
THE PARTISANS HAVE ARRIVED! By Alexander Sirotin, Seagull (Chaika) 

magazine 

 

(This story ran in the Russian-language “Chaika” {Seagull} magazine. I translated it 

into English – with “Seagull’s permission – and abbreviated it just a little. It should be 

widely read – the story deserves it. Si Frumkin)  

 

On December 11, 2008, the New York Museum of Jewish Heritage had an unusual 

sneak preview of “Defiance”, a film about Jewish partisans who resisted the nazis in 

occupied Soviet territories. The event was unusual because the majority of the 375 

invitees were people whose lives were shown in the film. They were the surviving 

Jewish partisans or their relatives. 

 The action is set in occupied Byelorussia in 1941. Nazis, enthusiastically helped by 

local policemen, murder Jews. A Jewish ghetto is created in the small town of 

Stankievichi but four brothers escape to the forest. There, they are joined by other Jews 

– and the Bielski partisan unit is born. 

Three of the four Bielski brothers who had formed the unit survived the war. One of 

the Brothers, Asael, was drafted in the Soviet army and was killed in 1945. The other 

three managed to escape to Rumania, then to Palestine and eventually, in 1956, Tuvia 

and Zus immigrated to Brooklyn. Tuvia worked as a truck driver; he died in 1987 and 

was buried in Long Island. Later, his body was moved to Israel and reinterred with 

honors.  

His brother, Zus, drove a taxi. He died in 1995. A book about their past, “Defiance: 

the Bielski Partisans – The Story of the Largest Armed Rescue of Jews by Jews in 

World War II”, by Nechama Tec, was published in 1993.  

But even after the book appeared there are no memorial tablets on the walls of the 

houses in Brooklyn where they had lived. There was a stone dedicated to their memory 

in a small Holocaust memorial park in Sheepshead Bay but even the Bielski family 

wasn’t aware of it.  

Michael Bielski, the 48-year old son of Tuvia, told me that he had been in 

Byelorussia last year.  
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“I traveled to all the towns and villages we knew about just to see where our family 

came from. My grandparents owned a farm and a mill there. They had 12 children.  

“We met just one person who had lived not far from my father’s family. He is the last 

one in the Stankievichi village who remembers him. He had played ball with my father 

when they were kids. He showed us the Bielski house, the mill, told us all the details 

about what happened in the village during the war. And then, in Novogrudok, they 

showed us where four thousand Jews had been murdered – among them my father’s 

parents, many of his sisters and brothers, the wife and daughter of uncle Zus”  

Michael is proud of his father. 

“I am not upset that his fame came so late. I knew everything about my father and 

his family. I don’t care if the whole world doesn’t know what my father had done – for 

me it’s more important that my children should know about him and tell his story to their 

children and grandchildren. 

“I want my children and their children to know that Jews didn’t go like sheep to be 

slaughtered, that they resisted, survived and their children and grandchildren live. There 

are about 15,000 descendants of the Bielski partisans alive today.” 

Another partisan speaks up. 

“My name is Ann Monka, I live in New Jersey. I was the youngest in the unit. I was 

just 13. I sang, danced, entertained when the partisans rested. See that man there – he 

is Semion Lapidus from another partisan unit – he danced with me sometimes.  

“I didn’t shoot. I wasn’t given a weapon. They thought I was just a child. There were 

quite a few children there. We sang mostly in Yiddish, sometimes in Russian.” 

Another lady introduces herself. 

“My name is Leah Friedberg. I flew in from Florida for this event. I was married to 

Peisakh Friedberg. He escaped from the Novogrud ghetto in August 1942 to join the 

Bielski partisan unit. There were only 17 of us then. Then he went back to the ghetto 

and led a whole group out of there – including me – I was 15 then. By then there were 

29 of us but the unit kept growing and soon there were 1200. So the unit became a 

brigade – the Bielski brigade.”  

Ann Monka smiles. 
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“My hut was next to Leah’s. We built the huts ourselves – cut down the trees, dug 

into the ground, made the roofs.  

“We wanted to survive to spite the nazis. And we did survive because of the Bielski 

brothers. We survived and managed to get to free America, to bring up our children 

here. Today is probably one of the most important days in our lives because the Bielskis 

are finally recognized as Jewish heroes. Better late than never. 

“I am happy that the world will see that there were Jewish heroes that they didn’t 

submit, that they found a way to save themselves and save others.” 

Zvi Bielski, the 47-yearold son of Zus Bielski joins us. 

“I think that Live Shreiber did a great job in portraying my father. He was exactly like 

Shreiber has him – aggressive, intemperate, hot-headed. He believed that to save 

themselves and save others they had to be armed. Everyone had to be armed – even 

teenagers and kids. Of course, at first the brothers wanted to save themselves. The first 

ones in to go in the forest were my uncles Tuvia, Asael, Aron and my dad, Zus. Then 

they tried to save as many as possible.  

“And, of course, they wanted to avenge the deaths of their parents, the wife and first 

child of my dad. The brothers knew who the murderers were – the local policemen. My 

dad finished them off... 

“You know, my father killed quite a few people – Germans, policemen. Once I asked 

him if he felt sorry about that. He said that the only thing he regretted was that he 

couldn’t save more Jews and that he didn’t kill more nazis. . 

“I know that some say that Eduard Zwick – the Oscar winning director of the movie – 

presents the Jews as being too cruel, almost as terrorists. But what should a father do 

with those who murdered his wife and child, his parents, his brothers and sisters. He 

wants vengeance. What should one do with the nazis who murdered eight to ten 

thousand Jews each day? I can only say again what my dad said.” 

Sonia, Tuvia Bielski’s daughter, a tall dark-haired beauty, said that she is just like 

her father. 

“The Bielski brothers were tall, handsome, strong, liked to have a drink or two, liked 

to get into a fight. When they came into a room all eyes were on them, it was as if they 

took up all the space. They weren’t bandits or criminals. They loved life and did 
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everything they could to survive. They tried to save as many Jews as possible. Their 

partisan unit had a field hospital, a synagogue, a school, a community bath and a 

bakery. 

“By the summer of 1944 when the Germans were pushed out of Byelorussia, their 

unit had over 1250 people. Throughout its existence only 50 had been killed in action. 

History lives as long as people tell it…” 

Tuvia’s son, Robert Bielski, came on stage before the film was shown. 

“My father didn’t look for glory, for appreciation. For him the greatest joy was to see 

those he had saved, to see Jews who were alive. And the fact that you have gathered 

here is his greatest reward.” 

Then he said in Yiddish, “Partizanen zainen du!” – “The partisans have arrived, they 

are here!”  

The director, Edward Zwick, introduced the film: 

“From this day on this film is no longer mine or yours. It goes into the world. Working 

on this picture has changed my life…” 

After the movie, the audience was asked whether they thought that the film was too 

dramatic, too exaggerated. The unanimous reaction was, “No, it’s all true!”  


