
Summary of Rita Frank Interview 
 
Rita Frank, born on March 18, 1933 in Kaunas Lithuania, grew up in Šiauliai Lithuania. 
 
In the interview, described in her early childhood (up to 7 years old) her life in Siauliai. Only child of a 
marriage between a Jewish mother, Lidia Shapiro, and a Lithuanian father, Jonas (John) Frank. Father 
was a career Lithuanian military officer, mother a dentist. Mother became ill in the late 1930's before 
WWII in that she was at first able to walk only with a cane, later not at all and was bedridden. 
 
Rita described both sides of her family -- the wealthy Shapiros, who owned a jewelry story and property in 
the center of Šiauliai, and the well-to-do Franks, who owned a country estate. She said that although the 
mixed marriage her parents had was unusual, both sides were accepting of each other. 
 
She vividly remembered the first Soviet occupation in her city, with her father coming home having been 
unable to resign his service and now forced to wear a Soviet uniform. He later departed for the capital 
Vilnius from where he was arrested by the Soviets on June 14, 1941, deported to Siberia, and eventually 
died (Rita believes was shot) in 1944.  
 
Before his arrest, he confided in his brother-in-law (the husband of his sister) Jurgis Žilinskas that he 
thought he was being followed and if he was arrested, asked that the latter and his wife (Jonas' sister) 
look after daughter Rita and wife Lidia.  
 
They promised to do so. Lidia prepared Rita to go live with her aunt and uncle who became her adopted 
parents. All Rita's documents were destroyed to hide any trace that she existed as Rita Frank, and she 
became Rita Žilinskaite. Lidia, bedridden, was taken care of by the family housekeeper Anelė Skirvainytė, 
who was able to deflect any questions about her being Jewish and so Lidia survived the Holocaust, only 
to die in 1948 or 1949. Anelė Skirvainytė  has been recognized by Yad Vashem as a Righteous amongst 
Nations, according to Rita, for having saved other Jews from Šiauliai during WWII. 
 
A prominent surgeon, Rita's new adopted father/real uncle Jurgis Žilinskas, at first brought her to Vilnius. 
Rita described an incident where she saw a Jewish relative of hers come to his door one night asking for 
help in getting to the anti-Nazi underground, and he gave it to her. The next day, a Lithuanian agent 
working for the Gestapo came to the house when the adults were not at home, dismissed the maid 
minding Rita, gave Rita a piece of candy, and asked her who had been there the night before and what 
was said. Rita had the presence of mind to say that her father/uncle had shouted for the man to leave, 
that the family did not talk to Jews.  
 
Žilinskas felt that it was too unsafe to keep her in the city, and so brought her and his wife to their country 
estate, where they spent the remainder of the war until fleeing westwards. There, he also took in another 
Jewish girl, who was 16, and had fled the Kaunas ghetto. (This was Lidia's first cousin from her mother's 
side of the family). The whole family consisting of Rita, Liuce (Lucy) the first cousin, aunt Ksavera and 
Jurgis Žilinskas  decided to flee westwards with the imminent return of the Red Army from 1943 onwards, 
after the battle of Stalingrad. 
 
The family fled to Dresden, where Rita attended school and her father was immediately taken to work as 
a surgeon on the wounded. They were there for just over a year. During that time, a phosphorus bomb fell 
on a building near Rita's school (the school was near a munitions factory) and Rita emerged from the 
shelter, her eyes were protected  only by a wet towel and  she was sick for the next week or so from the 
exposure. Since then, her eyes have been extremely sensitive to light. With the advance of the Red 
Army, the family decided to flee westwards again -- all were given permission to do so, except the father, 
as his services were needed for surgery. He saw them off at the train station, the train pulled out and had 
traveled a short distance, when the train personnel gave the order to extinguish cigarettes and all lights 
because there was an air raid warning. Rita described being able to distinguish whether planes carried a 
heavy or a light load of ammunition by the sound of their engines, and she surmised these were heavy 
loads. In the distance, they were able to see the fires from the bombs falling on Dresden. The famous 
bombing of Dresden (Feb. 1945) had begun. 
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Rita, her adopted mother, and adopted sister/1st cousin eventually were resettled in the village of Gortbild 
near the French border. They were now forced laborers on a local farm and Gasthaus. She said that the 
village had only women and young boys and old men. She remembers being well treated. When the 
villagers found out that her adopted mother/aunt was a dentist (like her own mother) she showed a great 
deal of respect. They also expressed anti-Hitler sentiments, albeit carefully. Rita said that in the village, 
there were no known Nazis. But when she was enrolled in a school in a larger community, there were 
some there in the school and she was forced to join the Hitler Jugend. Coming home upset, she told her 
adopted mother that she didn't want to, her mother said to not pay attention, that this did not mean 
anything. 
 
It was in this village that they were finally liberated by the French. Her adopted mother had been born in 
the US, and so when French soldiers came to the door, she said "I am an American citizen, and these 
people are my friends" about the Germans for whom they had worked. 
 
Eventually they found the father in a US military hospital. The whole family was among the first to leave 
Germany aboard the US ship the Marine Flasher in May 1946.  (over 90% of the refugees on that boat 
during that trip were Jewish concentration camp survivors). The night before they boarded the ship, Rita 
cried all night because she realized that this meant she would never see her mother again. 
 
At the end of the interview, Rita read a translation from the memoirs written by her adopted father 
Jurgis Žilinskas, wherein he describes what he saw happening to Jews in the streets of Vilnius, and also 
how he agreed to shelter Rita's first cousin who escaped from the ghetto. Some photos were filmed as 
well. 
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