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"Kibbutz Ein- Hachoresh"
Song in Yiddish
Who am I?
*Vitka Kempner–Kovner

A kibbutz member,

a clinical psychologist

and I was active in the

Jewish  partisan organization
in the Vilna Ghetto

and Rudnicki forests.

I never occupied myself

with wartime stories.
*Abba Kovner

As long as Abba and Ruzka

were alive, no one interviewed me
and I never talked about it.
It was a period that ended.

*Ruzka Korczak-Marla

"Ruzka Korczak – Flames in the Ashes"
Why? –Why? Because
they dealt with it and I didn't.

I never spoke or said anything.

-Were you protesting?

No, it wasn't a protest.
They talked, why should I?

"I'm Talking Now" 
"The Memoirs of a Partisan

Vitka Kempner–Kovner"
"A film by

Yael Katzir and Elik Ritvas"
SONG IN YIDDISH
"A Partisan Woman 

in the Vilna Ghetto -1941-1943"

The first partisans were
the fighters from the Vilna Ghetto.

Nobody on the outside

knew about it.

The thing that characterized

the organization in Vilna
*Dr. Yitzhak Arad (Tolka) – Historian & Partisan

*Former Yad Vashem Chairman

*

was that the key factor in
the organization called FPO,
"Fareynegte Partizaner Organizatsye"

or United Partisans Organization,
was the pioneering youth movements

or rather the Zionist youth movements,

because it included the revisionists
on the right side of the spectrum,
all the way to Hashomer Hatzair
(The Young Guard) on the left side,

including communists and ???????
It was the first organization

that called for a ghetto uprising,
I'm referring to Abba Kovner's
famous proclamation,
"Let us not go like sheep
to the slaughter", yes?
And the attempt to deliver
through women couriers 

the message of "Let us not go

like sheep to the slaughter"
to other ghettos, is to the credit
of Vilna's underground.
"From Abba Kovner's Proclamation:
To all Jews under Nazi occupation!
"The fate of the Jews under Nazi

occupation has been determined:

"Total annihilation!
…Brothers, cast off every delusion!"

Yiddish song
"From Abba Kovner's Proclamation:

"The extermination process will

strike all ghettos sooner or later!

"Every Jewish community
under Hitler's control will end up
"like Ponar!..."

Yiddish song
"From Abba Kovner's Proclamation:
"…Jews get organized.

Grab weapons!...

"Headquarters – United Partisans
Organization in Vilna
FPO"

It was common knowledge in the ghetto
that I blew up a train…
It was in 1941.
There were no partisans back then.
The news travelled

all the way to Moscow.

It was one of the most
significant operations.

To me, the bombing itself
wasn't the most important thing,

everything that lead to it

was important,
because the bombing

was only one night,

but before we carried it out,

Ishka Maskevich and I,

I went out for weeks to look

for a place to plant the bomb

because Jews were working
along all the train tracks
and it required much more effort and

courage to find a place for the bomb
where Jews weren't working,

so they wouldn't be suspected.

Because the Germans
had collective punishments.

If they discovered that Jews were
responsible, they could kill thousands.

The ghetto was very tough for me.

I was working for the FPO

on the outside for a while.

I was a courier.

I'd sneak into the ghetto every day.

I always thought:
What if something happens
and they're caught
and I stay alive?

Abba always yelled at me:

"Go!" and I'd leave,

but I had to make sure

that they were all alive.

I always thought, what if
there's an aktion and I'm in hiding?
I didn't stay outside for long.
I couldn't stand it.
I couldn't stand it
because it was very hard for me

to live outside of the ghetto.

It sounds strange 

but it was

the most difficult time for me.

"A Partisan Woman
in the Rudnicki Forests
"in a Jewish Unit"

The idea of escaping to the forests

came after the idea of the uprising.

In other words, first the uprising,
then the escape to the forests

and taking along as many Jews

as possible with us to the forests.

In reality there was no uprising
in the Vilna Ghetto.

On September 1st
the ghetto was surrounded.
As a result,
the organization decided
that after the Action
they'd escape to the forests.
These were young 19, 20 year-olds,

with no underground experience,
they were no more than
a youth movement.
But to their credit,
despite their lack of experience,
they managed to establish

an underground movement

and get hundreds of people

out to the forests.

A ghetto uprising

is a one-time act and death.

The forest enables

prolonged fighting,
militarily, it caused
much heavier losses to the enemy.
And there's something else
in the forest,

a chance to survive

and we wanted to live!
Usually there were no women

among the partisans.
Usually.
We had many.

Because the young men
were killed earlier

and those who joined us

came to save themselves,

they came as couples.

But in the FPO group
of the United Partisans in Vilna
there were few women.

*Yonat Rotbein

*Curator of the Moreshet Museum

*Mordechai Anielevich Memorial Center
*Daughter of Partisan Ruzka Korczak

In the first, most important stage,

they appointed Abba Kovner

as their commander

and that enabled the women…

Naturally, they had

to prove themselves.

My mother wrote that two women

were chosen for the first mission

and she was one of them.
She said that she felt 
the entire fate of the female sex
was on her shoulders.

Will she keep up with the pace

and perform her mission…

After they succeeded

and kept up with the men

it paved the way for other women

to participate in the activities.

There were no elementary conditions.

We literally lived underground…
In tree branches.

There were no mattresses, nothing.
We each had 30 cm of space,

we were right next to each other.

Luckily I had some pull,
so I slept on the edge.

Ruzka ???? was first and I was second.

It was very important to me.

Everybody loved her.

They found each other in the most

difficult time for both of them.

They were both alone,

they were both refugees,
no one knew them…

Since then they were together,

there for each other.
It was the alternate family

that they both created.
Objectively, it was much harder
for women in the partisan movement.

Going out on a mission…

Relieving themselves on the way,

women's needs
are different than men's.

Ask how we survived.

We washed in the swamp water
under the trees.
With a rag? How did you do it?

-No, without a rag, with our hand.
I'd go to the city
or my friend Zelda, who was a scout.
We'd bring soap…

or we'd get it from the farmers.

Getting supplies wasn’t easy.

The Germans supplied the villages,
especially in the Rudnicki forest area

which was populated

with Lithuanians and Poles
who were hostile towards

the Soviet partisans, yes?

They armed them with weapons.

And any attempt to get food

often ended up in a battle.

We'd go out on missions
to the villages

and we'd simply steal
from the farmers.

If they had two cows,

we'd take one.

We only ate meat,

bread and potatoes.

There were very strict restrictions.

You could be executed
for stealing, say, honey or jam.

Anything that wasn't

essential to sustain life.
We didn't even take salt.

The Lithuanians and Polish farmers

hated communists, partisans and Jews,
we were all of those,

so they hated us more than anyone.

The partisan movement existed

in order to fight the enemy.

The idea of saving Jews

and saving the local population

didn't interest the partisan movement,

or the Soviet Union.
They were just Jews in the forest

who they considered freeloaders.

Everyone laughed at me

for not knowing the meaning of fear.

It’s true, I did a lot of things

for example in the forest,

they always said: "Vitka,
concentrate on one thing, Halaki."
The city where we planted a bomb,
"Nothing else."
Because I often took initiative,
for example,

I was sent to blow up transformers

and came back with 60 Jews

who survived from the camp,
without being told to.

They always told me:
"Remember what you were sent to do.

"That's it, your mission is over."
I don't value what I did,
I value the initiatives.

It was always easier for women
to get out of the ghetto,

especially if they didn't have

a typical Jewish appearance,

and Vitka didn't have
a typical Jewish appearance,

they could walk around

much more freely than men.

My job wasn’t that significant,
I was a scout and later
a scout commander…

You commanded men?

-Yes, no…

No one commands

a scouting mission,

we all go together,

but the responsibility was mine.

There were very harsh rules
in the forest.

For example, if I or any
other partisan left the forest
and somebody saw us,

we had to kill that person.

That was terrible for me,

to this day.

Not that I ever had to do it.

-Did you shoot anyone? –No.

In fact, in all my missions

I never shot anyone.

It's strange, but the truth is

that I never shot anyone.

I planted bombs, yes.

But I never shot anyone.
Why? –I don't know,

the opportunity never arose.

I participated in few
brigade activities.

I was a scout,

so if I didn't encounter anyone,

there was no need to do it.
Would you be able to shoot someone?

-I don't know.

I never had to, so I don't know.

I'm not sure and I don't know.

Maybe I could.

It depends on the circumstances.

I had no problem blowing up

or burning a village.

But personally,
I never encountered such a problem.

Moving around in the forest

isn't so bad because you're protected,

but if you had to leave the forest

to go to the city or a village…

We'd go out on missions

in groups of 3 or 6 people.

Before entering a house,

we'd yell:

"Stand on the right! Stand on the left.

Surround the house…"

We talked to ourselves
to frighten the farmers,
they were sure that
half a brigade was outside,
we were only 2-6 people.
There was a village

at the edge of the forest

where all the scouts would meet.

It was the closest place

outside of the forest.

We had a contact there, a farmer.

Since I was a scout commander

he'd leave messages for me

and I'd send messages to the others,
for example that the Germans

were in the area.

One day I was there with a group

of partisans from different brigades.

We belonged to the Jewish brigade.

The Russians and Lithuanians

were always drunk.

Suddenly partisans from
the Jewish brigade arrived.

When they saw that they were Jews

they attacked them

and took their weapons.

I was furious to see them

hand over their weapons.

So I started yelling at them

and two of them went against me…

I took my gun out and said:

"If you come any closer, I'll shoot."
They overpowered me,

I was only one against many…

They took my weapon…

As soon as they took my weapon
I got on my horse

and rode to headquarters,

the brigade headquarters.

At headquarters there were

paratroopers from the Soviet Union,

they were communists…

The brigade commander was Jewish,

we didn't know it.

He hid it, but he was Jewish.

He ordered them

to return my weapon.

They returned my weapon

the next day.
I still get mad when I think
of how those young boys

let them do that to them.

People carrying weapons
allow other people to hit them.

They behaved just like

the Jews in the ghetto.

They didn't dare.

The Jews in the ghetto

didn't have weapons,
but they were in the forest

and they were armed.

Fear is a terrible thing.

When the Germans caught partisans,
they executed them.

*Dr. Yitzhak Arad (Tolke) – Historian

*Former Yad Vashem Chairman

*and Partisan

Only in certain cases,

if for intelligence purposes

they thought it was better

to interrogate someone for a long time

and get information out of them,

they postponed the execution.

It was clear to any partisan

that if caught
you're better off dead

than being captured

because you'd be executed anyway,

probably after being tortured.

The worst experience for me,

where my life was in danger

was when the Germans caught me,

they suspected that I was a partisan,

because some gentile woman

informed on me.

They interrogated me for a long time

and I was very embarrassed

because I felt helpless.
I was in a closed room

surrounded by Germans guarding me

and I couldn't escape,

even if I wanted to risk being shot,

that was also impossible.

That was difficult for me.

After they interrogated me

over and over again, they said,

"We'll send her to the Gestapo,

why bother with her?"

These were German soldiers,

not the Gestapo.
They sent me with

two Lithuanian policemen.

I sat on the wagon with the

Lithuanian policemen on either side

and I couldn't escape.

There was no way.

They held on to me on the wagon.

I begged them to let me escape

and they could shoot me.

I didn't care.

I didn't want to be taken

to the Gestapo.

I was terrified of that.

I spoke to them the whole time.

I kept talking and talking…

Suddenly I had an idea.

In my opinion it was brilliant.

I said, "You know,
the war will soon be over

"and you're losing.

The Soviet army is moving ahead

"and when they come,

you're done for.

"But if you help me escape,

"I'll testify that you helped
the partisans. I'm a partisan,
"I came from the forest
and if you let me go
"I'll testify on your behalf."

I think it was the most
brilliant idea I ever had.

They said nothing. Nothing.

They held on to me.

When we arrived in Vilna, they said:

"Get out of here

and never cross this bridge again."

"The Germans Retreat and
the Return to Vilna - Summer of 1944"

We were ordered to go to Vilna.

We got very close to Vilna,

near the river…

When we reached the river…

on the other side of the river

were the Soviet soldiers

who came with Ehrenburg.

The photos of the partisans

are with Ehrenburg.
He was very excited.

The Soviet commanders

were also very excited to meet us.

They said, "We thought
there were no Jews left in the world

"and here you are

and you're partisans."
I wanted to know

what happened to my family

but I didn't have the means.

Everyone went to look for survivors.

Yiddish song
When we arrived in the city…

I came with the reconnaissance unit.
There were Germans in the city,

we checked if there were any left.

Ruzka tells it beautifully.
She met a woman

who left the country

who asked her: "Are there

any Jews left in the world?"

"Vitka
About Abba Kovner"

How did you meet Abba?

Tell me how you met him,

you were a young girl.

-Yes.

Abba came from Vilna.

We both belonged to the same
regiment in Hashomer Hatzair.

One day Abba came to visit friends
who were in the same regiment.

He came and he didn't speak to anyone.

Nobody spoke to him

and he didn't speak to anyone.

I said to myself: "If nobody
dares to approach him, I'll go.

I was surprised, a young man arrives

and nobody dares to talk to him.

Was he older than everyone? -No.

He had a sense of authority about him,
I can't explain it.

Nobody spoke to him.

He didn't speak to anyone.

That's how it started.

I walked over to him and we talked.

-When did you fall in love? –When?

I think it was in the ghetto.

In the ghetto.

His girlfriend had been executed
and he was in deep mourning,

that's when we met.

He must've had lots of admirers,

not only one. –Yes.

He had lots of them.

That's right.

My best friend Nirushka
was also in love with him.

He had charisma.

?????????? 00:23:52
"The 'Nakam' (Avengers) Movement
and a Home in Israel"

When the war ended

and we faced the reality that
millions of Jews had been murdered,

we wanted revenge, which made sense

and was quite natural.
"The goal of the Nakam Movement:
"To organize Jews
who survived World War II
"to take revenge on the Germans
through mass poisoning"

*Yonat Rotbein

*Curator of the Moreshet Museum

*Mordechai Anielevich Memorial Center
*Daughter of Partisan Ruzka Korczak

Those who joined "Nakam"

were people who after the war

asked themselves:
"Why did we survive?

"We planned on dying,
we're alive accidentally."
"Nakam" was a total ideology,

even more than the partisans' battle.

Because it was subversive

and it was against everyone.

A person who hasn’t chosen to live,

who might still be thinking

of dying a hero's death,

it's very hard to convince him

that his choice is wrong.

We all arrived in Italy.

In Italy an idea started forming:

Bringing Jews from Italy to Israel

and the "Nakam".

Abba was with us.

He came along to organize

the poison for the "Nakam".
He arrived in Palestine

and was persuaded to talk a bit,

and someone informed on him

and he was arrested.

He was in prison in Cairo

and later in Jerusalem.

Our people thought he was a traitor.

Consider what happened

to Abba while he was in jail.
He wrote the poem "Ad Lo-Or"

(Until There is No More Light).

What does "Ad Lo-Or" mean?

We may not see the light yet,

but there's some light,

there's a ray of hope.

It's a realization that

you have to connect to life.

I felt that I couldn't continue
any longer, personally,
with all the underground activity, 
the travelling,

living day-to-day.

I felt increasingly tired.

Since the war had broken out

my life was a constant struggle.

*Vitka Kampner-Kovner

*Paris – 1946

It's not that simple.

And I didn't think it was right

to continue the "Nakam" activities

in 1946.

Furthermore, it's a process that

every person must go through himself.

That was one of the crises

that happened in the "Nakam".
When did you arrive?

-In '46.

I was the last in my group to arrive.

I arrived on the "Birya".

I was in Atlit for a while

until the Haganah released me.

We came as a group.

Partisans and fighters

who belonged to "Nakam".

We went straight
to Ein Hahoresh.

Some people still think
that Abba was a traitor

for not going back

and continuing with "Nakam".

Many of them

stopped talking to him.

They blamed him

for ordering them to come

in order to stop

Nakam's activity.

There were arguments

well into the night here, every day.

"Epilogue"

During the war I was more involved

in operational roles. 

In the kibbutz where we lived for
many years, Ruzka was very active.
She was the kibbutz secretary,

she was active in Hashomer Hatzair

and the National Kibbutz movements,

and I never was.

I worked in the field,

later I worked in education a bit,

I studied special education

and psychology.

Over there was action,

something was always happening,

there was something new

every other month.

In the kibbutz you settle down,
you work here or there…

it's not the same thing.

There we experienced more in 2 years

than we did on the kibbutz in 20.

I worked in a vegetable garden.

So I worked in a vegetable garden,

what can I say about a vegetable garden?

That I picked carrots?

The whole time I'm talking to you

I'm wondering why I'm telling you this.

Really, that's what I keep thinking.

Why am I telling you this?

Maybe I'm feeling old and…

I don't know why.
I never told anybody.

When Ruzka and Abba were alive

they always talked about it,
I never did.

Maybe because they're gone now

I think that someone should.
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