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THE STORY OF AN UNDERGROUND

in an ever-diminishing ghetto. It also describes the last marches
of the Kovno Battalions from their bases in the forest to the centre
of the country, and their entry into the liberated town of Kovno.

v L .

This is the story of the fighting underground of Kovno J ew:;_in
the cruelest era of history. We hope that with forthcoming studies
on the fight of other Jewish communities of Eastern Europe againsi
Nazi murderers, the story of the Kovno underground will find 1ts
proper place”fﬁ the general picture of Jewish Resistance_, apd in
the wider context of the struggle for the freedom and dignity of

Man.
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the Soviet Union was unexpectedly eager, and their answers helped
a great deal to round out the picture.

{(g) Summary of the Contents

The first part of the book contains a short survey of the history
of the Kovno community under Nazi rule from June 1941 to July
1944. 1t describes the principal stages of the enslavement and
liquidation policy of the Nazis and the reaction of the Jews to
that policy. Particularly emphasized are the attempts at rescue
and outbursts of spontaneous, unorganized resistance, which found
expression in every phase of ghetto life and reached a climax in
the passive resistance, en masse, to evacuation to Germany with
the approach of the Soviet Army. The initial steps in the organiza-
tion of the Jewish Underground in Kovno are also traced in this
part.

‘The second part describes the feverish search of the Under-
ground for allies outside the ghetto, and its first costly attempts
to break the ring of isolation and gain a foothold from which to
fight a partisan war against the assassins. The final chapter of this
part describes a daring escape by a group of fighters from the ill-
famed ““Fortress of Death’, where tens of thousands of Jews from
Kovno and other places were executed. Those who escaped had
been forced by the assassins to cover up the traces of their crimes.

The third part of the book deals with the resistance movement
at the height of its activities: establishing liaison with forest parti-
sans, obtaining arms for the Movement incredibly under the very
noses of the Germans; training fighters for partisan warfare; organ-
1zing escapes from the ghetto and the trek to the partisan bases in
the forest. The intricate web of relations between the Underground
Movement on the one hand and the *Council of Elders’ and the
Jewish Police on the other is described in this part, as is the
active aid extended to the Movement by various members of the
Jewish population.

The fourth part traces the history of the Movement as its centre
of gravity shifted from the ghetto to the partisan forests. The
partisan activities in which fighters from the Kovno ghetto were
the main participants are described here. This part also attempts
to recreate the atmosphere in the partisan units and analyse the
tense relations between Jewish and non-Jewish fighters.

The fifth part concludes the history of the underground resistance

XVI
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This bare outline of the questionnaire obvicusly indicates that
most of the questions (415 out of 474) were aimed at getting in-
formation on the active resistance of the Kovno Jewry during the
pertod of Nazi occupation. The rest of the questions were for the
most part not intended to enlarge our knowledge of facts. They
served as a means of encouraging the witness, aiding his powers of
recollection and removing his personal inhibitions.

The questions were carefully worded so as to keep out leading
implications or hints as to a “‘desired” answer. For the most part
they dealt with facts that the witness might know or even have ex-
perienced personally. Some of the questions referred to the wit-
ness’ own emotions, expectations, beliefs, his own motives and
reasons and those of others as he understood them at the time,
The answers to questions of this type were a great aid in writing
the book, at times no less than the “factual” questions. They
helped to get a deeper understanding of the events and to set them
in the context of the time.

Obviously, the questionnaire was not completely adequate to ail
of the witnesses. One hundred per cent of the questions couid only
be answered by a person who fulfilled the following conditions: had
been active in the organized ghetto resistance movement and atter-
wards made an armed escape from the ghetto and joined the Soviet
partisan movement. Not more than one-third of the entire group
fulfilled these conditions. Half of the questions could be answered
by another third of the witnesses; all those who had served in the
ranks of the resistance movement in the ghetto, but for various
reasons did not leave the ghetto later to join the partisans. The
remaining third of the witnesses could answer only certain sections
of the questionnaire and at times we had to resort to an alternative
questionnaire designed for such individual cases. Furthermore,
even in cases where the questionnaire was adequate, 1t never re-
placed the personal conversation with the witness, but rather served
as a basis for it, In other words, wherever it was technically pos-
sible to obtain personal testimonies, it was done by one or both of
the investigators. This was the method actually employed in the
case of the seventy nine witnesses living in Israel (thirty of the
conversations were recorded by means of a dictaphone). The
eleven witnesses living abroad were contacted by post. The ques-
tionnaire was mailed to some of them while others answered only
specific questions. The response of some of the witnesses living in

XV
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oral evidence, and their description is based mainly on recollec-
tions, historical summaries and other documents previously pub-
lished.

It should be stressed that in focussing the investigation on the
active resistance it was by no means our intention to insult the
memory of those Jews of the Kovno ghetto, who, not taking part
in the underground resistance, suffered the trials of their terrible
fate with unswerving loyaity to their families, their torn community
and down-trodden nation.

(f) The Method of Collecting Testimony

The above-mentioned considerations were the guiding principles
both i1n the selection of witnesses and in the preparation of the
questionnaire that the witnesses would be required to answer. In
all, we collected the testimony of some ninety persons. Of these,
sixty two were at one time members of underground organizations
in the Kovno ghetto. One half of that number, thirty to be precise,
obtained arms, escaped from the ghetto and actively fought the
Germans and their collaborators throughout Lithuania and Byelo-
russia. The remaining twenty eight witnesses were former unor-
ganized internees of the ghetto, members of the *“Council of
Elders” or of its various departments, members of Jewish resist-
ance movements in other areas who had some contact with the
Kovno Underground, non-Jews sympathetic to the plight of our
people, who actively aided the movement, and others. The ques-
tionnaire contained 474 questions, divided into sections according
to selected topics.

An outline of this division follows: 1. Data on the witness in the
period just before the war (questions 1-22). 2. The ghetto and the
mass murders (23-36). 3. The response: rescue (37—48). 4. The
response; resistance (49-90). 5. The ghetto underground (91-
127). 6. Active resistance (128-176); escape to the forests (177-
253}. 7. The Kovno partisan battalions and the Lithuanian Brigade
(254-287). 8. Partisan operations: provision and supply (288-301);
subversion and sabotage (302-313); punishment and reprisal (314—
323); pariisan battles (324-351). 9. The way of life and social rela-
ttons in the forests (352-411). 10. Attitudes towards the Jews in
the partisan Brigade (412-440). 11. Long-range raids (441-449).
12. Coming out of the forest (450-462); data on the witness from
Liberation day till now (463-474).
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impossible to contact. Another factor of equal importance is that
even the witnesses who can be reached with reasonable ease have
obviously changed in the intervening years. These years cover the
memory of the past like a curtain that inflates one event and blots
out another: they lead the mind to confuse facts with opinions and
evaluations arrived at later, and thus they sometimes distort events
to the point where the testimony is of little value for our purposes.

Nevertheless, in this particular case there was no alternative to
oral testimony. It was up to us to find an approach that would
reduce the inherent limitations of our method to a minimum. In
developing such an approach we made use of modern sociology
with its recent experience in collecting oral data and exploiting the
personal interview as a means of studying social behaviour. [On
this matter see our ‘“Problems Relating to a Questionnaire on the
Holocaust” in Yad Vashem Studies, No. 3, pp. 91-117.]

It was necessary to ensure that the method of gathering testi-
mony was such that a systematic cross-check of related accounts
would be possible. Thus, each account was exploited not only
directly, for the information it gave, but also indirectly as a means
of confirming or refuting other accounts. This was achieved in
three ways: (1) By restricting the matters whose description and
analysis would be based on eye-witness testimony. (2) By using
a single standard questionnaire. (3) By rigorously examining and
selecting all available candidates.

The first of these measures required a re-definition of the object
of our study. Firstly, it was necessary to differentiate more strictly
between events that seemed to express organized, active resistance,
and events that reflected only the spontaneous, unorganized at-
tempts of individual internees to avoid or escape the Nazi persecu-
tion and murder machine. Secondly, a sharper distinction was
needed between events of both the above types and events which
took place in the Kovno ghetto, not connected with resistance and
underground, but the description and analysis of which were indis-
pensable for a proper understanding of the subject.

On the basis of such considerations we determined the scope of
eye-witness testimony. We decided to emphasize actions, events
and developments directly connected with the active, organized
resistance, both inside and outside the ghetto. Descriptions of these
matters are based in our book chiefly on eye-witness accounts. As
to events of other types, they were only scantily dealt with in the

X1
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ghetto were in contact (often very close contact) with central
figures of the “Council of Elders”.

Some important material for our study was discovered in the
archives of the Gestapo., Chief among this was a coloured map
prepared by the occupation authorities in February 1944, describ-
ing the activities of the Soviet partisans in Lithuania during that
year. The map classifies the districts of Lithuania according to the
intensity of the partisan war being waged there and the degree to
which authority in the area was wrested from the Germans by the
partisans. Compared with other sources (including official Soviet
documents), this map shows that the Germans were supplied with
amazingly accurate information on the partisans’ activities and
the whereabouts of their bases, The map is also of value as a
means of checking other sources of information on the Lithuanian
partisan movement, insofar as it impinged on the ghetto under-
ground,

Similar value attaches to documents from the Gestapo archives
concerning the Communist and non-Communist underground
movements in Kovno. Although this material does not deal directly
with the ghetto underground, it throws light on events and activities
in which Jewish fighters were involved.

(¢) Eye-Witness Testimony as the Principal Source of Information
in this Study

The documentary material alone was insufficient to solve all
the problems raised in the initial stages of our investigation. Thus,
we were obliged to resort mainly to material of the second class,
which includes post factum, eye-witness testimony of participants
in the actual events.

We are well aware of the limitations of this method, as a means
of gathering reliable information about past events. Even if it were
possible to contact all the witnesses who might offer relevant tes-
timony, and every one of them were willing and able to recount
precisely everything he knew, thought, felt, saw and heard fifteen
to twenty years ago, we would still have to face the difficult and
complex problem of weaving the many fragmentary and subjective
reports into a coherent and objective whole, Moreover, many of
the most important potential witnesses, movement leaders, active
members, secret agents, etc. — never survived the war. Others,
especially non-Jewish witnesses, are extremely difficult or even

X1I
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the Kovno Jewish Underground; from members of the “Council
of Elders’”’ and its departments; from several former internees of
the ghetto not recruited into the underground organizations; from
the leaders of the Lithuanian Partisan Brigade (its non-Jewish
members and officers); from Germans connected in some manner
with the Kovno ghetto or with the anti-partisan war in the area of
the Lithuanian Partisan Brigade in general and the Kovno Bat-
talion’s activities in particular,

3. Written Memoirs of people in the above categories, or books
based on diverse sources.

We evaluated the sources according to their relevance to our
investigation in the order of classification given above. That is to
say, the greatest importance was attached to documents written at
the time the events occurred. Least importance was attached to
reports in books based on sources of doubtful reliability. On the
basis of this classification we directed our efforts in collecting the
relevant material.

Unfortunately, sources of the first class are extremely scarce.
We could find no documents from the Kovno underground. We
found out from secondary sources (eye-witnesses, later publications,
etc.) that such material had once existed. All the underground
movements in the Xovno ghetto did keep written accounts of
events in some form or other, e.g. records of their activities, in-
formation bulletins circulated among the members, stencilled ar-
ticles and literature. The contents of some of these documents
could be reconstructed with the aid of secondary sources. As it
turned out, a great many documents from the Communist under-
ground of the Kovno ghetto were preserved and afterwards passed
on to the Lithuanian Partisan Movement Museum in Vilna. How-
ever, all our efforts to gain access {o this material were unsuccess-
ful. We were more fortunate with material of the Lithuanian Par-
tisan Movement. We obtained several important documents issued
by the Brigade Command, some of which deal with the activities
of members of the Kovno ghetto. We also obtained a diary written
by one of the Jewish officers in the same Brigade.

A fairly large number of documents concerning the activities of
the ““Council of Elders” was at our disposal. However, not one of
those so much as mentions the activities of any underground
movement., This fact is noteworthy since it is understood from
several other sources that various underground leaders in the

X1
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worked under Ssevere conspiratorial conditions and an intimate
knowledge of 1ts dimensions and activities was 1n the hands of a
select few 1n positions of leadership and command; we Were but
soldiers of the ranks. After the Liberation, and particularly after
reaching Israel, where most of the survivors finally gathered, W€
were able to round out out knowledge of the history of the move-
ment to some degree. We did this by frequent and long discussions
and by studying the published material on the Kovno ghetto. This
material, however, usually devoted but slight attention to the his-
tory of the ghetto underground and events affecting 1t. After sum-
ming up the information at our disposal, W& found that we had by
no means cucceeded in getting 3 complete account of the move-
ment. On the contrary, we found that the deeper we delved 1nto
the facts, the morc ‘nvolved the picture became., Connections
emerged between events that had previously been thought unre-
lated, like a profound mutual dependence hetween the Tesistance
and other events 10 the ghetto. The extremely complex web of rela-
tions between the ghetto movement and the Soviet Partisan Move-
ment became apparent, And at the same time obscure points
cropped up and problems requiring additional elucidation multi-
plied. It became clear that without 2 systematic and rigorous
investigation it would be impossible to obtain an historically true
account of how the Jewish community of Kovno stood up for its
life in its fateful bour. The opportunity 10 undertake such research
was afforded with the promise of aid and direction from Yad
Vashem.

(d) Sources and their Classification

The most difficult problem, as might be expected 1 research of
this kind, was to find sources Of ‘nformation that were both suit-
able and accessible. Taking into consideration both our specific
subject and aspects common to all Jewish underground move-
ments under the Nazi regime, We decided to include three principal
types of source material.

1. Documents On the underground organizations in the Kovno
ghetto; on the “Council of Elders” and other official ghetto institu-
fions; on the Gestapo and other Germai occupation authorities 1o
1 ithuania and 1n the city of Kovno stself; on other Lithuanian
underground organizations.

2. Personal Testimonials from surviving members and leaders of

X
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cept for several hundred who escaped the oppressors by devious
means), were transported to death camps in Germany. Most of
them died there of privation, sickness and the physical and mental
tortures. Only eight out of every hundred of those Kovno Jews who
had fallen into the hands of the Nazis lived to see the Day of
Liberation. The enemy’s plans for the Jews of Kovno succeeded

almost to perfection.
Yet, between the first mass slaughters and the final liquidation,

carried out as the thunder of Russian guns was heard from afar,
this community found the strength to create a fighting under-
ground — a Resistance worthy of its name.

Qur research, extending over several years, has aimed at obtain-
ing as detailed, exact and objective an account of that movement
as possible. In so doing, we have attempted to give voice to the
ideal that beat in the hearts of those slain in the smoke of under-
ground bunkers, in the ghettos and concentration camps and in
the depths of the partisan forests. We have tried to give voice to
the last thoughts of those Jews of the Kovno ghetto who dipped
their fingers in their own blood to write REVENGE on the walls
of their houses; of those who cut their names and the anticipated
date of their execution on the walls of the *“ninth tower’ near
Kovno; of those who carved the Star of David on the bark of a
tree deep in the forest to mark the grave of a comrade in arms;
of those who wrote diaries, gathered documents and buried them
deep in the earth while the enemy’s sword still flashed above their

heads.

(c¢) First Steps of the Investigation

Our knowledge of the resistance movement of Kovno Jewry
comes first and foremost from personal experience. We ourselves
were among those who joined the Movement in its first stages. We
were active ia its ranks, aiming to forge the fighting power of the
ghetto and, when the moment was ripe, we and other ghetto fight-
ers broke out to join the ranks of the Kovno battalions of the
Lithuanian Soviet Brigade, which was active in the dense forests
of South-Eastern Lithuania and Western Byelorussia. There we
lived and fought till the Soviet Army liberated the district in the
Summer of 1944,

Naturally, our first-hand knowledge could not be exact and
exhaustive. Both in the forests and in the ghetto, the movement
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gogues and institutions of religious learning; the famed Slobodka
Yeshiva and a long list of smaller yeshivoth; and a highly de-
veloped Hebrew educational system including four Hebrew high
schools. It had no less than five Jewish daily newspapers and
several periodicals in both Yiddish and Hebrew. It had established
various cultural and economic institutions, a social welfare service
and a public health service; all the organizations and societies
known to Eastern European Jewry and political parties of all
shades were represented in Kovno. Furthermore, the members of
the community, the Rabbis, the intelligentsia, the men of letters
and the “amkho’ (the common people) were able, after their
everyday activities in trade, crafts, manufacture, services and the
liberal professions, to find recreation and spiritual enjoyment,
whether in a page of the Talmud, or in delving into J ewish moral
thought, following literary pursuits, propagating Marxism under-
ground or the ideology of Herzl and Pinsker in the open. All this
contributed to a dynamic and creative Jewish way of life, such as
could be found in few places in the world. Even in 1940, when
Lithuania became a Soviet Republic and Vilna its capital city, the
Jewish community of Kovno lost none of its vitality. 1t was able
to retain its merits and creativity even in the face of the flood of
new orders and policies from the Soviet authorities, who did much
to destroy its national, religious, cultural and economic institutions,
yet did not hesitate to exploit its organizational experience and
spiritual resources in establishing and stabilizing the new regime.

It was in the very first days of the war between Germany and
the Soviet Union that the death blow was struck at the Community.
The Nazis included Kovno Jewry among the communities
destined for total but not immediate annihilation. After the initial
mass murders, in which the majority of men, women, aged and
infants of the community were executed by the 8.8, and its Lithu-
anian collaborators (Autumn 1941), sixteen thousand of the
original forty thousand survived. In the next three years, the Nazis
continued to reduce the population of the Kovno community by
sending Jews periodically to places of no return, or by executions
in the immediate neighbourhood. Still, in the ghetto itself and in
its affiliated labour camps, ten thousand Jews survived ~— untit the
great Soviet offensive in the summer of 1944. Only then did the
Gestapo begin the final liquidation of the ghetto. A third of its sur-
vivors met their deaths after unspeakable suffering. The rest (ex-

YIII

1 ‘

ol |




-
1

o

T

.-."‘1-

S at

.

www.daat.ac.il * nini niT ' 1NN

THE STORY OF AN UNDERGROUND

camp, determined by the peculiar character of the community
within which it was active.

And yet, we may speak of the resistance of the Eastern Euro-
pean Jews as of a single movement. In every case it was the reaction
to the same, the most beastly and unrestrained version of the policy
of annihilation, the one which the Nazis carried out in all the occu-
pied countries of Eastern Europe. In every case it met with the
same impenetrable wall of vain hate and selfish indifference from
the surrounding population. The people in its ranks were every-
where alike, despite differences in social and political background,
since the Eastern European Judaism left a deep impression on the
mentality of all the Jewish inhabitants of this vast territory. Thus,
we can discern a certain pattern in the internal development of
these Jewish resistance movements, which gave them common
basic characteristics, and which permits the historian fo treat them
as a unit,

In investigating the history of the Jewish resistance movements
in Eastern Europe during the Second World War, the historian
must notice both the specific aspects and the common unifying
pattern. But when he asks himself which takes precedence, he sees
that the specific must be taken up first. So long as he is without as
detailed, exact and objective a picture as possible of every branch
of the movement, in all its stages of development, all its achieve-
ments and failures, he cannot possibly understand the movement
as a whole.

This book is an attempt to provide just such a picture of a
resistance movement in one community of Eastern Europe — the
Jewish community of Kovno, Lithuania.

(b} The Jewish Community of Kovno and its Resistance Movement

In Kovno, where the waters of the Vilija flow into the broad
Nemen river, the Jewish community had its beginnings about three
hundred years ago. From the nineteenth century it was held to be
one of the most important centres of modern Jewry. Kovno gave
the world Jewry such great spiritual leaders as the famous Rabbi
and gaon, Yitzchak Elhanan Spektor, and one of the founders of
modern Hebrew literature, Abraham Mapu. On the eve of World
War I the community numbered forty thousand in all —
one-third of the population of the entire city — and was at the
height of its development and maturity. It could boast forty syna-
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The fate of these Jews, however, differed in at least one respect
from that of the other communities, which were wiped out alto-
gether on the German ‘nvasion. On the latter communities the
fatal blow descended as a complete surprise: they had no time to
reckon with the situation, no time to grasp at any means of rescue, :
no time to make any organised attempt of resistance — save forx
hopeless acts of courage by isolated individuals at the mouth of
the grave. Time was given to the former communities whose sons
were left alive for a while. Also, there arosc in the occupied areas
of Eastern Europe — here and there even in the first days of the
occupation —a strong fighting underground, which quickly suc-
ceeded. not without outside help, n enlisting a partisan army.
When they had acquired the means, the partisans knew how 1o
blow up the mainstays of the Germany Army's rear. Insofar as
the remnants of the ghetto and camp communities were embold-
ened to organize an underground of their own, and insofar as they
were able to withstand servitude and terror — they could not only
rise up in rebellion at the hour of destruction, but also had some
prospects of breaking forth from their isolation, of uniting with the
general underground and of repaying their murderers with a war
of fury. Not few are the communities that followed this path and,
with the progress of historical research on the period of the Holo-
caust, more such communities will surely become known. There is,
at all events, no longer any doubt that the history of the Eastern
Furopean communities in the Second World War, drenched as it
is with tears and blood, is also the history of resistance.

This was not a single resistance movement in the ordinary sense
of the term. It was devoid of a common organizational framework; ’
it had neither a common leadership nor headquarters beyond the
reach of the Germans, from which its activity could be directed,
the actions of its isolated sections co-ordinated or assistance of-
fered — like other European resistance movements in this war.
Liaison among its sections in the occupied Eastern Europe was
scattered and partial, limited and short in range. Every Jewish .
underground that arose, grew and organized with painful slowness,
groping its way through failure, defeat and sacrifice. Each group
had to work within the limits of the ghetto or camp, to find leaders
from its midst and crystallize its cwn policy towards the Germans
and their accomplices. Thus its tie with the common folk; thus
also the specific features of the underground in each ghetto or 4
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INTRODUCTION AND SYNOPSIS

(a) The Holocaust and Jewish Resistance in Eastern Europe

al » To be the first victims of the ‘“‘final solution™ designed by the
Nazi leaders for the Jews of Europe — this was the terrible fate of
those Jewish communities of Eastern Europe who fell into the
hands of the Nazi Army at the beginning of the war between
Germany and the Soviet Union in 1941, Gangs of murder-special-
ists called Einsatzgruppen (*‘special assignment groups’) marched
on the heels of the Germany Army, their first task in every con-
quered town being to conspire against the local Jewish community,
to plunder their property, to humiliate them before the people
among whom they lived, and at last to kill them. Hundreds of
Jewish communities were engulfed in blood and destruction, and
| hundreds of thousands of our people thus met their death. Not
> many months would pass from the day of the entry of Hitler’s
troops into these places, before the Jewish community was torn
up by its roots and wiped off the face of the earth. It happened
thus in Lithuania, in Latvia and Estonia, in the Ukraine and Byelo-
russia and in other parts of the Soviet Union.

Here and there, however, in these broad areas of conquest, the
special assignment groups refrained from completing their task.
% The wealth of the Jews in these places was indeed piundered,
most of themselves brutally murdered -— but some were left alive
to work for the Germans. In such cases the occupation authorities
would imprison the local Jews (or those of several districts to-
gether) in a ghetto, impose on them a reign of terror, squeeze out
every drop of muscle-power and skill, and include them in the
; “final solution™ whenever they saw fit. Some of these ghettoes and
enclosures remained standing until the late stages of the war, Then,
even as Hitler’s hard-hit troops were withdrawing in confusion
from conquered areas with heavy losses, the S.S. teams still man-
aged to “‘complete the account” with their tortured and humiliated
slaves, killing them on the spot, or evacuating them to the death
camps of Germany.
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