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IN APPRECIATION

To all who participated in the publication of this book of memorial teo
the Ritavas community ;

To all members of the Memorial Book Cammittee who encouraged, advised
and carried the burdon of financing and publishing this work;

To zll the sons of Ritavas, in Israel and abroad, who responded with
a warm heart and open hand in helping to erect this memorial
to our community ;

To the Rebettzen Luba Gefien, the Rebettzen Shoshana Tabenken-Goldberg
and Mr. Harry Singer of Capetown, South Africa, for undertaking
the burdon of financing this work and the responsibility of pub-
lishing it, a special note of praise and blessing ;

To all of you — your participation in the perpetuation of the memory
¢f our native town will be remembered for generations with praise
and honor. The Editors
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Musalin Gershon & Pnina

Nodel Jecheskel & Family
Node] Sepe & Family

Nodel Izchak & Family

Nodel Sarah Lea

Navaron Nissen & Family
Naparstock Shmuel & Family
Naparstock Moshe & Family
Naparstock Tova
Nochomowitch Hinde & Family

Olshwang Avraham Meir
& Moshe (Son)

Press Benzion & Family
Prisman FEliezer & Family
Prisman Chana Peshe

Saks
Saks
Saks

Aron & Chana
Nachman & Family

Dr. Bendef & Family
Saks Gute

Saks Simche & Family
Shifre Feige Chazes
Safransky Blume & Children
Segal Sheine Zire & Family
Safir Dobe & Family

Shmole Meine & Family
Shmole Basse & Family
Sheftelowitz Jacov & Family
Shapiro Baruch & Family
Shur Rav Joseph & Family
Shapiro Pessach & Family
Shapiro Mones & Family
Shapiro Izchak & Family
Shapiro Israel Ber & Family

Palukst Izchak Leib & Sara RifkaStrass Joseph & Family

Possel Jacov Leib & Family

Rosenheim Kreine & Family
Rosenheim Baruch & Family
Rosenkowitz Chana Lea
Rosenkowitz Kroshe, Husband
& Children
Rabinowitz Aba & Family
Rivkin Rifka & Husband
Rudaizky Basse

Shmiling Rachel & Children

Tollman Rab Jechiel & Family
Vundiller Rav Shmuel & Sheine
Verkul Fruma

Wolfowitz Aron Idel & Family
Wishnevsky Rayv Izhak & Family
Welvelowitz Aba & Family
Wachtvogel Zise & Benzion

Rudaizky Shalom Izchak & Family

Rudaizky Leib & Family
Rudaizky Nissan & Family

Salzman Shmuel Zvi & Family
Salzman Meir Reuven & Family

Zwick Rochel

Zwick Zvi & Family

Zauber Itzejanke & Family
Zauber Moshe & Family
Zelker Alter & Family
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Gross Ure & Family

Gross Taube Mire & Family

Groll Chone & Family

Groll Sarah Hinde

Groll Chaim Hirsh & Family

Groll Moshe & Family

Goldberg Taube

Goldberg Alter & Family

Goldin Zipe & Sheidke

Griksht Alte & Family

Griksht Moshe Judel & Family

Geniss David & Chana

Geniss Chana Gute

Geniss Friedman Chaja Rive
& Son

Geniss Lieber & Family

Geniss Chaim Jacov & Family

Groll Pesse

Hantman Jude Leib & FPamily
Hirshovitz Feige Rochel
Heiman Moshe Aron & Wife
Heiman Wolf & Family

Hon Meir & Sarah

Itzikowitz Joseph & Family
Itzikowitz Beremiche & Family

Jelowitz Meir & Family
Joseph Lea

Jankelowitz Gute & Family
Judel & Family

Jekel & Beile

Kohen Feitel & Family

Katz
Katz
Katz

Roche Tille & Leib (Son)

Basse & Elke

Michle

Katz Azriel

Katz Moshe & Family

Kreingel Joseph & Family

Karabelnik Leibe & Nechama

Karabeinik Benjamin & Esther

Karabelnik Rachel, Husband
& Children

Kaplann Tova

Kaplan Chaja

Kerl Elijahu & ¥Family

Levite Chaim & Sheine

Levite Mordche Ber

Levite Benzion & Family

London Shimen Reuven & Family

Lurie Leib & Feige

Levinson Taube

Levinson Frume & Family

Levinson Rav Shmuel & Family

Levinson Sarah & Family

Levinson — Two Daughters of
Avraham & Pere

Linde Zipe & Eliezer (Son)

Eliezer & Sheva
Avraham & Family
Nechemia & Family
Movshovits Eide Gitte
Mogilevsky Benzion & Family
Miistein Meir & Family

Markug Dvora

Ment Shmuel Chaim & Family

Meierowitz
Meierowitz
Meierowitz
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FOR THOSE FOR WHOM I CRY,
THE MARTYRED OF RITAVAS,

MAY THE LORD REVENGE THEIR BLOOD.

Althcugh every sincere effort was made to compile an accurate list of
those martyred, inadvertantly some names may have been ommitted.
We beg the pardon and forgiveness of thos whose names may not appear.

Abilov Manja (daughter of Rav Druzin Elchanan & Family
Ephraim Wolfson) Davidowits Shalom Leib & Wife
Abilov Avraham & Family Davidowitz Aba & Family
Abramowitz Aharon & Family Dushin Sarah Rive
Adelman & Family
Averbuch Moshe (Mauke) Epel Aharon & Family
& Farily Erman Preide & Family
Averbuch Avraham & Family Erman Leibe & Family
Averbuch Avraham Izhak & Family
Averbuch Freide Friedman Kroshe & Family
Friedman David & Zeev (Son)
Babush Jacov Wolf & Family Fig Hirsh & Family

Babush Shmuel & Family Fein Baruch & Wife

Babush Elchanan & Family

Babush Shlomo & Family Garber Chaije

Ballin Jirmejahu Garber Asher & Family

Ballin Moshe & Family Garber Mendel & Family

Berelowitz Blume Eide Garber Hessel & Family

Berman Chaje Garber Selig & Family

Brick Kroshe Garber Etiel & Esther (Minna’s

Buchman Chaje daughter)

Birk Shmuel & FPamily Glaun Chaje

Birk Sheine Glaun Moshe & Family
Glaun Shmuel & Family

Dorfman Jacov & Chana Groll Jecheskel & Family

Druzin Sarah Gross David & Family
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ordered us to advance. First the wagons with the sick, the old and the
children, followed by the shole crowd of girls, women and men.

The camp advanced, surrounded by armed guards. I saw one of the
Germans standing on the second floor of a building fiiming all the
events. Probably he wanted to leave an example for following generations
of how to clean up a town of Jews.

That was the end of a Jewish community — a community that sat
for generations in a defiled land. They had sons and grandsons, acquired
property by toil and sweat, and the human animals came and within
five days extinguished everything. We parted from our town, knowing
that we would not be see it again, ever.

YIZKOR

We shall remember the Sacred town of our birth, Ritavas, that was
destroyed.

We shall remember with a quivering heart and tears in our eyes, our
parents, brothers and sisters, and the whole Jewish congregation
of our town — the pure and innocent, men and women, old and
young, whose blood was murderously spilled like water.

We shall remember the cry of the martyrs on desolated roads and
over open graves.

We shall remember the young school children who learned to love and
devote themselves to their people and were murdered by defiled hands.

We shall remember all the ruthlessly persecuted — secattered and banished
to the fringes of the forest, hungry, desolate and oppressed in there
torture chambers.

We shall remember the youth organizations — the glory of our town —
who dreamed and fought for the future of our people.

We shall remember the people of our town, Ritavas — the sacred and the
pure, the men, the women, the children, who were killed, murdered,
slaughtered, burned and strangled while sanctifying the Holy Name.

Extolled be their names forever and
hallowed be their memory to eternity.
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cans that were lying around in the yard. The results of this was severe
diarrya and a loi of suifering.

Lying with pain on the ground we were praying for death to come,
but a visit from the “honorable guests” put us back on aqur {feet.
These visits took place twice a day and every time we became more
fearful of new decrees.

I remember well our town’s Rabbi, may he rest in peace, standing
in front of his tormentors, pale and shaking with fear. His abusers
had cut off half of his beard and then ordered him to burn his Gemarrah,
Tallith and Tefillin, that he took along to the camp with him. The
murderers enjoyed this sight very much and even took motion pictures
of everything that heppened in camp,

We asked the commander of the camp, “What will be our destiny”,
and we received a short answer, “We are waiting for orders from above”,

Ten days later the order did indeed come, “All the Jews will
leave town and gao to a concentration camp for all Jews from the
district in the city of Teldge”. How terrible das that hour when we
knew that we were leaving our town and would not be seeing it again,
Nevertheless each of us wanted to go to this unknown place, What we
did not know was that we were being led fo slaughter.

I also shed many tears until they permitted my husband, blessed
be his memory, to accompany me to this new place., We were ordered
to be ready at five o'clock in the morning. Forty wagons arrived from
the surrounding villages fo carry the sick and old to the camp in Teldge.
At four co'clock in the morning there was already alot of movement
in the camp, The Lithuanians, our good neighbors, came to see how they
were getting rid of their hated Jews and willingly helped in leading
the poor Jews to their slavupghter. At five a’clock everybody was ready
for the journey. That one with his sack, the other with his bag,
containing the remnants of their property. All of a sudden we were ordered
to give our silver and gold to the camp’s workers and whoever dared
to disobey would find himself dead. Out of fear we gave the rest of
our property to our tormentors, A Lithuanian saw my wedding band and
ordered me to give it to him. I begged of him to leave me this one ring,
but he threatened to take away my finger with the ring on it, if I could not
give it to him willingly. T gave my ring to my “good neighbor”., When
the murderers had their fill of all the “fun” that was to be seen, they
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us on the hard floor. At dawn of the second day, we could hear the
sounds of the cannons getting closer, A flood of fire came down on our
town, burning everything in its way. The following day, I went together
with an old woman to find out what had happened t¢ our town.
We found nothing but ruins and burning stones. The roads were filled
with the camps of the German Army advancing on tanks and armored
cars. In our hearts we felt the terrible destruction that c¢ame upon us,

The Lithuanians who were our old time neighbors, so called friends
with whom we were born and grew up, changed all of a sudden and
became our enemies, We were asking ourselves “from where would
our help come from”,

It would be hard to describe our feelings in those days. We
wandered restlessly from place to place, meeting Lithuanians who used
to be friends and now where our foes, We lost our way in the forests.
Everywhere we came we were told that the commandant’s orders were
not to give refuge to Jews, and that whoever disobeys, will pay with
his property or life. Our despair increased. We had no choice but to
turn back to our town.

I have no words to describe our situation during the first day in
our shtetle. The sword and gun destroyed our street and took their tall
on us. A sez of troubles and tortures came down upon our heads.
Respectable people, our dear sons and daughters, were made fun of
by the Lithuanians and Germans. They were forced to do the most
degrading jobs. The Germans were sure that in six weeks time they
would be in Moscow and until then they would rejoice at the fall of
the Jews. The days were very long until the bitter Thursday of June 26,
1941, The Jews coming back from work were kidnapped and locked
in detention camps.

The SS people were inflicting their abuses the whole night long
and the voice of the miserable women were raised in cries. With the
dawn of Friday morning, they started bringing the Jews from all
directions into the camp. The town was cleansed of Jews and the camp
was filled to capacity with Jews,

After three days of hunger and thirst, the beseiged were given dry
fish which the Russian army had leit behind. They threw the food on
the ground and we the unfortunate fell on this “catch” and grabbed
whatever we could, Soon we lighted a fire and cooked the fish in
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“Churban” meant. They were lying in the fields, on the bundles they had
“Korban” meant. They were lying in the fields, on the bundles they had
saved from their houses, and saw with their own eyes the fire consuming
every good part of the village. There was no one to save it. In the
morning when they walked still smouldering between the ruins, they
saw the “Churban” of Jerusalem, for which they had mourned for so
many years. Now another “Churban™” was added, the families who
remained without a roof over their head.

Ethel Levinson-Friedman
THE DESTRUCTION OF THE TOWN OF RITAVAS

Early in the morning of June 22, 1941, we were all still having
a restul sleep without knowing what was expected of us. All of
sudden, a neighbor came over with the terrible news about the war
that broke out between Germany and Russia. Fearful and shaky, we
hurried to dress. Going out, we found groups of people standing helplessly,
not knowing what to do. The pale faces Indicated that the end was
close. Our destiny was worse than others, because our son, Moshe
Zevler, was at a camp of forced labor 80 kilometers away from town.
Our dear mother, who would always offer good advice, was also standing
perplexed. Each of us knew and felt that the bitter end was coming
fast. After several difficult hours of expectency and despair, we decided
together with a few neighbors to leave town and seek refuge in one
of the villages, until the waves of war had passed our town. After
loading the wagon, we rented, to capacity, we left fown that afternoon
with the heavy feeling that we would not be seeing our homes again.

We walked after the wagon, our heads bent down, as if going to
a funeral. No one said a thing, but deep in our hearts we were all
thinking “what happens now ?”. Thus we reached the first village, three
kilometers away. The peasants received us with rejoice in their hearts
at seeing the Jews in great distress.

They put us in the summer rooms of their houses, knowing
that soon they would get all the Jewish property that we acquired over
generations with great toil and sweat.

We spent the night in these houses. Some of us on heds, most of
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THE BIG FIRE

Every village in Lithuania was visited by a fire. Most of the houses
where wooden structure, covered with wooden shingles and when the
hot summer came, it was enough for cne spark to come and touch
one of the houses, and the wind would do the rest. The wind carried
the fire, and the labour of many generations would be desiroyed in a day.
But Ritavas was an exception. The people of the village Kknew how to
prevent such a tragedy. The “Poritz” of the village established a legion
of fire fighters and when a day of reckoning came they would quickly
gather and extinguish the fire. But in the year 1911, Ritavas was also
destroyed by fire.

For many weeks there was no rain and on the eve of Tisha Be Av,
a day which was always ready for tragedies, a fire broke out in one
of the forests of the “Poritz”. Naturally the whole league of fire
fighters was sent to the forest to extinguish the fire. In the meantime,
the fire broke out in the village and there was no one to put it out.
The fire spread very quickly and the most of the village went up
in flames,

That night of Tisha Be Av, the Jews of Ritavas felt what a

JUNTA9N 9 TOMN SDNRYIoN NndYy  to9na ,NAva YUN da5n,
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carobs, figs, dates and raisins, This holiday emphasized our attachment

to Israel and the desire to emigrate there to build the country and
enjoy its pruits.

PURIM

The legendary literature has many shades and nuances: research,
commentary, prophecy, morals, mysticism, charity, preaching, etc. And
all these features of a legend can be found in the Feast of Purim.
This holiday was celebrated with great joy in Ritavas, Preparations
would begin with the start of the month of Adar, “with the beginning
of Adar, we must multiply our rejoicing”. It was the children who
would prepare most industriously for the fun and games, It was a day
when no one worked and it was customary to send Purim presents to
one another. It was a day in which the heart would fill with joy.

Many relatives would be invited to the Purim meal. The meal was
eaten in candle light in order to fulfill what was said in the “Megillah”,
“And the Jews had light and joy and mirth and honor”. It was said

in our folklore that when the Messiah comes, all holidays will cease
except for Purim,

Reading the Megillah in a festive style was an open invitation
for merriment. Whenever Haman'’s name was mentioned, the silence was
broken by hundreds of noisy rattlers and sticks. It was as if the air
was touched by a magic stick.

The Purim songs were popular and well liked. Especially the song
“Shoshanat Ya'’Kob” that was widespread: as a folk song.

The special foods for Purim were those remainders of Hamman’s
hat, Hamantaschen. Triangular shaped, they were filled with poppy

seeds. Twisted loaves with crocus were especially liked and they were
called “Purim Koiletch”.

It was said in Ritavas that during Hannukah an open miracle
occured and so we ate latkes, but during Furim a closed mirracle occurred
and so we ate Hamantaschen. During Hannukah the awakening came
from above and therefore one holds the dreidle with its handle turned
upwards, during Purim, the awakening came from below and one holds
the rattler with its handle turned downwards.
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carrier. This was considered a mitzvah. Overexcited with enthusiasm, the
crowd would sing, clap hands, dance and he merry.

Simchat Torah was a democratic holiday. Men, women and children
equally participated. Most cherished, both for children and aduits, would
be the parade with the candle lit flags.

Every synagogue had its patron who would gather the children
to one corner of the synagogue and calli “Innocent Flock”. The children
would answer confirming their presence. The young were called to
the reading of the Torah, "“All the boys” were even offered their
own “aliyah”.

For the henefit of the children, “the Redeeming Angel” would be
read while they were covered with the “tallith”. At this moment ond
could feel that the “Redeeming Angel” himself was blessing the children
and that the heavens were opening.

The crowd would then sing, “Be happy and rejoice on Simchat Torah
and give honor to it”.

HANNUKAH — THE FEAST OF LIGHTS

Hannukah was celebrated with praise and thanksgiving. Warmth
and excitement were typical of the spirit of this holiday. Pariies, psalms,
and melodies. The lighting of the Hannukah candles — the center of
the activity. The lighting ceremony was accompanied before and after
with liturgical singing.

The adults would play cards and eat “latkes” and the children
played with a metal or wooden “dreidle”., They would receive Hannukah
gifts, usually money, and they would be happy.

THE FIFTEENTH OF SHEVT

In the middle of the month of Shevat, when it was cold and there
was snow, this holiday occurred. This was the holiday for the revival
of the nature in Israel.

The holiday was known in Ritavas at the Fifteenth. The teachers
would explain to their students that this day was the day for planting
trees in Israel and it was customary to eat the fruits of Israel:

XXVIII



THE FEAST OF TABERNACLES -~ SUKKOTH

The evening after the Day of Afonement, the community would

begin building the tabernacle. The thatch would be made of brances
and straw.

It might appear if the Feast of Tabernecles from abroad was the
main holiday. Rosh Hashannah and Yom Kippur were not real festivals,
the were days of awe and days of judgement.

The Tabernacle was a source of happiness, The rich would reserve
a room as a permanent tabernacle. In place of thatch, it would be made
of wooden planks and its roof could be raised or lowered. Building
a tabernacle was not a difficult task. Unused windows and discarded
doors, a broken bench and an old blanket would all find their way into
the tabernacle. The Jews would actually rejoice sitting in the Sukkah
catching glimpses of the twinkling stars. The children, of course, were
most involved in building, thatching and decorating the sukkah.

Hoshana Rabbah, the seventh day of the Feast of Tabernacles, was
called after the “Hoshannah” lyrics, It was like part of a note written
on Rosh Hashannah and signed on the Day of Atonement. Therefore, on
the eve of Hoshana Rabbah, people would sit up until late at night
in synagogue, In the morning they would pray with the melody of the
Days of Awe. The primary custom was heating of willows.

Shmini Atzereth and Simchat Torah were considered holidays unto
themselves. On Shmini Atzereth the blessing over the rain was said in
the Mussaf prayer. It had special emotional attachments to and symbols
of Israel. The day of Hoshana Rabba was a day of preparation for
Simnchat Torah.

Since there can be not rejoinicing without wine, a Kiddush Rabah was
made during the day of Simchat Torah. Drinks would be drunk in the
synagogue and at home. Some would even get drunk. Circling the synagogue
with the Scrolls of the Law was a happy event. A big crowd of men,
women and children would stand in two rows surrounding the pulpit.
The children would carry in their hands decorated flags, topped with
an apple and a candle. This was not done on Sabbath.

The cantor would begin with the chant, “Please G-d, help us”,
and each of the attendants would be honored by circling around
the pulpit with a scroll. The crowd would kiss the Torah and bless its
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Before the Day of Atonment were the Ten Penitentiary Days when
Slichoth were recited.

A widespread custom at the time was “kapparot”. A chicken would
he selected (a rooster for a man and a hen for a woman and one of
each for a pregnant woman) and while verses from the Book of Psalms
and Job were recited its head would be wrenched. With this the
following saying would be recited: “This is my replacement...”.

The Torah commands that we eat heartily during the evening
meal of the Day of Atonement. Overeating would balance the fast of
the following day. The food consisted of kreplach, fish and honey cake.
The custom of lashing was ailso followed by which every Jew would
prostrate himself on the floor of the synagogue as the Shamesh lashed
him forty times minus one. Another custom was the “bow!l” in which
contributions were collected to support the synagogue. In later years,
this system was used by the Zionists for their fund raising.

The most pleasant of customs was the reconciliation between friends
and neighbours on the even of the Day of Atonment. This was so because
there was no atonement for sins affecting the relationships between
people. Before leaving the home for synagogue, mothers would prolong
their blessing over the candles with bitter crying. This was followed with
the blessing of the children. It was also customary to pay visits to
homes of relatives and neighbors and greet with: “May you be enscribed
and sealed with happiness.

Most memorable was “Kol Nidre”. The sad melody would envelope
the congregation casting its spell over every Jew. Its force and heauty
was heart rendering. Twenty-five hours would follow — hours fiiled
with the splendor of holiness, the secrets of mystery and the thrills of
sharing the ancient traditions.

The entire day would be spent in synagogue. It is not surprising
that this day is deeply etched into the memory. Suffocating heat, light,
memorial candles on every table and in every window, fainting in the
women’s gallery — all memories. Finally with the concluding prayer of
“Neilah” the folk would give final vent to their emotions. The fast
was forgotien, the fatigue overcome and with the final chant of the
Cantor, “Open for us the gates of mercy”, the heart would melt and
the devouledness would reach its pinacle. The final sound of the “Shofar’
and the words, “Next year in Jerusalem”.
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ROSH HASHANNAH

The modest quivering voice of the Shofar could be heard. These
were days of self-inspection.

The Jews awoke early and hurried to the synagogue. The town
stood at attention. All knew his creator. When the year neared its end,
all thought about one's own end. With the blowing of the Shofar, every
Jewish heart would awaken to self-examination.

A week before Rosh Hashannah, the Shammesh would call everybody
to “slichot”. The mood in Ritavas was one filled with grace and charity.

The challahs for Rosh Hashannah were baked in the shape of
ladders to symbolize that every person would be sentenced to either
poverty or riches, to go up or to go down. Some baked their challahs
in the shape of birds, symbolizing G-d’s mercy — “As birds hovering so
will the Lord of Hosts protect Jerusalem” (Isaigh 31:5). Some also
baked their challahs in the shape of crowns symbolizing the crown of
honor. A piece of chailah from *“hamotzi” or a sweet apple would be

dipped in honey, “it should be Your will that a new and sweet year
will come to us”,

People would go to “Tashlich” to throw away their sins to the
hottom of the river.

The common form of prayer was not enough to express the spirit
of the folk and so they added different lyrics. The lyrics were sons
of praise to G-d and the “slichah” was the pouring out of one's soul
in confession and lamentation accompanied with request and hope.

Nothing could compare to the debth of thought and the elevation
of the spirit during Rosh Hashannah in Ritavas.

THE DAY OF ATONEMENT

If the Days of Awe resembled a tall ladder with many rungs
for reconsideration, repentence, introspection and censure of deeds
between man and his G-d and man to man; then, the Day of Atonement

resembled the highest rung in that ladder, the epidime of sanctity
and purity.
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The traditional tune for the “Acdamuth” is one of the maost
cherished and beloved tunes, with its special flavor, so befitting the
festive spirit of giving of the Torah. This tune preserved a remnant of
an old ancient melody, with a glorious echo of togetherness, its pathos,
lofty tune and solemnity.

NINTH OF AB

The Ninth of Ab is a fast day. It celebrates the dstruction of the
two temples,

This custom was dutifully observed in Ritavas. The fast, the ban
on working and the obligation to mourn, made the Ninth of Ab, a day
devoted completely to the reading of the Book of Lamentations, to listening
to surmons about the destruction and to the telling of events and legends.

The people of Ritavas would reduce all joyful activities from the
start of the month. During the first nine days were quite sirict about
the mourning customs, avoiding the eating of meat, the cutting of hair,
the washing of oneself in the river, the laundering of clothes, the wearing
of new clothing and the making of any family feast stich as a marriage
or housewarming, etc,

All of the street of the synagogue, one could hear the sad melody
of lamentations. The benches in the synagogue were turned upside-down
and the community would sif as mourners. Into this web of grief and
sadness, sneaked an episode of frivolity. The young people adopted the
custom cof picking brambles on the even of the mourning day and
throwing them at the beards of the older men and into the hair of
the women. It was very difficuit to extract the brambles without
tearing off one’s hair.

On the Ninth of Ab eve, after the eveing prayers, people would
sit in darkness on the ground or on an overturned stool or bench with
only one candle lit. Every person held in his hand one small candle in
order to read the lamentations,

A widespread legend said that every Ninth of Ab, at midnight,
the skies woutld open for a minute and whomever made a wish at that
moment would have it come true immediately.

XXIV



to expect Elijah the Prophet and in our chiidish imaginations we could
see his wine cup empty a bit.

It should be noted that our town Kkept the beautiful cutom of
“Maot Chittin”. Before the “Sabbath Hagadol”, our Rabbi would prepare
a list, with the help of the public workers, for soliciting contributions
to help the town’s poor, This was done to fulfill the saying: “Let all
those who are in need come and partake in the Passover festivities”,

LAG BA'OMER

During the 33 days of counting the Omer, the community would
mourn, On the thirty-third day, Lag Ba’Omer, all limitafions that were
in force during the period between Passover and Shavuoth, were lifted.
Marriages, haircuts, and washing in the river. The greatest joy for the
children was going to the forest with bows and arrows, accompanied
by teachers and movement guides. Sometimes, the youth would held
a parade and each movement would have its own flag. They would
dance and sing until the end of the day. Occasionally they would

make bon fires and the children would receive colored eggs from
there parents,

SHAVUOTH

Although Passover was considered a nature holiday, when the
earth awoke of its winter sleep, the Shavuoth festival carried the frue
grace of the awakening of nature. The swamps in the Shtetle would dry.
The earth would grow flowers and grass. The trees would blossom and
the birds would sing.

Despite being a religious holiday, the giving of the Torah, it was
a day free of all limitations. As the saying goes: “In Passover a man
can enjoy in any place he wishes, but not everything that he wishes
for fear of leven. In Sukkoth a person can enjoy anythig he wishes
but not anywhere he wishes, because of the ban of eating outside the
Sukkah, But on Shgvuoth, a man can enjoy everythig, anywhere.
On the eve of Shavuoth, our father observed a custom of bringing trees
and puiting them in the synagogue and in private homes.
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the angels with song. According to Jewish legend, angels would visit
every Jewish house on Sabbath eve,

The Sabbath meal consisted of meat, fish, and other delicacies and
it ended with the singing of “Zmirot”,

Sabbath day was devoted to prayer, rest and sanctity., Afternoons
were spent studying the Torah and Talmud and chapters from the
moral books. The women would read the “Tseenah Orenah” or Agudah
books in Yiddish. These books were a source of spiritual uplifting for
our mothers. They gave them the courage and integrity to withstand
life’s experiences. “The three meals” or the third Sabbath meal would
exalt the spirit. The atmosphere was filled with holiness and prophecy.

At twilight they would sing holy songs with longing, for they
were unwilling to part with the holy Sabbath,

The special Sabbat foods included fish, meat, tshulent, kugel,
tsimmes, etc.

PASSOVER

Preparations for Passover began the week before the holiday.
When the tasks of laundering and whitewashing ended, the job of
taking out the furniture and dishes to be scraped, scladed and ritually
prepared began. These tasks reached their climax on Passover eve, with
the removal of leven, Children participated in all the preparations. They
would take down the Passover dishes from the attic, including the
wooden mortar for making matzah meal and the cup of Elijah. Every
dish was received with cries of joy.

The synagogue was filled with light. Its floor was scraped clean. Its
benches were whitened from cleaning. The faces of the congregation,
dressed in festive clothing, radiated happiness. The excitement would
grow until the tune of “Maariv” was heard.

Returning from the synagogue, the house was lit and one could
feel the romance of the holiday.

All through the winter, the seder night was longed for. Nothig
could match the happiness and joy it inspired.

Father’s seat of honor, the Hagadah, the four cups, the Passover
table, eight day of merriment, would all stimulate our imaginations
until each of us saw himself leaving Egypt. Indeed, it was pleasant
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SABBATH

The idea of one day of the week devated to the spiritual things
is a sublime idea. Void of secularity, troubles and worries, the Sabbath
was a day for the purification of the souwl and devotion to the
living G-d.

The Sabbath is a part of the Jew — a part of his blood. Six days

of work, with their toil and trouble, received their meaningness from
the Sabbath.

The Sabbath erased the tears from the Jew’s eyes. It made him
forget his worries, straightened his posture and made him a “prince”.

The Sabbath had its own culture. A style of its own, customes,
manners, a way of life. Special food for Sabbath, special ritual aobjects.
The people invented wonderful stories about the Sabbath, its observers
and those rewarded for honoring her.

In addintion to beautiful sayings about the Sabbath, ritual articles
were also created to decorate, to give pleasure and to glorify the Holy
day — candle sticks, kidgdish cups, spice boxes, covers for Sabbath
challahs,

The Sabbath was the source of all sacredness, the origin of glory.
The Sahbath eased the hardships of life and lightened the burden of
the exile,

If the weekdays were mundane with turmoil — filled with
running and movement, the Sabbath was a “Princess”. The reception
of the Sabbath, even in the smallest and darkest alleyway, was felt
in the air. All the stores closed down, not a soul was seen in the market,
from the old to the young, men and women, would wash and dress in
thelr besf Sabbath clothes and flock into the Synagogue,

One could see in every Jewish house the preparations in anti-
cipation of the dear guest — the Sabbath.

On Friday afternoon people went to the public bath in honor of
the Sabbath. The women who owned the Mikvah would light candles
with a blessing and warm preyers.

There were always those who would never leave the Synagogue on
Friday night without bringing home a guest. There was never a shortage
of guest.

Returning to his lit home, the master of the house would welcome
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I am unable to record what happened afterwards, because I left
Lithuania, to immigrate to South Africa, but I shall never forget those
wonderful days. The Maccbi was an experiment for the Jews to take
roots in a country which did not belong to them. We thought that we
had come to stay here, but all our trouble was in vain. A flood of fire
came and carried those things away, and also those plans of Maccabi
were uprooted by the murderers,’

IMPRESSION OF THE FOLKLORE OF RITAVAS

{The Jewish Sabbath and Holidays)

The sanctity of life is the Torah e¢f Judaism. Religious principles
are its foundations. Can a person labor all the days without a break?
Therefore, we were given Sabbath and Holidays as days of rest, that
are also days of study and relaxation.

Holidays were given to man in order that he should be with
himseif, with his thoughts and with his people. They give us an opportunity
to maximize the expression of our thoughts and spiritual meditations.
The holidays exist not only as days of rest, but also as days of spirituality,
reading the works of philosophers, thinkers and during the Days of
Atonement, alse for self-accounting,

Each generation not only observes the national holidays, but also
adds something of its own personality. The generations keep the holidays
and the holidays keep the generations and enrich them.

The customs, commands, prayers and folklore reinforce and enrich
the human experience. The Jew takes oof not only his everyday clothing,
but also his mundane thoughts. He devotes his time to reading the
Torah, to prayer and study of the Holy Books. In days like these he
acquires an additional soul. The joy of haliness penetrates his hear
and fills his soul. This is a sanctity with & joy of learning.

With the destruction of our Shtetle Ritavas, only a handful of the
Jewish Sabbath and holidays customs survive, We should not neglect
our fathers' inheritance. We should instill in our children and grand-
children our traditions and it should be our flory and fame.
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village, to the sports field. I was very surprised to see young and old
marching along with us on the way to the football field.

We the Maccabi of Ritavas were defeated because our competitors
knew the game very well and all the tricks of it, but our moral
victory was very great. We showed the people that we were able to
achieve something. Besides the moral victory, we also had a substantial
income from the tickets sold, so there was enough money now to enable
us to invite an instructor to come irom Kovna to teach us physical
culiure generally, and football in particular.

Our Macecabi made wonderful progress until the day came when
we lost our money and this happened as a result of the following incident.
We were playing one Sunday against the pupils of the Lithuanian
gymnasium and an argument arose between one of our members and
one of the Lithuanians. Not willingly, one of our members kicked the
Lithuanian in his face and knocked all his teeth out. We had no choice
but to admit our guilt and we decided to pay for the teeth, but then
the Lithuanians demanded a promise of golden teeth. Again we had no
choice, but to pay. Naturally, we became very poor and were unable to
pay for the imstructor. Our activities were diminished.

SATIRTY, — N3N 2
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Hacohach Vienna. I decided to organize a Maceabi in Ritavas. When
I came home, 1 told a few people to found this organization. We
appointed Moshe Zelker to be Chairman of the organization, Berka
Freedman the secretary, and I, the captain of the foatball. 1 told my
friends, my my comrades, the rules of the game, and we started to
train ourselves, We appointed Mendel Segel to be the referee, and Aaron
Eppel, the photographer, was a member of the committee.

The Graai Zalvzky, the heir of Aginsky, came to our assistance.
He gave us a field, where we could train and also boards to make
bhenches for audiences to sit on. The Graaf became also the goalkeeper
of Maccabi, although he was no Jew. Our young peaple showed a great
interest in the game, and learned all the rules pertaining to the game,
We played against pupils of Lithuania Gymnasia and we were successful.

On Lag Ba Omer, 1925, we invited the Maccabi of the nearby
village Plunyan to come and play in Ritavas against our Maccabi. This
Lag Ba Omer turned out to be a great festival for us. Here all the
reople of the village turned out on the football field to see the game.
We invited a special orchestra to accompany the players from the
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from overseas. Those who were lucky, came home with their present
in their hands, a letter with a check inside. There were also, many who
returned home with empty hands,

H, Singer
THE MACCABI IN RITAVAS
With the flourishing of the Jewish autonomy in Lithuania, there

grew up a new movement whose motto was — “a healthy soul in a
healthy body”. This was the movement of Maccabi. In every village

JINDAVPI AvIn OO N300 301 TOMND Mt 3y

there were young people who said, if we want ta be a nation like all
the ohter nations, we have to attend te the youth so that we be healthy
in body and in soul. In Ritavas this movement found wide scope.

Harry Singer, who now lives in Sea Point, in South Africa,
gave me some good data about the Maccabi, and I am relating it as I
received it. Harry Singer, “Hirshke Nachum, Yanke Mendes”, relates the
following story:

“In the summer of 1924, I happened to be in Kovna, the capital
of Lithuania, and I saw a football match between Maccabi Kovna, and
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were no laborers and in the village you could not find somebody that
would bring the torah bund to the inhabitants. This new institution,
the Hebrew school, found a group of young Zionists and they devoted
themselves to the development of this school. This school was not
satisfied just with the classes that were opened, but the committee also
started to establish a library for the youth and lectures of wvarious
subjects every Saturday.

In those days the Jews of the village saw trade flourishing. The
Jews became suddenly wholesalers, Whoever hought a parcel of goods
would find immediate buyers who would snatch the “metzia” from his
hands, The Jews did not know that all the riches they were-making
from trade was just imaginary, because the money they had received
for the goods would be devaluated in one night. People filled their
pockets with German money which was devalued from day to day.
One day a rumor spread that German marks with the red seal would
not lose its value and the Jews helieved it and started to fill their bags
with bills of this nature. Suddenly they became millionaires.

The end of it was that the poor people did not know what to do
with these bills. It was not even good for papering the walls of their
houses but this “tzara” was felt by all of them. Even the Germans
were hit by this trouble, years of saving were lost in one night. This
money would not be enough even to buy one meal. This madness was
also felt when the Lithuanian Government decided to introduce their
own money system to be covered by dollars,

The people opened their eyes, and saw suddenly that with the
millions they had saved they could not even buy a pair of shoes.
They also learned to know that labor of many years was going to
nothing and they could not help themselves.

Then the inhabitants of the village reminded themselves that
there were countries where immigrants would be accepted and many of
them started to leave the country. The majority went to South Africa, where
many of the villages were settled, There were also many lucky people
who received a visa to enter the United States, but the majority of the
people remained in the village and the sources of their income be-
coming poorer daily. There were truly some relatives in South Africa
and America, who came to the assistance of their bretheren in their need.
Every week, on the day when the post came to the village, the poor
people of the village gathered at the postman’s house waiting for a letter
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the Jews and take away their properties. Their great wish to harm
the Jews did not come to action. They only lifted & fist when they saw
a Jew walking in the street but they did not do anything, for the
“Pristav” came to their assistance after receiving a nice present from
the Jewish leaders. He did not allow the crowd to touch the Jews,

Neither did the revolution in october of that year bring any
salvation to the Jews. The Germans were forced to fight in the Western
front and their attitude to the people did not improve and by the end
of 1818 there were days of confusion. The Germans surrendered on the
Western front, and the conguerors in Russia were ordered to clear the
land which the Germans had held.

New states arose in agreement with the Germans and with the
united nations of the Western front. Thus it was decided to establish
a new Government, Lithuania, and the village of Ritavas went over
from German rule to the rule of the new government. The Jews assisted
their neighbours in organizing the new established government. There
was an agreement between the Lithuanian National Council and the
Jewish leaders that the Jews would he given certain rights as a
Minority in the new government. A special minister for Jewish affairs
was appointed. He was to organize the Jewish congregations. The
post was given to Dr. M. Soloveychick, one of the honorable people of
Kovno and he started his work with great energy. His task was very
hard, for most of the cities and the villages were empty of Jews,
whe were driven away to the far district in Russia, but Ritavas was
one of the villages that were saved from the exiles of the 1915,
The intelligensia of the Jews woke to a new life and they started
organizing Jewish Congregations on new foundations. A council of
honorary officers was appeinted to supervise all the institutions of
the viliage.

In spite of the oppositon of some of the gabayim, it was decided
to open a new Hebrew school and in February 1919, the first class
of the Hebrew school was opened. Hebrew wag the language of instruction.
Ritavas had lived to see something which she had never dreamt of,
a school where all the subjects were taught in Hebrew. This institution
attracted the girls but the boys were still sent to the cheder to continue
their studies as in the old days. This school in Ritavas was the only one
of the village whilst in other villages of Lithuania the people were
devidedo into camps, the Hebrews and the Yiddishistim. In Ritavas there
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force the “Shechina” to come nearer, They believed, with all their hearts,
that the Messiah would come, although he was being delayed. It was
forbidden, in their eyes, to change the ways of G-d, who had decided
that the people of Israel must wait in the Galut until He Himself with
Hijs glory will bring a complete redemption. When it became Known
in the village that Dr. Herzl had died, the Zionists tried to say Kaddish
for him jin the synagogue and the voice of the Zianists could not
be heard.

The Russian war against Japan shook the congregation from its
tranquility, Some of the Jews were called to military service to fight an
enemy whom they did not know, and whom they had not heard of.
The war finished soon and the people returned to their families
peacefully.

The rebellion in Russia against the Czar, at the beginning of
the 20th Century, found in this village, only few people who dreamt
about the pgeneral salvation that would come to the people from this
rebellion. There were no factories in the place and those who joined
the movement of the rebels were primarily craftsmen who hoped that
the rebellion would bring some changes to the community — that
they would not be discriminated at the meetings of the congregation and
the synagogue,

The enlightment movement also did not find a response in this
village. The Jews in this village also knew that the boys had to learn
in the “cheder” in the same way that they had learned and their
ancestors had learned and we would not make “Goyim” of them, G-d
forbid. Some of the people, especially those who joined the Zionist
movement, saw it their duty to bring a teacher who would open a
“cheder metukan”, but very few of the people agreed that their sons
should be kept away from studying the Torah and give their precious
time for secular study. Some of the girls were sent to the Russian
school for beginners. There they learned the heginning of reading and
arithmetic, but the boys had to be satisfied with studying the religious
subjects and twice a week they would go to a teacher to learn to read
Russian without understanding a word what they were reading and to
write an address in Russian characters or in Latin characters.

The Jews were terrified when they heard about the Pogroms which
took place in the big cities of Russia, Even the Lithuanians, their
neighbours, heard about the disturbances and they wanted to attack
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Sabbath and Holidays to the synagogue. They would also observe the
laws of Kosher and all the other Jewish customs.

COMMUNAL WORKERS AND AN EXCEPTIONALLY
TREASURED PEOPLE

We, the people of this nice ‘“shtetle”, are not at all ashamed of
it, It is dear to us, its meagerness, small houses and its trades. We
breathed the atmosphere of the town from the day we were borm.
We always drunk thirstily from its flowing water.

What could you not find in Ritavas? Outstanding Rabbis and
eminent scholars absorbed with Torah from early morning. This far
away town did not satisfy ifself only with Torah bhut opened its eyes
and embraced general education with all the warmth of its love. The
young people were eager to learn secular subjects. They read “Ahavat
Zion” by Mapu and Lilienblum’s articles. The library collection included
many books in Yiddish, Hebrew, Russian and Lithuanian. The influence
of the Hebrew School was not only felt by the young people, but also
by the adults. The songs the children sang in school quickly spread
throughout the town,

The Zionistic movement spread out as well and the hearers of
its ideals were youth who wanted to go with the tfime. One by one
a whole Zionistic camp arose. Hebrew could be heard as a living
language with conversations and lectures. Fund raising meetings were held
for Keren Hakayemet of Israel, Hachalutz, Hashomer Hatzair and Beitar.
The immigration to Israel began, at first slowly and then with great
speed so that today one can find in all corners of Israel, in all works,
in the towns, the cities and villages, the contributions and contributors
from the small “shtetle” in Lithuania,

THE ZIONIST MOVEMENT IN RITAVAS
The Zionist Movement, the beginning of which was Shivat Zion,
was also felt in this village. There were people in the village who
started to sell the Zionist Shekel, and stamps of the Keren Kayemet.

The Congregation looked upon them as “Apikorsim” who wanted to
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There were also a small number of Communities in the “shtetle”,
They preached that the world was not based on money and work alone.
Our period of time will pass and the giant buildings will he destroyed.
In its place will arise a new and beiter world, To assure the collapse
of the okd, an effort had to be made to attack the foundations.
Constantly there were stormy disputes. In addition, the Jewish endurance
served to increase nationalistic feeling. The spirit of the new Israel
surrounded us — especially in Ritavas, That Ritavas made such vast
contributions, qualitatively and quantitatively, to the pioneering movement
was not accidental.

Inded, a strong nationalistic sentiment existed in Ritavas’ Jewry.
It did not believe in the diasporic ideal of folkism and bondism, it did
not submit to fthe attempt to follow the foreign culture, it held that
the quiet “present” is only a short episode between storm — and
hence its enthusiasm for Zionisin and for the eternal culture of
the nation.

TORAH AND G-D FEARING

Was Ritavas a “shtetle” of eminent and erudite scholars? Generally
speaking, the typical feature of Ritavas, in different periods, was the
“medium measure”. Its people were neither wealthy nor poor. It was
a town that offered subsistance to most., Its people were neither religious
nor apostate. The same applied to Talmudic erudition. There were
several well known scholars in our town, but no unlearned. Most of
our Jews knew a chapter of the Torah and alsc knew how to read
the “Chumesh” and “Rashi”,

They studied between “Mincha” and “Maariv’ a chapter of
“Mishnayoth” and sometimes a page of “Gemorah”. In the synagogue
there were always groups studying “Mishnayoth” and “Ein-Yakov”. From
time to time they would complete a tractate with a cup of brandy
and cake.

Most of the people in Ritavas were observant Jews, few were
secular. The general folklore of the town was embedded with Ioyalty
to the Jewish traditions. On Sabbath, all the stores were closed. No one
worked. The synagogue was filled with worshippers. The young participated
with the old. Out of respect for their fathers they would come on
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center to encourage Zionistic activity or to collect the yearly contribution
of Keren Hayesod. It was actually a festive occasion when they went
out to collect from the wealthy people,

The youth were devided between the “Chalutz”, Hashomer Hatzaer,
and in recent years, Betar. In addition to the usual activities of singing,
dancing and talk, they were also busy emptying the “Keren Kayemet”
bhoxes,

There was also an organization of tradesmen that aided Zionistic
activity,

There was no shortage of stores in Ritavas. From almost all the
neighboring village, people would come to market in Ritavas. In addition,
there were in the city tailors, carpenters, smiths, shoe makers. All
these had bread to eat and clothes to wear. The blacksmith received
most of his work from the farmers. Making the horse shoes and puiting
them on the horses and putting wheels on wagons and repairing old
axles. There was no shortage of work, but the question if it was enough
for making ends meet is open to debate.

The people of Ritavas knew how to economize. Sabbath evening
was a problem. Although there was scarcity, for Sabbath, if one entered
a Jewish home, the table was that of a rich man. Candles, meat, fish,
cinnamon, kugel, cholent — the table was set for a feast to honour
the Shabbath Queen.

Once a week was market day. Jews and gentiles sold and bought.
They fulfilled the saying, “go and earn your living one from the other”.
The Jews would buy mushrooms, pigs’ hair; the gentiles would rest
in the market and afterwards make merry in the local Inn. Drinking
“spirits”, the would rejoice. Many times the profits of the day would
be drunk in one sitting.

The children of Ritavas were “children who knew who they were”
and not the usual ‘“skotzim”, Most studied in the “chaider”, “talmud
torah”, Yeshiva or school. Games were played in yards and fields. These
were not spoiled children.

The synagogue in town was wide, hig and beautifully built with
artistic decorations, The “shamesh” kept the place clean and made
important announcements. The Rabbi delivered his sermons about
“Halacha” and everyday concerns. Occasionally a guest speaker would
come representatives of Yeshivas or Zionistic institutions. They thrilled
their audience and left unforgetable Impressions on their listeners.
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responded after every senfence recited by the reader. There was one
“Tiellem"” yid, who was called “Baruch the Rebellion”, for he would
not listen to the order of the Shamash and would continue reading
the Tieliem even after the Shamash had commanded him to stop because
the time for Maariv service had arrived. He would continue his reading
until the congregants were all tired and their voices grew weaker,
and he, the reader remained single in the line.

A road leading to Shavli, Palangen, Memel and along its way
a Jewish “shtetle”, lively and inhabited for generations and called
Ritavas. This town was the center of public life. It had a Hebrew school
and a library, managed by the Zionist youth.

The scholars of Ritavas were known in the Jewish communities.
This was a Jewish town and the Jews cared, developed and influenced it.
Commerce flourished.

This was a Zionistic town. For proof one can examine the
contributions to the Jewish National Funds, to immigration of her sons
to Israel — an immigration that began 40 years ago and increased
before the holocaust. The majority of the local youth hoped to return
to Zion and prepared themselves for life in Israel. In addition to the
physical training for “aliyah”, the youth did not neglect their intellectual
needs and lectures, literary triads, etc. were held. These activities
enlivened the political and national circles,

The town was poor and in a constant state of turmoil. The
majority of the inhabitants made do with what they had, only the youth
aspired for change and wished with all their hearts for better days.
The bitter exile was felt by the youth most intensely.

And, in the market, you couvld always find a circle of Jews,
merchants and tradesmen, discussing the troubles of Israel — a little
gossip, a little politics — about the captivity of a Kingdom and all sorts
of pogroms. They waited impatiently for the coming of the Messiah
and for better days. When prayer time arrived, they turn to “shul”
to pray — saying the Psalms and the sentences came forth from their
throats in heart breaking moans. And when news came from Israel,
it was also received with tears.

The Zionistic activities were run by committees, The teachers,
who excelled in their emotional speeches about Zionism and Israel,
helped a lot. Once in a while, representatives would come from the
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were very bad. It was impossible to bring grain from far away lands.
People were actually starving. If a man came into a bakery and wanted
to buy a bagel, he was asked who was sick in his house.

In the 19th century the houses in the village were all built of
a certain standard. Every house was divided into two or four apartments
with a long corridor seperating them. In the middle of the corridor
there was a place for the people to cook and wash their linen. Smoke
from the stoves would pass through a central chimney., No one could
say which house was being warmed, or in which house the people
were sitting and shivering. At a later stage every house was divided
into four apartments. Special rooms were built to accomodate married
sons and daughters. The village could not expand because of the order
of the Czar, Alexander the Third, who had forbidden the Jews to live
outside the village, In the middle of the village there was the market
place and around it several structures of brick to distinguish it from
the other houses, which were of wood. In these buildings, the Jews
were trying to earn their living.

A very important event took place in the beginning of the 20th
Century. The Poritz Aginsky decided to install electric lights in his
palace and in the streets of the village. Thus Ritavas was the first village
in Lithuania which had electric light, even before Kovno, The Jews were
surprised at this miraculous light, which was exploited by them for
studying the Torah in the Bet Hamedrash. They no longer depended on
the favors of the Shamesh who distributed candles sparingly.

The Jews of the village were studying the Torah diligently. Every
morning, after the morning service, the people would sit to study
a chapter of “Mishnayot” or “Mishna Brurah”. In the evening after
the “Maariv” service they would study a page of the Talmud.

Those who had not reached the standard of the Gemarah, would
sit and listen to the chapter of the “Sidur” of the week. Especially great
was the study in the Bet Hamedrash on Saturday, on the day which
totally belonged to G-d. The people enjoyed sleeping in the afiernon.
Before “Mincha”, they would gather in Bet Hamedrash, some of them
for a chapter in the “Mishna”, some for a page in the “Gemara”, and
some for a chapter of Agadah. Between Mincha -and Maariv the
“Tieliem” Jews would take the place. The students of the Talmud
were now quiet, because of the darkness which filled the house. There
was the reader who read the chapters of the Tieliem, and the congregation
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“Kidnappers” came to the Jewish houses and snatched young
children to serve in the Russian army. The poor children were sent to
a far-away land to be brought up in the houses of the farmers, and
when they reached boyhood they were handed over to the Military
Authorities to train them to be soldiers in the army. At the beginning
of the Twentieth Century, many of these soldiers of Nicolai the First
were still alive, and they could tell of their sufferings and tribulations
during the twenty-five years that they were absent from their homes.

From time to time plagues visited the village. The angel of death
was active among babies and as a result of this there was no house
in the village where two or three babies had not died. The bereaved
parents saw in this the act of G-d who punished them for a sin which
someone had committed and it was the duty of the people to find out
who the sinner was. It was only by finding out who the culprit was
that the plague would be stopped. It happened that a plague broke
out among the babies and the sinner was discovered. It was told that
he had been having an affair with a lady whose husband was overseas.
The people gathered, and wanted to lynch him, but the Rabbi himself
saved him. He hid him in his house for a few days until the anger had
passed. One of the “enlightened” Jews went to the “Pristav”, the chief
of police, and told him what was happening in the village.

The “Pristav” came himself to the synagogue and he warned the
people that he would send to Siberia all those who would touch the
sinner. The words of the “Pristay” made an impression and the Jews
feared to implement their decisions.

On a similar occasion a plague broke out and, after investigating,
they discovered that the reason of the plague was that they were
planning to cut trees of the old cemetery and use the wood for
building a new synagogue. The dead of this village were coming fo
avenge the living and that is why the plague had broken out. But as
soon as they stopped cutting the trees, the “Mageyfah”, the plague had
also passed.

Truly, there were enlightened Jews who said the plague was a
result of the poor sanitary conditions prevailing in the village. They
were considered as “Apikoresim” heathens, and those who had the fear
of G-d in their hearts kept away from these wicked people.

The people could also tell stories of days of famine in the land.
The ground did not give forth its fruit and the lines of communication
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which broke out. Aginsky committed suicide on the eve of Purim of
that year, and that day many generations remembered, and every year
they celebrated a double Purim: the downfall of Hamman, and the
downfall of Aginsky.

Professor Zelikowitz, who was born in Ritavas, tells more of the
tyranny of Aginsky the first, One Saturday, when the Jews were sitting
in the Bet Hamedrash, as they were accustomed to do, the door suddenly
opened, and a Jew came in all trembling, as he told the mews to the
congregation that the ‘“Poritz” had sent his executioners to the old
cemetery, to plow it up. The Jews were terrified on hearing this news,
but did not know what to do.

The Professor also tells in his stories, Mein Shietele Ritavas, about
the beauty of the village and about the road that the “Poritz” had
paved towards the Prussian border. It was apparently his intention to be
in connection with the city of Memel and the Baltic Sea, so that he could
get arms for the rebellion which they were preparing against the Russian
Czar. The Russian Government suppressed the rebellion and they did
not carry out this plan. The Government wanted rather that the swamps
should serve as a protection for Russia and they did not worry about
repairing the road. Slowly but surely the line of communication with the
West delapidated, and at the beginning of the twentieth century, the
roads to the West were so bad, that they were impassable on rainy days.

Aginsky the second also ruled the place with a strong hand,
but he was not as bad as his father. He gave permission to the Jews
to build a new Bet Hamedrash, which was like an added wing to the
synagogue which existed. The synagogue was a place of worship and the
Bet Hamedrash served both as a place of worship and study. In the
Bet Hamedrash, visitors could find a place to rest and even to sieep.
This was permitted to respectable visitors who came to the village
and could not pay for a room at the hotel.

Although there was no scribe to write the history of the village,
the people related many events which took place during the nineteenth
century, First of all they referred to the “panic” when the Government
of Russia published a law by which Jews were to serve in the army,
and only married men were free of this duty. The Jews acted wisely
and married off their sons and daughters at a very tender age. Thus
there is the story told about the young father who begot a son and was
shy to take part in the Brit Milah of his child.
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a true story of the ways of life of this town, of a whole generation
and the color and nuances of Jewish folKklore.

RITAVAS — ITS HISTORY, CHARACTER AND QUALITY

Alter Levite

Ritavas is a little village in the lower part of Lithuania, which
is very rich in lakes, swamps, and pienty of dust in the summer season.

Jews lived in this place since “ancient days”, and no one
investigated when the Jews first arrived at this place. Everyone was
busy making a living. There was no interest in questions of this nature.
The old cemetery, which was quite big, testifies that many generations
lived in this town, that many passed to the ‘true” world, and that
their remains were buried in the ground.

The place is very far away from the main road, and if there were
wars in this part of the world, the Jews could tell you stories about
them, but they had never seen them with their own eyes.

The chapter which was of great interest to the Jews was the
rule of the Aginskys, Aginsky the first and Aginsky the second, the
“Pritzim” of the place. The first Aginsky, who lived in the middle of
the nineteenth century, was a tyrant and ruled the place without any
limitations. He had serfs, slaves, who feared him, and the Jews
were afraid of the tyrant and did not dare to disobey his orders.
As evidence of the tyranny of this “Poritz” was the old Bet Hamedrash.
This building served in the olden days as a place of worship and study
for the Congregation of Ritavas. But once, the Jews “sinned” against
the "“Poritz” and he sent a group of his eXecutioners, who took
ot the holy articles from the place and put in pigs instead. Afterwards
they turned the place into a dwelling for his land-tennants and his
servants. For many years the Jews looked at the building with their eyes
and their hearts trembled with fear of those tyrants. This happened in the
1860’'s and only after the great war in the year 1918, was this place
returned to the Jewish community by Graf Zalutsky, who was the heir
to the Aginskys.

The Jews saw the hand of G-d in the vengence which was affected
on this “Porifz”. In the year 1869 Aginsky was to be arrested by the
Russian Government for taking part in the preparation of the rebellion
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He shared, while collecting, reading, writing, styling and editing these
pages, in the suffering and tribulations of our dear ones.

Let these words of memory, written in blood and suffering, be
as flowers of beauty, decorating the desolate graves in Giroli.

May the publication of this book fulfill the vow: “Remember and do
not forget what Amalek did unto you”. May these pages of heroism
and sacredness be an eternal memcorial to all the beloved sons of Ritavas,
who did not leave us, neither in life, nor in death.

Israel, August 1975
The Fellows Townsmen Asscociation of Ritavas
in Israel and Abroad

EDITORIAL

The Fellow Townsmen Association of Ritavas in Israel and Abroad
thought up the idea of publishing a memorial book, honouring our
community.

As the idea started taking shape and crystallizing, we were fortunate
that there were those of our townsmen, who through sheer determin-
ation, brought it to fruition,

To all the townsmen who did not spare of their time and labored
days and nights collecting the material that would reflect the history
and life of our town, our heartfelt thanks,

We wrote as best we could. We told as best as we could remember.
In the pages of this book we perpetuate all that is sacred and dear to us.

All of Ritavas is in this hook: its streets, houses, Bait Hamidrash,
schools, Jews, Rabbis and intellectuals. Everything that was and is no more.

While we are aware that there are errors, we do know that we
did all that we could, always recognizing the sacred duty we undertook.

May this book rest on each and everyone's table. Let us glance
at the pure images of our town's people — the pictures of our
institutions, the Synagogue, organizations and the schools.

Here is life’s constant struggle, the desperate war for existence
that did not detract from the everyday life, from public affairs, children,
education, from the yearning for the days of the Messiah, for a healthy
people and a better world,

All those who read the pages of this book and study it, will find
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A MEMORIAL TO OUR COMMUNITY

A marble plaque éengraved with the words: “For eternal memory
of the martyrs from the Ritavas community”, in the Holocaust Basement
on Mount Zion in Jerusalem; a plot of woods in the “Forrest of the
Sacred”; and, a sand mound in the Giroli Forrest in Lithuania —
these are the monuments that will remind us, our sons and future
generations of our origins and roots — of the glory of our families and
the enormity of our tiragedy.

After years of hard work and great effort, we achieved the publication
of this book about our “shtetle”, A dream, a wish, a desire — finally
realized by this act.

The Iliving story of a great Jewish community and its eventual
destruction is told in this book. This is the history of the house of our
fathers and the source of our very being.

For many years we had the desire to devise a memorial to our
native town. A memorial that would be as an eternal candle shedding
light in every house of our fellow townsmen, a memorial that would
honour the memories of our parents, brothers and sisters who were
murdered.

Thig is the history of a community — a community of innocent
and honest Jews. A community of love and integrity; of a thirst for
knowledge and an awe of G-d. This story may have been forgotten had
we not written it down.

Who is there to tell of heroism and glory, of purity and virtue,
if not us, the few who remain in Israel and abroad.

Although departed, our dear ones are still alive in our hearts, by
the warmth of their deeds, by the intensity of their suffering and
by the purity of their souls.

Could we permit the splendour and hercism of our families to be
extinguished from our memory and from the memory of the generations
to come ? Therefore, blessed be the initiative that permitted the publishing
of this fire scroll. Strong may the hands be that toiled to gather and
collect every detail, document, remnant, fact and photograph for this book.
Biessed he ail those that participated and labored for the publication
of this memorial. A special blessing to our honourable editor; the
conscientious teacher, educator and public servant, Mr. Alter Levite.
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MEMORIAL BOOK

THE RITAVAS COMMUNITY

A Tribute to the Memory of our Town

That the generation to come might know them, even
the children that should be born, who should arise
and tell them to their children. (Psalms 78:6)

Editor: ALTER LEVITE

Published by the Fellow Townsmen Association of Ritavas
in Israel and Abroad.
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