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Elchanan Elkes was born in 1879 in Kalvarija, a small town in southern Lithuania and educated in Kovno where he received his medical degree in Neurology and several other specialities.  After serving as a physician in the Russian Army during World War 1, he returned to Kovno and in 1923 became head of the Internal Medicine Department of Kovno‘s Jewish Hospital.  He also became the personal physician to Lithuania‘s Prime Minister, the German ambassador and many others in the diplomatic community residing in Kovno, the newly independent Lithuanian capital.  By the end of the 1930‘s, Elkes was widely known and admired. 

He was elected as head of the Jewish Council of Elders (Altestenrat) in the ghetto. Elkes acted mainly as the intermediary for the ghetto with the German authorities. It was an unenviable position, and one he did not want to accept but the community insisted that he was the right man for the position.  He took advantage of the German created  workshops to provide work for those residents that would never have survived the rigor of forced labour.  Elkes struggled in vain to exert whatever pressure he could upon the Germans, reminding them that after the war, they could be held accountable for their behaviour.  All accounts of Elkes life and leadership affirm his high moral standards and devotion to helping the Jewish community, however hopeless that task ultimately was.  Under his leadership, the Altestenrat maintained close relationships with the Jewish ghetto police, holding it to responsible behaviour.  He encouraged underground groups and towards the end, helped make it possible for ghetto inmates to escape to partisans in the forest.  In July 1944, Elchanen Elkes was among the 2,100 men deported from Kovno to Dachau concentration camp where he died on October 17 1944.  Even there, although very ill himself, he offered what medical assistance he could. 

A letter from Elchanan Elkes to his children who were in London, Oct 19, 1943.

‚My beloved son and daughter!  I am writing to you, my beloved children, after we have been here in the valley of tears, the Kovno Viljampole ghetto for more than two years.  We have learnt that in the very near future our fate is to be decided: the ghetto in which we find ourselves will be cut into pieces.  Only God knows whether all of us will be destroyed or whether a few will survive.  We fear that only the slaves capable of working will be spared while the rest are probably doomed to die. „

In his final letter to his children that recounts the ghetto‘s tragedies, he wrote:

„many shattered souls, widows and orphans, threadbare and hungry, are camping on our doorstep imploring us for help.  My strength is ebbing.  There is a desert inside me.  My soul is scorched.  I am naked and empty, and there are no words in my mouth. „

http://www.ushmm.org/museum/exhibit/online/kovno
http://www.gutstein.net/kaunas/kaunas-ghetto.htm
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