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PREFACE

This book chronicles the heroic resistance and survival of the Jewish fugitive of the forests, from the moment the Nazis began their war against the Jews until Germany was defeated and the mass killing was finally stopped.

Throughout the three years this study was being researched and written, my objective remained simple and straightforward: To tell the story of how and why these Jewish partisans and survivors—fighters and noncombatants alike—managed to stay alive despite the overwhelming forces set against them.

From the very beginning, my research provoked additional questions: How did the Jews escape from the ghettos and become partisans? How did they survive on the run? Where did they find food? What was their relationship with the Soviet partisans who dominated and controlled the forest resistance against Germany? How was it possible for human beings in this century, isolated and sentenced to death by an uncompromising and vicious enemy, to live such a primitive existence in the forests for three years and survive?

Though thousands of Jews participated in partisan resistance in France, Slovakia, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Greece, this book is concerned with the Jews of eastern Poland, Belorussia, the Ukraine, the three Baltic states, and the western part of the Soviet Union. A large portion of European Jews lived in these areas, and this is where this tragic drama was played out to its fullest.

This book is intended for a general audience. Without losing sight of the larger and more complex issues connected with the Holocaust, I have tried to personalize the history of the Jewish partisans and civilians of the forest. As well as many individual stories, I have followed more closely the wartime experiences of several survivors—Gitel Morrison, Ben Lungen, Peter Silverman, Leon Kahn, Faye Schulman, Aron and Lisa Derman, and Jack and Rochelle Sutin, to note only a few—some of whose stories are told for the first time. While I am aware of the obvious limitations of oral history—over time, details are forgotten and some events are exaggerated or placed in improper context—I have, nevertheless, used the survivors’ own stories as a guide. Always, though, these remarkable and poignant testimonies of how lives were turned upside down, and how some chose to flee the ghetto for the uncertain refuge of the forest, are placed in the context of harsh ghetto life and the precarious opportunities for resistance and survival in the woods.

I gathered these Holocaust narratives in the course of numerous interviews I conducted in Canada, the United States, and Israel; in testimonies found at libraries and archives in Washington, New York, Los Angeles, at Yale University, and in Jerusalem; and from a dozen or so published memoirs. Despite the flaws of such remembrances, the survivors’ recollections are at least (or more, I suggest) as valuable a historical source as any written Nazi or Soviet documents of the era, which were often composed with bias and according to a preconceived agenda. Oral history may be unreliable in some cases, but it is equally true that the passing of years can add a valuable perspective to traumatic events.

Interviewing Holocaust survivors or reading their testimonies and memoirs is an experience you can never forget. To hear a survivors’ personal account is traumatic and moving. I am awed by the emotional willpower it must take for survivors to reconstruct, relive, and remember the unique horrors of their past.
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Like any historian and writer who has tried to tell the tale of eastern Europe’s past, I have been faced with the difficult task of getting the names and places right. For instance, because of changing borders, the small town of Eisiskes, as it is known in Lithuanian, has also been called Ejszyszki in Polish. To the Jews, it was Eishyshok. The city of Vilna, as it is known in English and Russian, has been Wilno in Polish and Vilne in Yiddish, and is Vilnius in present-day Lithuania. Surnames are equally problematic, given their Russian, Polish, Lithuanian variations. For both proper and place names, I have relied whenever possible on the spelling given in the four-volume Encyclopedia of the Holocaust, historian Martin Gilbert’s authoritative Dent Atlas of the Holocaust, and the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s Historical Atlas of the Holocaust.


INTRODUCTION

The Fugitives

THE FOREST WAS WHITE AND WE SOUGHT PROTECTION FROM IT. A FOREST OF HIKES AND SUMMER CAMPS IS NOWHERE LIKE A FOREST WHERE ONE LIVES PERMANENTLY AND WHICH SERVES AS A REFUGE AND A SOURCE OF HOPE AND SECURITY AS WELL. EVERY TREE BECAME A FORTRESS, EVERY THICKET A STRONGHOLD, THE WHOLE FOREST A CONSTANT FRIEND, KIND TO ALL OF US WITHOUT AWAITING ANY REWARD. IF ONLY I COULD SING A SONG OF PRAISE TO THE FOREST, OUR LOYAL FRIEND.

—LIZA ETTINGER

More than sixty years ago, as the Second World War and the Nazi assault on Europe ended, approximately 25,000 Jews, entire families in some instances, walked out of the forests of Poland, Belorussia, Lithuania, the Ukraine, and Russia. For three years, these men, women, and children had miraculously survived, eluding Nazi hunts and Soviet, Polish, and Ukrainian partisans who often killed first and asked questions later. In many cases these fugitives fought against the Nazis, in armed combat and through the sabotage of railway tracks and bridges. Some lived on the run, others built camps. The partisan camps housed guerrilla soldiers exclusively, while in the family camps, families and partisans lived together, creating a semblance of daily routine. In the swamp-filled forests, the most resourceful built shtetlach, or small villages, which were complete with water facilities, huts with stoves, schools, and people practicing their trades.

The fugitives emerging from the forests had harrowing stories to tell.

The Zelkowicz Family

The reconnaissance party returned without Yossel Zelkowicz, and his family never found his body. The Zelkowiczes were told that a group of local farmers had buried Yossel, but they could never be certain.

For three years, Yossel’s mother, Leska, had resisted and adapted. She had followed her husband, Lazer, from Lodz to Lida, and from Lida to the forest. She had become a fugitive to save the lives of her two youngest children, Gitel and Simon. Yossel, her oldest child, was only fifteen when the war began; he grew up quickly after that. A partisan fighter at seventeen, he guided Jews, including his own family, from the ghettos to makeshift camps in the woods where, against enormous odds, they defied the forces of nature and evil that had been unleashed upon them.

Something in Leska Zelkowicz snapped the day the Nazis shot Yossel, who was only eighteen. For weeks, in a daze, she muttered to herself, oblivious to her family. Gitel, then age twelve, was angry with her mother for abandoning her. For a time, Gitel had no choice but to assume total responsibility for the care of her younger brother, Simon.

Simon, though not even seven years old when the war ended, also has vivid memories of his childhood in the forest and of the family camp commanded by the legendary Tuvia Bielski. Images of his father carrying him from the ghetto, of sitting in Yossel’s arms high on a horse, and of being hungry and covered in lice still invade his sleep.

Simon remembers that at meal times, he always sat beside his mother. “No matter how slowly I ate, and I ate slowly to make it last longer, my mother would eat ten times slower, passing on to me her food when I finished my own,” he related in his mother’s eulogy, five decades later.

In case of emergency, Simon kept a piece of bread in his pocket. It was his protection against starvation. As the weeks passed, the bread turned moldy and pale. Simon remembers:


One day a woman approached his family and told them that she had learned her husband was alive in another part of the forest, fifty kilometers away. She wanted to go to him.

“Does anyone have any food?” she asked. I put my hand in my pocket, pulled out this piece of bread, and offered it to her. She looked at me and began to cry. “I can’t take this from you,” she said.

My mother went to her and said, “If my son offers you a piece of bread, you should take it.” With tears, she accepted my food.



Leon Kahn

Half a lifetime later, the distinctive image of the eagle on the Polish soldiers’ cap is as clear in Leon Kahn’s mind as it was on that fateful day in October 1943. Leon Kahn, or Leibke Kaganowicz as he was known then, was a young Jewish partisan fighter allowed a few days leave to visit his father, Shael, and his sixteen-year-old sister, Freidke, at their camp in the nearby Yureli Forest, north of Grodno. He brought food with him. The family talked late into the night of their plans for surviving another winter.

At about ten o’clock the next morning, sentries discovered a Polish farmer named Nowicki wandering near the forest retreat. The sentries brought Nowicki to the camp, where he pleaded with the suspicious Jews that he had only become lost while searching for a stray cow. Despite Shael Kaganowicz’s apprehension, Nowicki was allowed to go on his way. The farmer assured the Jews that he could be trusted and promised to return with vodka.

A few hours later, as Leon and his family ate lunch, a group of Polish soldiers of the Armia Krajowa (AK), the Home Army, surrounded the Jews. The eagles on the soldiers’ caps were clearly visible. The AK made little distinction between Nazis, Soviets, and Jews. They were all occupiers, enemies, and interlopers, a triple threat to a separate and independent Poland.

As guns blared, the Kaganowicz family and the rest of the partisans defended themselves, but their lone machine gun and few rifles were no match for the more sophisticated arsenal of the Poles.

Shael crouched behind his son. “Hold them back!” he shouted to Leon. “Hold them back!” It was hopeless to stay and fight, so the partisans ran deeper into the forest. The Poles chased after them. Suddenly there were no more trees—only a barren field of stubble rye lay before the Jews. This moment is forever etched in Leon Kahn’s memory:


We had no alternative but to try to cross the field and outrun them to the next patch of forest … I burst from the shelter of the trees, raced into the open field, and began firing at random to cover the flight of the others. Inching forward on my belly I fired, then ran a few yards and dropped to my belly again. Behind me my father burst from the forest and fled across the field.

“Run, papa, run! Run, Freidke, run! No! No! Crawl on your bellies close to the ground where they cannot aim at you! Like me, papa! Like me!”

He didn’t listen to me, or perhaps he didn’t hear me. I can still see him racing across that field as I carefully inched my way to the protection of the trees on the opposite side.

I looked up for a moment and saw him falter slightly in flight. He’s been hit, I thought, it’s only just a flesh wound.

I looked for Freidke and saw her trailing behind the others, her pursuers inexorably closing in on her. Poor frightened sister of mine, try a little harder! Hurry! I thought. And slowly I came into the wooded area where my wounded father awaited me … He undid his shirt and I almost fainted at the sight. The wound was enormous. I could put my fist into it and his lifeblood poured out of him in a river before my horrified eyes.

“It’s nothing, papa,” I said. “You’ll be all right. Sit by the tree for a moment and rest. Where is Freidke? Where is Freidke?” I looked out and saw her. Three of her pursuers were almost upon her, bayonets poised as she fled in front of them.

I raised my rifle, aimed, and fired. “One down, Freidke!” I shouted. Then I fired again and as the next one fell, I screamed, “One more, Freidke! Run, Freidke, run!” Again I fired, but this time I missed. Her attacker was closer. I tried to fire again and my gun jammed!

As in a slow motion movie, I saw her fall as her pursuer poised his blade over her. I cursed my gun and its impotence as the bayonet entered my poor sister’s defenseless body.

As in a dream, I heard my father shouting over and over. “Hold them back … Hold them back!” But it was too late for Freidke. Too late for my little sister. She fell to earth like a wounded bird, and as her life ebbed away, I wept with sorrow. “Goodbye, Freidke … Goodbye, my little sister …”



Three days later, Shael Kaganowicz died as he lay in his son’s arms on the edge of the woods. Leon was now truly alone, the last survivor of his family.

The Partisans

It is all too easy to make sweeping generalizations about the war and the behavior of those whose lives were affected by it. Certainly it is difficult to measure or define the development of forest life in partisan and family camps, or the relationship between Gentile and Jew, or even to gauge the role the partisan resistance actually played in the outcome of the conflict.

Given the tremendous forces pitted against them, it is a miracle that so many Jews were able to avenge the murders of their families and survive to protect their children and parents in partisan and civilian camps. True, millions of Jews still perished in spite of their efforts. But those who dismiss as inconsequential the Jewish partisans’ resistance work fail to appreciate the immensity of the struggle. The question should not be, why did more Jews not resist? But rather, how, under the circumstances, was any resistance possible at all?

During 1942 and 1943 in Poland, as the Nazis were liquidating the ghettos and the difficult decision to flee could no longer be delayed, more than 100,000 Jewish fugitives were likely on the run. Most were later killed by Nazi police patrols or by Soviet or Polish partisans (who also resisted the Nazis but cared little about the Jews’ plight). Israeli historians Yisrael Gutman and Shmuel Krakowski estimate that in the district around Lublin alone, approximately 20,000 Jews were caught and killed during this two-year period.

By 1944, in this vast area stretching from eastern Poland into Russia and south into the Ukraine, at least 200, 000 to 250, 000 Soviet partisans (perhaps even as many as 350,000) were operating in hundreds of brigades. Approximately 20, 000 to 25, 000 of these partisans were Jewish, fighting with and supporting the Soviets. Another estimated 10, 000 Jews survived in family camps, usually attached to a fighting unit:*

From the Parczew Forest in eastern Poland to the Naliboki Forest, a vast wilderness west of Minsk known in Polish as a puszcza because of its size and its jungle-like topography, to the Rudniki Forest farther north in Lithuania, Jews took up arms. Under the direction of such famous Jewish partisans as Misha Gildenman (codenamed Diadia Misha, “Uncle Misha”), young Chil Grynszpan, and Josef Glazman, who escaped from the Vilna ghetto to form the Jewish battalion Nekamah (revenge), the partisans conducted daring raids and sabotage operations. More notably, they acted as protectors for Jewish refugees who joined the family camps of such dynamic leaders as Tuvia Bielski and Shalom Zorin.

Separate and Apart

In hindsight, it is not surprising that the Jews had only themselves to depend on once they fled into the woods—although the lives of many were saved by non-Jews who risked their own lives and the lives of their families. Beginning as early as the year 1, 000 (perhaps earlier) Jews had, if sometimes uneasily, coexisted with East Europeans. As the centuries passed, their population numbers grew exponentially—large numbers of German Jews reached Poland in the late fifteenth century. Since being restricted to the Pale of Settlement by Russian autocrats at the end of the eighteenth century, Jews had lived side by side with Poles, Belarussians, and Ukrainians but led very separate lives. The majority of Jews spoke their own language (Yiddish), practiced a different religion, and were caught up in their own brand of nationalism (Zionism), in all its many forms and factions. To fight for their rights in the factory, Jewish workers also created their own political movement and revolutionary trade union, the socialist-oriented Bund. This is not to say that Jews did not participate fully in Polish society. Indeed, there was a strong Jewish presence in many Polish professions and cultural pursuits—journalism, teaching, politics, theatre, and music. Moreover, generalizations tend to distort individual experiences: Many Jews flourished as artisans, merchants, and peddlers and had positive relations with their non-Jewish neighbors, while others were treated with suspicion and disdain. The vast majority of Jews, sometimes by choice, led segregated lives.

On the eve of the Second World War, owing in large part to the magnanimous actions of world leaders at Versailles in 1919 (and later confirmed in the Treaty of Riga, following the Polish-Soviet War of 1919–21) and the collapse of the three partitioning empires during the First World War (Russia, Germany, and the Austro-Hungarian), the new independent country of Poland stretched from Katowice in the west to Pinsk and Rovno in the east. Thirty-five million people lived within Poland’s borders, including 5 million Ukrainians, 1.5 million Belorussians, 700,000 Germans, 80,000 Lithuanians, and more than 3 million Jews, still mainly living in the bounds of the Pale of Settlement established by Catherine the Great of Russia in 1791. In all, about one-third of the population was ethnically non-Polish.

The Poles cherished the agricultural way of life and approximately 75 percent were peasants. In the south and west, some owned the land they worked; in the east peasants usually owned small plots but had to supplement their incomes as agricultural laborers. The elite aristocracy remained significant. Still, the vast countryside, despite its economic backwardness and poverty, gave the country its soul and personality.

The majority of Polish Jews, on the other hand, by virtue of age-old laws that did not permit them to own land, resided in the cities, towns, and villages. According to the 1931 census, close to one million Jews lived in the large urban centers of Warsaw, Lodz, Cracow, Lvov, Vilna, and Lublin, where they represented anywhere from 28 to 35 percent of each city’s population. In these larger centers, many Jews were more assimilated. Some spoke Polish in their homes and regarded Poland as their native land. In the numerous towns, villages, and shtetlach that dotted the Polish landscape, Jews eked out livings as merchants, shopkeepers, cattle buyers, artisans, and peddlers. While a minority of Jews felt at home and comfortable in peasant villages, they were truly an urban people. In short, Jews were people of the town, which was home to their synagogues, schools, and kosher shops.

Centuries of legal restrictions compelled the Jews to with-draw into their own communities, although many attended Polish public schools and were being progressively integrated. Still, their perceived separateness reinforced the argument of right-wing Polish leaders such as Roman Dmowski that Jews were a threat because they would never assimilate. “The Jew treats with aversion the entire past of European nations,” the head of Endecja, the right-wing National Democratic Party, declared in 1914. “He harbors hatred toward their religions and looks upon all the hierarchies that have arisen in these societies as he does upon the usurpers who have taken the place due his ‘chosen people.”’ Dmowski’s solution to this problem, clearly articulated during the interwar period, was the “de-Judaizing of Poland.” His goal was nothing less than to drive Polish Jews from the economic life of the country. The National Democrats supported boycotts of Jewish businesses, the implementation of a quota system (numerus clausus) at Polish universities, and the use of separate seating, or “ghetto benches,” in university classrooms.

Successive Polish governments, including the popular semidictatorship led by the charismatic military leader Marshal Jozef Pilsudski from 1926 until his death in 1935, refused to reform educational institutions as much as the Endecja demanded. Nonetheless, the Endecja mounted pressure on university officials, and Jews continually faced discrimination, harassment, and, ultimately, violence, Jewish enrollment in Polish universities dropped from 24 percent in 1923–24, to 17 percent by 1933, to only 8 percent in 1938. In the classrooms, Jewish students refused to sit on the segregated benches at the back of the halls, but in doing so faced the wrath of young right-wing nationalists. One non-Jewish professor at the University of Lvov who supported the stand taken by the Jewish students had his classroom bombed in the fall of 1938:*

Following Pilsudski’s death, the anti-Semitism that was flourishing under Hitler in neighboring Germany enflamed Polish conservatives as well, and the last Polish government before the war took a decided turn to the right. An official government study released in 1937, one of many on the “Jewish Question,” defined the situation as follows: “The effect of [Jews’] separate political aspirations and the effect of their numbers, plus their major influence over many areas of social and national life, is to make the Jews, in the present state of affairs, an element that weakens the normal development of national and state strength that is currently being achieved in Poland.”

For many Poles, Lithuanians, Ukrainians, and Hungarians—among other national groups—the Jews were the “other,” the killers of Christ; and at once exploitive urban capitalists not to be trusted, and after 1920, also purportedly a potential Communist threat. While the Catholic Church in Poland, for example, did not support violence against Jews, it did believe the segregation of Jews from Christians was mandatory. “AJewish problem exists, and will continue to exist as long as Jews remain Jews,” Cardinal August Hlond argued in a widely distributed and quoted pastoral letter in 1936. “It is a fact that the Jews fight against the Catholic Church, they are freethinkers, and constitute the vanguard of atheism, of the bolshevik [sic] movement and of revolutionary activity. It is a fact that Jewish influence upon morals is fatal and their publishers spread pornographic literature. It is true that the Jews are committing frauds, practicing usury, and dealing in white slavery. It is true that in schools, the influence of the Jewish youth upon the Catholic youth is generally evil, from a religious and ethical point of view. But—let us be just. Not all Jews are like that.*

In the streets, often violent anti-Semitic incidents became part of daily life for Jews, wealthy or poor. From the perspective of Lucy Dawidowicz in 1938, then a young American student on a visit to Vilna, the anti-Semitism she encountered in Poland was unique. “It wasn’t so much an ideology or a racist philosophy,” she later recalled, “as it was raw and ungovernable hatred, different from what was happening in Germany.” Dawidowicz, who would later become a prominent historian and chronicler of the Holocaust, observed that in Germany, the anti-Semitism of the Nazis had been “orchestrated from above,” while in Poland it “erupted spontaneously [and] volcanically.” In any event, random violence (“hooliganism,” as Dawidowicz called it) became an unwanted aspect of Jewish life.

Jack Sutin, who grew up in the town of Mir, southwest of Minsk, claims that by the time he was three years old, he had a “sense” that Jews were hated in Poland. “By that age,” states Sutin, who survived the war as a partisan, “you knew that you were not the same as all the other kids, that you were discriminated against in the subtlest ways, as well as in the most overt and painful ways. I remember once, while I was a young student, I boarded a crowded train. I went through several cars and finally found a passenger compartment with a single empty seat. But the man sitting next to it stared at me and then spat out the words, ‘No Jews allowed!’ I remember that moment because it made me realize, more than anything that had come before, that in Poland I would never be allowed to live a normal and peaceful life.”

Jewish children were chased home from school as young gangs of hooligans taunted and threw stones at them. “Dirty Jew,” they yelled. “Go back to Palestine.” Jona Fuks (now John Fox), only twelve years old when the war began, remembers that in the polish school he attended in Tuszyn, a small town near Lodz, there were only three Jewish students in his class of forty-three children. “When the teacher walked out of the classroom the Poles would throw things at us, curse, and spit on us,” he told Martin Gilbert. “When the teacher returned he would pretend that nothing happened. We wouldn’t complain because nothing would be done about it.… Many days I would come from school with a bloody nose or a swollen lip from getting beaten up in school.”

Like that teacher, the police and courts generally did little to stop this behavior. Violent acts against Jews were rarely punished. Moreover, according to Dawidowicz, “in instances when the Jewish victim of a hooligan attack fought back and injured his assailant, the Jew was likely to be arrested and charged with disturbing the peace, even if he himself had been badly wounded.”

With few countries willing to take them, Jews could not leave Poland even if they wanted to, so they endured the insults, attacks, boycotts, and discrimination. “The overwhelming majority of Jews in the cities and [villages] in central and eastern Poland, including those registered as independent wage earners and merchants, lived under conditions of dire and deepening poverty,” Holocaust historian Yisrael Gutman has written. “Their income lagged behind the average income of an industrial worker.” They were victims of discrimination as well as mechanization.

The year before the war began, an independent member of the Polish parliament, the Sejm—in which Jews enjoyed full political rights and were well-represented—introduced legislation aimed at abolishing the practice of shchitah, the Jewish ritual method of slaughtering and koshering animals. Beginning in 1935, the meat industry had been severely regulated; now the intent was to drive Jewish butchers out of business altogether. The Jews of Vilna responded with a boycott of all meat; overnight thousands who consumed large quantities of meat and poultry became vegetarians. But this bold response did not stop the Sejm from approving the bill and passing it on to the Polish senate for ratification. Before the senate could vote on the issue, however, the war intervened.

Just as Jewish adults attempted to deal with the various obstacles caused by their minority status—actively participating, for example, in Polish political life through their own political organizations, such as the religious Agudat Yisrael or the more secular Folkist party, the Yiddishe folk-party in poyln—so too did Jewish youth. They joined Zionist and socialist clubs, where they not only developed life-long friendships and a love for Yiddish and Hebrew culture, but also prepared themselves for either the eventual move to Palestine or a future socialist Utopia. Debates raged over the most minute of details. Young members of Betar (the followers of the right-wing and more militant Revisionism Zionism and its charismatic leader, Vladimir Jabotinsky) clashed with the more left-wing Ha-Shomer Hatsair and Hechalutz factions.

Young socialists of the Bund and Zionists of every political orientation could, however, unite on the issue of self-defense and confronting the anti-Semitic hooligans with force. The Bundists, in particular, organized their own self-defense units and pledged themselves to defend Jews, “their livelihood, dignity, honor, and often their very lives.” When they heard rumors of an impending attack in one village or another, they would travel there in an attempt to thwart it. They patrolled the streets and intervened in beatings whenever it was possible.

This spirit of defiance would soon be challenged in ways these young Jewish men and women could never have imagined. With displays of courage and fearlessness well beyond their years, they rose to face the greatest challenge and tragedy of their young lives, and provided the leadership for the resistance in the ghettos and the forests.

The Fugitives: Ten Years Later

None of us want to relive the traumas of the past. That maxim certainly applies to Jewish Holocaust survivors and, indeed, to anyone who experienced firsthand the horrors, brutalities, and enormous tragedy of the Second World War. As historians Antony Polonsky and Joanna Michlic have recently noted (citing the groundbreaking work of Dutch historian Franklin Ankersmit on the memory of the Holocaust), “trauma causes our convictions, categories, and expectations to shatter, and history is composed of traumatic collective experiences.”

This “traumatic history” and the way it has been remembered are at the heart of this book. It is at once a chronicle of war and hate, tremendous courage and daring, and ultimately survival in the face of inconceivable events and actions that to this day seem impossible to fully comprehend. Many years ago, historian Nora Levin rightly argued that ordinary human beings may never truly understand the Holocaust because, “the world of Auschwitz was in truth, another planet.”

It was not until the trial of Adolf Eichmann, one of the Nazi masterminds of the “Final Solution of the Jewish Question,” in Jerusalem in 1961—following his controversial capture by Israeli agents in Argentina—that the Holocaust became a subject of extensive and popular inquiry. The Eichmann trial and the parade of survivors called as witnesses acted as a catalyst, eventually leading to a steady outpouring of academic studies, memoirs, novel, films, and children’s books that continues unabated to the present day. In particular, survivors, who had been shunned for even raising the topic, soon felt free to share and write about their harrowing experiences.*

From the very start, however, the emotional trauma and the unfathomable nature of the Holocaust contributed to the controversy and rancor swirling around its interpretation. Assessing responsibility, affixing blame, determining causes, differentiating between perpetrators, bystanders and victims, connecting military and civilian anti-Jewish actions and searching for explanations have been matters of great dispute. Consider as only one of many such examples the explosive furor surrounding the publication of two books by the Polish historian Jan T. Gross of Princeton University, who was forced to leave Poland as a result of the anti-Zionist campaign of 1968—both dealing with Polish-Jewish relations before, during, and immediately after the war. As will be further explained, this is as contentious a subject as there is in Holocaust history, one that is also raised in some detail in Fugitives of the Forest.

In Neighbors (published in 2000 in Poland and 2001 in English) Gross recounted the murder of Jews in the town of Jedwabne, northeast of Warsaw in July 1941. For years, a stone marker had indicated that 1,600 Jews had been killed by the Nazis. Gross’s research, however, proved that it had been the Polish villagers who had put the Jews in a barn and set it on fire, possibly with Nazi collusion. The book unleashed a storm of protest in Poland—so much so that in 2004 historians Polonsky and Michlic were able to assemble a 489-page book of articles and commentary from North America and Europe about it. Few, if any other, publications on the Holocaust touched such as raw a nerve as Gross’s did, especially in Poland where the legacy of those dark years remains a matter of passionate debate.

In 2006, Gross followed up Neighbors with Fear, which examined anti-Semitism in Poland at the conclusion of the war. At the core of this study is Gross’s challenge to the common view that still persists to the present day, alleging a conspiratorial link between Jews, Communism, and Soviet totalitarian rule; as well as the infamous pogrom in Kielce (south of Warsaw) in 1946 in which thirty-seven Jews, most of whom had survived the war in the Soviet Union, were murdered. Again, uproar greeted the book in Poland and among Poles in North America. Prosecutors in Kraców contemplated bringing charges against Gross for publicly accusing “the Polish nation of participating in Nazi or Communist crimes,” an act forbidden by a 2006 statute.

In short, sixty years later the monumental and catastrophic events of 1939 to 1945—events that altered our perception of human behavior like nothing else before or since—still has the power to unleash a torrid of naked emotion. No one who writes about the Holocaust should expect anything different.

[image: image]

In the decade since Fugitives of the Forest was first published, historians have had the opportunity to delve into previously restricted Soviet archives (Soviet partisan records are also available at the United States Holocaust Museum’s Research Center in Washington, D.C.) and explore further the contours and complexities of the Jewish partisan movement. In particular, they have focused on the relationship between Soviets, Jews, and Poles, all fighting a common German enemy and, more often than not, each other. Much of this new research—in addition to the publication of several more Holocaust partisan memoirs, popular histories, and scholarly works—has added more detail and context to this wartime saga; we now even know more about the numbers of people involved (somewhat more than has been normally accepted), the struggles of life in a partisan brigade, and the diverse attitudes of the local East European rural population toward the Jewish fugitives.

Leonid Smilovitsky of the Goldstein-Goren Diaspora Research Center at Tel-Aviv University, for example, has shown that while many Belorussians were not fond of their Jewish neighbors, they absolutely refused to participate in Nazi-orchestrated killing sprees and in many instances hid and saved Jews from certain death.* In many cases, these acts of kindness resulted in the murders of the Gentile saviors by the Germans, as it did throughout Poland and other locales. Indeed, Smilovitksy as well as Kenneth Slepyan—who has recently written the most comprehensive English-language work on Soviet partisans since John Armstrong in 1964—have provided further concrete evidence that brutal and unrelenting violence was the pervasive norm throughout the Nazi occupied territories. Still, Slepyan’s suggestion that the murder of Jewish escapees from the ghettos by Soviet partisans and peasants was an inevitable consequence of “twenty-five years of war, revolution, civil war, collectivization, famine, political purges, and terror” is at the very least debatable—if not unconvincing. Jews, too, did not always go “as sheep to the slaughter” (to use the Vilna ghetto resistance leader Abba Kovner’s famous phrase). Smilovitksy also catalogues a multitude of incidents when Jews stood up to their Nazi persecutors. Many were killed in violent skirmishes, but many, too, managed to escape to the forest, join up with a partisan group, and live another day.

For all that is new about the partisans, the essential theme running through this book that Jews who managed to make it to the forest survived due to their own fortitude and ingenuity remains an accurate depiction of that tragic ordeal. Despite intense criticism that oral testimonies and memoirs of the survivors are a poor historical source to build a book around, most have proven to be more or less accurate when compared against the record found in Nazi, Soviet, and Polish documents and official reports.* “There are certain situations,” rightly observed Walter Laqueur, “which are so extreme that an extraordinary event is needed to grasp their enormity, unless one happened to be present.”

This does not mean that these oral testimonies, many given decades after the events described occurred, may not have errors of fact. They surely do. But so, too, do the documents, composed during the war under pressure, in compliance with established military and bureaucratic policies, and frequently with zealous political and nationalistic fervor. Both the written and oral evidence must be considered critically and weighed against each other and academic interpretation—historical writing that is also open to criticism and charges of bias.

Survivors want to share their painful stories with the world—never an easy task. They are rarely governed by ulterior motives, as are some historians, particularly those with a nationalist agenda. In my extensive experience in interviewing them, they do not blatantly lie or distort the past. If one of them saw Polish partisans of the Armia Krajowa or Home Army attack and murder members of their family, for example, as Leon Kahn did in October 1943, then that is what he witnessed. Dismissing Kahn’s testimony as a gross misinterpretation of the events, as Mark Paul does in the second volume of The Story of Two Shtetls published by the Polish Educational Foundation in North America is merely refusing to accept the truth of a terrible action that one wishes was not true. (According to Paul, the AK attack Kahn describes was in retaliation for a “murderous Soviet attack” on an AK partisan unit. Why Kahn’s father and young sister were killed is not addressed.) Never once does Paul or other detractors like him ask why Kahn or any Holocaust survivor would concoct such tales? And, “making Poles look bad” is not the answer. Indeed, there is no logical response because certain terrible memories remained etched in a person’s mind forever.*
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Nothing about the Holocaust and the Second World War, including Nazi policy and directives from Stalin for his guerrilla army, were fluid. Time, place, and unpredictable human will all impacted on the lives of millions of Jews and other Europeans. The ebb and flow of the war often changed daily and with it the fate of those individuals caught up in the conflict and horror. Yet as will be seen in the pages that follow, survival as a Jewish partisan or in a family camp was, in general, dependent on a variety of factors.

Geography was important since one had to be close to the forest to reach it safely. Jewish escapees from a ghetto caught on a road during the day or night were arrested or more often than not killed immediately, with few questions asked. To those who made it to the thick forests of eastern Poland, Lithuania, and Belarus, so dense in spots that during the day one cannot see the sunlight, the woods provided adequate yet primitive shelter. Age, too, was critical because it was difficult for those individuals who were more than forty years old and younger than fifteen to deal with the hardships and dangers of such an arduous life. As Smilovitsky points out, “to escape the ghetto meant only the beginning of the fight for survival. The Germans, not without reason, relied on the fact that even upon escape, refugees would have nowhere to go.”

Even more significant was the attitude of the Soviet partisan commanders and the attendant problem of Jewish access to weapons. Owing to a confluence of religious, economic, and political issues, anti-Semitism—or at least, variants of it—was endemic throughout the Soviet Union and had been since the days of the Czars. The Soviets regarded Jews as a pariah. A Jewish “nationality,” asserted Lenin a decade before the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, “runs counter to the interests of the Jewish proletariat, for it fosters among them, directly or indirectly, a spirit hostile to assimilation, the spirit of the ‘ghetto.”’ What both Lenin and Stalin demanded was, “the creation of a new socialist man, who would be above petty nationalist divisions and a single world socialist state,” suggests Antony Polonsky. In such a state, “cultural particularism” and institutional Judaism had no place. During and after the 1917 Revolution, many Russian Jews felt the same way. They embraced Leninist-Communist ideals and were welcomed by the Soviet leadership; other Jews who resisted this new utopia—and many did—faced forced assimilation, imprisonment at harsh Siberian labor camps, and even execution.

By all accounts, Stalin knew as early as the summer of 1941 about the mass murder of Jews and chose to ignore it. It took until the fall of 1942 before orders were given from Central Partisan Headquarters to make the movement a “people’s war,” instructing the partisans in the occupied territory to enlist the services of anyone who desired to fight the Germans. This included the Jews, although they were not singled out for any special consideration.*

Behind enemy lines, many Soviet partisan commanders naturally shared the preconceived and negative stereotypes about Jews. The idea of a Jewish tailor, shopkeeper, or peddler being transformed into a partisan fighter seemed impossible to conceive, almost ridiculous. One popular Russian joke, alluding to Jewish cowardice, was that Jews used “curved rifles” so they could hide behind trees or other barriers. As absurd as it seems today, there was also the widely-held rumor circulating in the forests that Jews who wanted to join Soviet detachments were in reality German spies dispatched to destroy them. Nazi propaganda had spread wild stories of an espionage training school for Jews near Minsk and that Jewish women who escaped from the ghettos desired to become close to partisans in order to poison them. Even the elderly and children were not above suspicion.

As is made clear in Chapters Seven and Ten, the Soviets generally regarded Jews trying to survive in forest family camps as a nuisance. They used up valuable food supplies, alienated the local population, and did nothing to defeat the German enemy. Slepyan suggests that more than a hundred thousand Gentile civilians who were forced to flee to the forests for refuge were similarly treated by the Soviets. But as he concedes, few of these non-Jewish peasants faced annihilation.

Far from Moscow’s immediate control, decisions in the forest about Jews depended on the frame of mind of the partisan commander. There were countless incidents of Soviet partisans aiding Jewish fugitives and permitting them to join their detachments and brigades. In the fall of 1942, the Zhukov Brigade swept down on a police station at Novyi Sverzhen (today Svieržañ Novy, Belarus) not far from Minsk and rescued 500 Jews being held captive. A year later, Jews in Glebokie were saved by a group of Soviet partisans led by Commander Rodionov. And, Simcha Fogelman, who had reached the forest from Vilna in the winter of 1942, considered the Soviet fighters who had assisted him “angels from heaven.”

Yet every positive account of Soviet kindness can be matched by a negative one. Before the Soviet partisan movement was centralized in mid-1942, Jews on the run were especially vulnerable and manywere murdered by bands of Soviet fighters roaming the forest. In one typical episode, a Soviet partisan guide dispatched to lead a group of Jews in the Minsk ghetto into the forest decided to rob the Jews of their few valuables and weapons and deserted them. They were forced to return to the ghetto and several were apprehended by the police and killed. Such acts of treachery were routine.

Access to weapons was also a flashpoint in Soviet-Jewish relations. Soviet officers usually demanded that Jewish recruits to their brigades supply their own guns. It was a dangerous and almost impossible challenge to meet. As is recounted in Chapter Six, Leon Kahn was able to acquire weapons from friendly farmers his father had done business with; while, Peter Silverman, only a teenager, dangerously snuck back into the Jody ghetto to retrieve a pistol his uncle had hidden. Even if would-be Jewish partisans managed to make it to a forest camp with weapons, nothing prevented the commander from confiscating the guns and forcing the Jews to flee or be killed—exactly what happened to 25 Jews from Minsk in the summer of 1943 when they tried to join the Kutuzov Detachment. Given the existing anti-Semitism and the general violent anarchy of day-to-day life during the war, it is impossible to make sweeping statements about Soviet-Jewish relations. This much, however, can be said: Many Jews would have never survived the conflict without Soviet help in the forests or without acceptance as full-fledged partisans. But many, too, died because of Soviet abhorrence for Jews and utter cruel indifference to their fate.
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Generalizing about the attitude and actions of the local rural population and the Polish partisans of the Armia Krajowa or Home Army is likewise dangerous. This issue, too, deserves some background comment, particularly since, as noted, the most vocal and bitter criticism of Fugitives of the Forest emanated from the official Polish community in Canada and from Polish readers. As Jan Gross’s experience with his two books on Polish-Jewish relations show, this subject is a historical powder keg only waiting for someone to throw a lit match on it.

By 1939, anti-Semitism, prejudice, and discrimination were evident in Poland and other surrounding countries—a reality Jews had learned to coexist with. Polish Jews purposely remained a separate and multidivided national group, although it is also true, as noted, that Jews in the larger cities tended to be more assimilated. During the thirties, Polish Jewish institutions thrived and certainly many Jews expected that their lives and the lives of their children and grandchildren would be in Poland. Under any circumstances, it is imperative to separate any Polish anti-Semitism from the mass murder of Jews by the Nazis. Hindsight in this instance is critical. Regardless of the negative treatment of Jews in Poland (and the Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic States, for that matter) during the interwar years, there is absolutely nothing in Polish history to suggest that anything remotely like the Holocaust would have occurred without German initiative and execution. Or, put more bluntly by Szymon Datner, who served as the director of Warsaw’s Jewish Historical Institute for many years: “Poles are not responsible for the crimes of the Holocaust.”

Once the war started, millions of Poles were victims of Nazi brutality and murder; and many (upwards of 175, 000) risked their lives and the lives of their families to protect Jews. Indeed, thousands upon thousands of Jews who, against all odds, survived the Nazi onslaught did so only due to the aid given to them by non-Jewish Polish neighbors, friends, and strangers. No one should forget the courageous deeds of the members of Zegota—The Council for Aid to Jews. Once it was secretly established in Warsaw at the end of 1942, with funds from the Polish-government-in-exile in London, its operatives helped numerous Jewish fugitives hiding in Warsaw and other Polish cities. As of January 2008, 6,066 Poles, the most from any one country, have been rightly honored by Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, Israel’s Holocaust Remembrance Authority, with the distinction “Righteous Among the Nations” for their acts of bravery and humanity. That number undoubtedly could be much higher.

Yet this issue is not so clear-cut and there is a context that must not be overlooked. The obvious point, but one it seems that needs stressing over and over again, is that as brutal as the Poles were treated by the Nazis, they were not (at least not during the years 1939 to 1945) slated for annihilation. Nor were millions of Poles herded into ghettos, shot by the thousands in pits, driven into cattle cars and ultimately gassed to death. This is not, I stress, about “who suffered the most,” it is rather about discerning the hopeless desperation and absolute peril of surviving as a Jew in Nazi occupied Europe. And whether Poles today want to accept it or not—and the “evasion of self-criticism,” to use Israeli historian Yisrael Gutman’s apt phrase has been common in Poland—anti-Semitism did not suddenly vanish when the Nazis arrived.

At the outset of the war in October 1939 as the Germans took over Warsaw, food lines were set up by the Nationalist-Socialist Welfare Association. Many Jews and their children lined up with everyone else for some soup and bread. But it was only a matter of time, as Chaim Kaplan recounted in his diary (smuggled out of the Warsaw ghetto), before Poles who “do not know German … have nevertheless learned to say ‘Ein Jude!’ in order to get [Jews] thrown out of line.” Farcing Jews to pay for hiding them was also not out of the question. And, as they were led away to death camps, some Poles moved into their former Jewish neighbors’ homes and ravaged through their possessions. As is made clear in Fugitives of the Forest, informing on Jews to the German authorities during the war years was common and pervasive, routinely done in exchange for a few kilograms of salt or sugar. Polish collaboration was far less than in the Ukraine and Lithuania, but the 15,000 or so members of the Polnische Polizei or Polish Police guarded ghettos and shotJews, and countless peasant farmers and policemen conducted “Jew hunts” to search out and kill ghetto escapees. At the behest of the Nazis, some even took part in mass killing.* Polish apologists repeatedly explain and excuse this anti-Jewish behavior in two ways. First, during the period from September 1939 to June 1941 when the eastern part of Poland was occupied by the Soviets, under the terms of the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939, Jews were accused of openly collaborating with the Soviets and perpetrating vile deeds against the Poles. As is documented in Chapter One, this perception was given authority in Jan Karski’s famous 1940 report about the Nazi persecution of the Jews in Poland and life in the Soviet controlled area.** There is no denying that the Poles were terrorized by the Soviets—and more than 15,000 Polish soldiers were massacred by the Red Army and Soviet secret police at Katyñ, an act of perfidy that the Soviets did not admit to until 1990. But to maintain the broad view that all Jews embraced the Soviets or that they were guided by political ideology is terribly misreading the situation. Beyond the fact that many Polish Jews also suffered during the two-year Soviet regime, why would they not have cheered the arrival of the Soviets when the only alternative in a country already defeated, were the Nazis?

The respected American historian David Engel, the author of a two-volume study on the Polish government-in-exile and the Jews, a work based on Polish archival sources among other primary documents, argues that Karski’s “portrayal represented an unwarranted extrapolation from a fundamental kernel of truth. The Jews in the regions east of the Ribbentrop-Molotov line [defined in the Nazi-Soviet Pact] did indeed, by and large, greet the invading Soviet forces not as conquerors but as liberators. Their reason, however, in contrast to what most Poles came quickly to believe, was not so much an inherent Jewish antipathy toward Polish sovereignty as a sense that the Russian action had prevented the subjugation of all Poland by the Germans.” And on the question of alleged Jewish complicity with the Soviets, he adds, “on the political level, Jews were in fact severely underrepresented in the administrative cadres and in the workers’ councils created by the Soviet government in the newly acquired provinces. The notion that Jews as a group possessed, in Karski’s words, ‘a certain power of both a political and economic nature’ that made them feel ‘at home’ with the new regime was patently false. The falsity of this idea did not, however, prevent its becoming a virtual axiom among the Polish population under Soviet rule.”*

The behavior of Polish farmers, the fighters of the Armia Krajowa or Home Army (the AK), and the Jewish partisans during the war has triggered a similar divisive debate and highlights another key factor to consider. The Polish view goes something like this: Many Polish, Belorussian, and Ukrainian peasants who killed or informed on Jews primarily did so to halt the vicious attacks and robbery of food and supplies perpetrated by Jewish partisans and fugitives, usually working hand-in-hand with the Soviet guerrilla fighters. In short, the villagers were only defending themselves. And that, in the whole scheme of things, more peasants helped Jews than harmed them.

That Jewish partisans and fugitives were guilty of stealing food from Polish farmers is an uncontested fact. It happened regularly, as is chronicled in this book. Furthermore, Jews did kill peasants they believed, rightly or wrongly, had either betrayed them or other Jews. Still, to suggest, as Mark Paul does, that a majority of Jewish partisan “engaged in outright lawlessness and banditry” is simply untenable and ignores the Jews’ impossible plight. What were they supposed to do to feed themselves? Emerging from the forests into the arms of the Nazis or unfriendly locals would have meant instant death. True, the peasants were caught in an unbearable situation as victims of Nazi terror, but they were not marked for wholesale slaughter. Even historian John Lowell Armstrong, who is sympathetic to the Polish viewpoint and who offered a significant reassessment of this issue some years ago, concedes that “the hounded and harried Jews robbed the Polish population rather than starve to death”—a Polish population, I’d add that in many cases, and according to countless Jewish survivor testimonies, had no interest in helping the Jews, regardless of the German presence.*

As would be expected, the AK partisans are held in high esteem in Polish wartime history and therefore suggesting less than appropriate actions by them leads to condemnation (as I have experienced first hand). In response to my critics, I will acknowledge the following: In the period between June 1941 and late 1942, some Jews were rescued in the forests by friendly AK units and even fought side-by-side with Polish fighters throughout the war. By mid-1943, following a short-lived alliance between the AK and the Soviet partisans to battle the Nazis—and as the Red Army began its successful westward move against the Germans—the Soviet fighters turned ruthless toward the AK. Under orders to attack AK men, they did so in order to gain a foothold in Polish territory that the Soviet Union believed was theirs once the war with the Germans would be won. In this endeavor, they were undoubtedly supported by Jewish partisans who, for a variety of reasons, regarded the AK with suspicion and, more often, as a hostile enemy.**

Jewish Holocaust historians, myself included, have in all likelihood misinterpreted Home Army Commander Tadeusz Bor-Komorowski’s orders (and partisan survivor recollections about it) to his troops in mid-1943 about declaring war on Soviet and Jewish partisans. A5 far as can be determined, there was no such official declaration of war against the Soviet and Jewish fighters; rather, as John Lowell Armstrong makes clear in the best and most impartial assessment of this complex issue, Komorowski wanted to halt the perceived robbery, looting, and killing of the local population by Poles, Soviets, and Jews—actions which he believed were not justified.* In light of this, Armstrong argues that while the AK was repressive and meted out “harsh justice”—including killing Jewish “robber gangs” execution style—its actions were generally not governed by anti-Semitism.

The truth of the matter is we don’t really know what governed the actions of partisans of any nationality or political stripe. To believe that hastily-written reports dispatched by AK commanders from the field in the midst of a fierce and bitterly fought guerrilla war, blaming the death of countless Jewish fugitives on “banditry” are one-hundred per cent accurate or fair is highly questionable, if improbable. What better excuse did an anti-Semitic AK leader require than murdering some pesky Jews and then informing head-quarters back in London that his unit had advanced the cause of law and order? was going to argue with him or suggest anything different? “There is overwhelming testimony that the Armia Krajowa was anti-Semitic from a variety of sources,” asserts Professor Michael Berenbaum, the director of the Sigi Ziering Center for the Study of the Holocaust and Ethics at American Jewish University and the first director of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Research Center. “And even if you could dismiss ten or twenty cases, the variety, diversity, and regional aspect, says that there is a problem.” Adds, Kenneth Slepyan, “partisan units on all sides had the ability, if not the granted authority to do as they pleased, given the lack of effective institutional constraints.”

In his impressive research in Belorussian and German archives, Smilovitsky has found further concrete evidence of AK brutality and suggested anti-Semitic motivation—some in the same reports as touted for absolving AK men of any hateful actions. “Some sub-units of [the] Armia Krajowa displayed great cruelty toward the civilian population suspected of sympathizing with the partisans,” he writes. “The legionnaires burned down their homes, drove away their livestock, and robbed and killed the families of partisans. InJanuary 1944, they shot the wife and child of partisan N. Filipovich, killed six members of D. Velichko’s family in Ivenets Rayon, and burned their remains. In March 1944, AK members burned 28 farmsteads and the village of Bol’shiye Berezovtsy in Vasilishki Rayon, executing 30 peasants. In Zaslavl’ and Dzherzhinsk (Koydanovo) rayons, they set fire to 11 Belorussian villages and killed 200 civilians.”

Smilovitsky also recounts a multitude of AK attacks on Jews, who the Polish fighters regarded as a “pro-Soviet element”:


Jews … were persecuted and killed. In the spring and summer of 1943, Jews were subjected to all this in Lipichany, Naliboki, Rudensk, Naroch and Bryansk forests. Reports by the Delegatura ([the head of the Polish government-in-exile] General [Władysłaω] Sikorski’s representatives in the occupied territory of Poland), which were sent to London, referred to Jews as enemies of Polish national interests and robbers. The report of December 20, 1942 noted that bands of Jews, acting in parallel with Belorussian partisans, attacked peasant farms, robbed, raped, and killed civilian residents, and terrorized the population, distinguishing themselves by “special cruelty.’” ‘Jewish bandits” (bandyci Zydowscy) were often mentioned in AK and NSZ [Narodoe Sily Zbrojne, the right-wing National Armed Forces] reports on the situation in various localities and, especially, in Eastern Poland (western regions of Belorussia). They contained a description of the situation in the ghettos and the attitude of Jews toward the Polish-Soviet conflict. According to the assessments in these reports, 90 percent of the ghetto inmates were pro-Bolshevik. In reality, such assessments were exaggerations and served as a justification to fight Soviet partisans.



Similarly, in a controversial article published in the widely-read Polish newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza on January 29 and 30, 1994, the (non-Jewish) journalist Michal Cichy wrote about Polish and Jewish relations during the Warsaw Uprising of 1944. In his piece, Cichy, supported by a trio of leading Polish historians on the Second World War, claimed that AK and NSZ fighters had wantonly murdered Jews, who had somehow managed to stay alive in and around the city. Needless to say, Cichy, the historians, and the newspaper were loudly denounced.

Finally, what of AK alliances with the Nazis to fight the Soviets and Jews, a serious charge that arguably sheds a new light on the AK’s noble intentions? Historian Yaffa Eliach a child survivor of Eisiskes (Ejszyszki), herself castigated by Polish apologists for alleging AK involvement in the death of her family in an assault on the town in October 1944, discovered in the Federal Archives of Germany in Koblenz, a lengthy Nazi report of January 18, 1944 from the Area Commissioner near Vilna sent to the General Commissioner on Nazi occupied Lithuania, Dr. Theodor Adrian von Rentelen. The document indicates Nazi negotiations between the AK, the SS, and the German military (Werhmacht) for weapons, medicine, and cooperation in “cleansing” the regions east and south of Lida “of divergent groups who are expertly armed, as well as looting gangs.” Presumably this refers to Jews as well as Soviets.

Smilovitsky, too, cites a Nazi report from February 1944, that noted, “co-operation with White Polish bandits [the AK] is continuing. The 300-strong detachment in Rakov and Ivenets proved to be very useful. Negotiations with Ragner’s [AK commander Stefan Zajaczkiewicz] 1,000-strong band have been concluded. Ragner’s band is suppressing the territory between the Neman and the Volkovysk-Molodechno Railroad and between Masty and Iv’ye. Contacts with other Polish bands have been established.” Furthermore, in the summer of 1944, Polish partisans gained control of the small towns of Zheludok and Vasilishki, taking the place of German garrisons who had been stationed there. For their service, the Nazis gave the AK fighters four trucks and 300,000 cartridges. This is not to suggest that the AK command or all AK units collaborated with the Nazis, but as these documents show, some AK fighters did business with the Germans, in the expectation of driving the Soviets and their perceived Jewish allies out of Poland.*

These various and diverse issues are raised here not as some exercise in finger-pointing, or even to prove my detractors wrong. Instead, it is to affirm once again that few events and actions during the dark years of the Second World War are black and white and that generalizing merely obfuscates. There is plenty of guilt to go around. To an extent, I am in agreement with historian Richard Lukas, the author of the 1986 study, The Forgotten Holocaust: The Poles under German Occupation 1939–1944, who writes that, “it is impossible to generalize about Polish attitudes toward the Jews during the German occupation, because there was no uniformity.” Where Lukas and I differ is to what degree Polish anti-Semitism was enabled by the war. He believes that only “a small minority of Poles openly approved of German policies toward the Jews.” My reading of the situation, an interpretation based on long conversations and the examination of hundreds of Jewish survivor testimonies, suggests that this was more widespread than he and many others are prepared to admit.*

Beyond these back and forth accusations, no one should ever lose sight of the fact that it was Hitler and his malevolent Nazi regime, in the name of the establishment of a new order, which was wholly responsible for the systematic nature of the Holocaust—the process by which an entire country’s resources, science, bureaucracy, economic infrastructure, and technology were used for one single purpose: the attempted obliteration of a people from the face of the earth because they were a different religion and culture.

Into this upside down nightmare totalitarian universe were thrown millions of innocent men, women, and children, most of who perished in unimaginable circumstances. A small number miraculously survived fighting and hiding in the forests of eastern Europe. Led by such Jewish partisan leaders as Abba Kovner, Tuvia Bielski, Shalom Zorin, Dr. Yeheskel Atlas, Misha Gildenman, and dozens more like them, these Jews persevered. They were not perfect, far from it. Some of them committed culpable acts that in normal times they would never have dreamed were possible. But as the remarkable tale chronicled in Fugitives of the Forest shows, with determination, audacity, and more than a bit of luck, these brave souls survived in a world seemingly gone mad.

The pages that follow are an account of a group of ordinary people whose lives were altered forever during six years that have stained the history of civilization. Theirs is a story that testifies to the strength and fortitude of the human spirit. This tragic tale deserves to be told and told again.

Footnotes

* I stress that the statistics on Jewish fighters, civilians, and especially survivors in the forest of eastern Europe and the Soviet Union during the war are only general estimates. As Israeli historian Yitzhak Arad, a former partisan and an authority on Holocaust studies and on the Jewish partisan movement, explains: “There will never be ‘accurate’ numbers, because in no place do such lists exist. In Soviet archives there are partial lists, mainly of those partisans who were in Soviet partisan units in the last stages of the war, but they are not complete. Many Jewish partisans perished in the forests before the organized Soviet formations took over control in the specific area where they operated, and they don’t appear on these lists…. There were [also] Jewish partisans who did not belong to [Soviet] units. In addition, quite a substantial number of Jews in partisan units did not identify themselves as Jews, because of anti-Semitism that existed in the forests among Soviet, and even much more among Polish, partisans,” (Letter to author, February 8, 1998.)

* The extent of this anti-Jewish agitation was astonishing. As Szymon Rudnicki relates in his survey of university politics: “On June 26, 1926, the director of the anatomy department at the Warsaw University sent out a circular stating that because of a shortage of cadavers, Jewish students wishing to attend lectures and demonstrations would only be admitted if the Jewish community provided corpses. It was claimed that the reason for this dispute
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