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Figure 1.3 Two photos of prewar Białystok. Above, wooden houses line a street in the crowded 

Jewish area, with the great synagogue’s roof glimpsed behind them. “View of a street with 

wooden houses in prewar Białystok.” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Photo 

Archives #48323. Courtesy of Tomasz Wisniewski. Copyright of United States Holocaust 

Memorial Museum. 1939. 

 

Below, a more modern, developed section of the city with wide boulevards, stone, brick, and 

plaster buildings, as well as the smokestacks of Białystok’s textile industry. “View of prewar 

Białystok.” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Photo Archives # 48318. Courtesy of 

Tomasz Wisniewski. Copyright of United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 1939. 
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Violence and ghettoization: controlling city space 

While Białystok fell under the lands intended for the Soviet Union through the Molotov-

Ribbentrop Pact, the Germans first occupied the city from September 16th to the 22nd of 1939 

before ceding it to the Soviets. In under a week, “the Germans killed more 100 Jews and 

vandalized and looted more than 200 Jewish factories and homes.”21 This initial foray into 

antisemitic violence gave the Jewish population a strong impression of what German occupation 

could entail. Irene Shapiro, who grew up in Grudziądz, near Gdańsk, and moved to Białystok in 

1938 as a teenager, remarked that the German soldiers’ violent conduct later impelled some to 

“(give) [the Germans] a sendoff… (throwing) rocks at the [departing] German Army (and) 

(screaming) at them like one man.”22 While this incident may have been cathartic at the time, 

Irene Shapiro felt that it was not forgotten by the Germans on their return to the city, and 

influenced German behavior at that later moment. 

The imposition of violence and disorder on urban spaces and people represent at the local 

level what Trevor Barnes and Claudio Minca called “deterritorialization.”23 While their analysis 

looks more to the large-scale implementation of Nazi spatial theory in eastern Europe and the 

brains behind that process, the term itself describes what happened at the community, or even the 

individual level. The German invasions of Poland and later the Soviet Union brought with them 

massive upheavals of both people and the environment. Thus, a more physical understanding of 

the processes of genocide and ghettoization is necessary. Large swaths of settled space were 

violently seized and emptied of their inhabitants one town at a time in hopes of transplanting 

 
21 Sara Bender, The Jews of Białystok During World War II and the Holocaust, 50. 
22 Irene S. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-0098). Fortunoff Video Archive For Holocaust Testimony. Yale University 

Library, 1980. (Tape 1, 30:00). 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/171?collection_resource_file_id=80445 
23 Trevor J. Barnes, Claudio Minca, “Nazi Spatial Theory: The Dark Geographies of Carl Schmitt and Walter 

Christaller,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 103:3 (2013), 669-687, 669. 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/171?collection_resource_file_id=80445
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National-Socialist order onto an emptied environment.24 As Tim Cole put it, “ghettoization was 

both an act of creating spaces of Jewish absence—literally making parts of the urban and rural 

landscapes judenfrei—and an act of creating spaces of Jewish presence within the walls of the 

ghetto.”25 To see their colonial ambitions through, the Nazis rearranged thousands of villages, 

towns, and cities along ethnic lines. 

While Soviet policy was not aimed at exterminating the Jewish population, the Soviet 

administration attempted to organize the flow of people entering Białystok and consequently 

altered Jewish life within the city. With an influx of more than 30,000 refugees and an unknown 

number of Soviet officials, teachers, and workers, the population rose to more than 150,000, 

perhaps even 200,000, with fewer buildings available to house the newcomers, leading to an 

acute housing crisis in the city.26 To counteract these conditions and ease the housing crisis, a 

few months after the Soviets entered the city, they began deporting refugees further into the 

Soviet Union and turning new ones away at the border.27 This was both a result of the closing of 

the German-Soviet border and occupation policy designed to increase support for the Soviet 

regime.28 

Łódź native Marc Sobotka witnessed firsthand the poor living conditions within Soviet 

Białystok. After paying to be smuggled eastward across the Bug River, which delineated much 

of the new border between the Soviet Union and Germany, Sobotka “found a place to live,” 

 
24 Trevor J. Barnes, Claudio Minca, “Nazi Spatial Theory,” 679. 
25 Tim Cole, “Geographies of Ghettoization: Absences, Presences, and Boundaries.” In Hitler’s Geographies: The 

Spatialities of the Third Reich. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016. 266. 
26 Awrom Zbar, “The Rise and Fall of Białystok,” in Shmulewitz, I., Izaak Rybal, and Rabbi Lowell S. Kronick, eds. 

The Bialystoker Memorial Book (Białystok, Poland). Translation of Der Białystoker yisker-bukh. New York: 

Bialystoker Center, 1982. New York Public Library Digital Collections. 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/3d8344c0-50d9-0133-226e-00505686a51c. 52. 
27 Sara Bender, The Jews of Białystok During World War II and the Holocaust, 53. 
28 Sara Bender, The Jews of Białystok During World War II and the Holocaust, 53. 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/3d8344c0-50d9-0133-226e-00505686a51c
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which amounted to a bunk for him and his brother, rented out by a local elderly couple.29 Though 

he quickly found employment and was safe from Nazi atrocities in Soviet-controlled Poland, 

Sobotka realized living within the Soviet Union had its share of disadvantages, primarily the 

feeling that his presence in the city was temporary. Thousands of people were being sent, 

whether by force or through strong encouragement, to factories across the Soviet Union to 

reduce the population strain and make productive citizens of the large refugee population.30 

Especially among refugees, no one was guaranteed stable employment, housing, or living 

conditions. Because of these conditions, traffic in the region did not flow one way. Thousands of 

refugees crossed through Białystok headed towards the interior of the Soviet Union, but many 

others left the Soviet Union for German-occupied Poland.31 For Sobotka, without most of his 

family and chafing under a grim Soviet lifestyle, the dangerous path back to German-occupied 

Poland became his only option. By the time he left Białystok in January 1940, the Bug River was 

frozen solid, making his return journey to Łódź considerably easier.32 

While many refugees found conditions in Soviet Białystok intolerable, some locals found 

them significantly improved from before the war. As Joseph Dobryman noted, antisemitism all 

but disappeared from the city. Further, he was able to attend night school free of charge to 

become a mechanic, something that later proved instrumental in his survival.33 Irene Shapiro also 

felt a reduction in antisemitism, observing that Jews became something of a “trusted minority at 

that time.”34 Soviet resources, while limited, were made available to all regardless of previous 

class or ethnic distinctions, assuming one was not labelled a dissident by the new regime. Life 

 
29 Marc S. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-0176). Fortunoff Video Archive For Holocaust Testimony. Yale University 

Library, 1982. (Tape 1, 14:20). 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/3059?collection_resource_file_id=58915 
30 Awrom Zbar, “The Rise and Fall of Białystok,” 54. 
31 Awrom Zbar, “The Rise and Fall of Białystok,” 53. 
32 Marc S. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 15:30). 
33 Joe D. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 8:25). 
34 Irene S. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 23:54). 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/3059?collection_resource_file_id=58915
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might have been better for many, but the Soviet invasion of eastern Poland was just that, an 

invasion. The Soviet state imposed its own will upon the newly conquered people and deported 

thousands of political or class enemies to Siberia, often Poles.35 The mass movement of those 

caught between two empires was thus commonplace in eastern Europe. 

The German invasion of the Soviet Union compelled many Jews to flee Białystok in 

hopes of safety behind the fast-retreating Soviet lines. As the conflict neared her city, Irene 

Shapiro fled the coming attack with some friends, leaving behind her parents and sisters who 

were unwilling to go. Shapiro estimated she travelled over 100 miles in the time between the 

German invasion on June 22nd and their arrival in Białystok five days later. She planned to make 

it behind Soviet lines, facing bombs and machine gun fire from planes overhead, not to mention 

the “masses of humanity” making similar journeys as they took to the roads and fields on foot, 

only to be forced to return to Białystok by German forces.36 Like Shapiro, Michel Mielnicki felt 

compelled to flee the fighting when the Germans came. He fled to the countryside surrounding 

Białystok to hide from the violence, returning to his home in Wasilków after a night spent in the 

open air and sleeping in a water-filled ditch to avoid patrols and checkpoints.37 Though these 

escapes rarely resulted in permanent relocation, brief flights away from the invasion show how 

the deliberate imposition of chaos and violence onto a space affected the people within it both 

physically and psychologically. Despite its brief occupation and sporadic violence, Białystok 

was largely spared from damage in the first German invasion. During the German advance in late 

June 1941, however, the city was physically devastated. 

 
35 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands, 130. 
36 Irene S. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 36:54). 
37 Michel M. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-3072). Fortunoff Video Archive For Holocaust Testimony. Yale 

University Library, 1984. (Tape 1, 26:00). 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/3125?collection_resource_file_id=59048 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/3125?collection_resource_file_id=59048
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25-year-old Abraham Okun, a native of Białystok, recalled the murder of over 1,000 

Jews, mostly men, in the Great Synagogue on June 27th, the first day of the Nazi occupation of 

the city. They were marched into the synagogue, with the doors sealed from the outside and the 

building cordoned off by the Germans, and burned alive.38 Another witness, Leon Marcus, heard 

the grenades thrown into the synagogue’s windows and saw the fire grow through the night. As 

Marcus recalled, “that fire consumed the old street where we lived… (stopping) maybe four or 

five houses from us.”39 The Marcus family’s household at 44 Suraski Street was spared the 

flames. Others were not so lucky. Many buildings in the Jewish quarter were wooden and tightly 

packed, so when the synagogue burned, the fire spread throughout the neighborhood, ultimately 

razing several streets, though the complete extent of the damage remains unknown.40 The 

Germans murdered around 2,200 Jews that day.41 Death on such a scale was previously 

unthinkable, but as time went on, it became commonplace.  

In Abraham Okun’s mind, the reason he and other Jews on the streets near the Great 

Synagogue were not also murdered at that time was that the killing action was a symbolic attack, 

an attack on the center of the Jewish community.42 At least from the understanding of many who 

witnessed or heard of the killing action, the Germans chose their target deliberately as revenge 

for their unflattering exit from the city in 1939. Michel Mielnicki did not witness this atrocity 

firsthand, but he aptly described the target of the attack: “it was a Shule, a higher synagogue, it 

was kind of new, one of the newest buildings in Białystok. It was built with help from money 

 
38 Abraham O. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-0189). Fortunoff Video Archive For Holocaust Testimony. Yale 

University Library, 1980. (Tape 1, 2:10). 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/259?collection_resource_file_id=80763 
39 Leon M. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 22:19). 
40 Shmulewitz, I., ed., “Under Nazi Oppression” in The Białystoker Memorial Book, 60. 
41 In survivor interviews, some gave numbers as small as a few hundred victims, while others thought thousands 

were killed. In the secondary literature, Sara Bender noted that roughly 2,000-2,200 Jews were killed on the first day 

of occupation, 800 of whom were burned alive in the synagogue. Sara Bender, The Jews of Białystok During World 

War II and the Holocaust, 93. 
42 Abraham O. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 2:44). 

https://fortunoff.aviaryplatform.com/collections/5/collection_resources/259?collection_resource_file_id=80763
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from America because the population of Jewish people in Białystok was growing.”43 The new 

building, built in the early 1910s, was a bright and decorated building in the heart of the city. In 

some ways, it represented the future of the Jewish community in Białystok. It was an investment 

in a growing population, and its destruction paralleled the fate of Jewish life in Białystok. By 

acting so brutally, the Germans terrorized Jews living in the city and sent a clear message of 

hostility towards them.  

 
43 Michel M. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 10:30). 

Figure 1.4 A German air force reconnaissance photo of Białystok, taken five days before the 

Germans captured the city and burned the Great Synagogue. The Rabbinic cemetery is marked 

in the larger box, and the Great Synagogue in the smaller box. National Archives and Records 

Administration. “Aerial photo of Białystok.” Collection of Foreign Records Seized (Record 

Group 242). German Luftwaffe Aerial Reconnaissance Photos 1939-1945. June 22nd 1941. 

https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka7-

Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-1941-06-22-scaled.jpg 

https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka7-Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-1941-06-22-scaled.jpg
https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka7-Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-1941-06-22-scaled.jpg
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Further traumatizing the population, a mass selection of 1,000 Jews, eventually narrowed 

to 300 Jewish intelligentsia, occurred on July 1st, mere days after the occupation. The Jews 

selected were brought to Pietrasze Forest, just northeast of Białystok, and shot.44 The selection of 

a forest space or field on the edge of a town or city as the site of murder occurred frequently 

 
44 Sara Bender, The Jews of Białystok During World War II and the Holocaust, 93. 

Figure 1.5 Another reconnaissance photo of the same area taken three years later, in June 1944. 

Just how much of this damage was the result of the synagogue fire is unclear, though survivors 

estimated about a third of the Jewish houses in the city were destroyed on the day the city was 

occupied. National Archives and Records Administration. “Aerial photo of Białystok.” 

Collection of Foreign Records Seized (Record Group 242). German Luftwaffe Aerial 

Reconnaissance Photos 1939-1945. June 1944. https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka8-Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-Białystok-19-June-

1944.jpg  

https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka8-Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-Bialystok-19-June-1944.jpg
https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka8-Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-Bialystok-19-June-1944.jpg
https://jewish-heritage-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Luftwaffe-Bagnowka8-Synagogue-Old-Cemetery-Bialystok-19-June-1944.jpg
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across eastern Europe. According to Andrew Charlesworth, it was convenient to bury bodies in 

“places of secrecy,” “camouflaged from prying eyes.”45 But at the same time, forests at the edge 

of a community were still close enough that everyone in the community was well aware of what 

happened to the victims.46 While the mass murder site could be obscured to the eye, the “sound 

of gunshots echoed through the visual screen presented by the trees.”47 Witnesses were also 

conveniently available to help bury the bodies or sort through valuables left on them.48  

After the initial violence of the invasion subsided, German officials immediately began 

curtailing Jews’ rights and organizing what remained of the city to isolate the Jewish community. 

While a city is a built environment, a Jewish ghetto in many ways represented the extreme of 

human intervention onto an urban space. The transformation was rapid, thorough, and brought 

irrevocable changes to the city. While ghettoization in western Poland was often a drawn out 

affair, in eastern cities like Białystok, the first major events leading to the ghetto’s establishment 

came in a matter of weeks.49 On July 26th, 1941, Białystok’s Jews were told they had five days to 

relocate to the ghetto. They were then “ordered…to construct a 2.5-meter-high wooden fence, 

topped with barbed wire, around the ghetto.”50 On August 1st, the ghetto gates were closed.51 The 

ghetto wall that separated Białystok’s Jews from the “Aryan” side codified into the physical 

world what was once a more tacit divide. Ghettoization also brought with it the seizure of Jewish 

homes and property outside the ghetto area: “those who found themselves outside the designated 

 
45 Andrew Charlesworth, “The Topography of Genocide.” In The Historiography of the Holocaust. New York: 

Palgrave MacMillan, 2004. 222. 
46 Doris Bergen, War and Genocide, 154-155. 
47 Tim Cole, Holocaust Landscapes. New York: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2016. 49. 
48 Patrick Desbois The Holocaust by Bullets. Translated by Catherine Spencer. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 

2008. 81-82. 
49 Martin Dean, ed., The Unites States Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 1933-

1945, Volume II: Ghettos in German-Occupied Eastern Europe. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2012, 

as analyzed by the Holocaust Ghettos Project. Data used in my analysis will be published online in 2022. 
50 Sara Bender, “Białystok,” 867. 
51 Sara Bender, “Białystok,” 867. 
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boundaries of the Jewish neighborhoods, lost their entire life’s possessions, including property 

that had accumulated over generations.”52 Through mass murder, deportation of locals, and 

bringing in thousands of Jews from the surrounding region, the Germans orchestrated the 

fragmentation of prewar community ties to divide the ghetto population.53 

The Jews’ forced relocation into the Białystok ghetto could have been harsher. Ephraim 

Barash, a skilled bureaucrat and de-facto head of the Judenrat (Jewish council), convinced 

German officials to enlarge and relocate the planned ghetto space to somewhere more 

productive. Normally, the worst, poorest sections of cities were chosen for ghettos.54  Białystok’s 

ghetto ended up in an industrial, middle-class part of the city, surrounded by a rail line and major 

streets. Because of the change, however, many were forced to abandon their homes and 

possessions in exchange for sharing smaller spaces with numerous other families. No matter how 

much of an improvement the new area was over the original planned ghetto, in mere months, the 

economic progress made by Jews in the city was wiped away and replaced by deprivation, 

overcrowding, and slavery. 

Ghettos, especially closed ghettos like in Białystok, were analogous to prisons, though 

these prisons were designed to slowly murder their inmates. In Białystok, the ghetto wall came to 

represent anxieties or opportunities for different people. This is not to say the wall was 

impermeable or that the ghetto was shut off from the other side. Made out of simple materials, 

“wood and wooden planks, whatever they (could)…” find,55 it was never the wall itself that 

presented the danger for Białystokers. For Irene Shapiro, the perpetual danger on the outside was 

 
52 Witold Wojciech Mędykowski, Macht Arbeit Frei?: German Economic Policy and Forced Labor of Jews in the 

General Government, 1939-1943. Brighton: Academic Studies Press, 2018. doi:10.2307/j.ctv75d8v5.7. 102. 
53 Nechama Tec, Resilience and Courage: Women, Men, and the Holocaust. New Haven; London: Yale University 

Press, 2003. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vm11h. 42. 
54 Witold Wojciech Mędykowski, Macht Arbeit Frei?103. 
55 Michel M. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 1, 27:30). 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5vm11h
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the real threat; “[the walls] (weren’t) restrictive. (they were) just ordinary wood. It was what was 

on the other side.”56 The Germans restricted movement between the ghetto and the outside world 

to those working outside the ghetto. Though immeasurably dangerous, many ghetto inhabitants 

slipped outside the ghetto to trade, conduct underground activities, or to escape the ghetto 

entirely. Yet fundamentally, the line between Jewish and gentile Białystok was no longer hazy. 

Labor, weather, and disease in the Białystok ghetto 

Among the restrictions placed upon the ghetto, as both a space and a community of 

people, slave labor and the conditions surrounding it often determined one’s survival. Białystok 

was not unique in that Jews were forced to work for the Germans for little or no pay. This was a 

demand made upon Jews in just about every ghetto that existed; “Jews capable of physical labor 

would work somewhere in the conquered Soviet Union until they died.57 Many sought 

employment, however coerced, degrading, or poorly compensated it might be, not just to afford 

additional food, but “also because work offered protection from deportation.”58 It was rightly 

perceived that any Jew “who could not [or did not] work would be made to disappear.”59 Those 

with factory jobs were largely safe from deportations, whereas the unemployed or those without 

technical skills were the first to be forced out of the city. During occupation, the Germans 

requisitioned Białystok’s textile factories to produce winter clothing and outfit the German 

Army. Within the ghetto, a large, productive workforce assembled winter gear, boots, and other 

wartime essentials, and according to Ephraim Barash, workers in the ghetto crafted 300 full sets 

of military clothing daily, including hats, gloves, and boots.60 As in some other regions like East 

 
56 Irene S. Holocaust Testimony (Tape 2, 4:47). 
57 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands, 188. 
58 Stephan Lehnstaedt, “Coercion and Incentive: Jewish Ghetto Labor in East Upper Silesia.” Holocaust and 

Genocide Studies 24, no. 3 (2010): 400-430. muse.jhu.edu/article/408264. 420. 
59 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands, 188. 
60 Chaika Grossman, The Underground Army: Fighters of the Białystok Ghetto, 63 

https://muse-jhu-edu.wv-o-ursus-proxy02.ursus.maine.edu/article/408264
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Upper Silesia, Białystok’s industrial output undoubtedly contributed to the longevity of the 

ghetto, as the city’s administrators had a vested interest in seeing their plunder continue to roll 

in.61 In addition to this, the Judenrat redirected some of the revenue it received from ghetto 

inhabitants to bribe German officials to prevent the worst demands from being enforced.62 

Forced labor, an ever-present aspect across occupied Europe, varied as a result of weather 

conditions, location, or season. Labor detachments, under armed guard, were sent beyond the 

ghetto, and even outside the city, to dig peat from bogs, to fell trees, or build infrastructure. In 

the ghetto, Jews worked for Germans and Poles in their homes or in workshops and factories 

within or near the ghetto.63 Jews clearing streets of snow in wintertime became ubiquitous with 

the Holocaust.64 This task naturally exposed those working in the streets to the cold and weather 

when they otherwise might not have been. The winter of 1941-1942 was noted for its heavy 

snowfall and brutal conditions, but Jews in Białystok withstood two winters in the ghetto. Chaika 

Grossman, living in the Białystok ghetto through the winter of 1942-1943, observed that 

particular “winter was cold, and wet. Snow turned to slush in the streets, and the dampness 

penetrated into our bones. Even the beggars looked for better locations.”65 Extreme heat in 

summertime, as well as extreme cold in winter, reduced ghetto inhabitants’ strength and 

increased their susceptibility to diseases. 

 

 

 

 
61 Stephan Lehnstaedt, “Coercion and Incentive: Jewish Ghetto Labor in East Upper Silesia.” 420. 
62 Chaika Grossman, The Underground Army, 63 
63 Sara Bender, “Białystok” In The Unites States Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 

1933-1945. 867. 
64 Witold Wojciech Mędykowski, Macht Arbeit Frei? 88. 
65 Chaika Grossman, The Underground Army, 146. 
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Diseases and ghettos were all but synonymous in occupied Europe. Drastic reductions in 

food quality and quantity, poor housing and sanitation, large influxes of displaced people, and 

Figure 1.6 daily snow depth for Białystok calculated in snow water equivalent (SWE) in 

meters. The lightest shade of blue represents 0 meters SWE, the darker the shade of 

blue, the closer it is to the max of 0.2 meters. These units were used because calculating 

average snow depth is almost impossible otherwise. With drifting, air pockets, and other 

local variants, water equivalent is a more accurate way to represent frozen precipitation. 

While the model used did “not fully illuminate the hardships of living and working in 

the midst of heavy snowfalls,” it does give a sense of the unusually harsh winter of 

1941-42 and 1942-43. Figure generated by Ghettos Project researcher Will Kochtitzsky, 

2021, using a custom Matlab and Python script to derive data points from the CERA-

20C climate model. Model courtesy of the European Center for Medium-Range 

Weather Forecasts. 
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exposure to harsh winter conditions all contributed to the proliferation of diseases.66 In fact, “it is 

hard to imagine a system of mass population dislocation and confinement that was more 

calculated to degrade human health than the Nazi ghetto system of World War II.”67 In the 

Białystok ghetto, the daunting task of providing for the ghetto population’s physical needs was, 

at least temporarily, met. Although many disagreed philosophically or practically with Ephraim 

Barash’s strategy of creating an indispensable workforce and building “something from 

nothing,” few denied the effects this had on the wellbeing of ghetto inhabitants while the ghetto 

existed.68 By June 1942, almost 9,000 people were employed in factories and workshops in the 

ghetto. There were also 4,000 employed directly by the Judenrat. Rather than serve the German 

war effort, many created farms and gardens within the ghetto to help sustain the population.69 

Dairy cows, vegetables, and cereals all contributed to a more nourishing diet, so much so that 

“the Białystok ghetto did not suffer from starvation.”70 In addition to this, the Judenrat created an 

orphanage, old-age home, and hospital to meet the needs of ghetto residents. While there was 

still a housing shortage from before the war, the Białystok ghetto’s housing troubles were 

nowhere near as dangerous as in other ghettos. For instance, by August 20, 1941, the Judenrat 

announced that “almost 95% of the ghetto’s Jews had been provided with permanent housing.”71  

However, this state of relative calm was not permanent, nor was it universal. Like life in 

prewar Białystok, conditions in the ghetto were stratified. Those who did not have to leave 

behind their possessions or who already had a home were much more fortunate than those forced 

to relocate. Some felt life in the ghetto provided for them, while others felt compelled to leave in 

 
66 Matthew Smallman-Raynor and Andrew D. Cliff, “Theresienstadt: A Geographical Picture of Transports, 

Demography, and Communicable Disease in a Jewish Camp-Ghetto, 1941–45.” Social Science History 44, no. 4 

(2020): 615-639. muse.jhu.edu/article/772911. 635. 
67 Matthew Smallman-Raynor and Andrew D. Cliff, “Theresienstadt.”  635. 
68 Sara Bender, “Białystok,” 867. 
69 Sara Bender, “Białystok,” 867. 
70 Chaika Grossman, The Underground Army, 99. 
71 Sara Bender, The Jews of Białystok During WWII and the Holocaust, 107. 

https://muse-jhu-edu.wv-o-ursus-proxy02.ursus.maine.edu/article/772911
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search of better conditions. When the Germans deported around 6,000 Jews to Prużana to work 

in the forest, many were optimistic that the conditions would improve and even volunteered to 

leave.72 After most ghettos in the region were liquidated on or after November 2nd, 1942, those 

who could not find their way to forest partisans or find someone to hide them in the countryside 

often made their way to Białystok.73 Making matters worse, the ghetto entered a strict lockdown 

for three weeks following November 2nd. The Nazis later forced the Judenrat to surrender several 

acres of ghetto territory to them even while the population swelled with displaced Jews.74 In a 

moment, all the relative comforts of the Białystok ghetto, a largely employed population, food 

supplies from outside the ghetto, and space to house the population, were put under extreme 

stress.  

The next several months were tumultuous for those living in the ghetto. A deportation 

action in February 1943 caused panic and roused the ghetto underground to action. Among the 

many reasons Białystok had a large resistance movement, the ghetto provided a space for 

organizing and preparing. It was large enough to hide underground activities from prying eyes, 

and it was well supplied enough to direct materials towards arms production. Residents 

purchased and stored arms and ammunition, created rudimentary grenades, and people trained 

with them in a park within the ghetto.75 Also, though Barash did not support an armed uprising, 

he did support the underground, supplying them with funds and information about the Germans’ 

plans as it came to him.76 Political scientist Evgeny Finkel suggested that prewar experiences of 

marginalization of Zionist youth groups like Hashomer Hatzair, Hanoar Hatzioni, and Dror, 
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75 Chaika Grossman, The Underground Army, 258-262. 
76 Sara Bender, “Białystok” 868. 



30 

 

directly influenced the kinds of operations these groups conducted and their successes.77 

Communist groups were outlawed in prewar Poland. In places annexed into the Soviet Union 

however, like Białystok, this policy was reversed, meaning a wide array of political groups 

developed vital experience in conducting anti-government activities. Armed with this experience, 

they were much more successful than their counterparts in places solely occupied by Germany. 

The Germans denied Jews information as a means to control them. In ghettos that were 

cut off from the outside world, such as the extreme example of the Łódź ghetto, no real 

resistance was ever, or could ever have been, attempted.78 Information served the Białystok 

underground to know what the Germans were planning and thus build support for their 

movement. Upon Chaika Grossman’s return to her home city in January 1942, after being in 

Vilnius, Lithuania, for several months, she met with members of communist and Zionist youth 

organizations, telling them of the deportations and killings that occurred in Vilnius since the 

Germans invaded, and of the real intentions behind Nazi ghetto policy.79 Grossman and the 

nascent underground built a sizeable movement that acted on its convictions by organizing and 

mounting an armed uprising and conducting other underground activity beyond the city. This 

movement, however, never fully galvanized the rest of the ghetto behind the planned uprising. 

Barash’s perceived success in keeping the ghetto productive, and thus valuable, made many 

hesitate to disrupt the status quo. Historian Rachel Einwohner emphasized two factors that 

played into such failure to accept the truth: the “credibility” of information provided and the 

presence of “cultured ignorance.”80 Simply put, the widespread disbelief that genocide was even 
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a possibility made many refuse to accept ideas of resisting it. Instead, in the Białystok ghetto, 

most trusted Barash and felt they were indeed too valuable to be killed. The Germans happily 

played along, until the very last day of the ghetto’s existence. 

The Białystok ghetto ended with one final, chaotic week. On August 15, 1943, Barash 

was informed by the Gestapo that the ghetto was to be destroyed the following day and its 

inhabitants were to be brought to Lublin.81 This gave the underground almost no time to react, 

but plans to fight hurried into motion. Hundreds resisted with guns or improvised weapons, 

though quickly running out of ammunition. As a member of the underground, Irene Shapiro took 

part in this rebellion, but her experience ended abruptly when a German soldier saw her with a 

Soviet grenade. He asked her, “‘what are you doing, mein Kind?’ (disbelieving) that a pipsqueak 

of a girl with a grenade in her hand was a guerilla.”82 Indeed, Shapiro’s own thoughts echoed the 

soldier’s: “how would a high school girl know how to use a hand grenade?”83 Completely 

untrained and not keen on dying for the sake of history or pride, as the underground’s leadership 

had urged, 84 she handed over the weapon and was then deported to the Majdanek concentration 

camp with her family.85 Of the more than 30,000 Jews in the ghetto in August 1943, most were 

sent directly to Treblinka, though many like the Shapiros went first to the Lublin district as slave 

laborers and later to Auschwitz-Birkenau.86  

While much more could be said about ghetto resistance and the brave, though largely 

symbolic, stand made by the Białystok underground, as well as the speed with which ghettos 

were destroyed, because the vast majority of those who fought died during the several-days-long 
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uprising, little testimony is available to examine the conflict in great detail. For the Białystok 

district, more testimony on resistance and hiding relates to spaces outside the ghetto. Much of the 

underground’s actions involved the movement of people beyond the wall to communicate 

between ghettos or to purchase arms from local Poles. Leaving the ghetto was the only possible 

way to accomplish either mission. Attention naturally came to those in the underground hiding 

on the other side of the ghetto’s walls after its destruction.
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CHAPTER 2 

HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT 

 

Jews outside the Białystok ghetto, whether hiding inconspicuously in the city or escaping 

into the many small communities that dotted the countryside, experienced a fundamentally 

different occupation from those who remained inside the ghetto. The restrictions placed on 

occupied cities made life for Jews in hiding volatile. On the “Aryan” side, cities and towns posed 

constant dangers for those in hiding; any slip-up or denunciation by a gentile could spell death. 

This chapter begins by looking at those who survived immediately outside the Białystok ghetto, 

as well as the primary means of transportation available to those outside the ghetto working as 

part of the ghetto underground, a combined resistance effort of several leftist and Zionist groups. 

Leaving the city, the experiences of Jews hiding in the countryside, like Celina Friedmann in the 

village of Osipy-Lepertowizna, offer insights into a part of the Holocaust that is only beginning 

to be studied. Moving from the urban core of Jewish life outwards to the rural periphery reveals a 

steady decline in German control of daily life, alongside a sharp increase in the scale and 

intensity of physical violence.  

Also looking at rural Białystok, this chapter incorporates regional data from the 

Holocaust Ghettos Project to demonstrate the region’s relatively uniform ghetto closures. During 

these ghetto closures, people fled to large cities seeking anonymity in numbers. They fled to the 

countryside seeking refuge despite the difficulties in blending into a small community. This was 

in part because they had nowhere else to go, but also because the German presence was 

considerably weaker in rural Poland after the first months of violence. Movement, hiding, and 

displacement feature centrally in the experiences of those in rural Poland. As Jews fled to rural 

villages after the mass ghetto liquidation of November 2nd, 1942, they entered spaces already 
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altered by German occupation. Many villages were completely destroyed early in the occupation, 

through war, terror, or opportunism. This chapter ends with brief observations on the Judenjagt, 

the “hunt for the Jews.” The Germans systemized complicity, rewarding Poles who exposed 

Jews in hiding and punishing those caught helping them. Consequently, most who fled to the 

countryside could not depend on long-term assistance from local Poles. 

The other side of ghetto walls 

Jews hoping to escape German control did not always need to go much farther than the 

other side of a ghetto wall. For many, presenting and passing as “Aryan” or Polish offered an 

appealing, albeit dangerous escape. In all of occupied Poland, across every city and village, 

perhaps 50,000 people survived by hiding on the “Aryan” side, while another 200,000 perished 

in the attempt.1 The choice to escape in this manner was often dependent on one’s physical 

appearance and gender. It was generally made by women, as Jewish men, whether secular or 

practicing, could be subjected to a humiliating but effective “trouser test,” whereby a German or 

Pole could instantly recognize one’s Jewish heritage through their circumcision.2 The most 

frequent threat to detection for any Jew, however, was the local gentile population, since most 

Germans could not differentiate between the two groups just by speaking to them. They instead 

relied on local gentiles to point out their Jewish neighbors.3 Polish Jews who spoke Yiddish as 

their primary language were particularly vulnerable, as they normally spoke other languages with 

a distinct accent.4 One’s appearance, religious upbringing, education, and the language spoken at 

 
1 Jan Grabowski, Hunt for the Jews: Betrayal and Murder in German-Occupied Poland. Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central. 2-3. 
2 Evgeny Finkel, Ordinary Jews: Choice and Survival during the Holocaust, 126. 
3 Barbara Engelking, Such a Beautiful Sunny Day...: Jews Seeking Refuge in the Polish countryside, 1942-1945. 

Translated by Jerzy Michalowicz. Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 2016. 26. 
4 Evgeny Finkel, Ordinary Jews, 132. 
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home came to determine the ability to “fit in” at a time when sticking out was the last thing one 

wished to do.5 

Jewish-gentile relations more broadly is the subject of several historians’ work. In 

detailing the Polish-led mass murder of two towns’ Jewish populations, Jan Gross’s Neighbors 

touches on something deeply unnerving but necessary to understand the tragedies that occurred 

across eastern Europe.6 Gross’s book came out twenty years ago, but questioning the scale of 

Polish complicity in the Holocaust remains as relevant today, if not more so, than when Gross 

first shook the field. Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking’s detailed study, Night without End: 

The Fate of Jews in Selected Counties of Occupied Poland, assesses motivations behind 

complicity and the degree to which gentiles actually betrayed their Jewish neighbors, both 

broadly and at the local level.7  

Despite the numerous Righteous8 non-Jewish Poles who risked their own lives and their 

families to hide and protect Jews, a perhaps equally large, though still unknown, number 

denounced their neighbors, exposing the whereabouts of Jews in hiding to the German occupiers, 

or actively murdered them, whether out of fear of reprisals, promise of material rewards, or 

 
5 Evgeny Finkel, Ordinary Jews, 130. 
6 Jan Tomasz Gross, Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland. New York, N.Y.: 

Penguin Books, 2002. 
7 This remains a contentious issue in contemporary Polish politics and academia. Gabrowski and Engelking were 

themselves ordered in a libel suit to apologize for their claim that a specific Pole denounced Jews, though at the time 

of writing, an appeal is still waiting to be taken up by the courts. Alan Charlish and Anna Wlodarczak-Semczuk. 

“Polish Court Orders Historians to Apologise over Holocaust Book.” Reuters. February 09, 2021. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-holocaust/polish-court-orders-historians-to-apologise-over-holocaust-

book-idUSKBN2A91M7. 
8 “Righteous” here noting the honorary term bestowed upon non-Jews by the state of Israel after the war, “Righteous 

Among the Nations.” This was given to non-Jews who provided repeated or substantial assistance to Jews for 

altruistic reasons during the Holocaust. Poland has the largest share of people officially recognized as Righteous 

among the Nations, at roughly 7,000 of the total of 27,000. “The Righteous Among the Nations.” yadvashem.org. 

Yad Vashem. https://www.yadvashem.org/righteous.html.  
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genuine animosity.9  Several rural places in the Białystok district were the sites of horrific 

atrocities shortly after the German invasion of the Soviet Union. In the towns of Jedwabne and 

Radziłow, the subject of Jan Gross’ Neighbors, local gentiles instigated and participated in the 

murder of nearly all their towns’ Jews, roughly 1,500 and 600 respectively, by locking them in 

barns and burning them alive.10 These horrific incidents were not isolated. Within just a few days 

of the invasion, “on June 26– 28, a small German unit (or perhaps units) set fire to Dabrowa 

Białostocka, Zabłudów, Jasionówka, and Trzcianne, likely because their inhabitants almost all 

were Jewish.”11 Additional violence broke out in Łomża and Kolno with Herman Göring’s 

arrival at the towns in mid-July.12 In each of these towns and villages, large numbers of Jews 

were murdered or deported. Those who were expelled returned to find their homes razed or 

appropriated, all within a month of the invasion, demonstrating the rapidity of violence in the 

region.  

Many survivors experienced the harrowing trial of local suspicion while living outside 

the ghetto in Białystok or other cities, though the anonymity provided by densely populated 

spaces made hiding in cities less risky.13 Bronia Klibanski, originally from Grodno, found herself 

in Białystok at the behest of Mordechai Tenenbaum, the de-facto leader of the Białystok 

underground, after he met with her left-wing Zionist group, the Halutz Hatzair, in Grodno to 

discuss Nazi atrocities and the potential to resist the Germans. After spending some time in the 

Białystok ghetto, Klibanski was moved to the “Aryan” side in late 1942 to communicate between  

 
9 As described by Jan Grabowski in Hunt for the Jews, 52 and elsewhere, accurately calculating such numbers is 

almost impossible, though there seems to be a clear argument that the amount of Jews who were found while in 

hiding points to a degree of normalcy in betraying or exposing them. 
10 For a detailed understanding of these incidents, see Jan Gross, Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish 

Community in Jedwabne, Poland. New York, N.Y.: Penguin Books, 2002. 
11 Laura Crago, “Białystok Region (Distrikt Białystok), in The Unites States Holocaust Memorial Museum 

Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 1933-1945. 858. 
12 Laura Crago, “Białystok Region (Distrikt Białystok),” 859. 
13 Barbara Engelking, Such a Beautiful Sunny Day..., 89. 
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ghettos, purchase arms for the underground, and preserve the ghetto archive. These duties put her 

in frequent contact with Germans and gentile Poles alike.14 

Obtaining some form of documentation, whether forged or real, was critical to successful 

expeditions beyond the ghetto or to another city. Those engaged in resistance activity like 

Klibanski did everything possible to obtain official documentation, as there was no telling how 

quickly a falsified document could become outdated and thus easy to spot.15 In Klibanski’s case, 

 
14 Bronia K. Holocaust Testimony (HVT-0076). Fortunoff Video Archive For Holocaust Testimony. Yale University 

Library, 1979. (Tape 1, 18:12). 
15 The importance of authentic documents is detailed regularly in Chaika Grossman’s The Underground Army. 

Figure 2.1 The present-day memorial to the Jews murdered in Jedwabne, Poland. D. Król, 

“Monument to the victims of the pogrom in Jedwabne.” Museum of the History of Polish 

Jews. https://www.polin.pl/en/the-jedwabne-pogrom  
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she obtained “real [identification] papers on the basis of a false birth certificate,” but not without 

immediately facing an informal test by a Polish native of the place she was pretending to be 

from. He asked her mundane questions about the city, one local to another, putting Klibanski in 

extreme danger without even knowing it. Klibanski knew that other women in a similar situation 

were exposed and killed in such encounters, but she opted to make jokes to diffuse any 

suspicions.16 As Klibanski was readily aware, every interaction with a gentile could result in a 

death sentence.17  

Yet despite the dangers and restrictions, many like Tenenbaum and Klibanski occupied 

roles in the underground that demanded their exposure to the outside world. They often 

journeyed between cities by prohibited means such as trains. Trains and train stations served the 

Nazis as well as the resistance, as they simultaneously allowed for heightened control of 

movement and activity, and greater mobility for those able to pass or evade inspection. In her 

original trip from Grodno to Białystok, Klibanski decided that asking a German soldier to buy 

her a ticket she did not have permission to purchase was the best course of action.18 She also 

moved extensively by rail to coordinate with other resistance groups or to smuggle money, food, 

and weapons back to the ghetto. In one case, she even admitted to a German train inspector that 

she was smuggling food, an illegal offense, to mask the fact she had wedged a pistol into a loaf 

of bread. The German let her go and even ensured she had a seat on the train.19 These vital 

underground activities, and thus her experiences, could only be completed by someone living 

outside the ghetto.  
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