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Lety: Introduction to the Roma Holocaust


Porrajmos, or the Devouring, is the Romani’s own special name given to the Holocaust of World War II.  The camp of Lety U Pisku (in South Bohemia) and Hodonin pod Kunstatem (in Moravia) are responsible for the elimination of nearly half the Roma population of the Czech lands during the Holocaust. Roma were interned at these camps and then sent on to Auschwitz or Treblinka.  Of a total of 6,000 Roma living in the Protectorate, only a few hundred survived the Holocaust.  Sixty years later the events surrounding the Lety camp are still being debated.  The following is an overview and  discussion of the controversy.  (Coffey) (Kosman)


Czechoslovakia’s First Republic is often considered the shining success of democracy during the interwar period in central and eastern Europe.  Such a statement rings hollow if we are to examine the treatment of Roma in this time, leading up to the Holocaust.  Czechoslovakia’s First Republic was full on anti-Gypsy legislation.  In 1927, the Czechoslovak government passes a series of legislation known as the abatement of nuisance legislation towards their Roma population. (http://errc.org/publications/reports/;) (Kosman)


The legislation called for, among other things, the creation of special records of the Roma population.  Later it allowed for the establishment of concentrated labor camps.  Once the Czechoslovak lands had been taken over by the Nazi army they set up the protectorates for Bohemia and Moravia.  After, the Nazi’s had a complete list of the Czech Roma population at their disposal, to aid them in the extermination carried out in the later years of the war. (Kosman)


The Lety camp was established in 1942.  In its twelve months of operation some say that almost 1,300 Roma men, women and children were interned there.  After the war, the communist government had little to discussed about the camp in Lety.  In 1972, the town council of Lety voted to allow the Department of Agriculture to build a pig farm over the concentration camp site.  In 1994, five years after the Velvet Revolution, the Czech Government washed its hands of the pig farm by privatizing it, when it was sold to its current owner AGPI Associates. (Kosman) (http://members.tripod.com/lety_site/front.html)


Today, there is no beautiful memorial to the victims of the Lety camp.  Instead there is the pig farm which holds over 13,000 pigs.  The camp itself is very hard to find.  The road conditions and street signs that normally are available to such a site are very underdeveloped, making it hard for anyone to visit the site.  The Roma National Congress (RNC) fought a major battle for better access to the Lety camp in 1997 but conditions barely improved.  It was only recently that a plaque was erected in a field by the pig farm and with it simple stones laid as a memorial.  However, the pig farm still remains at the site of the actual camp.  (Tojan) 

Role of Czech Society


The small memorial was placed in Lety on May 13th 1995 in a ceremony attended by then president Vaclav Havel.  Havel, playing such an important moral role within Czech society asked his fellow citizens to recognize the injustices of the Lety camp.  Havel stated that it was up to Czech society to “admit that Czechs also carried some responsibility…for this horror.  The camp was established on the orders of German Nazis…However, it was Czech policemen who managed the camp and oversaw prisoners, and it was Czechs in the camp’s vicinity who used the labor of Romani prisoners.”  Still, Havel’s plea fell on deaf ears. (Coffey)


Havel raises an uncomfortable question for Czech society in the search for the truth over the extermination of the Czech lands’ Roma population.  In a law established in March of 1939 by Czechoslovakia’s nearly facist Second Republic, Lety was designated as a work camp for nomads, drifters and other anti-social elements. Then in 1942, under the Nazi Protectorate, Lety became a concentration camp.  However, not one singe German officer ever set foot in Lety.  In fact, the entire camp was staffed and run by Czechs, not Germans. (Chirico)


Czechs, and their Jewish minority, have always considered themselves victims of the Nazi occupation.  The example of Lety questions to what degree Czech society was a victim and to what degree Czech society was a collaborator.  When asked in an interview with Radio Prague, if he agreed that people reject the claim of Roma Holocaust in Lety, Jan Jarab (then Czech government’s commissioner of human rights) said, “Yes, I would agree with that.  There is a reluctance in the society to accept that the Roma were to such a degree victims of the Holocaust.”  (Cameron)


In the same interview, Jarab also brings up the issue of the Lety camp’s title. “I would say Lety was a concentration camp.  I wouldn’t use the term ‘extermination camp’ because this really applies to a different kind of concentration camp than Lety”. (Cameron)  The title of the camp is very significant in terms of how it should be addressed.  Lety is claimed to be a death camp, labor camp, concentration camp and even transit camp.  Under the Helsinki Agreements, which the Czech Republic has signed, all World War II-era death camps are to be preserved in their original state as remembrance sites.  Therefore it is extremely important to define what kind of camp Lety really was. (Cameron) (http://members.tripod.com/lety_site/front.html) (Chirico)


Many people feel that the level of criminal activity in Lety was much less than that of the genocide camps in Poland, Germany and Austria.  They instead prefer to refer to Lety as a concentration camp which would allow the Czech government more flexibility to use the site as it sees fit (rejecting the claims that some make that the site should be protected under the Helsinki Agreements).  Instead they believe that it is not worth it to remove the pig farm “just for the Roma”.  They argue that removing the pig farm would undermine the country’s privatization plans, which in the middle 1990s was much more important to the government than Roma rights. (Trojan)


Another general argument against the removal of the pig farm is financial.  Since the state cannot expect that the private company will pay for the moving of the pig farm, it is up to the state to come up with the funding to do so, should it plan to make Lety a historic site.  However, with a growing state budget crisis, the state lacks the 300 million crowns it needs to buy the property from AGPI Associates and remove the pig farm.  In the current climate, with Havel out of the castle and Klaus siting as president, it is even more unlikely that the government will find some funding to purchase the site.  (Asiedu) (Trojan)

Justice Not Served


However, these arguments against the removal of the pig farm do not address the call for moral justice and war crimes investigations.  After World War II, nothing was said about the horrible atrocities of Lety nor did its existence gain any recognition from the communist government.  Instead the issue of Gypsies and Gypsy concentration camps became a dead issue as the communists adopted their policies of settling and assimilation.  The blame for all concentration camps then fell on the Nazi occupiers. (Kosman) (Trojan)

The fact that Lety was a Czech run camp was never mentioned.  The Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, as adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on December 9th 1948 nor Czechoslovak law which adopted this principle in 1955 proved to be enough to investigate the crimes of Lety. Not one of the officers or wardens where found guilty of war crimes.  In fact, only Josef Janovsky (the camp’s director) was even put on trial.  He too was found innocent.  This injustice was caught up in the Stalinist times of the 1950s in Czechoslovakia.  Still today, a petition to look into these crimes has gone unrecognized, showing that the crimes of the Lety camp are still a serious taboo in Czech history. (Trojan) (Chirico)


One glimmer of hope that the crimes of the Lety camp will be discovered and brought to some sort of justice is the release of the Lety archive.  In April of 2000, the Czech authorities finally released the long anticipated Lety archive to the Holocaust Museum in Washington DC.  The release of the archive had come under considerable pressure because it was taking so long to release the archive.  It was so slow that Washington even donated $30,000 (1.1 million crowns at the time) to the Czech State Archives, for a microfilm processor to speed up the process.  The archives themselves provide a serious academic find.  They are the only existing records from an exclusively Roma concentration camp.  They have sparked the interest of many foreign intellectuals such as Paul Polanski and Markus Pape. (Coffey) (Chirico)


While Czech academics interested in Lety have found little support or audience for the Lety cause, Paul Polanski and Markus Pape have found a serious international following of the Lety issue.  However, controversy cannot even escape these two men.  Polanski, and American Journalist, has been accused of “playing with numbers”.  Polanski, in his book, ….., he writes of thousands of Roma in Lety when the official archive notes that only 1,300 people ever came through Lety. (Chirico) (Coffey) 

Pape, like Polanski, believes that Lety was more brutal than the archive admits.  Through many interviews of Roma survivors of the Lety camp and Polanski’s own interviews, Pape believes that more Roma were actually abused and even killed in the camp rather than died of typhus as the archive suggests.  Lety camp records say that 326 Roma died in the camp.  Two thirds of these deaths were children.  Their deaths are disputed between the formal record of typhus and the memories of survivors who say they were beaten or starved to death.  Unfortunately the archive seems to be as inconsistent as another controversial Czech archive, that of the former Communist Secret Police (the Stb). (Coffey) (Chirico)

International Pressure/Domestic Response

Despite the controversies, what is critical of the Lety issue is its international image.  As an accession member of the European Union, the Czech Republic has had to deal with Lety and its Roma population very carefully in order to be included in European Institutions which require a higher standard to human rights.  The Roma issue and Lety (as a part of that issue) is a major stain on the Czech Republic’s record and negative credit in the moral bank of western European nations. (Kosman)

Many international and domestic scholars of Lety point to the Czech Republic’s entry into the European Union as the time when the Lety issue will really be settled.  Shamed by the Czech government’s unwillingness to do anything about the camp, other European Union states will apply some pressure to the Czech government to resolve this issue because it will then be within European Union borders and a stain on Europe’s record and not just on the Czech Republic’s. (Kosman)


Some international pressure has already been applied to the Czech authorities to address the treatment of Roma.  One large scandal, was the mass exodus of Roma to Canada and Great Britain.  This caused Britain to threaten to require visas for people coming from the Czech Republic.  Because of the mass migration of Roma out of the Czech lands, politicians started demanding that the Czech Republic did something to improve the situation of the Roma in the Czech lands. (Kosman) (Asiedu)


The Czech government’s response was highly full of rhetoric to appease the other European nations.  However, among the rhetoric and increased pressure at home and abroad the Czech government did allocate 1 million crowns for the improvement of roads and signs at the Lety camp.  Still, even with these “improvements” the camp is hardly easy to access. (Asiedu) (Kosman)

Conclusions


It is clear that the Lety camp creates a multi-level controversy for the Czech Republic and Europe as a whole.  The camp represents a coming to terms with past injustices of Czech society, which no matter how uncomfortable, will be demanded to be solved by the larger international community of academics and politicians.  It seems that Czech society and its various governments throughout time have no desire to positively address the Roma in their country.  However, the prospects for better treatment of Roma and the recognition of Lety as a site worthy of protection look much better with continued international pressure as the Czech Republic enters the European Union.  Politicians and public leaders of the Czech community and on the larger scale of Europe as a whole, must address the Lety issue in the same respects that it has addressed other World War II concentration camps across Europe.  It is on their conscience, and it is their moral obligation to pay the proper respects to the past wrongs inflicted to a Roma community that has been continually rejected by the majority of society.
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