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By February 1943, World War II began to take a new 

directioné 

Å The Soviet army drove the Axis forces from all of 

eastern Europe during the next two years. 

Å The Allies gradually defeated the German armies 

in western Europe during this period as well. 

Å To hide the evidence of their barbaric treatment of 

the Jews and other ñenemiesò of the Reich and 

avoid retaliation, the Germans tried to destroy the 

death camps. 
ï Though the Nazis attempted to destroy the crematories, those 

few Jews who were still alive were able to tell their liberators 

what took place. 

ï Huge mounds of shoes (including baby bootees), clothing, 

watches, fountain pens, tens of thousands of suitcases, bins of 

eyeglasses, and large stacks of recently cut human hair served 

as evidence of what had happened. 

Å When the world learned about the horrendous 

events in the death camps, many people wondered 

why the Jews had not offered more resistance to 

their oppressors.  

ï The Jews had few opportunities to resist.  The 

muzzle of a gun aimed at a personôs head, the 

beatings, the torture, and the public hangings 

carried out by the Germans made almost all who 

were imprisoned submissive and docile. 

 



Å Confronted with the overwhelming strength of the German military, victims had 

little alternative but to comply with the commands given to them.   

ï Obeying  meant clinging to precious hours of life in the hope that some unforeseen 

miracle would change their destiny.   

ï Perhaps relief would arrive and rescue them from impending death. 

ï Resisting or attacking a guard, on the other hand, invariably resulted in death.  Not only 

was the attacker killed but his family and fellow prisoners were also tortured and 

executed. 

ï Such reprisals by the Nazis ensured that captives did not often resist. 

Å Besides the threat of execution, there were a 

number of other reasons why most Jews failed 

to fight or resist and instead remained passive, 

resigned to the inevitable.   
Å Though they held life dear, they knew their pain 

and agony could be relieved by death.  Some 

even welcomed it.   

Å The more religious put their fate in Godôs hands. 

Å Also, there were those who believed that the 

Germans were telling the truth when they 

promised to resettle the Jews and allow them to 

live out the war in work camps. 

Å To some it was inconceivable that a country as 

civilized as Germany could be part of a mass-

murder scheme. 

 



Å Many Jews thought that in time the Germans would lose the war and they would 

be saved.   
ï This became more of a possibility after the Nazi armies began to suffer heavy losses and defeats 

in their battles against Soviet troops on the eastern front. 

ï The Jews believe that if they persevered, they would be rescued. 

ï And embedded in their beliefs were memories of how their Jewish ancestors survived century-old 

pogroms. 

Å Even when they were inclined to resist, many Jews did not because they were 

too sick and weak. 
ï And if they could muster enough strength to organize some plan of attack, they had no access to 

the necessary guns or weapons. 

 



A Commitment to Live 
Å Despite their circumstances, most of the Jews still made an effort to defy 

the Nazi authority. They expressed their defiance by:  

ï studying their religion and maintaining their cultural habits.   

ï expressed themselves through poetry and art. 

ï Adapting to ñprisonò life, utilizing bribery, forgery, theft, and spying.   

ï smuggling and sabotage when it was safe to do so. 

ï Sometimes in a fit of anger or desperation, they would attack Nazi police officers or camp 

guards. 

Å The boldest and most aggressive of the Jewish rebels were the Zionists, 

those who wanted to escape to Palestine where they could establish their 

own Jewish country and be rid of persecution once and for all. 

ï They located a few guns and smuggled them into the ghettos. 

ï They assembled their own machine guns, piece by piece.   

ï They filled bottles with gasoline, wrapped them in saturated rags, and inserted a wick.  

When ignited, this weapon could be used as a grenade (Molotov cocktail). 

ï Then, as they realized that extermination was almost inevitable, more and more Zionists 

made a commitment to die fighting with dignity and courage.   

ï They were dedicated to killing as many Nazis as they could.  To them, that wan honorable 

goal. 

 

 



Å Despite the staggering odds against them, 

individuals and groups of Jews did strike 

back at the Nazis.   

Å In July 1942, the Jews in the small ghetto 

of Nieswiez, Poland, started an uprising 

by throwing acid in the faces of the Nazi 

police officers.  After firing a crude 

machine gun on German reinforcements, 

the Jewish fighters set fire to the ghetto. 

Å The overpowering Germans retaliated 

by murdering every Jew in the 

community. 

Å Similar actions followed in other 

ghettos. 

Å Secret Jewish rebel units were 

established in the ghettos of Vilna, 

Bialysok, and elsewhere. 

Å These units attacked the Nazis and 

wounded many of them.  Although 

most of the Jewish rebels were men, 

some were teenage girls. 



Å In Krakow, Poland, a squad of Jews 

dressed in stolen SS uniforms managed 

to hide a bomb in a restaurant situated 

outside the ghetto.  The bomb exploded 

and killed several Germans.   

Å Once again, the SS men struck back 

by shooting countless ghetto 

dwellers.   

Å At Treblinka, a Jew about to enter the 

gas chamber threw a hand grenade 

at the Ukrainian guards.   

Å At the same camp, another Jewish 

man, despondent after hearing that 

his wife and daughter died in the 

chamber, stabbed and killed an SS 

officer.   

Å It was not uncommon for enraged 

Jews to strike back at those who 

harmed them.  Often, they stole or 

made knives and hid them until they 

had an opportunity to use them. 



Uprisings 
Three uprisings took place in the Treblinka, Sobibor, and Auschwitz-Birkenau 

concentration camps from the summer of 1943 to the fall of 1944.  Each of the 

uprisings resulted in limited success.  Some Jewish inmates did manage to escape, 

but hundreds more were killed, captured and hanged. 

 

Despite such punishments, resistance in the camps continued.  Fighting back became 

a way to win at least a moral victory over the Nazis.  In addition to killing SS and 

Ukrainian guards, the Jews burned camp buildings.  Following the rebellions at 

Treblinka and Sobibor, neither camp could function as an extermination center any 

longer. 



In Treblinka, in Poland, the Jewish underground leaders developed a well -planned 
escape using makeshift weapons and grenades to storm the fences.  
 
They were also able to obtain guns and ammunition from the German arsenal by 
duplicating a key to the arms storehouse.  Unfortunately, the plan failed when an 
SS officer was shot when he discovered that an inmate had some Polish money, 
which was forbidden.  Many Jew  and a number of guards were killed in the 
fighting inside the camp.   
 
Some Jews escaped, but German soldiers pursued them into the fields and 
captured or shot all but about one hundred before they could reach the woods.   
 
 



Sobibor Uprising 

Å Sobibor, in eastern Poland, was located near partisan units, which 

were the civilian guerrilla fighters who hid in the forests and carried 

out surprise raids on German troops and installations.   

ï For this reason and because of the rising number of German military defeats, the 

Nazis placed land minds around Sobibor.   

ï At the camp, the Jewish rebels dug a tunnel under the fences and mined areas.  

When the tunnel collapsed in a rainstorm, the rebel commanders changed their 

strategy.  They decided to conduct their escape by killing a group of SS men, 

then taking their weapons and raiding the camp arsenal. 

Å Though the escape plan was initially successful, too many anxious 

camp prisoners panicked and ran for the fences and gates before 

the total operation could be put in effect.   

ï A bloody battle took place with heavy casualties suffered by the German 

Ukrainian guards.  The rebels took staggering losses as well.  A few hundred 

Jews fled Sobibor, but most were eventually caught, shot, or killed by the 

exploding mines.  Some of those who managed to escape joined nearby partisan 

forces. 



Auschwitz Uprising 
Å A revolt erupted inside Auschwitz on October 7, 1944.  At that time, the 

German armies were in full retreat. 

ï Nevertheless, Adolf Eichmann and his colleagues ordered that the gas chambers at 

Auschwitz be in full operation twenty-four hours a day.  He wanted to accelerate the 

process of murdering Jews before the Soviets arrived to liberate them.   

ï Previously, on July 24, a contingent of Soviet soldiers had advanced to the death camp at 

Maidanek and freed all of its inmates. 

ï Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews, along with trainloads of Greek Jews 

and Jews from practically every European country, streamed into Auschwitz daily. 

Å The Auschwitz revolt was unusual in that it was started by 

Sonderkommandos, the special units of Jewish prisoners who 

transported the dead bodies to the crematories.   

ï They were able to plant explosives under the ovens.    The dynamite was smuggled out of 

an ammunition plant by four girls who were working there.   

ï The revolt was triggered by blowing up one crematory and damaging another.   



SS Men Killed 
Å During the gun battle that followed, a number of SS men were killed. 

Å Many Jews were also killed when they were captured after breaking through 

the camp fence and trying to flee.   
ï None of the participants in the revolt survived.  The four girls involved in supplying materials 

for the bomb were tortured and hanged without revealing the names of the other 

underground members. 

ï A secret final letter that one of the victims wrote before her execution implored others in the 

camps to ñbe strong and brave.ò   

ï The martyrs at Auschwitz were able to slow the rate of mass murder only slightly.   

ï 853 prisoners and 70 SS men were killed, Number 3 crematorium burned to the ground and 

Number 4 was damaged and rendered useless. 

Å As early as January 1942, the more militant factions in the ghettos of 

Europe began to plead with their fellow Jews to resist the Nazis, even to the 

last breath. 
ï In Vilna, young people placed posters on walls warning that the Lithuanian Jews were being 

shot, not resettled at the nearby Ponary camp.  Their signs appealed to Jews to disobey the 

Gestapo and ñnot go as sheep to slaughter.ò 

ï They said that though it was true that they were weak and defenseless, resistance was the 

only reply to the enemy. 

ï A poster read, ñBrothers it is better to fall as free fighters than to live by the grace of the 

murderers.ò 

 



The Warsaw Ghetto Revolts 
Å Early in 1942, the Jews made efforts to establish a guerrilla force in Warsaw.   

ï Limited contacts were made with the secret Polish underground detachments, which enabled the budding 

Jewish fighting units to obtain a small number of arms.   

ï Some weapons, mostly old revolvers, were purchased outside the ghetto at very high prices and 

smuggled back in at great risk to both buyer and seller. 

ï Weapons and parts were also stolen from gun factories and assembled in the ghetto. 

ï Hand grenades were made there in secret shops and stored for future battle. 

Å Despite the great difficulties of convincing most ghetto inhabitants that being passive 

was futile, the young Warsaw ghetto rebel leaders proceeded with their plans to 

revolt. 
ï They believed that though the remaining Jewish community of seventy thousand Jews was still divided on 

what course of action to take, they could no longer sit back and do nothing.  Germans had to be killed. 

Å On January 18, 1943, the Germans surprised the remaining ghetto occupants with a 

sweeping raid and ordered all the inhabitants they caught to go to the Umschlagplatz, 

which meant ñreloading place.ò   
ï It was the square in the Warsaw ghetto where Jews were herded together for deportation to the death 

camps. 

ï The resistance hurriedly put out a leaflet: ñJews!  The enemy has moved on to the second phase of your 

extermination!  Do not resign yourself to death!  Defend yourselves!  Grab an axe, an iron bar, a knife!  

Let them take you this way, if they can!ò 



Insurgence 

Å The Warsaw ghetto Jews responded by launching the first civilian armed 

resistance to the Nazis with four days of bitter fighting.  With a mere 143 

revolvers, one machine gun, and sparse rounds of ammunition at their 

disposal, the ñpeopleôs avengers,ò as they were called, struck back at the 

Nazis in guerrilla-type street fighting. 

ï Twenty Germans were killed and fifty wounded 

ï More than 1,000 Jews were killed during the resistance 

ï The Nazis sent 6,000 off to the death camps, but the mood of the ghetto had changed.  

Jews realized that they too could kill.  This knowledge gave them courage to fortify 

themselves against the Nazis and death itself. 

Å The resistersô determination to fight to the end inspired other Jews. 

ï It was apparent that Jews had the ability to fight with valor against seemingly 

insurmountable odds.   


