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The Bielski Brothers led one of the largest Jewish headed operations to save Jewish civilians during WWII in the area of Western Belorussia, now Belarus. Due to the brother’s innovation, fearless courage, and perseverance, over 1,200 Jewish civilians young and old, strong and weak would survive WWII. The Bielski Brother’s continuous efforts inspired Jews to escape from the ghettos and into the forest in hopes of finding the storied Bielski Brother’s sanctuary. The resistance of the Bielski Brothers and their efforts to save Jews and to sabotage Germans earned them a large target on their backs. The Bielskis and their otriad of Jewish civilians not only survived, but thrived in the forests of Belorussia, all while evading capture from German forces and Nazi conspirers time and time again. 

From humble beginnings to heroic endeavors, the unassuming clan transformed from average civilian farmers to incredible elite leaders. With a strong will to never be imprisoned in the surrounding ghettos of Lida, Iwje or Nowogrodek, the Bielski Brothers vowed instead to save themselves and as many Jewish people as possible. The willingness to not discriminate between useful and non-useful Jews was a characteristic unique to the Bielski partisans. The survival of the Jewish partisan group in the forest relied heavily on leadership, collaboration, and collection of resources that transformed their initial small resistance into a large “Jerusalem in the Woods.” The triumphant resistance to the mass executions of Jews rewrote history for the 20,000 presently living descendants of those saved by the Bielski Brothers efforts. 

In a time of war and devastation where many only sought to save themselves, the Bielski’s affirmed to save any Jew. They sought out Jews, fleeing and desperate, they planned escapes and guided Jews from the ghettos into the forest, they devised plans for food, shelter, and security for all. No Jew was turned away; the burdensome were cared for and welcomed with warmth and acceptance. From the beginning of German occupation in Belorussia in 1941, until the liberation of the Bielski otriad by the Red Army in July 1944, the Bielski Brothers never gave up. Within this tale is a story of survival, compassion, determination, and ingenuity. It is a tale of love for the Jewish people, and of creation of a resemblance of normalcy in absolute chaos. For many of those brave enough to flee into the forest, their lives were spared through the tireless commitment of the Bielski Brothers. Though much of Poland succumbed to the power of Nazi Germany, one small corner of the nation was able to survive in an ultimate defiance of power. 
The Fate of Poland 

With the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, tension remained between Germany and Poland, post WWI. In the 1930’s, as Hitler had finally risen to power, he intended to reach a nonaggressive pact with Poland in order to reduce the chances of France and Poland joining together in a military alliance against Germany. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) As it became nearer the end of the decade, Hitler realized that Poland had intentions to resist the influence of Nazi Germany, France and Britain vowed to defend Poland should a war break out. 

The fate of Poland was sealed on August 23, 1939 when Soviet Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, agreed to sign the Russo-German Non-aggression Treaty after negotiations with German Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop. (Ailsby, 2001) The treaty went as follows: “The two countries agreed not to attack each other, either independently or in conjunction with other powers; not to support any third power that might attack the other party to the pact; to remain in consultation with each other upon questions touching their common interests; not to join any group of powers directly or indirectly threatening one of the two parties; to solve all differences between the two by negotiation or arbitration.” (Sampaolo, 2016)


 Both nations found this treaty to be beneficial for their agendas. Stalin favored the Nazi’s over Poland, and found the agreement to be favorable in order to allow time for the Soviet military to reestablish itself after the purge of the Red Army office corps in 1937. (Sampaolo, 2016) With the promise of peace, Hitler hoped that his armies would be able to attack Poland without intervention from the major power of the Soviet Union. Facing the possibility that France and Britain would be joining the war in defense of Poland, the Nazi’s would benefit greatly from avoiding a two-front war. Consequently, on September 1st 1939, Germany would invade Poland and WWII began. 
Bielski Beginnings 

The Bielski family, before the war, lived in the small village of Stankiewicze, in Western Belorussia. The region bordered, and would be absorbed by the Soviet Union after 1939. The village was primitive and rural. It had no electricity and relied on a large river to supply water. Extending beyond the gardens and fields, lay vast expanses of forest regions. 

Of the six families that occupied Stankiewicze, all were farmers, but only the Bielski’s were Jews. The heads of the Bielski family, David and Beila, had twelve children beginning in the early 1900’s. The Bielski children that would go on to save so many lives during WWII were Tuvia, the second eldest, followed by Zus and Asael. 


The Bielski’s stood out in Stankiewsicze, not only because they were Jews, but because they did not fit the Polish Jew stereotype of the times. They belonged to a minority of Jews in Poland who avoided the urban lifestyle that over three quarters of Polish Jews were acclimated to. (Tec, 2009) They led a modest life of farming and agriculture. The skills and temperaments derived from this lifestyle would help them exorbitantly with life in the forest. 


With an expectation to help work the land, the brothers only attended formal schooling for a short period of time. Though Tuvia would pursue education by his own means, such as learning German from soldiers occupied in the area during WWI. The brothers, especially Tuvia faired well with natural intellect, and a disposition for common sense, hard work, and great physical strength. All of these factors would be advantageous and indicative of the success in resisting Nazi forces. 

In 1927, Tuvia joined the Polish army. Upon living outside of his community for the first time, Tuvia learned of the ubiquitous nature of anti-Semitism in Poland. In the army, he refused to tolerate the anti-Semitism and fought back violently on several occasions. (Tec, 2009, Page 9) These experiences instilled in Tuvia a life long respect for the Jewish plight. Though he was not very religious, his perception of the treatment of Jews in Poland instilled in him a desire for justice. 


The Soviet’s political influence over the area of Western Belorussia meant different things for different groups. Polish citizens resented the Soviet Union for its amassment of Polish land from the non-aggression treaty, they felt that the Soviet Union was as much of an enemy as Germany. Jews in the area of the Bielski family, however, cheered when the Red Army arrived. To the Jews, the Red Army felt like a blanket of protection against the Germans. (Tec, 2009, Page 17.) 

The Soviet Union aimed to become politically influential in the newly occupied regions of Western Belorussia. The measures taken were strategic in confirming an alliance with the non-Polish residents, while also creating a division of power where Soviets would be the dominating force. Upon occupation, Soviets devised many methods of infringing on freedoms, while disguising the measures as special benefits. (Tec, 2009, Page 18-23) The communists targeted Jewish businessmen, Zionists, Polish leaders and civilians, and middle-class capitalists to weaken from within their communities in order for them to become more dependent on the Soviets. The normal lifestyle that many Belorussian citizens were accustomed to became uncertain. Many were forced to disguise their professions and beliefs, or move away in order to avoid consequences, such as deportation to Siberia. 

The Soviet occupation worked to distract Western Belorussia residents from the fact that Nazi atrocities were happening across Poland and moving nearer to them. Jews were only exposed to tidbits of information regarding the affairs of Nazi occupied regions of Poland. Jewish refugees that reached Belorussia brought stories of the horrors of the Nazi regime. Though just like the Jewish people Eli Wiesel wrote about in the beginning of Night, they did not believe the tales told to them. Just as the words of Moshe the Beadle were ignored, the people of Belorussia did not believe that, even in war, anyone could get away with such brutality. 

Tuvia Bielski, in his studies became aware of the possible threat of the Nazi regime before the official beginning of WWII. (Tec, 2009, Page 12.) Tuvia credited his awareness to an article written by Albert Einstein, “Under the Shadow of Death.” He believed that Hitler would try to spread his Anti-Jewish ideologies, but Tuvia had no idea it would escalate to total extermination. The people occupying the rural lands of Western Belorussia, like so many others, never imagined their whole lives would be ripped out from under them in the blink of an eye. Total annihilation did not make any sense to the Jews. The Bielski’s continued to live a normal life, until the summer of 1941, when the rumor of Nazi mobilization became a reality, when Germany surprise attacked the Soviet Union. 
Operation Barbarossa 

The decision to attack the Soviet Union began in July 1940. The German-Russo Non-aggression Treaty that had been signed less than a year before had been nothing more than a military tactic. The Nazi’s inherently resented the Soviet Union for being a substantial threat to the viability of Nazi expansion. Planning for the attack officially commenced on December 18th, 1940, when Hitler signed Directive 21, initiating the first stages of preparation for the attack against the Soviet Union. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) 

Prior to the attack, both the British and Stalin’s own intelligence agents warned him that Germany was conspiring against the Soviet Union. Stalin refused to accept the warnings, and instead addressed them as non-factual rumors. (Ailsby, 2001, Pages 138-141.) Stalin even directed TASS, (a major Russian news agency), to issue a statement. “ To counter absurd rumors, responsible bodies in Moscow judge it necessary to declare that these rumors are sheer propaganda put out by the forces opposed the USSR and Germany attempting to spread and intensify the war.” (Ailsby, 2001, Page 139.) With the formal address of the rumor occurring just a week before the attack, the Soviets were completely surprised by the arrival of heavily armed German troops.  

The Nazi’s had prepared the Einsatzgruppen, or mobile killing machines. The squads were composed of German SS and police under the oversight of the German Security Police and Security Service officers. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) The main purpose of the Einsatzgruppen was to kill any person who opposed the Nazi regime, or who was perceived to be of racial minority. Jews, gypsies, and communists of the Soviet state were main targets. 

The blitzkrieg attack that occurred on June 22nd, 1941 consisted of over 3 million German troops, and 650,000 German allies. The front lines charged nearly 1,800 miles of the Soviet border from German controlled Poland, with 134 divisions of forces and 74 more divisions behind the front. (Taylor, 2011) The attack advanced 200 miles into the Soviet Union within the first week, killing, capturing, or wounding over 600,000 Red Army troops and causing mass destruction to Soviet aircrafts. 

The Einsatzgruppen were responsible for consummating a majority of the mass killings, ghettos were established to hold the prosecuted while they awaited their imminent deaths. The killing squads had such great success in exterminating Soviet Jews that Hitler decided in October of 1941 to begin to deport German Jews to the Soviet Union to be executed by the masses. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) Though the Soviet’s were unprepared at the onset of the attack, they managed to put up a fight, exhausting the German forces after months of occupation. In a stroke of luck, German forces were unable to overcome the harsh Soviet winter conditions, and by December, the German advance halted before reaching Moscow. The operation resulted in one of the largest and most deadly military efforts in history, with a total of 800,000 Soviet deaths and 6 million Soviets wounded or captured. (Taylor, 2011) 
“The World is Big, but it has no Place for Us.” – Moshe Bairach 


As the climate intensified as the Germans invaded the Soviet Union, many Jews began to flee German occupied Poland in favor of Russian occupied Poland. The goal was to forge an escape route through Lithuania and then on into peaceful territory, this plan would not come to fruition. At the time, Zus and Tuvia were in villages that neighbored their hometown, while Asael remained on the family farm. The day after the attack on the Soviet Union, Tuvia tried joining the military forces, but an onslaught of bombings ignited the surrounding forests and disrupted any organization, quickly ceasing the efforts. Everyone was left to fend for himself. 

Tuvia returned home to his wife, Sonia only to discover that their house had been set ablaze by German bombs. With only a few salvageable belongings, Tuvia and his wife set out to return to his parent’s home in rural Stankiewicze to avoid death. Zus and Asael faced similar circumstances, the military lacked resources and organization to construct any viable defense against the German pressure, the brothers would all congregate at the family home.


Danger was all around and occupied regions of Western Belorussia began to fall apart due to the massive pressure and attacks from German forces. Jews became an easy target for anti-Semitic Germans and Russians, constant fear disintegrated any resemblance of normalcy. Zus and Tuvia were able to temporarily return to the villages they fled, but before long Germans began to gather Jews to be moved into newly converted ghettos. Many Jews remained optimistic and refused to believe they were being herded to their deaths. 

In Nowogrodek in July of 1941, Zus observed the Nazis in plain daylight shoot 50 prominent Jewish leaders. (Tec, 2009, Page 34.) He was able to escape unnoticed, but tensions and worry increased among the Bielski family. As the German occupation persisted, the Brothers would be targeted by a former Polish associate who joined the police forces. An arrest warrant drove the three brothers into hiding in the only familiar territory they knew, the large woods surrounding their family property. At this point, the brother’s freedom and lives were at stake. Initially, they relied on their knowledge of the area to find work that would compensate them with food rations and lodging. The neighbors and friends they had before the German occupation began to worry about the liability they would face for helping the Jewish brothers, their options began to wane. The brothers would continue to resist being imprisoned in the ghettos by remaining on the move. 

A significant point in the Bielski’s experience began with the transfer of many of their family members to the Nowogrodek ghetto. The Bielski parents and two brothers, Tuvia’s first wife, and Zus’s wife and infant daughter would enter the ghetto towards the end of 1941, where they would be killed on December 8th in a large raid. More than 6,000 Jews were corralled, the results left over 5,000 of them dead. Near the edge of town, a large pit had been dug in preparation for the mass killing. (Ward, 2006) Sonya Oshman, in an interview in the documentary, “The Bielski Brothers: Jerusalem in the Woods.” (2006), discussed the event. “It was a big grave, very long, there were people they told to get into it, and they were shooting. The people who got shot, were lucky, those who didn’t had to die slow, to suffocate buried alive. The Gentile people who lived near by, they saw that the ground was moving. It was constantly moving and moving. It took them more than a week to die.” 

The sobering truth is that this was just a small speck in the vast sea of suffering and inhumanity that transpired during the Holocaust. For the Bielski’s, the horror further motivated them to resist and save lives. Like other Jews who would live to see the end of the war, the brothers had no choice but to keep pushing forward. Through insurmountable grief, and physical and spiritual humiliation, so many found strength they never dreamed of having, just to stay alive one more day. Mourning and guilt further inspired the atavistic drive for survival. With no other plan than to stay alive and to spite the Germans by saving as many Jewish people as possible, The Bielski Brothers fled into the woods. 
Bielski Partisans 

Asael started a small gathering of Jewish refugees in the woods near their home. The brothers, Zus and Tuvia joined a short while later with relatives and close friends. Tuvia realized that by establishing a group of collectives with similar characteristics they would not have to worry about others who mistrusted Jews. Tuvia felt there would be more loyalty and less concern of betrayal by “friends,” or Christians in the area if the Jews stopped seeking help from them, but instead helped themselves. Survival would ultimately depend on the size of the group, weapons, organization, and leadership. 

Tuvia was appointed as commander, he was responsible for all of the inter-workings of the otriad, it’s politics, and security. Asael followed second, he was in charge of day-to-day operations of the otriad and the armed men. Zus, third in command, was responsible for collecting information that regarded the groups’ safety. (Tec, 2009, Pages 57-59.)


As Jewish refugees continued to flee from the ghettos, the Bielski otriad grew. With much of the otriad being made up of children, the elderly, and women, additional risks were presented. The Bielskis, however, would accept any Jew in any condition, with or without weapons. Tuvia’s attitude toward the Jews carried a sense of national responsibility, he insisted a larger group would have a better chance of survival. Even though many disagreed, they followed their leader. The fighters, though they made up the smallest portion of the group became the most valuable and were treated with high regard by all. 

Tuvia has consistently been described as a charismatic man with great leadership skills. A sentiment that has been expressed in a variety of sources is that the success of the partisan group is largely due to the influence Tuvia had over the Jewish people. The Chief of Staff assigned in the Bielski otriad, Lazar Malbin described Tuvia. “He knew how to give orders. He also knew how to be a diplomat. He knew how to deal with people strongly and gently. He would simply tell them, ‘If you want to live follow me and do as I say. If you don’t want to, go wherever you wish and leave me alone. If you stay with me you must obey me.’” (Tec, 2009, Page 60) His no nonsense demeanor matched with a willingness to hear out his people kept them from becoming too negative or defiant. The direness of the situation and Tuvia’s skill and intuition drove him to expect loyalty and obedience, he knew that the accumulation of small problems would result in failure of the group at a fundamental level, and ultimately death. The otriad went on accepting all Jews, instead of eliminating the weak, the Bielskis planned to increase weaponry and to recruit more younger and stronger men from the ghettos to protect their growing partisan group. 


It was no easy task recruiting from the ghettos, being wanted Jewish fugitives, the brothers could not go anywhere near the ghettos without surely being recognized. Those willing to flee the ghettos communicated with the otriad through a series of special messengers, their escapes were planned for evening, as the Germans were unwilling to travel into the woods at night. 


The help of a Belorussia peasant, named Konstanty Kozlowski, facilitated the ghetto escapes. Kozlowski guided Jews from the ghettos and offered his home up as a meeting place for runaways who would then be guided to the Bielski otriad. His efforts aided in the Bielski’s making contact with and recruiting several young men from the ghettos. In 1942, the otriad would facilitate a special mission that saved over 100 Jews from the Iwje ghetto right before the residents were to be exterminated, this increased the Bielski otriad to over 300 Jews. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) 

The otriad survived initially as a nomadic camp, they would move frequently to avoid danger and to ensure a steady food supply. Individuals that made up the otriad had jobs according to their abilities. Men who owned weapons would participate in food expeditions in which they would gather from nearby villages. Livestock, grain, flour, and any other available food items were collected as often as necessary. Women did the cooking and caretaking, the otriad began with a communal cooking pot, but as the population grew the otriad would divide into smaller groups for safety and ease of travel. 

Tuvia expressed turmoil over the acquisition of food. He knew that the Belorussia residents they were taking from had very little themselves, and his group was competing for resources with other partisans in the forest. Tuvia deemed their taking as justifiable for survival and condemned anyone who took more than was necessary. Tuvia punished robbery, which included the acquisition of any luxury items. 

 The war and life in the woods narrowed the social gap between the Jewish partisans. It no longer mattered if before you were wealthy, for money could not buy your freedom from the Nazi’s. Women of high social class paired with men whom they would never have considered before, they deemed it a necessity for protection, but often these relationships persisted long after liberation. The partisans who thrived the most were individuals like the Biekski’s, who had learned trades and skills that would have been considered to be of the lower ranks, but which allowed them to make the most of limited resources for survival. The formerly high-class partisans are the ones whom suffered the most, for their lack of skills for surviving in the woods made them most vulnerable to resentment from and reliance on other members. 

While day-to-day life required constant collaboration from the group despite differences in desires and abilities, the Germans remained the most worrisome threat. With knowledge of several partisan groups in the forest, the Germans began to launch large-scale defense operations in the woods towards the end of 1942. The threat of being caught by the Germans forced the Bielski’s to move often from one forest to another. 

Nazi sympathizer police were alerted to the presence of the Bielski’s otriad in the Zabelovo forest, where they followed a trail of blood from an animal slaughtering straight to a group of Jewish guards. (Reiniger, 2017.) They were forced to flee and would wind up constructing their base near the Bielski’s hometown of Stankiewicze. The Bielski otriad was still not in the clear. With consideration for the growing size of their group and the care of vulnerable members they had to find a more stable base. By 1943, the Biekski otriad had moved to and set up more permanent residents in the Nalibocka forest. The area was deeper into tough terrain and the group felt safer, even though the move increased the difficulty of food expeditions.

Unfortunately for the group, word spread that the Germans were planning a large-scale operation to liquidate all partisans from the forests of Western Belorussia. By July 1943, Tuvia’s group was forced to flee from a German force of 52,000 soldiers, while abandoning everything they had collected so far the group was at it’s most vulnerable. Gathering only what food they could carry, the otriad fled deeper into the marshlands and swamps. 

The terrain made the journey especially challenging, beyond starvation and exhaustion, the large group was often spread out over large areas at one time. With the weak and the young being carried by the strong, Tuvia took special care to insure no one got lost or left behind. He encouraged his people the whole way and preached to them the importance of discipline and order especially at this time in the name of survival. (Tec, 2009, Pages 162-167) They would eventually reach an island in the swamp, where they would take refuge for two weeks until they felt it was safe to begin to rebuild elsewhere in the forest. This moment was one of the worst for the group, but their survival led to an increased quality of life in the forest, after the Germans backed off. 
Community 

The Bielski otriad went through many phases of development. In it’s final stage, all of the hard work began to pay off, for the Jews were able to build a life of semi-normalcy with several amenities. Those who reached the camp had faced many hardships already, from destruction of their homes and loss of loved ones, to running for their lives. The Jewish way of life that the Nazi’s successfully destroyed for hundreds of millions of Jews, was something they never thought could exist for them again.

Ironically, the partisan groups ended up benefitting from the German attack, for they left many villages in disarray and many residents were either deported for slave labor, murdered, or fled to join those in the forest. The deserted villages provided many useful materials, including livestock, ovens, boilers, barrels, kitchen utensils, and even fields of potatoes and wheat were left behind. (Tec, 2009, Pages 176-179.) The age and size of the trees in the Nalibocki forest also proved to be an excelled resource for building. Large homes were engineered to be partially underground, with structured walls and roofs to provide protection from the elements. The collaboration of the group soon transformed the camp into a shtete, or small town. 

By fall of 1943, the shtete consisted of many living dwellings, stables and grazing grounds for livestock, a slaughterhouse, headquarters, an assembly place, a health clinic, a hospital, a food warehouse, kitchen, bathhouse, a school, and a synagogue. The craftsman in the group constructed workshops to carry out trades to enrich the lives of those within the group, and to be used as a commodity. These included a mill and tannery, bakery, soap factory, metal shop, sausage shop, and a black smith. (Tec, 2009, Page 261.) 

Members of the partisan group even began to organized celebrations for Jewish holidays and festivities. In order to keep up moral, entertainment in the form of theater productions were held in the town square often. The stories often included narratives of liberation, of finding love in the forest, and of life before the war. 

In July of 1944, The Red Army sent an official order for the Bielski partisans to leave the forest and travel to Nowogrodek. Tuvia knew that this meant his people would receive a protective document to save their lives, he was determined to lead them out of the forest just as he had led them every step of the way to survival. The Russian’s feared that Germans or locals may retreat to the forests to plan anti-Communist activities, they ordered that the Bielski town be destroyed upon desertion. The last image the people would have of the life they were leaving behind for good, was the shattering of all they had worked hard for. Buildings were destroyed and tools were buried, the livestock were returned to authorities to be disbursed to any remaining locals. 


The struggle of 1,200 Jewish refugees, saved by solidarity came to an end with one final trek out of the woods. The group stretched over a mile long and was guarded for a final time by the soldiers who dedicated their lives to protect the diverse group who had one thing in common, they were Jews being prosecuted for no other reason than for being Jewish, and they were survivors. 


The bittersweet liberation meant that the brothers had achieved their goal, they had succeeded in saving a large population of Jews who would have likely faced death by Nazi’s otherwise. The Bielski otriad officially ceased to exist after a final parade upon reaching Nowogrodek. Tuvia addressed his people for a final time and handed out documents securing their freedom. The Bielski’s would be praised in the area for a long time after their liberation. Unfortunately for the Bielski Brother’s, they would have to flee again soon due to prosecution by the Soviet’s who began to feel threatened by the knowledge that they were successful in resistance, thus they were labeled as dangerous guerilla fighters. 

Tuvia and his wife. Lilka, made it to Israel via Romania. Accompanied by Zus and his wife, Tuvia and Lilka immigrated to the U.S. in 1956 where they met with an older brother, Walter, whom had moved to the U.S. before the war. (Facing History and Ourselves, 2017) Tuvia and Zus would go on to run a small trucking firm in New York City for 30 years. Tuvia and Lilka had three children and ten grandchildren. When Tuvia passed away in 1987 at the age of 81, he was first buried on Long Island, but soon was exhumed and taken to Jerusalem where he was given a state funeral with full military honors in 1988. Zus lived until age 82, his wife, three children, and six grandchildren survived him. Asael went on to join the Red Army after liberation from the forest, he was unfortunately killed six months later while fighting the Nazi’s in the battle of Konigsberg, in 1945. Asael never lived to meet his daughter, whom was conceived at the Bielski camp. 
 
In a completely ravished nation, it has been estimated that the Nazi’s killed at least 3 million Jewish citizens, nearly 90% of the Jewish population in Poland, while deporting an additional 1.5 million Polish citizens to Germany for forced labor. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum) The 1,200 Jewish lives saved by the Bielski’s efforts is nothing less than astonishing. The heroic resistance is a testament to the incredible flexibility of human adaptation. From concentration camps to ghettos to partisans in the forest, each individual that survived found the strength to do so in spite of witnessing the hellish inhumanity of ubiquitous mass murder of family and the Jewish culture all at once, without ever knowing why. Like many stories of survival during the Holocaust, the Bielski’s are celebrated to this day. While a great deal of detail is provided through survivor literature, it is still impossible to image witnessing the horrors of the holocaust first hand. It puts into perspective not only the wickedness of human nature, but the capacity of hope and faith in the face of existential suffering and death. 
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