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Abstract 

Nemunas Delta Regional Park and its surroundings is the land of heritage of Lithuania Minor with its special 

history, unique scenery, original ethnoculture, and valuable cultural heritage. Villages and homesteads of Lithuania 

Minor were of greater variety than in Lithuania Propria as there were no forced rural restructuring which had a 

great impact on the establishment and development of villages, thus ancient villages had been preserved in 

Nemunas Delta Regional Park until the post-war period. These villages may be grouped not only by location, and 

names, but also by lifestyle peculiarities of villagers. Peculiar natural conditions of the coastal and lagoon areas 

had a continuous influence on the inhabitants of that area. Coasts were covered with the sands and wetlands, which 

were poorly suitable for conventional agricultural activities that people living in dry areas were engaged in. 

Therefore, homesteads and villages typical for farmers were not formed in these areas. The main aim of this article 

is to provide the analysis of the conditions of village emergence and development in the territory of Nemunas 

Delta Regional Park on the basis of historical written sources. The research showed that the villages located in the 

territory of Nemunas Delta Regional Park are disappearing, the number of rural residents and homes is decreasing. 

One of the defunct villages that should be mentioned is the village of Skirvytėlė located in the territory of Nemunas 

Delta Regional Park. It is presupposed that the names and boundaries of other villages may become extinct in the 

future as well. Therefore, it is important to assess the extent of the vanishing of villages and to develop a legal 

system to preserve the names and boundaries of vanishing villages for future generations so that the villages would 

not only be seen in historical maps. Also, in order to preserve the Prussian ethnocultural heritage of Lithuania 

Minor and Samogitian ethnocultural heritage of Lithuania Propria and the uniqueness of their landscape, it is 

expedient to make use of these advantages in developing an attractive image of a touristic region.  
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Introduction 

The peculiarities of Lithuania Minor villages and traditional ways of life prevailing there were usually 

determined by unique natural conditions of the region and its separate parts. For instance, in low and 

boggy Nemunas delta there stretched large raised bogs and wet low bogs. There, since ancient times 

people learned to live by the bogs and make use of bog products, i.e. thick grass, peat, berry plantations, 

fertile soil, hunted birds and animals. Dryer land by the bogs was settled by people, villages, homesteads 

were established there, own traditions and customs formed (Purvinas, 2006).  

By its natural conditions, the Nemunas delta is one of the most original landscapes not only in Lithuania, 

but also in other Baltic states. One of distinguishing features of the Nemunas delta is the preserved 

variety of natural conditions, which is a rarity in Western European deltas (Povilanskas et al., 2003).  

According to Skablauskaitė (2011), “Prussian Lithuanians lived where the local people had spent their 

most beautiful days. Where they brought up their children, welcomed guests, where they celebrated 

weddings, christenings, bid farewell to the deceased.”  

The architecture of Prussian Lithuanians was determined by the old Prussian heritage, intersection of 

cultures, economic activity. There was no randomness in Lithuania Minor, the order prevailed here all 

the time, even residential buildings, homesteads were built with regard to the trades prevailing in those 

areas. Thus, Prussian Lithuanians resided in the buildings of peasants (lith. laukininkai), as well as in 

the buildings of the so-called dune people (lith. kopininkai), bog people (lith. pelkininkai), grassland 

villagers (lith. pievininkai), or fishermen (lith. žuvininkai).  

Local people realised that the flood waters naturally shape the landscape, gradually rising flooded parts 

of the holm with sediments, fertilise fields after winter revives nature, and sometimes even drift timber. 

People have adapted to living in the rhythms of the river, and the water supplied goods has become a 

source of livelihood. Specific natural conditions had led to a peculiar indigenous lifestyle, customs, 

trades and farming traditions in the Nemunas Delta. Eventually, there formed communities of fishermen, 

grassland villagers, peasants and bog people. Near the water lived people involved in fishery, in marsh 

fringes there lived bog people, forests were inhabited by rangers. Pamarys people cutting reeds in winter 

cut the reeds necessary for the roof covering. The Nemunas floods have long hampered the development 

of conventional farming. Powerful jets of water washed ploughed lowland soils or sanded them, so only 

in the higher yielding Nemunas delta areas protected from the threat of flooding, the birth of gardeners, 
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growing vegetables and potatoes, occurred. The soils rich with nutrients were suitable for grassy 

vegetation, therefore flooded meadows have long attracted animal breeders – grassland villagers. Their 

farmsteads or entire villages (Rupkalviai, Pietiniai Girininkai, etc.) were settled in higher places, 

rescuing people from flood waters. The writings of Teutonic and Livonian Orders made the unique and 

rich nature of the Nemunas delta famous around the world. 

Peasants lived in stack settlements in hilly areas of the region. Homesteads seemed to be scattered, 

hiding amongst the greenery. Most often peasants built wooden houses, covered roofs with reeds, less 

often with straws, thus protecting themselves from the rain. Wooden shacks had wide garrets intended 

for equipment of granaries to store thresh grain stocks. Besides traditional residential buildings, 

bathhouses were found here until the 17th century. Later on they were prohibited due to the abundance 

of fires, and the most importance place was designated for farm buildings. In the 19th century, the 

residents of the fields started building red-bricked cattle-sheds. Wooden barns (lith. skūnios) were built 

instead of threshing barns (lith. jaujos). Peasants were one of the first to build more modern, complex, 

variously decorated residential buildings, which had previously only been characteristic of towns.  

Bog people were settled down at the outskirts of the bogs in correctly-shaped and densely arranged small 

homesteads that were situated in drier elevations. In this area, it was important to adjust the location for 

farm buildings, as bog people were engaged in cultivation of potatoes and vegetables. Colonists, who 

were residing in this area, built small wooden houses. If they had enough funds, they decorated them 

with carved wooden decorations and verandahs. At the beginning of the 20th century, the buildings of 

bog people were already painted, shutters thoroughly decorated. 

Villages and homesteads of Lithuania Minor were much more diverse than the ones in Lithuania Propria. 

The architecture of Prussian Lithuanians was extremely varied, with modern masonry buildings being 

built alongside ancient houses; some of them had decorated attics and verandahs. The houses of large-

scale farmers particularly stood out because of the abundance of building materials that were used. Both 

wood and red bricks were used here, as well as painted walls were planked, roofs were decorated, doors 

and shutters were painted with beautiful patterns (Skablauskaitė, 2011). 

After restoration of independence, the objectives of land reform were predominated by the desire to 

return the land to the applicants of former land owners of 1940s, without taking into consideration the 

land that at a time was supplied with restructuring economic structures (Aleknavičius, 2012). 

As Lithuanian Minor avoided the major land reforms, some villages of the older epochs could have 

remained in different parts of the region. The history of Lithuania Minor was much more diverse than 

the history of Lithuania Propria. The historical development phases of villages of adjacent regions also 

vary. For instance, in the 19th century the villages of Prussia and later German Empire were rapidly 

developing as a result of increasing economy of the region. At the same time in Lithuania Propria, which 

at that time was controlled by Czarist Russia, villages and the whole region in general experienced a 

period of stagnation (Skurvydas, 2008). 

The differences of villages of Lithuania Propria and Lithuania Minor substantially affected the economic 

and legal relations of both states. Different procedures have prevailed in Lithuania Minor – the lands 

and homesteads were not divided between the successors as in Lithuania Propria, but rather remained 

to one of the heirs. For this reason, large and medium scale farms remained throughout the centuries. 

Likewise, the homesteads were not diminishing; more often the landlord would expand and decorate the 

buildings. Within a few centuries, a very striking difference between the poor villages with small 

homesteads of Lithuanian Propria and relatively large and medium scale farms of Lithuania Minor has 

emerged (Purvinas et al., 1999). The gap between adjacent regions was progressively increasing, with 

the difference in economic development, standard of living and architectural features, in the form of 

villages, homesteads and buildings. 

The aim of research is to provide an analysis of the conditions of village emergence and development 

in the territory of Nemunas Delta Regional Park on the basis of historical written sources. 

Main objectives of research: 

1. To distinguish peculiarities of Nemunas Delta Regional Park. 

2. To describe the different living zones in the analysed area. 

  

Methodology of research and materials  

Scientific, historical literature analysis, inventory methods were used for the preparation of the article. 

The object of research – villages situated in Nemunas Delta Regional Park.  

The study is theoretical in nature, occurrence conditions of bog people, peasants, grassland villages, the 

natural environment and Lithuania Minor traditions and customs were analysed during the research. The 
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study reviews the broad historical period. Due to economic – historical conditions many documents fell 

into German archives. During the decades of Soviet occupation Lithuania Minor was doomed to 

destruction and oblivion. 

Nemunas Delta Regional Park is the exclusive territory of Lithuania, preservation of which has a great 

historical, natural, ethno-cultural significance. 

The paper distinguished the colonial villages of bog people, i.e. Aukštumala, Žalgiriai, Rūgaliai and 

others, the emergence of which was conditioned by the great bogs. In areas where flooding could not 

wash away the fertile layer of ploughed areas the birth of peasant villages (Šturmai, Muižė, Stankiškiai, 

Suvernai, etc.) took place. Flooded meadows had long attracted animal breeders – grassland villagers. 

Their farmsteads or entire villages (Rupkalviai, Pietiniai Girininkai, etc.) were created on hilly places, 

which rescued them from flood waters. Difficult living conditions formed bog people as a unique small 

Lithuanian agricultural group, in which social media specific skills, customs, traditions and lifestyle 

were going on. 

 

Discussion and results 

The Nemunas Delta is a flat, the lowest elevated seaside lowland part averaging 0.6-1.2 m above the sea 

level. In the East it begins 48 kilometers above the Nemunas estuary, where the river diverges into Rusnė 

and Gilija. The wide river floodplain (part of the valley flooded during floods) in the west gradually 

moves to the flat lowlands. The Nemunas Delta in the past 6 000 years formed deposits (sand and silt 

particles), also known as alluvium and brought by the Nemunas, Minija and other rivers. Due to the 

continuously recruiting alluvial deposits the delta gradually grew and expanded towards the lagoon (Fig. 

1). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Nemunas Delta Regional Park (Hnit – Baltic, 2013) 

 

Eventually constantly accumulating deposit clogged some river branches. It formed old riverbeds and 

small closed lakes called „grasshoppers“. Such alluvial deposits from the Nemunas River separated a 

part of the Curonian Lagoon, which became the only lake of marine origin in Lithuania - Krokų Lanka 

(Basalykas, 1965). 

The Nemunas delta is one of the few places in Europe where fairly large river floods take place every 

year. Melting snow suddenly rises water level in the lower reaches of the river Nemunas and water 

floods the large area (approximately 400 km2) of the delta. 
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Only in this region can be seen the vast areas of flooded grasslands and unique in Lithuania deltoid type 

raised bogs (Aukštumala, Medžioklė, Bėgšai, Leitgiriai bogs). One of them – Aukštumala raised bog – 

scientists researching bogs around the world recognise it as the locus classicus (from the Latin - a classic 

place, a classic example) and jealousy call it the cradle of wetland science (Weber: in 2016). 

In 1992, Nemunas Delta Regional Park was established for the preservation of the Nemunas Delta 

landscape, ecosystems and cultural heritage. In 1993, the Nemunas Delta was recorded in the list of wet 

areas of international significance (Ramsar Convention), in 1998, it was legalized as the Baltic Marine 

Environment Protection Commission (HELCOM) Area and in 2004 it was incorporated into the network 

of protected areas of European importance NATURA 2000. 

In the order of the Minister of the Environment of the Republic of Lithuania “On the approval of the 

Nemunas Delta Regional Park Management Plan” the following most important environmental regional 

park’s objectives were raised: 1) to preserve valuable natural complexes and objects; 2) to maintain the 

Nemunas Delta natural ecosystem stability; 3) to restore damaged natural landscape complexes and 

objects; 4) to regulate the use of grasslands and land reclamation systems (Lietuvos, 2014). 

On the basis of the map of Nemunas Delta Regional Park, the villages of bog people and flooded area 

fall in the territory of this regional park (Fig. 2). 

 

 

Fig. 2. Different living areas in the territory of Nemunas Delta Regional Park (Purvinas, 1999) 
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The territory of Nemunas Delta Regional Park is divided in areas based on the nature of territorial 

lifestyle and architectural-urban heritage:   

The colonies, villages and homesteads of bog people in large raised bogs:  

 Aukštumalė bog array (former villages – colonies of Aukštumala, Vabalai, Naujieji Rūgaliai, parts 

of Šyšgiriai and Lapaliai village homesteads); 

 Žalgiriai - Rupkalviai bog array (former villages – colonies of Žalgiriai, Juodkrantė); 

 Medžioklė bog array (former villages – colonies of Medžioklė); 

 Berštininkai bog array (part of Paleičiai, Andruliai and Šilininkai village homesteads). 

The villages and elevated homesteads of peasants: 

 Ventė – Kintai ridge (villages and homesteads of Ventė, Šturmai, Stankiškiai, Bložiai, Suvernai, 

Povilai); 

 Lapaliai – Traksėdžiai elevation (part of Lapaliai village homestead); 

 Paleičiai height (part of Paleičiai village homestead); 

The villages of grassland villagers and peasants in flooded areas: 

 Minija river valley (part of Minija, Vabalai, Rugaliai village homesteads); 

 Alka and areas of adjacent villages alongside the river Tenenys (emptied after 1944); 

 Coastal areas of the river Atmata and river Šyša (villages of Šyšgiriai, Rupkalviai, Atmata, Šlažai 

and partly Šyša);  

 Rusnė (Nemunas) and Leitė riverside floodplains (Sausgalviai, Tatamiškiai, part of Barzdėnai, 

Šakūnėliai, Paleičiai, Leitgiriai, Andruliai and Bėgšai village homesteads); 

 Wooded riversides of the river Rusnė (Nemunas) (villages of Girininkai and Šilininkai, village 

homesteads of Begšai, Leitgiriai and part of Andruliai); 

 Rusnė island – archipelago (part of Šyškrantė, Pakalnė, Vorusnė and Skirvytėlė village 

homseteads); 

Fishermen villages and homesteads: 

 The Nemunas branches and coastal tributaries; 

 The coast of the Curonian Lagoon (Purvinas, 1999). 

Aukštumala is a bog situated in the current Šilutė district, 6 km to the North West from Šilutė, among 

Krokų Lanka, Tenenys and lower reaches of the river Minija. The area of this bog is approximately 30 

km2. Aukštumala is a typical raised bog of Nemunas delta region (Mažosios..., 2000).      

The bog is situated in a large flatland of marine structures emerging 1 metre above the sea level. The 

area surrounding the bog is full of wet alluvial soil which in majority of places covers peat (Zaromskis, 

2013).    

From early on bog and marsh people (lith. pelkininkai pabaliai) formed grunges and villages with 

distinct traditions and customs in drylands near low bogs. Until World War I, these colonies were 

managed in terms of state management system, had a process of selling the produced agricultural goods 

(a lot of potatoes harvested in peats were shipped to the West), an agricultural system (fertilisers and 

minerals needed to culture the peat were brought from the West), the development of the colonies was 

funded. At the beginning of 1923, when Klaipėda region was separated from Germany and annexed to 

the Republic of Lithuania, the former maintenance system of bog people colony went through crisis. 

The colonies of the region were not expanded, they existed as the shadows of past. The distinct lifestyle 

of bog people, their traditions and skills of contemporary activities were determined by their existence 

in extreme conditions, i.e. damp environment, the use of damp soil scarcely suitable for traditional 

agriculture, experience of tides and water level fluctuations in various seasons. The oldest businesses of 

bog people (hunting, collecting of bog foods) were gradually supplemented by a unique type of 

agriculture. The low bogs were easier to cultivate (usually, draining them was sufficient), while the use 

of raised bogs was for a long time obstructed by their specific acidic soil. Germany used specific 

fertilisers for liming and fertilising peatlands. These means transformed wetlands into highly fertile 

areas of land (Purvinas, 2006).         

Since 1863 when villages of bog people were stated to establish till the beginning of the 20th century, 

villages increased five times.  

Since 1888, the colony started to lay broad gravel roads and dig 12 m width and 4 m depth canals into 

the Šyša and Tenenys rivers, where small ships could travel. The edges of the canals were divided into 

parcels, where the colonists started to settle. The drained, limed, fertilised peatlands were sown with 

crops and clover. Smaller drainage (1 m width) used to direct water to main canals were dug. The peats 

dug from the canals and trenches were taken to the peat factory. Meadows were culturalised in places 
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of exported peat. The life of bog people was improved by the Šilutė – Šyšgiriai – Ruguliai – Kintai road 

laid by the southern boarded of Aukštumala bog. Each colonist rented a 3 ha parcel of land with a new 

building. It was calculated that after 66 years of farming, the parcel with its buildings would become the 

property of the colonist’s successor. Later on, the administration changed these conditions, and the 

colonists had to construct the buildings themselves. In 1905, 58 people (29 of which were men) were 

living in Aukštumala bog. The colony consisted of 10 residential buildings and 10 lodgings. The colony 

administered 2816.6 ha of land and paid a preferential property tax, i.e. only 0.42 marke a hectare.    

In 1925, Aukštumala colony of bog people (Aukštumala) was not separately recorded. During the 

Inventory of Klaipėda Region Residents, the Aukštumala bog state manor including Aukštumala, 

Jociškiai, Kiliškiai, Senieji and Naujieji Rugaliai were recorded. Here the volost and school were 

founded. The manor administered 4881 ha of land, 766 people lived in the aforementioned settlements. 

During the decades of Soviet occupation Aukštumala settlement was destroyed (Purvinas, 2006).            

Up until 1900, agricultural crops were exclusively grown, by using raised bog peat, on the slopes of 

raised bog. Potatoes were the main crop, in some places winter rye and oats were grown, less often 

hulled six-row barley.   

By 1905, 1691 people (781 of which were men) were living in Bismarkas (Rupkalviai bogs) colony. 

The colony had 357 residential buildings with 405 accommodations. It predominantly consisted of 

Prussian Lithuanians and newcomers from Lithuania Propria (in addition to numerous descendants of 

mixed families or people of Lithuanian origin who had no knowledge of Lithuanian language). During 

the Soviet occupation period, Žalgiriai village (Bismarkas colony) was devastated. Many of the wooden 

buildings were disassembled for firewood. In 1995, only a few old homesteads and their remnants were 

recorded, as since 1944, about 97 per cent of buildings and homesteads in the colony were destroyed, 

cemetery were vandalised and former public buildings were demolished (Purvinas, 2006). 

Peasants were settling on larger elevations, working the land in places where floods could not wash 

away fertile layer of ploughed areas. In some convenient areas for farming, such as Kintai – Ventė 

moraine ridge, villages of peasants (Šturmai, Muižė, Stankiškiai, Suvernai, Povilai, etc.) stretched in a 

continuous circuit. South of the town of Šilutė, by the right riverbank of the Nemunas river, for dozens 

of kilometres stretches historically famous riverside meadows – areas that are flooded annually. 

Nemunas valley is often severely flooded in autumn. To make matters worse, in spring, avalanche of 

debacle would slide down through the wide valley, sweeping everything in its path (Purvinas, 2011).  

In order to avoid the constant threat of debacle, the unique engineering objects of today’s heritage were 

formed in Nemunas lowlands, called the embankment system of the Nemunas Delta (Svazas and other, 

2009). 

In 1785, Sausgalviai was described as a rather large village with 17 homesteads, in 1871, the total 

population of 319 inhabitants (145 male and 174 female) was registered in the village, of which 178 

were born in the village and other came from different locations. The traditional life was lost in the 

autumn of 1944, when the inhabitants of the Sausgalviai had to retreat to the West. Unoccupied village 

was diligently demolished. During the Soviet period floodplains had to supply the major livestock 

complexes with feed. The cattle farms were also built in Sausgalviai hillock, near the old cemetery. The 

construction of polders and major drainage channels had begun, relying on cheap energy resources of 

that time. In times of change, rigid Soviet farm system had collapsed. Out of 60 former homesteads with 

several hundred decent buildings, only the fragments of 8 old homesteads are left today (Purvinas, 2011). 

The old Šyšgiriai can conditionally be called the village of the riverside. Šyšgiriai tried to recede form 

the whimsical Šyša and threatening Atmata, through which the devastating avalanche of debacle from 

time to time would reach the village. It was much more convenient to live on elevations, even though it 

was less romantic. Life itself was not stable and ensured, in some cases ice hummocks could reach 

buildings that stood on elevated surfaces. In 1905, it was counted that 430 people were living in the 

village, this means that the population doubled over the last thirty-four years. The village was dominated 

by women (with 203 men). Out of 412 Evangelical Lutheran only 84 could speak German, which leaves 

318 Lithuanian speakers. All of 18 Catholics of Šyšgiriai could speak Lithuanian. The economy of 

Šyšgiriai had also improved. They had already owned 760 acres of land, which means that over the past 

half of a century the area of land belonging to the village had increased five times. It was calculated that 

the village had 73 homesteads with 94 apartments. Although settlers would usually settle in rather poor 

houses, they would still feel like at home. In 1912, 406 people were registered in Šyšgiriai (the rapid 

growth of the village was already stagnant). World War 1 affected Šyšgiriai less than post-war turmoil. 

Many young men who were mobilised had fallen or been mutilated in various fronts. It was disastrous 

for the families of bog people. With the loss of breadwinners it was nearly impossible to perform the 
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majority of hard work in the peat bogs. Some of them pulled out in search for a better life. By 1925, 357 

people were still living in the village of Šyšgiriai, where they still owned 763 acres of land. The 

traditional life had ended in the autumn of 1944, when the inhabitants of Šyšgiriai had to retreat from 

the approaching front. The ones who stayed or returned had experienced oppressions and repressions of 

the occupational Soviet regime. During the De-Stalinisation period, as the opportunity occurred, they 

would immediately retreat to the West. Some of the old homesteads of Šyšgiriai were preserved for 

longer periods by more serious newcomers. Unfortunately, during the Soviet period most of homesteads 

and old buildings were used and later liquidated, picturesque cemetery of the village was vandalised. 

The second Šyšgiriai was destroyed and dozens of homesteads of bog people were demolished. Their 

hard-worked land has overgrown with bushes, as it was unnecessary for Soviet economy (Purvinas, 

2011).  

Difficult living conditions, unique natural environment, traditions, customs have formed exclusive 

habitable territories in the Nemunas Delta, thus it is very important that the measures provided by the 

state or private individuals would help to maintain these territories. 
 

Conclusions and proposals 

1. Nemunas Delta Regional Park, the exclusive territory of Lithuania, where you can see large areas of 

flooded meadows and unique deltoid type bogs, spectacular landscapes, natural complexes and 

objects of cultural values and distinctive heritage. 

2. In the 19th century, the programme for bog people colony creation was initiated. One major 

programme, concerning the colonies, was provided for the Nemunas Delta, where lie the large 

wetlands. With the state-funded construction of roads, the development of such colonies has 

increased significantly. During this period, Aukštumala, Žalgiriai colonies were established. By 

1925, there were 766 inhabitants in the village of Aukštumala, while in 2011 the number of 

inhabitants was only 3. In 1959, there were 132 inhabitants in the village of Žalgiriai, while in 2001 

the number of inhabitants was 86. The village of Skirvytėlė is mentioned among the villages that 

went extinct in the territory of Nemunas Delta Regional Park. 

3. The greatest negative influence was caused by the socialist and peasant economical collectivisation 

land reform, since it abolished the peasants’ rights to the private property and forcibly seized the 

lands. Individual villages were reorganised by assigning them to the large settlements. The start of 

large scale land reclamation works meant further destruction of the villages. The ones that were 

preventing the formation of vast arrays of farmlands were immediately exterminated. 

4. In order to preserve the ethnocultural legacy and the uniqueness of the landscape of Prussian 

Lithuania Minor and Samogitian Lithuania Propria it is expedient to use the advantages of creating 

an attractive image of tourist region. 
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