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Dedication

In memory of my bubbe Zelda,

and for my daughters, Zelda and Billie

In honor of all the Jewish women of Poland

who resisted the Nazi regime





Epigraph

Warsaw with a weeping face,

with graves on street corners,

will outlive her enemies,

will still see the light of days.

From “A Chapter of Prayer,” a song dedicated to the Warsaw ghetto uprising that won first prize in a ghetto song contest. Written by a young Jewish girl before her death, published in Women in the Ghettos, 1946.
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Who’s Who

(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)

Renia Kukiełka: born in Jędrzejów, a courier for Freedom in Będzin.

Sarah Kukiełka: Renia’s older sister, a Freedom member who takes care of Jewish orphans in Będzin.

Zivia Lubetkin: a Freedom leader in the Jewish Fighting Organization and in the Warsaw ghetto uprising.

Frumka Płotnicka: born in Pinsk, a Freedom member who leads the fighting organization in Będzin.

Hantze Płotnicka: (pronounced in English as Han-che) Frumka’s younger sister, also a Freedom leader and courier.

Chajka Klinger: (pronounced in English as Hay-ka) a leader of The Young Guard and the fighting organization in Będzin.

Gusta Davidson: a courier and leader of Akiva, based in Kraków.

Hela Schüpper: a courier for Akiva, based in Kraków.

Irena Adamowicz: a Catholic woman who worked with the Polish underground and helped the Jewish underground. Code name: Zosia.

Bela Hazan: a Freedom courier, based in Grodno, Vilna, Białystok. Worked with couriers Lonka Kozibrodska and Tema Schneiderman.

Ruzka Korczak: (pronounced in English as Rush-ka) a leader of The Young Guard in Vilna’s fighting organization and a partisan leader in the forests.

Vitka Kempner: a leader of The Young Guard in Vilna’s fighting organization and a partisan leader in the forests.

Faye Schulman: a photographer who becomes a partisan nurse and fighter.

Anna Heilman: an assimilated Warsaw Young Guard member who takes part in the resistance at Auschwitz.
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Introduction

In the spring of 2007, I lived in London and worked as an art historian by day and a comedian by night. I was writing a play about strong Jewish women, and I wanted to learn more about Hannah Senesh, one of the few female resisters in World War II who was not lost to history. As a child, I read about Hannah and how, as a twenty-two-year-old, she joined the British paratroopers fighting the Nazis and went to Europe to help the resistance. She was captured but remained courageous to the end, refusing a blindfold at her own execution. Hannah faced the truth, lived and died for her convictions, and took pride in openly being just who she was.

I went to the British Library, looking for information about Hannah. There weren’t many books about her, so I asked the research librarian for any that mentioned her name in the catalog. When the books arrived, the one on the bottom caught my eye; it was hardbacked and bound in a worn blue fabric with golden lettering on the cover. I opened it first and found nearly two hundred sheets of tiny script—in Yiddish. It was a language I knew but hadn’t used in more than fifteen years. I almost returned it, but my curiosity urged me on.

I picked up Freuen in di Ghettos (Women in the Ghettos), published in New York in 1946, and flipped through the pages. Hannah was only mentioned in the last chapter. Before that, a hundred and seventy pages were filled with stories of other women—dozens of unknown young Jews who fought in the resistance against the Nazis, mainly from inside the Polish ghettos.

These “ghetto girls” were fearless. They paid off Gestapo guards, hid revolvers in loaves of bread, and helped build systems of underground bunkers. They flirted with Nazis, bought them off with wine, whiskey, and pastry, and—when they had the chance—they shot and killed them without apology. These women carried out espionage missions, distributed fake IDs and underground flyers, and shared the truth about what was happening to the Jewish people. They helped the sick and taught the children; they bombed German train lines and blew up at least one city’s electric supply. They helped Jews escape the ghettos through canals and chimneys, by digging holes in walls and crawling across rooftops. They bribed executioners, wrote underground radio bulletins, upheld group morale, and tricked the Gestapo into carrying their luggage filled with weapons.

I had never read anything like this. I had no idea that so many Jewish women had been involved in the resistance effort. These writings touched me personally, upending my understanding of my own history. I come from a family of Polish-Jewish Holocaust survivors. My bubbe Zelda did not fight in the resistance. She—who did not look Jewish with her high cheekbones and pinched nose—fled occupied Warsaw, swam across rivers, hid in a convent, flirted with a Nazi who turned a blind eye, and was transported in a truck carrying oranges across the Russian border. My bubbe lost her parents and three of her four sisters, all of whom remained in Warsaw. It was her successful but tragic escape story that shaped my understanding of survival.

My bubbe shared pieces of this dreadful story every afternoon as she babysat me after school, tears and fury in her eyes. The community where I lived in Montreal, Canada, was made up of Holocaust survivor families, who shared similar stories of pain and suffering.

When I was doing this research, for the first time I learned a different version of the women-in-war story. These women acted with daring. They were proud of their contributions to the war—smuggling, sabotaging, fighting, and gathering intelligence. They were fierce and fearsome, brave and brazen.

My bubbe was my hero, but what if she had decided to risk her life by staying and fighting? I was haunted by the question: What would I do in a similar situation? Would I have chosen to fight or tried to flee to safety?

Once I began to look, I discovered many more extraordinary tales of female fighters in the resistance. I found accounts in archives, memoirs published by museums, and hundreds of testimonies written in Polish, Russian, Hebrew, Yiddish, German, French, Dutch, Danish, Greek, Italian, and English, from the 1940s to today.

Holocaust scholars have debated what counts as an act of Jewish resistance. Some define “resistance” as any action that affirmed the humanity of a Jew or defied Nazi policy, including simply staying alive. Other academics feel that such a general definition fails to recognize those who risked their lives to actively defy the regime. These scholars make a distinction between resistance and resilience.

The rebellious acts that I discovered among Jewish women in Poland—my country of focus—include both types. For many, the goal was to rescue Jews; for others, it was to die with dignity and self-respect. The female “ghetto fighters” often came from Jewish youth group movements. These young women were combatants, editors of underground bulletins, and social activists. Many were “couriers,” who disguised themselves as non-Jews and traveled between locked ghettos and towns, smuggling people, cash, documents, information, and weapons.

Months into my research, I had collected more stories than I had ever expected to find. How would I possibly narrow it down?

Ultimately, as in Women in the Ghettos, I focused on female ghetto fighters from the youth movements “Freedom” and “The Young Guard.” The centerpiece of the Yiddish book is an account written by a female courier who signed her name “Renia K.” I was drawn to Renia because she was a savvy, middle-class girl who happened to find herself in the middle of a nightmare. Renia rose to the occasion, fueled by anger and an inner sense of justice. Later, I learned that Renia had written a memoir in Polish that was translated and published in Hebrew in 1945. An English translation was published in 1947, but it was largely forgotten. I hope to propel her story—as well as the stories of other women—from the background to the forefront, celebrating and recognizing these Jewish women who displayed acts of astonishing bravery.

This is not a story of underdog victory. The Polish-Jewish resistance movement only had limited military success. But success cannot be measured by Nazi casualties or the number of Jews saved alone.

The resistance effort was larger and more organized than most people realize. Jewish armed underground groups operated in more than ninety eastern European ghettos. Uprisings took place in Warsaw as well as in other Polish cities and villages, including Będzin, Vilna, Białystok, Kraków, Lvov, Częstochowa, Sosnowiec, and Tarnów. Armed Jewish rebellions broke out in at least five major concentration and death camps—including Auschwitz, Treblinka, and Sobibor—as well as in eighteen forced labor camps. Jewish networks financially supported twelve thousand Jews-in-hiding in Warsaw.

Why had I not heard these stories? Why had I not heard about the hundreds, even thousands, of Jewish women who were involved in every aspect of this rebellion? Why wasn’t Women in the Ghettos a classic on Holocaust reading lists?

I came to learn that there have been many factors—both personal and political—that have determined which parts of Holocaust history have endured. For many, silence has been a way of coping; remembering the horrors is simply too painful. Even when storytellers have shared their resistance stories, there has been little focus on women. In the rare cases where writers have included females in their tales, these women are often portrayed as minor figures and girlfriends rather than as leaders. In fact, women were uniquely suited to some crucial and life-threatening tasks, such as working as couriers.

When Women in the Ghettos was written, many contributors assumed that the women in the book would be recognized as the heroes they were. Seventy-five years later, these names remain largely unknown, their page in the book of eternal memory unwritten. Until now.





Part One

Ghetto Girls

“Is someone needed . . . to smuggle in contraband such as illegal publications, goods, money? The girls volunteer as though it were the most natural thing in the world. . . . How many times have they looked death in the eyes? How many times have they been arrested and searched? . . . The story of the Jewish woman will be a glorious page in the history of Jewry during the present war.”

—Emanuel Ringelblum, diary entry, May 1942





One

Here, We Stay

October 1924

On Friday, October 10, as the Jews in the small Polish town of Jędrzejów (pronounced YEN-jeh-yuf in Polish) were shutting their shops and preparing for the Sabbath—a day of religious observance—Moshe Kukiełka rushed from his store. His small stone home was on the main road, just around the bend from a magnificent medieval abbey. As sunset approached, the orange autumn light flooded the lush valleys and rolling hills around them. As a Jew, Moshe was used to hurrying home before sunset on Fridays for the Shabbat meal and prayers, but on this night, he had another reason to rush. His wife was expecting a baby.

When Moshe arrived home, he met his third daughter and immediately fell in love. He and his wife, Leah, named the baby Rivka in Hebrew. In the Bible, Rivka was one of the four matriarchs of the Jewish people. The baby also had a Polish name: Renia.

It was 1924, just one year after Poland’s borders were finalized following years of occupation. The economy was stable, and Moshe ran a successful small business, selling buttons, clothing, and sewing supplies. He raised a middle-class family—Renia had older siblings: Sarah, Zvi, and Bela—and exposed them to music and literature. At the Shabbat table that week, the family enjoyed ginger cake, chopped liver with onions, potato and sweet noodle pudding, plums and apples, and tea.

As Moshe held his daughter, he had no idea what was to come. Still, as he looked down at his little Renia, with her big green eyes, light brown hair, and delicate face, he may have realized she was special. She was born to make a difference in the world.

Renia’s hometown of Jędrzejów was a small Polish market town, about half Jewish and half Christian. Jews had been allowed to settle in the region since the 1860s. Most Jews worked as peddlers and small-business owners with shops near the market square. The rest were mainly artisans, such as shoemakers, bakers, and carpenters. The majority of Jews in Jędrzejów lived in poverty, but about 10 percent were wealthy and owned timber mills, flour mills, and mechanical workshops as well as property on the main square.

Across Poland, modern Jewish culture flourished in the early 1930s. Jewish newspapers, magazines, and bookstores thrived. Renia’s father helped feed the poor and tend to the dead by supporting the local burial organization. He served as a cantor in his synagogue. He was a Zionist; he believed that Jews could only live freely and openly in a homeland of their own in Palestine. Poland may have been home to his ancestors for a thousand years, but that was temporary. Moshe hoped to one day move his family to “the promised land.”

Renia’s parents valued education. There were a number of Jewish schools in Jędrzejów, but religious education was costly and often reserved for sons only. Renia attended Polish public school. She was at the top of her class of thirty-five. She had Catholic friends and spoke fluent Polish in the schoolyard. She didn’t realize it at the time, but this exposure to Polish culture and language became critical training for her work in the resistance; she learned to speak Polish without a Jewish-sounding accent.

Even so, Renia was not fully accepted by her Polish classmates. At a ceremony when she was called up to receive an academic award, a classmate threw a pencil case at her forehead because she was Jewish. She was neither “in” nor “out.”

Renia likely joined her beloved father at readings, talks, and political rallies. At the time, Zionist Jews debated the question of belonging. How did they fit in? They had lived in Poland for centuries, but they were never considered truly Polish. Were they Polish first or Jewish first? These questions were becoming more important due to the rise in antisemitism, or anti-Jewish attitudes, across Europe.

The “Polish-Jewish identity” question had been going on for centuries. Medieval Jews had migrated to Poland because it was a safe haven from countries in western Europe, where they were persecuted and expelled. They were relieved to arrive in this tolerant land with economic opportunity. “Po-Lin,” the Hebrew name for the country, actually means “here, we stay.” For Jews at that time, Poland offered relative freedom and safety, a place to build a future.

But the Polish people didn’t fully embrace their Jewish neighbors. Religious tolerance was made law as far back as the 1573 Warsaw Confederation, but the Jews still felt threatened. Poles were resentful of Jews’ economic freedom, in particular, practices that permitted Jews to become landlords and conduct business activities that the church did not allow Poles to engage in. In the late 1700s, the Polish government was unstable, and the country was invaded by Germany, Austria, and Russia, then divided into three parts, each ruled by a captor who imposed their own customs. The Polish people maintained their language and literature, but the country was not reunited until 1918.

Once united, Poland needed to rebuild both its cities and its identity. A patriotic, pro-Poland movement spread. Many of the leaders blamed Polish Jews for causing the country’s poverty and problems. These people believed that a Jew could never be a Pole. Generations of living in Poland made no difference.

The democratic government was unstable. When Renia was eleven, the right-wing nationalists took over. Almost overnight, conditions became much harder for the Jews. While the government didn’t support direct violence, it did encourage boycotts of Jewish businesses. The Catholic Church condemned Nazi racism but tolerated anti-Jewish sentiment. At universities, Polish students championed German chancellor Adolf Hitler, who imposed laws that discriminated against Jews. His goal was to eliminate all Jews from Germany. In Poland, Jewish students were forced to sit at the back of lecture halls as second-class students.

Renia and her family saw increasing antisemitism in Jędrzejów during the late 1930s. Racial slurs became common, and Poles not only boycotted Jewish businesses, they smashed storefronts. Renia spent many evenings looking out her window, watching for anti-Jewish troublemakers who might burn down their house or harm her parents.

People responded to the antisemitism in different ways. Renia frequently heard her father speak of the need to move to a Jewish homeland where they wouldn’t be bound by class or religion. Other Jews had different ideas. The largest party was the Bund, a working-class socialist group that promoted Jewish culture. This group hoped that the Poles would realize that antisemitism wouldn’t solve the country’s problems. They insisted that Poland was the Jews’ homeland, too, and they should stay exactly where they were and demand their rightful place. The Bund organized self-defense units, intent on staying put. They lived by the motto: “Where we live, that’s our country.”

As Renia grew up, she likely joined her older sister, Sarah, at youth group activities. Nine years older, Sarah was one of Renia’s heroes. Sarah was intelligent—she liked to talk about grand ideas and principles—and she cared about doing good. The sisters wore the modern fashion of the day—berets, fitted blazers, and shin-length pleated skirts—and they kept their short, dark hair pulled back in neat clips. Jews were not allowed to join the Polish Scouts, so they joined various Jewish youth groups of their own. In Jędrzejów, young Jews had a thriving youth group scene.

There were several Zionist youth groups—some more intellectual, others more focused on charity—but all shared the values of heroism, courage, and honor. Sarah and Bela, Renia’s older sisters, joined Freedom, a group of socialist Labor Zionists. Labor Zionists hoped for a homeland where they would live in collectives, speak Hebrew, and feel a sense of belonging. The groups offered activities such as readings, sports, and cultural events, and they celebrated working the land, believing that growing one’s own food went hand in hand with communal and personal independence. For many of them, youth groups were like extended families, made up of friends, mentors, and boyfriends and girlfriends.

The Freedom group set up training camps and communal farms (kibbutzim) as preparation for immigration to Palestine. They taught manual labor and cooperative living. Renia was too young to join Freedom herself, but she likely spent her early teens tagging along with her older siblings, absorbing their passions, and taking it all in.

In 1938, fourteen-year-old Renia completed her basic education, and she was not able to continue with secondary school. (In some accounts, she claimed she had to quit school because of antisemitism; in others, because she needed to earn money.) Instead, she enrolled in a stenography course and trained to become a secretary.

In the summers, the youth groups organized summer camps. In August 1939, the young Labor Zionists attended programs where they danced and sang, studied and read, played sports, slept outdoors, and led discussions. They talked about ways to move to Palestine so they could carry out the work of their group’s ideals. They wanted to save the world.

On September 1, 1939, the summer programs ended and the young people returned home to start school.

That same day, Hitler invaded Poland.





Two

No Place to Run

September 1939

Renia heard the rumors. The Nazis had invaded Poland and were looting and burning down Jewish businesses and killing Jews at random. She wasn’t sure how much of what she was hearing was true, but she did trust the news that the Germans were coming to Jędrzejów and they would be looking for Jews. Hitler was putting his program of violence into action.

No one knew where to go. Some Jews shuttered their houses and packed their bags. Trains were not running, so they walked in groups from town to town. Renia and her family joined their neighbors, heading east to Chmielnik, a similar small town on the other side of the Nida River, which they hoped was outside the German army’s reach. The Kukiełka family had relatives in Chmielnik. They took nothing with them when they set off by foot.

On their twenty-one-mile journey, they walked through a battleground. They passed dead people and animals, killed by German bombings. Airplanes dropped explosives on all sides of them, sometimes close enough to knock Renia off her feet. A plane flew low and peppered the air with machine-gun fire. She heard the bullets whistle past. Mothers clutched their children to their bodies. Some babies cried; others were too silent, already dead. It was a day and night of hell to reach Chmielnik.

When they arrived, it was already too late. In Chmielnik, Renia and her family found the town a bombed-out disaster. People from Chmielnik had fled to Jędrzejów, hoping for safety there. Renia heard rumors that Nazis had taken over Jędrzejów. The first thing they did was round up ten Jewish men and shoot them in the town square. These murders were a warning to the local Jews, showing what would happen if anyone disobeyed them.

At that point, people believed that only the men were at risk, not women and children. Many Jewish males, including Renia’s father, Moshe, hid in the countryside, thinking the crisis would pass quickly. The wealthy rented horses and fled to Russia. Houses stood empty.

In a matter of days, Renia saw German tanks approach Chmielnik. Only one young Jewish boy confronted them. He ran out with a gun, shooting. Nazi bullets took him down. Within ten minutes, the Nazis were strolling through town, entering houses and restaurants, looting food, and taking what they wanted.

Renia peeped through a crack from the attic where she was hiding with her mother and siblings. She saw burning houses and doors shuttered, windows locked. Renia heard the nonstop pop of machine guns, buildings being demolished, moans and cries. Men and boys were taken outside to be shot in the courtyard. The town’s wealthiest Jews were locked in the grand synagogue; the Nazis then burned the building to the ground.

She heard a knock at the iron gate in front of the house where they were hiding. The Germans smashed the windows and entered the house. Her family quietly pulled up the ladder to the attic. She froze and heard the Nazis going through the house. Then, silence. The Nazis had left. The Kukiełkas were safe. For now.

At nine the next morning, Renia stepped onto the street and looked around. About one quarter of the population was dead.

That was the first night.

For ten days, Renia and her family tried to make sense of what was happening. Thirsty Jews were forbidden to walk on the streets to search for water. Outside, the air smelled like rotting flesh. The Germans promised an end to the killing as long as people obeyed them. People went back to work, but many were starving. Bread was rationed, and the Jews were the last to receive their share.

Renia’s father returned, and the family decided to walk back to Jędrzejów. They didn’t have anywhere to go but home.





Three

Zivia

December 1939

While Renia and her family settled into a new normal under German rule in Jędrzejów, the Jewish youth movement was growing stronger in other parts of Poland. Instead of disbanding when faced with Nazi threats, the young people redoubled their efforts, thanks to a handful of courageous young comrades. Many of these leaders could have fled to safety but chose not to.

One of them was Zivia Lubetkin, a serious girl. She was born in 1914 into a lower-middle-class and religious family in the small town of Byten, near the Russian border with Poland. Zivia attended Polish state elementary school, as well as Hebrew school. She was clever and had an excellent memory. Instead of attending high school, she worked in her father’s grocery store. She was timid and shy; to boost her confidence, her parents made her stand on a kitchen chair and give speeches when guests came to the house.

Zivia was dedicated to the ideas promoted by the youth group Freedom. Despite her shyness, she moved to a kibbutz and began working on the land. Like many other group members, she wore baggy clothes and a leather jacket. The first time she returned home for a visit after moving to the kibbutz, her parents almost didn’t recognize her.

On the kibbutz Zivia became vocal and unafraid to speak her truth. She was known for settling disputes and she earned the respect of those around her. With her strong beliefs and work ethic, Zivia was promoted to leadership roles. She became the national coordinator of training programs for The Pioneer, a union of several Zionist youth groups, and she and her boyfriend Shmuel, whom she’d met on the kibbutz, moved to Warsaw. In August 1939, she went to Switzerland as a delegate at the twenty-first Zionist Congress. She had a chance to flee Europe for the safety of Palestine, but she refused.

By the time Zivia set back to Poland, France had closed its borders. Roads were blocked, and trains had been rerouted. She made her way to Warsaw, the capital of Poland, on August 30, two days before Hitler invaded the country.

In the first days of war, Zivia and her comrades were told to head east, to parts of Poland that were taken over by Russia instead of Germany, and where Jews still had relative freedom. By November 1939, dozens of branches of Freedom were active in the Soviet area, continuing to promote their Zionist socialist values.

Zivia worked on finding ways to get Jews to Palestine after passing through Romania. She sent her boyfriend, Shmuel, to test one of the escape routes, but he was caught and imprisoned, and she never heard from him again. Zivia was devastated, although she kept her feelings to herself.

In response to the loss of Shmuel, Zivia threw herself even more fiercely into her work. Another comrade, Frumka, who had already returned to Warsaw to lead the youth there, wrote to the heads of Freedom to request that her dear friend Zivia return, too, claiming that she’d be the best person to deal with the new Nazi government. The senior leadership had left Warsaw, and the movement needed experienced leaders.

Zivia agreed to return to Warsaw, heading straight toward danger. On her journey, secretly hiking through neck-deep snow, Zivia had to travel with a group of male Polish students who were trying to get home. The men had been courteous to Zivia while on Soviet land, but in Nazi territory, their attitude changed. Zivia became inferior. At the train station, she watched as several Germans slapped a group of Jews and told them they could not wait in the same waiting room as Poles and Aryans (Hitler’s name for the Caucasian master race). The Polish students complained that Zivia should be thrown out too, but she stood firm. She had learned to stand her ground and hold her head high, even when people tried to degrade her.

Zivia had been gone from Warsaw for only four months, but she returned to a dramatically divided landscape. Antisemitic legislation had been put into place right after German occupation, and new discriminatory laws were passed almost daily. Jews were no longer allowed to work in factories owned by Christians or to take trains without special permission.

When Zivia glanced around at first, aside from a few bombed buildings, things looked much like they had before. The roads were filled with elegant cars, carriages, and red trams. Flowers lined balconies, and parks were lush.

But then there was the Jewish neighborhood. Zivia first visited one of the youth movement headquarters. The building was nothing but rubble. Next, she went to the Freedom headquarters. Zivia was stunned to find hundreds of young people who’d made it to Warsaw from small towns across Poland—the commune provided refuge for youth fleeing their hometowns. They in turn were shocked—and thrilled—to see her. The group threw a spontaneous party in her honor, claiming it was “an official holiday,” serving extra rations of bread and jam.

When Zivia and Frumka found each other, they hugged and then began to review everything that had happened since the Nazis attacked, what had been done, and, most important, what to do next.

Both Frumka and Zivia were twenty-five, which made them among the oldest members of the group. Frumka Płotnicka had been born in the overwhelmingly Jewish city of Pinsk. She had a high forehead and straight hair and was the middle of three daughters in a poor, religious family. Frumka’s father had trained to be a rabbi, but on his own rabbi’s advice, he instead became a merchant to support his family. Frumka’s parents could not afford to educate her, so she was taught by her older sister, Zlatka.

Frumka was a socialist Zionist who joined Freedom at age seventeen. She was fully committed, which was an extra sacrifice for a poor girl whose family would have needed her
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