SPEECH BY THE PRESIDENT
OF THE REPUBLIC OF LITHUANIA
MR.ALGIRDAS BRAZAUSKAS, DELIVERED
AT THE KNESSET IN JERUSALEM,
AT 4 PM., 1 MARCH 1995

M. President of the State of Israel,

M. Chairman of the Knesset,

Distinguished Members of the Government and of the Knesset,
Ladies and Gentlemen!

[t is difficult to convey my emotions and the meaning of this moment
through words alone. I stand here, before you as the first president of
Independent Lithuania to go to Israel at the invitation of your President,
and as a person for whom the land of Israel is the Holy Land which has
been visited in the past and continues to be visited by Lithuanian travel-
lers and pilgrims.

[ stand here before you, elected delegates of the Israeli nation, as the
representative of the nation whose history is inexorably intertwined with
that of the Jews. Over centuries, Jews and Lithuanians lived in harmony.
The past of Lithuanian Jewry forms an integral and significant portion of
the history of our country. As early as the fourteenth century, the ruler of
Lithuania, Grand Duke Vytautas, acknowledged the merits of the Jews
and granted them special privileges. In time, an ethnic group of Litvaks
tormed. It played a significant role in spreading the light of Judaism
throughout the Jewish world. In the country which you call LITA (or LITE
in Yiddish), and we call LIETUVA, the Jewish thought, culture, theol-
ogy, literature, and social life flourished. It significantly enriched
Lithuanian culture imparting a distinctive image upon our land.

It was virtually impossible to visualise a traditional Lithuanian town
or city without its active, devoul and talented inhabitants - the Jews,
Lithuania was the locale of the activity of the great Rabbis, of the first
writers in Hebrew and Yiddish, and of the Zionist enthusiasts of the
organisation Khovevai Cion - Lovers of Zion. Lithuania was also the cradle
ot Yiddish culture; indeed, Yiddish was one of the principee in Lithuanian

15



between Lithuanians and Jews occurred during the inter-war peried of
independence.

Honourable Members of the Knesset!

I thank you for your sincere welcome and the wonderful impres-
sions which I have experienced here in Israel - in Jerusalem whose small
streets remind me very much of Vilnius. However, | need to answer the
question which, I sense, hangs in the air in this chamber and to which
you all await an answer. It is not merely a formal question to me as
Head of State. It is one with a human dimension as well as one of con-
science which touches me as a citizen of the country which I represent.
It is a painful and difficult topic. For a long time it has been skirted, for
a long time it has been avoided, and, perhaps, there has been fear in
facing it straightforward.

But the memory of hundreds of thousands of Jews who lived in
Lithuania, and of their sufferings does not allow many among my decent
countrymen to remain al peace with themselves.

[t must be admitted that the tendencies to suppress and to overshadow
that which occurred, to relegate the very question to history and forget
about it altogether, did exist among us, and not only in Lithuania alone.
That was facilitated by the Bolshevik system which did not allow any open
discussion of the events. Subsequently, when Lithuania became free, when
everyone raised his own grievances, insufficient atlention was unfortu-
nately devoted to an appreciation of the Holocaust of the Jewish people.
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