
CHAPTER 16 

The Strategy and Tactics of the Councils 

toward the German Authorities 

RS 

INTERVENTION AND BRIBERY 

THE JEWISH COUNCILS learned quite early that they had fallen prey 
to a government which recognized no legal restraints with respect 
to the Jews. They faced an unremitting enemy whose attitude toward 
the Jewish population and its representatives aroused grave worry 
and foreboding. The problems of dealing with the sworn enemy of 
the Jewish people were a source of constant anxiety and heated 
controversy, both within the Councils and in the communities at 
large. 

Having lived in hostile environments and been oppressed by 
inimical authorities, the Jews throughout the ages had not accepted 
persecution without attempting to find remedies. Appealing to the 
authorities (both subalterns and their superiors), Jewish notables 
had used whatever influence they could muster for the good of the 
community. Now, trapped by the Nazi occupiers in their hour of 
highest anguish, the Jews once more tried to use their traditional 
remedies. The Councils busily addressed petitions to the occupation 
authorities describing in detail, though usually in very cautious 
terms, the ravages that had befallen the Jews, and requesting that 
their bitter lot be improved. Personal interventions were made at 
the proper government offices (notably in Warsaw and Kaunas) in 
an effort to reverse such cruel measures as the establishment of the 
ghettos, to lessen hunger and starvation in the ghettos, to ease the 
tribulations of some of the population groups (i.e., refugees facing 
more expulsions),, and to improve the lot of forced laborers mal- 
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treated by German and native overseers alike, of merchants robbed 
of their businesses, of artisans unable to get raw materials, or of 
persons arrested for no reason. One could extend the list of prob-
lems which had to be taken up with occupation authorities ad in-
finitum, for the woes were endless. 

In contrast to petitions submitted at a later date, the Jewish 
petitions and statements of the first period of the occupation were 
at times daring in that they openly stated objections to and re-
quested relief from the persecutions imposed by the Germans. Typi-
cal in this respect is the statement adopted by the Warsaw Council 
shortly after the Germans occupied the Polish capital. In November 
1939 an underworld character (who happened to be a Jew) shot a 
Polish policeman to death in Warsaw. In retaliation, and in accord-
ance with their policy of attributing collective responsibility, the 
German authorities decreed that a penal fine of 300,000 zlotys be 
made by the Jewish population. In addition they demanded that the 
Jewish Council name five of its members as hostages to be shot 
in case the fine was not paid on time. On the motion of one of its 
members the Council adopted a resolution to pay the fine under 
duress, but, at the same time, to submit in writing a statement to 
the Gestapo "that the Jewish population cannot and will not accept 
the proposition that all Jews are collectively responsible for the act 
of an individual Jew. The Jews bear no guilt and see no reason why 
they have to be [collectively] punished. We are paying the money 
not as a punishment, but only because we are forced to." 

Some other Councils were also quite outspoken in their initial 
approaches to the German authorities. Not only did they describe in 
their petitions the horrible situation of the Jews; they also stressed 
the causes forcefully. For example, the petition submitted on Febru-
ary 15, 1940 to the Oberbiirgermeister of Piotrkow Trybunalski by 
Zalman Tenenbaum, chairman of the Jewish Council, stated: 
". . . starving people, weakened by persistent freezing weather, 
pressed into the strait boundaries of the ghetto, in homes without 
the most elementary conditions of hygiene, the mass of them wander-
ing with continuous shipments of thousands of people [from one 
place to another], are liable to cause an explosion of epidemics."2  

At later stages of persecution, under an avalanche of increasingly 
severe blows, the tenor of the petitions changed. 

Interventions with the authorities began during the first weeks 
of the occupation, when the outlawing of the Jews and a wave of 
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continuous terror forced the legitimate prewar representatives of 
Jewish communities (no Jewish Councils yet existed) to intercede 
with the German authorities throughout the occupied territory of 
Poland. An early example was the letter addressed by the executive 
of the Jewish community of Lublin on October 10, 1939, to the 
"Honorable Landrat" [county chief], in which attention was called 
to the oppression of the Jews of that area, and a request was made 
to end it. The letter mentions pogroms in the Lublin and Krasny-
staw districts, mainly perpetrated by Polish criminals released from 
prisons after the war had begun, and the suggestion is made that 
military guard posts be established in these localities to prevent sim-
ilar occurrences in the future. Obviously out of fear to describe 
them in more realistic terms, a number of acts of terror are only 
warily hinted at as "causing chaos and disturbing peace and order." 
Listed were the following incidents: soldiers had demolished a 
prayer house and desecrated the Holy Scrolls; soldiers had requi-
sitioned merchandise and tools without producing orders from 
proper authorities; and Jews were being caught in the streets at 
random and used for forced labor; or, in other instances, chased 
from queues in front of the City Hall during the distribution of 
ration cards among the poor.3  That this petition was to no avail 
can be seen from a later one (though it has no date, its contents 
indicate that it was written in approximately May 1940), in which 
the Jewish Council repeated complaints it had made in its first 
petition—that the military's requisitions continued without proper 
authorization and that Jews were still being caught in the streets 
for forced labor. In addition new complaints were made: Jews 
engaged in forced labor were not secure of life and limb; shops 
and homes and whole buildings owned by Jews were being con-
fiscated; Jews were beaten for failing to salute German soldiers 
(though, the petition indicates, it had been clearly established by com-
petent authorities that no such order had been issued); no packages 
or legal assistance were allowed to arrested Jews. Similar to other 
Jewish petitions of the period, this one also concludes with a num-
ber of requests which sound quite bold: to end the polyarchic sys-
tem under which almost every local office of the government had 
its own official to deal with Jewish problems; and to repeal the 
special limitations ordered for Jews by the Security Police—such 
as the prohibition against lighting homes after eight o'clock in the 
evening (which was also the curfew hour for Jews), sealing off streets 
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where Jews lived, etc. Moreover, the petition requested that the 
order prohibiting use of the railroad by Jews be revoked or at least 
liberalized, that Jewish lawyers be permitted to practice their pro-
fession, and, generally, that Jews be given rights equal to those of 
Poles.4  

Interventions were made in the interests of the entire community 
or for the benefit of individuals. In the short time from August 30 
to September 19, 1940, the Jewish Council in Warsaw approached 
the German authorities concerning 18 problems, such as canceling 
the requisition of the furnishings from Jewish schools, allowing 
Jewish coachmen to continue their trade,5  etc. Particularly numer-
ous petitions were submitted during the move into the ghetto (first 
half of November 1940), in which the Council stressed that it was 
simply physically impossible to move approximately 130,000 Jews 
out of the "Aryan" sectors of the town into the small, desolate, 
mostly one-room apartments of the approximately 50,000 Poles who 
had lived in those parts of the town assigned to the ghetto. Other 
petitions stressed the heavy material losses of the entire Jewish pop-
ulation sealed off in the ghetto, the danger of epidemics, etc. To 
at least four petitions submitted from October 27 to November 12, 

1940, elaborate statistical tables were attached supporting the con-
tentions of the Counci1.3  All these petitions were summarily rejected.7  

After the Warsaw Ghetto had been established, the Jewish Coun-
cil submitted petitions to various government offices regarding 40 
problems during the three weeks from November 22 to December 
12, 1940.8 A special department, the Field Office, was even established 
by the Council to deal with the German authorities in various prob-
lems, such as arrests, confiscations of food, etc.5  On December 17, 
1940, after the Warsaw Jews had been in the ghetto for over a 
month, Adam Czerniakow submitted a petition to the chief of the 
Warsaw district (resettlement division), in which he described the 
plight of the Jews shut off within the ghetto and asked for an in-
crease in the meager food rations and the number of food com- 
modities allowed the inhabitants of the ghetto. Otherwise, he warned, 
"the great majority of the Jewish population, which has no steady 
income and no assets, will not be able to satisfy even the most rudi- 
mentary necessities of life and will be condemned to death by 
starvation."" This petition also remained a voice in the wilderness. 

Seldom did Jewish petitions have any success. Thus Ephraim 
Barash of the Bialystok Ghetto, summarizing the results of the 



A meeting of the Warsaw Judeniat. 
The office of Adam Czerniakow, chairman of the Warsaw Judenrat. 

Rabbi Feiner (holding document) and Rumkowski (to his left) at a 
meeting in the LocIZ Ghetto. 

The office of the Jewish Self-Help in the Warsaw Ghetto. Most of those 
pictured here are clerks. 
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Jewish Council's interventions at a meeting with its officials held on 
November 2, 1941, said: 

. . . as far as it was possible, the following concessions were obtained 
regarding the [German] demands: 6 kilograms of gold [may be submitted] 
instead of 25 kilograms; 21/2  million [rubles] instead of 5 million; the 
present borders of the ghetto [were fixed] instead of limiting the ghetto 
to the territory of Chanayka [a section of Bialystok where the most des-
titute Jews had lived]. No more than 4,500 persons were evacuated to 
Pruzana, instead of the entire Jewish population [of Bialystok]. The 
demand for lists of Jewish professionals was rescinded. All this was 
achieved because of our good relations with the authorities, but not 
without long and hard labor.11  

A few more places can be cited where petitions had some success, 
though often only for a while. Thus when the Germans were plan-
ning to establish the ghetto in Warsaw, as early as November 
1939, it was possible by intervention with the military to postpone 
the decision;12  in Wlodzimierz Wolynskil3  and 2arki the establishment 
of the ghetto was also postponed;14  and in Byteri the territory of the 
ghetto was enlarged." In S'iauliai 31 Jews (among them 10 women) 
were released after successful intercession by the Council of Jewish 
Elders. The Jews had been accused of smuggling food into the 
ghetto, and their release had been achieved under the pretext that 
they were needed for digging turf." In Warsaw 151 arrested Jews 
were released on March 11, 1942, in exchange for 1,500 fur coats 
delivered to the authorities. Among the arrested, who had all been 
detained in the Jewish prison, were 40 who faced death sentences 
because they had been seized on the "Aryan" side.17  

At times, however, such interventions could be dangerous. For 
example, all members of the Jewish Council in Stolpce were arrested 
for interceding on behalf of an arrested Jew. The Council members 
were detained for 24 hours and subjected to severe beatings.18 

The intercessions were, as a matter of course, accompanied by 
bribes for the officials involved. Because of the widespread corrup-
tion of the German occupation apparatus, bribery was one of the 
most common  means of "softening the hearts" of _Nazi bureaucrats 
and of their helpers among the natives. By dealing with the author-
ities, the Jewish Councils learned how insatiable they were to acquire 
material goods in any shape and by all means. Their greed for de-
sirable goods of all kinds was bottomless. Seldom were any of them 
inaccessible to bribe. On occasion, too impatient to wait for deliv- 
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ery, officials went to the Council offices to pick up their bribes in 
person. The general policy of spoliation of the Jews implemented 
by German occupation authorities was so intense that the border-
line was quite often indistinguishable between, on the one hand, 
allegedly "legally" imposed deliveries of goods and, on the other, 
bribes brazenly demanded by corrupted German overseers. 

We have already commented on the widespread extortion prac-
ticed by the Nazi bureaucracy (see Chap. 4), saying that in some of 
the ghettos (e.g., Lwow and ZOlkiew) there were actually special 
offices under inconspicuous names whose task it was to find expen-
sive "gifts" to satisfy the demands of German administrative and 
police functionaries. Some of the Councils, like the one of Skalat, 
maintained stocks of precious jewelry, hard liquor, rare delicacies, 
hard to get during the war—all for treating Nazi visitors.19  Sim-
ilarly the Council of Bialystok maintained a warehouse stocked with 
furniture, textiles, dinnerware, and other household articles to be 
able, in an emergency, to give the Germans "a present."2° 

Hoping to save the lives of Jews in ghettos by satisfying the glut-
tony of the Nazis for Jewish property, the Councils appealed to 
the ghetto population for the greatest material sacrifices to ransom 
their bare physical existence., These appeals brought often the 
desired results, for people had learned from past experience that 
when expulsion time came, everything would be lost anyway. 

Memik Garfunkel, the former chairman of the Jewish Council of 
Zamok, relates in his extensive eyewitness account: 

. . . The main financial worry of our Council was the necessity of cover-
ing growing expenses for bribes, gifts, and other expenditures for the 
benefit of various dignitaries, Gestapo men of higher and lower ranks, 
German policemen, gendarmes, and other officials. It soon became clear 
that this was the only way, the only basis on which some mutual rela-
tions could be established and the only possibility for obtaining relative 
peace. Unfortunately, the amounts necessary for this purpose kept grow-
ing and reached the sum of 150,000 to 200,000 zlotys a month. . . . Most 
expensive proved to be the house, or rather the complex of buildings, 
which the Jewish laborers built as a gift for the First Company of the 
SS Todtenkopf Reiter Regiment, with materials delivered by Jewish 
merchants and industrialists. This alone cost one and one half million 
zlotys. The German County Chief Weichenheimer (a native of Stuttgart) 
cost us 300,000 zlotys. Enormous amounts of money, which are now hard 
to estimate, fell into the pockets of the Gestapo men during three years.21 
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There is a plethora of material from first sources on the subject 
of bribes the Germans forced the Jews to pay. We shall here limit 
ourselves to a few outstanding cases, in addition to those already 
mentioned. 

One example involved the little ghetto of the township of 2arki 
in Radom county in the Government General. In his memoirs, 
printed in the 2arki Memorial Book, one of the survivors relates: 

Among various measures of persecution, there was one depriving the 
Jews of their stores. This was a severe blow. The Jewish Council tried to 
rescind this order, and after paying large sums of money to the local 
authority in Radom . . . poor shopkeepers were permitted to continue 
in business. No sooner did we get rid of this disaster when another 
one struck us. A so-called Selbstschutz, -consisting of Volksdeutsche and 
Poles in unifrom, was established in the township. Its members were 
burly people of low standing who exploited their new positions without 
restraint. Anyone who came across their path was severely beaten. . . . 
Once again the Jewish Council tried to get rid of this plague, and once 
again the old maxim "Money answereth all things" (Ecclesiastes 1 0:19) 
proved a remedy. The band of murderers was removed. . . . Then came 
the order from the authorities in Radomsko to close up and isolate the 
ghetto. Again the Jewish Council undertook energetic steps, and for a 
substantial amount of money it was possible to rescind this order too. 
The ghetto in 2arki was not fenced off.22  

In the ghetto of Poczajow (Krzemieniec county) the Council had 
to pay a large amount of money to cancel a degrading order to 
deliver twenty Jewish girls, eighteen to twenty years of age, for 
the pleasure of soldiers in a house of shame.23  In Radoszkowice the 
Council was ordered to submit a list of Jewish Communists "sym-
pathetic to the Soviet Union" (until the German-Soviet war, this 
little Polish township had been occupied by the U.S.S.R.). Only 
"after great effort and payment of money . . . was the order can-
celed."24  In StaszOw a number of Jews were caught for forced labor 
on September 27, 1942. After the intervention of the chairman of 
the Council, Efraim Zynger, and, of course, after paying ransom, 
they were released.25  Two Bransk Jews escaped from a Lublin 
camp back to Bransk. They were saved from almost certain death 
after the Kommandant of the Bransk gendarmes accepted a bribe, 
though the camp Kommandant had insisted that the escapees be re-
turned to Lublin. Three more Jews of Bransk were also saved by  
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the same means from the death penalty for smuggling food into 
other ghettos.26  In Markuszow (Lublin district), bribes helped the 
Council to reduce the number of people demanded by the German 
employment office for forced labor in the camp at Janiszow.27  A 
survivor of the Piotrkow Trybunalski Ghetto relates that the chair-
man of that Council, not only paid a ransom in cash to prevent the 
confiscation of many items, but also paid bribes to quash cases 
threatening Jews with prison and even death sentences.28  In Chmiel-
nik, the Jewish Council succeeded in freeing the majority of those 
employed as forced laborers at the melioration works in Biala 
Podlaska, but not before "paying large amounts that ended up in 
the pockets of Hitlerites, in addition to gifts of most exquisite gar-
ments and valuables."29  

Bribes also flowed into the pockets of all kinds of collaborators 
among the natives. In Baranowicze "The Council collected money 
to bribe the authorities among the Germans and Poles. The former 
Polish police commissioner, Bakhar, was in charge of housing prob-
lems on behalf of the Christian Citizens' Committee [of Barano-
wicze]. He readily accepted bribes, so that it was possible to avoid 
many measures of persecution."3° In Gr6jec the Jewish Council 
paid off Polish overseers for treating Jewish forced laborers with 
consideration. The memoirist adds that "Poles gladly accepted 
bribes, yet they did not stop beating up [the Jews]."3' In Lachwa, 
after the Council bribed a number of Byelorussian policemen and 
some Germans, the Jews were able to take some housewares into 
the ghetto from the homes where they had lived before the ghetto 
was established on the eve of Passover 1942.32  In Parzewo (Wolkowysk 
county) "Jews could live in relative peace" thanks to bribes paid 
systematically first to the Polish town administrator, and, after 
November 1941, to the German Kommissar and the gendarmes. 
The Council also obtained permission for a number of refugees 
from neighboring localities to remain in the ghetto.33  

When an office holder of the administration or the police was 
transferred, after having been "softened," the bribe game started 
all over again, and fresh efforts had to be undertaken to "soften" 
the new appointee.34  Facts to this effect are known from a large 
number of ghettos. 

The highest organs of the occupation authorities were well aware 
of the prevailing corruption. For instance, the Intelligence Office 
(Forschungstelle A) of the Aviation Ministry at Lodi noted on 
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January 22, 1941 (No. 142) that it had received instructions from 
the Gestapo to include in its wiretapping activities the telephones 
of the Gettoverwaltung and its chief, Hans Biebow. The reason 
given was that valuables confiscated or otherwise taken from the 
Jews had not been accounted for."5  

Paying bribes to the Germans was a method widely practiced by 
the Jewish Councils before and even in the midst of "resettlement" 
actions. (During final "resettlements" other means were also used, 
more about which below.) Unaware of Hitler's secret order for the 
physical extermination of the entire Jewish population, the Coun-
cils acted under the delusion that the timetable and dimensions of 
"resettlement" were within the competence of local authorities. 
Therefore they believed that, as had so often happened in the past, 
they would now also be able to sidetrack a current calamity by 
paying even larger bribes or, if necessary, by surrendering all Jewish 
property. Thus when news of "resettlement" in a neighboring town 
reached an as yet unaffected ghetto, its Council rushed to apply the 
tested remedy in order either to repeal the "resettlement" altogether, 
or at least to postpone it or reduce its scope. From extensive source 
materials we shall here cite only a few cases. 

In the already mentioned eyewitness account of the chairman of 
the Jewish Council in Zamok, we find the following statement: "We 
soon learned what took place at the [death camp] Belzec [at the end 
of March 1942]. One can imagine our fear. . . . We undertook 
energetic steps in all directions, still believing that the "resettle-
ment" depended on local factors and that we might avoid the fate 
of the Lublin Jews." 

In Lublin the "resettlement" had started on March 16, 1942.3° 
What "energetic steps" meant we know from the portions of the 
chairman's account already cited. When rumors spread about "ac-
tions" in the neighborhood, the chairman of the Jewish Council in 
Mir, Eliahu Baruch Shulman, accompanied by another member of 

* Widespread bribery was common not only in the ghettos, but also in the camps. 
Judge Hoffmann, presiding at the trial of former SS-men of Auschwitz in Frankfurt/ 
Main between December 1964 and August 1965, stressed in his verdict that horrible cor-
ruption had been common practice in the camp. None of the personnel, from the highest 
ranking officer to the lowest underling, was free from having taken bribes. There was 
scarcely an SS man who had not made himself rich with money, foreign currency, 
valuables, and garments taken from the Jews brought for extermination to Auschwitz. 
. . . In the Auschwitz camp, one could buy everybody, everything had its price [Judg-
ment, p. 55]. And Auschwitz was no exception. 

the Council, went to the local chief of the gendarmes with gifts 
of gold watches and jewelry, hoping to postpone the catastrophe.37  
It is related that a member of the Jewish Council of Wlodzimierz 
WolynAki, Symcha Bergman, "selected the best diamonds and gave 
them to the district Kommissar in an effort to postpone the ominous 
order hanging over our heads, but it was to no avail."38  

Attempts were made to stop "actions" already started, or, at 
least, to ransom those Jews who could pay off the Germans. On the 
third day of the "resettlement" in Czestochowa (the "action" began 
there on September 22, 1942) those Jews who had thus far escaped 
deportation were assembled in the metallurgy factory. A group from 
the shops who paid large sums in gold and valuables were also sent 
to this place. "Members of the Jewish Council officiated there and 
took it upon themselves to mediate [between the Jews and the 
Germans]. They cashed in fresh ransom money for the Security 
Police . . . , sacks of gold, jewelry, and diamonds were given over 
to Council members. Yet the deceived, doomed Jews were all put 
into cattle cars and sent to Treblinka."3° 

The already quoted chairman of the Council of Zamok tells in 
his account that during the first day of the "action" on April i 1, 
1942, when a large crowd of Jews had already been assembled (the 
authorities had called for 2,500 persons) at the ordered place, "tak-
ing advantage of his [the Gestapo chief's] good mood because the 
'action' was going forward with success, I slipped into his hand a 
diamond ring, which I had kept ready for him. He ordered them to 
stop the 'action' . . . . The joy of those who returned to their homes 
was as great as the desperation of those unfortunate ones who 
remained surrounded by the crowd of German guards."4° 

After the second "action" at Hrubieszow, on October 28, 1942 
(the first "action" had taken place on June 2, 1942), the Jewish Coun-
cil openly initiated a collection for ransoming the small number 
of Jews who still survived. The price was "from 50 to 200 grams of 
gold (14 carat) per person." Together with another person, the 
witness was chosen to check the quality of the pieces delivered. It 
is worthwhile to quote from the pertinent part of this eyewitness 
account: "When we came to the Jewish Council we met with the 
chairman, Shmuel Brand, in the presence of other members. The 
safe was opened, twelve gold watches with gold chains were taken 
out. . . . We were asked to clean the watches. . . . I and the watch-
maker, Bekerman, worked all night long. . . . The guests [county 
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officials] came in the afternoon, and the gifts were divided among 
them."41  

A similar attempt at ransom took place in Bedzin, in May 1943, 
after two "resettlement actions." "Scores of crates with silver candle-
sticks, candelabras, spice boxes, Hanukkah lamps, and other valu-
ables were delivered to the Gestapo by the Jewish Council."42  Three 
months later the Bedzin Ghetto was liquidated. There is a some-
what vague report that the Lublin Jewish Council also tried to pay 
a large ransom to repeal the "resettlement." According to this 
report, two members of the Council and the ghetto police decided 
who was to pay how much toward the ransom. They collected gold 
and jewelry from ghetto inmates. However, - a few days after the 
collection had started, both Council members were arrested by the 
Gestapo and they disappeared without a trace.43  

For granting that Jews be allowed to go to their homes before 
deportation, the Council of Zarszyn (near Sanok) "gave the local 
Gestapo a few kilograms of gold collected from the Jews." The 
witness adds that the Jews "knew that death had been postponed 
only for a few days."'" 

It goes without saying that all this bribery failed to change the 
ultimate fate of the doomed Jews. Wli_ge±ves_success the bribes may 
have _hacl_was- only-temporary. In the last analysis bribery was only 
another form of spoliation of Jewish property by the Nazis. Jews 
themselves deliberately gave up their possessions into the hands of 
their oppressors in the fervent, though futile, hope that perhaps, 
somehow, at the very last moment, delivery might yet come. Occa-
sionally these delaying tactics paid off and brought about some posi-
tive results, even if only for a short time. 

THE "RESCUE-THROUGH-WORK" STRATEGY 

We have already mentioned in Chap. 5 that industry in the ghettos 
was important not only for purely economic reasons, but because 
it also had weighty aspects in connection with the idea that the 
Jews could be rescued from their fate. We shall now endeavor to 
analyze, in more detail, "rescue-through-work" as a fundamental 
element in the strategy of the Councils vis-a-vis the Germans before 
resettlements" and even after "resettlements" were partially com-

pleted. The practical implementation of this strategy stemmed from 
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the assumption that the work of Jews within and outside the ghetto 
for the benefit of German war industry could serve as a basis for 
survival, or at least for a reprieve from extermination. One finds 
these theoretical considerations in the preserved speeches of prom-
inent leaders in a few larger ghettos. 

The most outspoken propagator of the idea that the lives of 
ghetto inmates could be preserved only by work was the Elder of the 
Lodi Ghetto, Rumkowski. On innumerable occasions, in all his 
public utterances both before and during the "resettlements," he 
untiringly repeated that the physical existence of the ghetto de-
pended solely on labor useful to the Germans and that under no 
circumstances, even the most tragic ones, should the ghetto give up 
this justification for its continuation. In an address delivered to 
deportees from Central Europe on November 1, 1941, barely one 
month before preparations for deportations from Lodi had begun, 
he said, inter alia: 

When I moved into the ghetto on April 6, 1940, I told the mayor that 
I was moving in the belief that this was a gold mine. When he, astonished, 
asked for an explanation, I told him: "I have forty thousand hands for 
work in the ghetto and this is my gold mine." As I began successfully to 
organize work, the authorities gradually began to deal with me and to 
count on me more and more. . . . Today there are 52 factories in the 
ghetto testifying to my success in creating places of employment. These 
factories have been visited by the highest representatives of the authorities 
on many occasions, and they have been amazed. They repeatedly have 
told me that up to now they had known of only one type of Jew—the 
merchant or middleman—and had never realized that Jews were capable 
of productive work. I shall never forget the reaction of one of the 
dignitaries from Berlin. Noticing a patrol of the ghetto police in the 
factory, he was sure that their duty was to chase people to work. I in-
formed this gentleman that the duty of the policemen was rather to 
chase away the many people constantly searching for some kind of 
work. . . . Work provides the best publicity for the ghetto and enhances 
confidence in it. The multi-millions of credit [meaning the loan of 
3,000,000 marks—see Chap. to], is a clear expression of this confidence.45  

We have already mentioned Rumkowski's emphatic speech, deliv-
ered at the opening of an exhibition of products manufactured in five 
shops in the ghetto at the end of December 1942 (see Chap. 5). His 
slogans—"Work is our currency" and "Work is our guide"—were 
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painted in large letters over posters displayed in places of work, at 
production shows, and during mass rallies." 

Another enthusiastic preacher of "rescue-through-work" was Eph-
raim Barash of the Bialystok Ghetto. At a mass meeting of the ghetto 
population, called by the Jewish Council in the Linas Hatzedek 
hall On June 21, 1942, he said: 

From the political point of view, the main danger of the Bialystok 
Ghetto is the fact that it is the largest and the most populous one [in the 
Bialystok district]. Steps have to be taken so that our 35,000 inhabitants 
achieve justification [for their existence], so that we may be tolerated. 
We have transformed all our inhabitants into useful elements. Our 
security is in direct proportion to our labor productivity. We already 
have 20 factories in operation. Any day now, there will be opened a 
weaving factory, a factory making wooden lasts, a woodwork and a 
wheel factory. . . . You are all aware of the visits we have recently had. 
It is hard to enumerate them all, and I shall only mention those most 
important ones, on which the fate of the ghetto depended. . . . All 
delegations have expressed their satisfaction with our work, and we re-
ceived massive orders after the last visits. The visits brought about a 
continuously improving attitude toward us. The very person who, from 
the start, was totally against us, now has become friendly. Instead of 
contributions, evacuations, etc., we are now given subsidies for our in-
stitutions, for the kitchens, training courses, hospitals, and also for 
industry. But the financial aspect [of the changed attitude] is not as im-
portant as is the friendly attitude toward us.47  

Barash formulated the strategy of "rescue-through-work" in even 
more bold terms in the speech he delivered in the same hall on 
October i i , 1942, before invited members of the Jewish Council, 
the chiefs of ghetto enterprises and their assistants, house managers, 
police commissars, firemen, and others. According to the minutes, 
this is what he said on that occasion: 

. . . There have recently appeared tangible menaces throughout the 
Bialystok district,* and in the town of Bialystok itself. It is imperative 
that we find means to postpone the danger, or at least reduce its scope. 
Unfortunately our Bialystok has recently become the largest ghetto next 
to 1,64:11, and this is our great danger. . . . There simply have to be 
special justifications if we are to evade the calamity. . . . But if only 

* A large-scale "resettlement action" had been launched in the Bialystok district on 
November 2, 1942. For a time, however, the inhabitants of Bialystok, Prutana, and 
Grodno were spared. 
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14,000 persons work out of a population of 35,000, even the well-
disposed among those in authority may pose the question: "Where are 
the others?" . . . You know well where extermination starts—from those 
who do not work. . . . There must be an end to all nice ideas about 
normal times! He who is capable even of only lifting his arm has to work 
and thus increase the security of all. The proportion of 14,000 workers 
against a ghetto population of 35,000 is a menace. Even had the authorities 
not demanded more workers, we, on our own initiative, should have 
made every effort to penetrate the economy, so that a hiatus would 
appear and we should be missed if we were destroyed. As I have already 
indicated, this is what we hope for, not to wait for their compassion, 
particularly since we do not satisfy their continuous demands [for more 
workers]. One can easily imagine the consequences!48  

Still another advocate of the "rescue-through-work" strategy was 
Jacob Gens of the Vilna Ghetto. In a speech delivered before the 
brigadiers (foremen) of work units in January 1943 (the exact 
date is unknown), he stressed the importance of work for the con-
tinuance of the ghetto: 

While working for ghetto industry or for the commandos [Germans] 
outside the ghetto, we have, contrary to the trite opinion that we are 
poor workers, shown that we are very useful and irreplaceable. Under 
present war conditions, work in general and work for the German army 
in particular is the command of the hour. . . . It is urgent that we make 
changes to increase the output of the workers and thus enhance the 
justification for our existence." 

In the Vilna Geto-yedies, there often appeared such slogans as, 
"Jewish woman, remember, work saves blood."50  On September 
6, 1943, when large-scale mass deportations to Estonia from the Vilna 
Ghetto were in full swing (they had been launched on September 1), 
Gens ordered the remaining inhabitants to register in order "to be 
able to return to normal life in the ghetto as soon as possible." He 
threatened that the right to bread cards and employment would be 
revoked for those who disobeyed." 

Moshe Merin, whom the Germans installed as chief of the Cen-
tral Office of Jewish Communities of Upper Eastern Silesia, also 
considered work for the benefit of the occupation authorities a 
mainstay of his rescue strategy. In Bedzin at the end of June 1942 
he called a meeting of young people, exhorting them to report vol-
untarily to the German labor office (Arbeitseinsatz) for work in 



404 
	

JUDEN RAT 

camps. He tried to convince them that their sacrifice would give 
the remaining Jews a chance to stay in town. He even enlisted the 
help of Rabbi Yitzhak Groysman. However, Merin failed. He then 
requested that German shop managers release some of their Jewish 
workers whom he intended to send to the labor camps. In the end, 
on orders of the plenipotentiary in charge of alien labor (Sonder-
beauftragter ffir fremden Arbeitseinsatz) 500 young men, who osten-
sibly were called for a checkup, were actually transported to the 
labor camps.52  

To what extent some of the Councils, against all odds, believed 
that work (in conjunction with bribes) might provide a panacea 
for their plight can be seen from a discussion at a meeting of the 
Jewish Council of Czestochowa. The meeting was called to hear a 
report by Nathan Eck, who had escaped from Warsaw after the 
mass deportations there. It should be borne in mind that, at that 
time, the mass "resettlements" in Lublin, Radom, Kielce, and other 
ghettos, as well as in the Polish capital, were already over. I quote 
excerpts from Eck's report, as printed in the Yiddisher Kernfer (No. 
718, September 12, 1947): 

What depressed them most was our (Eliezer Geller, a member of the 
Zionist youth organization Gordonia, also participated in the meeting) 
account of what had been happening in the shops in Warsaw—namely, 
that Jews had been dragged for deportation out of the shops too. As 
soon as I mentioned it, they looked at each other in bewilderment. I 
was deluged by questions. . . . I learned during the meeting that they 
were then engaged in building a very large shop, a factory, under the 
sponsorship of the German mayor himself. They very much hoped that 
this would contribute to the security of a substantial number of Jews. 

Summarizing the discussion at the end of the meeting, Mr. 
Pohorile, an able lawyer, said: 

It is true that the Germans have now launched mass murders of the 
Jews, but from all that we have heard so far, it still does not follow that 
this must occur everywhere. It seems that in Warsaw the Jews are not 
secure even while working in the shops; but from what we have now 
learned from the report, it follows that there is a great difference be-
tween the fate of the shop-Jews and the other Jews. While all the others 
are summarily taken away, the shops are raided only once in a while, 
which means that the chances of the shop-Jews are, at any rate, much 
better than those of the others. In view of this, we in Czestochowa must  
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speed up the building of the shop. We have also heard here that before 
mass deportations started in Warsaw [i.e., July 22, 1942] a number of 
incidents took place signaling the imminent calamity. We must, there-
fore, be alert for such signals here in Czestochowa, though so far—and 
here he glanced at his colleagues as if to ask their consent—we have 
noticed nothing of this kind, praised be the Lord. 

Despite the fact that the ghettos had been sealed off, the assump-
tion that employment might make rescue possible spread from ghetto 
to ghetto through escapees, special emissaries, and other channels. 
A witness relates that the Council of the ghetto of Staszow, in search 
of information on how other ghettos had acted in face of looming 
disaster, sent out a special man "who looked like a true Aryan." He 
came back with the news that "there were certain German places 
of work for Jewish laborers who, for the time being, were in no 
danger of destruction. The leading Council members immediately 
made energetic efforts to create legalized employment places and 
thus save the largest possible number of Jews from their unavoid-
able fate."53  

According to sources at our disposal, it can be stated that not 
only in large ghettos but in a great number of small ghettos there 
was a widely shared belief that the employment of Jews for the 
benefit of the Germans was an outstanding course for achieving 
rescue. 

When people in the town of Lukow (Lublin district) complained 
that the Jewish Council had done nothing to prevent imminent dis-
aster, they received the answer that "it is necessary to work. . . . it 
is possible that the Germans will not bother workers at employment 
premises, and that they will live." A frantic search for places to 
work ensued. People tried by giving bribes and gifts to find better, 
more secure German employment places.54  It is alleged that Hendler, 
the chairman of the Jewish Council at Brzesko (Cracow district), ad-
vised the Jewish population on the second day of the "resettlement" 
to clench their teeth and continue working, since labor was the only 
rescue possibility avar1able.55  As in some other places (see Chap. 4), 
there were two ghettos in Drohiczyn (Pinsk district), one for un-
skilled or unemployed workers and one called the "productive 
ghetto." According to the testimony of a witness, the Jewish Council 
maintained that it would be unable to save the ghetto of unskilled 
workers, some 1,600 persons, for their fate had already been sealed. 
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They hoped, however, that following their intercession the other 
ghetto would survive the war.56  

There were towns where the Jewish Councils, as a last resort 
against destruction, made efforts to establish "productive ghettos" 
on their own initiative, or put large contingents of workers at the 
disposal of the Germans, or even establish labor camps in the ghetto. 
A few examples follow. 

Shatz, chairman of the Jewish Council in Wilejka, initiated the 
establishment on the festival of Purim 1942 of a ghetto for approx-
imately i,000 skilled workers and their families, under the super-
vision of the county Kommissar, Schmidt.57  When the Council of 
Chelm felt that their ghetto was next in line for "resettlement," it 
put 6,000 workers at the disposal of the Wasserwirtschaftsamt 
("Waterworks"), which had been engaged in a melioration project 
in the Lublin district." The Council of Skalat, "after strenuous 
efforts and very large gifts of gold, was able to get permission from 
Obersturmfiihrer Rebel to establish a [labor] camp for the Jews 
of the ghetto in Skalat."52  The Jewish Councils of ZamoA66° and 
Tiuste" acted similarly. 

The policy of employment as a rescue strategy was probably 
encouraged by the attitude of certain circles of the occupation au-
thorities, notably the military, who had sometimes expressed their 
opposition to the rapid and total physical extermination of the Jews. 
Though on the whole the Wehrmacht and the Einsatzgruppen in 
the occupied territories of Soviet Russia cooperated in the Final 
Solution, this cooperation was not always smooth.62  The intra-office 
correspondence of some occupation authorities in areas invaded by 
the Germans after June 1941 (when mass murder of the Jews began 
to take place concurrently with the victorious advance of the German 
army) indicates that the contradiction between the economic inter-
ests of the Wehrmacht and the political exigencies of carrying out 
the Final Solution appeared very early. When the Germans occupied 
the Ukraine and Ostland they found that Jewish artisans and skilled 
workers were predominant. In a number of small towns the only 
artisans and skilled workers were Jews. The following exchange of 
correspondence demonstrates the point. 

The Ministry of the Occupied Eastern Territories in Berlin, in 
a letter to Heinrich Lohse, the Reichskommissar of Ostland, inquired 
on October 31, 1941, on what grounds he had prohibited the exe- 
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cution of the Jews of Liepaja. A complaint in this matter had been 
lodged by the Reich Security Office. 63  In his answer, dated November 
15, 1941, Lohse explained that he had stopped the Liepaja executions 
"because the manner in which they were performed could not be 
justified." On his part Lohse inquired whether the liquidation 
should engulf all the Jews of Ostland, without regard to age, sex, 
or economic factors—i.e., whether skilled Jewish workers employed 
in the war enterprises of the Wehrmacht were also involved. He 
concluded that he, naturally, agreed that cleansing Ostland of 
Jews was an urgent matter, but that, in his opinion, it should be 
accomplished in harmony with the interests of the war economy." 

In accordance with this point of view, and following the request 
of General Bremer, chief superintendent of the army commander 
in Ostland, Heinrich Lohse issued on December 3, 1941, an instruc-
tion to the Higher SS and Police Leader in Riga and the commissars 
general in Tallin, Riga, Kaunas, and Minsk, in which he stated, 
among other things: 

The Chief Superintendent of the Wehrmacht in Ostland complains 
that because of liquidations the military is losing skilled Jewish workers 
employed in armament factories and repair shops who cannot now be 
replaced. I urgently request that you not allow the liquidation of those 
Jews who work in armament factories and repair shops for the Wehr-
macht and who, at present, cannot be replaced by the native [workers]. . . . 
Measures must be undertaken at once to train native substitutes. The 
same applies to Jewish skilled workers who, although not directly em-
ployed by the Wehrmacht, are engaged in work important for the war 
economy.65  

When Lohse's pragmatic position became known in Berlin, he 
immediately received from the Ministry of Occupied Eastern Ter-
ritories a clearcut instruction that, "as a matter of principle, no eco-
nomic factors were to be taken into consideration in the solution 
of the Jewish question. Should any problems arise in the future, 
advice was to be requested from the Higher SS and Police Leader."66  
This meant that the orders of the Reich's Security Office would 
prevail. 

However, the Wehrmacht, having in mind its economic consider-
ations, did not give in. Characteristic in this respect is the secret 
report of Gentz, the Baranowicze Kommissar, dated February io, 
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1942, addressed to the Generalkommissar in occupied Byelorussia, 
Wilhelm Kube. The Baranowicze Kommissar complained that local 
Wehrmacht authorities 

have from the very start, used the [services of the] Jews with whom it 
is easier for them to communicate [in Yiddish]. . . .They have exploited 
their monopoly as skilled artisans and workers in industry and trade. . . . 
The military, in general, employ the Jews, the more so because the 
Council of Elders just established took over the functions of an efficiently 
operating labor exchange. . . . It is a fact that the Wehrmacht requests 
that Jews be spared as skilled workers, when in fact they are no more than 
office cleaners, housekeepers, etc. Even officers in responsible positions 
lack the [right] instinct for the Jewish problem.67  

Skepticism regarding the advisability of the mass physical ex-
termination of the Jews, including skilled labor (which, incidentally, 
cost the Germans next to nothing) was also expressed by the Nazi 
bureaucratic and military machines in the occupied territories of 
Poland, both in the Government General and the Wartheland. It 
was particularly evident in the middle of 1942, when the German 
war economy began to feel a pinching scarcity of reserves. The net 
result of the sudden mass elimination of Jewish laborers was a 
drastic decrease in production, which caused uneasiness among the 
economic and administrative authorities responsible for production 
output. In the secret report of the governor of Warsaw district for 
the period from October to November 1942, we find the informa-
ion that the production of the Warsaw Ghetto fell off sharply in 
the textiles industry to as low as 21/2  million zlotys from 44 million 
zlotys in July 1942 when the mass "resettlement" started. The 
removal of Jewish skilled workers is given as the reason." 

German firms working for the army were reluctant to let their 
Jewish workers go and tried to intercede with the SS and police in 
order to exempt them from "resettlements." In their secret reports, 
various German labor offices sounded the alarm, warned against 
drastic reduction of the labor crews, and requested new workers 
to replace "resettled" ones. Interventions followed on the part of 
the economic agencies of the German army directly affected by 
negative results of the "resettlements" for war production potential. 
The armament inspector of the Government General repeatedly 
intervened on behalf of German firms engaged in the war industry 
to exempt their Jewish workers. He was not successful. The army  
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commander in the Government General therefore submitted a 
secret memorandum to the Army High Command, dated September 
18, 1942, in which he stated: "The resettlement of the Jews, per-
formed mainly without the knowledge of the military, has resulted 
in visible complications in production or delays in the delivery of 
urgently needed orders. . . . Continuing the speedy resettlement of 
the Jews may result in weakening the war potential of the Reich 
(Sofortige Entfernung der Juden hiitte zur Folge, days das Kriegs- 
potenzial des Reiches erheblich gedriickt . . . wiirde 	)  69  Similarly, 
the Central Armament Office of the Wehrmacht in Berlin urged 
the Statthalter of the Wartheland, Arthur Greiser, in a communica-
tion dated August 15, 1942, to postpone the "resettlement" of Jewish 
workers in the C. Klose ammunition factories at BelchatOw and 
Warta (Lodi district) until substitutes were found." 

Another secret report, this one from the main propaganda office 
of the Government General to the Propaganda Ministry in Berlin, 
touching upon the conditions of the Galicia district, notes: "We 
have to accept the fact that economic activities will sink in the areas 
affected [by the "resettlements"]. It can be said in advance that the 
results will be deeply felt throughout the entire district of Galicia."' 

It should be added that the police and various officials of the 
civil administration having personal contacts with the ghettos in 
their line of duty constituted one more segment among the occupa-
tion authorities with vested interests in the continuation of the 
ghettos. One such vested interest was purely materialistic. The 
ghetto had been a source of bribes in gold and gifts and "confisca-
tions." But, besides the materialistic considerations, there was yet 
another reason, a momentous one for the Germans themselves: 
ghetto assignments provided a convenient excuse for avoiding the 
dreaded Eastern war front. 

However, all warnings and interventions were to no avail. Total 
speedy extermination of the Jews ranked with the highest priority 
throughout the administrative and police apparatus as an affirmed 
policy to be strictly adhered to. The policy's influence on and costs 
for the war economy were minimized by the security organs that 
alleged the output of the Jews was very low compared to that of 
non-Jewish workers, and that the branches of industry where Jews 
were mainly employed, such as textiles, leather, and apparel, were 
of no major importance to the war economy anyway. Consequently 
no economic considerations were allowed to take precedence over 
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the realization of so impelling a political dogma as the cleansing 
of Jews from all of Europe.72  The Baranowicze Kommissar was not 
alone in belittling the value of Jewish skilled work for the German 
war effort. 

In those parts of the occupied territories where Jews in sizable 
numbers participated in the partisan movement, both Jewish and 
general, the proponents of speedy realization of the Final Solution 
had one more argument: ". . . the merits of Jewish skilled workers 
. . . are in no proportion to the damage caused by Jewish support 
of the partisans" (quoted from a circular letter of the commissar 
general in Byelorussia, Wilhelm Kube, to all district commissars, 
dated July 10, 1942).73  

Last but not least it should be noted that the reason the SS in-
sisted on having the final decision on the scope and dimensions of 
the Final Solution was that its economic arm, the Wirtschafts-und-
Verwaltungshauptamt (generally known as WVHA), had schemed 
to establish a strong economic combine of its own, such as OSTI 
(Ost-Industrie), for example. SS had, therefore, striven to concentrate 
the Jewish laborers in its industrial enterprises near or within con-
centration camps under its command. Thus SS aimed at becoming 
the sole master of the Jewish labor force.74  

The leaders of at least some of the Jewish Councils, men like 
Barash, Gens, and Rumkowski, were aware of the "resettlement" 
friction between certain economic circles of the local civil and army 
authorities, on the one hand, and on the other the SS and police 
organs, which followed orders from Berlin. Usually they got this 
information from the "good" Germans, those who accepted bribes. 
Their plans to save the ghetto population, or at least its productive 
segment, were stimulated by this intelligence. 

Mordecai Tenenbaum-Tamaroff, who apparently got the news 
from Barash, notes in his Diary under the dates February 17 and 
18, 1943: 

. . . a scandal [has broken out] in the office of the Armament Inspector 
at KOnigsberg in connection with the [planned extermination] action. 
For the time being, the ghetto is not going to be reduced. Our fate will 
be decided on Friday, when General Constantin Canaris [the commander 
of the SiPo and SD in Eastern Prussia] comes back. . . . Klein [chief of 
the office of the Chief of the Civil Administration], our benevolent 
protector, became master of the ghetto. We see in this a victory for the 
more moderate circles of the Gestapo. He argues that "there will always 
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be time to destroy the Jews of Bialystok, even on the last day. In the 
meantime, however, let them toil for us."75  

That Barash had been informed about behind-the-scene wrangles 
concerning the fate of the Bialystok Ghetto, is confirmed by the 
following facts. In the archives of the Jewish Council of Bialystok, 
dug up from outside the ghetto area after the war, were included 
copies of certain excerpts from letters and notes of the Gestapo 
office at Bialystok with specific references to the ghetto. Barash 
must have obtained them from a bribed German official or a German 
who could have had an interest in creating the illusion (or maybe 
himself believed) that the ghetto was going to last. It is worthwhile 
to cite some of the material. In a letter dated January 21, 1943, 
the town Kommissar, Dr. Schwendovius, who had been authorized 
to resettle Byelorussians into the ghetto after its liquidation, wrote 
to the Oberprasident, Erich Koch: 

. . . I have discussed with the chief of the Treuhandstelle, Landrat 
von Einsidel, the procedure for liquidating factories in the ghetto. He 
will attempt to prepare [a plan] in accordance with my conception as to 
how these factories will be put under the supervision of managers of 
[those] German factories where no Jews are employed. After a discussion 
with me, the Kommandant of the Security Police, Government Councillor 
Dr. Altenloh, also agreed that the sudden, forcible removal of the Jewish 
labor force from the town economy would result in great losses, partic-
ularly for important war production. The Kommandant is going to 
present his opinion to his Berlin center. 

Nevertheless, two weeks later (on February 5) the "resettlement" 
of Jews from the Bialystok Ghetto began. Over io,00o persons were 
deported to an annihilation camp or shot on the spot. 

Following this "resettlement action," during a meeting held at 
the office of the SiPo Kommandant on February 19, the problems 
involved in reducing the area of the Bialystok Ghetto were dis-
cussed. Dr. Zimmermann, the Kommandant's assistant, stated that 
"for the time being, no further resettlements are to be taken into 
consideration. One may assume that the remaining 30,000 Jews will 
stay in the ghetto till the end of the war [italics added]. Since we 
may expect that the Reich Security Office will approve this opinion 
of the Security Police here, we have now to contemplate the [result-
ing] economic factors." However, in another note dated March 20 
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the future of the Bialystok Ghetto was being discussed in more 
ambiguous terms—namely, that "the local Security Police intends 
to let the ghetto exist to a certain extent. The final decision is up 
to the Reich Security Office in Berlin and is expected this month."76  
In the second half of August 1943 the Bialystok Ghepto was finally 
liquidated and its inhabitants sent to Treblinka and Majdanek. 

Rumkowski too must have had some perfidious assurances from 
certain officials of the German ghetto administration to the effect 
that the working elements, even if "resettled," were to be pro-
tected and employed elsewhere.77  We may assume that Gens and 
perhaps a few ghetto leaders elsewhere were also aware of the "re-
settlement" controversy. 

We know now that the Jewish Councils made a great mistake in 
believing that Nazi policy with respect to the Jews had been moti-
vated by rational or utilitarian considerations of any kind. Now 
we know for sure that the difference of opinion between the Wehr-
macht and the SS had been only about slowing down the tempo 
of the Final Solution and not about stopping the total physical de-
struction of the Jews. The army was interested solely in the ex-
ploitation of Jewish slave labor for the benefit of the German war 
machine until the time when replacement of Jews with non-Jewish 
workers from the native population would become feasible. As 
already indicated above, the German army as a rule readily cooper-
ated with the Einsatzgruppen in carrying out the Final Solution. 
The Einsatzgruppen's own reports on concluded "actions" testify 
to this point. Military detachments took part in hunting and sur-
rounding the victims, military execution platoons were supplied, 
and soldiers and officers actively participated in the mass execu-
tions.78  

Admittedly, however, in those times of unprecedented calamity the 
Jewish Councils, groping toward means to cope with the "resettle-
ments," had no choice but to try the mass employment strategy. It 
should be added that wide circles of the working segments of the 
population shared this strategy, though perhaps under the influence 
of the Councils.79  In retrospect we find that those who remained 
in the ghettos perished almost to a man, having been deported to 
extermination camps or killed on the spot. On the other hand, a 
certain percentage survived from among those who, before or dur-
ing the liquidation of the ghettos, were shipped to various labor or  
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concentration camps. There is no doubt that the decisive factor in 
extending the lives of some of the ghettos was the measure of their 
contribution to the German war economy. Thus the final liquida-
tion of the Lodi Ghetto took place as late as the end of August 
1944 (except for Theresienstadt, Lodi was the last ghetto in occu-
pied Europe to be liquidated). Among the relatively long-lived 
ghettos, important for the German war economy, were those of 
Bialystok and Vilna, which were liquidated in August and Septem-
ber 1943 respectively. The ghettos of Kaunas and giauliai, which 
were converted into concentration camps, were liquidated in July 
1944. These few ghettos were almost the last remaining ones in 
occupied Eastern Europe at the time. Each of them was what the 
Germans called an Arbeitsgetto ("labor ghetto"). 

Had the war ended earlier, a sizable number of the labor elements 
might have survived. Let us take the case of the Lodi Ghetto. In 
August 1944, when the Soviet armies had already reached the en-
virons of Warsaw, approximately 70,000 Jews still lived in Lodi 
(at a distance of some 75 miles). Had the Soviet army not stopped 
its advance till January 1945, a large number of these 70,000 people 
would certainly have escaped the gas chambers of Auschwitz. 

THE GERMAN POLICY OF FRAUD AND DECEIT 

What were the tactics used by the Jewish Councils vis-a-vis the 
ghetto population during the "resettlement actions"? What answers 
could they give to placate frightened people inquiring in a state of 
terror about the alarming news from neighboring ghettos of disaster 
descending upon them? 

At first the Councils had no hint whatsoever what the intentions 
of the Germans were. At most they may have guessed intuitively that 
this was not a simple matter and that the "resettled" people were in 
danger. It simply was humanly impossible to perceive that "resettle-
ment" meant physical destruction of the entire Jewish population, 
particularly since the police and the officials of the civil administra-
tion used elaborate tricks before and during the course of the 
"actions" to keep the Jews in the dark about their monstrous in-
tentions. A few examples will suffice to illustrate German fraud and 
deceit. 
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On July 20, 1942, barely two days before the Gestapo men came to 
the office of the Jewish Council in Warsaw to dictate the order for 
mass "resettlement" to Adam Czerniakow, he noted in his Diary: 

[I visited] the Gestapo at 7:30 in the morning. I inquired of Mende [in 
charge of Jewish affairs] how much truth there was in the rumors [about 
pending resettlement]. He answered that he knew nothing about it. To 
my question whether this was at all possible, he again answered that he 
knew nothing about it. I left unconvinced. I then asked his chief, 
Kommissar Boehm, who answered that this was not within his com-
petence, that Hohnemann [a leading Gestapo man] might be in a posi-
tion to give some information. I stressed that, according to rumors, the 
"resettlement" was to start today at 19:30 [7.30 P.M. He] answered that 
he would certainly have had some information if this were so. Having 
no recourse, I approached Scherer, the deputy chief of Department III 
[of the Gestapo]. He showed surprise and said that he too knew nothing. 
I then asked whether I might inform the [Jewish] population that there 
was no foundation for the alarm. [He] answered that I could do so. 
Everything that has been rumored is unsubstantiated gossip and 
groundless talk. I have [therefore] instructed [Jacob] Lejkin [com-
mandant of the ghetto police] to inform the population accordingly 
through the area committees. 

Czerniakow supplemented the entry by stating that when First, 
the chief of the economic department of the Jewish Council, inquired 
of two other Security Police officials, they got very angry because 
of the rumors and said that an investigation would be ordered about 
the whole thing. A mere two days later the "resettlement" began 
and Czerniakow committed suicide. 

In Eastern Upper Silesia Merin got assurances from an "authorized 
source" that only a few transports would be "resettled" to new places, 
where the people, particularly those living in bad housing conditions 
and on relief, would have better opportunities to settle down.8° 

In the Vilna Ghetto, three weeks before the final liquidation of 
the ghetto, the Gestapo chief, Neugebauer, delivered a speech to the 
shop foremen and Council workers on August 9, 1943, reassuring 
them that "the Vilna Ghetto and the Jews are in no danger" and 
denying that there was any truth to "the ridiculous rumors spread 
[in the ghetto]."81  Biebow, the chief of the Lodi Gettoverwaltung, 
told similar lies in his speeches during the first ten days of August 
1944, when preparations to send the last mow Jews of Lodi to 
Auschwitz were already in full swing.82  
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Misled by these treacheries, some of the Councils issued public 1 
statements in an effort to ease the agitation of the panicky Jewish: 
population. Thus in Vilna, in March 1943, when the Jews were in 
a state of shock because of rumors that all the Jews from the neigh-
boring camps were going to be moved into the ghetto as an initial 
step toward liquidation, the chairman of the council of the shop 
foremen at their meeting advised them in his own name and on be-
half of the ghetto chief "that the rumors and suspicions of the last 
days are all groundless." Moreover, he assured them "that there is 
no danger looming over the ghetto at the present time.' 83  

A day after the "resettlement action" began in the Lodi Ghetto, 
on January 17, 1942, Rumkowski made the following public state-
ment: 

Based on statements of the authorities, I have firm hope that the fate 
of the resettled people is not going to be so tragic as has commonly been 
feared in the ghetto. They will not be put behind wires. Farming will 
be their task. . . . I guarantee with my own head that the working 
people will be subjected to no injustice; and I am saying this not only in 
my own name, but my statement is based on the promises of qualified, 
competent persons.84  

If this went on in the large ghettos, such as Lodi, Warsaw, Vilna, 
and Sosnowiec, the scope of deceit in the smaller ghettos can easily 
be surmised. We know that in Mirisk Mazowiecki, the Kreishaupt-

mann, told the delegates of the Jewish Council that "Jews of Minsk 
may rest assured they have nothing to fear." An elderly person, the 
Hauptmann enjoyed the reputation of an honest man, and his state-
ment was taken with trust, particularly since the gendarmes and the 
Gestapo men [" the Black ones"] at Mifisk had constantly been 
bribed." At LukOw the Gestapo assured the chairman of the Jewish 
Council, Lender, when he delivered a contribution of 10 kilograms 
of gold, that nothing was going to happen to the Lukow Jews and 
that they might peacefully continue working." After a large de-
tachment of German police descended upon Rejowiec (Lublin dis-
trict), the Council, on the assurances of the authorities, calmed the 
people, saying that nothing wrong was going to happen to them. Only 
a few hours later the Council was ordered to call the Jews to report 
to the outskirts of the town. All assembled were taken away, except 
the Council chairman.87  In Siedlce the Council passed on to the 
population the continuously deceitful assurances of the authorities 
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that nothing was going to happen there, that "it was impossible to 
keep up a large Jewish center such as in Warsaw, but that Siedlce 
would be spared because of the great production ability of the 
Jewish population" (3,000 Jewish workers were employed there for 
the benefit of the Germans).88  

On August 24, 1942, the Jews in Sarny (Volhynia) were ordered 
to report for registration in three days. They became frantic, and 
the Council decided to go to the Nazis and give the Gebietskommissar 
a bribe in gold and textiles. In his magnanimity the Kommissar was 
even willing to accept the bribe in monthly installments, which the 
Jews interpreted as a good omen. He also reassured the Council 
members that the Jews had nothing to fear as long as he was in 
charge. He said that if there had been any plans for action the author-
ities would have closed up the ghetto first of all. And that was what 
happened. The ghetto was closed on August 27. In a desperate last-
minute attempt the Council delivered to the Gebietskommissar all 
the gold deposited in its safe. He again reassured them that no more 
than a registration was planned, and that all the people would re-
main safely in their homes. Yet the same day all were taken away and 
shot on the outskirts of the town.89  
i Among the members of the Councils were people who believed 
paively that some German officials were against the "resettlements" 
las a matter of principle, and that they were even trying to inter-
cede with the higher authorities. An eyewitness tells that the liaison 
man between the Jewish Council at Lukow and the local Arbeitsamt 
reported that after the bloody "resettlement" in the town of Parczew, 
the chief of the Zentrales Arbeitsamt of Lublin, together with the 
deputy chief of the Gestapo and the chief of the Arbeitsamt at 
Radzyn, pounded the desks of the higher ups at the Lublin district 
office arguing that they wished no more such acts to happen in their 
labor areas. They were given promises that in the towns of Biala, 
Miedzyrzec, Radzyn, and Lukow no actions of this kind would take 
place. Yikheskl Grynblat, a member of the Radzyn Council who was 
present, confirmed the report of the liaison man. As to the eyewit-
ness himself, he notes that when he expressed doubts about the 
reliability of the report of the liaison man, David Lieberman, one of 
the members of the LukOw Council and a very religious man, argued 
that as an atheist he believed in nothing anyway." 

Fraud and deceit—this was the policy used not only vis-a-vis the 
Councils but, generally, against the ghetto population. The Burger- 

The Strategy and Tactics of the Councils 	 417 

meister of KroAniewice (Wartheland), an elderly man, ordered the 
Jews to assemble at a certain place and in a speech assured them that 
they were going to be taken to Bessarabia. Finishing, he told them 
to go home and have a good night's sleep before the trip. When a 
woman asked whether they were not going to be sent instead to 
Chelmno (the "resettlement" from neighboring towns to Chelmno 
had started in the Wartheland on December 7, 1941, and rumors of 
what was taking place there had already become common), he 
answered categorically, "no."91  The next morning, March 2, 1942, 
the Jews were sent to Chelmno.92  

Jews were treated in a somewhat similar manner during the "re-
settlement" from Konin county, where close to 3,000 persons were 
involved. They were ordered to the village of ZagorOw and assured 
that all would be shipped to work in the Lodi factories. In another 
place, in Kolo, all persons assembled for "resettlement" were sub-
jected to a medical examination, allegedly for working ability. Also, 
all had to pay a head tax. When the "resettlement" was already in 
progress, one of the deportees submitted a written request for the 
position of leader of the camp to which the Jews were allegedly 
being transported. His application was accepted." 

In February and March 1943, after groups of armed Jewish 
resisters had unexpectedly forced the Germans to interrupt liquida-
tion of the Warsaw Ghetto (the resisters struck on January 18 and 
19), the German owners of ghetto shops, with Walter Toebbens in 
the lead, began a drive to "peacefully" induce Jewish workers to let 
themselves voluntarily be transported to the labor camps of Ponia-
towa and Trawniki in the Lublin district. To persuade the Jews 
that this "resettlement" was for economic reasons, Toebbens, and 
not an SS man, was appointed Ubersiedlungskommissar. His busi-
ness partner, a man named Stehmann, addressed the workers in 
eloquent orations, describing with pathos the ideal life awaiting 
them in the camps. But the Organization of Jewish Fighters, in 
posters put up on March 14, warned Jews that the allegedly "peace-
ful resettlement" was nothing but another fraud. Turning polemicist, 
Toebbens put up his own posters, side by side with the posters of the 
Organization of Jewish Fighters, arguing that the camps were the 
only place where the workers would be able to survive until the war 
was over. "You should believe only your leaders of German enter-
prises," he exhorted them, "who, together with you, will continue 
to work. Take your wives and children, and we will take care of 
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them too." This time, however, the deceit did not work. The 
majority of the Jewish workers did not voluntarily report. Out of 
3,500 workers at the brush shop, not a single one volunteered. From 
then on the Organization of Jewish Fighters became a decisive 
factor in the ghetto and later bravely led it during the ghetto up-
rising which broke out in April 1943. As for other shopworkers, those 
who were lured by Toebbens and transported to Trawniki were all 
killed during the mass slaughter on November 3, 1943. Four days 
later, on November 7, the neighboring camp of Poniatowa was 
liquidated. In all, including the shopworkers who fell prey to Toeb-
bens' treacherous promise that they would have a chance to survive 
the war if they listened to him, over 25,000 Jews were killed in both 
camps during those two days." 

In towns where liquidation of the Jews was accomplished in in- 
stallments, the Germans reassured them after each subsequent 
"action" that it was the last one. To give just one example, after the 
first slaughter in Wlodzimierz Wolynski in August 1942, a new 
Jewish Council was established there. The German town mayor 
ordered the new Council to influence Jews in hiding to return to the 
ghetto. He gave assurances that they would be given an opportunity 
to start a new life. An eyewitness, a refugee from the town of 
Zamok, who was himself in hiding, adds that "people went to work 
believing that, maybe, they would survive." For over a year they 
lived under this illusion. On December 12, 1943, the Gebietskom-
missar unexpectedly arrived in the ghetto. Since he usually came on 
rare occasions, this visit caused a great deal of anxiety. The alarmed 
ghetto Jews inquired of the Council chairman, who told them that 
"he had just come back from a meeting [with the authorities] and 
there was no danger looming."95  By the end of December, the 
entire ghetto was "resettled." 

A widespread, unscrupulous, well-planned fraud perpetrated by 
Wilhelm Kruger, the Higher SS and Police Leader of the Govern-
ment General, took place in the area under his jurisdiction at a 
time when the vast majority and, in some places, all of the Jews had 
already been killed. On October 28 and again on November 10, 
1942, he announced two orders allegedly establishing Jewish settle-
ment areas throughout the Government General. The first order 
designated six settlements in the Warsaw district and eight in the 
Lublin district. The second order established settlements in the 
Radom district (4), Cracow district (5), and Galicia district (32).99  
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The intention of these orders was to create an illusion of security 
for those remnants who had somehow managed to survive, and to 
induce them to come out from hiding and move into the "haven" of 
the new ghettos allegedly established. In this Kruger succeeded to a 
certain degree. Because of the extreme hardship of hiding inside 
the ghetto and outside on the "Aryan" side, Jews began to move 
into Kriiger's "new Jewish settlements." Shortly thereafter, they were 
summarily "resettled." Thus the "new" Siedlce Ghetto did not last 
even one month. The entire ghetto became judenrein when all the 
local Jews had been "resettled" on November 25, 1942.97  The "newly 
established" ghetto in Piaski (Lublin district) was liquidated at the 
end of February or beginning of March 1943, only four months after 
it was named a "Jewish settlement area."99  Of the "newly estab-
lished" settlements none lasted longer than May 1943, as was the case 
in Warsaw, Miedzyrzec, Wlodawa, and Lukow. Only one, Rzeszow, 
vegetated until November 1943. 

All this intentional fraudulence and cheating in cold blood during 
the Final Solution process was used by the Germans in order to 
soothe the panic-stricken Jews, reduce their alertness, and entirely 
disorient them so that to the very last minute they had no inkling 
of what "resettlement" really meant. The instinct of self-preserva-
tion, which prompts people to resist the thought of imminent de-
struction and to cling to even a spark of hope, here played into the 
hands of the executioners. A vast number of ghettos fell prey to this 
combination of circumstances. To a large degree the age-old Jewish 
optimism that a miracle might yet occur even at the very last mo-
ment itself contributed to the fatalistic attitudes of Council members 
and of the ghetto population as well,* particularly since no other 

* How Jews felt during the process of the Final Solution can be seen in the follow-
ing excerpt from the memoirs of a former inhabitant of the Buczacz Ghetto (Eastern 
Galicia): "Two opinions prevailed. On one hand, the fatalists made peace with their 
fate, reasoning that what would happen to the entire community would also be their 
personal lot. On the other hand, many hoped to escape destruction. These people 
hoped that with the help of the Almighty, or because of some miracle, they would 
survive until victory and their only worry was to be tenacious enough to persevere to 
the end. These people lived in the illusion that he who escaped an "action" had 
secured his life for the next few months, and that, in the meantime, deliverance might 
come. People hoped that the war would end, or that the Nazis would have to stop the 
murders under pressure from world opinion. There was no knowledge of Treblinka or 
Auschwitz in Buczacz, and the opinion of the majority about nearby Behec was that 
this was just another labor camp." (Yitzhak [Shikhor] Szwartz, Buczacz Memorial Book, 

1956, p. 243.) 
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solution to their tragic situation was in sight. Thus we come to the 
problem of Council policy with respect to the Jewish resistance 
movement, a problem to be discussed elsewhere in this study. 

THE STRATEGY OF SURRENDERING CERTAIN GROUPS 

DURING "RESETTLEMENT ACTIONS" 

The Jewish Councils faced a particularly grave dilemma when the 
fateful time of the "resettlements" came. It was perhaps the most 
excruciating moral predicament encountered by a representative 
body in history. 

The German authorities forced the Councils to make all the 
preliminary preparations for "resettlements" on their behalf: de-
liver data on the demography and employment of the ghetto 
population; prepare, in accordance with their strict guidelines, lists 
of suggested candidates for deportation; order the Jews to report 
at the places designated for "selection"; search for deportation 
candidates who tried to conceal themselves and deliver them in 
person, or order the ghetto police to find them according to lists 
prepared by the Councils or given to them by the authorities. 

During these most awful times, the Councils realized that it was 
impossible to save the entire ghetto community. Though they may 
have reasoned that, thanks to their "rescue-through-work" strategy, 
the working segment of the ghetto population, the young men and 
women, would have a better chance of survival, they understood at 
the same time that people on welfare or otherwise not working had 
no chance at all—people like the elderly and the feeble, who faced 
death or illness anyway, and large families with small children as 
well as the children themselves. Beset by the impending ordeal, a 
sizable number of Councils fearfully came to the fateful conclusion 
that since not all the Jews could be saved, it was better to deliver to 
the Nazi Moloch those ghetto dwellers with little or no chance of 
survival in order to save others. This desperate reasoning, that in 
the calamity that had befallen them it was necessary as a kind of 
rescue strategy to sacrifice some to save others, emerged within many 
ghettos. We find the rationale in the sources. The chief of the Vilna 
Ghetto, Jacob Gens, and the chairman of the Central Council of the 
Jewish Communities in Upper Eastern Silesia, Moshe Merin, vividly 
outlined the theory in particularly drastic terms. 
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By the end of October 1942 an "action" took place in Oszmiana. 
The Vilna Ghetto police took an active part in assembling and 
transporting over 400 victims to this execution and, according to 
Dvorzhetsky, even took part in the execution itself. After the "action" 
Gens delivered a speech, on October 25 or 27 (the exact date is un-
certain).99  According to Zelig Kalmanovich,1°° he said: 

It is true that our hands are smeared with the blood of our brethren, 
but we had to accept this horrible task. We are innocent before his-
tory. We shall be on the alert to preserve the remnants. Who can tell 
whether victims will not be demanded here [in Vilna] as they were 
demanded there [in Oszmiana]? We shall give only the sick and the 
old. We shall not give the children, they are our future. We shall not 
give young women. A demand has been made to deliver workers. My 
answer was, "We shall not give them, for we need them here ourselves." 

To illustrate how recklessly the Germans had dealt with the popu-
lation, Gens pointed out that they had caught some 1,000 Poles in 
the street and sent them to Riga for forced labor. Gens posed the 
question: "Who can guarantee our future?" 

Mark Dvorzhetsky cites records of the speech that Gens delivered 
on October 27. Gens then said: 

The Jewish police took no part [in the "action"] in Kiemieliszki and 
Bystrzyca, so all were slaughtered [there]. Jews from the surrounding 
towns have come now and beg for help. I could have told them that I 
do not wish to smear my hands and send my police to do the filthy 
work, but I said, "Yes, it is my duty to foul my hands." After five 
million have been slaughtered, it is our duty to save the strong and the 
young and not let sentiment overcome us. I am not sure that everyone 
has understood what I have said, or that people will justify our deeds 
after we are liberated from the ghetto, but this is what the police think: 
to save whomever possible, our personal emotions notwithstanding. I 
expect moral support from you. Evidently not many are aware of the 
danger that hangs over us daily of being sent to Ponary. My desire is 
to bring you closer to the realities of life, to make you understand life. 
I personally take responsibility for all that has happened. I don't want 
any discussion. I have called you to explain why a Jew dips his hands in 
blood, and that in the future, whenever we have to go, we shall go too. 

Commenting on this speech, Dvorzhetsky notes that at that time 
opinion in the ghetto was divided. "There were those who cursed 



422 
	

JUDEN RAT 

him, but, on the other hand, there were people who maintained that 
this was the only way to save at least a fragment of Jews.',un. zejig  

Kalmanovich was among those who agreed with Gens. In con-
nection with the events in Oszmiana he writes in his Diary: 

It is horrible, perhaps the worst of all predicaments, still there is no 
other way. Blessed be the God of Israel, who sent us this man [Gens]. . . . 
The young people [the ghetto police] have accepted this dreadful duty. .. . 
The result: over 400 souls have perished—elderly people, the weak and 
ill, retarded children. However, 1,500 women and children were saved. 
If this had been the work of strangers, 2,000 people would have perished, 
God forbid.102  

True to his announced policy Jacob Gens personally participated 
in the removal to Ponary of the Jews from the Vilna Ghetto in the 
fall of 1941. He was at the exit gate and directed the "action," 
deciding who was to be deported and who was to remain in the 
ghetto. This in fact meant to decide who was to live and who to die. 

After the first series of "resettlements" in Eastern Upper Silesia, 
during the period from May to August 1942, Moshe Merin delivered 
a speech justifying his participation in the "action." According to 
the account of an eyewitness, this is what he said, among other things: 

I knew that I would be blamed for causing the deportation of 25,000 
Jews. I am even glad to hear this accusation in my own circle [of asso-
ciates], and I want to show how superficial, unfounded, and foolish this 
reproach is. Quite to the contrary to what is said, I state that I have saved 
25,000 people from resettlement. Blood would have flowed in the streets. 
I have information from very reliable sources that the resettlement 
would have engulfed 50,000 people, and our entire district would have 
been crushed, so that no might in the whole world would have been 
able to rebuild it. Respected people, active in our community life, would 
have been the first to go. It is easy to imagine what the lot of the re-
maining ones might have been. Nobody will deny that, as a general, I 
have won a great victory. If I have lost only 25 percent when I could 
have lost all, who can wish better results? Diaspora has made an asocial 
people of the Jews. Only we could have adopted the teaching of 
Maimonides,* who ordained that the entire community be sacrificed 

* He meant Maimonides' ruling that "if pagans should tell them [the Jews], 'Give 
us one of yours and we shall kill him, otherwise we shall kill all of you,' they should 
all be killed and not a single Jewish soul should be delivered." (Mishne Torah Hilkhot 
Yesoday Hatorah ("The Fundamentals of the Torah"], Chap. 5, Para. 5.) 
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for the sake of one man. We shall all be condemned to extinction if we 
do not change our mentality in this respect. . . . I have never considered 
the interests of the individual as against the interests of the com-
munity, I always bear in mind the best interests of the community, for 
whom I am ready to sacrifice the individual at any time.103 

Rumkowski was also a strong believer in this kind of rescue 
method. According to the report of Josef Zelkowicz, Rumkowski 
discussed the problem in quite bold terms. In a speech he delivered 
before a large assembly on the eve of an "action" against the elderly, 
sick, and children, on September 4, 1942, he said: 

I was given an order yesterday evening to deport some 20,000 Jews out 
of the ghetto. [I was also told that] if I refused, "We shall do it our-
selves." The question arose: Should we comply and do it, or should we 
leave it for others to do? We were not, however, motivated by the 
thought of how many would be lost, but by the consideration of how 
many it would be possible to save. We all, myself and my closest associates, 
have come to the conclusion that despite the horrible responsibility, we 
have to accept the evil order. I have to perform this bloody operation 
myself; I simply must cut off limbs to save the body! I have to take 
away the children, because otherwise others will also be taken, God 
forbid (a terrible outcry from the assembled people followed these 
words). . . . I did not come to console you today. And I did not come to 
quiet you down either, but to reveal to you the whole woeful, torturing 
truth. I came like a robber to rob your dearest ones from your very 
hearts! With all my might I strove to repeal this evil order. And as it 
has been impossible to rescind it, I have tried to make it milder. Only 
yesterday, I ordered the registration of children nine years of age, be-
cause I have endeavored to save children of at least this single age group, 
from nine to ten. But they did not relent, and I have succeeded only in 
saving the ten-year-olds. Let this be the consolation for our terrible 
bereavement. We have in the ghetto many persons sick with tuberculosis, 
whose lives are numbered in days, perhaps in weeks. I do not know—
perhaps it is a satanic idea, and again perhaps it is not—but I cannot 
restrain myself from mentioning it. Deliver to me those sick ones and it 
may be possible to save the healthy ones instead. I am well aware how 
dear the sick are to everyone. It is particularly so among the Jewish 
people. But in times of disaster one has to weigh and measure who is 
to be saved, who can and should be saved. To my mind those are to be 
spared in the first place who have any chance of survival, not those who 
cannot survive anyway.104 
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A survivor of the Bialystok Ghetto relates that "Barash, as usual, 
prepared a list of Jews who should be delivered [during the various 
'actions']. A few hours earlier he had called the Jewish police and 
their commander Isaac Markus and told them that 'when one is 
dangerously poisoned and his arm has to be amputated to save his 
life, it is done.' "105 Also Hayke Grosman, Mordecai Tenenbaum, 
and Rafael Reisner confirm in their writings that Barash compiled 
lists of candidates for the "resettlements.''106  

In other places, too, victims were delivered to the Nazi Moloch in 
desperate attempts to save the remainder of the Jews. In August 
1942 the Gestapo at Tarnopol ordered the Jewish Council of the 
town of Skalat to deliver all elderly people for deportation. However, 
the Council "bargained for only 500 souls to be delivered on August 
31, 1942." The Council and the ghetto police actively participated 
in rounding up the sick and the beggars. The witness notes that 
‘`some Jews were of the opinion that, if it was destined that people 
had to go to their deaths, it was preferable that the elderly go first! 
After all, they had already lived their lives. . . . such wrong, sickly 
ideas were prevalent among people close to the Jewish Council. They 
believed that they were thus helping the community."107  The Coun- 
cil of Zloczow was motivated by a similar opinion that "if they went 
along and participated in the 'action' [it took place on August 28, 
1942], it might prove beneficial . . . for only inferior elements (the 
sick, weak, old) would be delivered, and the young, the healthy, and 
the intelligentsia would be spared.''108 

A vivid description of the crushing moral dilemma that over-
powered the Jewish Councils during the "resettlements" comes from 
the Kaunas Ghetto. On October 26, 1941, there arrived in the 
ghetto its newly appointed boss, the Gestapo man Rauke, who 
ordered the entire Jewish population, without exception, to assemble 
at the Democratic Square two days later. All were to bring their 
working papers. A check would be made, and those unable to work 
would be transported elsewhere. Whoever was found at home after 
6 A.M. on the day of the assembly would be shot. Only the ill were 
exempt; however, they had to produce a certificate from a doctor. 
The vice chairman of the Council thus describes the anguish that 
tortured its members. 

The Council faced problems of conscience and responsibility at the 
same time. . . . [There were two alternatives:] . . . either to comply, 
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announce the Gestapo order to the ghetto inhabitants, and issue proper 
instructions to the Ghetto police; or openly to sabotage the order by 
disregarding it. The Council felt that if it followed the first alternative, 
part, or perhaps the majority, of the ghetto might yet be rescued at least 
for a time. Should however, the other alternative be chosen, heavy 
measures of persecution would follow against the entire ghetto, and 
possibly its immediate liquidation [might result]. 

Aware of the situation and of this burden of responsibility for the 
lives of thousands whom it might yet be possible to save, the Council 
at the same time felt the traditional Jewish optimism that, perhaps, 
a miracle might yet mercifully come at the last minute. These con-
siderations influenced the Council once more not to choose the path 
of open sabotage against the Germans. A resolution to this effect 
was adopted in Kaunas after an agonizing moral struggle during a 
long meeting and following a night of consultation with the old 
Kaunas rabbi, the late Abraham Duber Shapiro. The rabbi fainted 
when he heard what the Council members told him. When he came 
to, he asked for a few hours to search the holy books for advice on 
how one is to act in times of such a calamity, according to Jewish 
ethics. In the morning, he gave the following opinion to the Jewish 
Council: "If a Jewish community (may God help it) has been con-
demned to physical destruction, and there are means of rescuing 
part of it, the leaders of the community should have courage and 
assume the responsibility to act and rescue what is possible." Of the 
26,400 Jews remaining in Kaunas after three previous "actions" (on 
August 18, September 26, and October 4, 1941) some 9,000 persons 
were taken away during this "selection" on the next day. They were 
transported to the 9th Fort and killed.n° 

Sharp disagreements came to light in the debates of some Councils 
during discussions about "resettlements." We shall here cite some 
of these impassioned debates. Paul (Fayvel) Wiederman, quoted 
above (see note 103), relates that prior to the "resettlement action" 
in Sosnowiec, Merin, as chairman of the Central Jewish Council Of 
the Jewish Communities of Eastern Upper Silesia, called a meeting 
of his associates. Also invited were the chairman and one member 
of the Jewish Council of Bedzin, the Council members of Dabrowa 
and Sosnowiec, and others, some thirty persons in all. Merin stated 
in his opening speech that it would again be necessary to follow the 
standard policy that anything the authorities demand should be 
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done by the Jews themselves. In the course of discussion some quite 
contrary opinions emerged. The member of the Jewish Council of 
Bedzin, Michael Laskier, declared himself against Merin's proposi-
tion. He said that in all Jewish history no instance had been known 
where a Jewish community had itself delivered thousands of victims 
for extermination to the enemy. He stressed that the categories of 
people named by the authorities for selection--namely, the sick, the 
maimed, and the elderly--left no doubt what could be expected. 
Concluding, he too referred to Maimonides' ruling and requested 
that the Councils not participate in the "resettlement action." Let 
the authorities themselves select. 

A member of the Central Jewish Council and some others also 
talked in this vein. They warned against the danger of slipping into 
a moral abyss if Merin's advice were followed. However, the chair-
man of the Bedzin Jewish Council, Chaim Molczadzki, supported 
Merin's suggestion. 

Merin scoffed at his critics. In his rebuttal he jeered those who 
maintained that Maimonides' decision was binding for all times. The 
times and the circumstances we live in, he said, dictate an entirely 
different approach. One must act as a statesman having been given 
the alternatives either to rid the community itself of those socially 
worthless elements or to leave it to strangers to perform this opera-
tion, a course which would result in the loss of the most worthy 
individuals. He concluded that as a serious and wise statesman he 
could not hesitate which path to choose."° 

A similar disagreement occurred in Skalat. At a meeting held after 
the first "action" in August 1942, three of the Council's members 
expressed their view 

that there is no alternative, but to leave events to destiny. What the 
Almighty ordains shall prevail; the Jews should not participate in the 
action. Others at the meeting maintained and even categorically re-
quested that, as had happened during the previous action, an attempt 
be made to get the authorities to agree that, in the future, the Council 
should continue to deliver ordered contingents, thus rescuing itself, its 
families, and many young and useful people. . . . The Council should 
try, once more, to collect a large amount of money [to bribe the 
Gestapo]. . . . We should not deliver our own people at a time when 
so many beggars from other places are roaming the streets, lying in the 
market, and dying from hunger anyway. 
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Such were the arguments advanced by the Council member S 	 
This proposition was adopted after a stormy discussion. More than 
half the Councilmen voted in favor.111  

When it was necessary to compile a list of candidates for the third 
"resettlement" transport from the ghetto of Wloclawek into the LOdi 
Ghetto (at the beginning of October 1941), a sharp divergence of 
opinion emerged in the Jewish Council of Wloclawek. Although 
from the pertinent document the details of the disagreement are not 
clear, it is a fact that the list of "candidates for resettlement" was not 
submitted and the German police prepared their own list, albeit 
with grave complications. Those selected for deportation tried to 
conceal themselves, but they were caught; in retaliation, the police 
included in the transport more people than were first ordered. A 
group of 182 persons was added to the approximately 750 initially 
scheduled to report. Moreover, a slaughter took place in the ghetto, 
arranged by the police.112  

Prior to the "action" in Luck which began on August 20, 1942, 
the authorities demanded a contribution from the Jewish Council 
in the amount of io,000 gold rubles, half a million German marks, 
1,000 cuts of textiles for men's and ladies' garments, 1,000 kilograms 
of leather, and, for good measure, 50 kilograms of onions and garlic, 
the last two items apparently intended to denigrate the Jews. In 
addition the Jewish Council was ordered to deliver 50 Jewish Com-
munists. Two orientations emerged in the Council: one group, in 
an effort to save the Jews from "resettlement," suggested paying the 
contribution but refusing to deliver the 5o Communists. The other 
group maintained that the last demand should be rejected forthwith, 
and that the ghetto should prepare itself to resist the Germans if 
they entered the ghetto. However, the first opinion prevailed. Before 
they were destroyed, the Jews of Luck surrendered all their posses-
sions to their murderers.113  

The Kaunas Jewish Council was not alone in seeking advice from 
rabbis on what to do during the "actions." It is related that Merin 
called a meeting of rabbis and their assistants, together with a 
number of persons active in welfare work at Bedzin and Sosnowiec, 
after no volunteers had reported for the "action" scheduled in Bedzin 
for the middle of May 1942 (during a previous "action" at the be-
ginning of the month, some 1,000 people had volunteered, after the 
Jewish Council had reassured them that they were going to be 
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resettled in some other place). Merin asked for advice whether or 
not he ought to go along with the order of the Gestapo and deliver 
the Jews for transportation by force. If he obeyed, he said, there was 
hope that many Jews would be saved, and there would be a chance 
to select informers, thieves, immoral or sick and mentally ill persons, 
and retarded children as candidates. Otherwise the Gestapo would 
take people at random and what had already happened in Sosnowiec 
might happen again: the most revered personalities of Sosnowiec had 
been the first victims to go. He expressed his own opinion that the 
decision should be in the affirmative, the demands of the Gestapo 
accepted. Nevertheless he was willing to comply with the rabbinical 
judgment and would wait for the verdict in the next room. After 
a lengthy consultation, Rabbi Yitzhak Groysman made a statement 
on behalf of his fellow rabbis present: basically Merin's suggestion 
was against the fundamentals of Jewish ethics and religion, but, ac-
cording to his presentation, each Jewish household in town faced a 
great calamity. There was no other way, therefore, but to choose the 
lesser evil. They hoped that Merin would act as his Jewish heart 
dictated. In conclusion Rabbi Groysman expressed the hope that 
Merin would be granted the privilege of becoming a savior and 
would deliver from bondage the Jews of Eastern Upper Silesia. 
Consequently both Merin and the Jewish police took an active part 
in setting up the next transport of about 1,2oo people to Auschwitz.114  

Another witness also gives details of the meeting with the rabbis. 
He relates that the opinion was expressed during the discussion that 
Maimonides' ruling was still binding and that, therefore, the Jews 
should be forbidden to busy themselves with the "resettlements." 
There were others, however, who argued against the Maimonides 
ruling. No consensus of opinion could be reached, but the prevailing 
view was that, under the circumstances, Merin could be allowed to 
take an active part in the "resettlement," particularly since the 
authorities had said nothing in the order about the fate awaiting 
the deportees.115  

After the conclusion of the so-called "action" of the "Yellow 
Certificates" in Vilna, the orthodox leaders of the ghetto held a 
meeting. A delegation of four rabbis later warned Gens that, ac-
cording to Jewish law, he had no right on his own to make the 
selection and deliver the Jews to the authorities. They referred to 
Maimonides' ruling, but Gens argued that because of his participa- 
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tion in the selection and because he had delivered a certain number 
of Jews, he had saved the lives of others.'" 

The colony of Heidemiihle was located near the village of Kowale 
Panskie, in Turek county in the Wartheland. It consisted of 16 
hamlets into which the Germans herded some 4,000 Jews from the 
towns and hamlets of Dobra, Turek, UniejOw, TuliszkOw, Wiady-
slawOw, and Brudzew on the eve of Yom Kippur 1941. At the end 
of October 1941, the chairman of the ghetto Council, Hershel Zim-
nawoda, got an order from the Landrat of Turek to make a list of all 
deportees and to note their ability or disability to work. Though 
nobody yet knew at the time that disability meant death, the chair-
man asked four rabbis from among the deportees to decide how to 
act. The rabbis deliberated for two days, November 5 and 6. They 
ordained a day of fast for the inhabitants of the ghetto. People 
prayed, recited psalms, and blew the Shofar. At long last, in an 
atmosphere of suspense, they announced their decision that, accord-
ing to religious law, a decree of the government is obligatory and 
must be obeyed. Therefore the chairman must prepare the list; 
everyone, however, had to be given a chance to check the list to see 
how he had been marked. The chairmen of expulsed communities 
should themselves prepare lists of the Jews from their places and 
present them to the chairman."17  A similar request for the opinion 
of the rabbis was made in Oszmiana."" 

Unfortunately no other tangible records can be traced in the 
preserved sources, but there is sufficient basis to support the thesis 
that divergent opinions came to the surface and desperate soul-
searching went on in many more places during the "resettlements." 
The learned rabbis could not arrive at a consensus of opinion. In 
Kaunas, Oszmiana, Sosnowiec, and Heidemiihle, the rabbis decided 
that it was necessary to obey the German authorities, prepare the 
ordered lists, call the Jews to report for "selection," etc. They 
reasoned that the orders referred only to transfers for forced labor 
and not for death (as in Sosnowiec), and that through obeying the 
orders parts of the ghettos would be saved (as in Kaunas). On the 
other hand, the rabbis in Vilna categorically forbade Gens to de-
liver a single Jew into the hands of the Gestapo, even if this could, 
as he maintained, save others from death. 

In some of the ghettos, chairmen of Councils invited influential 
personalities from outside the Councils for consultation on how to 
act during imminent "resettlements." 
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When the first deportation from the Lodi Ghetto was already 
well advanced, Rumkowski called a meeting of ghetto intellectuals: 
teachers, physicians, rabbis, and high-ranking police officers. Ac-
cording to the preserved text of his speech, this is what he said at 
that time: 

The ghetto Jews keep criticizing me, asking why I did not prevent 
the catastrophe. It will get even worse. People will have to be deported 
for minor faults. The families of those already deported and those who 
idle in the streets [will also have to go]. Women, children, elderly people, 
all will be involved. . . . I cannot take upon myself so big a burden. I 
want you to bear witness to my warning [that work is the only salvation]. 
Were I not ashamed, I would have cried in front of you like a baby 
and begged you to help me in this disaster. 

Twelve people took part in the ensuing discussion. Unfortunately 
the report does not tell what was said. Only one detail is mentioned. 
The rabbis complained that they had not been given the chance 
to work in the ghetto enterprises, which, so far, had protected people 
against "resettlement." They also requested that they be represented 
on the committee assigning work in the ghetto enterprises. However, 
Rumkowski rejected this request, denying any discrimination against 
pious, observant Jews.119  

According to Jonas Turkow, when the "resettlement" from War-
saw was officially announced, the chairman of the Council, Adam 
Czerniakow, called an extraordinary meeting of prominent public 
figures, mostly associated with the Jewish Social Welfare (JSS). He 
stated that in case the Jews themselves did not deliver the number 
of people ordered (6,000 daily), the Germans would take over the 
"action" and the situation might become even worse. He requested 
that all departments of the JSS, like the Council's departments, 
delegate a number of coworkers to assist at the Umschlagplatz.12° 

It is worthwhile to note that one of the leaders of the Jewish 
resistance movement supported at one time the strategy of offering 
sacrifices to save the majority of the community. On February 4, 
1943 (on the eve of the "action" in the Bialystok Ghetto), Mordecai 
Tenenbaum, one of the leaders of the Jewish underground move-
ment in occupied Poland, noted in his Diary: 

A meeting [has been called]. B [arash] gives news in brief. [In the 
discussion] I give my own opinion that if the "action" continues within 
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present norms [i.e., three transports, 2,100 each], we should not react. 
We shall have to sacrifice these 6,300 Jews to save the remaining 35,000. 
The situation at the front is such that radical changes may take place 
any day. If they [the Germans] extend the "action," if their behavior 
forces us to act or [the people in] the streets spontaneously arise to defend 
themselves, then we shall be forced to take over the initiative, our 
positive or negative resolution notwithstanding.121  

Despite nuances in formulation of tactical problems, both Barash 
and Tenenbaum virtually shared the same opinion: save the majority 
by sacrificing a minority. 

Some of the Council chairmen believed that destiny had chosen 
them for a historic mission of saving at least that part of the Jews 
who fitted into the framework of the rescue strategy they had devised. 
Concluding his address of January 3, 1942, to the representatives of 
shops, Rumkowski said: "I do hope that, with your help, I shall be 
able to accomplish my mission and create conditions that will 
make it possible for wide circles of the ghetto population and its 
younger generation to live through the present times secure in their 
lives and health."122  He thought that "Providence would help him 
to accomplish this task."23  There were people who tried to strengthen 
Rumkowski in his belief. On February 1, 1942, he called a meeting 
of delegates of approximately 20,000 deportees from Germany, 
Vienna, Prague, and Luxembourg. Two rabbis from Germany, 
quoting the Bible and the Midrash, spoke of "the historical role in 
the history of modern Jewry which has been granted to Rumkowski 
by the Almighty."124 

Merin also believed that he had been granted the historical role 
of saving the Jews from complete destruction, not only in Eastern 
Upper Silesia, but everywhere under German rule. He entertained 
grandiose plans, a kind of "salvation philosophy," quite apart from 
work as a strategy for rescue. He dreamed of establishing a strong 
Jewish state, which would, as he said in his loose talk, under his 
leadership gain respect from all and sundry. According to Wiederman, 
Merin confessed to his secretary, Fanny Czarny, that he had heard 
an inner voice calling to him: "You, Moshe, are chosen to redeem 
your people out of Hitler's bondage, even as your namesake freed 
the Jews from the bondage of Egypt." He added that "he devotedly 
believed in this call."125  In the course of Hitler's unbroken chain of 
victories, Rumkowski allegedly confided in his secretary that after 
the war, when the problem would arise of solving the Jewish ques- 
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tion by settling the Jews somewhere on land designated by the 
victorious Hitler, he, Rumkowski, would be given authority over 
all Jews and would establish an exemplary state, for he had great 
influence with Arthur Greiser, the Gauleiter of the Wartheland, 
and was also known in Berlin.126  

It is hard to judge now how much of these sickly fantasies about 
historic missions was pathological mania grandiosa,127  encouraged 
by the German strategam of granting deceptive "authority" over 
large Jewish communities to individuals whom they kept firmly on 
a leash, or how much was simply rationalization of an urge for per-
sonal prestige and power dominating these two ghetto heads.128  
Perhaps both factors have to be considered. 

The process of preparing lists of candidates for "resettlement" 
was not identical everywhere. As often happened under German rule, 
here too one finds a great deal of arbitrariness and inconsistent pro-
cedure. In the Lodi Ghetto, for example, candidates for "resettle-
ment" during the first half of 1942 were chosen from lists prepared 
by the resettlement committee of the Jewish ghetto administration. 
The same procedure was followed during the first days of the 1942 
"September action" against children less than ten years of age, the 
elderly, and the sick, when the ghetto police were still in charge. 
However, when the Germans took over the "resettlement" action 
themselves, they selected deportees out of buildings, blocks, or entire 
streets at random. People were snatched away who were not even in 
the categories of the lists submitted.129  

The massive "resettlement action" in Warsaw from July to Sep-
tember 1942 was accomplished in the same arbitrary manner. Until 
July 29 the inhabitants of entire buildings were taken after checking 
their personal documents, by the ghetto police, while the SS men 
stayed in the background. Afterward, however, Einsatz Reinhard 
took over, using the ghetto police as helpers. During the so-called 
"registration" from September 6 to 12, the fate of the remaining 
100,000 Jews of Warsaw depended on their being placed on lists 
of people entitled to "life numbers." These lists were made up by 
Jewish foremen and shop managers, in cooperation with the presid-
ium members of the Jewish Council. Thus the Jews themselves 
had the authority to make selections according to their own criteria. 
Each foreman of a shop and each chief of a department or enterprise 
of the Council distributed "life numbers" to persons already assem- 
bled at the selection place for resettlement, calling out their names  
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from lists. (The selection place and the selection itself had been 
nicknamed "the Kettle.") But the SS men in charge did not always 
adhere to this procedure, and selected people for deportation ac-
cording to their whims. According to official figures, only about 
30,000 Jews (shop workers, ghetto clerks, and policemen) remained 
in the much reduced ghetto area after this "selection."13° 

In other ghettos, where several "resettlements" took place in 
sequence, the Germans ordered the Councils to prepare lists of 
candidates according to their instructions. As a rule, the Jews were 
afterward chased from their homes and ordered to assemble at cer-
tain places, where the selection was made from the submitted lists. 
But it often happened that the Germans disregarded the lists and 
chose victims according to their own momentary whims. During 
the period of final liquidation of the ghettos, no lists were necessary 
anymore. All Jews without exception were then "resettled" or killed, 
mainly on the outskirts of towns. Sometimes a few persons may have 
been spared to clean up deserted ghettos, or a small group of young 
men and women would be sent to a labor camp. Slaughter, without 
using prepared lists, was particularly common during the mass 
murders in Ostland and the Ukraine in the second part of 1941 and 
early in 1942. In places where German authorities did not them-
selves assemble the Jews, the Jewish Councils were often ordered 
to announce to the Jews when and where to report for "resettle-
ment." 

In executing orders to submit lists of able-bodied Jews and those 
incapable of work, the Councils sometimes used tactics bordering 
on sabotage. At the beginning of January 1942 the Council at Krosno 
(Galicia district) got an order from the Stadtkommissar to submit a 
list of the Jewish population as of June 22, 1941. The list had to 
include age, occupation, and working ability for each person. The 
list was ready on February io, 1942, and contained the names of 
2,072 persons from 626 families. All requested data were indicated 
except the ability to work, which was given regarding only 531 per-
sons. In regard to 1,499 persons, i.e., 72.5 percent of the entire 
Jewish population of the town, this detail was omitted, the proper 
space simply left blank. Apparently sensing the fate of the infirm 
and unwilling to take upon itself responsibility for the people in-
volved, the Council simply gave no information as to whether they 
were able to work. Only 42 persons, whose infirmity was apparent 
(elderly or sick), were designated "unable to work."131 
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The Jewish Councils were not the only representative bodies 
under Nazi rule that, under duress, applied the tactics of sacrificing 
the weak, the undesirables, in order to save those regarded as more 
worthy. The incidents in Buchenwald of April 1945 are a case in 
point. 

Benedict Kautsky, one of the members of the underground political 
group in the camp, had this to say about those fateful events when 
the SS menacingly pressed for the delivery of victims to the trans-
ports destined for annihilation: 

This [underground group] sabotaged orders and put up passive re-
sistance to the point where the use of force on the part of the SS had to 
be reckoned with; above all, it consciously tried to save the real political 
elements of all nations from the transports. This was the most difficult 
part of the task which burdened this group of prisoners. They had to 
take upon themselves the responsibility for the deaths of thousands 
in order to save thousands of others. They applied the law of the 
camp for the last time: those to be sent to the transports were the un-
desirables (for example, all "green" and "black" German prisoners 
[criminals and asocial elements]), but due to the fact that the numbers 
for this category were far from enough, the weakest inmates were also 
sent, mostly those who were candidates for death anyway. In spite of 
my usual doubt about [the equity] of this camp-law I couldn't this time 
deny its justification, because now such a basis of selection was the only 
right one. For the political underground this was an agonizing decision 
and a bitter task in which to cooperate first on this April 7, and later in 
the following days, in the evacuation of the camp, which constantly was 
replenished with newcomers from the neighboring camps. . . . just be-
cause it was evident that the majority of these unfortunates were 
doomed to death, it was justifiable to save thousands of healthy men 
through their death, . . . later it developed that even political prisoners 
had to be delivered into the hands of the SS. . . . People who didn't 
shrink from the task of sending others to death were the most active in the 
endeavor to save as many people as possible in the spring of 1945 [after 
the liberation]. How many contradictions are hidden in human nature 
and how impossible is it to characterize it with only one quality. 

Similarly, with less soul-searching, another former prisoner of 
Buchenwald, Eugen Kogon related these occurrences in Buchenwald 
in April 1945.132  It may be added that it is safe to conjecture that 
similar occurrences took place in other camps, though this is the 
only incident to have come to light so far. 
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Looking for a historical analogy to the heart-rending dilemma the 
Jewish Councils had to face in this fateful era, we recall the times 
of the despot Czar Nicholas I, from 1827 to 1856, when conscription 
into the Russian army was forced upon the Jews of Russia. Paragraph 
8 of the law of August 26, 1827, ruled that "it is the responsibility 
of the Jewish community to see to it that military service for Jews, 
when ordered by the governor, is punctually accomplished." Ac-
cording to Paragraph 33, "in case the authorized functionaries [of 
the community] are guilty of abuses against the performance of 
military service, they will pay a fine [of 1,000 rubles] for each miss-
ing recruit. If they have no money, they themselves will be con-
scripted, but will not be included in the quota of recruits of the 
pertinent community." Furthermore, Paragraph 9 stated that "if the 
recruits and the fines are not delivered on time, the governor will 
take both recruits and fines by force." 

This draconic law, which made hated Czarist agents .out of com-
munity leaders, forced them to deliver for military service for twenty-
five years even children (Par. 3 of the law stated that "the Jewish 
communities are to deliver recruits twelve to twenty-five years of 
age"). Sometimes even smaller children were snatched away from their 
parents. All this created an unbearable situation for community 
leaders: they faced the danger of themselves being drafted for hard 
labor in military penal battalions if they did not comply with the law. 

The law of 1827 exempted from conscription rich traders, mem-
bers of the "merchant guilds," officially appointed rabbis (but not 
their children), honor graduates of elementary and high schools or 
universities, licensed, skilled workers employed in factories owned 
by Jews, and farm laborers, all in very short supply among the Jews 
at that time. Thus the heavy burden of the "cantonist gzeyra" (evil 
order, as it was called by the Jews) fell upon the poor and unprivi-
leged people. It had a profoundly demoralizing effect upon individ-
uals and communities at large. As in the dismal era of Hitler's rule, 
some people searched for means to save themselves and their loved 
ones at the expense of others. It happened that parents kidnaped 
and delivered children to the authorities, substituting them for 
their own. Some communities even engaged professional kidnapers 
resembling the ghetto police of over a century later. Communities 
also went through a time of grim police terror. We learn from con-
temporary literature and from the memoirs of former "cantonists," 
that the community leadership themselves made some kind of 
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selection of expendable persons. Religious scholars, young Torah 
students, and, generally, boys with "sharp brains," who might have 
been expected to produce future cadres of scholars and rabbis, were 
spared as far as possible. "Taking into consideration the great role 
piety and religious scholarship played in Jewish life of that era, this 
was quite natural," noted the historian of Russian Jewry, Saul 
Ginsburg.133  It should be taken into consideration that for the con-
scripted youngsters this ultimately meant forced conversion to the 
Russian Orthodox faith—a fate, to the parents of these times, equal 
to death. 

The President of the State of Israel, Mr. Zalman Shazar, has re-
cently drawn a similar analogy. During a session of the Circle for 
the Study of Jewish Life in the Diaspora held at the president's 
residence in November 1964, Dr. Jacob Robinson delivered a paper 
entitled, "Discontinuity and Continuity in the Jewish Councils 
during the Nazi Era." In the ensuing discussion, Mr. Shazar com-
pared the activities of Jewish community leaders in conjunction with 
the "cantonist evil order" and the selection of victims for the Ger-
mans by the Jewish Ghetto Councils, and speculated that the head 
of the Vilna community had probably reasoned as follows: If they 
[the Czarist authorities] take [the recruits] themselves, they will 
snatch children and Torah students from whose midst future sages 
may come; if I, however, deliver them myself, I will choose the 
simpletons, thus saving those who are the most promising. Con-
cluding his remarks, Mr. Shazar added that the path which Gens 
took, and for which he has been condemned, may have been similar 
to the one his forebears chose a century before him.134  

THE INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOR 

OF COUNCIL MEMBERS 

We have already indicated that the behavior of individual mem-
bers and the collective reactions of Councils toward the German 
authorities and their orders were not uniform. A great deal de-
pended on their moral background, personal courage, and readiness 
to make sacrifices. Two principal—and contradictory—attitudes 
emerged. One of these was to go along with the authorities, even as 
far as participating in the "resettlement actions," but at the same 
time to try and mollify the ferocious measures of persecution and  
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to save whomever possible by intercessions and bribery, and by 
making the Jews useful to the German war economy. The second 
attitude was to refuse cooperation as much as was feasible, or to 
confine cooperation to the very minimum, but, in any event, not 
to participate in "resettlements," even if this resulted in the severest 
punishment. „There were, however, Council members who reck-
lessly assisted the Germans in chasing victims to assembly places for 
"selection," even helping to expose concealed Jews. Some were 
anxious in this way to rescue themselves and their families and 
friends. Others were eager to exploit the anarchy and lawlessness of 
the German occupation to enrich themselves at the expense of their 
mortally endangered brethren. These people, the products of times 
without analogy, assimilated the mores of their oppressors, and, 
contaminated by poisoned conditions and the complete breakdown 
of all ethical criteria among the German authorities, slavishly col-
laborated—coercing, blackmailing, and informing against their 
fellow Jews. 

The individual and collective attitudes of members and Councils 
in a few major ghettos have already been discussed. We shall now 
proceed to discuss the conduct of individual members and of Coun-
cils as a whole in the medium and small ghettos throughout the 
occupied territories in the East. 

Refusal to Cooperate during the Pre-"Resettlement" Era 

Even prior to the advent of massive "resettlement" there were 
instances where Council members refused to cooperate with the 
Germans, sabotaged orders, or courageously interceded on behalf of 
the persecuted. Often they paid for these actions with their lives on 
the spot or were included in the very next "resettlement" transport. 
These acts of dedication, high spirit, and moral standards on the 
part of some of the ghetto leaders deserve to be remembered. 

The chairman of the first Jewish Council at Lwow, Dr. Joseph 
Parnas, was arrested in October 1941 and apparently killed shortly 
thereafter for refusing to comply with an order to deliver several 
thousand Jews, ostensibly for forced labor out of town.133  The chair-
man of the first Jewish Council at NowogrOdek, the lawyer Ciecha- 
nowski, and his Council members (eight persons in all) were shot, 
presumably in the spring of 1942. According to another source, they 
were executed "for refusing to cooperate with the Germans."136  The 
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chairman of the second Council at Nowogrodek, Chaim Ajzykowicz, 
was shot a few months after taking office, again "for not collaborating 
with the German authorities." For the impudence of trying to 
rescind the expulsion of the Jews from Cracow (which lasted from 
May 1940 to April 1941), the Council chairman, Marek Biberstein, 
was arrested together with four Council members: Dr. Wilhelm 
Goldblat, Bernard Leinkram, one Goldflus (his first name could not 
be ascertained), and Shmelke Mayer. Biberstein was sentenced to a 
prison term of one and a half years, and Goldflus to six months. 
Goldblat and Leinkram were acquitted, and the investigation against 
Mayer was quashed; but a short time thereafter he was sent to 
Auschwitz where he perished.138  

Numerous other Council members lost their lives endeavoring to 
help ghetto inhabitants. Some sought to alleviate the misery •of 
forced laborers or interceded on behalf of arrested Jews; others 
tried to have certain measures of persecution canceled or refused 
outright to comply with orders which endangered the lives of Jews. 
In this category belong Elisser and Lipe Mishelevski, one the chair-
man and the other a member of the Council at Kleck; also in this 
category was the second chairman of the Council at Wiodzimierz 
Wolynski, the lawyer Dr. Pass. Elisser and Mishelevski lost their 
lives because they tried to get more food for the ghetto through 
their contacts with non-Jews outside. Together with approximately 
200 Jews, they perished during the first slaughter at Kleck on October 
30, 1941.138  Dr. Pass, who had also tried to provide more food for 
the ghetto, was shot during the second "action" in Wlodzimierz 
Wolyriski in the fall of 1941.1° A member of the Council there, 
Symcha Bergman (according to another source, he was the police 
chief of this ghetto), was murdered together with his entire family 
during September 1942 because he did not round up the required 
number of Jews and, moreover, tried to set free those already 
arrested.141  The deputy chief of the labor department of the Jewish 
Council of Siedlce, Josef Sadownik, was shot by the SS-man Becken-
stadt at the end of November 1942 because of his "liberal treatment" 
of Jewish forced laborers. He had taken the elderly and sick persons 
from the labor columns and sent them home.'" A Council member 
at RubieZewicze, Stolpce county (Byelorussia), Yitzhak Gurian, "was 
repeatedly beaten by the Germans whenever he tried to intercede 
on behalf of a Jew in trouble." He was deported to Nowogrodek 
and, later, to a camp at Smolensk, where he perished.143  In 1941 the  
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Germans demanded that the chairman of the Council at Sandomierz 
(Lublin district), Leib Goldberg, deliver within a few hours a well-
to-do Jew whom they accused of concealing personal property. Al-
though Goldberg knew where the man had been hiding, he did not 
betray him. When the hidden person did not report at the appointed 
time, the German police shot Goldberg to death on the staircase of 
the Council building.144 Later on, SS men came to arrest the vice 
chairman of the Council, Apelbaum, for the same crime. Not find-
ing him, they threatened to shoot 20 Jews. Apelbaum then re-
ported to the police and was shot.'45  

The Period of "Resettlements" 

1. Reprisals against noncooperation in general. The period of the 
"resettlement actions" provided the Germans with a convenient 
opportunity to get rid of Council members they disliked. The first 
chairman of the Judenrat at Kolomyja, Chaim Ringelblum, was 
deported shortly after he had informed the Germans that he could 
not accept the nomination. As already mentioned in Chap. 2, he 
and his family were included in the first "resettlement" transport 
from Kolomyja. The first chairman of the Jewish Council at Zawier-
cie (Eastern Upper Silesia), Ignatz Buchner, opposed those Council 
members who favored cooperation with the Germans. He also op-
posed their various schemes and misdeeds. His attitude evoked the 
wrath of the authorities, and he was arrested together with his 
family. All were deported to Auschwitz in the summer of 1942. His 
was the only entire family deported at that time.146  The chairman of 
the Council at Przemygl, Dr. Ignatz Duldig, was accused of sabotag-
ing collection of a fine imposed on the ghetto. He and the vice 
chairman of the Council, Zygo Rechter, were shot in the course of 
the first "action" at the end of July 1942 for noncooperation in the 
execution of orders issued by the authorities. Under the same ac-
cusation another Council member, Samuel Meisler, was deported 
to the death camp at BelZec.147  According to Israel Tabaksblat, Hans 
Biebow, chief of the Lodi Gettoverwaltung, personally shot to death 
the chairman of the Jewish Council at Zdunska Wola, Dr. Jacob 
Lemberg. Biebow took him from a group of some 1,000 persons who 
had already been exempted from the "resettlement action" of August 
24 and 25, 1942, and sent into the LOdi Ghetto. According to another 
source, Biebow took revenge on Lemberg because he had refused to 
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deliver 10 Jews for hanging on March 3, 1942, stating that though 
he had no Jews for hanging he could deliver himself and his family.148 

Some 20 Jews from the neighboring village of Gielczyny were 
taken to Lom2a and put in the dungeons of the Gestapo. The Jews 
broke the lock and, having no place to go, took refuge in the ghetto. 
The next morning the Gestapo ordered the chairman of the Jewish 
Council to deliver 40 Jews of his own choosing and threatened 
harsh punishment if the order was not executed. When the Jewish 
police refused to comply, the Gestapo "selected" the Jews themselves, 
including two Council members.'" 

2. Reprisals for noncooperation during the "resettlement actions." 
Council members who refused to cooperate in the course of "re-
settlement actions" were treated with particular severity. The vice 
chairman of the Council at Bilgoraj (Lublin district), Hilel Janover, 
and three members—Szymon Bin, Shmuel Leib Olender, and 
Ephraim Waksszul—were all shot on May 3, 1942, on the eve of the 
resettlement" to Behec, for not executing an order to compile a 

list of candidates for deportation.' 5° The chairman of the Council 
of the Baranowicze Ghetto, Joshua (Ovsey) Izykson, was shot, to- 
gether with his secretary, Genia Men, after he rejected an order to 
select and deliver elderly and sick Jews and to prepare a list of such 
persons. Both were executed on Shushan Purim of 1942.151  The pre-
war community leader and city councilman of Kaluszyn, Abraham 
Gamzu, who was chairman of the Jewish Council, categorically 
rejected a demand of the Gestapo to deliver Jews for "resettlement" 
(the first deportation to Treblinka took place in Kaluszyn in Sep- 
tember 1942). He was shot at his home.152  Another Council member 
who refused to compile a list of candidates for deportation was a 
member of the Council at Czernolice (Horodenka county), Moshe 
Drohobyczer, who represented the expellees of Horodenka.153  His 
fate is not recorded. 

The chairmen of the Councils and individual members were 
sometimes included in "resettlement" transports when the German 
authorities were not satisfied with the results of "actions." Such was 
the fate of the second chairman of the Cracow Ghetto, Dr. Artur 
Rosenzweig. He was dismissed on the spot, arrested, and with his 
family included in the current transport for deportation because the 
"resettlement" action in Cracow, which took place from June 4 to 
6, 1942, "gave no satisfactory results in regard to both the number 
and the technique of delivery of the people to the assembly square."154  
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The chairman of the Dabrowa Jewish Council (Eastern Upper 
Silesia), the lawyer Adolf Weinberg, refused to deliver a list of "re-
settlement" candidates or to tell where some of the endangered 
people were hiding. He and his entire family were deported.155  

Some members of the Councils were executed for interceding 
with the authorities before the start of a "resettlement action." Such 
was the lot of the chairman of the Molczadz Ghetto, one Ehrlich (a 
refugee from Silesia), as well as of a Council member, Leib Gilero-
wicz, who interceded with the Distriktkommissar of Baranowicze on 
the eve of the liquidation of the ghetto. They were tortured and 
killed.156  Two members of the Council of Elders in iauliai, Aron 
Katz and Berl Kartun, tried to save children during the "children's 
action" on November 5, 1943. They were deported along with the 
young victims.157  After the first "action" in the Wlodzimierz 
Wolynski Ghetto had passed, the treasurer of the Jewish Council, 
David Halpern, came out of the bunker where he had been hiding 
and tried to ransom the surviving Jews (there had been a rumor that 
people could be ransomed to escape further "resettlements"). He 
was caught and killed on the spot.'" 

Council members were also killed for refusing to sign certain 
"resettlement" documents. In Minsk Mazowiecki the chairman of 
the Council, Moshe Kramarz, refused to sign on behalf of the Coun-
cil a paper which was given to him by two Gestapo men, Brandt and 
Handtke. Both had arrived from Warsaw where the death squad 
had interrupted the "action" in the ghetto for a few days "to work" 
in other ghettos throughout the territory of the Warsaw district. The 
paper stated that the Council hereby delivered the Jews of its own 
free will. Kramarz tore it into small pieces in front of the people 
and in a loud voice warned of the real meaning of the "resettle-
ment" (which was to take place there on August 21, 1942). The Ges-
tapo men beat him up and dragged him, three other Council mem-
bers—Leon Weinberg, Meir-Sholem Briks, and Jacob Popowski—
and several Jewish policemen first to a camp in the town and then to 
the Gestapo building, where they were shot.'" The chairman of the 
Council at ZloczOw, Dr. Meiblum, was shot by Engels, deputy chief 
of the liquidation "action" in Galicia, after he refused to sign a 
paper stating that the liquidation of the ghetto was necessitated by 
the spread of a typhus epidemic.'" 

As mentioned above, there also were Council members who during 
the "resettlements" refused offers by the authorities to allow them 
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to save their lives by remaining with the remnants. There also were 
Council members who refused to take advantage of help offered by 
their non-Jewish friends outside the ghetto, choosing rather to join 
the community at the execution place or in the already loaded rail-
road cars. A member of the Jewish Council in Warsaw, Abraham 
Gepner, rejected an offer from Polish friends to shelter him on the 
"Aryan" side. He remained in the ghetto until the end.161  There are 
three different sources testifying to the fact that the chairman of the 
Jewish Council at Rubie2ewicze, Lote Eisenbud, refused the offers 
of a local priest and of the chief of the local Byelorussian auxiliary 
police to take him out of the ghetto before the liquidation action 
started there in July 1942. "He proudly went to his grave in the com-
pany of the rabbi and other distinguished citizens, all wearing their 
prayer shawls and phylacteries, carrying the Torah, and singing 
psalms on the way."162  

Two Council members at Iwie (near Lida)--Shalom Zak and 
Bezalel Milkowski—refused to join a group of people who were 
among those selected to remain for the time being. They went over 
to those who were doomed to destruction. Their families were also 
included in this group. Milkowski removed the Council member's 
armband he was wearing and told the Germans that he did not 
want their "favor."163  The Elder of the Council at Brailow (in the 
Ukraine), Josef Kulok, acted similarly. Though the leader of the 
"action" there told him to join the skilled workers who were being 
spared with their families, Kulok chose to go to his execution to-
gether with approximately 3,000 Jews.'" Nor did the chairman of 
the Council at Siedlce, the physician Dr. Henryk Lebel, accept any 
"favors" when the Germans, during an "action" on August 22, 1942, 
gave him a chance to go into the "small ghetto" established for the 
remnants of the Siedlce Ghetto. He remained at his post in the 
hospital and was shot two days later when the hospital was closed 
and its patients and personnel liquidated in the backyard of the 
hospita1.165  

During a "resettlement" action in August 1942, the chief of the 
Arbeitsamt at Mirisk Mazowiecki offered to hide in his home a 
member of the Council's presidium Mordecai Josef Kirszenbaum, 
who was a friend of his (the reason for this unusual friendship of a 
German occupation official and a member of a Jewish Council is 
not revealed in the pertinent source). Kirszenbaum, however, refused, 
saying that if it was ordained that he perish, he preferred to die to- 
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gether with his family and in the company of Jews.166  The chairman 
of the Council at Kosow Poleski, Motel Chajkin, scornfully rejected 
an offer by the Stadtkommissar to save him.167  On German orders, a 
member of the Jewish Council at Lukow, David Liberman, collected 
money from Jews who were already assembled in the market square 
for "resettlement." He apparently believed that the money would 
ransom the Jews. Only after completing the collection did he learn 
that the Jews were to be shipped to Treblinka anyway. He shouted 
at the German supervisor of the "action": "Here is your payment 
for our trip, you bloody tyrant." Then he tore the money into small 
shreds and slapped the German's face. Ukrainian guards murdered 
him on the spot.'" 

There were Council functionaries who demonstrated similarly 
high moral standards. In a spirit of solidarity with the community 
and loyalty to their fellow Jews, they chose death rather than the 
privilege of exemption. Thus the secretary of the Council of Elders 
in Ozorkow (Wartheland), Mania Rzepkowicz, rejected an offer of 
the German Gettoleiter to be excluded from the "resettlement" 
which took place there on May 22, 1942. Together with her child, 
she joined a group of approximately 300 children who were being 
transported to the death camp at Chelmno.169  

There were Council members who preferred suicide rather than 
life amid the unbearable suffering and moral pressures of these loath-
some times. Suicides took place not only during periods of "resettle-
ment," when the Councils, deceived and terrorized by the authorities, 
were pressed into the service of the Germans to assist in prepar-
ing and executing the "actions," but also at earlier times during 
the occupation. Unable to stand the constant tension of deliberate 
humiliation and insult by the Germans, some Council members 
put an end to the miseries of their lawless and demeaning existences. 

The case of the chairman of the Jewish Council of the Warsaw 
Ghetto, Adam Czerniakow, is well known. He took his life by poison 
on the second day of the massive deportation on July 24, 1942, when 
the Germans increased the daily quota of Jews to be delivered to the 
Umschlagplatz where people were loaded into freight cars for 
Treblinka. Incidentally the chief of staff of the Einsatz Reinhard, 
Hoefle, who was in charge of the Warsaw "resettlement action," had 
threatened to shoot Czerniakow's wife on July 23 if the "action" did 
not produce the desired results.17° 

Among the first suicides of Council members was that of the 
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chairman of the Jewish Council at Tomaszerw Mazowiecki, B. Szeps. 
He took his life as early as the end of 194o.'71  The first chairman of 
the Council at Bolechow, Dr. Reifeisen, hanged himself after the 
Stadtkommissar slapped his face because the remodeling and furnish-
ing of the house chosen for his residence had not been completed on 
time. "The Germans will not slap me anymore," were Dr. Reifeisen's 
last words.'" His deputy Council chairman, Dr. Israel Shindler, also 
took his life after the first "action" at the beginning of March 
1942.173  

The member of the ROwne Jewish Council, the lawyer Jacob 
(Leon) Sucharczuk, who had been active in communal work before 
the war, committed suicide in the summer of 1941. He injected a 
large dose of morphine following an order to deliver a large group 
of able-bodied Jews ostensibly for labor out of town. At a meeting of 
the Council, called to prepare lists of candidates, he had sharply 
opposed the idea of submitting any lists at all and had appealed to 
his fellow Council members to refuse the demand. The majority, 
however, decided to comply. He went home and put an end to his 
life.174 

Abraham Shvetz, chairman of the Jewish Council at Miedzyrzec 
(Volhynia district) committed suicide after the Germans ordered 
him to deliver too (according to another version, 250) young and 
healthy Jews, ostensibly for labor in Kiev.173  

The chairman of the Council at Rowne, Dr. Bergman, was 
ordered by the Germans to deliver a number of Jews for "resettle- 
ment." He told them that he could deliver only his family and him-
self. Shortly thereafter he committed suicide.176  

Zvi Wider, former chairman ,of the ORT at Bialystok (he had 
been active in the affairs of artisans and served as a member of the 
Jewish Council during the occupation), hanged himself after he 
learned that the Council had prepared a list of candidates for the 
first "resettlement" on February 5, 1943.177  

A member of the Jewish Council at Grodno, Arye Marder, who 
had been in charge of the ghetto's statistical department, submitted 
his resignation in November 1942 when it became apparent that the 
Germans intended to use his statistical material to liquidate the Jews. 
The Council put his name on the list of candidates for the next 
transport. When he learned about this he committed suicide. Efforts 
to revive him failed. His family was deported on the next transport.'" 

When Hersh Getzel Hoichbaum, a member of the Council at 
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Szczebrzeszyn, learned that people sent away during "resettlements" 
were not heard from anymore, he told his colleagues that he did not 
want to be the dispatcher of fellow Jews to their deaths. He hanged 
himself later in the attic of his house.'" 

Shortly after the Jewish Council was established in Krzemieniec, 
a Council member, the lawyer Benjamin Landsberg, tried to cut his 
throat. He had been terribly beaten for allegedly trying to sabotage 
an imposed contribution and other measures of persecution. He 
was, however, saved.'" 

A member of the Council at Loma, Dr. Joseph Hepner, "rather 
than cooperate with the Nazis," committed suicide during a "re-
settlement" action that lasted from the beginning of November 
1942 till January to, 1943.181  Similarly the secretary of the Plonsk 
Jewish Council Sieradzki, took his life during the liquidation of the 
ghetto.'" 

The chairman of the Council of Kolomyja, Markus (Motel) 
Horowic, who as has been mentioned was a controversial figure in 
the ghetto, tried to take his life twice—once in November and a 
second time in December 1942, when only some 3,000 Jews were 
left in the ghetto of approximately 15,000. After his first attempt 
the Gestapo with much effort revived him; however, he succeeded 
the second time, poisoning himself together with his sister Miriam in 
the Council building. It is said that he left a letter stating that he 
"had hoped to be able to save at least part of the ghetto community, 
but seeing that there was not the slightest possibility, he decided to 
die an honorable death and be given a [customary] Jewish burial."83  

A member of the Council of Wlodzimierz Wolynski, Jacob 
Kogen, committed suicide together with his wife and their thirteen-
year-old son on September 1, 1942, after the authorities had demanded 
delivery of 7,000 Jews. Kogen "did not want to decide who was to be 
taken away."184 

Information is available concerning two attempted collective 
suicides of entire ghetto Councils. At Bereza Kartuska, when the 
Germans ordered that Jews report at the marketplace on October 
15, 1942, "for work in Russia," the Jewish Council intuitively 
sensed what the real intention of the Germans was. During a meeting 
held on October 14, almost all of the members took their lives by 
hanging themselves in the room where they deliberated. Two ghetto 
physicians, Dr. Lichtiger and Dr. Shapiro, who were not Council 
members, also committed suicide in the same room together with 
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their families.185  Another source does not mention the physicians' 
suicide, but confirms that almost all of the 12 Council members took 
their lives. According to this source, the tragic act took place in the 
house of Elias Moshe Epstein.188  

As for the Pru2ana Ghetto, we have the account of a survivor of 
the ghetto which sounds like a modern Masada epic. On November 
1, 1942, after the ghetto had been surrounded by the Germans, the 
intelligentsia (physicians, teachers, etc.) and their families gathered 
in the house of the Council's vice chairman, the lawyer Velvl 
Shreibman. Forty-one persons including the members of the Jewish 
Council were present, and it was decided to commit suicide col-
lectively by poison in order to avoid falling alive into the hands of 
the SS men. The decision was to poison the children first, then the 
women, and finally the men. The host was to be the last to take his 
life, so that he would be able to see that the mass suicide was ac-
complished without a hitch. Apparently the doses of poison were too 
small, for the victims only drowsed. Shreibman then heated the oven, 
shut off the chimney, and filled the room with fumes. At dawn people 
came to visit Shreibman and ask for news about the Council's de-
cision. They saw the horrible scene and tried to revive the people. 
With the exception of one person, Hirsz Ilenicki, all were revived 
and lived until the end of the last "action" in January 1943, when 
they perished. Characteristically this attempt at collective suicide 

I  was resented by the ghetto community. People maintained that the 
intelligentsia should not have let the community down, yielding to 
desperation rather than serving as an example to prevent the com-
munity from a spiritual breakdown at such a crucial time.187  

Shmuel Verble, chairman of the ghetto of Kamien Koszyrski, a 
little town in Volhynia, was ordered to deliver a list of names of 8o 
inhabitants of the ghetto. The purpose of this list was unknown to 
him, but when, after the delivery, he learned that the Germans were 
going to kill all the people on the list, he went to the local post of 
the gendarmes and asked to be included in the group. The Germans 
accepted his request. He was the last of them to be shot, in August 
1 94 1 .188 

Thus far we have analyzed the behavior in extrernis of those 
Council members who gave their lives to protect the community, 
help individuals in danger, or protest German measures. Unfor-
tunately lawlessness and the breakdown of all moral principles 
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provided persons of weak character or low moral standards with 
opportunities for self-advancement. Driven by the ambitious pursuit 
of authority, honor, and profits, and with a total disregard for the 
welfare of the ghetto community, some Council members used the 
positions of pseudo-authority the Germans professed to have granted 
them for their own personal security and selfish advantage. It should 
be added that in the course of negative selections of people to serve 
on the Councils chosen by the German authorities, the quality and 
ethics of the members had generally been lowered with the result 
that their acts became even more damaging and degrading (see 
Chap. 13). Instances of moral breakdown among the Council 
members follow. 

Members of the Zloczow Jewish Council actively participated in 
a "resettlement action," assisting the Germans and the Ukrainian 
police in hunting Jews out of their hiding places.'" 

Eyewitness accounts relate that the chairman of the Jewish Council 
at Glebokie, Gershon L., 

obediently executed all orders of the German authorities . . . exploited 
the ghetto population and enjoyed a good living. . . punished youngsters 
who endeavored to leave and join the partisans. . . . He used the ghetto 
police to assault, arrest, and terrorize the Jews. . . . He often spread 
alarming news: once, that it was necessary to find io kilograms of gold 
for the Germans; another time, that gold watches and other valuables 
were needed. Nobody ever knew for sure whether L. actually needed the 
jewelry to satisfy the Germans or wanted it for himself. One of the 
witnesses relates that L. informed the Germans that some Jews were 
planning to leave the ghetto to join the partisans. Because of his betrayal, 
two families (the daughter of Elisha Gordon, her husband and child, and 
the Feigel family, parents and a daughter) were shot.19° 

The physician Dr. F.S., a member of the Council and chief of the 
sanitation department at Baranowicze, "together with two other 
members, A. and B., informed, collaborated, and entertained lavishly 
at the expense of the starving community. . . . Dr. F.S. threatened 
to denounce us to the Gestapo, if we did not see to it that the local 
partisan group stopped its activities." One of the eyewitnesses, who 
was with F.S. in the camp at Koldychevo, writes: "In company with 
policemen, Dr. F.S. searched out and beat up Jews who had hidden 
themselves with the intention of joining the partisans."191  The 
Berezno Council in Volhynia 
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did not distribute even the tiny portions of bread the Germans allowed 
the Jews. . . . They sold the bread . . . allocated to forced laborers in 
Kostopol. . . . The Council requisitioned a fur coat from one Nyse 
Sapoznik, sold it, and arranged revels with the money. . . . They reasoned 
that since only they would survive of all the Jews in Berezno, there 
would be no one to testify against them, anyway. . . . The Council was 
paid large amounts of money for the chance to be included in the lists 
of skilled workers. . . . They demanded textiles and cash in gold.192  

The pernicious activities of a number of the Council members at 
Zawiercie, including the second chairman, M.W., are described by 
an eyewitness: 

He [the chairman] was rude and coarse, allowing no criticism of the 
activities of the Council and, particularly, of his own doings. He protected 
those who knew how to lick his boots. . . . During the "resettlement" of 
August 1943, when he received news that all Jews, except a very small 
group of skilled workers, would be deported to Auschwitz (and it was 
already known what that meant) he assembled 40 members of his own 
family and put their names on the list of skilled workers. 

Of the liaison man between the Zawiercie Council and the local 
German authorities the following is related: "F. freely walked [in 
town], dealt with the Germans, flattered them to win their favors, 
drank and played cards with them. [However,] such a character was 
needed in the Council, and not many were willing to take the job." 
The chief of the financial department of the Zawiercie Council, I., 
also had a bad reputation. He was Merin's relative and therefore an 
influential person in the ghetto. A former resident of the Zawiercie 
Ghetto relates that during a "resettlement action" I. gave him a large 
amount of money and valuables to conceal because the Gestapo was 
after him. Yet another high official of the ghetto, the physician L., 
who was in charge of the ghetto hospital, was hated for his brutality 
toward patients. He would call the police to forcibly remove un-
welcome patients from his office.'" 

An eyewitness relates about the vice chairman of the Siedlce 
Council, C., that 

as soon as the Council was established, he instantly upgraded his standard 
of living. . . . The fact that all of a sudden large amounts of money 
came into his hands, and that other opportunities also came his way, 
simply turned his head. He believed that he had limitless powers and 
took advantage of his position, profiting by the general misery. He took 
a lion's share of the large sums of money and jewelry which were en- 
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trusted to him for safekeeping against a time of emergency when it would 
be necessary to pay off the Germans. He lived in comfort. The Council-
men used to go for a good time to his home.'" 

Another case of moral breakdown in the atmosphere of the Final 
Solution is provided in the chronicle of the Skalat Ghetto by A. 
Weisbrod, a former ghetto inmate: 

During the so-called "wild action" on October 21 and 22, 1942, Ober-

sturinbannfithrer Muller made a deal with the representatives of the 
Council and the Komrnandant of the Ghetto police, Dr. Joseph Brif, to 
take an active part in the "action," solemnly proclaiming that [if they did] 
they and their families would be saved. . . . In the meantime, they got 
'Willer to release Council members and their families who had already 
been caught in the course of the action. Their main task was to help find 
bunkers and other hiding places of the Jews. . . . After the bloody 
action . . . a band of SS men went to the Jewish Council where they 
had a good time. A banquet was waiting for them. . . . caterers busied 
themselves around the richly adorned tables and slavishly tried to 
satisfy the guests. Jolly laughter was heard, music played, and the guests 
reveled, sang, and were merry. This at a time when 2,000 persons had 
been driven into the synagogue and nearly suffocated from lack of air, 
while others were kept in the meadow by the rairoad tracks in the cold.'95  

Faced with the realities of their terrible situations, some of the 
Council members underwent changes of heart in their attitudes. In 
our poll taken among former ghetto residents is an account to this 
effect concerning the vice chairman of the Opoczno Jewish Council, 
one M.R. Since this is rather an unusual case, we quote here an 
extensive excerpt from Questionnaire No. 788: 

No sooner was the Jewish Council established in Opoczno than R. 
became the informant of the Germans [he had been an informant of the 
Polish authorities before the war] and was appointed a member of the 
Council after completing a successful exchange of hostages.* He worked 

* This event took place in the following circumstances, characteristic of the times: 
Three weeks after the occupation of Opoczno, the Germans arrested three well-to-do 
Jews as hostages to be shot, if 20,000 zlotys in ransom money was not paid within 24 
hours. Their alarmed families begged that they be rescued, and R., who knew German, 
volunteered to intercede. He went to the local Kommandant of the gendarmes with the 
proposition that the Germans free the arrested Jews, who, as rich people, would be 
able to provide the amount demanded. He also promised to produce three other 
hostages in their place. The suggestion was accepted. The person who gave this in-
formation indicated that his father was one of the three initial hostages. He had given 
R. all their valuables to pay the ransom money. This case actually started R. on his 
career of collaboration. 
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hand-in-glove with the Germans . . . informing them where they would 
find hidden merchandise. . . . People begged him to intercede on behalf 
of arrested relatives. . . . He was given money to pay off the Germans, but 
kept a nice share for himself. Although people knew it, there was no 
alternative, for he was the one and only Jew who was able to deal with 
the Germans. The man was deep in sin . . . one could see him dining 
and wining in the company of the Germans, constantly offering them 
new gifts.-. . . 

In June 1942 there took place in Opoczno an event which pro-
foundly shook the Jewish population. Twenty Jews had escaped from 
forced labor and, at the order of the authorities, the ghetto police 
seized the escapees and placed them under guard in the ghetto jail, 
located in one of the chambers of the prayer house. When R. inter-
vened with the Kommandant of the gendarmes, he was told that all 
20 would be shot. The account goes on to describe what happened 
then: 

A sudden change came over R., as if the felon's conscience woke up. 
Apparently intending to vindicate himself, he went to the prayer house 
and, through the window, made known to those under arrest that they 
were in danger, hinting that they had better escape without delay. The 
arrested Jews broke the window, overpowered the Jewish guards, and 
escaped. In the morning, when the gendarmes came to take them, all 
they found was an empty chamber. The gendarmes then went to the 
Jewish Council and ordered R. and the chairman, F., to find the escaped 
Jews, or else. To their great surprise, R. answered that he would not 
deliver them, and that the Germans themselves should go and search fo-
them. He left and disappeared. All efforts by the Germans to find R. were 
unsuccessful. The Kommandant threatened to kill 100 Jews if R. did not 
report. To prevent innocent people from calamity, R. voluntarily re-
ported to the Kommandant. What took place then is not known. How-
ever, R.'s dead body was found in the hall of the German Kommandatur. 
Thus, the former informant died a hero's death. 

CHAPTER 1 7 

The Attitude of the Councils toward 

Physical Resistance 

RS 

BEFORE ANALYZING Council attitudes toward physical resistance 
against the Germans, three aspects of the problem should be taken 
into account: (a) the objective chances for resistance; (b) resistance 
in relation to other prospects for rescue; and (c) the ethical positions 
of diverse segments of the Jewish population on the very idea of 
physical resistance. These matters are complicated, and we shall 
limit ourselves here to discussing only a few of them: 

1. The situation of the Jews in the tightly sealed ghettos was 
such that the objective conditions for physically resisting the Nazi 
extermination machine with some hope of success simply did not 
exist. 

2. The number of able-bodied males capable of fighting was con-
tinually reduced as a result of demographic changes among the 
ghetto inmates. 

3. Because of complete isolation, it was next to impossible to get 
arms from the outside world, even if they had been offered. 

4. There was a• complete lack of arms (for instance, the Organiza-
tion of Jewish Fighters in the Warsaw Ghetto was able to accumu-
late no more than io old pistols up to January 18, 1943, the day of 
the first attempt at armed resistance). 

5. Gentile neighbors were hostile to the Jews except for certain 
democratic and socialist circles, parts of the liberal intelligentsia, 
and some of the clergy. 

6. An endless mass of often conflicting German orders frustrated 
any plans for counteraction. The Jews in the ghettos were rendered 
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