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THE WARSAW GHETTO 

1940-1943 

in every Polish heart these words 
must be engraved as in stone: 

The blood shed unites us, the execution wall, 
Dachau and Auschwitz and our·ravaged home, 

Every nameless grave and every prison cell, unite us all. 

From "To the Polish Jews" by Wladyslaw Broniewski 
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THE WARSAW GHETTO 
RUTA SAKOWSKA 

in  the years 1918-39 Warsaw represented the largest concentration of 
Jews in Europe, and the second largest (after New York) in the world. On 
the eve of the Second World War, its population included c. 380,000 Jews, 
or almost 30% of the total population. 

The Warsaw ghetto, which the occupying forces cut off from the rest of 
the city during the night from November 15th to 16th, 1940, contained in 
the period of the greatest congestion (spring 1941) c. 450,000 inhabitants, 
crammed into the relatively small area of c. 307 hectares. 

The number of Jews in occupied Warsaw rose as a result of compulsory 
re-settlement, primarily from the Polish territories which had been absorbed 
into the Reich and those which formed what was termed the Warsaw Dis­
trict. The number however rapidly decreased as a result of the exceptionally 
high death rate in this sealed area (898 deaths in January 1941 and 5,560 
in January 1942 - a nearly six-fold increase!). in all from October 1939 to 
mid-1942, c. 100,000 Jews died in Warsaw, chiefly from starvation and 
epidemic diseases. 

Both slow death from hunger and violent death in the gas chambers were 
products of Nazi policy of direct and indirect extermination. The basic forms 
of indirect extermination were plunder, slave labour, and the gradual 
elimination of Jews from socio-economic life, followed by their concentra­
tion in isolated districts; direct extermination took the form of the total an­
nihilation of concentrations of Jewish population. 

The first stage ended definitively after 22 months of Nazi occupation; the 
first mass executions of Jews in the summer of 1941 in the territories newly 
occupied after the invasion of the USSA, marked the beginning of the 
second stage. in Warsaw the first annihilation campaign began on July 
22nd and by September 21 st, 1942, absorbed some 300,000 victims, who 
were murdered in Treblinka. 

With the escalation of Nazi extermination activities, the forms of self­
defence, counter-action and resistance of the Jewish population also 
changed. This evolution can be detected particularly clearly in Warsaw. 
During the period of indirect extermination, the community enclosed in the 
district exhibited enormous resistance to the destructive activities of the 
occupying power, and fought desperately tor existence. This struggle was 
not however fought in the open, but in the underground current of com­
munity life. 

i n  the sealed Jewish districts, processes analogous to those taking place 
on the other side of the wall could be seen. On both sides of the wall, 
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underneath the surface of life under occupation - that "make-believe life", 
it 1 might make use of the title of Kazimierz Wyka's well-known book - an 
authentic life, which escaped the control of the occupying authorities, 
managed to break through. 

Economic activity developed in the ghetto underground, and this caused 
a fundamental breach in the Nazi system of isolation and limitations. Nazi 
prohibitions were broken on both sides of the wall, tor otherwise life was 
impossible. lnsubordination was universal. 

in the Warsaw ghetto, civil resistance, inspired or indeed directly led in 
conspiracy, concentrated primarily on the battle against hunger. Although 
the torms and methods employed in this battle were varied and legion, they 
can be reduced basically to two inseparable elements: the first was material 
assistance, and the second defence against psychic deformation - a 
dramatic fight to preserve values, both in the sphere of human relations, 
and that of spiritual needs. it was a kind of recovery of their personality by 
people who had been pushed by the occupying power to the very depths 
ot poverty and humiliation. 

VOLUNTARY MUTUAL AID 

in view of the universal threat, the primary task of the underground move­
ment in the ghetto was to unite the community behind the most important 
aim, which was to save the starving. 

Apart trom the Judenrats, the openly-operating institutions in the ghettos 
ot the Generalgouvernement (General Government) were the Jewish 
Voluntary Mutual Aid Organizations. Under their banner, a network of social 
aid organizations sprang up: as well as the pre-war voluntary organizations 
(tor example, Centos, the Society tor Care of Orphans and Abandoned 
Children; TOZ, the Society tor the Protection of Health, and so on), new 
torms were set up during the years of war and occupation, functioning on 
the basis of neighbourly ties. These were the Warsaw house committees 
and the local confraternities tormed by the re-settled populations. 

Fundamental changes occurred in the social links in neighbourly micro­
societies. Life torced them to overcome the phenomenon of big-city isola­
tion, with its patterns of indifference and formality in inter-human contacts. 
The germs of solidarity and mutual assistance showed strong signs of life, 
and gave rise to an active approach to suffering. Even pauperized families 
shared what they had with the starving (a crust of bread or a carrot was a 
gift that counted tor something), doctors treated the children of their neigh­
bours free of charge, cobblers repaired boots free of charge, and so on. Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



The thousands of house committees in the ghetto gave rise to numerous 
commissions and to ladies' circles, youth circles, children's groups, ete. 
Sometimes a house in the ghetto could hold from several hundred to a 
thousand inhabitants. These were compact complexes of buildings sur­
rounding one (or sometimes two or three) of the deep well courtyards that 
were typical of pre-war Warsaw; they formed separate housing sectors with 
a gate that was closed long before the curfew, and gradually became not 
only self-sufficient centres of neighbourly assistance, education, social life, 
cultural and religious life, but alsa links in a chain of tenant self-administra­
tion that were recognized even by the occupying power. 

These instances of voluntary mutual help provided a cover tor the con­
spiratorial organizations of the ghetto underground. 

RE-SETTLEMENT 
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UNDERGROUND CULTURE 

Alongside material assistance, underground culture became the second 
most important element in civil resistance in the ghetto. 

The desperate, unequal struggle tor existence by no means obscured the 
spiritual needs of the ghetto's inhabitants, tor life confirmed the significance 
of spiritual needs in the fight tor individual and collective survival. 

As was the case throughout the whole country, new torms of underground 
culture, which evaded the control of the occupying torces, began to take 
shape from the first days of the occupation. These were admittedly based 
on pr imitive means of communication, but nonetheless became 
predominant in the life of the community: secret teaching at elementary, 
secondary and higher level, secret musical performances, secret religious 
activity, underground literary publications and journalism (in 1940-42 more 
than 40 titles appeared in the underground press, mainly in Yiddish and 
P olish), secret academic research in history, sociology, ethnography, 
medicine (starvation-related illnesses); there were also secret libraries that 
supplied books to their readers' homes. The book trade moved out of the 
closed-down bookshops into the streets. Leopold Staff wrote (1927): 

More than bread 
Poetry is necessary at times 
When there's no need for it at afi ... 

These words of an outstanding poet, which were quoted in the text of an 
invitation to a literary evening in the ghetto in February 1942, could be taken 
as the leading theme tor cultural life in the whole of occupied Poland. 

Underground culture took shape as a fighting culture. i t  was the under­
ground movement that was the patron and inspiration tor cultural life, as 
tor other torms of civil resistance. The underground made available to 
people working in the arts their channels of intormation and their media of 
communication; it made use of the work of historians, writers, journalists, 
psychologists, teachers, actors and musicians, who published their work in 
the underground press, edited reports on underground activities, wrote 
proclamations and songs, worked in the underground education movement, 
ete. The underground also extended its patronage to the secret current of 
religious life. The young conspirators, who were to be the fighters of the 
Jewish Fighting Organization (ZOB), worked in the youth circles attached 
to the house committees and in the underground education movement. 
Often they played a double role: as a pupil in the underground secondary 
school groups, and then as a teacher of younger children. Young people 
played the greatest, it not the decisive, role in editing, printing and distribut­
ing the underground press. 
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in cultural life, as in other areas of the life of the community, the links 
between the ghetto and the "Aryan side" were not broken. A Polish doctor, 
Professor Franciszek Raszeja, paid tor these contacts with his life: he was 
shot by the Nazis during a visit to a patient in the ghetto. lrena Seciler, a 
Polish woman who was an active member of the Council tor Aid to Jews, 
used to enter the ghetto on the business of voluntary mutual aid, and she 
sometimes attended secret literary and musical performances organized 
by the youth circles, where the works of Chopin were played and the poetry 
of Broniewski was read. 

The Polish underground press and secret editions of literary works were 
also smuggled into the ghetto and circulated in the form of copies among 
the young people. "fhere were also links that were not made actual: the 
yearning of the Varsovians of the sealed district tor their city, that "sentimen­
tal smuggling" that Wtadystaw Szlengel wrote about. 

THE UNDERGROUND GHETTO ARCHIVE (ARG) 

Accounts of the fate of Jews from almost all the occupied country came 
into this centre, and the information in them was analyzed here; reports on 
Nazi genocida were sent out from here into tha world. 

The founder of and inspiration behind the ARG was Emmanuel Rin­
gelblum (1900-44), a historian, an active figure in public life, a joumalist 
and teacher. 

The origin of the archive fay in the Notes, a chronicle compi1ed by Rin­
gelblum from September 1939. in the autumn of 1940, an underground 
archival-documentary centre with the cryptonym of Oneg Shabat (literally 
in Hebrew, "joy", "Sabbath pleasure", but in this sense rather "Sabbath 
meeting") was set up on his initiative. The bulletins issued by this centre, 
intended tor the Polish underground press, were signed ARG (Ghetto Ar­
chive ). 

Oneg Shabat was a group of a dozen or more permanant co-workers. 
The first secretary of the group was a young economist, Hersz Wasser, 
who was responsible in the ARG tor the section dealing with accounts from 
ghettos outside Warsaw; he kept records of materials and authors. in  the 
organizational and technical sense the underground Archive was his crea­
tion; his wife, Bluma, actively assisted him. The other secretary was Eliahu 
Gutkowski, a teacher, writer, and popularizer of science, who took an active 
part in political life. Those who worked with the ARG, or sent their texts 
there, included writers such as lcchak Kacenelson and Janusz Korczak, 
rabbis (tor example one of the closest associates of Ringelblum, the self­
taught historian, Szymon Huberband), and academics, like the economist 
Menachem Linder. The majority of those who worked with or wrote tor the 
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ARG belonged to underground organizations (ineluding Mordeehaj 
Anielewiez). 

The people assoeiated with the ARG intended in the future to pieee 
together the history of the Jews in oeeupied Poland - that is, eontemporary 
history. The nature of the researeh theretore dietated the applieation of 
soeiologieal methods. The materials of the ARG were ereated and eolleeted 
on the basis of a mueh-diseussed questionnaire. Draft plans tor works of 
synthesis have also survived, along with arguments tor speeifie issues and 
guide questions tor members of the group, addressed to various genera­
tional and professional groups, tor example, to ehildren, young people, 
booksellers, librarians, barbers, artists, members of the Jewish Couneil, ete. 

The materials of the ARG fail into thematie and ehronologieal eycles. The 
themes were dietated by life under the oeeupation. 

Widely varying materials were eolleeted in the underground Arehive. 
These ineluded offieial doeuments (proelamations, eopies of official eor­
respondenee, ete.), and also personal doeuments (diaries, letters, ete.), and 
even advertising hand-outs, medieal preseriptions and the wrapping papers 
from sweets produeed in the ghetto. Edueation is well-represented (includ­
ing sehool reports, ehildren's essays, ete. ) as is eultural life (posters, invita­
tions to literary events, eoneerts, ete.). A eonsiderable amount of material 
on the underground organizations whieh later tormed the ZOB has also 
been eolleeted. There are therefore notes on allied radio broadeasts, whieh 
were later published in the underground press, programme doeuments, ap­
peals, and also all-Polish materials from underground seminars tor youth 
organizations whieh took plaee in the Warsaw ghetto. 

The largest eolleetion in the materials, that of the underground press with 
more than 40 titles representing various faetions, is also of the greatest 
importanee. 
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THE BUILDING OF THE WALL 
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TWO GENERATIONS. THE INFORMAL SELF-ADMINISTRATION 

Tens of thousands of people took part in the battle against hunger. These 
included both those who had been active in public life before the war and 
atso the "new ones" (inctuding a significant number of women). These were 
believers and non-believers, young and old - and among the youngest 
were the future members of the ZOB which was to become the main force 
in the uprising in the Warsaw ghetto. 

At the time of the uprising (1943) the majority of the members of the ZOB 
were between 20 and 24 years of age, and so in the first period of the 
occupation they were nearly four years younger. in the period of indirect 
extennination therefore, an older generation composed of those in their for­
ties and fifties created the climate of life in the community. The organizers 
of the civil resistance movement were adutts: the leaders and active mem­
bers of political parties. These activities were directed by a group of political 
party leaders, representing various points on the political spectrum: from 
the Orthodox religious Agudas lsrael, through the Zionist and socialist 
Zionist parties, to the socialist Bund and (from January 1942) the newly 
created Polish Workers' Party (PPR), ghetto branch. 

The phenomenon whereby important socio-organizational functions were 
taken over by informal groups, which could be observed throughout the 
occupied country, also occurred in the sealed Jewish districts. in the battte 
tor life of the starving, it was in the centres for voluntary self-help, which 
officially limited themselves to charitable activities, that the authentic if in­
formal self-government of the ghetto took shape. The tip of this structure 
was the conspiratorial group of political party leaders, while the base was 
provided by more than a thousand house committees. 

EVOLUTION OF FORMS OF RESISTANCE 

The evolution of forms of resistance took place in an atmosphere of 
generational conflict. The idea of armed resistance took shape among the 
young people of the underground, who were growing up quickly in the con­
ditions of the war and occupation. An analysis of texts in the underground 
ghetto newspapers shows that this idea was not completely foreign to the 
future members of the ZOB from the first years of the occupation. it was 
initially a concept or rather a vision (in the belief that conflict between Nazi 
Germany and the USSR was inevitable), of armed activity by Jewish young 
people at the time when the front was approaching, alongside the victorious 
allies, shoulder to shoulder with the Red Army, fighting side by side with 
Poles and other nations struggling tor their national independence. Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



Visions of the status of the Jews in the post-war world freed of the Nazis 
which can be found in the texts of the underground newspapers of the ghet­
to, varied according to political orientation, but at their base was a hope -
perfectly justified in the light of experience to date - of surviving the war, 
of Jews being present in a better post-war world, and in a liberated and 
democratic Poland. But all the visions - that of being present in a Berlin 
liberated by the victorious allies, among the crowds carrying portraits of 
Marx and Lenin, that of a happy spring after the pulling down of the ghetto 
walls, of a future in Palestine, of a free democratic Poland and of taking 
part in a post-war peace conference - proved illusory tor the people of the 
ghetto. 

LiFE iN THE GHETTO 
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NEWS OF EXTERMINATION 

The occupying power had started on the elimination of concentrations of 
Jewish population in the second half of 1941 in the territories newly oc­
cupied after the invasion of the Soviet Union. in  December 1941, the first 
extermination centre in Polish territory was set up at Chetmno-on-the-Ner, 
in the region known as the Wartheland. i n  the spring and summer of 1942, 
three further extermination centres were set up in the General Government: 
at Betzec, Sobib6r and Treblinka. Auschwitz became a mass extermination 
centre. 

Members of the underground in the Warsaw ghetto carefully recorded 
signals about the extermination of other ghettos. The collection, checking 
and analysis of the information was the task of the ARG. 

The accounts of witnesses - those who escaped from places where an 
annihilation campaign had been carried out, and who when they arrived in 
Warsaw reported to the delegates of their compatriots' organizations - were 
of the greatest significance. 

The reports of the underground couriers were particularly valuable since, 
under false names, they managed to travel almost the length and breadth 
of the occupied country. These were usually girls with light-coloured hair, 
that is, as it was said, of Aryan appearance, who were elegant; knew foreign 
languages, and were not afraid to make social conversation. They boldly 
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made their way through the police cordons at railway stations; sometimes 
in the company of charming German travelling companions who were help­
ing them to carry their heavy cases, full of literature. üne of these girls was 
"Lonka" Koziebrodzka, before the war a student of Romance languages at 
Warsaw University, who was a correspondent of the ARG. But on 
dangerous missions, the most important quality in a courier was courage 
and quick thinking. "Frumka", as she was known familiarly, one of the legen­
dary Ptotnicka sisters, who was dark-haired and Semitic in appearance, 
managed to get through everywhere, where others had not managed. 

Post-cards coming into the Warsaw ghetto were also a major source of 
information (this was the only form of correspondence allowed by the Ger­
mans to the residents of the ghetto). Although at the beginning of the ex­
termination campaign, the Sipo introduced a Postsperre (ban on postal ser­
vices) in many towns, nonetheless, post-cards from places threatened with 
liquidation reached the Warsaw ghetto relatively quickly, within four or five 
days. The people at the ARG placed a great deal of importance on these 
letters: they were collected, copies were made, and some of them were 
published in the underground press. 

i t  is possible to re-create the circulation of information about the course 
of extermination from the underground press, personal accounts and letters 
with a post-mark. 

The first news of the Nazi massacres of the Jewish population in the 
territories newly occupied after the attack on the USSR appeared in the 
underground press at the end of September and the beginning of October 
1941. 

Shortly, alarming news began to reach the Warsaw ghetto from the op­
posite, western side of occupied Poland. Unbelievable rumours began to 
circulate about transports of Jews which disappeared without trace in the 
palace at Chetmno-on-the-Ner, which was occupied by the SS. The Juden­
rats from nearby small towns sent envoys to reconnoitre, and the neigh­
bouring peasants spoke about what was happening in whispers; one of 
them, Stanistaw Kaszyıiski of Chetmno, was shot in February 1942 tor 
spreading information about the extermination centre. On January 19th, 
1942, three escapees from the Chetmno death camp reached nearby 
Grab6w: they had been eye-witnesses of the mass killing of Jews and Gyp­
sies in gas-lorries. The tales of the escapees gave rise to a spate of letters 
to families in the Warsaw ghetto. üne advance signal of a coming liquida­
tion campaign in many small towns was the imposition of a poll tax of 4 to 
8 Marks. Where this "demonic" tax - as it was termed by the ARG - was 
announced, people wrote letters of farewell. 

it was the post-cards that began to arrive from the beginning of January 
1942 from Grab6w, Kutno, Krosniewice, Gostynin and Ga,bin that brought 
the first news of the death centre at Chetmno-on-the-Ner. 
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Shortly thereafter, one of the escapees from Chetmno, "Szlamek", 
reached the Warsaw ghetto. "Szlamek's" account made the rounds of the 
underground press. 

As the Nazi extermination activities escalated, the wave of blood was 
drawing ever nearer to Warsaw. 

The third warning was the news which arrived in mid-March 1942, of the 
murder of the Jewish population of Lublin - and this was now within the 
boundaries of the General Government, barely 150 km. distant from War­
saw. Almost simultaneously came reports of a liquidation campaign in Lvov, 
carried out in March and April 1942. 

RAISING THE ALARM ABOUT NAZI CRIMES 

i n  the spring of 1942, under the impact of news about fresh and 
dangerous forms of extermination of the Jews now being practiced, the 
ARG group began a second important programme, alongside their long­
term research work: they started to work to alarm public opinion about the 
Nazi genocide. 

A special information service was set up, and Polish secret organizations 
were alerted. 

The underground press of the Warsaw ghetto published information 
about the extermination campaign. At the same time, the Home Army in­
telligence service was collecting data on Nazi genocide. The ARG reports 
were sent abroad through the mediacy of the Department for Jewish Affairs 
of the High Command of the Home Army, which was under the direction of 
Henryk Wolinski: these reports dealt with Chetmno in March 1942, the liq­
uidation campaign in the Lublin region in April 1942,· and the massacres in 
other ghettos in July 1942. 

The activities of the ARG did not pass unnoticed. At the end of April 1942, 
an article entitled "The Jews" appeared in the underground Biuletyn /nfor­
macyjny (lnformation Bulletin) published by the High Command of the 
Home Army. This sounded the alarm on the extinction of the inhabitants of 
the Warsaw ghetto, the mass executions in the Eastern territories, the ex­
termination centre at Chetmno-on-the-Ner and what were termed the "re­
settlements" from Lublin and the small towns of the Lublin region. The 
author of the article made use of the testimony of the escapees from 
Chetmno: "The accounts by eye-witnesses of the murders perpetrated at 
Chetmno with the help of poison gas, prove that the Germans have sur­
passed themselves." 

The Nazi campaign to exterminate the Jews evoked a wave of protests 
in the Polish underground press. Publicity was also given to the matter 
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abroad (although too late, in, Ringelblum's view). On June 26th, 1942, 
Radio Landon, which had been giving news about the extermination of the 
Jews for several weeks, broadcast a major programme, based partly on 
the ARG reports, on the Nazi extermination of Jews in Poland. in connection 
with this programme; Emmanuel Ringelblum noted, "in alarming the world 
about our plight, the Oneg Shabat group has fulfilled a great historic mis­
sion. This may perhaps save hundreds of thousands of Polish Jews. This 
will become clear in the nearest future. 1 don't know who from our group 
will remain alive, who will be permitted by fate to work on the materials we 
have collected, but we can be certain of one thing - that our sacrifices, 
risks and the tension of constant danger, our labours and sufferings, have 
not been in vain." 

DEPORTATION 
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THE CONCEPT OF ARMED STRUGGLE 

The news about the extermination speeded up the consolidation of the 
concept of armed struggle. i n  the spring of 1942, news reached the Warsaw 
ghetto of the armed self-defence of Jews at Nowogr6dek in the Vilna region. 
The news moved the young people of the underground. in  the underground 
newspapers we can read that Nowogr6dek had become "a symbol of the 
struggle for respect of human life, which rejects the idea of resignation and 
despair. May Nowogr6dek be a pattern for a dignified human attitude". 

Post-war research has not been able to establish whether the self­
defence of Nowogr6dek did in fact really take place - whether it was an 
historical fact or an heroic legend. in the opinion of the outstanding historian 
of this period, lsrael Gutman of Yad Vashem, no official sources contain 
mention of this revolt. Nor do we know how news of it reached Warsaw. 
Nonetheless, the news from Nowogr6dek fascinated the young people of 
the ghetto underground. 

At this point, a small digression: after the war the stereotype became 
generally accepted of the "fight for honour", or, as it is sometimes termed 
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in a slightly more acceptable form, the fight tor human dignity, as the 
primary or indeed only motivating factor tor the ghetto fighters. Here we 
can read between the lines a subtext which contrasts, perhaps not entirely 
consciously, "two kinds of death": "beautiful" or "dignified" death in battle, 
and the other kind, by execution or in gas fumes. Is it possible that the 
innocent victims have lost, as Antoni Stonimski wrote, not only life but also 
honour and glory? 

i t  is therefore worth considering the meaning of the words about "a dig­
nified attitude" and a "dignified death" in the underground ghetto press. 
These words in no way indicate a choice of a "more beautiful" way of dying, 
nor do they imply condemnation of the hundreds and thousands of defen­
seless victims who were "led to the slaughter" and died without a struggle. 
The fragments of texts quoted show that tor the future insurrectionaries of 
the ghetto, the slogan "to die with honour" meant to make the sacrifice of 
their death and in this way confirm the value of human life which in the 
case of the Jewish population was destroyed by the Nazis so easily - and 
what was particularly painful - with impunity and without their own casual­
ties. 

Armed struggle became almost an obsession with the young people of 
the underground, especially those belonging to the Hechalutz movement. 
One of the leading girl soldiers of the ghetto, and the co-founder of the 
ZOB, Cywia Lubetkin, was to write years later in her memoirs, "Before us 
was the enormous power of a victorious army. One great state after another 
was capitulating before it." What could these boys and girls from the sealed 
Jewish districts, this handful of what seemed to be dreamers, put up against 
the might of the Third Reich? 

lnitially, the adults, the political party leaders, treated the young people 
with some reserve, warning them against premature action, and pointing 
to the collective responsibility of the population of the ghetto. in this situa­
tion, the only realistic chance tor fighting the occupying forces was partisan 
warfare in the woods. This was the idea of the PPR, n ewly formed in 
January 1942, which promptly made contacts with the ghetto. 

At the end of March and the beginning of April 1942, the ghetto under­
ground began to take steps to consolidate its forces and set up an armed 
organization. On the initiative of the P PR, an agreement was concluded in 
the ghetto between the political parties and youth organizations, known as 
the Anti-Fascist Bloc. This contained representatives of the PPR, the 
socialist Zionist parties and also youth organizations. At this stage the 
socialist Bund did not yet join the alliance. The Anti-Fascist Bloc, which 
created the para-military Fighting Organization represented the view that 
the Jews should be brought into the general partisan struggle outside the 
ghetto. But the liquidation campaign was relentlessly drawing nearer, and 
this would overrule these plans. 
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THE FIRST LIQUIDATION CAMPAIGN 

From July 22nd to September 21 st, 1942, the Nazis murdered about 
300,000 people from the Warsaw ghetto at Treblinka. in this period, the 
underground did not manage to organize armed resistance. The defense­
less mass of civilians, with a preponderance of women, children and old 
people, could not raise opposition to the Nazi death machine. There 
seemed no prospects at this time either in the military or psychological 
sense tor a demonstration of armed strength. We should however take note 
of acts of civil resistance which were of lasting significance going beyond 
the chronological framework of the war and Nazi occupation: on July 23rd, 
1942, the chairman of the Warsaw Judenrat, Adam Czerniak6w, took his 
own life. He saw this as the only method available to him of avoiding par­
ticipation in the deportation of Jews to Treblinka. On August 5th or 6th, 
1942, Janusz Korczak gave up his chance to save himself, and went to his 
death along with the workers and children of his orphanage. 

THE UPRISING 
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THE GHETIO DURING THE UPRISING 
APRIL AND MA Y 1943 

'of- ınsuı�cnıs = GL and AK � ılıecncmy 

Altııı B MJrl. lıV.ıll.;ı ı hıııliıı/,ı w111 . .,,;ıwı.lın•!ıu yroıı;ı Mınıslry ul N.ıtıcmal Dı•lı•111 •' publıslwıs, IU!>9 

1. Fırst batılo on the morning of Aprit 19th: 2. Second batlleon ıhe morning ol April 19th; 3. Third ba!Ue on April 191h; 4. Batlles on 191h-21 st April, 
white-and-red and while·ancM>lue flags; 5. Battles on Aprıl 20th. red banner; 6. Battles on April 20lh and 21 sı: 7. AK attempt on April 191h: 8. GL 
attempt on April 20th; 9. Assaull on a German column on ıhe mormng ol April 20th; 10. Balllesoo April 20th; 11. Manhole lhrough which an insur­
genı delachmenı led by GL troops reached the Aryan side on April 26th; 12. Battle in def ence ol a bunker on May 1 st ıo 3rd; 13. Battle on May 
2nd; 14. Lası battle of the commandol the uprlsing on May Bth, at 18 Mila Street; 15. Escape rouıe of an insurgenı group durlng a Sovkıt air-raid; 
16. Blowıng upof the Tlomackle synagogue on May 16th; 17. Ballle ol an insurgent group lhal forced its way from the gheıto in lale May. 
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EPILOGUE 

in  what was called the Residual Ghetto (Restgetto), barely 60,000 people 
were left. The last months of the history of the concentration of Jewish 
population in Warsaw were marked by feverish preparation tor the struggle. 
No one could now doubt that the ghetto was condemned, and the guilt 
connected with collective responsibility was therefore removed; the in­
habitants of the ghetto no longer entertained illusions about being saved 
by work. Orphaned, and thrown into despair by the loss of their loved ones, 
they supported the future fighters. 

The idea of armed combat was alsa supported in this period by the 
leaders of the political parties. Contact was made with the High Command 
of the AK, and alsa, unknown to the AK, with the PPR. The main under­
ground forces in the ghetto were united. The Bund now joined the pact 
called, the Jewish National Committee (ZKN) which had been formed in 
the autumn of 1942, and consisted of the PPR (ghetto branch) and the 
liberal socialist Zionist parties together with the youth organizations. i n  the 
night from December 1 st to 2nd, 1942, the statutes were passed of the 
Jewish Coordinating Committee (ZKK) between the Jewish National Com­
mittee (ZKN), the Bund, and the Jewish Fighting Organization (ZOB). The 
idea of armed struggle was alsa put forward by the Jewish Military Union 
(ZZW), which was composed mainly of right-wing Zionists, known as 
revisionists, whose members included a group of Polish Army reserve of­
�icers. 

Let us look a little more closely at the people belonging to the ZOB, which 
provided the main force behind the uprising in the Warsaw ghetto and 
armed actions in other ghettos. The materials at our disposal are the 
biographies of 235 members of the ZOB, who died in the Warsaw ghetto 
or were delegated from Warsaw to other ghettos. These biographical 
sketches were prepared by the lsraeli author Mejlech Neustadt on the basis 
of information given by those fighters who survived (only a dozen or so of 
the participants in the ghetto uprising survived the war and occupation). 
This information was then checked by other research workers. According 
to the lsraeli researcher Professor lsrael Gutman there were 500 members 
of the ZOB and 250 members of the ZZW. Thus the 235 biographies avail­
able form c. 50% of the total membership of the ZOB. 

The ZOB in Warsaw was made up of 22 fighting groups, including 14 
Hechalutz groups (of pioneers, preparing tor the future colonization of 
Palestine) and allied parties: Poale-Zion Left and what was known as 
Poale-Zion Right; the PPR and the Bund had four fighting groups each. 

The commanding officer of the ZOB was Mordechaj Anielewicz, 24 years 
old and a member of the Hashomer Hatzair (in Hebrew, meaning "Young Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



Guard") Hechalutz organization. His deputy on the "Aryan side" was lcchak 
Cukierman, pseudonym "Antek", a member of the Hechalutz Dror (in 
Hebrew, "Liberty"), who replaced "Jurek"-Arie Wilner, the arrested liaison 
officer with the AK; members of the central command were Marek Edelman 
of the Bund; Jochanan Morgensztern of Poale-Zion Right; Hersz Berlinski 
trom Poale-Zion Left; and Michat Rojzenfeld from the PPR. 

Ot the 235 members on which there is information, we know the age of 
182; the majority (135) were born in the years 1916-23. The largest number 
born in a single year came in 1923: 27 persons. 

These were therefore mainly very young people, who during the uprising 
were twenty, twenty-four, twenty-six years old. 

The oldest ZOB member, Abram Diamant (Poale-Zion Lett), was born in 
1900 (he died in the uprising, in the battle within the ghetto, in May 1943); 
the youngest, Eliezer ("Lusiek") Btones (Bund), was born in 1930 (he died 
after leaving the ghetto through the sewers, on the "Aryan side"). 

Ot the 22 group commanders of the fighting groups, 15 were born in the 
years 1916 to 1923. The ol dest was Hersz Berlir\ski, born in 1908 (he died 
in the Warsaw uprising in 1944); the youngest was Dawid Hochberg (Bund), 
born in 1925 (he died in the first days of the ghetto uprising). 

The commanding otficer of the ZOB, Mordechaj Anielewicz, was born in 
1919 (he committed suicide together with the whole command of the or­
ganization on May 8th, 1943, in the command bunker at 18 Mita Street 
which had been surrounded by the Nazis and filled with poison gas). 

The survivors were lcchak Cukierman (Dror), born in 1915, who died in 
lsrael in 1981; his wife, Cywia Lubetkin (Dror), born in 1918, who died in 
1978; and Marek Edelman (Bund), born in 1924, who lives in l6di. 

We know the social origins of 118 of the 235. The majority came from 
working tamilies: workers, crattsmen, small shop-keepers. From childhood, 
these young people had known poverty. 

Nonetheless, the group investigated also included a considerable number 
(at least 46) who came from wealthy bourgeois families. These included 
the sons and daughters of tactory-owners, rich merchants, ete. "Jurek"-Arie 
Wilner, the tamous ZOB liaison courier with the AK, was the son of a War­
saw tannery owner (he was born in 1917, and was the initiator of the mass 
suicide in the ZOB command bunker at 18 Mita Street). 

Josef Joszua Winogron (Hashomer Hatzair), the leader of a fighting group 
(born in 1923, died during the uprising, fighting within the ghetto) was the 
son of a lift manufacturer; Margolit Landau (Hashomer Hatzair), who took 
part in the assassination of the Jewish Police Commandant, Jakub Lejkin, 
was the daughter of a furniture manutacturer (she was born in 1926, and 
died in the first self-defence of the ghetto in January 1943); her father, Alek­
sander Landau, who remained on the board of his firm atter it had been 
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taken over by the German firm of Ostdeutsche Bautischlerei-Werksttte, and 
was an outstanding worker in the underground resistance, who sheltered 
members of the ZOB in the factory premises, died in Auschwitz in 1944. 

The legendary couriers, the sisters Chana ("Chancia") and Fruma ("Frum­
ka") P totnicka (Dror), were the daughters of a wealthy merchant from 
Ptotnica near Pinsk. 

However, some of these children from wealthy homes had left their 
families and maintained themselves by their own work already before the 
war- tor example Arie Wilner. The members of the Hechalutz organization 
took part in, "hakchshara" (professional preparation tor physical work), in 
youth communes known as kibbutzim; these also existed in the Warsaw 
ghetto. 

During the years of the occupation, the maiority earned their own living, 
and tor the most part as manual workers. A considerable number of the 
future members of the ZOB work·ed in the youth farms outside the territory 
of the ghetto at Groch6w and Czerniak6w. Nor did the members of the ZOB 
avoid compulsory labour camps. 

The majority of the members of the ZOB investigated had received 
elementary education, but there was a considerable proportion who had 
received further education. The group included at least 52 people (22%) 
who at the end of 1939, that is at the moment when the occupation 
authorities closed down secondary schools and institutions of higher educa­
tion throughout the occupied country, were pupils in or graduates of secon­
dary schools, or were receiving or had graduated from higher education. 
The largest group was formed by pupils at or graduates of secondary gram­
mar schools (at least 38). On the whole, they had attended renowned 
Jewish private schools in Warsaw which taught in the medium of Polish, 
like the boys' Laor Grammar School (in Hebrew, "to. the light"; Mordechaj 
Anielewicz, the commanding officer of the ZOB, had attended this school); 
the boys' Askola (Haskalah) Grammar School (in Hebrew, "Enlightenment"), 
or the Girls' Yehudiya Grammar School. 

The members of the ZOB also included people who had attended schools 
outside Warsaw: tor example Tosia Altman of the Hashomer Hatzair at­
tended the Hebrew Grammar School at Wtociawek; she was born in 1918, 
was a ZOB courier, and was one of the 14 who remained alive in the com­
mand bunker at 18 Mita Street; she was taken out through the sewers onto 
the "Aryan side" on May 10th, 1943, badly burned from the fire in a ZOB 
hide-out at 11 Listopada Street, and was arrested and tortured to death by 
the Gestapo at the end of May 1943. 

There were at least a few students in the group investigated. These in­
cluded Lea ("Lonka") Koziebrodzka, a student of Romance languages at 
the University of Warsaw, born in 1917, and arrested in 1942; she died in 
Auschwitz as a Polish woman, Krystyna Kosowska, in March 1943. 
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Mordechaj Tenenbaum ("Tamaroff"; of the Dror) was a student in the 
Oriental Studies department at the University of Warsaw; he was delegated 
to Biatystok by the ZOB, and was one of the commanders of the uprising 
in the ghetto there; he was born in 1916, and died after the uprising had 
been broken in August 1943. 

The psychologist Michat Rojzenfeld of the PPR, a member of the high 
command of the ZOB, was either a student or graduate of the University 
ot Warsaw; he was born in 1916, and died in partisan fighting in the 
Wyszk6w forest in the summer of 1943. 

Only a few of the older members of the ZOB are definitely known to have 
managed to complete their studies before the war Abram Blum ("Abrasha"), 
a leading activist of the Bund, was a graduate of the Polytechnic in Ghent; 
he was born in 1904, was the organizer of the workers' battalions during 
the defence of Warsaw in September 1939; a member of a fighting group 
ot the Bund; reached the "Aryan side" through the sewers, where he died 
as a result of being handed over to the Nazis by an informer. Edward 
Fondaminski of the PPR was a graduate of the Polytechnic of Warsaw; he 
was born in 1916, and died together with his wife Luba in the ZOB com­
mand bunker at 18 Mita Street. 

The members of the ZOB investigated included 71 women (c. 30%). The 
image of these girls, who bore arms and fought alongside the men, was 
immortalized in his report by the butcher of the ghetto, General Jürgen 
Stroop. 

There were many cases where families fought together in the ZOB: these 
were mainly brothers and sisters, or young married couples. For example, 
we know already of Chana and Fi'uma Ptotnicka; their brother, Hersz, also 
died fighting against the occupY'.ing forces. The sisters Basia and Sara Syl­
man (born in 1925 and 1926) came to Warsaw with a Dror group from 
Ostrowiec Kielecki at the end of 1942, after the liquidation campaign in that 
ghetto. 17-year-old Sara ("Sujka") died in the first self-defence action in the 
ghetto in January 1943, and her elder sister Basia in May 1943. The whole 
Btones family fought in the ghetto uprising: Jurek, Guta and Lusiek. After 
they escaped from the burning ghetto through the sewers on May 1 Oth, 
1943, they were murdered by the Nazis in the village of Ptudy, near 
t.omianki, in the vicinity of Warsaw. 

Love played a great role in the lives of these young people from the un­
derground. We can find at least a dozen married couples among the mem­
bers of the ZOB. With only a few exceptions, these were not legalized 
unions, but were completely accepted among the young people, and were 
noted in the literature. 

The fighting families were usually single generation families. At the time 
ot the uprising, their parents were already dead. They had died, with very 
few exceptions, during the first and second liquidation campaigns in the 
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Warsaw ghetto (July 22nd to September 21 st, 1942 and January 18th to 
22nd, 1943), or in other ghettos. 

A feeling of being orphaned, that terrible emptiness that follows the loss 
of loved ones, and a helpless hatred that consumed them tor the per­
petrators of these misfortunes - these were important components of the 
emotional climate in the residual ghettos. This feelirıg was expressed both 
in the folk art and the literature of the period, and was a powerful motive 
force for action, the source of the inner imperative that forced them to take 
up the unequal struggle with the occupying forces that in military terms they 
lost. 

From January 18th to 22nd, 1943, the ZOB fought its first battle with the 
Nazis; on April 19th of the same year the uprising broke out in the Warsaw 
ghetto. 

The fate of the ZOB fighters reflects the history of the armed conflict in 
the Warsaw ghetto. Six of the 235 investigated were arrested by the Ges­
tapo before the fighting in the ghetto. Twelve died in the autumn of 1942 
in connection with an attempt to organize a partisan unit at Werbkowice 
near Hrubiesz6w. Nineteen were killed during the first self-defence action 
from January 18th to 22nd, 1943. Eighteen committed suicide in the ZOB 
command bunker at 18 Mita Street; 69 died in the fighting in the ghetto in 
April to May 1943, and 28 died in the sewers. Forty-four fighters got through 
to the "Aryan side", mainly through the sewers. The majority of these were 
killed in partisan fighting in the Wyszk6w forest; they also died in the armed 
uprisings in the Biatystok, Cz�stochowa and B�dzin ghettos; three died in 
the Warsaw uprising. in 33 cases the circumstances of death are unknown: 
they died in the ghetto, or in the sewers. 

During the days of the uprising, political differences ceased to have any 
meaning. Members of the ZZW fought bravely and sacrificially alongside 
the ZOB. 

. 

Despite their overwhelming military superiority, the Nazis, taken by 
surprise by the Jewish resistance, suffered losses during the first days of 
the uprising: Howeve·r, after the period of fighting all over the ghetto, after 
setting the brush-makers' "shop" in Swi�tdjerska Street afire (a dozen or 
so Germans died in the rubble), after the major battle waged by the ZZW 
at Muranowski Square, the fighters took refuge in underground bunkers 
which became resistance centres of the embattled ghetto, but the Nazis 
destroyed them systematically. On May 8th they surrounded the ZOB com­
mand bunker at 18 Mita Street and tossed in a gas-bomb. Choking in the 
poisonous fumes the members of the command and their comrades took 
their own lives. 

From the first days of the uprising General Jürgen Stroop, the commander 
of what was known as the Grossaktion in the ghetto, began a systematic, 
house after house, burning out of the Jewish district. 
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After a few days individual fires merged into one sea of flames, and a 
huge cloud of suffocating smoke hung over the ghetto. i t  was mainly 
civilians that died in the flames. Having run out of ammunition and food the 
decimated ZOB tried to get out of the burning ghetto in order to continue 
the struggle in partisan detachments in the woods. 

After a few ill-fated attempts some fighters and underground leaders 
reached the "Aryan side" through sewers with the help of Poles who were 
members of the PPR and the GL. 

The first group of some 40 people made it to the "Aryan side" intact on 
April 29th, but of the group of some 60 people who entered the sewers on 
May 8th only 30 or so emerged on the surface two days later. 

Attempts to evacuate the wounded from the makeshift ZOB hospital in a 
bunker at 76 Leszno Street failed. One of the fighters, a charming girl who 
exuded an air of calm and confidence, volunteered to stay with the patients. 
in  mid-May the Nazis set the bunker afire thus killing the wounded and their 
guard. 

The organizers of the evacuation through the sewers did not manage to 
get in touch with the remaining three fighting groups. These continued to 
defend themselves in the ghetto for another few weeks. 

On May 16th Stroop gave an order to blow up the synagogue at 
Tfomackie Street as a sign of the "victory over the Jews". The resistance 
amidst the ruins of the burnt-out ghetto grew weaker but held out as late 
as the autumn of 1943. 

The last act of the drama of the Warsaw ghetto was played out in the SS 
camps in the Lublin region: at Trawniki and Poniatowa the Warsaw ghetto 
deportees organized a ZOB detachment which apart from conducting 
mutual aid and cultural activities among the prisoners began to prepare an 
armed revolt. They did not succeed however. Between November 3rd and 
5th, 1943, the Nazis murdered over 25,000 Jews (mainly from Warsaw) at 
Trawniki, Poniatowa and Majdanek. 

The surviving members of the ZOB once again took to arms against the 
Nazis during the Warsaw uprising. They fought in the Old Town within the 
ranks of the AL. 

Poles from the AK, GL and other organizations also lost their lives in 
solidarity actions along the ghetto walls. On the "Aryan side" of the wall the 
Council tor Aid to Jews ("Zegota") began to operate in December 1942. 

The Polish Jews died in the gas chambers of Che+mno, Be+zec, Sobib6r, 
Treblinka, Auschwitz and Majdanek, in SS labour camps, in the flames of 
the insurgent ghetto, in sewers and in partisan battles, in armed revolts in 
other ghettos, and in the Warsaw uprising, and along with them died the 
ghetto insurrectionaries as well as members of and contributors to the Oneg 
Shabat. it is thanks to their work, thanks to the archives recovered after 
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the war in the ruins of Warsaw, that from the shapeless and seemingly 
impersonal human mass treated, on the whole only as the object of Nazi 
atrocities, there emerge full blooded people of high professional and intel­
lectual standing, there emerges a picture of a society of great vitality and 
creative potential, which bravely and unflinchingly fought tor survival. 

The ghetto uprising was a struggle against the odds, heroic and tragic. 
But it was successful in that despite the tragic end, the ghetto fighters fully 
achieved their two basic objectives: the participation of the Jews from the 
ghetto in the war against the Nazi Reich became a fait accompli; the other 
aim which was achieved, and which has had long-term moral repercus­
sion s, was to shake the conscience of the world, to protest against 
genocide. 
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NALEWKI STREET, THE AREA OF THE FORMER GHETIO 

ST. AUGUSTIN'S CHURCH, NOWOLIPKI STREET 
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THE LAST RESCUE, SEWER PIPE - MONUMENT 

MONUMENT TO THE GHETTO HEROES 
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JEWISH COMBAT ORGANIZATION BUNKIER MONUMENT 

THE UMSCHLAGPLATZ WALL MONUMENT 
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-Gheıto walls !rom November 1940 1111 October 
1941 

O Ghetto gates 

-Ghetto walls since September 1942 

•lnhabiled gheıto area since September 1942 
till April 1943 

cırn:A Street network at that time 

1 - the Tlomackle Great Synagogue, 2 - the 
Q Nozyks' Synagogue 

3 - the Moriah Synagogue 

1 Orphanage managed by Janusz Korczak (lts 
site untll 1940) 

llllPrlsons 

Contemporary sltuatlon: 

TR0si'A Contemporary street network 

Memory sltes: 

1 Memorlal on the lormer Umschlagplatz site 

The gestapo bulldlng; thousands of Jews 
were murdered in lts cellars in 1943 

Memorlal to the Gheıto Heroes 

A stone slab commemorallng the site where 
the Jewlsh Combat Organlzatlon bunker was hldden 
A memorlal plaque on lhe house where J6zef 
Lewartowskl llved 

Janusz Korczak Memorlal 

6 Esther Rachel Kamlnska Theatre 

� Jewlsh Hlstorlcal lnıtllute 




