The Story of my Grandfather, Callman Lurie as told by him:

In 1940 there was an agreement between the Germans and the Soviet Republic that annexed Lithuania to the USSR and made it a Soviet republic. The Lithuanians had always been anti-Semitic and had no love for the Russians either. They were waiting anxiously for a German victory. All Zionist activity was banned. The Germans broke their agreement with the USSR and invaded in June 1941 bringing the war to Lithuania. The Jews were the first victims. The Germans gave the Lithuanians permission to do whatever they pleased to the Jews. In most towns the majority of Jews were murdered in the beginning of 1941. There were ghettos in only two locations: in Kovna(Kaunas) and Shavel.(Shauli)  [ Kaunas & Shauli are the Lithuanin spelling.]
I was 18 when the war broke out and I tried to escape to Russia but was unsuccessful. I was arrested when I returned home and accused of being a Communist. I was imprisoned in Shavel. I was very fortunate from the first day. The Lithuanian police chief knew my father and transferred me to a cell with Russian spies where no one knew that I was Jewish. I could see Jews being loaded onto trucks to be transported to their death. My Jewish identity was discovered when a systematic search of the prison was conducted and I was transferred to a small cell with 40 Jews. WE managed to survive under terrible conditions. A week later an officer of the S. S. appeared. We were made to stand in line and every person was supposed to state his profession and his age. This was their sorting method. Most were required to exit their cells and a few were left behind. I didn’t know what was preferable, to remain or to leave? Instinctively I felt it was better to stay.

When they reached me I said, “I am a labourer”

The officer instructed me to exit the cell. I remained in place.

The translator pointed at me and asked, “What’s with him?”

The officer returned to where I was standing. I looked straight into his eyes (a very daring thing to do) and he asked, “Why didn’t you leave the cell?”

“You didn’t ask me my age?” I answered.

“So, how old are you?”

“18”.

He looked at me once more, patted me on my shoulder and said, “Alright, you can stay here”.

That was my first bit of good fortune. Every person that was ordered to leave his cell was taken to be executed.

Time passed and the Germans came looked for a cobbler. I told them that I know how to make shoes and was taken to work with a group of Jewish cobblers. Since I didn’t know anything about making shoes, I became their errand boy and prepared their food. This period of jail time was relatively “not bad”.

At a certain time all of the imprisoned Jews were brought before the head of the Gestapo. He informed us that we were free to go. We were not considered to be members of the human race and therefore we had no rights and furthermore we were required to wear the yellow Star of David so that we could be identified. Upon my release I went to a family in Shavel that I knew and there discovered that all of the Jews in my town of Pokroy had been murdered and of course my family was amongst them.

A new regulation ordered the establishment of a ghetto in Shavel(Shauli). Jews were ordered to leave their homes and property and meet at the big lot where we would receive a yellow certificate that would allow us to live in the ghetto. Children up to the age of 12 and the elderly were told to meet at the synagogue and not to enter the ghetto. While I was standing in line a Lithuanian police officer approached me. He had been the chief of police in my village. I was anxious but he made sure that I was provided with a certificate and ordered that I be allowed to enter the ghetto.

Fortune shined upon me for a third time. Near the ghetto was a factory that processed leather and had been given permission to continue to supply German troops. It was owned by an acquaintance of my father who chose me to work in his factory. This was a good workplace outside the ghetto without Germans and the supervisor was a Jew. After a few hours of work we would remove the yellow star and barter for food. There were relatives in the ghetto with four children and I took care of them. I would tie a sack of flour around my waist and wear a large coat to supply them with food.

I was apprehended one day by the Lithuanian police officer that knew me. He said that he was supposed to kill me for such a felony and if I didn’t have enough food he would bring me some. He actually brought a little food about once a month. We were afraid of the Lithuanians more than the Germans since they knew us without the yellow Star of David. Every so often there were “actions” in the ghetto. Jews would be hung and we were forced to watch.

The Jewish administrators of the ghetto came on a Friday morning, the fifth of November 1943 and said that something was going to happen that day but nobody knew what. We were worried that another action would occur. Members of the underground gathered to decide what to do. There wasn’t a problem to escape. The problem was where to escape. There was no place that was safe outside the ghetto because the gentiles would hand Jews over to the Germans. We tried to contact the partisans but they were not interested in Jews either.

We considered fighting but we were few and with only a few pistols. There was no doubt that the Germans would retaliate harshly and kill many more Jews than we could kill Germans.

The order came for any person that worked outside the ghetto to escape. I left and when I was outside the ghetto looking in I saw what happened. Tens or hundreds of Ukrainians entered the ghetto and with their bare hands began to kill children and elderly with the butts of their rifles or anything at hand. If there is a hell on earth, that is it. My friend (Arieh Shneider of blessed memory) and I decided to escape. Nothing could be worse than what we had just witnessed. Arieh knew the forest well (in the Shukjan area,) and in one of its far corners there lived an old man that hid criminals. Perhaps that old man knew how to contact the partisans. We walked for several days till we reached him and he received us warmly. He fed us and said that the partisans came to see him every Friday evening. He prepared vodka and food for them and was willing to introduce us. Our plan, should we find the partisans, was to bring Jews from the ghetto to the forest. We hid in the barn and waited till the old man would come to call us. Twenty five partisans came that evening and we were very happy. Finally we would be able to do something. The old man finally came to us with bad news. The partisans were not interested in Jews. Jews would only make their life more difficult. The Germans would claim that there were Jews in the forest. We were very disappointed. We had no idea what was happening in the ghetto and what would be in our lives. Saturday was bitterly cold with rain and snow and a vicious wind. Suddenly we heard sounds of a horse and dogs barking and then nothing. The old man appeared suddenly with a sad face. We had to run and quickly. His son had come to warn him from the nearby village. There are rumors that there are Jews hiding in this area of the forest. Germans and Lithuanians are on their way to his farm. He apologized and said that he wouldn’t let his dog out on a night like tonight but there was no choice.

Where to go?

Arieh said that we should try to reach a gamekeeper. We walked all night till we reached him. He said that for several days Jews from the ghetto had not shown up to work. Now they were back and German supervisors were staying with him. Where to go now? We were tired and had no energy left. We enter the forest and found a hollow tree and went to sleep inside it. We must have slept all night. Our clothes were frozen when we woke up. What now??

Arieh suggested that we go to another gamekeeper that he knew and if he cannot help us we would have no choice but to return to the ghetto. The gamekeeper received us warmly. The only possibility that he could think of was for us to hide on the nearby hill. The place had been used to prepare charcoal and there was a “bunker”, a huge hole in the ground. Live there and “If you are discovered – I don’t know anything” he said. He helped us to clean the place and we built a sort of oven and lived there happily. We gave him money so that he would purchase food for us.

We decided that I would return to discover what had happened in the ghetto and to find  out what had happened to Masha, Arieh’s girlfriend. I dressed as a goy(gentile) and returned to my workplace. I asked them to prepare four pieces of leather that I had promised the gamekeeper so that he could make a jacket. My friends described how the elderly and the children were killed on the day we ran away.

We found a way to correspond with the Jews that worked in the forest. We would leave a note under a certain tree. In the meantime we had no solution for any other Jews. 

The gamekeeper came on Christmas day and said the Germans were planning to search the forest for partisans the following day and advised us to leave for a while. Arieh suggested that we would hide at the home of a gentile that he knew that lived on the town’s outskirts. We gave him all of the money that we had and he hid us in his pig shed in the straw with rats and mice, until the danger passed and we could return to the “bunker”.

Six of our friends managed to escape to the forest but ran into Ukrainians. Four were shot immediately and two managed to run away. They joined the partisans. They were accepted because one of them knew German.

The Russian arrived in July1944 and we were free. We left the forest but there was no great sense of relief since almost all of the Jews in the ghetto had been murdered. Most were sent to Auchwitz and Dachau.

I went to Shavel and later to Kovna. I had a friend, Ruphke (Reuven) a Jewish officer that served in Russian intelligence. One day we were walking around when I noticed the Lithuanian officer that had brought me food approaching from the opposite direction. I now knew that he had been in charge of the terrible actions in the ghetto including the one that murdered the elderly and the children. I told Ruphke that he had to be arrested. We followed him till he entered his house. Then Ruphke stopped him and asked to see his documents. He showed us documents stating that he was a member of the Communist party and the county’s vice-chairman. He also had documents proving that he had been released from military duty because he was an important official. Ruphke asked him if he knew me? He replied, “No”. I knew that if he was released I would be killed since the Lithuanians continued to murder people that they considered dangerous such as people that could bear witness against them. Ruphke asked me again, “Are you certain that you have identified him correctly?” I assured him that I was positive and I had identified him by his eyes. Ruphke said that he could not arrest him without his superior’s permission since his documents proved that he was a high ranking official. We left to try to make contact and in the meantime more Jews appeared. The Lithuanian tried to run and then Ruphke said, “Now I can arrest him”. He did not change his story throughout the interrogation and denied all of my accusations. I was called to the investigation. The judge gave me a rubber club and told me to hit him with it. He broke down even before I started. He could not bear the thought of being whipped by me, a Jew.

“ Is this the thanks that I get for saving your life?” he asked me.

I gave him my hand and said, “Thanks a lot. Me you did not kill but you did kill hundreds of children and elderly Jews”. I was called to the police station a week later and presented a medal not because he was responsible for the murder of hundreds perhaps thousands of Jews but because he was the Lithuanian intelligence chief responsible for spying for the Germans against the Russians. Many of his accomplices and their equipment were also captured.

I worked in Kovna when the war officially ended. I learned what happened to the Jews from my town and to my family and which Lithuanians participated in the murders. One day I saw a Lithuanian from my town that had played with me when we children. I knew him well and knew that he was one of the murderers of  the Jews in my town. When he noticed me, he turned to avoid meeting me. I “jumped” to meet him and asked how he was, as if I was happy to renew our acquaintance. I gave him a food coupon and cigarettes and asked him where he was working? Evidently he was convinced by my show of sincerity and we parted friends. I immediately went to Nachman, another friend who served in the K. G. B. and reported him. The next day Nachman arrested him. In his interrogation he admitted that he was responsible for the murder of two families in Pokrei. One of them was my family. He killed my younger brother and sister, my older sister and my parents.

He told me what my mother’s final words were: “Don’t think that you have won. I have a son in South Africa and a lot of family. One day they will come searching for us and you will have to pay the price for what you have done!” He also gave a list of another twenty murderers. Eight of them had high ranking positions in Kovna and they were immediately arrested.

We began to organize ourselves for “Aliya Bet” In 1945 I went to Poland. A Brigade member transferred me to Berlin. There I was active in moving 40,000 Jews to the Land of Israel through illegal immigration. I moved to France and for one year I worked for UNWRA.

