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When the term “Holocaust documentary” in 
mentioned, most people tend to recall tattooed 
numbers on forearms, footage of children in 
striped uniforms in Auschwitz, Hitler’s 
speeches or bulldozers pushing mountains of 
corpses. Lukáš P�ibyl’s four films of the 
Forgotten Transports series have none of that. 
His movies document different “modes of 
survival” in extreme conditions, as told by 
men, women, families and individuals 

deported to forgotten ghettos and camps in Latvia, Belarus, Estonia and Poland. Almost 
all are aware of the existence of Theresienstadt or Auschwitz, but no one has heard about 
these “other” places. The film heroes tell of their struggle for survival, about dramatic 
tales of love, the fate of people on the run or “normal life” in ghettos with remarkable, 
life affirming humor and optimism. Absolute majority of them are telling their story for 
the very first time, and only after lengthy periods of persuasion. The director (and 
political scientist and historian by training) Lukáš P�ibyl documents every word of the 
witnesses by painstakingly researched visual materials, found in Polish village houses, 
albums of former SS men and their lovers, or film fragments selected in over 900 hours 
of footage perused in official archives. 
 
The films contain no present-day and make-believe footage, only true, time and place 
precise images. Each photograph is the result of a long search, dozens or even hundreds 
of phone calls and meetings. There is also no narrator, no commentary, only the words of 
the witnesses. 
 
Out of tens of thousands of Czech Jews deported to the forgotten places in the east, fewer 
than 300 survived. P�ibyl managed to find over seventy of them still alive and recorded 



400 hours of interviews, in twenty countries on five continents. The documentary series 
Forgotten Transports (4 x 90 minutes) is now ready to be presented to the viewers, after a 
decade of work. 
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Each of the four films describes one geographic 
destination where deportation trains were 
dispatched to. The film about Estonia, where only 
women survived, tells a fascinating story of a group 
of young women and girls who – thanks to their 
youthful naivety and constant mutual help – 
managed to pass through the Holocaust while 
remaining largely oblivious to the genocide raging 
around them. In Belarus, from the 7.000 Czech 
deportees, twenty two men survived, mostly thanks 
to resistance and armed struggle. Latvia describes the effort to preserve a semblance of 
normal family life in the ghetto in Riga. Young people fell in love and organized parties, 
children attended school but on the way to it had to pass under the gallows – all the while 
contrasting this “normality” with the cut-throat egoism of men forced to fight for survival 
in the nearby death camp. The film about deportations to eastern Poland is concerned 
with the psyche of people permanently on the run, constantly in hiding, who had to 
continually feign and change identities. The film on “Poland” is thus really a story of the 
loneliness of individuals who joke to survive, “Latvia” is a story of families, “Belarus” of 
men and “Estonia” of women. 
 
Each of the films in the series is designed to stand by itself and can be screened 
independently of others, but seen consecutively, an overarching idea becomes apparent. 
A seemingly concluded story from one film is continued in another. Factual information 
is not repeated and this “superstructure” allows the viewer to compare the individual 
survival strategies, reactions and difficult choices faced by people exposed to ultimate 
violence.  

Human memory can be fragile and inadequate, therefore much 
effort was exerted to confront each interview with all available 
sources of information. Tens of thousands of pages of extant 
documents in many world archives had to be inspected and 
scrutinized – from the KGB collections in the Baltic states, 
materials assembled by the advancing American army, to war 
crimes trials evidence held in the German Bundesarchiv. 

Overall, the filmed testimonies proved to be exceptionally 
accurate. For a single person who lived out of a transport of a 
thousand, there isn’t anyone to compare reminiscences with – it 
is salient how pristine and uncorrupted they remain. These 
people could not suffer from integration of post-survival 



knowledge acquired from books or documentaries as no such readily accessible materials 
exist. They could only tell what they remembered.  

Music is key to the series, with each film giving prominence to another instrument, as 
inspired by a particular mode of survival. Nonetheless, the music keeps to the 
background, refraining from forcing emotions.  

The films do not present a superficial and simplified picture of the Holocaust and do not 
ascribe the witnesses a role of mere commentators on history. Instead, they tell gripping 
stories of individual people who speak only about places they knew, people they met and 
events they lived through. Together, these private experiences and impressions form a 
new, surprising picture of the Holocaust “as we don’t know it”. 
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On September 5, 1942, a transport of a thousand Czech Jews arrives to Estonia. Several 
dozen young women are separated and as their families board blue buses, the girls are 
required to help load the luggage onto trucks. When they reach the Jägala camp, they are 
in for a shock. After a thorough body search, the commandant announces to them that 
their families have been sent to a better-equipped, heated camp. 
 
The bewildered girls soon form an extremely tight-knit group based on mutual aid. Bonds 
even stronger than camaraderie develop. As the war progresses, the living conditions of 
the women steadily deteriorate. Yet, they refuse to admit this to themselves. They act in 
unison, like a single living organism, and their youthful optimism, humor and naivety 
enable them to overcome unspeakable hardships. In the port of Tallinn, put to forced 
labor, the girls meet ordinary Estonians, Russians and Germans. Friendships and loves 
form, overcoming the bounds of ideology and racial hatred. Swedish sailors even offer to 
smuggle some of the women out.   
 
Escape is unthinkable for the young women, since they have been warned that their 
parents will pay the price if they try to run away. Those who try do not fare well, like 
Inge in an astonishing story of concentration camp Romeo and Juliet, a romance between 
an SS commander and a beautiful Jewess.  
 
On their journey through Estonia and then Germany, the women are constantly 
surrounded by death and danger, yet they manage to stay alive and together, nearly 
oblivious to the Holocaust raging around them. Enclosed in a self-created protective 
bubble, they stubbornly ignore the horror, believing they will be reunited with their 
family and friends. Only on September 5, 1945, at a party while they are convalescing in 
Sweden, does a priest reveal to them the truth behind the mystery of their families’ 
disappearance. 
 
The film offers a fascinating insight into the strength, and ultimately the survival, of a 
group of women in a “man’s” war. 
 
 


