Rosa Robota—Heroine of the Auschwitz
Underground

By Yuri Suhbl

{EDUTOR'S NOTE: “The truth about Awsehwitz? There i ne person who
could tell the whole truth about Awschwitz” These words were spoben
by Jozef Cyrankiewicz, Premier of Poland. wiho was one of the top
teaders of the Auschwirz undergropnd.

With each new memoir about that camp a ltile more of rae inah iy
brought to tight, as in the case of Rosa Robota who helped make poassible
the only revolt there. Yer it was only recently that her role i this 1pris-
ing became known in many of its details. |

ON SATURDAY. October 7, 1944, a tremendous explosion shook the
barracks of Birkenau (Auschwitz 1), and its thousands of siartled
prisoners beheld a sight they could hardly believe. One of the four
crematoriums “* was in flames! They were happy o see at least part of
the German Killing-apparatus destroved: but none was happier than Young
Rosa Robota, who was directdy involved in the explosion. For muonths
she had been passing on small picces of dynamite 1o certain people mthe
Sonderkommando. Daily she had risked her life to muke this monwent pos-
sible. Now the flames lighting up the Auschwitz sky proclaimied 1o the
whole world that even the most isolated of Auschwitz prisoners, the
Sonderkommando Jews, would rise up in revolt when given leadership
and arms.

Rosa was cighteen when the Germans occupied her hometown. Cie-
chanow, in September, 1939, three davs after they had invaded Poland.
She was a member of Hashomer Hatzair and, together with other mem-
bers, was deeply interested in the organization of an underground re-
sistance movement in the ghetto.

In November, 1942, the Germans lquidated the ghetto of Cicchanow,
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deporting some Jews to Treblinka and some to Auschwitz. Rosa and her
family were in the Auschwitz transport. Most of the arrivals were sent
straight to the gas chambers from the railway platform. Some of the
vounger people, Rosa among them, were marched off in another direction
and later assigned to various work details. Rosa was sent to work in the
Bekleidungstelle (clothing supply section), Some Ciechanow girls were
sent to the munitions factory, “Union.” one of the Krupp slave-labor
plants in Auschwitz, which operated round the clock on a three-shift
basis. Rosa. as well as all the women who worked in the munitions fac-
tory, lived in the Birkenau barracks.

One day Rosa had a visitor—a townsman named Noah Zabladowicz
who was a member of the Jewish section of the Auschwitz underground.®
As soon as they managed to be alone he told her the purpose of his visit.
The underground was planning a general uprising in camp. which in-
cluded the blowing up of the gas chamber and crematorium installations.
For this it was necessary to have explosives and explosive charges. Israel
Gutman and Joshua Leifer, two members of the underground who worked
on the day shift in “Union.” bad been given the task of establishing con-
tact with the Jewish girls in the Pulver-Pavilion, the explosives section of
“Union.” But all their efforts were in vain because the girls were under
constant surveillance and any contact between them and other workers,
especiatly men, was strictly forbidden. It was decided. therefore, to try
to contact them through some intermediary in Birkenau. Since several
of the girls who worked in the Pulver-Pavilion came from Ciechanow
and Rosa knew them and was in touch with them, she scemed to be the
idcal person to act as intermediary between them and the underground.

Rosa was only too glad to acecpt the assigament. Ever since that day
of November, 1942, when she saw her own family, together with the rest
of the Ciechanow Jews, taken to the gas chambors. the strongest emotion
that suffused her being was a4 burning hatred of the Nazis, coupled with
a deep yearning to avenge the murder of her people. Now the under-
ground gave her the opportunity to express these feclings in the form of
concrete deeds.

Rosa set to work and in a short time twerty pirls were smuggling
dynamite and explosive charges out of the munitions factory for the
underground. They carried out the little wheels of dynamite, which
Jooked like buttons. in small matchboxes which they hid in their bosoms
or in special pockets they had sewn into the hems of their dresses. These
“buttons” would then pass from hand to hand through an claborate
underground transmission belt that led to the Russian prisoner Borodin,
an expert at constructing bombs. For homb casings he used empty sardine
cans. The finished bombs then started moving again on the transmission
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belt to various strategie hichng places o the sprawhing camp. The Sonder-
kommando had its \.u.hu close o the erenttorum compound,

Isracl Gutman and Joshua Lerfer concealed the
false bottom of a vunister which they hud made copediadhy
pose. They always made sure o funve somue e o dofton
camister at the time of the S5 inspection alter wik.
tomary for prisoners to save a litde of their food renions for Leer @ cane
ister contannng some hquid would usuatty set oo mose than g
glance from the inspecting S man.

One day after work as they were standing in Ene during the 88 inspees
tion, leifer whispered to Gutman: F had no tame o bade the suif e
the canister. 1 have it in u matchboy in my pocket,” Gutman prew paie
and began to shake all over, The 8§ had been known 1o jook inte mateh-
boxes also. He could not stop thinkiny that they swere at she brinh of
disaster, and the more he thenght of it the more nervous he b
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much so that the S$ num became suspretous and s e e oovery chese sid
thorough inspection. Behind limy <tood Leifer, appearing oy oom
Frustrated at having spent so much time on Guiman and finding sorizoe,
the SS man give Letfer o superficial inspection uod passe on te the
next man. This was o tme, Gutinueg wriles w0 b oot o g e
cident, when nervousness paid off weld

Moishe Kulka. another membor, reculis that
carried on during the might-hift when control was not st In
morning. when the nighr-shittleit the plant. | aaited ar A Hup
Jew I knew handed we hall o foui of bread Coneen
a small packuge of explosives. 1 Rept b near i
passed 1t on o a Guerman Jew who worked onthe

Rosa was the direct link with the Sonderhommundo. |
received were hidden i the bandearts on such the o
had died overnight in the barracks were Liaen 1o

The Sonderkommando, which according o plan was suppose | o s
chronize its revolt with the zencral uprsing, one duy dearacd Urre
undereround sources that it was about to be -qmd ted, For mem ioswas g
matter of acting now or never. Not having any ather choice they acted
They blew up Crematormam [ tossed asadistie Gernnan v oiseer e e
oven. Killed four S8 men. and wounded w number o ethers Then
cut the barbed wire feoce and about v hundred escuped NI
hunted down by @ large contungent ol pursinnie 88 men sad shaot -\«
it turned out the general uprisimy ncver took piace and e Sonderkon.
mando action was the ondy armed revolt in Auschwity o

CPhire Ty

vos ol o

MHNHISIEHHIN

The political arm of the 88 immedsatedy Jaunched o thorous investiva-
tion of the revolt. They wanted (o know where the explosives came froay
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and how they got into the hands of the Sonderkommando. With the aid
of planted agents, the §S in a matter of two weeks came upon the trail of
the explosives. They arrested several girls from the munitions factory,
and after two days of interrogation and torture released them. The in-
vestigation continued and soon other arrests were made. Four girls were
taken to the dread Block 11 for questiontng. Three were from “Union™:
the fourth was Rosa Robota.

CGutman, [eifer. Nouh, und others whom Rusa knew now expected
to be arrested at any moment. They had full faith in her trustworthiness.
but they also knew something about the torture methods the SS employed
in Block 11. At onc point they considered suicide. They feared that what
rmight happen to Rosa under questioning could happen to them too.

In the meantime they watched from a distance how Rosa was being
led daily 1o Block Il for questioning. Her hair was matted. her face
puffed up and bruised beyond recognition, her clothes torn. She could
not walk and had to be dragged by two women attendants,

One day the underground decided on a daring step. Moishe Kulka was
acquainted with Jacob, the Jewish kapo of Block 11, He asked him if he
would be willing to let someone sce Rosa Robota in her death cell,
Jacob agreed and asked that the visitor bring atong a bottle of whiskey
and a salami. Her townsman Noah was chosen to see her. The kapo
introduced him to the SS guard as a friend of his. The 1wo plied the S§
man with drinks until he fell w0 the floor unconscious. Then Jacob quickly
removed the kevs from the puard and motioned to Noah to follow him.
Noah describes the incident as follows:

I had the privilege to sce Rosa for the last time several days be-
fore her exccution. At night. when all the prisoners were asleep and
all movement in Camp was forbidden, I descended into a bunker of
Block 11 and saw the cells and the dark corridors, 1 heard the moan-
ing of the condemned and was shaken to the core of my being. Jacob
led me through the stairs to Rosa’s cell. He opened the door and let
me tn. Then he closed the door behind me and disappeared.

When 1 became accustomed to the dark [ noticed a figure,
wrapped in torn clothing, lying on the cold cement floor. She turned
her head toward me. T hardly recognized her. After several minutes
of silence she began to spcak. She told me of the sadistic methods
the Germans employ during interrogations. It is impossible for a
human being to endure them. She told me that she took all the blame
upon herself and that she would be the last to go. She had betrayed
no one.

[ tried to console her but she would not listen. I know what T have
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done. and what T am 10 expect. she siud Shie ashed thar e come
rades continue with their work. 1t is casier to die when one knows
that the work is being carried on.

I heard the door squeak. Jacob ondered mie o conee v W toeh,
feave of cach other, Bt wiax the last tie that 1w

w her -

Before Noah left Rosa’s death ceil, she sepbhicd o tarewetd oiess
to her underground comrades She asured
mentioned during the interrogations was that of o man in the Somder
kommando who she knew was dead. He, she had told the interronators,
was her only contact with the underground. She concitded her messaue
with the Hebrew grecting of Hashomer Hatzar, “RKhazok V7 Humats - -
Be strong and brave,

Several dayx later all the Jewish prisoners weie ordered to the Appel
Platz to witness the hanging of the four vouny waomen sther, ke,
Regina. and Rosa.

A otial the only e

Editor’s Postscript

Despite the rishs imvolved and in constant siew of the oy
compound. there cnsted in Auschwity o well-ensyuzed
movement that penctrated cvery aspect aof cimp ife Ddeal, <o cemrs
ably well-functioning was this wdergroound that one of e wop vaders,

Jozef Cyrankicwivz, win also Jircctmg the uaderground activisies i
Cracow while being imprisoncd m Auschwiz, | rom time (o tinwe courins
from the Cracow undercround would smuggic thepmebves it Ausch
witz. for instructions.

A question then anses: 10 the Auschwity underground was so wely
organized and maintained such vood contact with the outsede undet
ground. why was there no mass aprising in Ansehwity on g camip seaie?
Why was the revolt of the Soaderkommando, @ desperate fast-minute act.
the only significant revolt in Auschwity?

Bruno Baum, another top underground leader. who worked chsety
with Cyrankiewicz on a policy-making level (later a member of the
chamber of deputics in Fast Germany b, fists the following reasons whe
this was so (Wicdersiand in Ansddoenz, Buerdfing Kongress-\
93-96):

. pp

“Realizing that there was no other way ot swe devided to prepure for
an armed uprising. With our feiends in Birkenau Auschwsty 11 we worked
out & common plan and stepped up the gathering of weapons, Comrades
outside the camp supplied us with cvplosives,




ROSA ROBOTA—-HLROINE OF TUE AUSCHWITZ UNDERGROUND 224

“We sent our plans. which inctuded a mass breakout, to Cracow and
ceordinated our aims with those of the Cracow comrades. [f they ap-
proved our plans they promised to give us support. With about 140.000
prisoners in the entire camp we were a very important factor for the
partisun movement. After our liberation we were to carry forward, to-
gether with the Poles, the Warsaw uprising which was atready a fact,
into Upper Silesia.

“On the way back our courier was shot at by SS-men and taken
prisoncr. They found our plans he had with him and transferred him to
the camp hospital. Despite the torture during interrogation he heid up
bravely and betrayed no one.

“After our plans were discovered we feared that a mass annihilation
of prisoners would take place. But this was not the case. However, the
SS took other decisive measures:

1. They reenforced the cordon of guards. Even the large cordon in
the distant circle outside the camp that stood guard only in day-
time and was withdrawn at night now remained for weeks through-
out the night as well. Thus the camp was guarded by a double
cordon of guards day and night.

Prisoners returning to camp from work were thoroughly searched.
3. The number of informers against us was increased.

2

“To our astonishment nothing else happened beyond these measures.
Later however we learned that the 8§ employed other means to thwart
our plans. Shortly thereafter thousands of Poles were suddenly trans-
ported to Gross-Rosen. The 88 also began to send off large transports
of Jews and other prisoncrs for work in various parts of Germany. . . .
In Birkenau there remained, for the time being. about 5,000 men and
about 15,000 women. In the mother camp. Auschwitz. there were, in-
cluding the women camps | and I, another 11,000 men and about 5.000
women. . . .

“In the meantime some changes took place outside the camp. The
Warsaw uprising was cbbing. Near Cracow a Polish partisan gencral led
his division in an attack without coordination with other forces. This
isolated act was doomed to failure. He was routed by the German fascists.
Because of this and the situation in Warsaw the urge for an uprising in
Cracow and in the arca of Upper Silesia died away.

“In the light of this new situation we were compelled to draw our
own conclusions. We realized that as a result of the mass transports of
Poles—only several hundred remained in the Mother camp—-and pris-
oners of other nutionalities. our military strength was greatdy weakened.
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“We were now compelied to change vur tacte, The plan for an aprsang
was abandoned. We said to vurselves. since we can ne onger sine the
camp inmates we must endeavor to send somk of vur best forces g of
the camp so that they could draw the attention [of the ontsids woerldy
to our camp. . . . In a matter of one week ten of our frivnds wers 1o be
on their way.

"It wuas agreed upon that Heme Diirmayer and 1 oshould demam m
order to carry on with e fesislinee wors st ety Ao Cuuinhe s,
who was to feave the camp. was ordered By bis Polsh corades
remain.”






