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THE JEWISH UNIT IN NOVAKY CAMP (SLOVAKIA)

YESHAYAHU YELINEK

The author skeiches the general background of the development of
Clerico-fascist dictatorship in Slovakia after the disintegration of the Czecho-
slovak republic in 1939. In 1942 some 57,000 Jews were deported to Poland.
Others managed to escape to Hungary. From the autumn of 1942 until the
August 1944 Slovak uprising no Jews were deported; this was partly due to
tremendous money payments effected mainly by the “working-group”, a
number of people some of whom occupied important positions in the Judenrat
of Slovakia and who attempted to save not only Slovak but European Jewry
by large-scale bribery. In Slovakia, a part of the remaining Jews were con-
centrated in 3 main work camps, of which Novaky was one. The camp had
been set up in 1941 and used as a concentration point for the deportations
to Poland. Workshops were set up and the excellent quality of their produc-
tion in poverty-stricken Slovakia was argument against deportations. The
guarding of the camp was entrusted to the fascist Hlinka Guards, until their
relief in early 1944 by the regular gendarmerie. No political or educational
activities were allowed, but there were limited opportunities of contact with
the outside world, mainly through the Central Judenrat. The backbone of
Jewish resistance groups were young people who had somehow evaded the
1942 deportations and political prisoners who had not been deported but had
been transferred to Novaky instead. In August 1944 there were 1600 inmates,
working long hours at heavy work. Internal organisation was effected by
a nominated Judenrat of 14.

The first resistance groups were apparently formed in the winter of 1942
and early 1943, after the true destination of the deportations to Poland
became generally known. The contacts maintained with the outside were
mainly with the communist underground. Very litle is known of any contacts
with the so-called Czechoslovak resistance., Resistance groups were formed
mainly from unmarried youngsters on a personal basis, but the predominant
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groupings were the Zionist youth movements (primarily Hashomer Hatzair)
and the Communist Party. Some CP members had been transferred to Novaky
from prisons, some from places close to Novaky itself. The outstanding
personality was apparently Julius Schoenfeld, one of V. Sikory’s comrades.
It is very likely that a CP cell existed in Novaky and the group turned to
resistance planning probably in 1943. Hashomer Hatzair advised its member-
ship to go into hiding during the deportation period, and many also managed
to escape into Hungary. Amongst those who had landed in Novaky was A.
Rosenfeld (“Ahronko”) who had escaped from Poland to Slovakia in 1941.
He became the outstanding personality on the Zionist side and perhaps also
smuggled the first weapons in,

Membership of the resistance group was, despite its two main political
components, on a purely personal co-optive basis, and the organisation was
highly informal. Deep conspiracy was practiced; the inner group of command-
ers was tightly knit. Members of the resistance group permeated the police,
the camp organisation and even the Judenrat itself. A partisan detachment
in the neighbourhood was supplied with food from the camp. Arms were
smuggled in. In the late spring of 1944 small groups equivalent to military
units were formed and trained, first as sport groups, and then with the use
of weapons. The aim was to rebel in case the Germans or the Slovaks were
to decide on the liquidation of the camp and then to retreat into the
mountains. When a Slovak underground movement developed, the Novaky
group placed itself at their disposal. Much effort was expended to obtain
weapons, both for money and from underground Slovak sources. They were
smuggled in fairly easily because of the rather lackadaisical system of
security and guarding at the camp. Members of the group were given false
papers to move outside the camp when necessary. Money was obtained both
from private sources and via the “working group”. Newspapers and pro-
paganda were usually obtained from the same source as well, often through
the German Abwehr people.

Contacts were maintained with the partisans both by the Hashomer
Hatzair and by the CP, but of course the latter’'s contacts were much closer.
A partisan commander of Russian origin, Yershov, whose detachment had
their headquarters at Sklavina suggested that the Novaky Jews set up a
Jewish partisan detachment. Outside resistance groups also helped the
Novaky group, smuggling in propaganda and Marxist literature.

The Slovak National uprising began on August 29th, 1944; it appears
that come of the inner circle in Navaky had received prior warning. The
gendarmes were persuaded to join the rebellion and weapons were taken
out. Some 200—300 young people, partly armed, left for the centires of the
revolt. The other camp inmates tried to find a place for themselves as best
they could, but many had to return to Novaky because they were met with
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hostility wherever they went. After some time, they too found refuge in the
centres of the liberated territory.

The Novaky Jews were formed into a company which received some hasty
training; there were very few people with military experience amongst them.
While being trained, the company cleared the German-Slovak village of
Handlova (August 30th) and the village of Skalna. German and fascist
prisoners were taken to the old camp at Novaky. On August 31st the company
was given the task of attacking Batovany, in order to conquer the railway
station there. Insufficiently armed they were repulsed by a numerically and
materially superior German unit; but held their own against the Germans
until September 6th, counterattacking once. The attitude of the Slovak
command to them was, they felt, unfair and antisemitic. Many Slovaks who
had joined the rebellion left their units and at night the Jews were left on
their own as most Slovaks went home to sleep. Ultimately the company was
taken out of the line and transferred from the regular army command to
partisan command on September 6th. The next day the Germans broke
through the front at that point. A small Jewish artillery detachment held
their ground for a few more days. The Novaky company was commended for
their bravery by public pronouncement from rebellion headquarters,

After some fighting in the Hron valley the core of the company (some
people left it for other units) joined the Stalin brigade under Major Yegorov
of the Red Army, where they formed two of the brigade's three platoons.
They fought bloody rearguard actions in the Turiac valley, and witnessed
the collapse of the regular army. Retreating towards Banska Bistrica they
met the three Palestinian parachutists who had been dropped by mistake in
that region. After some more action in the Gadar valley the unit started on
its way to Western Slovakia to join another partisan group there. A few of
the Jewish members stayed behind, wanting to remain in the neighbourhood
of Novaky. The rest followed the Yegorov unit westwards. The morale sank
to a low point when a young Jew was sentenced to death and the unit was
forced to execute the sentence because he had left his rifle for a few moments.
On November 8th (or 11th) the unit was surprised by the Germans at Gapel
village and after suffering heavy casualties, dispersed. Other partisan detach-
ments fared similarly on that ill-fated day and the remnants of the Jewish
unit dispersed amongst the various partisan detachments in the neighbourhood.
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