


Search for roots leads
to Holocaust memor1es
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grandfather’s fathers first name!

So on the Friday night in Vilnius [ phoned
Auntie Annie in Capetown to ask her the first
name of her grandfather, but she had no
recollection. I then phoned Ben Maiman, son
of Sarah, sister of Nathan, who he brought
out from Lithuania after the turn of the
century. He had no recollection either. I then
phoned the font of all genealogical
knowledge, Jean in Pottsville, Pennsylvania,
who said it’s quite obvious, just look at
Nathan’s tombstone.

I had visited the grave in Beaufort West
in December and fortunately had a photocopy
of the photograph with me. And there it
was...Nechama bar Shimoin. (my oldest
cousin, son of Jack, my father’s eldest brother,
was called Simeon, presumably after him).

So, Regina scanned the records for the
birth of a Nechama bar Shimoin, who died in
Beaufort West in 1932 at the age of 58, and
would thus have been born in 1874. No luck.
So we headed off the next morning for
Paneves and Pasvetin, with the excellent taxi
service of Regina’s sister, Dina, a
pharmacologist, doing a bit of daylighting in
her spare time.

Paneves is quite a big town, and like many
others in Lithuania, noted for the bulldozing
of'its Jewish cemetery by the Russians, who
used the broken up tombstones as building
material in the construction of a theatre, many
of the Hebrew inscriptions still being visible
on fragments of the granite.

Driving from Paneves toward Pasvetin, |
could imagine myself driving to Beaufort
West. The countryside is flat and the roads
pretty straight. I entered Pasvetin on an
unpaved road and was immediately struck that
it is small, in a rural setting, surrounded by
farms. The main street ends after a couple of
hundred yards in the small square, with the
church on the northern side. There were a
few brick houses around the square, possibly
inhabited by the Jews, whereas most
buildings, as in most towns are of wood.

The population before the war was about
a thousand with about 100 Jews. There was

Victor Dubowitz holding a root found in the cem-
etery. He took it home to make into a sculpture.

a wooden shuhl, but a couple of days before
the German invasion in 1941 there was a
massive fire in the town, started accidentally
by some school children, which destroyed
most of the buildings, including the shuhl.

Regina spoke to several of the townsfolk,
most of whom were of post-war vintage, and
had no recollection of the name Dubowitz.
We then visited the Jewish Cemetery about a
mile outside the town. It was unfenced and
completely overgrown, but now protected
since the Lithuanians after independence from
the Russians started protecting such sites.
There was a notice in Hebrew and Lithuanian.
Regina and I wandered in through the thick
undergrowth and in the far side away from
the road we came across a few tombstones.
Within minutes of starting to look a bit more
closely at some of the fairly simply granite
stones, Regina called out, “Congratulations,
it is a Dubowitz.”

And there it was, with clearly legible
Hebrew lettering, Shimoin bar Jaakov
Dubowitz. So Jack was named after the
grandfather of his father, Nathan. A few
stones away, Regina called out, “Here’s

another one.” It was Libshe bat Kalman
Dubowitz. So my father, Charley (Kalman)
was named after his father’s grandfather on
his mother’s side. According to the Hebrew
dates, Shimoin died in 1915 and Libshe in
1925. We were unable to find any other
Dubowitzes. There were also a few more
gravestones with more ornate lettering but
most were of the simple form with a
semicircular top and plain lettering. Some
were badly weathered and couldn't be read.

After this unexpected, somewhat dramatic
and extremely emotional experience, we
headed back to town and Regina tracked
down the two oldest inhabitants. Valia
Pivurjena, was 82 and lived in Pasvetin since
1929, and was born about 6 miles from
Pasvetin. She recalled a Dubowitz Maike
(Michael), born 1916, who used to milk cows
with her. His family owned cows. Maike lived
where the cafe now stands on the main road
and the shuhl was nearby. The big fire on 13
June 1941 destroyed most of the wooden
buildings. This was a week before the German
invasion.

She recalled the Germans put all the Jews
in town in the brick school building then took
them to Joniskis, where they were killed. One
16-year-old Jewish girl Maryte (Miriam)
Schneider, survived the shooting and was
looked after by the local priest, Dishetsky. She
was still alive. One Pasvetin resident, a
pharmacist, Gandel, survived the war.

We then drove to Joniskis to track down
Maryte. There is still an old wooden
synagogue building in Joniskis. On inquiry,
Regina was told that all the Jews had been
taken from Joniskis to Zagare, further north
on the Latvian border, where there was a
Jewish ghetto and were massacred there.
Maryte was apparently still living there. We
then drove on to Zagare and tracked down
Maryte’s house but it was locked. The
neighbour said she did live there but was ill
and in the hospital— in Joniskis. We then
drove back to Joniskis, went to the hospital,
and there she was, recovered from
pneumonia.

The story she told was that she and her
family had indeed been taken by the Germans
to Joniskis and on to Zagare. An edict came
from the Germans that all the Jews were to
assemble in the town square on a particular
day, as they were being taken to labour camps.
The night before she had a visit from a
Lithuanian chap she knew who was a
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projectionist for the cinema He told her that
she shouldn’t go to the square the following
day but should come to his house as it would
be safer. She decided that she did not wish to
accept the offer as she felt she had to go with
her parents to the labour camp.

The following day the Jews assembled in
the square and were all shot, mainly by the
Lithuanian militia. Her mother was already
wounded but she was still unhurt when the
chap came and took her away. He took her
to the deputy commissioner of police and
asked him to take her into his employ as a
maid, which he did. However, after about
three days rumour got round that a Jewish
girl had escaped and she was tracked down
and put in the prison. There she was visited
by the priest who heard her story and
contacted the local priest.

He then concocted a story that she was
in fact not Jewish, but had been born to a
poor peasant couple, who could not afford
to rear her and brought her in to the employ
of the Shneider family who later adopted her.
He produced the appropriate false birth
certificate and documents, which were
accepted and that is how she survived.

After the war she married a man from
Latvia and had four children and several

grandchildren. Her married name is
Tiesniesiene.
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