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Introduction

Lithuania’s story is as intricate and storied as its northern forests and gently rolling
Baltic landscapes. Situated at the crossroads of Eastern and Western Europe, this
small but resilient nation has long found itself shaped by tides of migration, war,
diplomacy, and cultural exchange. Despite periods of adversity and foreign
domination, Lithuania’s people have steadfastly maintained their unique language,
traditions, and independent spirit. For centuries, this land was home to powerful
rulers, passionate reformers, and courageous resisters—each leaving an indelible
mark on the nation’s unfolding history.

The earliest chapters of Lithuanian history trace back to prehistoric times, when the
first humans settled in the region after the retreat of the last Ice Age. Over millennia,
Indo-European migrants known as the Balts shaped the land through language and
culture, giving rise to communities that would one day become Lithuanian, Latvian,
and other Baltic tribes. The Lithuanians, with their ancient language—one of the oldest
surviving Indo-European tongues—eventually coalesced into a society that would
withstand both internal struggle and external threats.

Throughout the Middle Ages, Lithuania emerged as an enigmatic power in Europe. The
unification of tribes under rulers such as Mindaugas and the subsequent formation of
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania signaled the rise of a formidable state. At its height in
the 14th and 15th centuries, the Grand Duchy sprawled across vast territories,
becoming a bastion of relative religious tolerance and political complexity. Its later
union with Poland ushered in the era of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, an
experiment in shared governance that both enriched and challenged Lithuanian
sovereignty.

Yet Lithuania’s fortunes would change dramatically with the partitions of the
Commonwealth, which erased its statehood and subjected its people to a century of
foreign rule—first by tsarist Russia, later shadowed by the Soviet regime. These were
times marked by repression, suppression of culture, and violence. Yet even in
adversity, Lithuanians nurtured a sense of national identity and community. Waves of
cultural revival and grassroots resistance kept alive dreams of freedom.

The struggle for self-determination defined the 19th and 20th centuries. The
declaration of the first Republic of Lithuania in 1918, its struggle for survival, and the
disasters of World War ll—occupation, mass deportations, and the Holocaust—left
wounds on the nation’s collective memory. Following decades of Soviet domination,
the tenacity of ordinary people, from forest partisans to peaceful reformers,
culminated in the restoration of independence in 1990, making Lithuania the first
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Soviet republic to break free.

Today, Lithuania stands as a modern European nation: democratic, prosperous, and
proud of its hard-won sovereignty. Its past is celebrated and remembered as a
testament to resilience and endurance. This book—A History of Lithuania—invites
readers to journey through the fascinating and often tumultuous events that have
shaped this country, exploring the traditions, turning points, and enduring legacies
that make Lithuania a unique and essential part of European history.
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CHAPTER ONE: From Ice Age Hunters to Early
Settlements

Imagine a land slowly emerging from beneath a colossal sheet of ice, a vast, silent
landscape sculpted by the slow, grinding power of glaciers. This is the scene that set
the stage for the earliest chapters of Lithuania's history. As the last ice age began its
long retreat, around 10,000 years ago, the first hardy souls ventured into the territory
that would one day become Lithuania. These were not settlers with blueprints and
permanent addresses, but rather nomadic hunter-gatherers, following the migrating
herds of reindeer across a still-harsh, tundra-like environment. Their existence was
one of constant movement, dictated by the availability of game and the thawing
landscape.

Evidence of these early inhabitants is scarce but tantalizing. Flint arrowheads, tools,
and other artifacts left behind in temporary camps, such as those found in the Pajauta
Valley near present-day Kernavé, speak of their presence and their reliance on the
resources the nascent environment offered. The Swiderian culture, known from this
period, left its mark with distinctive flint tools. As the climate continued to warm into
the Mesolithic period, roughly between 8000 and 5300 BC, the landscape transformed.
Tundra gave way to dense forests of deciduous and coniferous trees, a change that
profoundly impacted the lives of the inhabitants.

With the growth of forests came a greater diversity of wildlife, and the rivers and lakes
teemed with fish. This shift in environment allowed for a less nomadic lifestyle. While
still primarily hunters and gatherers, communities became more settled, establishing
camps near abundant food sources. Archaeological sites from this period, such as
those at Donkalnis and Spiginas, reveal insights into their lives, including burial
practices. These Mesolithic people were generally not very tall, with men averaging
around 166 cm and women about 156 cm, and they had a stocky build. Worn teeth
suggest a diet of coarse food, and evidence of healed injuries points to inter-group
conflicts. Cultures like the Kunda and Nemunas emerged during this time, leaving
behind their own unique archaeological footprints.

The Neolithic period, starting around the 5th millennium BC, brought even more
significant changes. This era saw a gradual transition towards agriculture, though the
pace and adoption varied across the region. Permanent settlements began to replace
temporary campsites, as people started to domesticate plants and animals. This
fundamental shift in how people obtained food also brought about changes in their
worldview, with a move away from animal cults towards the worship of
anthropomorphic gods. The Narva culture, which succeeded the Kunda culture, was
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prominent during the Neolithic in the eastern Baltic region. These people were
primarily hunter-gatherers who slowly adopted husbandry and were not nomadic,
living in the same settlements for extended periods. Their pottery, often mixed with
organic matter like crushed snail shells, is a key characteristic of this culture.

Around the 3rd millennium BC, a new wave of people arrived in the Baltic region: the
Indo-Europeans. These groups, believed to have originated from the Pontic Steppe,
brought with them knowledge of agriculture and cattle raising. Their arrival is
associated with the Corded Ware culture, named for the distinctive cord impressions
on their pottery. The Corded Ware culture spread across a vast area of Europe, and in
the eastern Baltic, it appears to have coexisted with and influenced the local Neolithic
cultures. Genetic studies suggest that in the Baltic, the adoption of farming practices
associated with the Neolithic occurred more through cultural exchange and the
integration of ideas rather than a complete replacement of the existing hunter-
gatherer populations by migrating farmers from the Near East, as seen in other parts
of Europe.

The Bronze Age in Lithuania, generally considered to span from around 1600 to 800
BC, saw the increasing, though still limited, use of bronze. While bronze tools and
weapons appeared, flint and bone implements remained in use for a considerable
time. This period is marked by the emergence of fortified settlements, particularly in
eastern Lithuania, which are believed to have housed small communities. The Brushed
Pottery culture, found in present-day eastern Lithuania, Belarus, and southeastern
Latvia, is characteristic of this era, known for its flat-bottomed pottery with brushed
surfaces. The custom of cremating the dead became widespread during the Bronze
Age, a tradition that continued into the early Iron Age. Evidence from archaeological
sites, including human remains found in peat bogs and skulls in settlements, suggests
the practice of human sacrifice and rituals involving human bodies.

The transition to the Iron Age, beginning around 800 BC and lasting until the 12th
century AD, brought about significant technological advancements with the
widespread use of iron tools and weapons. The ability to extract iron from local ore,
which the Balts became increasingly proficient at around the 1st-2nd centuries AD, led
to increased productivity and improved living conditions. This period was crucial for
the final formation of the distinct Baltic tribes. Fortified settlements on hill-forts
became more common, reflecting a need for security in the face of movement and
interaction among various tribes. The East Lithuanian Barrow Culture, which emerged
in the 3rd century AD, is considered directly ancestral to the Lithuanian nation. The
Great Migration period, culminating in the 5th century, further influenced the
differentiation of the Baltic tribes.

These early inhabitants, from the nomadic hunters of the Paleolithic to the settled

farmers and ironworkers of the Iron Age, laid the foundation for the peoples who would
eventually coalesce into the Lithuanian nation. Their lives, shaped by the changing
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environment and interactions with neighboring groups, represent the deep roots of a
history that stretches back millennia in the southeastern Baltic region.
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