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Esarey: This is Carol Esarey, and the date is June 22, 2010. The person across from 

me being interviewed is Benedict Zemaitis. We are also conducting another 

interview, in absentia, about Vita Zemaitis, Benôs wife. This interview is part 

of the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Libraryôs immigrant stories and is a 

historical document.  

Now Benedict, Iôd like to start at the beginning, first to verify some of 

the information that we spoke about last week. As 

you said, youôre both from Lithuania. Could you 

please give me Vitaôs date of birth?  

Zemaitis: Vita was born in 1936, July 12 of 1936 in Kaunas, 

Lithuania.    

Esarey: Of course, her primary language at that time was 

Lithuanian? 

Zemaitis: Lithuanian was primarily used in Lithuanian 

language. 

Esarey: Her father was? 

Zemaitis: Her father was Doctor, Professor Joseph Zubkus. He was both a professor at a 

medical school, and he was a prominent ear, nose and throat surgeon. He has 
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Vitaôs Zabkusô home in Kaunas, 
Lithuania in the years before WW II 
came to Lithuania.   

written a number of articles in, I think, about fifteen different languages. His 

works have been published in about fifteen different languages. 

Esarey: And internationally. 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: And Vitaôs mother? 

Zemaitis: Vitaôs mother was Kazimiera Dalide Zubkus. She was also Lithuanian. She 

had studied at the university, but after marrying, she devoted her life of being 

as a mother and a wife and a housekeeper. 

 Esarey:Vitaôs siblings, her brother, sisters.  

Zemaitis: Vita had one older brother that was born in 1929. His name was Sigitas 

Zubkus. 

Esarey: I believe we have that spelling. 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: And was her brother with her when they immigrated, when the family left 

Lithuania? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. The whole family left Lithuania at the same time. That would have 

been roughly in June or July of 1944. That was when the Russians were 

pushing Germans out of Lithuania. 

Esarey: That is when they left as a family? 

Zemaitis: Right. 

Esarey: Now, when Vita was young, where on the map 

that we have here were they were living?  

Zemaitis: In Kaunas, Lithuania. Thatôs almost in the center 

of the center of the map. 

Esarey: So, they were right in the middle of the country. 

Zemaitis: Right. That was Kaunas; Kaunas was the second 

largest city in Lithuania. Vilnus was and is 

Lithuaniaôs capital and the largest city, although 

both Kaunas and Vilnus were cultural centers in 

Lithuania, with opera houses, museums, 

universities and so on. 

Esarey: What was Vitaôs life like as a child? What did she do and how did she live? 
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A favorite picture of the familyôs 
American 1938 Buick. Vita rode often 
with her father in this car all over 
Lithuania as he traveled as a 
physician. 

Vita and her brother Sigitas Zubkus, circa 1942. 

Zemaitis: One of her likings or aspirations was to become a ballerina.  

Esarey: Really?  

Zemaitis: She loved music, and she told me a number of times that when guests 

gathered at her parentsô home, a lot of times she used to do some ballet 

dancing for the guests, to show off her ability. 

Esarey: That takes some self-confidence. 

Zemaitis: Yes. I guess, fortunately or unfortunately, I guess 

fortunately for me, that as she grew up, she had 

an athleteôs body and was maybe her bones were 

too big to become a ballerina. (both laugh) So, I 

guess, later on in life she turned her energies and 

aspirations into sports. 

Esarey: Into being a good athlete. We will talk some 

more about her athletic ability and prowess, as it 

developed. When she was very youngðletôs say 

she was five, six, seven, eight years oldðshe 

went to an elementary school inð 

Zemaitis: She didnôt go to an elementary school in Kaunas, 

since her parents were pretty well-to-do, they 

used to travel quite a bit in Lithuania. I have a 

picture here of Vita and her father sitting by their 

car. That was like a 1935 Buick. This is from 

Kaunas, Lithuania. 

Esarey: I have to ask this. How did he get a 1935 Buick, a Buick from the United 

States? How did that happen? 

Zemaitis: Yes. Well, thatôs 

basicallyéI donôt know 

really the story, but since 

he was a surgeon, I think 

they could afford it. But 

then they used to travel in 

that Buick all over 

Lithuania.  

Esarey: Itôs very distinctive.  

Zemaitis: Yeah 

Esarey: Was her brother younger? 
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Vitaôs father Joseph Zubkus, 
decorated for his medical 
achievements in Lithuania, 
date unknown. 

Zemaitis: Her brother was older.  

Esarey: Was there an extended family that she got to spend time with as a child?  

Zemaitis: I think there were a couple of her uncles that were still alive in Lithuania. She 

did have a number of cousins, both on her fatherôs side and her motherôs side. 

Esarey: Yes, there are several pictures. Thereôs another picture with quite a number of 

young people about her age. Was there a significance to this the picture with 

the Buick, or is this symbolic of the kind of life she had as a child?  

Zemaitis: Well, she had a very close, loving relationship with her father. So, that picture 

sort of illustrates their closeness.  

Esarey: The closeness between Vita and her dad. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: As she was growing upð 

Zemaitis: Actually, she did not really have too much time to grow 

up in quiet circumstances. 

Esarey: How old is she in this picture with the Buick? 

Zemaitis: In this picture she must beéfour or five years old. 

Esarey: And she would have beenéThis would have been about 

1940 then? 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: This is when things started to happen in the country. 

Zemaitis: Nineteen forty was the year in which Lithuania was 

occupied by Soviet Union the first time.  

Esarey: The first time . 

Zemaitis: In June of 1940, the Red Army took over the country by force.1 

Esarey: Where was the family at that time? What was going on? 

Zemaitis: I think at that time they were living in Kaunas, and actually after the takeover, 

her father continued practicing as a doctor. Really nothing much happened 

probably during the first eight or ten months of occupation. 

                                                 
1 The Red Army was the Soviet army, created by the Communist government after the Bolshevik Revolution of 

1917. 
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Vitaôs aunt and uncle lived in this structure in Siberia - Jonas Zubkus, 
Koste Zubkus, and an unknown man. 

Esarey: Which would have been? 

Zemaitis: Thatôs in 1940. 

Esarey: In 1940. 

Zemaitis: Nineteen forty. The Russians, though, they were getting prepared foréThey 

were compiling the list of people to arrest. They were going to plan to arrest 

and deport to Siberia. 

That started 

happening in the 

beginning of June of 

1941. They started 

mass arrests of 

people, primarily 

people who were 

professionals and 

educated people.  

Fortunately, 

in June of 1941, in 

about, I believe it 

was around the 

twentieth or twenty-

first of June of 1941, Russia was attacked by Germany. So German Army 

pushed the Russians out. They pushed them out, all in one day. It was one day 

of fear fromð 

Esarey: On the map, where would that have happened, do you think?  

Zemaitis: They were coming inéOn the map, whereôs itôs showing the Russians 

federation Kalihingrad, Leningrad, that used to be the old East Prussia. That 

was Germany. Where you see the border right now, that was the border 

between Germany and Lithuania. The German Army swept from the west to 

the east, and Russia at that time was where itôs Belarus right now.  

So actually, then the start of war. I believe it saved Vitaôs family from 

being arrested, because they were scheduled to be arrested. They found in the 

secret police files the list of people that were supposed to be arrested that 

Sunday. 

Esarey: Tell me how that all happened, the secret police files and how you came to 

findð  

Zemaitis: Well, the secret police files were uncovered after Germany took over. 

Obviously, Germans did not want toéThey did not hide the fact that the 

Russians were bad, okay? So that was made public. 
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Esarey: Printed in the paper or broadcast or both? 

Zemaitis: They actually printed in the paper and broadcasted. As one interesting 

sideline, my own parentsðwe lived in Vilkaviġkis, a different townðwe were 

also on a list to be arrested that Sunday. 

Esarey: Your parents were, as well? 

Zemaitis: My parents, right. When we talk about it, Iôll go into a little bit more about 

that, because at that time my father was already hiding, because the secret 

police used to come to our home at night, looking for my dad. 

Esarey: Could you describe to me a little about what the secret police persona is, for 

lack of a better word. Who were these people? 

Zemaitis: These people were trained military, but there were special training in 

interrogation techniques of beating people up and so on. They used to have 

theiréTheir uniform used to be sort of like a leather jackets, leather caps with 

a red star on it and wore military belts with little side arms. And, of course, 

they all wore boots, high boots. 

Esarey: They would come in groups? 

Zemaitis: These people were coming from the Russian secret police. They were from 

Russia, Russians. 

Esarey: Yes. And come to peoplesô homes? 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: Which reminds you of like the Nazi SS. 

Zemaitis: Do you want me to digress a little bit to tell you about it? 

Esarey: Well, probably we donôt need to do that yet. But you certainly can, if you 

wish. 

Zemaitis: Well, basically what Iôm saying is that during that timeðand weôre digressing 

from Vita now, back to mineðIôll never forget one night, my mother woke 

us, woke me and my brother up. They said, ñKids get up. Weôve got the secret 

police is here.ò So the secret police lined us up in a hallway, my mother, my 

brother and me, while they searched the house, looking for my father, but he 

was not there. So they couldnôtéBasically what they did, they did not arrest 

us. They left us. From what I understood, it was like a bait. They were waiting 

for our father to come back, because they knew that, if they arrested us, he 

would never come back. 

Esarey: So they were leaving you in the house. 
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Zemaitis: Right. For that was like everything remember. I think that was what my 

mother said, that it was about, like 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning. 

Esarey: Since we are talking about you for a moment, Iôd like to know, how old were 

you when that happened? 

Zemaitis: Well, I was seven. 

Esarey: You were seven years old? 

Zemaitis: I was seven, yeah. 

Esarey: Itôs a vivid memory, isnôt it? 

Zemaitis: Oh, thatôs something thatôs indelible. You never forget. 

Esarey: The fear. 

Zemaitis: Or the fact that, later on then in June, when I said the mass arrests started. We 

used to see the trucks loaded with arrested people being transported to the 

train station for deportation.  

So, just before the war, when the eastern front started coming nearerð

that was the summer of 1944ðVitaôs parents and her brother and her and, I 

think, a couple of her uncles, they actuallyéthey went from Kaunas to a farm 

that her father owned that was closer west, closer to the German border. 

Esarey: Where were they from 1941 to 1944? 

Zemaitis: Well, 1940, oh, okay. We need to get back toéokay, 1941, Germans occupied 

Lithuania, as I mentioned, in June of 1941. And, as a matter of fact, at that 

time, this sounds very peculiar and odd right now, when we look back at what 

happened on what the Germans did, but the German soldiers were met with 

flowers. 

Esarey: By the Lithuanian people? 

Zemaitis: Yes, because they were being looked at as the saviors [of] people being saved 

from the Soviet terror. So that was in 1941.  

During the German occupation, it became clear that they were cut 

from the same bolt as the Soviets, because they were repressive of any kind of 

national activity. As a matter of fact, they arrested a number of people who 

they suspected of being in the undercover activity.  

Vitaôs father, in 1941, 1942, was also a dean of a medical school in 

Kaunas. As such, they received an order from the German High Command 

that they needed to register all the students for the war duty in Germany, in 
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their war battalions. They demanded that they would proclaiméthey would 

ask for the volunteers and also provide them with lists. Vitaôs father refused. 

So, he and two other professors, who were in the university administration, 

were arrested. He spent a week in a German prison, being interrogated by 

Gestapo. 

Esarey: Youôre in Lithuania, and you sendð 

Zemaitis: That was in Lithuania. They let them out, because they said, ñWe got the 

information anyways,ò because what they did, they sent their agents to 

university and took the files. But they let them out with a warning that, if it 

happened again, they would be facing a firing squad. 

Esarey: That was a very dire warning, wasnôt it? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: Did they ever register the students? 

Zemaitis: Pardon me? 

Esarey: Did they ever register the students? Did they go ahead and do that, in spite of 

the protest? 

Zemaitis: What happenedéThis was, I think, the early ô43. By this time, the front was 

collapsing in the east. That was when Stalingrad and battles, and the Russian 

Army was approaching. So actually, at that time, Germans did not really have 

time to put their plans into action. 

Esarey: This was about 1942 and 1943? 

Zemaitis: This was ó43, now early ó43s. 

Esarey: And in 1942, you had the Germans occupying Lithuania. 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: We have all of theð 

Zemaitis: During that time, from June of 1941 to roughly June of 1943, or actuallyéIôm 

forgetting my years, actually ô44, because from June ofð 

Esarey: It looks like a three-year period of time, the Germans were there. 

Zemaitis: Right. During that time, the Germans unfortunatelyéThereôs quite a few 

Jewish people who lived in Lithuania at that time. And there was a mass 

arrest, and executions of the Jewish people took place by Germans in 

Lithuania. 
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Esarey: Did you see that? What was theéYou couldnôt help but be aware that these 

things were happening? 

Zemaitis: When I was growing up, they actuallyéI really didnôt see really any Jewish 

arrests. They used to work at night at that. But what I did see was the Germans 

also mistreated terribly their Russian prisoners of war. There was, in a town 

where I lived, Vilkaviskis. They had a prisoner of war camp full with Russian 

soldiers, thatôs Vilkaviskis inð 

Esarey: I think we need to get that word down there then. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. Thatôs right here. Youôve got that, right? Vilkaviskis is right here. I 

used to, each morning, early in the morning, we used to see it off in the winter 

time, used to see the Russian prisoners pulling a wagon, loaded with dead 

corpses of prisoners that died during the night. 

Esarey: These would be prisoners of war that were Soviet? 

Zemaitis: Right. Actually, they passed from starvation. 

Esarey: That died of starvation in the German camps. And at the same time, the 

Germans wereéI guess the word was exterminating was what they were 

using. 

Zemaitis: Exterminating, yes. 

Esarey: éthe Jewish population, the Lithuanian Jewish population. Is that correct? 

Zemaitis: Yes. I know that some of the Lithuanian families that knew some of the 

Jewish families tried to hide them. I know that my best friendôs parentsðmy 

best friend that I went to grade school at that timeðtheir parents, they were 

hiding a Jewish family in their barn. The Gestapo found out about it. Basically 

what they did, they arrested their parents and just executed them. 

Esarey: Did they execute your friend? 

Zemaitis: No, that was a kid; they left them. 

Esarey: What happened to him? 

Zemaitis: Well, their familyéOne of his uncles took him took him in. 

Esarey: Oh my. 

Zemaitis: And then during the war, I donôt know what happened after we left Lithuania.  

Going back to Vita, as I mentioned, that in the summer of 1944, when 

the eastern front was collapsing, their family moved to a country farm, which 



Benedict Zemaitis  Interview # IM-A-L-2010-030 

10 

was close to the German border. As coincidence would have it, my parents 

also had a farm, and they were actually next to each other in Lithuania. 

Esarey: Thatôs quite something, the parallel circumstances of both your families. 

Zemaitis: Right. Our family also moved westward, towards the German border. 

Esarey: This was to get away from? 

Zemaitis: To get away from the front, because my dad find already the front was like in 

Vilkaviġkis on Kaunas; that was, they were already in a battle zone. 

Esarey: And that meant you had to leave your homes. 

Zemaitis: Yes. Basically, and what apparently they did, they just packed a couple of 

suitcases at that time, Vitaôs fatherôs Buick was confiscated by the Germans. 

So, when they moved, they moved with a horse and a buggy. That was the 

same way with my parents when we moved to the farm. 

Esarey: They took the Buick? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: Is this the time that sheôs talking about in this? 

Zemaitis: Yes. This is when she was talking about Lithuania. Thatôs when sheôs talking 

about a country home. 

Esarey: And this would have been in 1944? 

Zemaitis: Right, summer of 1944. 

Esarey: Summer of 1944. Perhaps this is this is a good time for you to read this article, 

to read what she said. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. Before reading the article, I would like to say that Vita wrote a lot of 

articles, but this is the only one that she wrote about herself. She wrote:  

ñThe November 11 article by Mark DePue about Kasimir 

Ladney and events from World War II brought back 

memories for me, also. Back when World War II started, it 

also started for me.  

          ñThere was this beautiful large, fragrant Linden tree 

in full bloom in my motherôs country home in Lithuania. 

Right under the tree, I was proud owner of a sandbox 

where, barefoot in shorts, I built my sand castles and talked 

to the chickens as they pass me by.  
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          ñAll of a sudden, my mother came running, grabbed 

me in her arms and said there was shooting nearby. We 

were told by the German Army to leave. There was no time 

to dress, no time to put on shoes. Our car had been 

confiscated, and there was only an old wagon and a couple 

of old horses. She threw me in the wagon with a couple of 

blankets and off we went. My father and my brother also 

were surprised by our hurried departures.  

          ñRussians now were being pushed back by Germans, 

and there was fighting. We crossed the border into 

Germany. I was still barefoot, wrapped in a blanket and 

soon became very sick. My fever lasted for days but my 

father was a doctor and managed to keep me alive.  

          ñWe rode through different villages and cities. Some 

cities were in smoldering ruins, and I remember the stench 

of burning bodies. Allied bombing brought hope that this 

conflict will end soon and [that] soon Americans and the 

British will be in control.  

 ñMany refugees ended up in displaced person camps, 

administered by UNRA (United Nations Relief Agency). 

We used to say ñǾǾn'-rŁò and the American Red Cross. We 

received boxes of food, and besides essentials powdered 

milk, flour and sugar, we also received peanut butter. I 

thought that was the best thing I ever ate.  

 ñEventually, we were allowed to immigrate to USA. 

It took two weeks on a violent seas, and I was sick again. 

During the storm, several people died. Finally, we reached 

the shores of United States, but they had to carry me in.  

 ñI knew that I would be learning a new language 

again. Father didnôt think that was a problem. He spoke 

Lithuanian, Russian, German and English, and as a medical 

doctor, had to know Latin. Here we go again, I thought. At 

least they have peanut butter, and there will not be any 

fighting.ò Signed by Vita Zemaitis, Chatham. 

Esarey: Thank you. Thatôs a good story, an excellent story. 

Zemaitis: This article was printed on December the 8th of 2009. 

Esarey: Not long ago. 

Zemaitis: Six days before she died. 
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Esarey: That makes it especially poignant, doesnôt it? Do you have stories like that as 

well, with things that happened to you when you moved to the farm? 

Zemaitis: Well, itôsð 

Esarey: Iôm shifting this a little. 

Zemaitis: Our stories were similar. We had a similar situation. The German Army unit 

dug in a position in the backyard of our farm or country home, as Vita would 

call it. We were told to move out, because that was a battle zone. So here, 

again, we had a old wagon and an old horse. We loaded our belongings or 

whatever we could have and take it with us. Like I said, the Germans said to 

move on. We had to move, so we moved across the border into East Prussia, 

Germany.  

Esarey: This is in 1944? 

Zemaitis: This is 1944. It probably would have beenéI think itôs probably July, 

somewhere around July of 1944, about the same timeð 

Esarey: About the same time Vita and her family, all of these people. 

Zemaitis: éwho also had to go into Germany. 

Esarey: So, if Iôm understanding this correctly, many of the people who fled the cities 

had to leave their cities, move to the country, as best they could, if they could. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: And then they had to keep moving and keep moving to stay ahead of the 

troops? 

Zemaitis: Right. Like in our caseð 

Esarey: In your own country. 

Zemaitis: Right. In our own caseéLike in Vitaôs case, the problem, there was no 

choice. You had to move, because you had to go someplace. You could not go 

east, because they were alreadyéyou had to pass a battle zone, and you were 

pushed out byéThe army took on their positions, so they just moved on. We 

were just thousands and thousands, a mass of people moving, moving west. 

Esarey: Did you see them on the roads? Were these people you just saw moving, 

moving, moving? 

Zemaitis: Yes. As a matter of fact, what was happening, my brother was still too young, 

and my father was too old. But in some of the families, where there were 

some younger men, they were taken off the wagons and told by the troops to 
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put them to forced labor, to dig the positions. Like in our case, where my 

father was too old and my brother and I was too young, soð 

Esarey: They were conscripted into the army? 

Zemaitis: Into all the labor battalions. 

Esarey: Into the labor, into labor camps? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. The one thing I would say is that, as weôre moving, the people in East 

Prussia and Germany were very, very nice, fed us, shared their food with us 

and shelter and so on. Then later on, after this exodus, if you will, took place, 

probably for about two weeks, and when weôre deeper in Germany, Germans 

have planned refugee camps, where you have a couple thousand people 

staying in one spot for, you knowéThey did feed us. They did feed us and 

provided shelter in Germany. Then after that, they did provideéallowed to 

move further west into Germany. 

  My father, who kind of was following what was happening during the 

war, he knew that Germanyôs days were ended, and we could not stay east. 

We had to move west, so we would end up under the British, American or 

French allies.  

Esarey: He was heading towards where the Allies were. 

Zemaitis: Right. So basically, what we did, we got permission to go to Bavaria, to a city 

called Würzburg. 

Esarey: How did you get permission to do that? 

Zemaitis: They just applied because, see, a wife of a doctor, my dadôs friendôs wife, was 

living in Würzburg. 

Esarey: Ah, so could sponsor you. 

Zemaitis: Her husband, actuallyéThe reason weôre allowed toéher husband actually 

died during the 1941, when Germany attacked Russia. He was giving first-aid 

to this wounded German soldier and got killed. So, they allowed his wife to 

move to Germany. My father told the story to the commandant about that, so 

they gave him permission to go to see her. 

Esarey: In Würzburg. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. So, we moved to Würzberg. That was inð 

Esarey: Would you write that down, the name of that city? I just need to know, how 

old was you father at that time and your mother? 
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Zemaitis: My father was born in 1890, so he was 54. 

Esarey: But considered too old to work in the camps, right? They were just taking the 

youngerð 

Zemaitis: Thatôs Würzburg, Germany. Now my mother was a dentist, so when we 

moved to Würzburg, she actually waséshe found she got a job working with 

a German dentist. So, this was late of 1944, fall. We lived in Würzburg until it 

was bombed out. Iôll go into the details in a moment. 

Esarey: Where was Vitaôs family during that time? 

Zemaitis: Vitaôs family, at that time, they also moved out west. They ended up in the 

northern, northwest Germany. 

Esarey: In northwest Germany? 

Zemaitis: In northwest Germany. 

Esarey: And Vitaôs father continued to be a physician? 

Zemaitis: Vitaôs father, actually, then he worked in a hospital as a surgeon, in Germany. 

Esarey: What did Vita do? 

Zemaitis: Vita knew. She said that used to be a free time, because she did not really go 

to school. She did not know German language. 

Esarey: So, she didnôt go to school? 

Zemaitis: No. So, the mother used to teach both her and her brother at home. So this 

was, again, this would be talking about late ó44, early ó45. Then, of course, 

before theð 

Esarey: Weôre getting close to the end of the war. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. March of 1945, Würzburgðthatôs the town where we livedðgot wiped 

out in an air raid at one night. 

Esarey: And thatôs where you were living, that was wiped out. 

Zemaitis: Right. Thatôs where weôre living. 

Esarey: By whom? Who wiped it out? 

Zemaitis: The bombers, there was British. 

Esarey: The British bombers? 
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Zemaitis: British. Later on it was estimated that they had 225 planes. They that were 

dropping bombs. So, the wholeéThey used the phosphorous bombs, so 

everything got on fire. 

Esarey: Where were you when that was happening? 

Zemaitis: We were in the air raid shelter, which was in a basement of the building where 

we had an apartment. 

Esarey: So, you were all down in this? 

Zemaitis: Weôre all down there. Then, when the bombs stopped exploding. Somebody, 

the air raid warden, came out, went up and he says we have to leave, because 

the building is on fire. 

Esarey: Oh my. And this is where your home was. This was where you were living. 

Zemaitis: Right, thatôs where weôre living, right. My fatheréInside the air raid shelter, 

they had these big barrels with water, in case there was fire. So my father 

dousedéWe had some blankets, and he doused some blankets in water and 

wrapped each one of us, him and my mother and my brother. We had each 

blanket on our heads, and we left the building, ran out into the street. The 

street, everything was burning. It was almost like a tunnel of fire. 

Esarey: What did it smell like? What did it feel like? 

Zemaitis: Well, this was like a burning, a big fire. Everything was burning; everything 

was burning. You could not see the sky. It was only the flames all around us.  

We were very fortunate. The building where we lived was only one 

block away from River Main. Thatôs the main river that was running through 

Würzburg. My father knew that, which way the river was, so we actually ran 

through that tunnel of fire, if you will, for one block, to the banks of the river. 

Of course, thereôs nothing burning on a river. Thatôs how we survived. 

Esarey: Did you stay by the river? What did you do? 

Zemaitis: Well, this was at night. So we stayed there ótil the morning. By that time, 

everything was burned out. The fires were already out. Everything had burned 

up.  

So, we went back into town, looking for food. One thing is that the 

Germans were very well organized. They, the army, already had, in city, a 

field kitchen, set up, feeding people soup and bread and stuff like that, while 

the others were basically, were loading, piling up dead bodies on the 

sidewalks. But they estimated about 200,000 people died that night. (Later, 

the dead count was changed to 5,000) 
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Esarey: In the city? 

Zemaitis: In Würzburg, in the city, right. Incidentally, the city was full of refugees, 

because, even though a lot of people from Berlin and Dresden, all the other 

big citiesébecause Würzburg was considered a hospital and church city. 

When you looked at the city from a hillséIf you went on a hill next to the 

River Main and looked on the city, all you could see was just red crosses on 

the roofs, because each hospital used to have a red cross on the top, so it 

would prevent bombing. But it did not help. 

Esarey: It did not work, did it? 

Zemaitis: No, it did not work. Later on, we read that that was basically, that was a 

conscious move or decision to help to break down the fighting spirit of the 

German Army. That[ós] basically saying that you are fighting now, but your 

loved ones are not safe while you do that.  

But we were lucky. Like I said, we were at the right spot. 

Esarey: Well, you were survivors. 

Zemaitis: We survived it. After that, I guess the Germans provided trains for the 

refugees to channel them out into the smaller towns alongside in Bavaria. 

Esarey: And is that where you went then? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. Basically, what we did, we went on a train. The train stopped. They 

said, ñThis is the end of the line.ò So we got off and was in a smalléIt was in 

a small village. We went from door to door and finally found a farmer who 

had some room in a barn that it could take us and provide us with a shelter. 

Esarey: And you lived in that then? 

Zemaitis: Then we stayed there. About a month lateréNo, not a month later, actually, 

this was March, April, May, June, about three months later, that was like 

when American troops came in. 

Esarey: And thatôs where they found you? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: To go back to the bombing of the city for just a moment, you said that about 

200,000 people, you heard later, had perished. 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: Were they all Lithuanians? 

Zemaitis: No. This was, I would say, primarily Germans. 
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Esarey: Primarily Germans. Thatôs why you said that there was a conscious decision 

toð 

Zemaitis: Right. 

Esarey: Your loved ones are not going to be safe. Weôre going to break your spirit, 

and weôre going to bomb this city. 

Zemaitis: We were living in that village. My father sent my older brother to the nearest 

town to see if we could buy some provisions, you know, canned goods and 

stuff like that. While he was on a train, the train got strafed by a fighter plane, 

and he escaped by accident. He bent down when he was sitting, and the bullet 

killed the guy right next to him. If he would not have bent down, he would 

have been killed. So he survived that. This was now summer of 1945. 

Esarey: Nineteen forty-five. 

Zemaitis: This was ô45, after the war. 

Esarey: And the Allies are coming into Germany. 

Zemaitis: Yes. They already were taking over. We ended up in the American zone. 

Esarey: Where did Vitaôs family end up? 

Zemaitis: They ended up in the British zone. 

Esarey: And that was a different part of Germany? 

Zemaitis: That was in northern Germany. 

Esarey: In northern Germany. And you were in what part of Germany? 

Zemaitis: Weôre Bavaria. Oh, then after the war, my parents found out that the 

Lithuanian refugee camp was being formed in a town that was probably about 

thirty miles away, including opening up of a Lithuanian high school in the 

camp. 

Esarey: Really? 

Zemaitis: My brother and his friendéThere was another family, Lithuanian family, in 

that village, refugees also. They took off to go to register to high school. As 

misfortune would have it, on that trip, he got killed. 

Esarey: Your brother? This is your brother youôre talking about? 

Zemaitis: I mean, my brother, yeah. 

Esarey: Oh, dear. 
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Zemaitis: He got run over by a truck. It was a bicycle accident, and that was actually his 

own fault. It was a mountainous region and where they traveled, a bicyclist 

used to hang on to a truck, so they could be pulled them over. There was a 

truck with a trailer, and the trailer already had two bicyclists. So he and his 

friend, they got on onto the truck end. My brotherôs bicycle hit a rut in a road, 

and he got thrown underneath the trailer and got killed on the spot, 

unfortunately. He survived the war, (emotional) and then died in a silly, stupid 

accident, actually. 

Esarey: After all of that. 

Zemaitis: That was terrible. So, anyways, then we moved off. After my brother got 

killed, we still moved on to that refugee camp, and I went to Lithuanian high 

school in there. 

Esarey: In the refugee camp? 

Zemaitis: Right. 

Esarey: Is there a town that that was in? 

Zemaitis: Yes. That was in Eichstätt. 

Esarey: And the country is? 

Zemaitis: Thatôs in Bavaria, Eichstätt, Bavaria. 

Esarey: What was your father doing? 

Zemaitis: Thatôs actually this area, right between Munich and Nuremberg. Youôve 

probably heard the Nuremberg trials. 

Esarey: Absolutely. I think weôve all heard that one. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. So the Eichstätt was located right, sort of in between, in Bavaria. A 

sidebar on that, President Adamkus was also going to that high school. I was 

in theð 

Esarey: You were in his class? 

Zemaitis: No. He was eight years higherð 

Esarey: Older? 

Zemaitis: Older. He was already in a graduating class, and I was just starting. 

Esarey: He was a refugee as well? 

Zemaitis: Yes. 
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Esarey: He and his family. This is a good picture. What we have here is a picture of 

Vita with the president, right?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Zemaitis: Yes. This picture actually was taken right at the Brookens Library [at the 

University of Illinois], right here in Springfield. 

Esarey: He visited. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. And I think I got a picture that I can lend you.  

Vita Zemaitis meets with the new President of Lithuania, Valdas Adamkus in 1998. The article 
appeared in either the SJR or Chicago Tribune (he did not remember, Benedict took the picture 
himself. 
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Esarey: Thank you. Weôll put that down as one of the pictures to be sure we have. Just 

so that I understand some of the things that are going on, youôre in this 

refugee camp, and itôs about 1946?  

Zemaitis: We got in the refugee camp in late summer of 1945 and stayed there. 

Esarey: Youôre how old then, just approximately? 

Zemaitis: Okay. In ô45, I was twelve. 

Esarey: You were twelve years old. And youôd been on the run essentially, your whole 

family, for a number of years. 

Zemaitis:  From 1940. All the turmoil started in 1940, with the first Russian occupation, 

then the German occupation years, then the flight to Germany and getting 

through the war, then the years after the war, in the refugee camp.  

The refugee camp years were not really that bad, in a sense. We had 

pretty good food, Red Cross packages and shelter. We were fed, and we had 

shelter. My mother was practicing dentistry in the camp. She was a dentist for 

the refugee camp. My father, who was an attorney, he was a legal eagle in the 

camp. So, it was not bad; it was not bad. 

Esarey: Considering what you had been through, yes. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. Just one episode, though, during the year, left a bad taste in my mouth. 

My father was arrested by American intelligence. 

Esarey: For? 

Zemaitis: Being anti-communist. 

Esarey: Being anti-communist? 

Zemaitis: Yes. Remember, this was 1946. 

Esarey: Describe the political circumstances; describe that to me. 

Zemaitis: This was what President [Franklin] Roosevelt, Yalta Conference, with a 

buddy, Joe [Joseph] Stalin [premier of the Soviet Union], through Potsdam 

Conference by President [Harry] Truman weôre looking at the Soviets as the 

Allies. My dad was not in a bad company. General Patton was also anti-

Russian.2 (Esarey laughs) If you read history, he got into trouble with 

Eisenhower and for being anti-Russian. 

                                                 
2 General George Smith Patton, Jr. was a senior officer of the United States Army, who commanded the U.S. 

Seventh Army in the Mediterranean and European theaters of World War II, but is best known for his 
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Esarey: Yes, he did. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. Patton said, ñLetôs just turn east, and letôs keep going until we reach 

Moscow.ò  

Well, anyway, my father was held and interrogated. He admittedéHe 

says, ñYes, Iôm anti-communism.ò From what we learned later on, the local 

commander got over-anxious. He did something and then when, the higher 

headquarters found out about them, told them to cease and desist. So, 

everybody wasð 

Esarey: Yeah. Just stop that. Stop doing that. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. See, the same commander also later on attempted to load the inhabitants 

of the refugee camp and turn them over to the Russians, too. 

Esarey: Youôre talking about the commandant of the refugee camp? 

Zemaitis: No, the American military commander, who was in charge of the area. 

Esarey: Do you know the name of that person? 

Zemaitis: No. We never find out. I wish I would. (Esarey laughs) But, anyhow, thatôs 

kind of a brushes withéKeeping politically, some of them, the Russians, were 

considered our allies. 

Esarey: It was a very confusing time. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: And more so for you, for the whole Lithuanian country. You literally didnôt 

have your country. 

Zemaitis: Besides that, besides a couple of these incidents, itôs the life I got. I took to 

sports quite a bit. I learned to play basketball from American GIs.3 

Esarey: Did you? You must have been pretty good too, huh? 

Zemaitis: We played basketball, table tennis and volleyball, yeah. 

Esarey: Thatôs when you became a good athlete, correct? 

                                                                                                                                                       
leadership of the U.S. Third Army in France and Germany following the Allied invasion of Normandy in June, 

1944.  
3 G.I. is an acronym used to describe the soldiers of the United States Army, airmen of the United States Army 

Air Forces and also for general items of their equipment. The term G.I. has been used as an initialism of 

"Government Issue" or "General Issue." 
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Zemaitis: I think so. That was my learning years, if you will. That was ó45, which was at 

twelve to ó49, when Iôm sixteen. In 1949, thatôs when we immigrated to the 

United States. 

Esarey: And what a wonderful thing for you to be able toðletôs say, for lack of a 

better wordðuse all that energy in a good way, for sports, after going through 

all those years of not having anything. 

Zemaitis: That organization, which was, like I said, U-N-R-R-Aé [United Nations 

Relief and Rehabilitation Agency] Then also, that was taken over by IRO, 

which stood for International Refugees Organization, or International Relief 

Organization. They did a good job. They provided food and shelter, and they 

channeled theéThey were very muchð 

Esarey: It was called the IRO? 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: Iôm sorry to interrupt you. 

Zemaitis: Right, I-R-O. 

Esarey: Which stands for? 

Zemaitis: Thatôs International Relief Organization. Yeah, they provided the athletic 

equipment, basketballs and volleyballs and soccer balls and gym shoes soð 

Esarey: Well, you have some good memories of those particular years. 

Zemaitis: Yes. 

Esarey: But, since we decided weôre kind of switching back and forth, because this is 

how itôs needing to go to, back and forth to where you were at certain periods 

of time and where Vita was at certain periods of time. That seems to be 

working a little better. What was she doing? 

Zemaitis: Vita, at that time, also after the end of the war, they ended up in the refugee 

camp in northern Germany, Hanau. And her father continued to work 

medicine. He also worked at aéThere was also a university, where he was a 

teacher. 

Esarey: And what did she do? 

Zemaitis: She was going to school. Then she started going to school, Lithuanian school. 

Esarey: To a Lithuanian school in northernð 

Zemaitis: Lithuanian grade school. 
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Esarey: A Lithuanian grade school in northern Germany. 

Zemaitis: In a refugee camp. 

Esarey: In a refugee camp, a different one. 

Zemaitis: Right, right. 

Esarey: You still have these parallel lives. 

Zemaitis: Right. Her family immigrated to the United States one year earlier, in 1948. 

Esarey: Yes. You mentioned in our last meeting that, because he was a surgeonð 

Zemaitis: Right. That was one of the thingsð 

Esarey: So, this was advantageous. 

Zemaitis: éthey considered him as an essential person that could do some good in the 

United States. 

Esarey: And they immigrated. Letôs just put that down. They immigratedð 

Zemaitis: Nineteen forty-eight. 

Esarey: Nineteen forty-eight, how? How did she get into the country? 

Zemaitis: By ship, like it said. Like her letter said, she got really sick. 

Esarey: She got it, here in the letter, did you say? Iôm sorry. 

Zemaitis: See, the transportation by ship, they used toéThe transportation to the United 

States, back in those daysð 

Esarey: Did they go through Ellis Island, or how did they go?4 

Zemaitis: Yes. However, they used to use troop ships. 

Esarey: To bring these people?  

Zemaitis: Right. That was a troop ship, troop transport ship. I remember the name of my 

ship was General Heintzelman, USS General Heintzelman. That was my ship. 

Esarey: Would you write that down? 

Zemaitis: I just have not thought about it for a while, but nowð 

                                                 
4 Ellis Island, in Upper New York Bay, was the gateway for over 12 million immigrants to the U.S., as the 

United States' busiest immigrant inspection station for over 60 years from 1892 until 1954. 
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Esarey: Well, itôs quite amazing. But I guess it would be one of those things you 

wouldnôt forget. And it was a troop ship. She went in 1948 and went through 

Ellis Island, and you came, what year, ó49? 

Zemaitis: August 15, 1949. 

Esarey: And you went through Ellis Island as well? 

Zemaitis: Right. But that was actually just a couple hours. We got off the ship to the 

Ellis Island. They gave us train tickets, loaded up and took a train to Chicago. 

Esarey: Thatôs how you ended up in the Lithuanian community in Chicago? 

Zemaitis: Right. 

Esarey: And Vita was already there? She went to Chicago as well? 

Zemaitis: She was already there, yes. She was there already a year. And, of course, we 

still have not met. (both laugh) See, Chicago had aéIt still has a very large 

Lithuanian community. 

Esarey: Tell me, did Vita graduate from high school and where? 

Zemaitis: She did not graduate in Germany. Sheð 

Esarey: She attended in Germany. 

Zemaitis: She started in Germany, and then she attended the Nativity DVM Grade 

School. Thatôs a Catholic grade school in Chicago. Thenð 

Esarey: Did you finish high school and where? 

Zemaitis: I finished the system. The education system is sort of different. In Europe, you 

go four years of grade school and eight years of high school. Thatôs twelve 

years. In the United States, itôs just the other way around. Eight years of grade 

school and four years of high school. I had four years of education, so I 

qualified to enter as a freshman in a high school in Chicago. 

Esarey: Thatôs wonderful. It really worked out well, didnôt it? 

Zemaitis: I already knew English language pretty well at that time. Again, that was 

associating with GIs. I used to talk toð 

Esarey: Is that where you learned your English? 
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Zemaitis: Yeah. Talking to the GIs. And I used to love to read westerns. You know, they 

used to give these Pocket Books, the old Pocket Books.5 Theyôre sort of 

oblong sheets, long ways, for the GIs for their armed forces personnel. I used 

to ask GIs for those books. So, I used to get them, and I used to read all. I 

loved to read westerns. 

Esarey: In English? 

Zemaitis: Right. Max Brand, that was my favorite, Zane Grey. 

Esarey: Oh, the Zane Grey novels, of course. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. I knew English pretty well, but thereôs also a story behind that. When 

we came to Chicago, of course, you have to, and we did haveéMy cousin and 

his family, they say they had a large apartment, like two bedrooms. 

Esarey: (laughs) Oh, boy. 

Zemaitis: So, what they did, they took us in. They gave us one bedroom. The key thing 

was then how you have to earn a living. Now, my mother, being a dentist, she 

could not practice. The United States did not recognize European dentistry. 

You had to go to the dentistry school all over. So, she was able to find a job in 

a sewing factory. My dad, he was an attorney, but the law in Europe and law 

in the States are totally different. In United States is a case law, and in Europe 

itôs Napoleon codex.6 So itôs totally apples and oranges. But his hobby was 

working on a radio, so he got a job in repairing radios. 

Esarey: In Chicago. 

Zemaitis: In Chicago. And, of course, I got a job, because when we come in August, this 

was in between the school year. So I got a job in a plating factory, working 

with the metals. I thought I had a good job, eighty cents an hour; that was at 

eighty cents an hour. 

Esarey: That wasnôt bad then. 

Zemaitis: September came, and my dad said, ñWell, okay, son, time to go to school.ò I 

said, ñDad,ò I said, ñYou must be out of your mind.ò Itôs like, Iôve got a good 

                                                 
5 Armed Services Editions (ASEs) or Pocket Books were small, compact, paperback books, printed by the 

Council on Books in Wartime for distribution within the American military during World War II. This program 

was in effect from 1943 to 1946. The ASEs were designed to provide entertainment to soldiers serving 

overseas, while also educating them about political, historical and military issues. The slogan of the Council on 

Books in Wartime was, "Books are weapons in the war of ideas." 
6 Napoleon Bonaparte gave this civil code to post-revolutionary France. Its first coherent set of laws concerned 

property, colonial affairs, the family and individual rights. This was the first modern, legal code to be adopted 

with a pan-European scope and strongly influenced the law of many new and developing countries, attempting 

to modernize through legal reforms. 
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job, and you want me to quit a good job and to go to school?ò So, I didnôt. I 

did not register that semester; I continued working. But it was working with 

acids and the metals. It was a dirtyéWhen I think about it, it was probably 

the worst job I ever had.  

But while I was working there, I saw this guy with a white shirt and a 

big cigar walking around. He was our straw boss, foreman. I asked, I said, you 

know, ñHow does one become like him?ò He says, ñOh, heôs a high school 

graduate.ò (Esarey laughs) Boom! Idea! The lamp lit up in my head that, 

actually, maybe my dad is not so foolish after all. 

Esarey: Yeah. Did you ever admit to him that he actually knew something? 

Zemaitis: Well, basically, this was during Christmas holidays. ñDad,ò I said, ñIôm going 

back to high school.ò So, I joined; I went to high school in the mid-year. 

Esarey: He must have been thrilled that you went back to school, right? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: Did any of your family ever have to fight in the war on either side? Were they 

ever pulled in, with either the Soviets or Germans? 

Zemaitis: Well, like I said, my brother was too young, and I was too young. 

Esarey: So, they didnôt? 

Zemaitis: My father was too old, so I didnôt have to. 

Esarey: Right. And Vitaôs? 

Zemaitis: With Vita is the same thing. 

Esarey: Her brother was still too young? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. Her brother was born the same year as my brother, 1929. So he 

waséAnd her dad, being a physician, that automaticallyéthat exempted him 

from any kind of beingð 

Esarey: When you were living in the Lithuanian camps, were you exposed to what 

was going on in the Nazi Germany regime, the things that were happening at 

that time? Were you aware of what was happening around? 

Zemaitis: Well, of course, during the war, thatôs whenéBefore the war, there was not 

even a whisper anyplace about that. In the aftermath, some of that became 

aware. They did just show some films in the camp, you know, about the 

extermination. 

Esarey: But not until after the war was over? 
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Zemaitis: Not until after the war. What I think [is] the Nazis kept that pretty much under 

wraps, because I know that, in the afterwards, a lot of Germans could not 

believe that that was going on. They said, thatôs American propaganda. But, 

thatôs the German side. 

Esarey: And you left, the first chance you had. You emigrated when you had an 

opportunity to leave. 

Zemaitis: Yes. We had theéMy parents made a choice, you know, they had a choice. 

You could apply to several places for immigrate. Australia was taking people 

then. So, some of the Lithuanians immigrated to Australia. Some of them 

went to South America; Brazil was taking in quite a few people. A friend of 

mine, right here in Springfield, his parents emigrated from Germany to Brazil, 

some of them to Argentina. Canada was taking in refugees also, but they 

limited taking in people within a certain age. They chose people who were 

young enough to work in the forest, lumberjacks and stuff like that. So, they 

were not taking elderly people. The United States had no restrictions in that 

regard. I think the only restriction they had is you had to go to a screening 

process to see whether you had any connections with the Nazis. 

Esarey: Oh. 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: That was one of the questions that would be asked? 

Zemaitis: That was one of the questions. In other words, if somebody served in, letôs 

say, the German military, that was, they were not allowed to immigrate. 

Esarey: And I would guess that there would have been some Lithuanians or other 

countries, other immigrants, that possibly were conscripted into theð 

Zemaitis: Because, actuallyéSee, what happenedðand maybe jumping back to 1941ð 

Esarey: I knew we would jump back and forth. Thatôs okay. 

Zemaitis: In 1941, when Germany took over, kicked the Russians out, a lot of 

Lithuanian men wanted to volunteer. But they wouldnôt take them in. They 

say, ñWe donôt need any help. Weôre going to handle it ourselves.ò Again, 

remember, this was 1941.  

The German army moved through Lithuania like hot knife through 

butter. The Russian army were surrendering by thousands, not by single, but a 

whole army would drop their guns. That was back in 1941.  

I read, someplace that if the Germans would have treated Russian 

POWs (prisoners of war) as human beings, Russia would have lost. Basically, 

what it is, when they [the Germans] starved them [Russian POWs] to death, I 
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think basically the Russians used that as their propaganda for their own 

troops. They said, ñHey, if you want to live, you have to fight, or youôre going 

to die in a German prisoner of war camp.ò 

Esarey: Thatôs very effective, isnôt it? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. 

Esarey: I was hoping we wouldéYou have so many wonderful pictures. 

Zemaitis: What I wanted to ask you, if youð 

Esarey: If we could go through, and perhaps there are some stories connected with 

some of these pictures that we want to make sure we have in this interview. 

Weôve been talking for a while here, so letôs make sure we get some of these 

in. Then weôll take a break. 

Zemaitis: Oh, hereôs a picture of Vita, her mother, her brother and her dad in northern 

Germany. This is still during the year. This must be 1940. Itôs got to be 1944, 

I would say. 

Esarey: And what was happening then? 

Zemaitis: Thatôs when they were inéThis is just before the end of war. This picture, 

thatôs her dad. He was a Red Cross director for that region, in Germany after 

the war. So thatôs couples. Thatôs he and his staff. 

Esarey: These would be pictures in 1944? 

Zemaitis: Yeah. These are the pictures from 1944, right here. This is probablyéThis is 

ó46. This was a little bit later. 

Esarey: We have this wonderful picture with the Buick that went away. And are there 

any younger? 

Zemaitis: You would like to get up? 

Esarey: I would like to have that one, for sure. Is this a copy? 

Zemaitis: I believe so. Thatôs made from a negative. What Vita did, she got some 

pictures from Lithuania and then had them made. 

Esarey: When weôre through talking about the pictures, then weôll stop the recorder 

and weôll make sure we have the labels and the names for the pictures. 

Zemaitis: Okay. 

Esarey: Alright. What is that one? 
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Vita Zemaitis and family members: Agota Zubkus, Ignas Zubkus, Vita and 
Sigitas (1938-1939) 

Joseph Zubkus, Vitaôs father 
in his Lithuanian Army 
uniform, 1920ôs. 

Zemaitis: Okay. Thatôs Vita, her brother, her godfather and her grandmother. 

Esarey: And when 

was this 

taken? 

Zemaitis: This waséI 

think she must 

be about three 

years old. 

Esarey: Three years 

old. 

Zemaitis: This should be 

ó38, ó39, I 

would say. 

Esarey: And they 

were still in 

Lithuania?  

Zemaitis: Thatôs Lithuania. 

Esarey: Itôs always great to see the pictures of everybody when 

theyôre so young, the young pictures, pictures of 

children, when folks are very young. There are some 

pictures here that are immensely striking. Some of 

them quite old. 

Zemaitis: Some of them are quite old. 

Esarey: These are some oféWho is this? 

Zemaitis: Iôve got some pictures that go back toéOh, the other 

thing what I wanted to mention is this, thatéOkay, 

thatôs her father. He had to serve military duty in 

Lithuanian army. He was commissioned as a lieutenant 

doctor. 

Esarey: As a lieutenant doctor? 

Zemaitis: Lieutenant doctor. So thatôs him. Thatôs got to be in 

theéI donôt know [if]  theyôve got a year. Sometimes 

she has a year. 

Esarey: Well, I think pictures with Vita and maybe her parents. 


