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Respublikos Street Connection 

I first met Karolina in Altenberg, Germany, in July of  1979. We were participating in the “Study Days” segment of  the Fourth Lithuanian 
World Youth Congress, and Karolina, along with Jean Christophe 

Mončys, son of  the famous sculptor Antanas, and others were delegates 
from France. I had learned some French while a doctor-in-training in 
Montréal, so I was doing translation for members of  the group from 
Paris whose knowledge of  Lithuanian was limited. Afterwards, I lost 
contact with Karolina until many years later, when, walking down a 
street in Vilnius Old Town, I came across a bookstore specializing in 
French literature of  which she turned out to be owner. As described in 
the lead article of  this issue, Karolina is a member of  a family distin-
guished by operating a bookstore in Panevėžys for many years and also 
by the actions of  her grandfather, Juozas Masiulis, one of  the famed 
“book smugglers” who helped to maintain access to the Lithuanian writ-
ten word in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The Panevėžys book-
store was given back to the Masiulis family after 1991, and continues to 
be located on a main street in that city, at 21 Respublikos Street.  

If  one goes to Panevėžys on Google Maps and searches for “54” 
Respublikos Street, that second building is 400 meters away from the 
Masiulis bookstore, reported to be only an 5-minute walk. This second 
address is of  particular significance to my mother’s family. Her father, 
Dr. Stanislovas Mačiulis, was one of  3 surgeons who, along with a nurse, 
were pulled from their hospital operating room and brutally murdered 
by Soviet sympathizers; that event occurred on June 25th, 1941, at a 
time when the occupying Soviet army was in the process of  being driven 
out of  Lithuania by the Germans. Dr. Mačiulis had built, but not yet 
furnished, the large building at 54 Respublikos St. which he intended to 
use both as a residence and for office space. I don’t know if  my mother’s 
family knew the Masiulis family, or if  the Mačiulis sisters bought their 
schoolbooks there or browsed the latest novels from Europe, or if  Dr. 
Mačiulis treated the Masiulis children for any medical condition, but I 
would not be surprised if  this were so.  

A unique article in this issue is an analysis of  the important role that 
Lithuanian yeshivas played in Jewish religious history. We also describe 
Lithuanian Canadians who prospered in Ontario by raising tobacco, and 
a Norwegian architect who launched a widely read e-publication in 
Vilnius after the restoration of  independence. As springtime approaches, 
the storks return to Lithuania from winter migration. Learn about the 
old traditions of  Gandrinės or Day of  the Stork, and celebrate with 
some delicious carrot recipes. 

 
Jonas Daugirdas, Editor 
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Wondering about your Estate Plan? 

Remember the Draugas Foundation and 
assure the future of our Lithuanian-Amer- 
ican Press. Since 1992, the Foundation has 
served to sustain the Lithuanian language 
Draugas and now comes to the aid of 
Draugas News and Lithuanian Heritage as 
well. Over the years, it has supported capi-
tal improvements and invested in printing 
hardware and computers. When times 
were especially rough, it helped to pay op-
erating expenses. The Draugas Foundation 
is our lifeline and guarantor of the future 
of Draugas’s unique set of publications. 

For the Draugas Foundation to fulfill its 
mission, it needs your support and in-
volvement. A few legacy gifts of moderate 
size will ensure the health of Draugas 
News, Draugas, and Lithuanian Heritage 
for years to come. 

All donations are tax deductible. The 
Draugas Foundation (http://www.draugo- 
fondas.org) is a charitable, 501(c)(3) 
organization. You can write the foundation 
into your will by specifying: “Draugas 
Foundation,” EIN number: 36-3916303. 
For questions, please call: Marija Remiene, 
President, Draugas Foundation, 

tel. 773-585-9500. 
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63rd Street, Chicago, IL 60629-5532. Lithuanian Heritage is available as a bimonthly (six times 
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website or the back page of this magazine for subscription information. Copyright 2019 by the 
Lithuanian Catholic Press Society.
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About brother Vincas Žvingilas, 
MIC and a new book by his nephew 

I felt compelled to write and tell 
you how much I have been enjoying 
Lithuanian Heritage and Draugas 
News. My uncle, br. Vincas Žvingilas, 
MIC, a member of  the Marian Order, 
served as a pressman at Draugas from 
1933 to 1995, so I have a long con-
nection to Draugas’ history. I have a 
bit of  printer’s ink in my veins as well, 
perhaps dating from when uncle gave 
me a retired Draugas proof  press, type, 
ink and engraving blocks. More re-
cently, I have been writing and pub-
lishing a series of  illustrated historical 
and SAT (Student Aptitude Test) vo-
cabulary-building novels which draw 
upon my Lithuanian heritage, the most 
recent being “The Great Emerson Art 
Heist,” set in 1942 Gary, Indiana, and 
Chicago. The book is dedicated to “the 
Lithuanian people and the millions of  
innocent victims of  communist 
tyranny.” For information, please visit: 
www.dunelandpress.com.  

Also, Musiktidning is the national 
newsletter of  the American Union of  
Swedish Singers, of  which my wife, 
Ellen, is editor. A special issue from 
2019 contains my extended article 
about the Lithuanian and Latvian song 
festivals of  2018. Your readers can ac-
cess this at the following weblink: 
www.auss.org/musiktidning/Musik2019/
Musik-2019-spec-01.pdf 

Kendall Svengalis (Zvingilas) 
Guilford, Conn. 
 

Editor replies: Dear Kendall, Many 
thanks for your letter about your uncle 
and your new book. We were able to 
find this picture of  brother Žvingilas 
at his press station in Lituanus maga-
zine: 

Your book looks fascinating. Here 
is a photo of  the cover:  

Also, Kendall, your article about 
last year’s song festivals is wonderful, 
and has some great pictures. I would 
urge our readers to read it on the Web 
at the weblink given in your note. 

Corrections re article on Linas 
Johansonas 

I am writing on behalf  of  Irena 
Johansonas (mother of  Linas who was 
featured in Lithuanian Heritage mag-
azine, Nov/Dec 2018 issue, on page 
22). Mrs. Johansonas pointed out that 
there are some inaccuracies in the arti-
cle about her son and requested a cor-
rection: (1) Linas had a grandfather on 
the maternal side (not the paternal side) 
who was Col. Vaclovas Ancevičius in 
the Lithuanian Army; (2) Linas was 
born on August 28, not the 29th; (3) 
Linas’  mother Irena moved to Cleve-
land, Ohio from Worcester, Mass., 
rather than from Australia; (4) the pic-

ture caption showing Jerry Seinfeld 
should read, from the left, Linas’ sister 
Aldona, his mother Irena, Jerry Sein-
feld, and Linas. It would be appreciated 
if  these inaccuracies can be corrected. 
Thank you, 

Andrius Kubilius  
on behalf  of  Irena Johansonas 

Editor replies: Dear Mrs. Johansonas, 
our sincere apologies for the errors in 
the article. We do hope that its publi-
cation will show to the world what an 
important and patriotic person Linas 
was and how great a loss was his un-
timely death. We don’t have a special 
place to issue corrections, except for 
this letters to the editor page, and we 
hope that you will accept this method 
of  acknowledging our mistakes and 
hereby correcting them. 

Lottery prize: 
We are happy to submit this gift 

subscription to Draugas News and 
Lithuanian Heritage on behalf  of  Di-
ane Derr. Ms. Derr was the winner of  
this prize at the Philadelphia Mugė last 
November. What better way for Am-
ber Roots Lithuanian Heritage Club 
to spread knowledge of  Lithuanian 
heritage than with your publications? 
Ačiū for your wonderful Draugas 
News. Diane is looking forward to her 
first issues. A little side node: we look 
forward to our Draugas News and it is 
a fight to see who gets to read it first. 
The articles are informative, interesting, 
and promote the Lithuanian culture. 
And the pictures, as it is often said, 
speak a thousand words. Best regards, 

Kęstutis and Joyce Lukas 
Co-ordinators of the Amber Roots 
Lithuanian Heritage Club 

Heritage
Mailbox

We welcome letters and comments from 
our readers. Please address correspon-
dence 
to: Lithuanian Heritage, 
c/o Draugas News, 4545 W 63rd St., 
Chicago, IL 60629; Fax: 773-585-8284. 
email: draugolaikrastis@gmail.com  
Include your full name, address, and tele-
phone number or email address.  
Letters may be edited for space or clarity. 

Marian Brother Vincas Žvingilas (1908 –
1997) was the heart of Draugas. He worked 
there for forty-five years and operated the 
Linotype as well as other press equipment. 
(Lituanus, 2009; 55:4)

The Great Emerson Art Heist (book cover).



Written by Šarūnas Daugirdas 
 

Neuroscientist Urtė Neniškytė wins international 
“Women in Science” award 

On February 11th, 2019, Dr. Urtė Neniškytė, a neu-
roscientist at Vilnius University’s Life Sciences Centre, was 
selected to the International Rising Talents list by the L’O-
real Foundation and UNESCO For Women in Science as 
one of  15 women researchers showing extraordinary 
promise. Urtė studies early childhood brain anomalies that 
may be associated with the development of  mental illness. 
Specifically, she is interested in the presence of  “extra” 
synapses, or areas of  the brain where neurotransmitters 
transfer the signal from one neuron to the next. It seems 
that while the brain will often disable excessive synapses 
to promote more efficient signal conduction, in some 
cases these extra synapses remain intact. Urtė’s current 
project investigates the possible reasons for this phenom-
enon. She will receive her award during the International 
Rising Talents ceremony on March 14th in Paris.  

Lithuania ranks #1 in EU by proportion of  women 
scientists and engineers 

Also on February 11th (we forgot to mention February 
11th is the International Day of  Women and Girls in Sci-
ence!), Eurostat released a fun graphic showing the pro-
portion of  women scientists and engineers in every Eu-
ropean Union member state. Lithuania tops the list at 
57% and is one of  only five EU countries to have a higher 
proportion of  women than men in these fields (the EU 
average is 41%). The other four European Union countries 
in the “over 50% club” are Bulgaria (53%), Latvia (53%), 

Portugal (51%), and Denmark (just over 50%). At the 
bottom of  the list are Luxembourg (25%) and Hungary 
(25%). 

Lithuania in Top 10 in World Bank’s global Women’s 
Workplace Equality Index 

Perhaps of  additional and related interest, Lithuania 
currently ranks #8 in the world according to this index, 
which measures formal restrictions on women in the work-
place, with a score of  91.4 out of  100. For comparison, 
the United States ranks #20 with a score of  85.8. To see 
where other countries in the world rank on this list, visit 
www.cfr.org/interactive/legal-barriers/country-rankings. 

Urtė Neniškytė. (source: www.vu.lt)
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Note Lithuania is the highest, at 57%, on the far left. (source: 
www.ec.europa.eu/eurostat)

(source: Council on Foreign Relations)



Motorcyclist Karolis Mieliauksas rides to the coldest 
inhabited place on Earth 

In 2017, he rode his motorcycle across Lake Baikal, 
the deepest lake in the world (5,387 ft), in the middle of  
winter. This year, extreme adventure sport enthusiast Karo-
lis Mieliauskas is planning to ride 621 miles from Yakutsk 
to Oymyakon, two cities in northeastern Russian where 
February temperatures regularly dip down to –60 degrees 
Fahrenheit. All of  this is by design, says Karolis. During 
his interview with Popular Mechanics, he described the 
adventure as a test of  his ability to maintain presence of  
mind. In his words, “when I’m driving a motorcycle in 
such an environment, I have to be absolutely right here, 
right now…otherwise, it’s impossible, it really will become 
too cold.” Read his full interview with Popular Mechanics: 
www.popularmechanics.com/cars/motorcycles/a26065674/mo-
torcycle-across-siberia-karolis-mieliauskas. 

Chef  Danutė Senfeldienė launches “Baltic Bites” 
food truck in Raleigh, NC 

Born in Lithuania, she emigrated to the United States 
ten years ago. Late last year, chef  Danutė Senfeldienė 
opened the first-ever Lithuanian food truck in America, 
driven by a desire to share the cuisine of  her homeland 

with the local community in Raleigh, North Carolina. 
Danutė says she is motivated by the story of  her mother, 
who owned a restaurant back in Lithuania and made 
food that “everyone loved.” Danutė’s Baltic Bites menu 
includes chicken and spinach pastries, smoked beef  and 
turkey sausage, dark rye garlic bread, “lazy cake” and 
more. She runs the food truck with her friend Kent 
Lehman, whom she met while working out at the gym. 
For more information, check out this article about Baltic 
Bites by Greg Cox in the The News & Observer: www.new-
sobserver.com/living/article222932255.html.
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Top: Karolis Mieliauskas. (source: Popular Mechanics) Bottom: 
Map of Karolis’ trip across Siberia. (source: Google Maps)

Danutė Senfeldienė making pastries. (source: The News & Ob -
server)



A bookshop named after its 
founder, Juozas Masiulis, is situated 
in Panevėžys, capital of  the Aukš-
taitija (highlands) region in the 
northeast part of  the country. 
Opened in 1905, it is Lithuania’s old-
est continually operating bookstore. 

Juozas Masiulis was a knygnešys, 
which means “book carrier” in 
Lithuanian, but perhaps book 
“smuggler” more aptly describes the 
trade, because it involved moving 
books printed in the Lithuanian lan-
guage using the Latin alphabet, at a 
time when such books had been 
banned in reaction to the anti-czarist 
uprising of  1863. A very determined 
and clandestine resistance ensued. 
So-called book smugglers would 
travel to Lithuania Minor, especially 
the city of  Konigsberg (Karali-
aučiai), to obtain Lithuanian-lan-
guage books printed using the Latin 
alphabet, because in that region the 
publishing ban did not exist. Banned 
books were transported by the 

knygnešiai in improvised backpacks 
and distributed to all the parts of  
Lithuania. Directly or indirectly, the 
knygnešiai were aided by individuals, 
secret associations, and even political 
and national parties and movements. 

Juozas Masiulis was born in Še-
duva in 1866, son of  Izidorius and 
Veronika, into a family of  educated 
landowners. The exact date when 
Juozas commenced to smuggle 
books is not certain, but is believed 
to be during the mid 1880s, at a time 
when Juozas was still in his 20s. He 
and his best friend and partner 
Vladas Kuzma were members of  
the Garšviai network, founded in 
1875 by Jurgis Bielinis, a leader of  
the Lithuanian cultural resistance. 
There is a museum in Bielinis’ hon-
our at Garšviai, and the date of  his 
death, March 6, 1918, is celebrated 
as a memorial to all book carriers. 
Masiulis and Kuzma distributed 
books and magazines, many of  

which had been printed by Martynas 
Jankus in Tilžė in Lithuania Minor 
or in Bitėnai. The Garšviai network 
was under constant surveillance and 
pressure from the Russian governing 
authorities. Book smugglers were 
subject to internal exile or even de-
portation to distant Russian 
provinces, including Siberia. Masiulis 
and Kuzma were arrested on multi-
ple occasions but somehow always 
managed to escape and return to 
their appointed tasks. Another vital 
collaborator in this network was Fa-
ther Jonas Karbauskas, renowned 
book smuggler and eventually god-
father to Masiulis’ daughter Ona. 
Both Masiulis and Kuzma delivered 
books from under the table after 
daily Mass, or from discrete tents 
and kiosks where they would sell re-
ligious items such as pictures of  

Lithuania’s oldest bookstore
by Karolina Masiulytė Paliulienė

The bookstore as it appears today, at 21 Respublikos street.  (D. Baronienė, lžinios.lt)
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Advertisement for books printed in the 
Lithuanian language available at the Ma-
siulis bookstore; in the 1905 nr. 1 edition 
of Nedėldienio Skaitymas (Sunday Reader) 
newspaper.  It reads:  “Panevėžys Masiulis’ 
Lithuanian Bookstore.  New location at the 
Federavičėnės Building.  Selling all sorts 
of books, sheet music, and devotional 
items: rosaries, scapulars, and more.” 
(Panevėžys Regional Library, pav.lb).  



saints, rosaries, scapulars and ries-
tainiai to local folk and their chil-
dren. On occasion they also supplied 
arms to resistance fighters against 
the czarist regime. 
The interdiction of  Latin-alpha-

bet Lithuanian publications was 
lifted in 1904, having been found to 
be impossible to enforce. The fol-
lowing year, Juozas Masiulis opened 
up his bookstore, renting the first 
floor of  a building located at 21 Re-
spublikos street in Panevežys. The 
decision was timely, as a boom in 
the printing of  most everything in 
the Lithuanian language followed, 
including schoolbooks, calendars, 
and academic texts. In 1913, Russian 
language signage on the outside of  
the store was replaced with “J.J. Ma-
siulis” in Lithuanian. 
Juozas married Juozapotė Kuz-

maitė, the niece of  his partner 
Vladas. Juozapotė was born in 
Pumpėnai in 1888. Juozas and Juoza-
potė were blessed with two children, 
Ona, born in 1909 and Jonas, born 
in 1911.  
The onset of  the First World 

War arrested the further develop-

ment of  the bookshop, as Juozas 
and his family, like many other resi-
dents of  Panevėžys, were obliged by 
the Russian government to evacuate 
to Smolensk for the period of  
1915–1918. Why the evacuation? 
The Russians wanted to avoid risk-
ing that Lithuanians and the Jews 
who remained might be conscripted 
to serve in the German army. In the 
summer of  1918, Masiulis returned 
to Panevėžys, but was taken prisoner 
by the Bolsheviks. Eventually, he was 
released after friends and relatives 
paid a considerable bond, a fate 
shared by many other citizens.  
After 1918, publishing in 

Lithuanian once again began to 
flourish. Many Lithuanian newspa-
pers, such as Šviesa (the light), pub-
lished in Kaunas, were established. 
Freshly printed catalogues of  offer-
ings were made available to cus-
tomers; this allowed book sellers to 
order new editions. The Masiulis 
bookstore also published calendars 
in collaboration with people living 
on farms, games for children, and 
the writings of  local celebrity poets 
and prose writers such as Grigonis 
(Svirno Žvynės) and Juozas Čerke-
sas-Besparnis (Birbynė).  
Juozas and his wife were mem-

bers of  a number of  benevolent as-
sociations. They tried to ensure 
proper education not only for their 
children but also for their nephews 
and nieces. Juozas engaged youths 
from his hometown of  Šeduva to 
work as booksellers. His employees 
lived in quarters in the house above 
the bookstore as one large happy 
family. Juozapotė would prepare spe-
cial meals and cakes as well as social 
programs for everyone’s birth and 
name days. The employees working 
at the store were fondly called ‘Ma-
siuliukai,’ or little Masiulis folk. They 
would go to theatre and cinema to-
gether, with Juozas Masiulis provid-
ing the tickets. 

On the first floor of  the house 
adjacent to the library, Juozapotė cre-
ated and operated a clothing store. 
Juozas Masiulis was one of  the main 
benefactors of  the Cathedral of  
Christ the King. He and Juozapotė 
attended Mass regularly. Juozas 
would go every morning. On every 
March 19, the feast of  St Joseph, 
the firemens’ marching brass band 
would play in front of  the family 
house in honor of  its patron. 

After finishing secondary edu-
cation at the Balčikonis secondary 
school down the street, the Masiulis 
children went abroad for their uni-
versity education; Ona to Belgium 
for library science, and Jonas to Paris 
to study economics at the Sorbonne. 
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Lithuanian literature published by the book-
store in 1910.

Juozas Masiulis with employees of his 
bookshop, ca. 1925.

Juozas Masiulis with daughter Ona and 
son Jonas.



In 1932 Jonas met and married An-
gelė Jankauskaitė, born in 1905 in 
Paris to Lithuanian immigrants. The 
newlyweds would soon settle in 
Kaunas. A witness to their nuptials 
was the diplomat Juozas Urbšys, first 
secretary of  the Lithuanian Legation 
in Paris. Masiulis had procured var-
ious armaments for Juozas Urbšys 
for the anti-czarist campaign even 
while still a secondary school stu-
dent. Urbšys, who later served as 
Lithuania’s foreign minister, fondly 
and frequently mentions Juozas Ma-
siulis and his bookshop in his auto-
biography. 

In the late 1930s, Juozas’ daugh-
ter Ona became director of  the 
bookstore. Juozas Masiulis passed 
away in March of  1940, just before 
the initial Soviet occupation. Then 
the year 1941 brought the Nazi oc-
cupation which lasted for more than 
3 years, until reinvasion by the Sovi-
ets in 1944. At that time, local com-
munists informed Ona and Juoza-
potė (the author’s aunt and 
grandmother) that they were about 
to be deported to Siberia. As they 
fled, they left the doors to their 
home and library unlocked, telling 
relatives, employees and friends who 

remained to take everything, includ-
ing books, furniture, clothing and 
personal items, because the Bolshe-
viks would steal anything left behind. 
After a five year hiatus in the dis-
placed persons camps of  southern 
Germany, Juozapotė and Ona found 
refuge in the United States. They 
settled in Hartford Connecticut, 
where they joined the local Lithuan-
ian parish and community. Ona’s 
brother Jonas and his wife Angelė, 
their two children Petras and Sylvia, 
Angelė’s mother Elena Jankauskienė 
and sister Birutė, had fled Kaunas 
during the first occupation in 1940. 
They had been refused refuge in 
Switzerland, but found their way to 
Paris where they settled. Jonas joined 
the French foreign legion and served 
honourably in the 13th brigade of  
the French Freedom forces 
(founded by General Charles de 
Gaulle). Jonas was deployed to the 
front at the battle of  Alsace, and for 
this brave service he was awarded 
the War Medal of  the Cross. Jonas 
and Angelė had two more children 
while living in Paris, Laurynas and 
Karolina (author of  this report). 
On reinvasion of  Lithuania by 

Soviets in 1944, the Masiulis book-
shop was nationalized and officially 
renamed the Central Bookshop of  
Panevėžys. However, local residents 
persisted in referring to the enter-
prise as the Juozas Masiulis book-
store. One of  its former salesper-
sons, Valerija Paulevičiūtė, stayed on 
during the Soviet occupation period 
and was eventually appointed direc-
tor of  the shop. However, she re-
mained faithful to the spirit and the 
principles of  Juozas Masiulis, in that 
during her management there would 
be no selling of  atheistic literature. 
She was known to have ordered con-
siderable amounts of  Soviet litera-
ture, even to excess, much of  which 
she paid for from her own salary. 
With the help of  the church sac-
ristan, she would haul the Soviet 

propaganda to a rubbish disposal 
site. Whenever a genuine buyer for 
such literature would show up, she 
would politely inform them that 
those particular titles were in short 
supply. Valerija even received a 
Medal of  Comrade Lenin for being 
the best vendor of  Soviet literature 
in the entire city. In the present day 
bookstore, on the wall behind the 
cashier, one can view a photo of  
Valerija and her staff  during the So-
viet period. 
During my first visit to Lithua-

nia in the summer of  1977, I was 
accompanied by my brother Laury-
nas and father Jonas. My father had 
received permission from the Soviet 
authorities to come to Lithuania to 
visit his boyhood friend and Parisian 
roommate Juozas Miltinis. Miltinis 
had studied drama in Paris during 
the interwar period. Subsequently, 
during the occupation, he had be-
come a renowned director at the na-
tional theatre of  Panevėžys. During 
the post-war years my father and 
grandmother and I had sent count-
less books to him from Paris. 
My father requested Miltinis to 

accompany us to the bookstore un-
der the pretext of  wanting to buy a 
map of  the Soviet Union. Miltinis 
instantly understood our true mo-
tive. Once we entered the bookstore, 
we were overwhelmed with emotion. 
My father couldn’t resist introducing 
himself  to the cashier saying, “I am 
Jonas Masiulis.” Suddenly there was 
an explosion of  boundless joy, by 
us and by the personnel of  the shop. 
They went to look for old photo al-
bums and personal items. But then 
suddenly the KGB agent/driver rus-
tled us out the door and into the 
waiting official Zhiguli automobile. 
I had never seen my beloved father 
cry so hard, so relentlessly, and for 
such a long time during the two hour 
ride back to Vilnius. He had been 
born in that house and had been 
completely happy there. We still have 
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a photo from that visit of  the three 
of  us sitting on a bench in front of  
the shop’s main window.  
On Christmas Eve of  1991, 

shortly after the restoration of  in-
dependence had been declared, our 
father Jonas informed us that he had 
received notice from the Lithuanian 
authorities that they would be willing 
to restore ownership of  the book-
store to our family. Jonas visited 
Panevėžys numerous times in 1992 
to complete the very long and com-
plicated formalities. The director of  
the bookstore at the time, Apolonija 
Skaržauskienė, had very ably and loy-
ally served the shop for some 38 
years. Apolonija’s mother had been 
a supporter of  the resistance fight-
ers, or partisans, and Apolonija was 
very well informed about the prewar 
history of  Juozas Masiulis and that 
of  the bookstore. Apolonija was put 
under pressure by corrupt municipal 
officials to pass the building on to 
false owners through a suspicious 
resale process. She firmly and re-
peatedly refused, arguing that the 
rightful owners did exist, and that 
they would someday return. It is as 
though the bookshop had some spe-
cial, unearthly protection, with the 
sun shining down upon it at all times 
and under all circumstances. So, 
Apolonija Skaržauskienė was another 
one of  the bookshop’s guardian an-
gels, as she preserved and aided and 
witnessed the return of  the shop to 
our family as its rightful and historic 
owners. 
During the inauguration of  the 

newly renovated premises in 1995, 
90 years after its founding by his fa-
ther, Jonas Masiulis gave a poignant 
speech about the history of  the 
bookstore. The bookshop was once 
again known by absolutely everyone 
as “Juozo Masiulio Knygynas.” The 
bookstore is the symbol of  some-
thing perpetual and vibrant – some-
thing which cannot be erased or de-

stroyed. During his speech at the re-
opening of  the shop, Jonas unveiled 
an oil portrait of  his father Juozas 
which had been painted in the book-
shop before the war and which had 
been removed from its frame by 
Juozas’ beloved wife Juozapotė. Af-
ter the war, this portrait embarked 
on a very long and winding journey: 
from Lithuania, through Poland, to 
the refugee camps of  Germany, on 
to Connecticut, back to Geneva 
where my father was employed, back 
to Lithuania for restoration, again 
back to Geneva, and finally now, 
back to where it had always been 
meant to be, in a deserved place of  
honor in the bookstore 
The Masiulis bookstore is one 

of  the few bookshops in Lithuania 
which has remained independent 
and which does not belong to a large 
chain. We continue to maintain the 
widest possible assortment of  books 
of  all categories and from even the 
smallest editors. We provide school-
books and offer seminars to local 

schoolchildren, instructing them in 
what the purpose of  a bookshop is, 
when and how the written and 
printed word in the Lithuanian lan-
guage began, and who the book 
smugglers were and why they were 
needed. We happily send books by 
courier to Lithuanian émigrés living 
far away from Lithuania who do not 
want to lose the link to their lan-
guage and to their homeland. We 
regularly organize book presenta-
tions by authors. Internet commerce 
is reducing the readership of  books 
in general, but we continue to have 
faith in the printed word and the im-
portant role that our bookshop will 
continue to play for many years into 
the future.  
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students interested in learning French at the bookstore in 2017.  The portrait described 
of founder Juozas hangs on the wall at the right.



Route 195 cuts across the midsection of  New Jer-
sey. Travel eastward from the state capital of  
Trenton toward the Atlantic coast, take exit 28A 

for route 9A South and you’ll find yourself  in a rather 
nondescript section of  East Coast suburbia. Continue 
heading south, though, for a mere six miles and, without 
warning, everything begins to change. Wreaths on the 
doors are suddenly exchanged for mezuzot (small deco-
rative casings nailed to a doorpost containing a biblical 
passage hand calligraphed onto parchment); pick-up 
trucks make way for mini (and not-so-mini) vans; jeans, 
tee-shirts and baseball caps disappear as black dress 
slacks, white dress shirts, and black fedoras emerge in 
their place. You’ve entered Lakewood Township. A rap-
idly growing community whose culture is distinctly Jew-
ish – and distinctly Lithuanian. 

At the heart of  the Lakewood community is a pul-
sating institution of  higher learning called Beis Medrash 
Gavoha and informally referred to as the Lakewood 
Yeshiva. Unlike other institutions of  higher learning, 
the 6,500 men who attend the Lakewood Yeshiva, rang-
ing in age from eighteen until well into adulthood, offi-
cially study only one subject: Talmud, the massive and 
meandering redacted transcripts of  legal debates from 
the Babylonian academies of  Jewish Law dating from 
first few centuries of  the Common Era. And, in a man-
ner far more similar to nearby Princeton’s famed Institute 
for Advanced Study than to the average American un-
dergraduate or graduate program, the purpose of  Tal-

mudic study in Lakewood and in similar institutions 
throughout New York, Northern New Jersey, Philadel-
phia, Baltimore, Chicago, and Los Angeles is not the 
pursuit of  a degree or preparation for a profession. It is 
study for the sake of  study alone. 

To understand how these Yeshiva communities 
across the country and across the globe have emerged 
over the past century with the singular purpose of  pro-
moting and supporting Talmud study for men, one 
merely has to trace the history of  the Lakewood Yeshiva 
back to its roots in modern day Belarus – a region for-
ever cemented in the hearts and minds of  Jews as “Lita” 
or Lithuania. 

The Lakewood Yeshiva was officially launched in 
1942 as a kollel, a small Talmudic institute for young 
married men, located in White Plains, New York. Its 
founders were graduates of  a similar type of  institution 
in Kelmė, Lithuania who had emigrated to the United 
States several years earlier. With the arrival of  Rabbi 
Aharon Kotler a year later, it moved to its current loca-
tion in Lakewood, New Jersey and began its emergence 
as the pre-eminent institution of  Talmudic learning out-
side of  Israel.  

The American Yeshiva: Its Roots in Lithuanian 
Jewish Heritage
by Gil S. Perl

Men from the Lakewood Yeshiva on Tumelt Day, the day dedicated 
to finding a study partner. (Wikipedia, Shmaltz)

Rabbi Aharon Kotler addresses a fundraising dinner in 1956.
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Rabbi Kotler (1891–1962) was born in Śvisłač, in 
the South-West Grodno (Gardinas) region of  Belarus. 
Orphaned at an early age, he was raised by his uncle, a 
prominent rabbinic scholar who lived in Minsk. Hailed 
as a child prodigy, the young Aharon Kotler followed 
what had become the traditional path for Lithuanian 
Jewish boys who showed intellectual promise: he was 
sent to study in a Yeshiva, an academy of  Talmudic 
learning located in a remote, and therefore distraction-
free, hamlet in the Belarusian countryside. In Kotler’s 
case, the destination was the northern town of  Slabodka 
(Vilijampolė), today a suburb of  Kaunas [editor’s note:  
see map]. There, he studied for several years under the 
direction of  the Yeshiva’s famed head, Rabbi Moshe 
Mordechai Epstein (1866–1933). Epstein modeled his 
yeshiva in Slabodka after the one he himself  had at-
tended as a young man, located halfway between Minsk 
and Vilnius in the tiny town of  Vałožyn (Valažinas). 
And it is there, at the Etz Hayyim Yeshiva in Vałožyn, 
that the story of  today’s Yeshiva communities begins 

The act of  studying God’s word, referred to by Jews 
as Torah study, is as old as Judaism itself. The command 
to study and to teach is found in Deuteronomy 6:6-7 
and is repeated almost verbatim a few chapters later in 
Deuteronomy 11:18-19. So important are these verses 
in Jewish thought, practice, and law that both sets of  
verses are enshrined in the Shema prayer, which Jews 
recite three times daily. Through Judaism’s first few mil-
lennia, this command to study God’s word and to teach 
it to one’s children was fulfilled through the study of  
written Torah scrolls – parchment containing the Five 
Books of  Moses – accompanied by oral traditions which 
explicated the text, expanded it, and applied it to an 
ever changing geopolitical and social reality. By the sev-
enth century of  the Common Era, those oral traditions 
and the debates surrounding them had been compiled 
and edited into a massive sixty-three volume Aramaic 
text known as the Talmud. From then on, Talmud be-
came the primary object of  Jewish study. 

Despite the unquestioned and almost unrivaled im-
portance of  Talmudic study in the hierarchy of  tradi-
tional Jewish values, for most of  the Jewish community 
through most of  Jewish history it remained a rather 
elusive ideal. Jewish communities in the Middle Ages 
did succeed in educating their children – both boys and 
girls – to read and write Hebrew, and to be conversant 
in the basic stories and rituals at Judaism’s core. For the 
vast majority of  Jewish youngsters, however, this edu-
cation came to a halt at the age of  twelve for girls and 
at age thirteen for boys. At that point, girls took their 
place in the home, assisting and learning from their 
mothers, while boys began to learn a trade. Continued 

Torah study at that time took the form of  biblical verses 
and Talmudic passages recited as part of  prayer services, 
a short class in the evenings between the afternoon and 
nighttime prayers, or a homily delivered on Sabbath af-
ternoons. Intensive, full-time Talmud study, was largely 
limited to a tiny cadre of  precocious boys who showed 
an aptitude for continued study and whose families had 
the rare financial wherewithal to support such a path. 
Those boys were generally sent to a town where the 
local rabbi was known for his erudition. There they’d 
study together in the synagogue or in an annex known 
as a Beis Medrash (a House of  Study) and pay for room 
and board from the local householders. When a young 
man completed several years of  study, his rabbi-mentor 
would “ordain” him with a letter of  approbation, and 
he’d begin interviewing for his own rabbinic position at 
the helm of  a small Jewish community. 

The transformation of  these small rather ragged 
medieval yeshivas into the academic and cultural jug-
gernaut of  today, began in the environs of  Vilnius in 
the late 18th century. For several decades, the populist 
Hasidic movement, which placed an emphasis on spiri-
tuality and emotion over intellect and analysis, had been 
spreading with breathtaking speed through the Jewish 
communities of  Poland and Ukraine. In the lands of  
Lithuania, however, a movement of  opposition galva-
nized. Its rallying cry was a reminder to the populace 
that intensive, analytical Torah study had been a funda-
mental tenet of  traditional Judaism since its inception 
and that its de-emphasis in the Hasidic worldview, in 
favor of  more emotional and mystical connections with 
God, was tantamount to heresy. The figure most asso-
ciated with this position was a reclusive rabbinic genius 
living in Vilnius named Eliyahu ben Shlomo Zalman 

Not all yeshiva learning took place indoors. Here is another distin-
guished Lithuanian rabbi, Boruch Ber Leibowitz, who was educated 
at the Vałožyn yeshiva, and who was head of the yeshiva in Vili-
jampolė (Slobodka) teaching Talmud to his students in the woods.
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(Elijah son of  Solomon Zalman), also known as the 
Vilna Gaon. His erudition was unrivaled anywhere in 
the Jewish world and his opposition to Hasidism was 
unyielding and fierce. Following his death in 1797, much 
of  the Lithuanian community turned to one of  the few 
rabbinic scholars who had succeeded in establishing a 
long-term, personal connection with the almost hermetic 
Vilna Gaon, a man by the name of  Rabbi Hayyim of  
Vałožyn (1749-1821).  

Referred to as the great “student” of  the Vilna 
Gaon (the Vilna Gaon, who never taught in any educa-
tional institution and never held an official rabbinic po-
sition didn’t have any “students” in the classical sense 
of  the word), Rav Hayyim, as he is known, is most re-
sponsible for creating both the theological and institu-
tional framework that would translate the oppositional 
rhetoric of  Lithuania’s anti-Hasidic rabbinic establish-
ment into a full-fledged, sustainable movement. His 
work of  theology, entitled Nefesh Ha-Hayyim (published 
posthumously in 1823), offers biblical, Talmudic, and 
mystical support for the idea that Talmud study for its 
own sake (“Torah li-shmah”) is the ultimate act of  Jewish 
worship, an act responsible for nothing less than the 

sustenance of  the world. As such, it was critical for the 
Jewish community to develop means by which more 
young Jewish men could engage in such holy work, un-
fettered by the world’s profane distractions and unteth-
ered from the necessity of  securing financial support.  

Thus, in 1802, Rabbi Hayyim of  Vałožyn circulated 
a letter in which he set out of  a vision for a new type of  
yeshiva. Unlike the yeshivas of  old, which were located 
mainly in large cities (because the large cities could 
afford to hire the most respected scholars and a yeshiva 
was no more than a cluster of  students who came to 
study with a rabbi of  note), Rav Hayyim’s yeshiva would 
be founded in his hometown rural hamlet of  Vałožyn 
(Valažinas). There, young men from all over the world 
would gather to learn in a place dedicated for study, 
with faculty hired specifically for that purpose, and with 
a curriculum designed to achieve specific aims. What’s 
more, as this yeshiva would be there to serve the religious 
aims of  the global Jewish community, its support would 
come from the entirety of  the Jewish community as 
well. Through a system of  emissaries throughout the 
Jewish world, Rav Hayyim would raise the funds neces-
sary to pay the school’s faculty and to provide room 

Major yeshivas in Lithuania and surrounding territory at the beginning of the 20th century. (modified from Google maps)
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and board to the its students, lest admissions be limited 
to the wealthy few. 

In 1806, the building of  the Etz Hayyim (Tree of  
Life) Yeshiva in Vałožyn opened with Rav Hayyim at its 
head. In 1854, Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin (1816-
1893), husband of  Rav Hayyim of  Vałožyn’s grand-
daughter, took over the reigns of  the institution, a po-
sition he’d hold until its closing in 1891. Under his 
guidance, hundreds of  young men flocked to the yeshiva 
each year in fulfillment of  a Jewish ideal that had been 
yearned for, yet largely unattained, in centuries past: 
full-time, intensive, Talmud study.  

By 1815, a similar institution opened 100 kilometers 
to the south of  Vałožyn (Valažinas) in the Belarusian 
town of  Mir (Myrius). Over the next few decades the 
model would be copied over and again, as “new” 
yeshivas opened in Telšiai (Telshe), Vilijampolė (Sla-
bodka), Slutsk (Sluckas), Eišiškės (Eisheshok), Lumza 
(Lomža), Raduń, Kamenetz (Podolės Kamenecas), and 
Novhardik (Naugardas), to name a few. 

Perhaps greater than their impact on the education 
of  Polish and Lithuanian Jewry (after all, a few thousand 
students in a population that numbered close to 5 million 
in 1900, is still rather insignificant), was the impact of  
these institutions on its culture. Everything from the 
political structure (where Heads of  the Yeshiva emerged 
as a powerful communal leaders), to the marriage market 
(where Yeshiva students supplanted the scions of  
wealthy families as the most desired grooms), and the 
role of  Jewish women (who were excluded from actual 
study in the yeshiva, but charged with supporting it by 
earning a living and by raising children who yearned for 
a life of  Torah study) recalibrated in response to the 
rise of  the yeshivas. 

Much as the influence of  elite universities in the 
United States today can be felt everywhere from daycare 
centers to recreational soccer fields, and massive 

amounts of  resources are aimed at the highly unlikely 
scenario of  a student gaining acceptance to its hallowed 
halls, so too the yeshivas in Lithuania exercised an out-
sized influence on the social and cultural life of  19th 
century Lithuanian Jewry. 

When, in the late 19th and early 20th century, Jews 
from the lands of  Poland and Lithuania began fleeing 
persecution to the shores of  the United States, it is not 
surprising that they sought to bring their treasured cul-
ture along with them. Thus, in 1943, Rabbi Aharon 
Kotler sought an American “hamlet” that would ap-
proximate his experience in Slabodka (Vilijampolė) and 
his teacher’s experience in Vałožyn. There, amidst what 
was then farmland in central New Jersey, he would 
create an oasis of  Talmud study, which would allow 
large numbers of  American young men to engage in 
the ultimate Jewish act, free of  the distractions of  the 
big city and the burden of  financial responsibility. And, 
as happened a century earlier in Belarus, a community 
emerged around this new yeshiva, in which the ideal of  
full-time Torah study infused every aspect of  social, 
cultural, and religious life. Much like its predecessor in 
Vałožyn, the Lakewood Yeshiva then spawned offspring 
which dot the landscape of  today’s American Jewish 
community. While each one looks a little different and 
all have adopted elements of  modernity that would 
never have been seen in their progenitors, all remain 
steadfastly committed to carrying forth the legacy of  
their distinctly Lithuanian Jewish heritage into the 21st 
century. 

 
Rabbi Gil S. Perl is a noted author on topics of Jewish religious 
history and Torah Scholarship and is current Head of the Kohelet 
Yeshiva in Merion Station, Pennsylvania. 

Current day student at Yeshivas Ner Isroel, located at Pikesville, 
MD. (Wikipedia, Rippey3m)
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Although I was born and raised 
in Toronto, which always had the 
largest concentration of  Lithuanians 
in Canada, I did have close ties to 
what we called “the farms.” My par-
ents were allowed entry into Canada 
from a refugee camp in Germany be-
cause they were sponsored by my fa-
ther’s sister, Aunt Elena, whose hus-
band Mykolas Tuinyla owned the 
Stoddard Hotel in the town of  Delhi 
(see map). The Tuinylas eventually 
acquired several tobacco farms in the 
area. As children, my sister and I spent 
our summers at “Tetutės” house on 
the outskirts of  Simcoe (located just 
east of  Delhi), where my aunt Elena 
and her husband lived after selling the 
hotel. As we grew up, we knew and 

remembered many names in the 
Delhi community, and remained con-
nected to it by marriage. 

Back in 1952, the Delhi chapter 
of  the Lithuanian Canadian Com-
munity, which included several 
towns in the area, represented as 
many as 2000 Lithuanians. The re-
gion could boast a Lithuanian folk 
dance group, a Lithuanian Saturday 
school and even a Farmers’ Club 
(Ūkininkų klubas). Most of  the 
Lithuanians living there were eco-
nomic refugees who had arrived 
during the Depression, several 
decades earlier than the DPs (dis-
placed persons).  

My sister Virginia met Vitas 
Mikėnas in Toronto, where he had 

come for his higher education. Vi-
tas and his sister Birutė (Bertha) 
were both born around 1940 in 
Tillsonburg, a town just west of  
Delhi. Their father Zigmas and 
mother Alfonsa Kuzmaitė were 
hard-working immigrants, whose 
story is typical of  the Lithuanians 
who had settled in Southern On-
tario in the 1930s. At the time, Till-
sonburg was famous as a tobacco 
town, as lamented in the lyrics of  a 
song of  the same name by Cana-
dian country star Stompin’ Tom 
Connors: “Tillsonburg… my back 
still aches when I hear that word.” 
(https://youtu.be/v6EiYbRTv4M)  

Brother and sister continued 
their education in Toronto. Birutė 

at Ryerson University, Vitas at the 
University of  Toronto. She worked 
in Toronto, then moved back to Till-

A Tobacco Farmer’s Life
by Ramūnė Sakalas-Jonaitis

Delhi, Ontario (blue marker), located between the cities of London and Hamilton. Tillson-
burg is about 12 miles to the west of Delhi, and Simcoe a similar distance to the east.

Birutė Mikėnas in a tobacco field, 1956. 
(Mikėnas family archive)
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sonburg where she married and 
raised a family, worked and then re-
tired. Vitas continued his studies at 
the University of  Illinois (Urbana), 
after which he was employed in New 
Jersey and later in Florida where he 
retired. 

I asked Vitas for more details 
about his father Zigmas’ life. Zigmas, 
from Ramygala, Lithuania, was one 
of  many siblings in a family that was 
struggling to make ends meet in 
Lithuania. Accordingly, his parents 
encouraged him to go abroad. It 
seemed relatively easy to immigrate 
to Canada, because able-bodied peo-
ple were welcomed there at the time 
to provide needed labor. In 1929, 
Zigmas arrived in Toronto looking 
for work, but was disappointed to 
find that jobs were non-existent. He 
was forced to lead the rough life of  
a hobo, often having to beg for food 
and endure beatings and rejection. 
He would ride trains across Canada, 
looking for work. Eventually, Zigmas 
landed a job as a farmhand on a dairy 
farm near Saskatoon and worked 
there for about 9 years, sending 
money back to his family in Lithua-
nia. Somehow he heard that there 
were Lithuanians successfully grow-
ing tobacco in Southern Ontario, so 
he decided to go there. Zigmas knew 
something about growing tobacco, 
because tobacco apparently had been 
cultivated in certain parts of  Lithua-
nia. Zigmas managed to get back to 
Ontario and began sharecropping 
with a distant relative, Antanas 
Masys. 

As new sharecroppers, Zigmas 
and Antanas realized they needed 
someone to cook and clean for 
them… They decided that one of  
them had to go back to Lithuania 
and find a wife. Antanas was bald at 
the time, while Zigmas had a full 
head of  hair, so they decided that 
Zigmas would have better chances 
as a suitor. Zigmas travelled back to 

his home town near Panevėžys and 
made a good impression as a return-
ing “amerikonas” in his suit and El-
gin watch (which he always remem-
bered to wear). He knew the Kuzmas 
family, and their daughter, Alfonsa, 
who was eminently marriageable, 
having reached the age of  25. Zig-
mas, at age 45, was considered a 
good prospect. After a whirlwind 
courtship, the two married in Feb-
ruary of  1939. Soon thereafter, Zig-
mas went back to Canada, to partic-
ipate in seasonal work on the farm. 
Alfonsa, now pregnant, followed, ar-
riving in June. She had managed to 
get together sufficient money for the 
ship’s fare, and came across the At-
lantic in steerage. The trip was a hor-
ror she never forgot because of  her 
pregnancy, plus the stench of  the an-
imals being transported, which made 
her sick throughout the voyage.  

Alfonsa arrived at Pier 21 in Hal-
ifax, Nova Scotia, the Canadian 
equivalent of  Ellis Island, and man-
aged to find the train to Toronto. 

Zigmas met her at Union station. 
She was shocked to see that Zigmas 
was now completely bald, albeit tem-
porarily – it was due to treatment for 
a case of  lice. But he now looked far 
older than she had remembered. Ar-
riving at the farmstead, Alfonsa 
found none of  the luxuries that Zig-
mas had promised, such as running 
water and indoor plumbing. But at 
this point, there was no recourse for 
her except to stay. Life was not easy, 
but kindly neighbors helped her, and 
taught her how to cook and launder 
for a gang of  workers and to help 
run the sizeable farm, one of  the 
largest in the area that was owned 
by local Lithuanians. 

Although Vitas never worked the 
farm himself, he remembers that to-
bacco farming was very hard work, 
and success depended on the whims 
of  the weather, with the possibility 
of  hail, drought or frost ruining the 
crops. Plus there was the risk of  fun-
gus or cutworm attacks on the plants, 
and of  other diseases and fires. To-
bacco farming was a high risk en-
deavor – but the rewards could be 
considerable. Contrary to informa-
tion from some sources, insurance 
did not reduce the risk to any great 
degree. Some farmers used irrigation 
to ensure better crops, but this was 
a labor intensive process, as it re-
quired creation of  an irrigation pond 
and installation of  piping, and heavy 
machinery which had to be moved 
from field to field. 

Zigmas (known as Jim or 
Džimis) used to hire workers in town 
for planting in May and then for 
weeding in June and July. Work on 
the tobacco farm continued through 
late July, with topping (cutting the 
blossoms off) and suckering. Spray-
ing for bugs and fungus required hir-
ing a “spray-cropper” plane. Har-
vesting began in mid-August, and 
farmers would rush to get all of  their 
tobacco leaves harvested before the 

Alfonsa and Zigmas Mikėnai, June 1957.
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first frost in September. Six primers 
would pick the leaves, transferring 
them into huge carts managed by a 
“boat” driver. Four leaf-handlers 
would pass bunches of  leaves to two 
tyers, who tied the leaves to sticks to 
be picked up by a loader and then a 
kiln-stacker. A cureman would be on 
duty to keep gas burners going and 
the kilns (pronounced “kills”) at the 
right temperature, 24 hours a day. 

The work gang was paid per kiln, 
by the acre or by the hour. Six kilns 
took 5 or 6 days to cure, then the 
sticks of  leaves were taken out and 
stacked onto a wagon, then piled into 
the barn. Buyers would come to take 
sample sticks, one from each kiln. 

Of  course the better sticks were al-
ways placed at edges for easier ac-
cess... In October it would take three 
to four days per kiln to take leaves 
off  the sticks, grade them by color, 
put each color in a separate bale, and 
mark it. The bales were then deliv-
ered to a warehouse for the tobacco 
companies located in Tillsonburg. 
There the dealers would weigh the 
bales and finally – write the farmer a 
check. 

The actual buyers would come 
from the Carolinas in winter, to be 
wined and dined and given gifts of  
ducks, turkeys or liquor – encour-
agement to give the farmers better 
prices. Later the market turned to 
blind bidding in a Dutch auction, 
where tobacco was bid on in lots, 
going down by ¼ cent from a top 
price, for example 90 cents per 
pound, with each buyer pressing a 
button to select their preferred price. 

The Lithuanian aspect of  the 
lives of  tobacco farmers like “Jim” 
Mikėnas was a given. The English 
language was just for work, and it 
was natural to feel at home with 
other Lithuanians sharing friends, 
songs, and food. The Lithuanian to-

bacco farmers started a lietuvių 
klubas and even bought a hall, but 
nothing came of  it, probably because 
all their energy was spent on farming. 
I remember events at the local Hun-
garian Hall, popularly known among 
our people as the “Ungarų halė.” The 
Mikėnai were known for their annual 
picnics (gegužinės), drawing around 
400 locals with food, drink, music 
and a huge dance platform strung 
with lights. 

The Lithuanian connection also 
remained strong thanks to weekly 
Masses at St. Casimir’s Church on 
Talbot Street in Delhi, where the pas-
tor was Rev. Dr. Jonas Gutauskas, a 
long-time family friend, and in later 
years, Monsignor Jonas Staškevičius. 
Before St. Casimir’s, some locals re-
member attending Lithuanian Mass 
in the town of  Courtland, halfway 
between Delhi and Tillsonburg. 

Today, with the decline of  the 
tobacco market and the younger gen-
eration escaping to urban centers, 
farmers in Southern Ontario have 
turned to other crops, such as soy-
beans and ginseng. The pages of  the 
“Lithuanian tobacco story” now live 
on mostly in the memories of  de-
scendants of  the Lithuanian tobacco 
farmers and their friends.  

Zigmas Mikėnas beside a tobacco "boat“ 
on his farm in Tillsonburg, Ontario.

Workers loading a tobacco kiln.
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LH: Could you give a brief history of your family and 
how they wound up in Canada? 

SB: My mother, Elena Morkūnaitė (1923–2018), 
and father, Juozas Bersėnas (1911–1986), were born in 
Lithuania but did not meet until they immigrated to 
Canada after World War II. Both fled Lithuania in 1944 
to escape the raging battle at the Eastern front between 
the retreating German and advancing Russian armies. 
After the war, my parents were among 165,000 so-called 
‘displaced persons’ (DPs) admitted to Canada as contract 
workers to bolster its burgeoning post-WWII economy. 
My mother worked as a nurses aide at the psychiatric 
hospital in Whitby, Ontario, for the duration of  her 
contract. My father worked at a dairy farm near Belleville 
and a metal casting plant in Welland where his brother’s 
family had settled. When they had fulfilled their con-
tractual obligations to Canada’s Ministry of  Labor, my 
mother and father moved to Toronto, where they met. 

LH: How did your family get into tobacco farming? 
SB: Both parents grew up on farms – my mother 

near Joniškis and my father in the Kėdainiai region – so 

they were familiar with the demands and appeal of  
farming as a way of  life. A specialist in animal husbandry 
and flax production with a knack for management, my 
father’s education and work experience in Lithuania pre-
pared him well for running a farm. He had even grown 
tobacco on a farm near Kelmė where he ran the flax 
factory and the lumber cooperative. 

When he arrived in Canada in 1948, my father was 
37 years old. Without English proficiency and a sought-
after profession or trade, he soon realized that even in 
a big city such as Toronto, his employment options were 
limited to the steady but modest wages of  entry-level 
factory jobs. Eager to supplement his earnings at the 
Nestlé chocolate plant where he was then employed, he 
and other DPs gravitated toward well-paying seasonal 
jobs on southwestern Ontario tobacco farms owned 
and operated by the preceding wave of  Lithuanian im-
migrants who had settled the area in the 1920s and ’30s, 
during the nascent stages of  Canada’s tobacco industry. 
Somewhere between Toronto and the tobacco fields of  
southwestern Ontario, my father (who wore old suits 
as work clothes and, on his tractor, reminded me of  
Eddie Albert in the sitcom “Green Acres”) had his own 
‘farm-living-is-the-life-for-me’ moment.  

By the 1950s, established Lithuanian farmers who 
had been growing tobacco for a couple of  decades were 
ready to retire. When he learned that the owners of  a 
picturesque 125-acre tobacco and apple farm overlook-
ing the Thames River valley southwest of  London were 
looking for a buyer, my father persuaded a group of  
friends and relatives to pool their savings and to buy 
the property. According to the terms of  their partnership 
agreement, my father would live on and run the farm. 
The investors could keep their day jobs and help out 
when possible. My mother agreed to move to the farm 
to become their šeimininkė or housekeeper.  

Hiring this hardworking, resourceful young woman, 
12 years his junior, was the second wisest decision my 
father would make – asking her to marry him, being 
the first one. Not only was my mother a great cook and 
talented homemaker, she was equally skilled and willing 
to undertake a sizable share of  the strenuous day-to-
day work of  running the mixed farm: from milking the 
cows and tending to the other animals and garden to 
assisting in the apple orchards and tobacco fields. When 

Growing up Lithuanian on a Tobacco Farm
an interview with Sigita Bersėnas Balzekas

Background: Sigita’s parents owned a tobacco and apple farm 
near Mt. Brydges, Ontario, from the early 1950s until the late 
1970s, when the farm was expropriated for the construction 
of a divided-lane highway linking Sarnia and London. 

An aerial view of the Bersėnas family farm as it appeared in the 
mid 1970s. Now, Highway 402 runs from left to right through the 
center of the property.
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the first two bumpy years produced low yields and the 
investors voted to dissolve the partnership and withdraw 
their funds, my father was left scrambling to find a way 
to buy them out. During this time, my mother remained 
his silent and stalwart partner in the venture. No doubt 
her talents and commitment to this enterprise, as much 
as my father’s, helped earn the trust of  the person who 
finally agreed to underwrite their loan – the Canadian 
lawyer who had drafted the original farm purchase agree-
ment. 

LH: What is unique about tobacco farming?  Are there 
any particular difficulties in growing tobacco leaves?  
Curing and preparing them for market?  Could you 
summarize the process? 

SB: Tobacco is considered a cash crop, capable of  
high yields and earnings, provided the weather cooper-
ates. The fast-growing plant grows up to 5 feet tall and 
produces 16 to 20 large, elliptic leaves. The plant thrives 
in well-drained, sandy loam soil and a temperate climate. 
In Canada, such growing conditions are found in the 
region known as the ‘tobacco belt’: the lands along the 
northern shore of  Lake Erie encompassing communities 
such as Delhi, Tillsonburg, Aylmer, Mt. Brydges, Glen-
coe, and Rodney. Farmers here primarily grew ‘bright-
leaf,’ also known as ‘flue-cured’ tobacco, for making 
cigarettes. To enhance the sugars and taste, the leaves 
of  each plant were harvested progressively as they 
ripened, 2 or 3 at a time, from the ‘sand leaves’ at the 
base of  the stalk to the ‘tips’ at the top.  

Tobacco’s vulnerability to frost necessitated starting 
the seeds indoors by late March in large greenhouse 
planting beds. In late May, when the risk of  frost had 
passed and the fields had been plowed,  tilled and fertil-

ized, the seedlings were pulled by hand and transplanted 
outdoors in long, evenly spaced rows. As they grew, the 
plants were hoed and sprayed to control weeds, endemic 
diseases, and pests. If  needed, the crops would be irri-
gated to ensure steady growth. At maturity, the plants 
produced a pink flower resembling the related orna-
mental Nicotiana alata. The blooms were ‘topped’ or 
snapped off  by hand and any suckers (suckers are axillary 
leaves or shoots that can form at the axils of  the main 
leaves when the flower is removed from the stalk and 
the upward growth is disrupted) similarly removed to 
encourage the growth and maturation of  the remaining 
leaves. 

Harvesting consisted of  ‘priming’ or picking the 
leaves in the field; transporting them from the field to 
the kiln area; tying (later sewing) leaf  stems together 
onto long lath sticks; and hanging the leaf-laden sticks 
on tiered racks inside kilns. It took one work day, one 
day’s wages, and 1,200 sticks to fill a kiln. Once filled, 
the kilns were heated with fuel-powered burners for 
3–5 days, until the leaves turned golden in color and 
had sufficiently dried. Cured leaves would be removed 
from the kilns and neatly stacked in tall piles inside a 
(tobacco barn so the kilns could be reused. (A silent 
British Pathé film from 1947 called the “Canadian To-
bacco Crop” shows the harvesting process prior to 
mechanization:  https://youtu.be/H-tMvE-u6-0). When the 
last leaves were picked and cured, the leaves were 
‘stripped’ or sorted by grade and baled for the tobacco 
auction in Delhi.  

In the ’50s, harvest work crews consisted of  15–17 
people many of  whom were migrant workers from cities 
or other provinces and who would need to be boarded 
and fed. That Herculean task fell to my mother. Al-

Elena Bersėnas reaches for the top of a tobacco blossom as hus-
band Juozas looks on.

Planting tobacco with a mechanized planter pulled by a team of 
horses in the early 1950s.
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though some of  the steps of  taking the plant from seed 
to market were gradually mechanized and the number 
of  workers reduced, from 1950s to the mid ’70s, when 
my parents grew the crop, and up to the early ’80s, 
when I worked in the harvest, tobacco farming was re-
garded as labor-intensive and even backbreaking work 
and, consequently, paid well.  

LH:  On your family farm you grew both apples and 
tobacco. Was this unusual?  Did tobacco farmers usually 
grow other crops?  

SB: By necessity, tobacco farmers had to grow other 
crops such as winter wheat or soy beans in their tobacco 
fields in order to replenish the nutrients tobacco depleted 
from the soil and to mitigate soil-borne diseases and 
pests through the practice of  crop rotation. Further-
more, a marketing quota system controlled how much 
tobacco each farmer could grow. From what I recall, 
my parents only grew around 20 acres of  tobacco, which 
was the amount that one farm with seven kilns and one 
tobacco crew could reasonably harvest in a growing 
season. As it is, we rarely took a day off  during that 
time. 

Tobacco and apples, although an uncommon pair-
ing, is not an unworkable one. In the spring, apple tree 
pruning preceded tobacco sowing, and at the end of  
the season, the tobacco harvest typically ended when 
the apple harvest was just getting underway. By mid-
October, when the apples were picked and either sold 
or placed into cold storage to sell through the winter, 
the work of  sorting, grading and baling the tobacco for 
auction would begin. Ideally, the bulk of  the work would 
end by Christmas, although the farm animals needed 
attention year round.  

For my parents, having apples and tobacco certainly 
meant considerably more work. But combining the crops 
also provided additional income and a cushion in case 
one or the other crop faltered. Besides, it was lovely to 
have an orchard on our farm, especially in spring when 
the trees would bloom and scent of  blossoms would 
waft through the air. We also grew some heirloom vari-
eties. Ours was not the only unusual combination of  
crops, however. Our closest Lithuanian neighbors, the 
Valaitis family, raised turkeys in addition to growing to-
bacco! 

LH:  When you were a kid, what were your responsibil-
ities on the farm?  Was it hard work?  What were things 
about it that you liked, and what were things that you 
found hard?  

SB: I couldn’t imagine a more idyllic childhood than 
the one I had growing up on our farm. There were 
enough fields, forests, streams, pastures, and barns to 
keep a curious kid with scant supervision busy from 
morning to night. My parents had also succeeded in 
recreating a traditional Lithuanian homestead on our 
farm, so there was never a shortage of  delicious hams, 
sausages, cheese, and home-baked Lithuanian bread to 
indulge in.     

But during the busiest season, the tobacco harvest, 
it was all hands on deck, even little ones. Whether in 
the kitchen or in the fields, we were expected to help 
out and willingly did so. We were paid for our work, but 
required to save our money for college. Our jobs were 
commensurate with our abilities, but not necessarily our 
ages. Consequently, we got to drive tractors and trucks 
far earlier than most and assumed weighty responsibili-
ties such as supervising and setting the pace and example 
for workers who were older than we were. Some of  the 
work was very hard, such as hoeing, carrying and as-
sembling steel irrigation pipes, standing and working at 
the tobacco tying machine all day, and priming. [Editor’s 
note: see inside back cover of  this issue of  LH]. At 
times, the conditions could be unpleasant. Whether out 
in the field or inside the kiln, in the morning or on a 
rainy day, brushing past wet, cold tobacco leaves felt 
like a slap in the face. All that being said, even though 
my scarred hands and arthritic joints do not share my 
enthusiasm, to this day I prefer the satisfaction of  rig-
orous manual labor to sitting in meetings or working at 
a computer. 

I fondly remember the many people – some real 
characters – who worked for my parents over the years, 
including many Lithuanians. In addition to family friends 
and relatives, some were first-wave immigrants, who Sigita next to a tobacco plant.
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spoke Lithuanian with endearing dialects using archaic 
diction that predated the standardized Lithuanian spoken 
after World War I. Most of  the Lithuanians were DPs, 
like my parents. Some of  the itinerant men – confirmed 
bachelors or men whose families were left behind in 
Lithuania – would spend Christmas with us. I believe 
one of  the men – Mr. Cibulskis whose last name means 
‘onion’ in Lithuanian – even turned up in Canadian au-
thor Antanas Šileika’s autobiography, Buying on Time 
(Ontario, 1997, Porcupine’s Quill). Mrs. Matilda Už-
ravis, whom we called “Babū” and who was my mother’s 
indispensable helper in the kitchen, was so beloved that 
she became our surrogate grandmother and my parents’ 
wise and soulful confidant well after we sold our farm. 

LH: What were the relationships among Lithuanian 
Canadians working tobacco farms?  Did they get to-
gether socially?  Help each other out financially?  Did 
you play with children of other tobacco farmers in your 
area?  

SB: Lithuanian farmers helped each other immensely 
and formed tightly knit communities. I am not sure to 
what extent they helped each other  financially, but 
know they generously supported their local Lithuanian 
churches and communities as well as Canada’s Lithuan-
ian community at large. They established Lithuanian 
heritage schools for their children and maintained local 
chapters of  Bendruomenė, the Canadian Lithuanian Com-
munity. Tobacco farmers, including Vincas Ignaitis and 
my father, helped establish Kanados Lietuvių Fondas, the 
Canadian Lithuanian Foundation. 

Our Lithuanian neighbors carpooled children to 
Lithuanian Saturday school classes, folk-dance practices, 
and other social activities. They exchanged what they 
grew in their gardens and what they baked or preserved 
in their kitchens. Although not farmers themselves, 
Lithuanian friends and relatives, who lived in London, 
Detroit or Toronto, would work on the farm during the 
tobacco harvest, or come and help out during summer 
vacation or the fall apple-picking season.  

There weren’t many Lithuanian farming families in 
our area and our farms were a few miles a part. We 
mainly interacted with other Lithuanian farm kids while 
carpooling to Lithuanian school and other activities or 
when our parents would visit each other’s farms. Our 
closest Lithuanian neighbors were the Valaitis family, 
and they lived 2.5 miles away. I fondly recall many parties 
and holidays at our respective homes and a lot of  baked 
goods, apples, and turkey eggs exchanged between the 
two households. We even shared a tobacco harvest crew 

for a couple of  seasons. Their kids were closer in age to 
my older siblings, and they definitely chummed around. 

LH: What Lithuanian communities in Canada did you  
interact with?  How far away were they?  How oen did 
you travel to the bigger cities for Lithuanian activities?  
Were you involved in Canadian Lithuanian youth 
groups?  

SB: Our closest Lithuanian community was in Lon-
don, Ontario, 15 miles away. We belonged to the Our 
Lady of  Šiluva Church, which was the heart of  our 
social world. We attended Lithuanian School in London, 
as well as many commemorations, conferences, and cel-
ebrations including cross-cultural events and parades 
showcasing the City of  London’s ethnic communities. 
We hosted several gegužinės or picnics on our farm, in-
cluding a Lithuanian Student Association campout at-
tended by students coming from as far away as Detroit, 
Toronto, and Cleveland. My father was active in several 
organizations, including the Canadian Lithuanian Com-
munity and the Lithuanian Foundation, and made regular 
trips to Toronto, which was two hours away, for meetings 
and other events. Trips to Chicago and points more 
distant, such as Montreal, were reserved for weddings, 
World Lithuanian Day celebrations, congresses, song 
and dance festivals, and other special occasions.  

LH: To your knowledge, are the Lithuanian-run tobacco 
farms in Canada still in operation today?  If not, what 
happened to them?  

SB: Canada has a tax-payer sponsored universal 
health care system. When the deleterious health effects 
of  tobacco consumption were exposed, apparently the 
government of  Ontario weighed the tax revenue and 
employment benefits of  growing tobacco against the 
costs of  treating chronic, smoking-related diseases – 
namely lung cancer, emphysema, and heart disease – 
and developed programs and incentives to reduce to-
bacco consumption and production in the province. 
Most of  the Lithuanian farmers we knew had sold their 
farms or stopped growing tobacco well before this time. 
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In 1990, young Norwegian ar-
chitect Aage Myhre embarked on the 
adventure of  a lifetime: an ongoing 
love affair with Lithuania that re-
sulted in a Lithuanian bride, archi-
tectural projects in Vilnius, the 
founding of  several organizations, 
and the e-publication of  an interna-
tional Lithuanian magazine. 

One of  these organizations, 
founded in 2001, was the Vilnius In-
ternational Club (VIC), which 
brought Lithuanians interested in 
foreign affairs and non-Lithuanians 
living in the country together for 
business, social and philanthropic 
purposes, providing a forum for all 
types of  local/foreign interactions. 
The founders of  this club were a di-
verse group: Aage Myhre, Prof. Žilv-
inas Bielauskas, Torbin Pedersen, At-
torney Kristina Janušauskaitė, 
Andrius Končius, Amelia Rudenko, 
Audrius Sakalauskas, and David Tely. 
Among its many activities, the club 
established an annual charity event 
for children. The Club is less active 
now than in the past, but it continues 
to sponsor “Būkime Kartu” (Let’s be 
together), an all-day event filled with 
activities in a natural setting for dis-

advantaged children from the Vilnius 
area. 

One of  the VIC’s enduring lega-
cies began in 2001 as a Web newslet-
ter published in English, called Vil-
nius Monthly. By 2004, the newsletter 
had evolved into a full-fledged Web 
magazine. Its content was a unique 
combination of  daily news, coverage 
of  current events and the social 
scene, articles about Lithuanian peo-
ple, history, culture, politics, tourism, 
and the economy, plus featured re-
portage about countries of  interest 
to Lithuanian readers. By the end of  
2005, the magazine had become 
Lithuania’s #1 international publica-
tion, popular internationally as well 
as with the global Lithuanian com-
munity. That same year the maga-
zine’s name was changed to Lithuania 
Today reflecting its readership, im-
portance and influence beyond the 
Vilnius region.  

By 2010–2011, readership of  the 
Web magazine had increased to 

more than 10,000 individuals, leading 
to a decision to split it off  from the 
Vilnius International Club and re-
format it as an independent e-publi-
cation titled VilNews. The VilNews 
vision was to develop and maintain 
a publication that would be “a 

strong, independent, democratic and 
outspoken Fourth Estate media in 
and for Lithuania, critical of  the neg-
ative that is still going on in this 
country, while increasingly trying to 
find positive stories and interesting 
angles on events and characteristics 
from both past and present, and to 
build bridges between Lithuania and 
its many extraordinary fine diasporas 
around the world.” 

Experts told Aage, its founder 
and chief  editor, that a ‘niche prod-
uct’ like this could expect 10 to 15 
thousand visitors per year at best. 
Yet, by one year after launch, VilNews 
had far surpassed its original goal of  
100,000 annual visitors, reaching 
250,000 visitors per year. By 2016 
VilNews was counting 35,000 visi-
tors and 1.8 million page views per 
month. One third of  its visitors were 
from the United States, one third 
from Lithuania, and the rest were 
global, accessing the website from 
more than 183 countries.  

VilNews expanded on the Vilnius 
Monthly/Lithuania Today concept, 
providing an interesting combination 
of  blogs, news, opinion pieces, 
reader comments and articles. Con-
tent was divided into 24 categories, 
later streamlined to the following 18: 

VilNews: The Voice of International Lithuania
by Aušra Tallat-Kelpša Di Raimondo

March / April 2019   LITHUANIAN HERITAGE  21

Aage Myrhe, a main player in the founding 
of the Vilnius International Club and Vil-
News.

Vilnius Monthly and Lithuania Today covers.



Front Page, Lithuania Today, Histor-
ical Lithuania, Photos from Lithua-
nia, Travel Lithuania, Lithuania in 
the World, The World in Lithuania, 
Litvak Forum, Culture and Events, 
Real Estate – Architecture, Business, 
Economy – Investments, Education, 
Research and Development, Sport 
and Leisure, Health and Well-being, 
Visit Markets – Go Shopping, 
Lithuanian Food and Beverages, and 
Hotels and Restaurants. Over the 
course of  its publication history, Vil-
News has published more than 7,000 
pages of  content on many different 
issues and topics related to Lithuania 
and Lithuanians around the world.  

The governance of  VilNews was 
somewhat unique. It was structured 
as a corporation with not only a 
Board of  Directors but also an Hon-
orary Council. Current Board mem-
bers include: Aage Myhre (Chair-
man), Professor Virginijus 
Kundrotas, Vladas Lašas, Torben Pe-
tersen, Giedrius Sabaliauskas, Arthur 
Simonsen, and Kestutis Eidukonis 
(who is the current CEO). Recent 
Honorary Council members include: 
Prof. Irena Veisaitė, President Valdas 
Adamkus, General Jonas Kronkaitis, 
Stasys Bačkaitis, Vytautas Šliupas (de-

ceased), Professor Tomas Venclova, 
Professor Romas Katilius, Simonas 
Alperavičius, and Vytas Gruodis. The 
publication is guided by a code of  
ethics based on Norway’s Code of  
Ethics for Journalists, and is com-
mitted to maintaining journalistic in-
dependence and advocating for free-
dom of  the press, speech, and other 
forms of  legitimate expression as in-
violable rights. This governing phi-
losophy has allowed VilNews to pro-
vide fresh, and sometimes, 
controversial, content in a global 
context in line with its mission. The 
diversity of  the Board and Honorary 
Council in terms of  national, pro-
fessional and educational back-
grounds reflects VilNews’ audience, 
which consists of  Lithuanians, in-
cluding Litvaks, both within Lithua-
nia and in the diaspora, as well as 
non-Lithuanians contributing to or 
involved in some way with Lithuania.  

Articles have led to active discus-
sions between readers that often have 
been as enlightening as the articles 
themselves. During a critical time in 
Lithuania’s development after the 
restoration of  independence, VilNews 
filled a vacuum for information miss-
ing from other publications. The pub-

lication has been especially valuable 
for those not familiar with Lithuan-
ian history, the country’s business en-
vironment or its economy. At the 
same time, VilNews has provided, and 
continues to provide, Lithuanians, 
non-Lithuanians, and tourists with 
information about restaurants, hotels, 
nightspots and events. The current 
VilNews website (www.vilnews.com) is 
a wonderful gateway to its diverse 
content. Examples include Felicia 
Prekeris Brown’s discussion of  her 
family’s experience and her book, 
and chronicles of  the Litvak migra-
tion to South Africa, as well as cur-
rent emigration stories. Here, also, 
one can learn about the changing 
ways in how Lithuanians experienced 
Christmas from 1936 to the present 
day. Articles on diverse topics 
abound; about Litvaks, a new tech-
nology park, or about opinions by 
politicians, economists, scientists and 
ambassadors. One can read inter-
views with President Landsbergis 
and Prof. Veisaitė, learn about a fun 
textile business or about Lithuanians 
in Wales, or read about Tatar 
mosques in Lithuania. The wealth of  
information that VilNews provides is 
both valuable and interesting. 
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The VilNews website became 
somewhat dormant in 2017, al-
though it continues its vital role in 
Lithuanian media via two Facebook 
groups, VilNews, which continues to 
provide articles, and VilNews Forum, 
focused mainly on politics, defense 
and history discussions. Both Aage 
Myrhe and Kestutis Eidukonis are 
considering a relaunch of  the Vil-
News e-publication in the near future. 
Meanwhile one can take advantage 
of  the 7,000 pages of  its rich content 
archived on the Web, as well as the 
continuing activity in the two Face-
book groups. 

INTERVIEW with Aage Myrhe: 
LH: Aage, your initial reason in com-
ing to Lithuania in 1990 was in re-
sponse to an invitation by Vytautas 
Landsbergis to install a Norwegian 
satellite telephone system in the 
Lithuanian Parliament. This was at a 
time when Lithuania was fighting for 
the restoration of its independence. 
What led you and two colleagues at 
your firm to take on this challenge? 
 
AM: I was recently divorced in 1990, 
so I probably had a need to get more 
air under my wings again, while the 
three of  us, Dag Andersen, Bjorn 
Kittilsen and me, also wanted to con-
tribute to a united Europe associated 
with the wave of  freedom and re-
union that was washing over our 
continent at the time. Not least was, 
that the Baltic states, our closest 
neighboring countries, could finally 
gain their freedom and independence 
after so many years of  bloody and 
utterly unfair treatment from the So-
viet Union. 

We felt in many ways that we 
Scandinavians had been too preoc-
cupied with licking our own wounds 
in 1945 and that we had closed our 
eyes and turned our backs on our 

dear neighbors on the other side of  
the Baltic Sea instead of  helping as 
the blood raged at its worst, both 
during and after the war, in Lithua-
nia and the other two Baltic states. 
Now we had a second chance. And 
we wanted to take it. 

LH: You fell in love and married in 
Lithuania, and remained to start a 
new life there. You were new to a 
country that was new to itself. Both 
you and Lithuania were undergoing 
a transition. You contributed to the 
re-emerging country in several ways: 
in architecture, business, organiza-
tions, and the media. How did you 
personally experience both your tran-
sition and Lithuania’s? 
 
AM: I usually say that my second 
great love in Lithuania was Vilnius 
Old Town. For over 20 years, I was 
working to save, rebuild and revi-
talize this pearl among pearls, and I 
am proud to say that this is now a 
“village in the city” of  great pride 
and honor. I also implemented var-
ious assistance measures with trucks 
full of  aid shipments, and so infi-
nitely much more so that Lithuania 
would get back on its feet as quickly 
as possible. VIC (Vilnius Interna-

tional Club), which I started and led 
over many years, became an impor-
tant tool and gathering place for the 
international community in Lithua-
nia. 

It was not easy to be a foreigner 
in Lithuania in the 1990s, but at the 
same time I found many good 
friends and allies, so all in all I look 
back on those years with great joy 
and love. My many projects made 
me always have my hands more than 
full. Lithuania’s change for the bet-
ter never went as fast and positively 
as I hoped. Corruption and desire 
for power overthrew the country 
too much. But fortunately, there was 
a group of  senior Lithuanian Amer-
icans and some local leaders who 
dared to stand up to the nomen-
klatura and selfishness, so I felt I 
could play a role in working with 
good people. 
LH: Do you think that the political 
and economical situation has im-
proved since 2008 when you moved 
back to Norway? 
 
AM: Yes, I see that Lithuania again 
is growing. I see building cranes and 
I see a country full of  activity, even 
if  one million people (almost one 
third) have left the country since 
1991. It is clearly much more active 
now than it was during the ex-
tremely difficult stagnation years of  
2008–2013. But not many move 
back to the homeland, and I keep 
asking myself  why. And what will 
happen once the European Union 
funds come to an end? There are 
so many good, smart people in 
Lithuania, and I wonder why they 
haven’t taken over more of  govern-
ment and the country’s political sys-
tems.  
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Aage met his wife Eglė during his first visit 
to Lithuania in 1990. In 1992 they married 
in the St. Peter & Paul Cathedral in Vil-
nius.



The stork or gandras is the na-
tional bird of  Lithuania. He 
is such an important sym-

bolic figure that a special day is ded-
icated in his honor. The Day of  the 
Stork or Gandrinės is celebrated on 
March 25. After Lithuania accepted 
Christianity, the day coincided with 
the feast of  the Annunciation and 
acquired an alternate name intro-
duced by polonized priests – namely, 
Blovieščiai, a slavic iteration of  “day 
of  good news.” This name is still 
popularly used today. 

Ties that bind 
The people of  ancient Lithuania 

were intimately tied to nature. The 
annual rebirth of  the earth along 
with the return of  storks from win-
ter migration evoked a sense of  mys-
tery and wonder. Because of  the 
mystical association of  these two 
events, the stork became a revered 
and almost sacred creature, who 
safeguarded the homestead from fire 
and misfortune, and brought luck 
and prosperity.  

Over millenia, not only a spiritual 
connection, but a bilateral friendship 
developed between Lithuanians and 
storks – a rare instance of  non-do-
mesticated creatures and man each 
choosing to live in one another’s com-
pany. Storks nesting on one’s prop-
erty is still considered a great honor 
and said to denote a harmonious and 
orderly home. By unspoken agree-
ment, the stork faithfully returns to 
the same nest each year, so every 
landlord strives to maintain optimal 
conditions for his majestic tenants. 
The mutual trust that exists between 
lietuvis and gandras can be seen in 
typical pastoral scenes of  farmers 
plowing their fields while storks for-
age and calmly keep company...an 
arm’s length away. 

e rich traditions of Gandrinės   
Gandras has many different re-

gional names. In Žemaitija (the Low-
lands) he is gundras or gužutis; in 
Dzūkija (the South) – busilas; in Su-
valkija (the center West) – garnys; in 
Aukštaitija (the Highlands) – starkas.  

Regardless of  regional name, the 
day of  Gandrinės or Blovieščiai is 
special everywhere. On that day, no 
heavy work or borrowing from 
neighbors is permitted, otherwise the 
animals can fall sick. Bringing fire-
wood from the forest is forbidden 
in order to protect the homestead 
from snakes coming into the yard. 
The men of  the house inspect the 
granary in preparation for sowing. 
They run their hands through the 
grains, thus waking the sleeping en-
ergy in the seed. 

Women rise very early that day 
so that they will be strong and not 
get backaches from hard work. They 
avoid combing their hair or sweeping 
the floor as insurance that chickens 
don’t rake up their gardens that year. 
Special goodies are made for gandro 
vaišės or the stork’s feast, including 
dumplings made with krekenos (the 
milk of  a newly calved cow), cakes 
with hemp seeds, and bandelės made 
with an assortment of  hand-milled 
seeds – buns variously called kratiniai, 
šeškučiai, prėskėniai or kaukoriai. The 

The Stork and the...Mork(a)

by Ona Daugirdienė
(photo: R. Račas)
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buns were always shared with neigh-
bors so as to ensure excellent ger-
mination of  the seed grain. 

The very first sightings of  a re-
turned stork are always auspicious: 
a flying stork means that all of  the 
year’s work will go quickly and effi-
ciently, although as a downside, the 
women will break a lot of  clay pots 
that year; a sitting stork indicates a 
slow work pace ahead and an an-
other unmarried year for the young 
women in the home. Mating storks 
usually arrive separately from migra-
tion, so sighting a pair returning to-
gether portends an upcoming wed-
ding. 

Children are told that storks 
bring springtime to the land. On 
their long journey from Africa, these 
great birds shelter the kielė or wagtail 
under their wings. On arrival, this 
tiny ornithological magician then 
kicks away the last vestiges of  ice 
from ponds and puddles. Appropri-
ately, the žemaičiai call this feisty little 
bird ledspira or the icekicker!  

In our modern imagination, 
spring brings the birth of  baby ani-
mals, especially bunny rabbits. Rab-
bits bring something else to mind. 
Something which is a perfect resem-
blance of  the stork’s grand beak in 
shape, color and size – the carrot! 
So in celebration of  Gandrinės and 
all things spring, enjoy some recipes 
made with the delicious carrot, or 
morka. 

e carrot cake – a classic made even 
better 

We have all had carrot cake. 
Sometimes it’s pretty good. Some-

times it’s heavy, oily, excessively 
sweet from unecessary additions 
such as pineapple or coconut, and 
overloaded with frosting. Usually it’s 
made as a layer cake, which requires 
extra fuss and extra frosting. And 
often, there are not very many car-
rots. 

This recipe is not like that. It 
uses a healthy pound of  carrots, but 
thanks to a special technique out-
lined in Step 3, the cake bakes up 
very light and tender. It’s not overly 
sweet: I have decreased the amount 
of  sugar from the original recipe 
and chosen a frosting that is made 
with a touch of  tart sour cream and 
much less sugar (some recipes ask 
for as many as 4–6 cups!). And this 
carrot cake is made in a standard 9 
by 13-inch pan – how convenient is 
that! It’s guaranteed to become one 
of  your favorites. 

Simple Carrot Cake 
A tender, moist carrot cake topped 

with a tangy cream cheese frosting 
 

Cake 
1 pound carrots 
1 cup sugar 
 ½ cup brown sugar 
4 eggs 
1 ½ cups canola or safflower oil 
2 ½ cups flour 
1 ¼ tsp. baking powder 
1 tsp. baking soda 
1 ½ tsp. cinnamon 
½ tsp. each: nutmeg, cardamon, salt 
¼ tsp. cloves 
1 cup raisins 
1 cup chopped pecans or walnuts 

Frosting 
8 oz. cream cheese 
6 Tbsp. butter 
2 Tbsp. sour cream 
1 tsp. vanilla 
1 ¼ cups confectioners’ sugar 
Optional: lemon or orange zest 
 
Make the cake 
1. Preheat oven to 350°. Butter and 
flour 9 × 13-inch pan.  
2. Peel and shred carrots, set aside. 
You should have about 3 cups. Note: 
Do not shred the carrots in a food 
processor. They will be too fine, too 
wet, and make for a soggy cake. The 
large holes of  an old-fashioned box 
grater are the best. 
3. Beat white and brown sugars with 
4 eggs until frothy. Then while beat-
ing, add oil in a fine slow stream. 
This tec   hnique is important, don’t 
ignore it. It breaks up the oil into 
tiny particles that disperse evenly, 
creating a stable emulsion of  eggs 
and oil, avoiding a dense, soggy bot-
tom. Mix until mixture is light in 
color. Put away the mixer, get out 
the wooden spoon. 
4. Stir in the carrots. 
5. Whisk the dry ingredients to-
gether: flour, both leaveners, spices 
and salt. Stir into batter, along with 
raisins and nuts, until no streaks of  
flour remain. As always, don’t over-
mix. 
6. Pour into prepared pan and bake 
about 40 min. (test with skewer). 
Cool on rack about 2 hrs 
 
Make the frosting 
1. Cream cheese must be very soft. 
Beat until totally smooth, then add 
softened butter and blend well. Add 
in sour cream and vanilla. 
2. Add confectioners sugar and mix 
in until frosting is smooth. If  you 
prefer a thicker frosting, add a little 
extra conf. sugar. Mix in citrus zest, 
if  using. 
3. Loosen and remove cooled cake 
from pan, spread frosting evenly over 
surface. Cut into squares and enjoy! 

White wagtail, Baltoji kielė. (Vikipedija)
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A soup for all seasons 
This soup has it all: sweet earthy 

carrots, the fragrance and faint bite 
of  fresh ginger and the bright tart-
ness of  lemon. It’s like perfume for 
the palate! This healthy soup is per-
fect as a lunch entrée, a first course 
for an elegant supper, or vitamin-
loaded gift for an ailing friend. 

Recipe contributor Dana 
Gylienė likes to make up a double 
batch and freeze it. She gets rave re-
views for this soup from friends and 
family. And with good reason – it’s 
delicious! Note: Bagged baby carrots 
are universally reviewed as tasteless. 
Fancy young carrots with green tops 
cost more, but have no flavor ad-
vantage. Simple bagged carrots are 
perfect. 

Lemony Carrot Ginger Soup 
from Dana Gylienė,  
Lemont, Ill. 
 
2 Tbsp. butter 
1 Tbsp. olive oil 
1 large onion, chopped 
2 Tbsp. grated fresh ginger 
1–2 cloves garlic, chopped 
1 lb. carrots, chopped 
4 cups (32oz.) vegetable  
 or chicken stock* 
2 tsp. lemon zest 
1–2 Tbsp. lemon juice 
Sour cream or yogurt 

1. In a large pot, add butter, olive 
oil and chopped onion. Sauté until 
softened and just beginnning to turn 
golden, then add ginger and 
chopped garlic. Sauté a few more 

minutes then add carrots and stock. 
Cover and simmer until carrots are 
very tender, about 20 min.  
2. Cool slightly, then carefully purée 
in batches with a blender. Return 
soup to pot, add lemon zest, lemon 
juice. Season to taste with salt and 
pepper (or pepper flakes or hot 
sauce!). 
3. Add more stock if  a thinner soup 
is desired. Ladle into bowls, top with 
a swirl of  sour cream or yogurt. 
Note* Dana G. likes Costco Organic 
Vegetable Broth (comes in a six-
pack). I used Swanson’s Natural 
Goodness Chicken Broth (33% less 
sodium). 

A terrific threesome 
This salad incorporates two 

everyday vegetables and a fruit that 
I’ll bet most of  us have never 
thought of  combining. Yet the fla-
vors are unexpectedly delicious to-
gether. The addition of  nuts and 
seeds results in a super vitamin 
bomb: carrots provide biotin, beta-
carotene and vitamin B6; beets con-
tribute folate, manganese and iron; 
apples add fiber and vitamin C; wal-
nuts are full of  omega-3, selenium 
and zinc; sunflower seeds supply 
phosphorus, manganese and 
chromium. How healthy can one 
salad get! 

Carrot Beet Apple Salad 
A refreshing, colorful and crunchy salad 
that pairs perfectly with everything. 
 
4 carrots 
1 tart apple 
1 large (2 small) beets 
2 Tbsp. olive oil 
2 Tbsp. lemon juice 
salt, pepper 
handful of  walnuts and sunflower 
     seeds 
Optional: minced green herbs  
1. Peel raw carrots, shred on coarse 
box grater. Peel apple, cut into 
matchsticks. 

2. Boil beet(s) until al dente tender, 
cool, cut into matchsticks. 
3. Combine in a bowl, drizzle olive 
oil and lemon juice. Sprinkle with 
salt and pepper. Add walnuts and 
sunflower seeds. Toss to combine.  

Herb options: Dill, parsley, mint can 
be added in advance of  serving, but 
basil wants to turn brown when cut, 
so toss in just before serving.  
 

Lithuanian Heritage 
GIVE-A-WAY! 

 
Tomato “Sheboygan” 
This very heavy cropper originated in Sheboy-
gan, Wisconsin where it has been grown since 
the early 1900s by Lithuanian immigrants. The 
pink skinned 4–6 ounce fruits have excellent 
flavor and heavy yields. 
 
Ruta graveolens “Variegata” 
This is the extremely attractive variegated form 
of the fragrant herb “rue.” A favorite for fla-
voring dishes, it is also an excellent evergreen 
dwarf shrub. When cut back hard every third 
spring it makes a superb foliage specimen. 
 
Are any of you interested in growing these? I 
would be happy to share some seeds. Please 
send me an email (odaugirdas@hotmail.com) 
with your name and USPS address and I'll send 
you a few seeds. Let me hear from you by 
April 23rd, which is Jurginės or St. George’s 
day. According to folklore, the rue seed must 
be placed in the earth on the morning of 
Jurginės. This will ensure a curly and healthy 
rūta plant. And the seeds must be covered 
with soil by hoeing with a cat’s paw. So send 
for your seeds and start looking for your cat's 
paw! Ona D 
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LITHUANIAN  
CAKE  

for all occasions  

RAGUOLIS 
8, 12, 17 or 21 inches tall 

Shipped to all States 
30 Years Experience 

Joseph Liudzius 
New Britain, CT 

Tel: 860-347-8023 
E-mail: raguolis101@gmail.com
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EXPERTS IN THE FIELD

Services in English & Lithuanian
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Darius Bliznikas MD SC

7110 W. 127th St., Ste. 210
Palos Heights, IL 60463

708-586-2212

www.palosent.com

Ear, Nose & Throat, Allergy
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Lithuanian Heritage now is being published as a 
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Six issues per year of the Lithuanian Heritage supplement, and twelve issues per 
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Lithuanian
Portraits

Down on the farm... 

Sigita Bersėnas Balzekas as  a teenager on the family farm in Ontario. 
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