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Zheimelis

THE SLAUGHTER OF THE JEWS IN THE SMALL TOWN OF ZHEIMELIS

Reported by Hirsh Kremer, born January 21, 1919 in Akhturke near Kharkov. His father's name was Yehuda. He was a student in the second course in agronomy at the academy in Dotnuvos.

Until the war he lived in Zheimelis. He had graduated from the Hebrew gymnasium in Shiauliai.

Zheimelis is located 65 kilometers from Klaipeda on the Latvian border. It is 25 kilometers from Jonishkis. Through the town flows the small river Berstilis.

Zheimelis is a minor railroad station with a narrow-gauge line connecting to Jonishkis and a semi-wide gauge-line connecting to Panevezhys.

Zheimelis had a Hebrew elementary school, a Yiddish library and a study house.

About fifty or sixty Jewish families lived in town. Most of the Jews were retail merchants and artisans. A small number were. engaged in agriculture.
The Blood Libel Known As "The Butchers' Trial"
In 1929 Zheimelis acquired an unfortunate fame on account of the well-known "butcher's trial." Four butchers and coachmen were accused of drowning a Lithuanian veterinarian named Pozhela. The doctor was drowned one Saturday evening returning from the Yiddish slaughterhouse. Pozhela was drunk that evening, and as he walked he fell into a well which wasn't covered over. The well was even with the surface of the ground, and there was no fence around it. Ill-meaning elements in town and in the region invented the slander that the Jewish butchers had drowned the doctor. The town seemed ready for a pogrom, but thanks to the intervention of the Smetonas government the pogrom was averted. More than once the persistent anti-Semites resorted to this incident as fodder for their agitation against the Jews of Zheimelis. Naturally, these anti-Semitic tendencies openly continued until the war began.

The Outbreak of War. June 22. 1941
At the beginning of the war two Jewish families -- those of Leyzer Lakunishok, his wife and children and of Mordkhe Yakushok and Fayve-​Hirshe with his family, managed to evacuate to the Soviet Union.

The Germans entered Zheimelis on Friday, June 27, 1941, but they didn't stop in town and kept heading toward the front. Throughout the entire war there were no German army units, Gestapo or German police in town. All of the executive authority in Zheimelis was placed right at the beginning of the war in the hands of the local armed Lithuanians, who were also responsible for liquidating the town's Jews.

The Lithuanian bandits exploited their power, and in just a few days they drove the Jews out of the better houses and settled them in older, smaller houses, several families to a house. Lithuanians who wielded civilian authority in town settled into the Jewish houses.

There was a flurry of anti-Semitic regulations. The Jews were forbidden to leave their houses from evening until morning. Jews were allowed to go to the market place after the Lithuanians in town had bought everything, and only at a specified time.

Every morning all the able-bodied men and women had to work at assigned tasks. The work was useless and unproductive. The only point was the moral degradation of the town's Jews. The Jews had to clean all the outhouses, serve the Lithuanian bandit staff and their leaders, and so forth.

The Terrible Slaughter of Jews; Only One Boy Survives.
On the night of Thursday, August 7, 1941, the Lithuanian bandits announced to the Jewish population that everyone had to get ready in the course of a couple of hours to move to a ghetto outside of town. The Jews were permitted to bring along a small package of food.

At 12:00 midnight wagons rode up from town and from the countryside, and all the Jews were placed into the wagons and taken two kilometers outside of town, to a compound called Podzheiml. The compound belonged to a landowner named Zhilguzhis. All the Jewish men, women and children were packed into a barn there. The Jews were told that a ghetto would be set up for the Jews in the compound. A heavy guard of Lithuanian murderers was immediately posted around the barn. At midday on Friday, August 8, the Lithuanian murderers blocked off all the roads surrounding the compound and took all the men out of the barn to the forest nearby. Pits had already been dug in the forest.. The men were forced to strip naked, and then they were all shot. The women in the barn clearly heard the shooting in the forest, and understood what had happened to their fathers and husbands. As peasants later reported, Gershon Taruts (aged 25) escaped from the pit and hid with peasants for a long time. However, he disappeared later, and Hirsh Kremer has not been able to determine the circumstances of his death.

Immediately after the men were shot the murderers took the women and children out, shot them in the same forest and buried them in the same pit as the murdered men. Of all the Jews in the town in Zheimelis the only one to survive was a boy named Yoysef Shulheyfer, who had been adopted by the Jewish pharmacist Shulheyfer. Before he was adopted Yoysef had been in the orphanage in Kaunas. Yoysef was rescued by the priests in town, who insisted that Yoysef was a Christian child who had only accidentally wound up at the Jewish orphanage in Kaunas and then been adopted by the Jewish pharmacist. Yoysef knows now that he is a Jew. But he cannot separate himself from his rescuer the priest, and continues to live and work with the priest.

After the war Hirsh Kremer went to his home town of Zheimelis. His family was slaughtered there: his mother Tserna Kremer, his sister Khaye Itkin and her husband Borukh Itkin, and their child Yoysef.

Hirsh Kremer stayed in the town for some time and carefully investigated the circumstances in which his family and the rest of the Jews of the town-had died. Hirsh Kremer heard about everything from his neighbors in town, including a Latvian named Kaulinas and Puzhiniene. These two told Hirsh that the Jews had been shot by Lithuanians who had come in a car from the town of Linkuva, located about 20-22 kilometers from Zheimelis. The majority of the shooters were gymnasium students.. Many of them were from town as well, but Hirsh does not remember their names. He only remembers a certain Baltras Iminavitsius, who also took active part in shooting the Jews.

Hirsh was also on the spot where the Jews were shot. The pit is located in a forest a few hundred meters from the compound of Podzheiml, two kilometers from town.

THE END

Everything written on three pages of a notebook was word for word related by me, Hirsh Kremer, to L. Koniuchowsky. All the dates, names of people and geographic locations were precisely indicated by me, and I attest thereto with my signature on each and every page.

Signature:
Hirsh Kremer

Recorded by: L. Koniuchowsky December 22, 1946 Rosenheim, Bavaria

Translated from Yiddish by Dr. Jonathan Boyarin
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