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PREFACE

The following oral history testimony is the result of a taped interview with Bella
Mischkinsky, conducted on August 17, 1995 on behalf of the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum. The interview is part of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum's collection of
oral testimonies. Rights to the interview are held by the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum.

The reader should bear in mind that this is a verbatim transcript of spoken, rather than
written prose. This transcript has been neither checked for spelling nor verified for accuracy, and
therefore, it is possible that there are errors. As a result, nothing should be quoted or used from this
transcript without first checking it against the taped interview.
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BELLA MISCHKINSKY
July 12, 1995

Question: Why don't you start by telling us your name, your date of birth, where you were born,
and perhaps you should give me your name at that time. 1f you want to also say | am--.

Answer: Okay, my name was Bella Maschinsky at that point, but | was born Bella Berger on
September 9, 1922. | lived in Lodz, which is the largest industrial city in Poland. | had a little
sister. My immediate family, father, mother, little sister and a whole slew of uncles, aunts,
cousins and so on. And, | was going to school in Poland. 1 felt pretty much comfortable in
Poland. Sometimes | wondered whether | was more Polish than Jewish or those things were
parallel and did not have an affect personally on me. Also, | knew about anti-semitism and
Poland did not touch me personally. | was going to school. | had lots of friends. | had Jewish
friends, non-Jewish friends, and | was never directly involved in Judaism. Also, my
grandparents were very religious. So, | felt okay in Poland, even knowing that there is anti-
semitism, because Poles were anti-semitic from day one, probably before they are born they are
anti-semitic. But it was not an obvious kind of thing | personally experienced. Until 1939, let --
Q. | just want to ask you a little more about your family life before we go on to the war.
What kind of business you father was in?

A. My father was working. He was an insurance salesman. My grandfather had a factory
which made bricks and my uncles were very involved in textiles. They were fairly comfortable
off, not rich, rich like a lot of Jews in Lodz were, but they were comfortable. Politically, | was
exposed to the discussions of my aunts and uncles. | had about four or five uncles and three
aunts, and they all belonged to a different political group. They were zionists. My father was a

, S0 Israel was not something he would think about or Palestine, at that
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particular time. He felt we should be happy where we are and the whole idea. He
was the only one of the whole lot. | had one uncle who was very hasidic. You know, had the
long and the whole bit. So, I was always exposed to those discussions, even as a
little girl. Not that | participated, | was not a joiner. | was not zionist, | was not a

. 1 was just a happy go lucky young girl with friends and school, and that's how

I related to life in Poland.

Q. Before 1939, were you aware of Hitler and Nazism?

A | was aware of Hitler, oh, | would say '38 when the first surge of German Jews were just
packed on the border of Poland. And the Jewish community Lodz, and | imagine some place
else too, was very attuned to it, very charitable. So, they were trying to place those refugees
from Germany, open kitchens, those people were dumped on the border without anything, just
whatever they could carry. So, they tried to place them in homes and opened kitchens to feed
them, and that's when | really became aware that that's what Hitler is doing. | heard about the
crystal night, but | wasn't terribly into it. By end of '38, '39 | became petrified of Hitler because
all of a sudden the anti-semitism in Poland, which was pretty dormant, flared up. So, we started
to be called names and it became very uncomfortable and not reassuring to be a part of it. So,
yes, that's when | really became aware of it, and before that | was really interested in Polish
history. We were taught Polish history five times a week. Piercutsky (ph) was hey, God. When
he died, | remember we had stay salute the portrait of him and tears were running down our eyes
because oh, how her father almost died, which was an illusion, but I guess | was not that
sophisticated at that time. So, | was aware, and the closer it came to '39 or the middle of '39 the
more aware | was of it. Until the last week in August | was in the country with my little sister

and mother and then we had to rush back to Lodz, disguised as non-Jews to our home because it
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became very dangerous. By September 1, when war broke out, Hitler immediately ordered his
troops, immediately overrun Lodz. It took two days and here they were. The Army | was so
proud of, you know, the calvary with their white gloves and the beautiful pasture with the horses
was disengaged and here we were under Hitler. And one law after the other followed in
immediate succession. Schools were closed. People were dismissed from their work. We could
no longer walk on the streets. We had to walk on the sidewalk. We had to put yellow stars on
both hands and then fires broke out everywhere. And I can still smell, almost smell the
synagogue burning and the Germans rounding up the men on the street, especially the ones with
the beards and paftins, we had a lot of them in Lodz. And they had to dance around and the
Germans and the Poles were just looking at it with such joy and glee that it just shattered my
mind and made me a very, very frightened person. All that was going on. | stayed under
German Nazi rule in Poland until December of 1939, and at that time, the whole feeling was let's
escape, let's go where he isn't. Poland was divided, at that time, in two parts. One part of Poland
the Russians took over and one part the Germans took over, so the idea was to escape the part
where the Germans are and go to the part where Russia is. So, one night we were sitting and
people were just knock at the door, knock at the door, and men were taken out, women were
taken out. It was just a fearful, fearful situation.

Q. What was going on in the streets? | mean did you pretty much stay home and hide out?
A. They couldn't because they were rushed out of their homes by the Poles and Germans.
They might come into a house and say all Jews out. Then they would surround the men and
some of them were never heard of. There were men going to work, with pails of water cleaning
the streets, and we were very easily recognizable because you had to wear a Jewish star. You

could not go to a store and buy anything because it wasn't being sold to Jews, so there was a little
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bit of hunger already. The predominant fact was the fear. Is my father going to go outside and
ever come back? Am | am going to go outside and ever come back? Are they going to surround
our apartment. It was the unknown of what they're going to do, but it was known that they were
gong to do something.

Q. Was there obvious brutality in the streets?

A. Yes. The Hitler . We had a lot of Germans in Lodz, and the youngsters.
"You there, you there, you there," you know back and forth with clubs, especially for the man it
was worse than for the women. They were just using sticks, throwing stones. It was a free for
all. There was no one to protect the Jews. We kind of became immediately second class people,
not even citizens or a part of the community. By December we had a kind of family meeting and
I just felt that | could not stay there. On other hand, the feeling was well, that's your home. You
have a roof over you. You just don't walk out of the house, not in '39. People did it later, but not
in '39. So, we made a decision that father and | are going to go on the other side to the Russians.
We're going to find quarters, send for my mother and my little sister, and we'll establish some
kind of roots away from the Germans under the Russian occupation. And that's what we did.
That was middle of December '39. So, my father and I didn't look what they call the term, |
didn't look Jewish. We took the stars off and we set out to go to the Russians. It wasn't a unique
idea. Thousands of people had the same idea, and proceeded to go like that. Also, the Poles
tried to go to the countryside rather than stay in the city, so you were facing moving sidewalks.
People, people, people, moving with bags on their backs. Suitcases, horse and buggy, but it was
just a moving stream of people, so we set out and our first direction was Warsaw. Now, | don't

know if you're aware of how Poland was divided. But towards that was part of

Russia. So, we went in that direction, so our first stop was Warsaw Ghetto. We did not have a
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Ghetto yet in Lodz so we were living in our own homes. When we got to Warsaw, found out
that all Jews lived in a Ghetto. We sneaked into the Ghetto and it was a horror. Dirty, hunger,
they were so much worse off than we were, and there was no place for us to stay or did we have
a desire to stay. So, after being there two days, we sneaked out of the Ghetto and continued our
trip to the Russian side. As we walked towards, not knowing exactly where we were going, but
general directions, and since we were not unique, and there were hundreds and hundreds of
people, you start talking to people. We found ourselves close to a family and they say well they
are going to the Russian part too, and they have a maid who lives not far from the Russian
border. They are going there and she is going to bring them over. We are free to join them.
Well, that was a wonderful opportunity, since we didn't know where we were going, and so we
joined the group of people. Sure enough, we got to the house of the maid which was not far from
the border.

Q. How long had you been walking?

A. Oh, maybe two weeks. Maybe a week, something like that.

Q. In the winter?

A. Yes, well it was December. We get to the farm house and the maid greets them and also
us with warmth and they have it all ready. They had a room ready for all of us and they were
going to sneak in because it was still German occupation. They were sneaking in food for us in
the evening, and then the first opportunity they have that they feel the road is clear, they are
going to bring us over. | was observing the whole situation and it became very uncomfortable
for me. | say, why does it take them so long. Something isn't right. And | was not wrong. We
were there about two days and then in the middle of the night there is a knock. The doors from

the place where we stayed on that farm, rip open and here is a German patrol escorted by the
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maid and the rest of her family. We were in just one room, completely surrounded and the first
thing was your money, your this, your that. So, father and | very quietly kind of went towards
the door, and as they were so busy plundering the baggage, suitcases, we sneaked out, but | had
nothing but the clothes | was wearing and so did father. We just blindly headed for the forest. It
was dark, it was cold. We had no directions. | turned around, there is no father. So, I found
myself in that forest not knowing quite where | am going but heading for the direction away
from the farmhouse. | must have run all night. First I tried to find father, which was almost
impossible. Well, I never did, and when daylight started | found myself on the outskirts of a
little town. It was cold. I was hungry. | was upset. Putting it mildly, | was desperate, when a
woman approaches me and she must have sensed that | was not from that part of town or
country, whatever | was. She approaches me and says why are you on the street at that hour?
That's not allowed. And I said, | was just attacked by the Poles and Germans and | was running.
Where am I? She says, "Come with me."” And she took me to her house. She was a Jewish
woman who went to fetch some water and took a chance to get some water when the Germans
and Poles aren't out, that's why she was on the street. She took me to her house, her home, if you
can call it such. It was a one room house, one room living quarters, and she had three little boys
and a very pious Jews, sitting there praying and she gave me a little bit of food. Put me right
next to the stove and tried to find out from where | am, what am | doing and so on, and | told her
that that's what happened to me. My intent is to go over to the Russian part of Poland. She says,
well that's very hard, but I'll see what | can do for you. She evidently was -- | don't know what
her position in that little town was, whether she was a rabbi's wife, but knew the community.

She went at night, she went over and she came back and she says I'll give you a way to go over
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to the Russians because | know people who do it all the time. They are smugglers. That's the
trade they have.

Q. Were these Jewish smugglers?

A Yes. | had nothing. | had no papers, no money, nothing literally zilch. She brought me
over to the smugglers. They looked me over for some reason they say okay, we'll take you with
us. So, I was very fortunate without the help of those strangers who stretched out their hand
because they felt sorry for me or I just looked different to whatever they were, | can't explain it.
But they were so kind. The smugglers took me with them. What they did were they were
smuggling shoes, but just to assure themselves that nobody is going to grab from them what they
grabbed from someone else, they first carried all left shoes, and then made the next trip with bags
of right shoes and then the two bags got together and they had hundreds of pairs of shoes. But
they worked with the Poles and Germans, so when they came around, the smugglers and | and

the shoes went to a little where German patrol was standing and under their

direction we went over to the Russian part.
Q. Do you remember the names of these towns?
A. | don't remember the name. At one point | did remember and | wrote it down. It's

or something like that. It's a very small kind of town, and that's how I find

myself on the Russian front.

Q. Now, being that there were all these smugglers and here you were an attractive 17, 18
year old girl, was that an advantage or did they try --?

A. No, I don't think they took any advantage of me being a pretty 17 girl at all. As a matter
of fact, nobody did, in all of my encounters. | found kindness in a certain -- | don't know. They

kind of spoke to me differently like feeling sorry for me and that's very unusual because you feel
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sorry for someone when there is one, two, three, but there were hundreds of people like me.
Maybe not all alone, but so I only had kindness from them. Then they had a place on the other
side of the river where Poles were waiting and they collected their shoes, and then we parted
company. The Poles even offered me to stay with them, and you know, you don't have to go any
further, stay here. But, | wasn't trusting anyone. | took advantage of their kindness but never
trusted them. So, then they went about their way and | continued. Now, | was on the Russian
site, but I still had no money. 1 still didn't know where to go, and my recollection was that as we
were still at home, my uncles took the route before us, and they were mentioning the city of

. So, I said I have to get to , and maybe some how, some way, |

had no address or no names of people, | contact them, find them. It's not unusual to meet people

on the street, because everybody was walking. It took me two weeks to get to

There was no transportation. | had no money for tickets so when a train was moving, | tried to
jump on top of the roof and get a little ride and then people were always helping me. When | did

get to , it was a terrible disappointment which I could not understand it there,

but I understood it a little later. Evidently, was a central city, where all the

people from the German part of Poland used to congregate. So, the city was over run with

so called. And they had no place for them. They had no heart for them. So,

you couldn't get a glass of water if you did not pay for it. So, | spent a few nights on a bench.
Finally, somebody said there is some people from Lodz congregating in that house and | run
there and | couldn't stay there because again, for a little place on the floor you had to pay money,
and | had none. So, there was a woman who said oh, I'll tell you, I just come here for business,
but I live in a little town about 17 miles from , and | am sure that you can go to

school there because schools in Russia are free. That's what | wanted to do. She said come with
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me, I'll take you there and you find out, maybe things will be easier for you. Since | had nothing
to lose, I said okay. Not that | knew her before, and the transportation | remember clearly my

journey from to . It had to be done by sled. There was no other

way of transportation. By then it was January, and it was very, very cold. Sled rides, the people
who were running the sleds, that's how they made their living, but they offered to take me
without money. But, my legs were all frozen. | didn't have enough warm clothes and they were
frozen for about seven, eight years until I got rid of it. Anyway, | get to that city of

. She took me her home, and she says I'll introduce you to people who might help

you and at that time that was the Russian part now.

Q. Is she a Jewish woman?

A. Yes.

Q. And at this point, you had lost all contact with your family?

A Well, I had no contact with my mother and sister who were in the German part. | had no
contact with my father whom I lost in the woods so | was all alone. So, when | got to that little

town of , she right away, a small town, they say, oh there is a little girl who

came from the German side. So, there was quite a congregation of people from that little town
around and then there was one person who said | introduce you to the Russian commissar who is
in charge of all the stores and his wife is taking care of children who have no homes and maybe
somehow we can work something out that you can go to school, maybe find a job, and I had no
place to go, | say okay I'll stay another day.

Then the next morning, they brought me into that Russian officer. She spoke Russian. | spoke
Polish. The people around me spoke Jewish. | did not speak Jewish, but I understood it. So, he

had a lengthy conversation with me the interpreter and he says, you stay here don't you travel
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any further. | see what I can do for you. You come to my office tomorrow morning. And I said,
your office, | don't speak Russian. | don't know really nothing. He said don't worry. So, |
stayed another night at the household of that woman, and the next morning | got into his office
and he said, okay, put me at his desk, wrote the Russian alphabet out for me and says you learn
Russian and in the meantime I'll give you a salary. So, it was just unbelievable luck. To make a

long story short, I stayed in the city of until the German liquidated the Jews,

but that's getting ahead of it.

Q. Why was he so nice, and how did you know who to trust?

A. Well, I trusted them as far as when I had no other choices. When I had choices, | did not

trust them. Why did I trust him? | had no place to go, so why shouldn't I.

Q. And he was just a nice man?

A. He was just a nice man. He introduced me to his wife, to his children, and they were very
helpful at their later day in that respect that the Russians were sending out all the people who got

into the city of after a certain day to Siberia. She put me on her list of the

children who had no parents and didn't belong any place and that's how | was saved from being
taken to Siberia.
Q. So, what did you do in this small town for all this time?

A. After a very short time, | learned the language and | worked for Mr.

That was the name of the guy and became the cashier of all the retail stores. A very prominent
job. I got paid. I could afford to rent a finished room. | could afford to buy my food, and | was
quite comfortable. The only thing is the Germans closed the borders between the Russian
occupation part, and so | had no contact with what happened with my mother. | had no contact

with what happened in Lodz. | didn't know what happened to the Jews. Nothing. We were just
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completely shut off from any information. After all, the Germans and the Russians were buddy,
buddy at that time. So, | was just all by myself, and | was working and except not knowing and
not having a way to know life kind of stabilized for me. | couldn't go to school because that's

true, school was free, but board and food and everything else was not. So, | stayed in that town

until when Germany invaded the Russian part of Poland after they had that

pact. And again, the Germans marched into in a very short time it's true, Mr.

said, "Bella, we are skipping town. We are going further to Russia. Please do
come with me. Come with my family.” And I said no. | had the memory, or so | thought, of
what it meant to just travel from city to city and not having a place. I didn't think I could face it
again. So, I was not willing to give up the room that | had. The Germans were not there yet.
Memories are sometimes short. So, | opted not to go with him.
Q. One question. When this are was under Russian control and you were living there, were

Jews allowed to be Jews openly? Was there any problem with that?

A Yes.
Q. And they knew you were Jewish?
A. Oh, yes. That was never questioned. The only thing, since it was so close to the actual

Russian border, they did not want refugees there, that's why | was not sent out because

took me under his wing, but a lot of people were sent out into deep Russia.

Because that was not a very good element for them, and they wanted to get rid of them. So, |
stayed. But then on June 21, when the Germans invaded the Russian part --

Q.  1941?

A. 1941. So, | would say I had a year of fairly comfortable living. | made friends. | met

everybody. Everybody was nice to me. | had a salary. | had a job. It was lonely but | was free
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of the Germans. Until that June 21, the Germans came very fast, very swift. The second day

they were there, they surrounded all man of the little city. It was a get a shovel,

get some food for three days. We have to build roads. Almost everybody just signed up, so it
became a city of women. All men left and were never heard of again. As | was sitting in my
room, there was a very kind lady who said, "Look, the Germans are here. You cannot stay by
yourself. You come and live with me." | knew her son. | never met her but | knew her son, and
I knew her daughters and I said, "No,I cannot do it. You have --." She said, "I don't want to hear
any different.” She was a very energetic person. She says, "Come on. Get your possessions.” |
didn't have much, so it wasn't a problem of sorting what | take, what | leave. | had very little,
and she took me to her household. Her name was Mrs. Pollock. She was just the most
wonderful, wonderful person that | have ever met in my life, and | met lots of people, and lots of
people who are helpful to me, but she was just wonderful. She had lots of contacts through the
farmers. She used to put her babushka on and get into the farm and bring some bread and share

it with me, like she shared it with her daughters. There was never a difference. She was just

great.
Q. These were Jewish people?
A. Yes. As | was working, | made contacts with non-Jewish people too, and they were very

nice, very helpful, very friendly. Most of the people were always very friendly towards me.
Q. When you refer to this as a city of women, you're talking about just the Jewish area?

A. Well, we weren't in the Ghetto yet.

Q. But the men who were taken away were just Jewish men?
A. Just Jewish men. Well, I don't remember exactly the period of times we could stay in our
homes, then it comes that all Jews go to a Ghetto in . There was no question
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for her that | go wherever she goes. So, we had about a week's time 1 think to find quarters.
They just gave us a few houses separated them and then all the Jews from spread out towns had
to go to a Ghetto. That was my first experience and exposure to a Ghetto.

Q. About how many people were in this Ghetto?

A I would just have to take a rough -- maybe 8,000. | wouldn't want to be quoted on it
because | don't know, but it was a small town to begin with, and the Jewish population wasn't
that tremendous. There was not an outright anti-semitism felt because it was spread out. So, |
really don't know, but I do know that she found quarters. Every family had to find where to live,
so she found a house where there were two sisters living and they had two rooms and a kitchen
and then she had a mother, Mrs. Pollock. So, it was her mother, myself, her two daughters, and
she, we all moved into that two room apartment. Life in Ghetto wasn't terrible because the
people who were in charge of the Ghetto had a certain kindness about them and a certain
understanding. So, those are Jews in the Ghetto and then there are Germans outside. They have
to abide orders in order for the Germans not to storm the Ghetto. But their idea was how to help
the Jewish population who was there. So, yes, we did have police and we did have a Judenrot,
but they were a part of the Jewish community of the Ghetto, which was not true in other Ghettos.
We were supplied our food from Wilno, the Wilno Ghetto was our main headquarters, you could

say. We stayed in the Ghetto and I found a job for a German commandant of

as a cleaning woman or cleaning girl, but she did have a German who took care of his needs. |
was just a helper of the German soldier, and he too was very kind. | never felt any abuse or
anything like that.

Q. You went outside of the Ghetto every day?

A. Yes, | went outside of the Ghetto to work. Lots of people did.
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Q. Was this a sealed off Ghetto?

A It wasn't closed. It was sealed off but people were going to work and coming back from
work so there was contact. Of course there was a lot of barter, and it wasn't a very strict kind of
situation. There was also hunger already creeping in. We had to give all our possession, the
gold, furs, whatever the Germans collected that. Somehow, | found amazing through my whole
experience, they demanded that they give all your jewels away, and it was hard to part with it so
you gave it away. You wouldn't think of flushing it down the toilet or anything like that, but it
was yours and you couldn't do it. At that point, we knew that the Wilno Ghetto had a lot of
actions, that a lot of people were being killed and taken away and the Judenrot had to submit the
people. The Germans never entered the Ghetto. They just gave the Judenrot a list, today | need

100,000 people or 10,000 people, whatever the transfer was. And one day, | remember clearly,

the Wilno Judenrot put a request towards , that the Jews of
have to supply 1,500 people, and the Judenrot of said no. We are not doing it. So,
after two days, the contingency from Wilno Ghetto came to and said, look, we

just struck a bargain with the Germans. Instead of 1,500 people you give us 400 people elderly
people, whatever. You give us a list. We want to grab them an then we continue our life as it is.
Well, they did get 400 older people under the pretext that they're going to be relocated and not

far from they put them all in not a barrack, but a farm house -- a barn and just set

fire to it, and all the 400 people were burned. Now, those were people that we all knew, but that

was the only time that they got any people from

Q. How did you get information about what was going on in Wilno and ?

A. Well, people were kind of sneaking out, coming back, going, and so it wasn't a very

precise information, but things started to filter through. Most of the stories were not believed.
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So, we did get kind of a feeling what was going on in Wilno. Not precisely but one day we got a

decree that Ghetto is being liquidated. It's time for to become

About when was this?

Q
A ‘42 probably because '43 | was in
Q

Was it liquidated in April '43, does that make sense?

A When | got to , | thought maybe April '43 yes because | was in Wilno a
short time.
Q. But you're saying in the Ghetto, you really didn't have actions and all

sorts of reprisals against the people and roundups?

A No, because the Judenrot -- the only roundup was the 400 people.

Q. So, you felt moderately safe there?

A. Yes. Kind of life took it's own tone so to say.

Q. Were there any activities in the Ghetto? Were there schools for the children?

A. No, it was a small community. If I said 8,000 maybe | exaggerated the amount because

there was a lot of people coming in from the neighboring little farms. They were all put into

, but I made some friends. So, people were going out to work, coming. It was

not-- you didn't feel the Germans' hand very strongly, and people were helping eachother alot.
They were just such unusual kind of people that it's unbelievable to describe. But | have such
warm feeling towards every one there. They all embraced me. | embraced them. We used to
after work, get into somebody's room and talk and it wasn't any special activity. There were
small grounds, but kind of life progressed day by day. Mrs. Pollock used to go out on the farm at

night, come back bring some flour, get some bread. Never did she make me feel that | am taking
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food away from her children. Not for one second. There were times, before | got my job, that
they were saying we need 100 girls to build roads, she would send her daughters instead of me.
She felt I'm too delicate for it. 1 mean she was just so terrific.

Q. And the Jewish police who are guarding the Ghetto, would let people come and go?

A. Well you had to have permission. It wasn't just free-- because we were not allowed to
walk the streets.

Q. Not even in the Ghetto?

A. In the Ghetto, yes.

Q. But you said this woman would go out at night to the farms. Did she sneak out or the
people just didn't look?

A. She sneaked out.

Q. And if the policeman saw her, they turned the other way?

A. She made sure nobody sees her.

Q. When you were working for this German in town, did you learn anything special that you
might not have learned otherwise?

A. No, just the Jewish star.

Q. You didn't hear them talking about anything?

A. No. | was treated decent, but | was not a part of -- | very rarely had any contact with the
commandant | was working for. That was not my place. | wasn't a member of that family. |
was just doing the work, and it did give me an opportunity if I was to go and bring water which
was in the next house, we didn't have running water, and then they were friends of mine, the
Poles, and | used to sneak into their house, and they used to give me a slice of bread which |

could bring back to the Ghetto. So, there was still some contact with the outside world.
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Q. Now, you said you were learning little by little what was happening in Wilno. Did you
have any knowledge of what was happening in the camps in Poland?

A No, not at that time. So, when they liquidated the Ghetto, what they

did is they took the Jews from the Ghetto and send them to a different so

called camp. 1 don't remember the name of it. It was not a barn, a big house. It was clean, clean
barracks, but | found so confining, no freedom to move, no way to escape. Nothing, so |
discussed it with Mrs. Pollock and said, "Look, I can't stay here. | feel choked. | am going to go
to the Wilno Ghetto.” And the people who were going to the Wilno Ghetto to bring products for
that camp, was the name of the camp.

Q. This is before the Ghetto was liquidated or right after?

A No, no. Right after the Ghetto was liquidated we were sent to ,and |

stayed there about three days. There was no distribution of work or nothing, but it was like
living in a big open place and no where to escape. | was always fearful of putting my whole life

in one kind of place. Even before the Ghetto was liquidated, | worked with a

gentlemen during the Russians, a Pole, an elderly man. And when he heard that the Ghetto is

going to be liquidated he came to the gates when | was going to work and he

said, "Bella, please come with me. | settle you. My cousin's farm far away from here. Nobody
would know. I'll just introduce you as my niece." You see, | spoke perfect Polish. It was very
hard to detect that I am Jewish. And | was thinking back and forth, and back and forth, and then
in the last moment, before we were sent out, | said no. Again, | would not put myself fully under

any family's control. So, I just went with Mrs. Pollock to and then | made

contact with the guys who were going for provision to Wilno and | said, "Hey, buddy, would you

take me to Wilno?" And they said okay, but you'll have to be very quiet. We'll put you on the
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bottom of the truck. We'll put straw over you and then we'll sneak you into Wilno. So, the next
morning, early in the morning, | went on the truck, and I went to Wilno. As luck would have it,
at that particular time, the German officers were at the gates of the Wilno Ghetto, and they poked
the truck and here | come out. So, the Wilno police, who had no idea, kind of whisked me away
from them and brought me into the Ghetto and put me into that jail. Somehow I got away from
the Germans thanks to their alertness or whatever. So, | was in the jail for about a day and a half,
and | was interrogated. Why am | coming here. What do | want here, and so on and on and what
am | going to be, and what am I going to live on. There was Jewish police woman and she was
from Kovno. She said, "Oh, let her go. I'll take her to my house." So, again, luck was just
unbelievably with me. She did take me to her quarters and kind of took me under her wing. She
was a sweet young lady. She had a mother and two sisters and a little brother and | certainly was

not welcome in their house, because | took another little space away.

End of Tape 1
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Tape 2

Q: I'm going to back track a little and ask if you had any knowledge of the

group who were operating in that area?
A. Yes, | do, | did. At that time, because history was repeating itself, the same kind of

Germans | saw in Lodz. The same kind of groups were entering the city of ,

surrounding houses. Everybody out, men out. They were wearing those black uniforms, and
they were a petrifying force. You know that if they leave and you're still alive, just count your
blessing. It's your happy hour. There was never any assuredness that once you are surrounded
them that you will escape from their clutches. It was never your choice. They either had enough
people, or got what they wanted and left, but you really had no control over it. If they were
looking for men or they suspected somebody was hiding, they didn't hesitate to enter the homes
and bang around and look around and you're just standing there like a little mouse, or a big
mouse, whatever.

Q. Were these organized groups or just bands of thugs. Were they all Germans?

A. Well, no. They were pretty organized, very disciplined, very impressive and their posture
and their self assurance. | mean they were the Lord and Masters. What they were before, we
had no knowledge. We just found out what kind of people were there, but they were the heros of
the world. They had the power over that bundle of nothing, because the Jews became nothing.
See, we stopped being human beings. So, yes, we were aware of them.

Q. How did you know these were the group, and did they have local

auxiliaries?
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A. Well, the soldiers were not in the city. Soldiers were fighting the front. Those were
special groups with one purpose, round up the Jews. They were wearing different kinds of
uniforms. There was one group which was wearing the brown uniforms. That was a

, they were working on construction of roads. When they used to come in, and ask
for people, you were pretty much assured that you are just going to go for a day, work on the
roads and come back. When the group came, you didn't think you would ever come
back.
Q. Did they have local support?

A Not in . They had it everywhere else starting from Lodz to whatever,

they had full local support.

Q. How did you learn what happened to these people who were taken away?

A. Well, first of all, many a times they used to take another group of people from the
Ghettos. That became more clear in Wilno than in any place else because that's where the mass

destruction took place. In it was just a group of men, you know. But somebody

had to dig the graves and somebody had to cover the graves, and the Germans weren't going to
do it. So, people were called to go to work and sometimes sneaked back they were telling tales
and to us they were just tales, because no that couldn't happen, wouldn't happen, didn't happen.
It took quite a few years until the real idea penetrated to everybody that that's what the Germans
do. That they were such masters in psychology because sometimes when they round up people
for work, the people really went to work. Sometimes when they round up people for work, the
people were going to killing grounds. You never knew what's what. So, they kind of dulled
your senses and there was always the hope, so you'd just go like cattle to the grave. That was

that massive in Wilno-- in that it became very pronounced in Wilno.

This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy.



http://collections.ushmm.org
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

USHMM Archives RG-50.030*0340 21

Q. In were you aware of any efforts to the people to get away to form a

resistance group, anything like that?

A No, not really in . Resistance towards what? Get away where? It was not

that time to escape so where do you go? Who is going to help you? There was no place to go.
Q. In all the time that you were there, you've now been away from your family a few years,
what went through your mind?

A Through my mind that my family is probably no longer is alive. That's the more | was
exposed to the politics and the behavior of the Germans towards the Jews, the more | knew that
the chances for any of us to survive are not tremendous. So, I really didn't think that my family
is alive, and | really did not choose to have a picture of how they died because it wasn't very
clear in my mind ei