vytis. He held his sword high, as if commanding me in his booming voice to love the old country forever, to never forget it, and always, always to fight for freedom.


My mother and grandmother had taught me all the magnificent legends of Vytis. His very name meant “the one who chases out our enemies.” When I cried because I was scared of him, they shushed me. I didn’t like hearing about how Vytis had hunted our encroachers in a bloody battle, killing and killing and killing. Nonetheless he entranced me, and I wanted to know everything about him: How he was thrown from his horse when our country fell under Russian, German, and Polish rule. (It remained subjugated for three hundred years.) And how on February 16, 1918—the most glorious day of our history—Vytis mounted his steed once again and led Lithuania to independence. My grandparents met and my parents were born during the twenty-two glorious years of liberty that followed.


Oh, how Vytis bewitched me! He conjured so many deep and mysterious feelings toward our hallowed homeland. Vee-TISS! I cried in agony about the Soviet Union’s annexation of our land in June 1940. Vee-TISS! Vee-TISS! I wailed in horror at the story of the German invasion in 1941. I threw a tantrum of indignation when told how the Red Army reoccupied Lithuania and vanquished Vytis in 1944.


My mother and grandmother seemed like priestesses summoning Vytis as a lord luxuriating in a bloodbath as they wept over his gory sacrifice. I was horrified. And fascinated.


When I visited other Chicago families who had come from the fatherland, I noticed that they had hung their Vytis next to a crucifix. But my mother had positioned ours next to a photograph of her dashing father in his military uniform. Thus, in my mind—and perhaps in hers, too—Vytis became blended with my mother’s father, Jonas Noreika. Although I had never known my grandfather, I had been taught to adore him as a hero who protected Lithuania. To me, it was Jonas Noreika riding that horse, brandishing that sword, bearing that shield, and dying valiantly as he battled our enemies.







CHAPTER ONE A Daunting Legacy



Chicago 2000


By some strange cosmic quirk, my mother and grandmother lay in the same hospital at the same time, both in danger of dying. Our family matriarchy threatened to collapse as I watched helplessly.


The schedule that I had arranged for my vigil allowed me to shuttle between their hospital rooms during those two harrowing weeks. Mom’s room first.


Sitting at her bedside, holding her hand, rubbing it gently, I kept hearing in my mind the introduction to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The imaginary pianist pounded his chords—dum!-da-da-dum!—which sounded in my mind like jackhammers demolishing my life. Mom gripped the bed rail, causing it to rattle as she tried to pull herself up to a sitting position and failed, grimacing from bone-deep, soul-deep pain. She had been battling diabetes and debilitating back pain for years, had been admitted for routine tests and had somehow contracted a deadly infection. I tried to help her sit up, but she groaned in agony, shook her head, and wilted. She crashed back into the pillows, breathing violently.


Desperate to do something, anything—and still thinking I could fend off the inevitable—I asked, “Can I get you something?”


She graced me with a task. “Just a rubber band to pull back my hair,” she whispered.


I took everything out of my purse—keys, wallet, pens—frantically searching for a rubber band. There had to be one in there. I found it and gently drew back her hair, which was damp with sweat and fear.


Then she complained of numbness in her left arm. “Maybe you can massage it?”


Welcoming the invitation to touch her, I slowly kneaded her arm, starting at her wrist and moving up to her elbow, as though working with clay. I desperately wanted to transform this shrunken wraith before me, this rag doll of her former self, to refashion her into the imperious opera diva who could belt out a high C.


“You know what this means, don’t you?” she asked.


I continued massaging her arm. “What, Mom?”


“You have to write the book.”


I studied her. “No, no, no, no. You’re going to do it yourself.”


She was past the denial that I was still clinging to. “You have to,” she insisted. “Everybody expects it.”


Still moving my hands up and down her arm, I looked out the window rather than at her pain-filled face. Outside on this end-of-January day, the temperature had plummeted below zero. The world had frozen. I wanted to sprint out of the room and run the way I used to, feet pounding the gravelly black track, sun scorching my shoulders, sweat dripping from my skin, feeling powerfully alive.


But Mom was waiting for me to answer. She had been working on a book about her father, the fabled hero, for as long as I could remember. She’d even earned a Ph.D. in literature five years ago in pursuit of improving her storytelling skills. I had always been in awe of this venture, observing all the sacrifices she’d made to collect material about my famous grandfather. I had waited eagerly for her to write his tale. Why she had never finished it, I didn’t know. Now she expected me to chase the legend that she’d recounted to me all my life. I could see in her eyes that she was determined to impose her will.


No! You can’t make me do this! My fingers caressed her hand, pleading. I didn’t want her to die and leave me bereft. The book had been everything to her, a lifelong mission. I didn’t want to think about why she was passing it on to me. Besides, I couldn’t write the book. Despite being a journalist, I didn’t believe I had the skills to write such a story. I had never attempted anything like it.


I heard her silent response: It is your duty to continue where I left off.


Obedient daughter that I was, I nodded, almost imperceptibly. And, almost imperceptibly, she acknowledged my promise. Then, smiling wanly with relief, she squeezed my hand with the last of her strength, sealing the contract. She closed her eyes and took a deep, satisfied breath. Soon her breathing became more even.


I unclasped my hand from hers and stood up to tend to the flowers sent by her friends—red roses mostly—that stood in vases on the windowsill facing the snow-blanketed park. Mom loved red roses. She had always had bunches thrown at her feet when she sang in the opera. I inhaled their fragrance. Noticing a dead one, I pulled it out, pricking my finger on a thorn.


As I gazed on my mother in her last hour of consciousness, wondering how I would fulfill this insane deathbed promise, I had no hint that our pact would rouse the dormant genocide genie in Lithuania, jolt the comatose country out of its stupor of guiltlessness, and force it into a reckoning that would scorch its conscience with lightning bolt after lightning bolt of blame. Sucking the drops of blood from my punctured finger, tasting their iron zip, I could not foresee the trajectory of my journey through the blood-sodden forests of Lithuania, or how my investigation would become linked with a court case against the country’s great arbiter of history by a descendant of my grandfather’s victims. This destiny of doom loomed far into the future; it would take twenty more years to reap. All I knew then was that my mother’s impending death was much too much to bear, and my only guide was love.


My grandmother’s room was two floors up, where she had been recovering from a heart attack. When I went to check on her, she was asleep. Wrenched by the twin disasters, I resumed my pacing of the hallways, dodging the nurses and convalescent patients with their portable IVs rolling along beside them. I wanted to pound my fists into the wall and leave two gaping holes.


The next day, Mom was unconscious, tangled in a web of tubes, her breathing a series of gurgles. I massaged her arm again, as she had requested the previous day. Her left hand, swollen like a water balloon, no longer responded to the pressure of my touch. Squeeze. Nothing. Squeeze. Nothing. Now, finally, I was forced to accept the fact that she wouldn’t wake up—not for my father, not for my younger brother, and not for me.


I was thirty-eight years old with a husband and two children, and she had told me there was nothing more she could do for me. She’d been telling me what to do for so long that I’d learned to read her mind. She dominated mine. I felt as if I were an extension of her. She knew instinctively that she controlled me. Even now, her voice in my head counseled sternly, Don’t embarrass me or Lithuania by leaving your grandfather’s story untold. I was powerless to resist.


Her eyelids were open only a millimeter. I leaned over to search those tiny slits for someone I could recognize. There was nothing but a milky cloud hovering in the sky of eternity.


I needed comfort. I staggered out of my mother’s room to go to my grandmother. Močiutė, as I had always called her, was recovering from her heart attack and would soon be sent home. When I entered her room, she was sitting up in bed, pillows stacked behind her, devouring a lunch of fried chicken and mashed potatoes oozing butter. The smell sickened me. The cooked white breast meat reminded me of rotting flesh. I couldn’t imagine ever wanting to eat again.


“How’s Dalytė?” she asked.


“Badly.” I couldn’t bring myself to describe the condition of her sixty-year-old daughter.


My grandmother dropped her fork onto her plate. It clattered loudly. She gazed out the window, her dulled blue eyes blinking at the relentlessly falling snow.


“Did she wake up yet?”


“No.” That one word was all I could manage. I burst into tears.


She pushed away her food.


We gripped each other’s hands, and in our unified sobs felt almost bonded into a single being. Eventually, not noticing that the nurse had taken away my grandmother’s tray, or that the pink sun had set, we tried to compose ourselves. The room had gotten dark. I turned on the light.


“She asked me to write the book.”


“What will you do?”


“I promised.”


My grandmother covered her face and shook her head. She clearly did not approve of my mother’s request. I took that to mean that Močiutė—unlike my mother—believed that I was inadequate to the task, that I couldn’t possibly do the story justice.


Of course, she was right.


But I had no choice.


Vilnius


October 1, 2018




The Genocide Centre would like to call the court’s attention to the fact that S. Foti, living in the United States, was not a participant in the historical events in question (she was not yet born), nor is she a professional historian. Her opinion about her grandfather is directly opposed to her mother’s, J. Noreika’s daughter. One can conclude from the published research of S. Foti that she is not familiar with the accepted methodology of historical research, such as that conducted by academic historians—which requires deep, critical analysis within a proper historical framework.


Vilnius Regional Administrative Court


File No. el-4215-281/2018


Response from the Genocide Resistance and Research [Centre] to the prosecution’s claim against the Genocide Centre’s refusal to change its historical conclusion on Jonas Noreika













CHAPTER TWO Confronting the Shrine



Chicago 2000


Still dazed and enraged at her abrupt deterioration, I was ill-equipped to deal with the loss of my mother. I experienced it as desertion.


I was home, battling a headache from a rambling, anxiety-ridden, wine-filled night with my younger brother Ray, when he phoned at 6:00 a.m. to tell me that she had stopped breathing.


Rolling over in bed into my husband’s arms, I wailed, “How could I have missed the moment?” My endless hours at the hospital seemed to have been an exercise in futility. I had planned to be there at the moment of her death, holding her hand and ushering her to the other side, but had failed.


When the phone had rung three hours earlier, it had been my father calling from the hospital to let me know that my mother had little time left. I had thanked him and said I would be right there. Why hadn’t I rushed to the hospital then? I had tried to sit up, but my head felt leaden, as if it bore the weight of the world, and I had crashed back down, promising myself I would get up in five minutes. Instead, I had slept deeply for another three hours—and dreamt of a mudslide the size of a tsunami crashing through my parents’ living room. The vivid dream vexed me not only for the rest of the day, but also for the next two decades as I labored on this book. What could it mean?




Thick brown muck flowed from the Marquette Park lagoon, oozing down Troy Street, gathering momentum, and advancing toward my parents’ Chicago home.


It started as a thin trickle, then became a thick finger, then a rumbling stream, until it had gathered so much force that it rose like an angry tidal wave, submerging all the cars at the curb. Furiously, it mounted our front steps and crashed through the living room windows.


We were sitting around the glass cocktail table, drinking coffee that morning, and admiring a gray ceramic vase whose curled lips resembled rose petals.


We were startled by a rumbling, deafening sound like the roar of a freight train. As the mud hurtled through the window like a brown fist, we jumped from our seats to escape its punch. Mom and Dad looked shocked—whereas I had been expecting this.


“You see! I told you so!” I said.


Dad dove into his basement office to hide. Mom stood off to the side, trying to balance herself, knee-deep in mud that smelled like putrid fish. Just as the mud was about to reach me, I jumped into the hallway. Somehow, I was holding a mop in my right hand, a bucket in the left.


“What happened?” Mom asked, teetering in the muck.


“I don’t know, but we’ll have to clean it up.”


“How? There’s too much!”


When the sludge touched my ankles, oozing through my toes, it mysteriously came to rest. I felt a measure of relief.


“We can do it,” I declared, having no idea where this false confidence came from.


Mom tried to extract one leg from the mire, then the other, but lurched and fell. Why? Why couldn’t she help me? Did I have to clean everything myself?


Hour after hour, I filled the bucket with mud, which I hurled out the front door. I felt no fatigue, only a bulldozer’s mechanical resolve. The wind blew through the broken windows as I mopped. Slowly, the mud receded, first by an inch, then a foot. The brown goo retreated to the lagoon like a whimpering dog, leaving in its trail a film of dirt and—oddly—soot. A rotten smell, as if the mud from the lagoon had been laden with the stench of corpses, lingered.


By nightfall, the living room glistened.





I showered and downed a cup of coffee in the gloom of my kitchen, still trying to shake off that dream. Then I drove to my parents’ house, about twenty minutes away, to discuss funeral arrangements with my brother and father. The front-door steps seemed to lead to a house of terror; it held a father, but no mother. In my dream, the mud had covered this entire street and these stairs before invading the living room. I didn’t want to go in.


My brother arrived a few minutes later, and together we climbed those stairs. Ray was an engineer who, at our mother’s urging, was pursuing a law degree—as our grandfather had done. Ray had been living in California for the last fifteen years, but had been flying frequently to Chicago on business, especially during this past year. Six inches taller than me, he had blond hair, blue eyes, and a black belt in karate.


“How are you?” he asked.


“Freaked out.”


When Dad opened the door, he looked ashen. He was wearing the same black pants and shirt that he’d been wearing for days.


We stepped into the living room. Mom had decorated it, furnishing it with two chairs upholstered in gold velvet facing two wood-framed and elaborately carved loveseats. Paintings by exiled Lithuanian artists who were close friends of hers adorned the walls. She had particularly loved the Petras Petravičius woodcuts of old pagan rituals and the woodcuts of scenic farms by Magdalena Stankūnas. On the square glass table in the center of the room she had placed a gray petal-lipped vase by Maria Gaižūnas.


I recalled how, in my dream, the mud had swamped every crevice of this room.


As my father and brother sat down, I went to the kitchen to make coffee. Within a few minutes, I overheard arguing.


“She was so beautiful,” Dad said. “I don’t want to hide her beauty from everybody. We have to have an open coffin. She’s too beautiful to cremate.”


“What? Are you nuts?” my brother responded. “We have to follow Mom’s wishes. She wanted to be cremated.”


“I can override that,” Dad retorted.


I was returning to the living room with our three coffees when I saw Ray stand up, looking like he was going to lunge at our father.


“There’s no way I’ll let you do that!” he shouted. “Mom’s going to be cremated because that’s what she wanted. I’ll make sure of that. Do you understand?”


Dad—whom we called Tėtė—looked bewildered, like an overwhelmed little boy, then nodded and started to weep.


As Ray sat back down, he and I exchanged a look of relief. We were used to fighting about Mom’s wishes with Tėtė. I handed out the mugs, and we busied ourselves with our coffee for a few moments. My chair was next to a small round table draped in a colorful shawl with a black fringe. The table held a Spanish-style lamp whose base was painted with swirls of gold-leafed flowers. Beside it, Mom had positioned a flamenco doll swishing her red dress. I hardly had any room to put down my cup of coffee.


“And the burial?” Tėtė asked.


“She wanted to be buried in Lithuania next to her father,” I replied.


“It was always about her father,” Tėtė said. “He’s all she ever thought about.”


“I know,” I sighed.


“Maybe it’s best that way,” Tėtė said. “You know, we were talking about a divorce, at the end.”


Ray and I exchanged glances. “We know,” we said together.


We decided to have the wake and the funeral Mass in Chicago within the next few days, then to have the funeral home keep our mother’s urn until we could go to Lithuania to bury her cremains.


“I’ve prepared the notice for the newspaper,” Tėtė said, pulling out a slip of paper from his shirt pocket.


“When did you manage to write that?” I asked, bewildered, picturing him grieving yet dutifully hammering out the obituary at the typewriter keys after visiting Mom at the hospital.


“Last night. This morning I typed it.” He proceeded to read it to us:




Dalia Maria Kucenas died February 4, 2000, at 3 am at the age of 60. She lived in the Marquette Park neighborhood of Chicago. She was born in Kaunas.


She is survived by her mother, Antanina Noreika; her husband, John Kucenas; her daughter, Silvia Foti; son-in law, Franco; son, Ray; daughter-in-law, Lori; grandchildren, Alessandra and Gabriel Foti, Andrew Kucenas; also her godmother and aunt, Antanina Misiun.


Dalia was the daughter of Jonas Noreika, aka General Storm, a partisan leader.


Dalia was a long-time soloist singer, and she participated in several Lithuanian theater productions. She was the Lithuanian Community’s Cultural Council president and Korp! Giedra president. She was a member of the Lithuanian Foundation and other Lithuanian organizations. She received her PhD in Literature at the University of Illinois, Chicago.


The wake is Sunday, February 6, from 3 pm to 8 pm at Marquette Park Funeral Home. The farewell greetings are at 6:30 pm.


On Monday at 10 am, she will be in a funeral procession to Nativity BVM Church, and at 10:30 there will be a Mass for her soul. She will be buried in Lithuania. Please give your donations to the Lithuanian Foundation.





Welling up with emotion, I walked to the back of the house to the piano room, where my mother used to practice before performances. She had hung photographs of herself as Carmen, as Norma, and as Mimi from La Boheme. I would never hear her beautiful voice again. A primal howl rose up from the core of my being. I was so alone, so alone, without Mom. Even at thirty-eight years old, I felt like an orphaned child.


Shortly after her death, I returned to my old bedroom. Next to the piano room, it had become a repository of all Mom’s research for her intended book. That project—writing my grandfather’s story—had become for me a tangible connection to her, a means of bringing her back from the dead, a way for me to apologize for not having been with her at the moment of her death as I should have been.


In many ways, my old bedroom looked the same—the brick wall still a shiny fire-engine red, the wooden panels still gold and white, the floor still a little slanted down to the east. I looked out the window into my old backyard. Everything seemed so small, including my tiny childhood bedroom, where I had used a space heater to keep warm in the winter and a fan to keep cool in the summer, where I had written in a diary I named “Chris,” where I had propped a pillow next to the wall and rocked myself back and forth, where I had sometimes cried myself to sleep.


My mother’s research, memorabilia, and iconography filled three tall bookshelves. I pulled apart this shrine to her father, hauling it to my house piece by piece. Through all of that task her spirit was palpable. She appeared to me just as I wished, wearing her black stretch pants and her long-sleeved black turtleneck, her hands on her hips, tapping her right foot on the floor. She hovered as I sat there in my old bedroom and wondered where to start, looking around the room, engulfed by paper, books, letters, and folders about my grandfather. Both he and she continued to exert a presence.


The Cross of the Vytis, Lithuania’s coat of arms, was displayed prominently—in the center of the largest bookshelf, which had been arranged like an altar. Mom had received this medal, the highest Lithuanian honor anyone could receive posthumously, from President Algirdas Brazauskas in 1997, for her father fifty years after his execution. I reached for it and held it in my palm, feeling the ribbon and the heft of the bronze medallion, almost sensing it pulse.


Next to the Cross of the Vytis, Mom had set the Order of the Great Duke Gediminas, given to her for her tremendous service to the country. She had volunteered tirelessly—given fundraising concerts, written to newspapers, mentored younger artists—all for her devotion to freedom. On the top shelf, she kept her father’s prayer book, the one he had used in the KGB prison. I sniffed its musty pages. So fragile, like a sick bird, it seemed about to crumble.


I felt overwhelmed with responsibility. Worse, my faith was rattled. I didn’t understand God. He had allowed my grandfather to be executed by the Communists. He’d permitted Mom to die before she could fulfill her yearning to write her father’s story. And he’d left this towering task to me.


I sorted through the jumble of relics and began to sift through the mass of documents: three thousand pages of transcripts from the KGB prison where my grandfather had been tortured and executed, seventy-seven letters written to my grandmother from a Nazi concentration camp, a fairy tale he’d penned for my mother when she was a young child, letters from relatives describing him, hundreds of newspaper clippings lauding his heroics, and nearly twenty photograph albums. Yet there was clearly so much more that I still needed to research.


I spoke to Mom in my mind and believed I could smell her floral perfume lingering in the air, caught at the back of my throat. Mom, it’s going to take a miracle to get this work done. Where am I supposed to start? Silence. Maybe I was praying too. I felt like I was drowning in cement boots.


I could conjure her so easily because her presence clung to me like a silk scarf alive with electrostatic sparks. Her shadow standing in front of me seemed to whisper, Then finish what I could not. Remember: you promised!


The sheer volume of the material she had amassed made the challenge seem all but insurmountable. I knew almost nothing about Jonas Noreika. It was my mother who had known him. She was the one who was supposed to have written the book. Everything was secondhand to me, merely stories I’d been told of how he died a martyr in a KGB prison for leading a rebellion against the Communists. He had died fourteen years before I was born. Who exactly had my grandfather been?
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CHAPTER THREE The Imprisonment and Trial of Jonas Noreika





I, Jonas Noreika, son of Baltrus, born 1910 in the village of Šukioniai, Pasvalio district, Šiauliai region, Lithuanian SSR, living in Vilnius on Vivulskio street, number 31, not a party-member, finished high law studies, worked in the bourgeoisie Lithuanian Army from 1935–1940, wife Antanina Noreika, born 1911, with daughter living in Germany, in the British-occupied zone, not tried, imprisoned, was from March 16, 1946, declared guilty. I request to represent this group as their lawyer. No, I demand it!


—KGB Transcripts, 19461





A few months after Mom’s death I hunkered in my home office, looking vacantly at a keyboard, trying to find the motivation to assemble the words. My grandfather. On my right towered three bookshelves packed with yellowing documents my mother had collected over forty years about her renowned father. He died two score and thirteen years ago. As a spring breeze blew in through my white curtains, I resolved to cast the story as a traditional biography, a third-person account that would include a sprinkling of secondhand memories and anecdotes told by my mother and grandmother. These might prove useful as footnotes for historians. Larger-than-life legend. The gold-sprayed bust of Jonas Noreika that I had lugged from my mother’s studio now hung over my desk, his eyes glaring down at me. Don’t embarrass the fatherland.


Growing up in Chicago’s Marquette Park neighborhood, which boasted the largest population of Lithuanians outside the homeland, I had heard how at the age of thirty-six my grandfather had died at the hands of the KGB, a martyr for Lithuania’s freedom. According to my family’s account, he led an uprising against the Communists and won our country back from them, only to have it snatched by the Germans. He became district chief of the northwestern part of the country during the German occupation. Apparently, he fought the Nazis, who then sent him to a concentration camp. He escaped from that camp and returned to Vilnius, planning to start a new rebellion against the Communists—but was caught, taken to a KGB prison, and tortured.2


I recalled my last visit to Lithuania, three years earlier—in 1997—when my mother, brother and I had visited the Museum of Genocide Victims, the former KGB prison where Jonas Noreika’s trial had taken place. My mother was on a concert tour and also conducting research for her book project, reconstructing the torture and trial so that she could chronicle the life of her celebrated father. He had been prosecuted with ten other rebels and then executed.


Inspired by my mother’s keen interest, I was writing a long article about my grandfather for Chicago’s Southtown Economist. It was published on April 18, 1997.


At the Museum of Genocide Victims, we were led to the basement to see the prison cells and interrogation rooms. My grandfather had stood for hours, waiting for his paperwork to be processed, in one of those two dark cells, the size of coffins, called “boxes.” He was then dragged to a fifteen-by-ten-foot lime-green cell crammed with forty traitors. In the corner squatted a plastic pot (called a parasha) that served as a toilet. Lights glared round the clock. The whole system was designed to prevent sleep, to keep these bourgeois traitors from escaping this proletariat hell. That’s why they conducted interrogations at night: to rob alleged conspirators of sleep and sanity. Prisoners were forced to stay awake from seven in the morning to ten at night and could be sent to solitary confinement if caught napping. My grandfather had dozed off after a long night of questionings and beatings; for that, he was sent to solitary confinement.3


Our guide showed us a series of chambers in which prisoners had endured torture inflicted for any of a number of reasons: falling asleep during the day, failing to confess, or tapping out a Morse-code message to a fellow prisoner in an adjoining cell. We viewed a “cold chamber,” which looked like a large freezer with a thick refrigerator door. A KGB guard would have opened that door and forced a naked prisoner to crouch down on all fours to enter it. Our guide invited me to crawl into the refrigerator for the sake of my newspaper article, but I merely poked my head into the dark, musty interior. We were told that the prisoners who emerged from its confines usually contracted pneumonia.


Another torture room was apparently part of every prisoner’s life. In the “water chamber” a tiny platform stood in the center of a small room filled with a foot of icy water. Prisoners were forced to stand at attention on the platform in their underwear. After hours of standing, they inevitably weakened and collapsed from fatigue into the water. Then they were made to stand in the frigid water until their knees buckled, after which they were beaten for their lapse. The punishment was circular, inescapable.


Down another hallway, we were directed to the “rubber chamber,” a padded cubicle intended to muffle the cries of prisoners who had gone insane. Those who turned raving mad were wrapped in black straitjackets, some of which were displayed in a window, their extra-long sleeves and ties a testimony to the fact that ceaseless brutalizing of the body often leads to the unraveling of the mind—perhaps the worst agony of all.


The “death chamber” was where prisoners were shot in the back as they sat at a table in a kitchenette, unaware that they were about to be killed. That’s how my grandfather was executed, the tour guide explained. We peered at an old, green wooden table and chair. I pictured my grandfather in that chair, drinking a cup of coffee, the guard sneaking up behind him and shooting him twice, my grandfather’s body slumping over the table, his coffee spilling onto the floor.


My grandfather’s nom de guerre was General Storm. A leader of the underground resistance movement, he was recognized as a hero and a martyr to the cause. I thought of all this as very romantic. These were my psychosocial genetics: this glorious history whose telling always began with my grandfather’s death, whether I was sitting on my grandmother’s lap, in Lithuanian school in Chicago on Saturday mornings, or in conversations with anyone who had known him.


I felt like a princess, growing up as the granddaughter of a hero who had bravely resisted the Communists and been tortured by the KGB. I basked in the warm affection and approval of everyone in Chicago’s Lithuanian community: at song and dance festivals, at summer camps, and at concerts in which my mother sang. I was heir to Jonas Noreika’s illustrious legacy: Jonas Noreika the lionhearted. Growing up with this sense of family distinction, of noble heritage, felt like having a trust fund. The aura of heroism seemed to have been transferred magically to me, to inform my very essence. A diamond tiara couldn’t have made me feel more special.


From one of my bookshelves, I pulled out a biography of my grandfather and studied the cover. It bore a photograph of my grandmother playfully pulling my grandfather toward her by his necktie. The author was Viktoras Ašmenskas—one of my grandfather’s colleagues who, having taken part in the rebellion, was imprisoned with him. I had been reading this volume for a second time. Entitled Generolas Vėtra (General Storm), it was published in 1997 by the Genocide and Resistance Research Centre of Lithuania, which runs the Museum of Genocide Victims, the one I had visited with my mother and brother.4 The museum was created in 1992, shortly after Lithuania’s independence, to demonstrate to the world that, just as Jews had suffered and perished during the Holocaust, Lithuanian nationalists had suffered under Communism during World War II. Many of them had died in Siberia. My grandfather’s name is inscribed along with many others’ on the gray marble walls of the very building in which he was murdered in 1947.


During our 1997 trip to Lithuania, Ašmenskas had told me that death row prisoners were held in isolation chambers in the basement near the coal bin. In February 1947, while an inmate himself, he had gone up to a window there to ask, “Hey, is Noreika there?” A voice replied from the darkness, “Yes, I’m here.” The voice belonged to my grandfather, who smiled as he grasped the metal window bars.


I put down his book, which contained this account, and stared up at the gold-painted image of my grandfather. How could you smile on death row? You were only thirty-six years old! Even when staring death in the face, you did not allow yourself to be overcome by man’s natural terror. You never lost hope that your beloved country would be free. Those traits of his—courage and optimism—I strung like pearls onto the necklace that was my family’s legacy, my inheritance. I aspired to those same qualities; I wanted to be just like him.


In his book, Ašmenskas relates that shortly after he visited my grandfather on death row, the KGB drove my grandfather 176 miles northwest, to Telšiai, to testify against one of the men whom he had recruited to lead the rebellion. The KGB promised my grandfather his freedom in return for a damaging statement against Major Jonas Semaška.5 My grandfather refused. He stood tall, defying the terrible Communists, and spoke of the Soviet occupation as the genocide of Lithuania. He must have known that such a declaration of loyalty could cost him his life.


Setting Ašmenskas’s book down, I tried to absorb this part of the story into the very fiber of my being to strengthen my perseverance during adversity. I was delighted to claim such an outstanding pedigree.


I returned to my reading, feeling as if I had walked into a time capsule. It was heartening to realize that my mother’s and grandmother’s sacrifices had contributed to Lithuania’s freedom. They’d had to continue their lives without their husband and father, knowing what torment he had endured during his last years. According to Ašmenskas, the KGB had thrown General Storm into an iron tank nicknamed the “Black Raven,” which often was placed in the prison courtyard. Its sealed vertical compartments were like narrow coffins. A prisoner shut up inside one of them was forced to stand for hours. Occasionally prisoners crossing the yard walked past it. If no guard was patrolling, it was possible to have a brief conversation.


One prisoner hollered at the Black Raven, “Who’s in there?”


“Jonas Noreika!”


The other prisoner shouted, “The Moscow Supreme Court agreed to abolish the death penalty! Write an appeal, to buy more time.”


After a short silence, Noreika answered, “No, I won’t write it. I categorically forbid you to write it in my name. My trial was not legal. I am a war prisoner. I followed my soldier’s oath and duty. I have taken the highest responsibility in the war for freedom and will answer only to the National Council. By asking for a pardon, I would recognize the occupier’s authority, thereby negating the authority of Lithuania’s independent government. Let the Council know. Soldiers make decisions according to their conscience and the war’s circumstances.”6


At the Museum of Genocide Victims my mother, brother, and I stood at the front of an interrogation room in the basement and tried to picture the trial held on November 15, 1946. Jonas Noreika stood before a KGB prison judge, wearing gray prisoner’s garb, his beard long and scruffy, his face and body bruised, his hands manacled. Was the judge wearing a military uniform? Was there a surly portrait of Vozhd (Leader) Joseph Stalin overlooking the proceedings? My grandfather declared himself to be the defense lawyer, representing the eleven men who had formed a rebellion against the Communists. The judge magnanimously agreed to this arrangement. He already knew the trial’s inevitable outcome.


After the trial, my grandfather and a colleague were transferred to a nearby prison to await their execution. A fellow prisoner remembered seeing them in the courtyard near the gate; Ašmenskas described this scene in his book. One of the inmates exclaimed, “Men, look! Above Noreika’s head shines a halo—and there’s one over Zigmas!”7


I closed the book and patted its cover. This was the best part of the story, I always thought: the two heroes with halos glowing above their heads just before their execution. Surely it was a supernatural sign, signaling that they would be sent straight to heaven as a reward for their martyrdom.


Now, fifty-three years after those events, I perused the transcripts of the KGB trial and was able to read exactly what each man had said before being sentenced. The transcripts had been translated from Russian into Lithuanian, which I then translated into English. At the end of the trial, the eleven defendants gave their closing statements.


Stasys Gorodeckis, second-in-command to my grandfather, stated, “I’m on this bench because I dream of freedom, an independent Lithuania. I was responsible for pulling in human sacrifices. People are treasures and are necessary for the future. Yes, the defender was correct when he said the rest were brought to the bench because of my actions. Please do not sentence them severely. If the trial can focus on my past work, take into account my ‘mistake.’ I will reform.”8


Gorodeckis was sentenced to ten years in Siberia and lived out the rest of his life with his family. He died a natural death in 2002.


Zigmas Šerkšnas-Laukaitis, groomed as the leader of the rebellion’s death squad, professed, “Yes, I belonged to the partisans, but I also left them. Noreika involved me again with this matter, with organizing the youth, but I did not know they were called the death squad. Please take that into consideration to lessen my sentence.”


Within three months he was executed—along with my grandfather.


All of the other prisoners’ statements paled in comparison with my grandfather’s; he went out in a blaze of glory. When it was his turn to speak, Jonas Noreika valiantly proclaimed, “I was born in Lithuania, prayed for the nation. Life under the Russians was difficult and dark. When I joined the Lithuanian Army I took an oath for freedom of religion, liberty, and independence. Because of my beliefs I joined the war against the Soviet government against the Bolsheviks. All the facts prove in this trial that my colleagues and I wanted an independent Lithuania. I could not just sit on my hands. I tried using all means available, but it did not succeed. I willingly worked for all of this.”


Unlike the others, he did not beg for leniency. I admired his obstinacy in fighting for what was right. He kept his promises, no matter the consequences.


I’d heard all my life how my grandfather had asked that he be shot on February 16, the most glorious day in the country’s history. On that date in 1918, Lithuania became free of Russia after three centuries of occupation. But intent upon exacting punishment until the last possible moment, the KGB refused Noreika’s patriotic request. Instead, they executed him ten days later, having expressly brought in, from the Urals, a left-handed executioner known for his cold-blooded style. On the day of my grandfather’s execution, the KGB—perhaps seeking to avoid drama—escorted him to the prison basement, asked him to sit at a table, and may even have given him a cup of coffee. When he least suspected it, the executioner crept up behind him and shot him twice in the head.


At the end of the tour of the former KGB prison my mother, brother, and I were met by a thin, elderly man named Rudolfas Jurgis Minajevas, who carried a guitar and sang a ballad that he had composed about my grandfather. It was Ašmenskas who had prepared this delightful surprise. He took us to the window on death row through which my grandfather had answered him all those years ago. There Minajevas sang a ballad that allowed us to visualize my grandfather’s last days.




One cloudy February morning,


Suddenly everyone wakes up.


The Soviet guards are lively again!


The fierce judge


Smiles with calm:


As he sentences Jonas Noreika to death.


Death by bullets is reasonable!


A song erupts in blood.


They stilled our soldier too soon!


The Fatherland is quiet,


Remembering at least for a while


How the dull-witted Soviets tortured him.


The mind doesn’t rest.


Be free, homeland,


As you belong to Holy Mary.


The brother’s blood is pure


And will not dry in our memory!


We will rise passionately and fight.9





After his execution, my grandfather’s body was tossed into a pit on the grounds of Tuskulėnai Manor, about five miles away, and covered with limestone. It lay entombed there for more than fifty years, while his spirit both sustained and haunted our family.
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CHAPTER FOUR The Last Letter



The last communication from my grandfather to my mother was sent from the KGB prison on December 25, 1946, two months before his execution. It was a letter from a loving father to his seven-year-old daughter. In my parents’ home this letter was often read aloud on Christmas Eve. My mother had encased it in a velvet-trimmed frame and hung it in the dining room. It now rested in my office, displayed on top of volumes of Lithuania’s history during World War II, as a librarian might showcase a rare or precious item.


My mother and grandmother had fled Lithuania eighteen months before the date of this letter. They left when the Soviet Union occupied the country for the second time, in July 1944. They were living in Switzerland when the letter arrived. They would not learn for years that my grandfather had died two months after writing it; the Communists did not disclose his death until 1956. The complete lack of information about his fate during those twelve years kindled in my mother and grandmother a mixture of hope and fear that effectively paralyzed them. What should they do? Where should they stay? How would Jonas find them? Their frequent recounting of this situation as I was growing up created a sense in me that time had stopped when my grandfather was taken prisoner, that he would be held interminably, and that I had to get him out.


By 1956, my mother and grandmother had moved to Chicago. My mother met my father at Loyola University. They married in 1960 and welcomed my arrival a year later. In 1964, my brother was born.


The letter of December 25, 1946, was a family treasure, a talisman that my mother would touch when she spoke of her father. One Christmas Eve, perhaps in 1975, our family gathered around the dining room table and squeezed into our places one by one in that small room. Mom set out a plate for my grandfather, a tradition to honor the departed. His plate and his glass of wine remained in place throughout the meal. As always, Mom began with a prayer. “We are gathered here to remember your birth, Jesus Christ, for which we are grateful, and also our relatives who are still suffering under the Communist occupation, as well as those who have passed away, like my father.” The mention of him made her cry. Močiutė squeezed my hand for comfort, as always. But Mom, with her flair for the dramatic, removed the framed Christmas letter from the wall and read it.




Dalia! To my one and only child,


You don’t know cruelty, why birds made of lead reflect the sun’s rays while dropping destructive bombs on large cities. You still don’t know deceit. Your heart is like the white dove on my windowsill. Yet you will mature and comprehend everything, that life is an eternal struggle. Only the strong win. Power rules. But power is two-sided: creative and destructive. Creative power is love, while destructive power is hate. I want to see you strong, firm, and filled with creative power. May God help you, my child of love.1





When she finally hung the letter back in its place, she lifted a silver tray of plotkelės, unconsecrated Communion wafers, and offered one to each of us. Tradition required us to share this wafer with everyone present, wishing each person good health, good luck, good grades in school, good fortune in work, or anything else he or she particularly wanted. When it came to the wafer that she had placed on my grandfather’s plate, we each broke off a piece of it and wished him happiness and success in heaven, or asked for his help in life—as if he’d been beatified.


On other occasions, I asked his help in establishing a writing career, something I had set my heart on by eighth grade. Mom often told me that her father had been a very good writer; he’d worked as a journalist for newspapers and military magazines, had written short stories, even a novel, and had won literary prizes. I would break off a piece of his wafer and chew it slowly, entreating him: Grandfather, you know I’ve already chosen a career in writing. I know it’s not practical. Močiutė wants me to be a lawyer, like you, but I’d rather be a writer, also like you. If you have any influence, please look over my shoulder and help me.


Then we would sit down to eat twelve cold dishes representing Christ’s twelve disciples. These included black bread, potato salad, red beet vinaigrette, a green salad, fried cod, herring with onions, herring with tomatoes, herring with green peppers, herring with carrots, herring with mushrooms in sour cream, poppy-seed milk, and cranberry pudding. As we nibbled and sipped, I would check my grandfather’s glass of wine every few minutes to see if he had drunk any of it. When we weren’t looking, my father would gulp down its contents and set the wine glass back in its place. He then would draw our attention to the evidence that my grandfather had just joined us for dinner. We always laughed. Nonetheless, the presence of our heroic grandfather was made palpable—as was our loss, and the injustice of his absence from our lives.


It was not easy to live with the constant shadow of his memory. We commemorated his birthday, October 8. We also marked the date on which he had requested to be executed (even though the Communists killed him on February 26). Their cynical and callous attempt to consign Jonas Noreika to oblivion served, as intended, to sharpen our grief.


This perpetual sense of bereavement, this shroud of grief, caused division in our family. As Mom and Močiutė groomed me and Ray to identify with our courageous ancestor, my father often must have felt like an outsider. Dad almost certainly resented the fact that he never seemed to measure up against his phantom father-in-law. “Your mother’s father was a general; mine was a janitor,” he remarked.


Every room in the house declared that our family was Lithuanian—forced by the Communists to live, against our will, in another country. We often acted as if we comprised a country unto ourselves here—as if the backdrop of a free America were purely incidental, of little consequence to us. Our true goal was to obtain freedom for Lithuania.


“Someday, Lithuania will be free,” Mom told us. “It’s up to us to help save the country from the Communists. My father died fighting for our country’s freedom, and we must do everything we can to live up to his honor.”


On Saturdays Ray and I attended Lithuanian school, where we’d have to write essays about how we could help the fatherland achieve its freedom. In one essay, written when I was about eight years old, I asserted, “I have to get a good education and get involved with the American government to convince this country’s leaders to save the Baltic country. They’ll send American soldiers to Lithuania to kill the Communist monsters.”


When I showed the essay to my mother, she beamed and read it over the phone to my grandmother, who (I was told) also glowed with pride. Then I showed it to my father. He smiled blandly, saying, “That’s good, Silvia,” and went back to reading the Lithuanian daily newspaper Draugas (Friend).


“Don’t bother your father now,” Mom said. “He’s busy.” She noticed my frown. “Why are you crying? You should feel lucky you even have a father. The last time I saw mine, I was four years old.”


She went into the piano room that housed the Lithuanian encyclopedia set, pulled out the volume labelled N, and opened it to the entry “Jonas Noreika.” In forty lines, it provided a thumbnail sketch of the man whom she constantly compared to Dad.


“Do you see?” she said. “Your grandfather was a hero. He died for his country. That’s why I grew up without a father. You need to feel grateful that you have a father.”


I looked at Dad. He shrugged and walked into his basement office, saying, “I need to work on Lituanus.” He was the publication’s volunteer business administrator by night; by day he worked for Chicago City Hall as a bookkeeper in the comptroller’s office. “I have two jobs,” he liked to say.


Mom saw my crushed expression. “Your father’s very busy, that’s all. He goes to work during the day to pay our bills. At night, he works for the Lithuanian cause, just like my father used to. You understand, don’t you?”


“I suppose so,” I mumbled.


Dad was a quiet man who managed to stay out of everyone’s way. Because he seemed emotionally distant, my mother invoked the spirit of her father as the other adult male role model for Ray and me. Her father’s sentences, encased in red velvet, hung with his photograph next to the Vytis.


I envied my mother for having had a father who could write her a letter like that. Although I had never met my grandfather, I’d learned to love him the way a daughter loved a father.


All exiles have their private griefs. My family’s tragedy, I thought, was grander, more epic than most.


My grandfather’s legend and my promise to my mother obliged and encouraged me to write. While raising my son, then three years old, and my daughter, aged seven, I ran a freelance writing business. Neither my young children nor my husband of fourteen years could understand my obsession with my grandfather. I seemed to spend more time with his ghost than with them. They, too, felt the sacrifice of his martyrdom; it was a multi-generational cost.


Vilnius


October 1, 2018




The petitioner [Grant Gochin] claims that J. Noreika was one of the most prominent antisemites in Lithuania who desired and relished the idea of killing Jews, who drew others into killing Jews, who justified their actions, and who personally ordered the shooting of Jews in Plungė. The petitioner requests that the [Genocide] Centre accept his version.
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