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JEWISH WOMEN PARTISANS IN BELARUS

Tamara Vershitskaya

They are strong when they think they have no more energy.

Against all odds they persevere in loving, dreaming, and battling for a better world.    
—Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Women Who Run with the Wolves

In spite of the fact that leaders of Soviet partisan detachments were reluctant and often refused to accept Jewish women in their detachments, the latter comprised 26.5% of the total number of Jewish partisans according to the lists of partisans in the National Archive of the Republic of Belarus, that is, 2,268 women.
 The percentage of women of all nationalities in non-Jewish partisan detachments was five to six percent in 1942–43 and sixteen percent by the end of the war in 1944, out of the total of 282 500 partisans.


Most of the Jewish women partisans were in the detachments that operated in Western Belarus. The number of women in Jewish family detachments was three to four times greater than in non-Jewish ones. Jewish family detachments in general were not inspired by the partisan command. On the contrary, they were organized on the initiative of individual commanders. Tuvia Bielski and his brothers Zus and Assoel were the first to express the idea of giving refuge in the forest to every Jew who reached them, including women. The Bielski detachment that operated in the area of Novogrudok and the dense Naliboki forest was unique in many respects and presents an exceptional experience of women partisans.

The percentage of women in the Bielski detachment was the highest (35.7% or 364 women out of the total of 1,018 partisans, according to the list of partisans from January 17, 1944).
 The second biggest Jewish partisan detachment in Belarus, led by Sholom Zorin, operated in the same area. There were 558 partisans in the detachment, including 137 fighters and 421 people in the family group, including 150 women and 250 children.
  

 
The main motive for women to go to the forest was seeking refuge from the Nazis. Upon leaving the ghetto, Jewish women encountered many life-endangering problems on their way to the partisans. They could be recognized as Jews and reported to the police; German occupation authorities established payment for every Jew caught. They could be killed by non-Jewish civilians because of Antisemitism, which grew stronger once the occupation began, as the German policy in the occupied territory of Belarus was based on the principle of benefiting from the controversies between different nationalities. Jewish women could be eliminated by Soviet partisans as well because of the suspicion that they were German spies sent to the forest to undermine the partisan movement. Vasili Tsariuk, representative of the Partisan Movement Central Headquarters, explained the death of a group of Jewish women killed on the bank of the Nieman River: “We were warned from reliable sources that the Gestapo had sent a group of women to poison food in our cauldrons. We are at war, nothing could have been done.”
  Women could be simply raped and killed, as the forest abounded in bandits. Sometimes partisans were also guilty of robbery and violence.


Though the decision to escape to the forest was demanding, it was the only chance to survive. As a rule, escapes were arranged by the partisans or their messengers and well planned in advance. While in the forest, the greatest problems most women encountered were loneliness and lack of protection, which made them feel psychologically uncomfortable. In addition they—mostly town and shtetl residents–experienced a lack of the means necessary for survival: clothes, shoes, and food.  In most cases, this preconditioned their dependence on men except for the rare occasions when women served as doctors and nurses and, in still more rare cases, when they became fighters. Not many women in the Bielski detachment had guns or knew how to use them. It was an unwritten law that guns were for men, as they were scarce.    


The third problem was a difference in social background between women—former town residents, most of whom were more educated and had had far higher aspirations and better perspectives in their pre-war life—and men in the forest, some of whom could hardly read but had guns and without whom these women could not survive. 


These were the reasons why women became an active, integral part of the partisan movement. In the Bielski detachment they contributed greatly to the economic life and the social and moral atmosphere in the detachment and helped fighters and nonfighting men in the forest to overcome psychological trauma experienced in the ghetto where most of them had lost their families. The presence of women and children in the forest was by far the greatest inspiration for everybody and contributed to the partisans’ wish to survive and to live on. Women provided a sort of balance in the masculine forest community: Traditional distribution of chores between men and women in everyday life in the camp made an impression that life was stabilizing and returning to normal. Armed men provided security and food; those who had not participated in the so-called economic missions aimed at collecting food in the villages worked in the workshops, built dugouts, and procured firewood. Women worked in the kitchen and at the hospital, and they took care of the children. There were seventeen teachers in the detachment, and a school was organized, but it was not an ordinary school, for children were not taught there. According to Tuvia Bielski, the commander, its aim was “to distract children from the war.” Such an organization gave everybody a chance to confront the war and the tragedy of total collapse of everything ruined by the Holocaust.


How did they manage—the weakest, being in need of protection and help—to inspire and support strong men?   


It is in the nature of women to persevere in loving and battling for a better world. On one hand, women in the forest led their own battle. They had to confront cold and cope with primitive living conditions. They had to learn how to make a fire and how to cook over the open fire. (Sulia Volozhinski writes she was always covered with ashes and looked like a Cinderella.)  It took some of them months to adapt to the new reality. They had to be strong, to stand guard on cold winter days and nights. Most of the young women started drinking alcohol and speaking the curse-filled language of the partisans. A mixture of Yiddish and Russian curses was typical in the Bielski detachment—so great was their wish to be equal with men. On the other hand, as soon as they got used to their surroundings, wild nature all around and the freedom they enjoyed provided a link to their own primeval nature and helped to restore healthy instincts lost in the course of long-lasting violence and moral pressure in the ghetto. Wild nature teaches people to act like wolves—jump, evade attacks, run, climb, feign death, clutch at an enemy’s throat—to do everything to survive. 


There is an idea expressed in Hinduism that “having lost Shakhty which embodies female vital force, Shiva, being the embodiment of the ability to act becomes a dead body.”  Women in the forest embodied a vital force that inspired men to act in the outer world: to protect those for whom they took responsibility, to collect food for them, to fight the enemy. The very idea of building a new life exited and inflamed possibilities. Under the primitive conditions in which they lived, both men and women were free from their acquired superfluous civilization; they adjusted to the surroundings and followed their own primeval nature.


With regard to women partisans in Jewish and non-Jewish detachments, we can describe four categories:

1. Women fighters comprised the smallest category. Women were not supposed to have guns. “Even in the rare cases when a woman brought a weapon to the forest, it was confiscated. Guns belong to men, not to women—such was the law of the forest. Their participation in operations was not encouraged”
—wrote Nechama Tec. It becomes evident from the book Yehudi Yaar (The Jews of the Forest)—which is based on interviews with Tuvia Bielski, Zus Bielski, and Sonya Boldo, Zus’s wife, and was published in 1946—as well as from some other books of memoirs written by women partisans
 that some women enjoyed a special position in the detachment. Commanders’ wives (Sonya Boldo, Chaya Dezentiolski) and relatives (Eshke Levin) had guns for self-protection and sometimes participated in operations. Tuvia’s niece Essie was a regular fighter. Wives of some other commanders also had weapons (Sulia Volozhinski). Names of other women are mentioned among the participants in combat operations in archival documents. 


2. Women whose life in the forest was limited to the kitchen and other chores vital for partisan camp-keeping comprised the second category, which was the largest one. In the Bielski detachment this group also included women who worked in different workshops. A typical example from a non-Jewish detachment: “There were 32 women among 263 partisans in the detachment named after Kutuzov, the 2nd Minsk brigade. Women mainly fulfilled household duties like cooking, washing, clothes repairing, etc. In their majority women enjoyed respect and were trusted by male partisans.”


 3. Women who were close to commanders of different ranks and enjoyed their protection. According to the results of inspection of women partisans in the Mogilev region, “the majority of young women became commanders’ wives, many of them sit in the headquarters tents, have guns but don’t know how to fire.”
 Indeed, as Tec stated, “In such cases of women, it was as if women became officers’ property what gave them a status of officers and in an indirect way privileges their partners had but without corresponding duties. Many high rank partisans had lovers who were called war-time wives.”
  Higher partisan command did not appreciate Jewish women as commanders’ lovers in the forest and even strongly objected. 


4. Women doctors and other medical staff formed a separate category. They were needed and eagerly invited to any detachment.

What was different in the Bielski detachment with regard to women? There were three rules equally obligatory for all men and women: (1) Everybody who reached the detachment was accepted automatically; (2) every member of the detachment was provided with a minimum quantity of food; and (3) every adult was to stand guard and protect the camp. This envisaged not only equality but also equal responsibility. Archival documents prove that women in the forest were punished equally with men for violating discipline and breaking rules.

Women composed one-third of the whole staff. Two-thirds of them were between the ages of twenty and thirty-five; eighty-three percent were illiterate or had only a primary education; half of the women did not have professional skills useful for their life in the forest (former bookkeepers, teachers, etc.). As most women from the Bielski detachment state in their memoirs, all women in the detachment were under the commander’s protection no matter their age, beauty, or usefulness for the group.  


In general, women were dependent on men, and the only way to express their gratitude was to pay with love/sex. First, dependence on the guide began when a woman received a proposal to leave the ghetto and join the partisans or when already in the forest a girl asked the guide to bring her family from the ghetto. In both cases a guide could count on finding favor with the girl. It is necessary to note that girls and young women had a priority both in the ghetto and in the forest in comparison to their parents. Second was dependence in the economic respect. A single malbush (useless) woman in the detachment was provided with a minimum of food. Only those who worked at the hospital or in the workshops received additional food. (The workshops in the Bielski camp began to function in late Autumn of 1943.) A woman who was single was the last in the queue to have a new pair of shoes made in the forest, and her turn might have never come. To improve the situation most women had tavo, a boy- or a girlfriend in the forest; at the same time it means “marriage by penetration,” which is a third legal way to get married according to Jewish tradition.)


Young women were exposed to sexual harassment, but they had freedom of choice; the last word remained with a woman. There was not a single case in the Bielski detachment when a woman was turned out of the detachment because of her refusal to a man. So, it was her decision and responsibility for the relationship with a man and for pregnancy as well. It was not permitted to give birth to a child in the forest, as it could endanger the whole detachment, though several children were born. According to the list of the Bielski partisans from May 1, 1944, there were four children in the detachment born during the war. In most cases abortions were a norm and were made by Dr. Max Hirsh in haste in an unfinished dug-out (ziemlanka) without anesthetics.
 Some women visited Dr. Lifshits in the detachment headed by Sholom Zorin.  [first names of doctors?]

Some women had permanent partners in the forest and kept their families after the war. Others had many partners. More than sixty percent of the adult population in the detachment lived in pairs. Shmuel Amarant, a historian of the detachment during the war, is rather categorical in saying that “physical love and nothing more” lay at the basis of such relationships. “No wonder that after such traumatic family experience [loss of families in the massacres] people were in a hurry to have a new family and make themselves forget the past.”  


There were also a number of women who preferred to be independent and remained single. The reason was that social status of people in the forest changed radically. Elite from before the war—men with higher education—became malbushim (useless); those who were regarded to be partisan elite (men with guns) were simple folk. Such asocial relationships were unacceptable for some women, even in the forest. A third form of dependence on men was for the sake of protection. The Bielski partisans experienced several raids on their camps and suffered losses. Unarmed women felt unprotected in such circumstances and needed men with guns to feel safe. Some partisans, including women, regarded such relationships as a “deal,” as the woman “exchanged herself’ for some favor. For many women such an experience was very difficult to overcome even after the war. However, there were examples of love as in the cases with Assoel Bielski and Chaya Dzentiolski, Lilka Tiktin and Tuvia Bielski, and Boris Rubezhevski and Sulia Volozhinski, but as a rule the feeling was one-sided and the other side just accepted it due to the circumstances. Some women left the Bielski detachment to join Russian partisans and found love there.    

 
The active role of women in the Bielski detachment was not limited to their families. At times, some women took upon themselves responsibility for the whole detachment. Chaya Dzientiolski introduced different methods of personal hygiene in order to prevent diseases. Sulia Volozhinski was in charge of cultural activities, organizing concerts and performances for the partisans on festive occasions, which involved many people and helped them to overcome their burdensome memories. She also informed the commander about plotting against him that could have endangered the very existence of the detachment.       

  
The fate of Jewish women during the Holocaust was incomparably more difficult than that of other women in general. They became partisans for a different reason than women of other backgrounds. They were looking for rescue and not fighting the enemy. Life in the forest was more difficult for women than for men, and still they integrated, became an active part of the partisan movement, and played an important role in the economic life and moral atmosphere in the forest.


The number of women in the Jewish family detachments was three or four times greater than in non-Jewish ones, in some cases (the Bielski detachment) it was ten times more. Their very presence in the forest proved the correctness of the policy—to save life—which Tuvia Bielski realized as his mission. According to Lilka Bielski (Tuvia’s wife) at present there are about 25,000 children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of the survivors from the Bielski detachment.
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