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Abstract 
 

Yafa Ulpan was born in Švenčionys (Swieciany), Lithuania, in 1927, to a family of five 
children.  Anti-Semitism in her town affected Jewish schools and businesses.  When the war 
broke out in 1939, her town was taken over by the Russians, who confiscated their houses and 
took their store.  When Russia and Germany went to war, Lithuanian partisans took over schools 
and businesses, arrested Jews, and forced them to do hard labor.  They told Yafa’s father that 
they would protect him if he took over the organization of food supplies.  The Lithuanians 
surrounded their home and stole all of their valuables.  They took her father away, made him dig 
his own grave, and killed him.   

When the town was told to prepare for transport, Lithuanian police forced the Jews to 
assemble and marched them at night to Poligon.  Yafa went back to Švenčionys and then to the 
ghetto.  When the Germans assembled the Jews to go back to Poligon, Yafa stayed in the 
Švenčionys ghetto while all the others were marched and shot.  When all her friends were sent to 
camps, her boss saved her and assigned her to agricultural work.  She was taken to the Dūkŝtas 
(Dukszty) work camp. 

When the Švenčionys ghetto was liquidated, Yafa worked in the new Švenčionys work 
camp.  She then went to the Vilnius (Vilna) ghetto through connections and bribes while the 
others were sent to Kaunas (Kovno) and killed.  Unable to find work, a friend hid her.  She 
worked outside the ghetto and hid during police searches.  

She was smuggled out and brought to a Christian woman who hid her.  In searching for a 
place to stay, she pretended to be Polish and passed German searches.  She was taken to the 
Gestapo prison and worked cleaning the jail.  A guard befriended and helped her; when she 
heard that everyone was going to be killed, the guard managed to get her out.  All the others 
were shot. 

She was taken to Kielce, Riga, Mežaparks (Kaiserwald), and then Dundaga.  In the spring 
of 1944, Yafa and a group went to a larger camp en route to Germany, where they marched to 
the border and were sent to Stutthof.  She worked in a German village for six weeks digging 
potatoes.  She was then sent to another camp where a Polish guard let her leave on a death 
march.   

After liberation, Yafa went to a village close to Hamburg.  She left with friends with a 
German in a carriage, and stayed in an apartment in Hamburg.  A Jewish officer obtained a 
horse, carriage, and provisions for them, to help them escape.  They joined a caravan heading for 
Vilnius.  When they arrived they were taken to work in Bydgoszcz.  

Her future husband Misha, a Jewish Russian officer, took her to stay with a friend.  After 
she declined his first marriage offer, he took her to Vilnius to find relatives.  She then went to 
Lodź where she met a friend who told her that her brother and sister had survived.   

Misha deserted the army and found Yafa in Lodź.  She went with him to Austria, and 
from there the Jewish Brigade took them through the Alps to Funestra(?), Budapest, and then to 
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Bologna and Bari.  She spent two years in Italy, had a baby girl, and got married in April 1946, 
when she was 18.  After traveling through Italy, they boarded a boat in Genoa bound for Israel 
but were caught by the British and taken to Haifa in July 1947.  They were placed in a displaced 
persons camp in Cyprus for 16 months. 

She and her family eventually went to Ra’anana, Israel in November 1947, and from 
there to Magdiel, where her husband worked in an orchard and she opened a fish store.  After the 
War of Independence they resettled in Jaffa. 
 

Oral History 
 

Tape 1 
 

00:01:00 Yafa Ulpan was born in Švenčionys, eighty kilometers from Vilnius, in 1927.  
There were five children in her well-to-do family, and her father owned a grocery 
store.  She describes the town and how the population was a mix of Poles, 
Russians, and Lithuanians. 

 
00:01:11 She describes her Jewish school that went until seventh grade.  There was also a 

Jewish high school but many went to the gymnasium in Vilnius instead.  She 
describes her activities in school.  

 
00:01:20 She talks about anti-Semitism in her town.  The Poles tried to eliminate the 

Jewish school by withdrawing town funds.  Her father organized funding by the 
Jewish community.  

 
00:01:28 She talks about her family and shows photographs. 
 
00:01:33 She talks about the curriculum in her school, as well as the teachers, social life, 

and the great support the school gave her.  
 
00:01:40 In 1937 there was an increase in anti-Semitism, and she discusses how it affected 

Jewish businesses.  
 
00:01:43 She describes the kibbutzim and the Zionist activities in her town that her father 

supported financially. 
 
00:01:51 Yafa talks about the organizations in her town, as well as her home life.  
 
00:02:01 In 1938 there was a further increase in anti-Semitism.  She recalls how life was 

before that time, when relations with the Polish community were quite friendly. 
 
00:02:10 She talks about childhood illnesses. 
 
00:02:19 When the war broke out in 1939, the town was taken over by the Russians, who 

were pro-Communist, which upset her parents. 
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00:02:25 Her brother joined the Komsomol (Communist Youth Union).  The Russians 
confiscated both their houses, and took over the store. 

 
00:02:33 She describes life under the Russians.  Although the entire family lived in just two 

rooms, the children adapted and were involved in their own lives. 
 
00:02:43 On June 22, the war between Russia and Germany broke out and her brother 

joined the Russian army.  Many people fled but her father did not want to leave. 
 
00:02:53 She describes the atmosphere of fear.  She wanted to leave but her mother asked 

her to stay.  Lithuanian partisans entered and took over schools and businesses.  
They told her father that they would protect him if he took over the organization 
of food supplies. 

 
00:03:15 Her father was taken in by the promise.  The Lithuanians surrounded their home 

and stole all their valuables.  They took her father away and she never saw him 
again. 

 
00:03:22 The Lithuanians arrested Jews and forced them to do hard labor.  They took her 

mother away, leaving Yafa alone with a young cousin.  She describes her despair.  
 
00:03:29 The Wehrmacht took over the town and treated them fairly well.  Her mother fell 

apart.  Yafa then learned that her father had been killed. 
 
00:03:35 When the Germans left, the Lithuanians took over.  They killed her father after 

they told him to dig his own grave. 
 
00:03:57 She describes the Jewish New Year in town. 
 

Tape 2 
 

00:04:00 On September 26, 1941, they were told to prepare for a transport.  The Lithuanian 
police drove them out of their houses and the population was waiting to loot. 

 
00:04:10 They were marched to the assembly place.  She describes the march at night to 

Poligon. 
 
00:04:20 There were 4,000 people in the forest in Poligon.  She describes the barracks and 

the conditions and how they were separated by gender.  Jews from surrounding 
towns were also brought there. 

 
00:04:42 A number of people stayed behind and assisted the Germans in preparation of the 

ghetto. 
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00:04:48 Lithuanians who were paid off let people return to the town.  Yafa went back to 
Švenčionys and then to the ghetto where she found friends and relatives.  Her 
family remained in Poligon. 

 
00:05:04 She talks about Goldberg, the head of the Judenrat.  She mentions people who 

worked for the Gestapo and the Lithuanians.  There was no hunger in the ghetto.  
She tried to get her mother out of Poligon but her mother refused.  There was 
trade with Lithuanians to get people out of the ghetto. 

 
00:05:11 The Judenrat collected money to legitimize those who had left Poligon without 

proper ID’s.  The Germans told them to assemble.  They were sent back to 
Poligon and shot.  Yafa did not go. 

 
00:05:18 Yafa stayed in the ghetto and was assigned work to clean houses.  She describes 

the work and how she felt finding her family’s furniture in one of the houses.  She 
never saw her mother again.  She heard about partisans in the forest. 

 
00:05:27 She describes the work.  The Polish population was sent to Germany to work. 
 
00:05:33 The employment office gave orders to send people to camps.  All her friends were 

sent to camps, but her boss saved her and assigned her to agricultural work 
instead. 

 
00:05:45 She describes an incident in a weapons warehouse where somebody accidently 

shot someone else in the foot.  The Judenrat gave the names of those involved to 
the Lithuanian police, who shot them. 

 
00:05:48 Yafa’s cousin took her to Dūkŝtas, a work camp, where Yafa worked as a cook.  

She describes the conditions there. 
 
00:05:53 The ghetto of Švenčionys was liquidated in 1943, so she was put to work in the 

new Švenčionys work camp.  She describes her work.  On one occasion she went 
back to Poligon to find her mother.  She found graves in the forest, and describes 
how she felt. 

 
00:06:12 The Jewish police from Vilnius came and described life in the Vilnius ghetto.  

She describes how she managed to get there through connections and bribes.  All 
the others were sent to Kovno, where they were killed. 

 
00:06:24 She describes life in the Vilnius ghetto, where she stayed with relatives. 
 
00:06:35 She describes her cleaning work in a hospital with ten other women.  She learned 

about the killing of Jews from Kovno in Paneriai (Ponar). 
 
00:06:48 She was caught with a group of others to be sent to Estonia, but gendarmes at the 

hospital where she worked helped her escape. 
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Tape 3 

 
00:07:00 Yafa went back to the ghetto and tried to get work, but people were afraid to hire 

those who had worked outside the ghetto.  A friend hid her.  She describes the 
ordeals of searches by the Jewish police for “illegals.” 

 
00:07:09 She worked in a gymnasium outside the ghetto and hid during police searches.  

She describes cultural life in the ghetto. 
 
00:07:12 Her teacher, Markov, and other young partisans from the Narotchin(?) Forest 

came to Vilnius to recruit partisans.  She wanted to go.  She hid a group of 
partisans during a search and led them to Abba Kovner. 

 
00:07:27 Yafa was told that she would be able to join the partisans but was not taken.  She 

talks about how she resented Abba Kovner and how angry she was.  The group 
she had helped and wanted to join was later caught and killed. 

 
00:07:33 She talks about Genz.  When news came that the Vilna ghetto would be liquidated 

and Genz arrested, he said he would go with the Jews. 
 
00:07:41 People smuggled her out of the ghetto in exchange for money.  They brought her 

to a Christian woman who hid her and eleven others.  She was told that Genz had 
been killed and that the ghetto had been liquidated. 

 
00:07:53 Yafa was told by the woman who hid her that she had to leave.  She describes 

going to a poor housing project, was searched, and then joined a group of women 
and went to the Hakape (?). 

 
00:08:11 She describes searching for a place to stay.  She pretended to be Polish and passed 

searches by the Germans. 
 
00:08:33 She describes being interrogated by the Germans, released, arrested again, and 

taken to the Gestapo. 
 
00:08:35 She recalls the Gestapo building and the prison cell.  She pleaded with Levit, a 

Jew who worked for the Gestapo, to help her get out. 
 
00:08:45 She describes other people in the prison.  Every day more Jews were caught and 

brought in. 
 
00:08:49 She was taken to work cleaning the jail.  She describes what she saw in the prison. 
 
00:08:54 One of the guards befriended her and helped her. 
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00:08:58 She volunteered to clean the headquarters and found out that they were all going 
to be killed the next day.  She describes her mood. 

 
00:09:11 The next day they were called up to register.  Lastowsky, the guard, talked to the 

German who let her out.  All the others were shot. 
 
00:09:24 They were taken to Kielce near a large factory.  She describes the place and the 

people.  Lastowsky sent her clothing and food. 
 
00:09:39 She moved to Block 7.  She describes her life there and the people. 
 
00:09:51 She remembers the Kinderaktion in Kielce.  All the mothers were told to assemble 

their children for a health check.  The children were all put on a transport and 
killed.  She describes the despair of the mothers and how one little boy survived 
who would later also be killed. 

 
Tape 4 

 
00:10:02 She repeats the story about the Kinderaktion. 
 
00:10:07 She recalls the German way of lying to people.  They were taken by train to Riga 

and then to the Mežaparks concentration camp. 
 
00:10:13 She describes Mežaparks, initiation, showers, and disinfection.  She was taken to 

a block of German Jewish women. 
 
00:10:17 She describes the food and the cruelty of the kapos. 
 
00:10:21 Yafa was taken to work at the airport.  Her friend got sick and was shot. 
 
00:10:27 She was sent to camp Dundaga.  She describes the very hard work in the forest 

transporting wood.   She describes the food and the shacks she and other prisoners 
stayed in. 

 
00:10:33 In the spring of 1944, they went to a larger camp on the way to Germany.  She 

describes the march to the border and the trip by train to Stutthof. 
 
00:10:46 She recalls Stutthof, initiation, the barracks, and the population. 
 
00:11:22 She describes appel and the crematorium. 
 
00:11:28 She talks about the daily routine at the camp. 
 
00:11:30 She describes how the Hungarian women were taken to the gas chambers. 
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00:11:35 When Walko, a kapo, discovered Yafa helping others, he beat her up and made 
somebody else her guard. 

 
00:11:45 There were sexual relations between the kapos and other women. 
 
00:11:50 She tells of a pregnant woman who delivered a baby that was taken away. 
 
00:12:02 She was taken to work in a village in Germany for six weeks, where she dug out 

potatoes and slept in a pig sty. 
 
00:12:07 When the front advanced they were taken to another side of the camp.  She got 

sick during a typhoid epidemic. 
 
00:12:18 Yafa describes how the crematorium was burned up. 
 
00:12:24 She was taken to Block 33 of the terminally sick, but left and went to block 28. 
 
00:12:31 A Polish guard gave her a job to clean up and then let her leave Stutthof on a 

Death March.  She describes how the Germans shot those who couldn’t walk. 
 
00:12:40 She describes her state of mind, her will to survive, and the return of her strength. 
 
00:12:42 They marched through villages and camps.  She recalls the terrible conditions and 

fighting for food with peasant women. 
 
 

Tape 5 
 

00:13:00 Yafa continues to describe the Death March. 
 
00:13:12 They were liberated by the Russians.  She describes the mood of elation. 
 
00:13:17 On March 10, 1945, she went to a village close to Hamburg and found food that 

the Germans left.  The remaining Germans treated them well. 
 
00:13:22 She describes how drunk Russian soldiers would rape German women. 
 
00:13:25 She left the village with a German in a carriage, who got by the Russian soldiers 

under her cover.  She picked up friends on the road. 
 

00:13:29 They arrived in Hamburg and she stayed in an apartment belonging to a German.  
She describes the city. 

 
00:13:36 She talks more about the uncontrolled behavior of the Russian soldiers.  She was 

saved by a Jewish Russian soldier when Russian soldiers chased her. 
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00:13:43 She describes living in fear and hiding out with her friends.  A Jewish officer got 
them a horse, carriage, and provisions to help them escape to another place. 

 
00:13:56 She describes the ride.  Her carriage broke down later and her horse was stolen.  

A Russian officer assigned a man to her to fix the carriage.  She stole a horse and 
they joined a caravan heading for Vilnius. 

 
00:14:18 They arrived in a city in Poland and Russians took them to a camp by truck.  They 

were taken to work in Bydgoszcz where she met other Jews who told her about 
the Jewish community in Lodź. 

 
00:14:28 A Jewish officer told her that they would be taken to work.  She told a doctor in a 

hospital that she was epileptic and got a release. 
 
00:14:39 A Jewish Russian officer, whom she later married, took her to stay with a friend.  

He offered to marry her but she declined.  He took her to Vilnius to find relatives. 
 
00:14:49 She went to Lodź by train.  She met a friend who told her that her brother and 

sister had survived.  She went back to Bydgoszcz to find out that the camp had 
been closed.  She tells the story of Misha, her future husband. 

 
00:15:01 She met Rodnitzky and Arad who told her they wanted to go to Israel.  Misha was 

arrested. 
 
00:15:12 She went to Lodź and met her friends from Lithuania.  Misha escaped and 

deserted from the army.  He found her in Lodź. 
 
00:15:21 She decided to go with Misha, and Arad took them by train to Austria.  The 

Jewish Brigade took them through the Alps to Funestra, Budapest, and then by 
trucks to Bologna and Bari. 

 
00:15:30 UNRRA arranged kibbutzim for them.  Yafa was in Italy for two years, had a 

baby girl, and got married in April 1946 when she was 18. 
 
00:15:35 In November 1946, they were taken to Milan, Turin, and Genoa. 
 
00:15:40 They were taken by an illegal boat for families from Genoa.  She describes the 

difficult passage of 685 people.  A shaliach from Israel, Uri Horowitz, helped 
them. 

 
00:15:48 The British captured them and took them to Haifa in July 1947. 
 

Tape 6 
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00:16:01 Yafa describes being taken off the boat by the British and then taken to a 
displaced persons camp in Cyprus.  She describes the camp and conditions in 
Cyprus and the people there. 

 
00:16:15 She was in Cyprus for 16 months.  She got sick and was hospitalized before 

returning to the camp in winter. 
 
00:16:19 Families with children were sent to Haifa.  Yafa and her family went to Ra’anana 

in November 1947. 
 
00:16:26 They then went to Magdiel.  Yafa’s husband worked in an orchard and she 

opened a fish store.  Her husband joined the Stern Gang. 
 
00:16:30 When the War of Independence broke out, her husband joined the army.  He lost a 

leg in the bombardment of Tel Aviv. 
 
00:16:47 After six months her husband came home on crutches.  Her daughter, who had 

been depressed, improved. 
 
00:16:55 The family resettled in Jaffa.  They had two more daughters and moved to Tel 

Aviv. 
 
00:17:01 Yafa’s husband had a stroke when he was 74.  Her daughters got married and she 

has seven grandchildren. [Shows pictures.] 
 
00:17:06 She went back to Russia and visited graves in Vilnius. [Shows photos.] 
 
00:17:10 She shares thoughts and feelings about her life. 
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