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By The Coalition to Save the Shripishok
Cemetery

Lithueania s a coumntry that has struggled
10 comee bo terms with its past.

It declared s independence from the
USSR in 1990, Tomas Venclova, a Lithu-
anmian writer and Soviet dissadent, was a

lone vosce insisting to his countrymen that
a half-century earlier Lithuania had visited
unspeakable evil upon its Jews, and Lithu-
anians bore a greal burden of guilt. It wasn't
a message they wanted o hear. Having been
besct by harsh oceupiers — the Soviets from
the cast and the Germans from the west —
Luthuanions tended to see themselves as vie-
tims of the great powers. But victims in one
arena can be perpetralors i anosther,

Jews had lived in the small Baltic nation
for six centuries by the time their neighbors
and countrymen began massacring them a
the mstigation of the Germans. By 1630,
onc-quarter of the capital, Vilna, was Jew-
ish. By the early 20th century, a majority of
the residemis, 57%, were Jewish, At the on-
sct of the WW 11, Vilma's 60000 Jews con-
stitutied about 40% of the population. Mearly
160000 sdditional Jews lived throughout
the country,

Today, the country hosts far fiewer living
Jews than dead. There wre approximutely
50,000 keverim in the old Jewish cemetery m
Shmipishok in the middle of Vilna, in which
Jews were buried from 1487 to 1831, These
include some of the giants of the city s sto-
ried past, inchuding the Be'er Hagolah, the

family of the
Vilna Caon
(the Cipon
himself was
exhumed and
reinterred
elsewhere Lo
averl  Soviet e
desecration|, okt
the ger fze-
aek Avrohom
ben Avrohom
Hy'"d, Rav
Zelmeleh
Yolozhiner, the Chayei Adam, and so many
odhers whose lepsey we live by,

In 1938 while the srea was in Polich

complexes were built in the cemetery aver
intermational prodesis, and shockingly, the
excavated earth and bones were not made
available 1o the Jewish community for rein-
terment. In 2015 the government announced
plans to repovate the sports complex into
the “Wilnius MNational Convention and

Conference
Center™:  an
international
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Lithuanian
Prime Min-
ister Ingrida
Simonyié
courageously
stood up Lo
powerful op-
position  and

denicd funding to that initiative, effectively
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dei Fizroed, including Rav Chaim Kanievsioy,
have signed letters within the past fifieen
vears paskenig that nothing may be bult m
the Shnipishok cemctery other than the kev-
aris and the matzelvos.

The proposal calls for construction, -

'SHNIPISHOK CEMETERY IN 1922.
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cheding “earth-moving works,” which will
inevitably break the bodics of mifforim and
exhume them B "1

Prof. Shnayer Leiman, a member of the
Working Group and a renowmned expert on
Lita, refused to go along with its recommen-
dations and submitied a dissent.

The leaked document refers to the “sie™
of the Jewish cemetery, as if it were a place
where a cemetery once stood. But that is not
the case, and it wouldn't be even if ground-
penctrating radar hadn't confinmed many
thousands of bodies, In Aalocha, a bais
hakvaros remains a bais hakvaros in perpe-
tuwity, even if all human remains ane gone.

To seculansts, a hais hakvaros 15 8 me-
maorinl to the past. But that is not the case for
@ omner ‘i, wheo knows that the nesfomalk is
ciemnal and will be restored to the gryat the
time of fechivas hameizion

Tens of thousamds of Livishe Yiddesr had



By the war’s end, almost all were gone.
Bt Lithuamdans . withowi  firsthand  knosw-
edge were mostly nol awane that it wasn't
only the Germans that had made the Jews
disappear. Most Lithuanians are also un-
aware that those Litvahe Hdden and iheir
scholarship were the pride of the Jew-
ish world; that their very owm Vilnms was
known io those Jews as “Yenhalavim de
Lita™; and that the legacy of those Jews fills
the Jewish world today, with o muany leam-
mg in the great Lithuanian yeshives around
the world, and s0 many imbibing thirstily

from the Torah of the pedolei hadoras of

Lita.

hands, the Vilna municipality announced
plans to build a sports stadium in the bais ha-
chaim, Rov Chaim Ofzer Grodzenski Tought
the measure with all his might until his pesi-
refr in 1940, resisting all proposed compro-
mises. The Germans invaded in 1941,

Under Soviet demination after the war,
all the mrazetvos were cleared and. wsed i
paving and constrsction. The giant “Vilnius
Palace of Concerts and Sports,” in Soviel
brutalist sivle, opened in 1971, covening a
guarter of the cemetery, The facility was
lefi to deteriorate afier Lithuanian mdepen-
dience, and it was abandoned in 2004,

Orwver the next four years, [wo apartment

sure generated by a coalition of askonim
waorking 1o save Lithuanian cemeferies, a
commission (the “Working Group™) was
empancled to determine the fute of the Jew-
ish cemetery, The group includes only four
frumt Yidden; several Jews representing van-
15 interests, who are nol the spintual heirs
of those whia repase in the cemetery: and
about ten non-Jewish members.

The group's draft proposal hos been
leaked, It calls for the now-decrepit sports
paloce to be turned into o fiwility that “should
also pay tributc to the events that paved the
rosd o Lithusanin's independence™ and -
clude spaces for “art materials.” Many gedo-

their kevortm Gesecrated e shnepisiak. Bl
1|1m::_1'g';r};||_u'rr|:'r'n__ﬁ1r hawe ||:_|.':i-:'h1-1. of descen-
dants and faleridiee whao are living. thriving,
and maintaining their legacy, and their lips
are dovevas b kever. We cannot stand sdly
by x& our forebears and rabbeim are des-
eoraed.

Wl weone foin the coalifion fo save the
Shripishok bais olaw? Please contac! pour
L5 semafor o comgressanen; U5 fawe-
ks fave inflience in Lithuania, Finan-
cial support i alse welcome, Corfacd us of
sevecemetertesiaigmail com or by calling
(B4R 202341, My e macddine your prro-
tect be meiliz yosher on your behedf,
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