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AFTERMATH
To my family
Wai-yee, Raz, Shira, and Rom
The rock of my existence and the fountain of my soul
And in memoriam
Yehudit (Szimer) Bartov, 1924–1998
Hanoch (Helfgott) Bartov, 1926–2016
I closed my eyes, so that I would not see the deaths of my brothers, my fellow townsmen, because of my bad habit to see my city and its slain, how they are tortured by their tormentors and how they are killed in wicked and cruel ways. And I closed my eyes for yet another reason, because when I close my eyes I become as it were master of the universe and see what I wish to see. And so I closed my eyes and called upon my city to stand before me, with all its inhabitants, with all its houses of prayer. I put every man in the place where he used to sit and where he studied and where his sons and sons-in-law and grandsons sat—for in my city everyone came to prayer.
—SHMUEL YOSEF AGNON, THE CITY WHOLE, 1973
Note on Place and Personal Names
The region discussed in this book was populated by several ethnic groups and ruled over time by different regimes. As a result, the names of places and individuals may differ substantially depending on the language and time period. For the sake of consistency, I have generally used the Polish version of place names, since they were also officially used for most of the period covered by this book, while providing in parentheses the alternative (usually Ukrainian, at times German) version when first mentioned, and keeping the original version when citing documents. For this reason I have generally kept the name of Buczacz (Ukrainian: Buchach) in its Polish spelling. But where there exists a conventional English spelling for known places, such as Warsaw, I have preferred that to the Polish Warszawa. Many Ukrainian individuals appear in Polish documents with the Polish version of their names, but whenever the Ukrainian name was known I have chosen to use it. Words in Russian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, and Hebrew are transliterated more or less according to conventional transliteration rules, apart from those names and terms already known in English spelling. Thus Moscow and not Moskva, Kiev rather than Kyiv, Dniester instead of Dnister or Dnestr, and Dnieper rather than Dnepr or Dnipro. I have normally transliterated the guttural equivalent of “ch” in the Scottish word “loch” as “kh” for all these languages apart from where other conventions already apply. Thus Pinchas rather than Pinkhas, and cheder rather than kheder. I have left out the soft signs from transliterations of Ukrainian and Russian for ease of reading. With a few exceptions, titles of books and articles written in languages not using Roman letters have been translated.
The author’s mother, grandmother, and sister in Tel Aviv, 1979.
MEMORIES OF CHILDHOOD
The author’s mother as a child in Buczacz, late 1920s.
Tell me about your childhood,” I said.
We were standing in my mother’s kitchen in Tel Aviv. She was wearing a simple dress under a large apron. A diminutive, energetic woman, her still-ample curly hair dyed brownish-red, her face lined from the strong Middle Eastern sun and years of hardship. She was in her element in the large kitchen, the most important space in an apartment to which my parents had moved a quarter of a century earlier, just a couple of years before I left home and joined the army.
It was summer 1995, and she was making chicken soup. My seven-year-old son was playing next to us. Up to that day, I had never asked about her life in Eastern Poland, before her parents moved the family to Palestine in 1935. She was seventy-one. I was forty-one. I had only a vague idea of her youth. I turned on the tape recorder.
I was born in Kośmierzyn [Ukrainian: Kosmyryn], a little village on the banks of the Dniester River in Polish Podolia, which is now in Ukraine. All the inhabitants of the village were Ukrainian. My father’s father managed the estate of Graf [Count] Potocki’s widow there. He lived on the estate. There was a rather large house there. I don’t know how old I was at the time, perhaps four or five, so to me it appeared huge. It was a two-story house, and the grafina [countess], as she was called, lived there, along with the graf’s sister and their sons. There was a huge courtyard, horse stables, cowsheds, and a large barn. My grandfather lived in a single-story house. There were Grandfather and Grandmother and the sons. I was born in the village. Soon thereafter we moved to Potok Złoty. Then we moved to Buczacz.
Today Buczacz (pronounced “Buchach”) is a shabby post-Soviet backwater. Poor, derelict, depressed. In 1919 it had about thirteen thousand inhabitants. It currently has the same number. But its setting is enchanting: perched on several hills and intersected by a winding stream. Back when my mother lived there it was a quaint little town, and that’s how she remembered it. She retained only fragments of her past, not unlike the bits and pieces of languages from that world she had kept somewhere in her head—Yiddish, Polish, Ukrainian, German, and the Russian in which she would sing to me as a child. She gently pulled little strands of recollections and affectionately wove them into her own fabric of childhood. She had been a teacher for decades. She had a good, strong voice and enunciated every word clearly.
We all lived in one house with Grandfather. The house had two units; we lived in one unit, on the right, and in the left unit lived Grandfather and Grandmother and my father’s sister, who later married. The house was on a hill and was linked to the street by a stone staircase. And I remember the street—it led to the train station.
She never alluded to the fact that the street on which her house was located soon witnessed the deportation of thousands of the city’s Jews, who were led along it, humiliated and beaten, to that very same train station, whence they were transported in inhumanly crowded cattle cars to the Bełżec extermination camp. Of the family that stayed behind, both hers and my father’s, not a single member survived—all of them murdered. That too she didn’t speak about in such terms. But our conversation must have evoked deeply suppressed memories in her because not long after, my mother began speaking about taking a trip back to Buczacz.
It never happened. She died three years later.
That conversation with my mother made me want to learn more about my ancestors—how they lived and how they died. So I spent the next two decades searching. I traveled across three continents and nine countries. I dug through countless archives. At one in Lviv, I found a note from March 1935 concerning three men from Buczacz requesting permission to enter Palestine. One of the three names is that of Izrael Szimer, my maternal grandfather.
Note from the Buczacz local branch of the Jewish Organization to the main office in Lwów on sending documents for immigration certificates for three men from Buczacz, including Izrael Szimer, the author’s grandfather. Source: Tsentralnyi derzhavnyi istorychnyi arkhiv, m. Lviv (Central State Historical Archives of Ukraine in Lviv, hereafter TsDIAL), fond 338, op. 1, spr. 240, p. 12, March 12, 1935.
I also discovered that the ship on which my mother and her family sailed to Palestine was launched in Glasgow in 1910. By the time it was scrapped in 1939, the Polonia had made 123 voyages between the Romanian port of Constanţa and Palestine, bringing thousands of Jews.1
But I didn’t find much more than that. I had set out on my quest too late. The people who could remember further back than my mother could were all dead. Some of the few remaining family photographs are inscribed and dated on the back, and at times I can identify a family resemblance, but no one is left to tell me anything about them. The moment to tap into the memories of the few who knew is long past.
Over those two decades, however, I did learn a great deal about the history of Buczacz and the catastrophe that befell it in World War II. I found a great many documents, mostly untouched since they were first deposited in dozens of archival collections, libraries, and other research institutions. I also identified scores of living survivors, as well as hundreds of written, audiotaped, and videotaped testimonies whose collection began even before the war ended and continued well into the 1990s. Personal diaries, eyewitness reports, judicial depositions, recorded testimonies, published and unpublished memoirs—all reflecting the manner in which each side understood itself and perceived others.
By letting those who lived that history lend their own words to the telling of it and providing accompanying photos, this book attempts to reconstruct the life of Buczacz in all its complexity and depict how the Polish, Ukrainian, and Jewish inhabitants of the town lived side by side for several centuries—weaving their separate tales of the past, articulating their distinctive understanding of the present, and making widely diverging plans for the future. Life in towns such as Buczacz was premised on constant interaction between different religious and ethnic communities. The Jews did not live segregated from the Christian population; the entire notion of a shtetl existing in some sort of splendid (or sordid) isolation is merely a figment of the Jewish literary and folkloristic imagination. That integration was what made the existence of such towns possible. It was also what made the genocide there, when it occurred, a communal event both cruel and intimate, filled with gratuitous violence and betrayal as well as flashes of altruism and kindness.
If I have learned anything from the story of Buczacz, it is that we are all merely one link in that fragile yet astonishingly resilient chain of generations, of fate and struggle, of which history’s relentless unfolding of events is made. Who we are, what we remember, how we raise our children, what we say and believe in and cherish and despise—these are the combined consequence of haphazard chance and human action, taken for reasons good and bad, deliberate and thoughtless, by us and by our ancestors. I may not have found out much about my family, but in a certain sense all history is family history. We all carry within us a deeply embedded fragment of memory, transmitted from one generation to the next, of those long centuries lived for better or for worse in what my mother called in Yiddish ek velt, that end of nowhere whence we came, like the fading echoes of a lost yet never entirely forgotten childhood.
The author’s mother (front row on the left) about to board the ship to Palestine, 1935.
Chapter 1
THE GATHERING STORM
Election rally in Buczacz, 1907. Jewish candidate Natan Birnbaum at center front; Shmuel Yosef Agnon wearing a white fedora in the crowd on the right. Source: The Nathan & Solomon Birnbaum Archives, Toronto.
Buczacz first appears in the chronicles of medieval Poland in 1260 as an estate belonging to the noble Buczacki clan, noted defenders of Poland’s eastern borderlands. In their prime, these early owners of Buczacz built a palatial wooden castle on a hill overlooking the village and river in the valley below. The sweeping landscapes of what the Poles call the kresy, or frontiers, have lodged themselves deep in the Polish romantic imagination. (The name of the ruling family, and hence the town’s name, was probably derived from the surrounding beech forests, or buczyny.) In 1882 Sadok Barącz, a Polish Dominican monk of Armenian origins who spent his entire life in the region, published a colorful history of Buczacz that has become a rich source of local fables and legends.
Buczacz, he wrote, was situated “on the frontiers of Podolia and Red Russia,” also known as Rus or Ruthenia, in “a green valley on a rocky base, divided into two parts by the narrow stream of the Strypa River. It is one of several charming, beautiful valleys in the region, richly endowed with capricious nature. The gloomy, ancient forests, the clear lakes, the wooded hills, the rich pastures, God’s holy might splendidly spread out: all can powerfully harness the Slavic soul seeking freedom and security.” The town was also directly on “the path of the Tatars,” but the warriors of that “brave family from Buczacz” defended it “with their own bodies” against raids by these “wild oppressors.” The Buczackis, Barącz assures us, “set an example to the knights of Rus and Podolia” by building “a defensive fort to protect the successful development of the town,” motivated by “the holy flame of love for the land and for their ancestors.” Whenever they heard “the terrifying sound of the enemy coming up from the dark valley,” these “military units materialized on their brave steeds—known throughout Poland—as if they had sprung out of the earth.” Horses from this region were “highly sought after, and one pointed at them with pride: Look! This is a horse raised in Buczacz.”1
Buczacz in the early twentieth century. Source: Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Vienna (hereafter AT-OeSt) / Kriegsarchiv (hereafter KA), BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5839.
The Nobel Prize–winning writer Shmuel Yosef Agnon, who was born in Buczacz in 1887, also associated the town’s splendid physical setting with divine grace. In his posthumously published history of the town, The City Whole, he described Buczacz as “a city to which God has seemingly loaned some of His own land’s glory.” He envisioned it as a region of paradise, “situated upon mountains and hills,” surrounded by “forests thick with trees and bushes,” and nourished by a river that “flows within and around” it, by streams that “feed reeds and bushes and trees,” and by “good springs” that “abound with fresh water.” In Agnon’s telling of it, his city was founded by a caravan of Jews, whose “pure hearts yearned to go to the Land of Israel” but who found themselves instead in a place of “endless forests, filled with birds and animals and beasts.” There they encountered a band of “great and important noblemen,” who were “so astonished by their wisdom and their well spoken manner” that they invited the newcomers “to dwell with them.” Once the nobles “recognized that the Jews were their blessing,” they told them, “The whole land is wide open to you. . . . Dwell where you wish, and if you want to trade in it so much the better, for there is no one in this land who knows how to trade goods.” And so the Jews stayed; they “struck roots into the land, and built houses, and the nobility of the land liked and supported them, and the women were pregnant or with babies, and some had become exhausted and weak, and the elderly had aged a great deal and the journey would be hard for them.” There they “lacked for nothing in learning of the Torah and the knowledge of God and were secure in their wealth and honor and their faith and righteousness.”2
The events described in Agnon’s mythical account fit the historical context, for the creation of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1569 had facilitated the takeover of vast tracts of Eastern Europe and Ukraine. As Poland expanded to the east, the nobility invited Jews to develop towns, commerce, and manufacturing, offering them favorable leases and privileges. The oldest tombstone in Buczacz’s Jewish cemetery has been dated to 1587.
In 1612 the city was taken over by Stefan Potocki and remained the private property of this vastly rich and powerful Polish clan for a century and a half. Stefan had the foresight to convert the old wooden fortress into a formidable stone castle, protected by a complex of ramparts and trenches that enveloped the whole city. His son Jan, who inherited the city in 1631, saw the strength of the fortress repeatedly tested during the second half of the century.
By the mid-seventeenth century the 450,000 Jews of Poland constituted the single largest Jewish population in the world. But the colonization of these lands also caused mounting resentment among the local peasants and gentry, setting the background for the massive Cossack and peasant uprising of 1648. The destruction of Jewish communities was vividly described in Nathan Hanover’s eyewitness account, The Book of the Deep Mire (Sefer yeven metsula). Descriptions are so gory as to stretch credulity, yet they came to feature in people’s imagination as identifying marks of the past and as threats or models for the future. As Hanover wrote, the Jews “were martyred in strange and cruel and bitter deaths. . . . Some were skinned alive and their flesh was thrown to the dogs; some had their hands and feet chopped off, and were then thrown on the highway to be trampled by wagons and crushed by horses,” and “many were buried alive.” The most ghastly violence was directed at the most defenseless: “Infants were butchered in their mothers’ laps. Many children were torn apart like fish; they slashed the bellies of pregnant women and took out the fetus and struck their faces with it. They tore open the bellies of some women and placed live cats in them,” then “sewed up their bellies and cut off their hands so they would not be able to remove the live cats from their bellies.” In other cases they “skewered some children and roasted them over fire and brought them to their mothers to eat.”
View of the castle in the early twentieth century. Source: ÖSA-KA.AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5840.
Hanover recounts several instances in which the Poles betrayed the Jews and handed them over to the rebels to save their own skin. In other instances, Jews fought shoulder to shoulder with Poles on city walls, yet even then their own townsmen at times eventually betrayed them. Hanover wrote, “We wandered from place to place in the towns and villages and we lay on the open streets and even there we could not find rest. We were robbed and crushed, despised and reviled.” In October 1648, having swelled with Jewish refugees from the east, Buczacz also came under siege by the Cossacks: “All the nobles and the Jews stood against them and shot at them with big guns and killed large numbers of the rabble and they could not conquer them.” But “thousands upon thousands of Jews fell victim” to “great epidemics and famine” in the region caused by the war.
Overall, anywhere between twenty thousand and fifty thousand Jews were slaughtered, a substantial percentage of the Jewish population in the eastern part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The uprising ended in summer 1649 with the creation of a Cossack state from which Poles, Jews, and Jesuits were driven out; five years later the new state was merged with Muscovy, the rising power that became the Russian Empire.3
Buczacz was peaceful for the next couple of decades. The German tourist Ulrich von Werdum visited in February 1672. “This is a large and very amusing town, situated on mountains and valleys” and “surrounded by a stone wall,” he wrote. The city had “rather good houses, as well as three Roman Catholic churches, and a Russian monastery, now in the hands of the Dominicans. The Armenians also have a church there, and the Jews have a synagogue, as well as a beautiful cemetery, surrounded by a peculiar wall and planted with tall gay trees. The castle is built of stone as are its fortifications. It is situated on a mountain, below which the Strypa River flows, whose waters drive ten or twelve watermills that stand next to each other.” “This picturesque town,” continued von Werdum, “belongs to Lord Potocki” and “was completely burned down at the beginning of the Cossack uprising.” But “it has now been largely rebuilt, especially by the Jews, who are very numerous in this town, as they are in all of Podolia and Rus.”
A melted seventeenth-century cannon in the Buczacz castle photographed in the early twentieth century. Source: ÖST-KA.AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5502.
Only a few months after von Werdum’s visit, a vast Ottoman army besieged Buczacz. Since the lord of the city, Jan Potocki, was away fighting the Ottomans elsewhere, the city submitted to the invaders after only a brief defense. All of Poland followed soon after. In October 1672 King Michał Wiśniowiecki and Sultan Mehmed IV met in Buczacz and signed a treaty in which Poland was forced to surrender much of its eastern territories to the Turks and pay a hefty yearly tribute to the sultan.4
In 1675 the Ottomans stormed Buczacz once more, despite preparations by Jan Potocki, who even invited representatives of the Jewish community to discuss the defense of Buczacz and appointed a special superintendent charged with defending the Jewish quarter. The Ottoman general Ibrahim Shyshman, also known as Abraham the Fat, swiftly overcame these defenses and torched the city. While the nobles and some city dwellers escaped into the castle, the Jewish inhabitants were stranded in front of the locked gates and, in Agnon’s words, “were slaughtered by the Turks like rams and sheep and their corpses found their graves in the bellies of wild animals and birds of prey.”
The castle managed to hold out until the arrival of an army commanded by King Jan III Sobieski of Poland. But the following year, defended this time by Stefan Potocki, Jan’s successor, the castle was finally seized. François-Paulin Dalairac, a French courtier of Sobieski’s, observed that the Ottoman troops had “accomplished a lasting destruction” of the town, “so severe that only debris remained from the walls and the towers, and from the buildings almost nothing could pass for more than a ruin.” As Stanisław Kowalski, a Polish author who lived in Buczacz during the interwar period, recalled in his memoirs, well over two centuries later local legend still maintained that the mighty castle had fallen only because of “the treachery of a woman.” Her ghost, it was said, “appears in the gate of the castle on Resurrection Day, weeping and repenting her sin of betrayal.”5
For the next few years, the Strypa River intersecting Buczacz served as the border between Poland and the Ottomans. But in 1683 King Sobieski finally liberated Buczacz. Writing his impressions of a visit the following year, Dalairac remarked that Buczacz, “once built of stone and surrounded from all sides by quadrilateral towers,” now contained mostly “ruined and partly burned buildings, and only a few wooden taverns with thatched roofs.” Once “a very considerable and well defended city” of such “vital strategic importance” that “the Sultan Mehmed IV himself came to its siege,” Buczacz had become a mere shadow of its former proud self. As for its inhabitants, Dalairac noted that “round the city a large number of orchards are situated next to a great many springs,” and “the peasants build their huts in accordance with the old Polish custom, next to the gate of the city and under the guns of the castle. Inside the city,” he stressed, “live only Jews and some Poles.”
Three centuries later Agnon observed that when they “returned to Buczacz” after the Turkish wars, the Jews “found the city desolate and their homes partly destroyed and partly occupied by gentiles. The synagogues and study houses had been uprooted and plowed and one could not tell where they had been.” But Potocki, the lord of Buczacz, gave them land to build a new synagogue “so that they would dwell in his city and be satisfied with their residence, because it was the tradition since the days of his earliest ancestors in Poland that any place where the Jews dwelled saw life.”
In 1699 Potocki reaffirmed and expanded the privileges granted by his predecessors to the Buczacz Jewish community, thereby creating the basis for Jewish life in the city until the Austrian annexation seven decades later. Jews were allowed to reside and pursue trade and commerce in Buczacz, to produce and sell alcoholic beverages, and to buy Christian homes; they were also protected from municipal courts by Potocki’s assertion of his role as sole arbiter in “petty and major crimes” by Jews, whereas internal community disputes were handled by the rabbinical court; and while market days on the Jewish Sabbath were prohibited, Jews were allowed to “use the path leading from the walls of the church and the house of the priest to their synagogue on the banks of the Strypa River.”6
In 1728 a massive stone edifice replaced the wooden synagogue on the riverbank. As was typical of “fortress synagogues” in this region, the building was designed to serve as a refuge for the community in times of war and violence, with walls up to fifteen feet thick; in order to prevent it from towering over nearby churches, its floor was dug well below street level. For Agnon it was the beating heart of the community: “As long as Buczacz existed, prayer in it never ceased.” Its opulently decorated interior was illuminated by twelve opaque windows and four bronze chandeliers, shedding light on the murals of flowers and angels, the two iron rams topped by metal palms on either side of the Torah ark, the marble bimah, or reader’s platform, at the center of the hall, and an array of other precious objects.
The Great Synagogue and the Study House in 1921–22. Source: Beit Hatfutsot, Tel Aviv (Museum of the Jewish People, hereafter BH), 30544, 31266.
The town’s most spectacular edifices were built by Stefan’s maverick son, Mikołaj Potocki, who started ruling in 1733. He funded the construction of the rococo city hall, the Basilian monastery, an adjacent two-story school, and a monastery church. Even more important, in 1754 Potocki provided an endowment for the Buczacz Collegium, the first secondary school in the city, which also provided housing, meals, and clothing to the students. Within fifteen years the school boasted 343 Greek Catholic and Roman Catholic students studying such fields as theology, history, geography, physics, Latin, and Greek. Jewish students were extremely rare, despite the growing presence of Jews in the city, who numbered over a thousand in 1765.7
Early twentieth-century views of the Basilian monastery and the city hall. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5492, 5541.
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On October 3, 1772, as Barącz describes it, Mikołaj Potocki “watched sadly” as the Austrian “armed forces marched” into “his Buczacz.” The humiliation of occupation made the magnate “completely lose heart,” and the following year he handed over the ownership of Buczacz to his relative Jan Potocki. By the time Mikołaj died a decade later, the newly named province of Galicia, torn off from southeastern Poland and annexed by the Habsburg Empire, had undergone a radical transformation.8
With a total population of 2.6 million, the province was made up predominantly of serfs, along with 300,000 Christian town dwellers, 200,000 Jews, and 100,000 nobles. Buczacz was now located in Eastern Galicia, where Ruthenians formed the majority.
The new Austrian rulers sought to restrict the number of Jews in Galicia by imposing a “toleration tax” in 1773, which caused the deportation to Poland of those unable to pay it, as well as by demanding the payment of a fee for official permission to marry. But the authorities also believed that assimilated Jews could act as agents of Germanization; for this purpose, as of 1787 all Jews had to take German family names and the authority of Jewish religious leadership was subjected to centralized government control. The Austrians also tried to transform the socioeconomic condition of Galician Jews from a heavy concentration in trade and handicrafts to farming and agriculture by forbidding those not directly engaged in work on the land from leasing estates, mills, inns, taverns, and breweries. As a result, a third of the Jews in Galicia lost their livelihood and were compelled to move into towns and cities; this only increased Jewish poverty and highlighted their profile as inhabiting a narrow economic niche.
Nationalities of the Habsburg Empire. Source: A.J.P. Taylor, The Habsburg Monarchy, 1809–1918 (Harmond Sworth, UK, 1985), 36–37.
Under the impact of the French Revolution, the Austrian government granted the Jews “the privileges and rights of other subjects,” but while Jews were allowed to practice their religion and restrictions on marriage were lifted, they were still subjected to the “toleration” and “meat” taxes, to which a tax on candles, essential for Jewish religious rites, was added. Most troubling for Orthodox Jews was the imposition of military service, since recruits could not practice their religious customs. Still, in the long run, thanks partly to evasion of taxes and restrictions, and partly because of greater consideration by the authorities, the dynamic toward equal status for Jews led to substantial improvement in their status.9
The governmental effort to bring the Jews into the modern world was particularly visible in education. In 1787 Naftali Herz Homberg, a maskil (supporter of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment) from Bohemia, was appointed superintendent of all German-Jewish schools in Galicia. Homberg established 107 “normal” public schools throughout the province, including the Jewish boys’ school in Buczacz that opened its doors in 1788. This radical educational reform aimed at creating a new generation of Jews, fluent in German and in proper Hebrew grammar, morally cultivated, and effectively trained to take up a productive trade. Attendance at the school in Buczacz increased from twenty-eight students in 1788 to two hundred in 1790, a clear sign of growing enthusiasm reflected in Galicia as a whole, where the number of students rose from six thousand to thirty thousand in the same two years.
The majority of Orthodox Jews in Galicia vehemently opposed this initiative, and Homberg’s educational system was eventually abolished; the school in Buczacz closed down in 1806. But advocacy for Jewish educational reform continued. The moderate Galician maskilim Mendel Lefin and his disciple Joseph Perl, for instance, envisioned adaptation of Jewish customs, laws, and identity to the changing world around them. In 1814 Perl founded his Israelite Free School in Tarnopol (Ukrainian: Ternopil), forty miles north of Buczacz, which provided elementary education to boys and girls, combining Jewish and general subjects taught in “purified German.” Perl’s proposals to institute vocational training were also rejected, and his call to eradicate Hasidic mysticism and obscurantism similarly fell on deaf ears. Perl concluded in 1838 that the popular belief that a Jew “engaged in any kind of non-Jewish knowledge abandons both the Torah and the commandments” caused the ignorant to “hate and pursue” reformed Jews “almost to their deaths.”10
In 1850 the maskil Moriz Bernstein published a pamphlet in Vienna ascribing Galician Jewry’s “dearth of culture,” “fanaticism,” “dogmatism,” “prejudices,” and “spiritual stunting” to their children’s education. At home, he wrote, children were told that religion was the product of “an endless series of forefathers,” creating in them “a slave mentality” that “dragged human liberty to the grave” and made for the “stark religious barriers that divide people into enemy neighbors and separate humanity into numerous species.” In the traditional cheder, the “filth and uncleanliness” of the classroom had a “most detrimental impact on the physical condition of the child.” The teachers, who “had no knowledge of the world, no social tact, and no understanding of life,” would “doggedly hammer the assigned weekly Biblical chapter into the poor child” and were “often very harsh.” Such schooling was the cause of “all the mental lethargy, all the nonsense and muddled faith, and often all the spiritual ossification, which then accompanied the youth into adult life.” Educated in this manner, lamented Bernstein, the ordinary Galician Jew was still “marked by his long caftan” and “grating jargon,” making “the circle of his cultivated neighbors almost inaccessible” to him. Only by learning “the language of the land” would the Jews of Galicia “feel reconciled with their nationality at home,” build “peaceful relations and even friendships with their neighbors,” and “gradually tear down the partition that separates them.”
Bernstein believed that the conundrum of the Jew’s existence “as a tolerated person” and a “foreigner,” who could naturally “have but little taste for any nation,” would be resolved by granting the Jews equal rights. Once they could engage in other professions, Bernstein argued, Jews would no longer have to face “the bitter, offensive allegations and vituperative slurs that heartlessly insult” their “sense of morality and rights” and “injure the Jew within them.” After all, “it is not the Jew who is a swindler, a usurer, as he is often called,” but the legal restrictions that compel him to become that “profit-seeking salesman” detested by his neighbors.11
Emancipation would finally come in 1867, with Emperor Franz Josef’s “constitution.” Jews were labeled a community of faith rather than one of the empire’s ethnic peoples; hence they could not declare Yiddish their “language of daily use,” since language determined nationality. Instead Jews had to declare another language and were counted as members of the nationality that spoke it. Initially the Austrians had hoped this would increase the number of Germans in Galicia, but by 1910 almost all Jews registered as speaking Polish.12
Emancipation fundamentally changed relations between Jews and their neighbors. In 1848, reeling from the impact of revolutions that swept across Europe, the Habsburg Empire had abolished serfdom in Galicia, and over the next two decades a new nation would emerge in the larger, more populous eastern part of the crown land. Early stirrings of Ruthenian nationalism had preceded the revolution of 1848, led by small groups of priests, seminarians, students, and intellectuals, but before abolition they could not count on popular support. In the aftermath of the revolution, and especially following further reforms in the 1860s, the peasant masses, as the saying went, awoke from their slumber.
Most of the former serfs remained wretchedly poor, illiterate, and the target of ruthless exploitation by landowners. Ruthenian peasants associated their landlords with Poles and associated merchants, traders, shopkeepers, and tavern owners with Jews. The Ukrainophiles—Narodovtsi, or populists—who propagated the notion of a distinct Ruthenian-Ukrainian nationality and language, articulated best the political implications of these socioeconomic realities; they also reached growing numbers of people as literacy gradually spread with the introduction of village schools and peasants began reading newspapers. Helped by the Habsburg Empire’s tolerant attitude toward nationalism, and by speaking directly to the peasants’ concerns in their own words, the Narodovtsi became increasingly dominant.
Emancipation’s lifting of restrictions on occupation and residence enabled Jews to return to the countryside just as rural Ruthenians were being nationalized through reading clubs and political rhetoric. Accompanied by the shift of the feudal system to a money economy, the growing presence and economic role of Jews in the villages created a popular sense of material exploitation and cultural decimation. Jewish moneylenders, shop and tavern keepers, cattle dealers, estate and mill leasers or owners were all presented as fleecing the ignorant peasants, tricking them into alcohol and tobacco addiction, lending them money at cutthroat rates, and retarding the development of a healthy Ruthenian nation. Indeed anti-Jewish comments in the new Ruthenian press soon surpassed attacks on Polish landlords.13
The Ruthenian newspaper Batkivshchyna (Fatherland), launched in 1879 by the national-populist Prosvita (Enlightenment) society, reflected such sentiments in a special section dedicated to reports by local activists in Galician villages and towns. One report spoke of “villages where out of a hundred households it is hard to find a single landed peasant who is not in debt—to the Jews, of course.” Another report asserted that once a peasant borrows money from a Jew he “can’t get the Jew off his back; he pays and works off the debt, but still ends up losing his land.” This also meant, one correspondent wrote, that “our own Ruthenian way of life is dying out; in its place, bad customs from the outside are being introduced.” The American etcher, lithographer, and writer Joseph Pennell shared the view that the Jews were destroying rural cultures, concluding from his European travels in 1892 that “the average Jew all over the southeastern part of the Continent is doing his best to crush out all artistic sense in the peasants by supplanting their really good handiwork with the vilest machine-made trash that he can procure.”14
The fact that in 1900 only 20,000 Ukrainians, compared to 280,000 Jews, were employed (or dependents of those employed) in commerce certainly played into the argument that, as one correspondent wrote, “in our land Jews have taken over commerce to such an extent that it seems no one else can have a store or state concession, only a Jew.” Rare reports of Ruthenian-owned businesses were a source of national pride; one peasant wrote gleefully that when a Jew entered a shop “and saw images of the saints on the walls, he became so frightened that he immediately fled.”
But the starkest symbol of alleged Jewish venality was the village tavern, perceived by Polish and Ukrainian nationalists as the cause of the peasants’ chronic alcoholism, indebtedness, and transfer of property to the Jews. Temperance movements often incorporated anti-Semitic rhetoric, and peasants learned to blame their own drunkenness on the Jews. One correspondent wrote, “You go into the tavern for tobacco, and the Jew . . . begins to praise his liquor and make fun of sobriety. . . . Before you know it, you’ve had one drink, then another.” Finally, the peasant “sells his boots for his liquor and pays double for whatever he drinks,” while “Iudka just puts his hands in his pockets, jingles his money, laughs and makes fun of the drunk.”
Traditional peasant perceptions of Jews were more ambivalent. Jews could be seen as the embodiment of the alien precisely because they were so omnipresent. And since they provided the link between the agricultural producers and the marketplace, Jews were also perceived as mediators between the insular rural environment and the treacherous external sphere beyond it, the realm of death and the devil, with whom Jews were often associated: both were believed to be essential if malign presences in the cycle of life. Since the peasants were also deeply religious, they simultaneously internalized the Christian view of the Jews as damned for having murdered Christ and blessed as the sole witnesses of the Passion. Similarly, while Galician peasants might share popular Jewish faith in the magical healing powers of wonder-rabbis and tzaddiks, they also feared the menacing aspect that such powers could allegedly assume.15
This complexity of the Jewish presence in the Galician peasant imagination was radically transformed under the impact of nationalism. As the very first issue of Batkivshchyna succinctly put it, Ruthenians in Galicia faced “two terrible enemies: one of them is the clever Jew, who sucks our blood and gnaws our flesh; the other is the haughty Pole, who is after both our body and soul.” Subsequent issues of the newspaper repeatedly resorted to anti-Semitic tropes, describing Jewish taverns as “a festering wound, which poisons and destroys our body; they corrupt the . . . soul of our village people . . . take away their property and drive them to criminality.” The solution was not pogroms, but a boycott of Jewish businesses: “Then we will not have to drive out the Jews, they will leave us of their own volition.” Similar sentiments were expressed by other newspapers; the Russophile Russkaya Rada warned that the influx of Jews would continue until “they have wrapped their spider’s web around the entire village” and using “vodka and money push the peasants off their ancestral land. . . . Once we were masters of our land, but today the Jew says: I am master here, this is my land!”16
Emancipation was replete with ironies. With serfdom abolished, the peasants could sell their property, but their farms were small to begin with, and as they kept dividing them among their heirs, they could no longer live from the land. In contrast, once emancipated, the Jews sought economic opportunities outside the crowded and wretchedly poor ghettos, and those who made good could now buy land from peasants whose only option was to sell their plot and seek other occupations. By 1902 some fifteen thousand Jews owned farms or estates in Galicia, not a high figure for a Jewish population of close to a million but much higher than ever before and especially jarring to Ruthenian nationalists, who saw this as amounting to a Jewish takeover of the province. On the eve of World War I Jews owned over 10 percent of the estates, constituted 20 percent of the landowners, and made up more than 50 percent of the property leaseholders in Galicia.17
As estate owners and agricultural managers, Jews conformed neither to the stereotype of shtetl dwellers nor to that of rootless revolutionaries or Zionist separatists; they often identified with Poland, a sentiment that was not fully or consistently reciprocated. Unfamiliar to most urban Jews, the universe of Jewish landowners resembled in some ways that of the Polish landlords. But there were striking differences as well. Jewish estates also provided ample opportunities for contacts with gentile farmworkers and villagers.
This forgotten way of life prior to World War I was recalled decades later by Oskar Kofler, born in 1897 on his family estate of Petlikowce (Ukrainian: Petlykivtsi), some ten miles north of Buczacz. Kofler’s great-grandfather had obtained the right to own land as early as 1837 in recognition of his services as a court Jew (Hofjude); his grandfather already owned a mansion in nearby Mogielnica (Ukrainian: Mohylnytsia), and his father, Salomon, bought the estate and manor house of Petlikowce. An efficient manager, Salomon also had good relations with the estate’s laborers and the Polish and Ukrainian villagers. But the staff on the estate “was almost exclusively” Jewish, and many other agricultural occupations, such as cattle and horse trading, as well as the grain market, were also “a near Jewish monopoly.” Kofler recalled spending his childhood playing with farm animals and reading German classics; he attended Polish-language public schools in Drohobycz (Ukrainian: Drohobych), while at home the family spoke Yiddish and Polish and communicated with villagers in Ruthenian. He described his father as both “areligious” and “fluent in Hebrew and thoroughly conversant with Jewish scriptures and rituals”; his mother kept a kosher kitchen, lit candles on the Sabbath and the holidays, and said all the blessings. On Passover his father “headed the prescribed Seder,” and on Yom Kippur he wore a white prayer shawl and yarmulke.18
Kofler took after his father and became similarly “areligious.” And while politically his family “had no doubt as to their ‘Polishness,’ ” he had fond memories of Ruthenian farmworkers. Generally his memoir depicts an ethnically mixed but quite harmonious social environment before 1914, not least “because the entire population spoke Ukrainian, mixed marriages were abundant, and no attention was paid whether one went to the Catholic or Greek Catholic church,” the custom being that “male children from mixed marriages were educated in the father’s denomination, the daughters in the mother’s.” To be sure, in retrospect Kofler was aware that “the animosity between the Poles and Ruthenians, which smoldered already since the end of the nineteenth century, became even more pronounced some years before the war.” But open conflict “erupted mainly in the larger cities, particularly in Lwów,” and “barely intruded into the more distant villages.”
Kofler also disagreed that all manor laborers lived “in wretchedness and degradation,” insisting that this “depended on the personality of the employer and his attitude toward people.” On Polish estates he did see a fair amount of hostility between farm laborers and landowners, not least because the latter did not maintain “permanent and direct contact with the people,” preferring to spend their time away in cities and spas. Conversely, his father’s relationship with the peasants was “exceptionally friendly” thanks to “his consideration, equanimity, fair treatment of anyone irrespective of his position, and his profound sense of justice.” With hindsight Kofler wondered how this “was really possible,” considering that “all these people knew very well that father was a Jew”; they must have been influenced by “prejudices picked up in church on the harmful role of Jewish leaseholders, which was supposedly the cause of all the peasantry’s calamities.” In part, perhaps, this had to do with his father’s “unusual personal qualities” as well as his “general outward appearance,” which was not “regarded as ‘typically Jewish.’ ” But Kofler also remembered that villagers helped a fellow Jewish farmer who looked like “a prototype of the conservative Jew” simply because they saw him as “a decent man.” Ultimately Kofler ascribed this behavior to the “incomparably higher moral standard of the people at the time” and to the fact that “generally there did not exist such deep-seated anti-Semitism” in prewar Eastern Galicia.
All this was wiped out in World War I, as Kofler was drafted and his parents were compelled to abandon the estate and move to Vienna. Anti-Jewish Polish land reform policies made sure they never got the estate back; his father died in 1927, wrote Kofler, “suffering and enduring the ruin of his life’s work.” In 1939 Kofler was called up again, this time to the Polish Army, and was soon taken prisoner by the Germans. His granddaughter, Ewa Koźmińska-Frejlak, who edited and introduced his memoir, comments acerbically, “The years he spent in captivity,” partly in the so-called Judenbarak (Jewish compound), “would require a separate discussion.” Kofler’s first wife and son as well as his mother and sister were murdered in 1942; his nephew died during deportation by the Soviets in 1941. After the war Kofler changed his name to the Polish-sounding Koźmiński and worked for two decades at the Polish Ministry of Shipping and Foreign Trade. There were always those, observes his granddaughter, who liked to “remind him of, and reproach him for, both his ‘Jewish’ and ‘class’ origins.”19
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The three decades that followed the destruction and erasure of pre-1914 Galician society belonged to the nationalists and ideologues, fanatics and zealots of a new breed, more willing to shed blood than to seek compromise, more determined to assert their hegemony than to preserve coexistence: impatient men with guns and bombs, often led by the half-educated and thirsting for a fight. But things did not start that way; before nationalism began to hate, it was also about education and enlightenment, material improvement, collective responsibility, and group identity. The path toward violence was neither foreseen nor inevitable.
Enlightenment meant different things to different people. The attempt to establish a Hebrew school in 1906–07 foundered when hostility from conservative religious circles compelled its director, Baruch Berkovich, to leave Buczacz after merely five years there. Jewish youths seeking public secondary education also faced many hurdles. Naftali Menatseach (originally Naftale Hertz Siegman) described being compelled to take the entrance examination for the gymnasium on the Jewish Sabbath, when Jews are not allowed to write, and, once accepted, having “to put on the ‘gentile’ uniform of the gymnasium and to cut off my short sidelocks”; he was also “fated to struggle with anti-Semitic teachers.” Raised in an isolated village with only a handful of Jewish families, Menatseach recalled his father reading to him a newspaper article about the First Zionist Congress of 1897, as well as the great impression a booklet from Odessa titled Chovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion) had made on him. He devoured many of the popular Zionist historical novels of the time and avidly followed the literary magazine Sifrei Sha’ashuim (Books of Delight), edited in Buczacz by Yitzhak Fernhof. Initially homeschooled by his father, Menatseach subsequently attended the modern elementary Jewish Baron Hirsch School before being admitted to the gymnasium.20
The percentage of Jewish students at the gymnasium rose from one-fifth in 1900 to one-third of the five hundred students in 1914. Over the same time, the number of Greek Catholics declined from one-third to one-fourth, and the Roman Catholic student body was only marginally larger than that of the Jews. The gymnasium’s pre-1914 annual reports contain many names of youths who sat side by side in the same classroom or passed each other in the school’s corridors before setting out on radically different, at times antagonistic paths: the historian and chronicler of the Warsaw Ghetto, Emanuel Ringelblum, denounced and murdered with his son in 1943; members of the “Nazi hunter” Simon Wiesenthal’s family; future Judenrat (Jewish council) member Bernhard Seifer, and future physician Max Anderman. There is something unsettling about seeing the normality of a school report composed three or four decades before so many of these families were murdered, deported, or dispersed. Yet this list of names hardly reflects the Polish and Roman Catholic gymnasium leadership’s perception of its pedagogical and political mission.21
Established and supported by the Austro-Hungarian regime in what turned out to have been its waning years, the school boasted a curriculum that exemplified the ideals of a classical humanistic education. Yet from its very inception, and despite the glaring fact that a growing proportion of the students were Jews and Ruthenians, this public institution viewed itself as a bastion of Polish nationalism. The vast majority of the teaching staff was Polish. In 1901, out of seventeen teachers only one was Ruthenian and one Jewish. Even in 1914, with a total faculty of twenty-eight, there were perhaps five Jewish and even fewer Ukrainian teachers, all the rest being Roman Catholic ethnic Poles.
The tone was already set during the consecration of the new public gymnasium in 1899. Numerous dignitaries attended the event, including the Polish governor of Galicia, the local landowner Count Emil Potocki, the Roman Catholic prelate Stanisław Gromnicki, the Greek Catholic parish priest Telakowski, and the town’s Jewish mayor, Bernard Stern. However, there was no Jewish religious representative. Following a service led by Gromnicki and a call by the governor for the gymnasium to “always produce brave people, who will act for the benefit of society and nation,” the gymnasium’s newly appointed director, Franciszek Zych, took the podium. Zych admonished his young audience “to repay the country” for their privileged education, resist “the world’s enticing amusements and entertainments,” and reject the “destructive doctrines of the era of materialism and the wild theories of revolution.” The students’ task was to bring “pride to your homeland,” which must be able to “count on more brave members and citizens ready to make sacrifices.” This homeland was made up of “our fraternal Polish and Ruthenian nations,” and the students had to remember that they were “sons of the same land” and not to “pay heed to false counselors who try to plant the venom of hatred into your young hearts.”
The Buczacz gymnasium with the Basilian monastery and the ruins of the castle in the background during World War I. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5534.
Zych’s idea of the homeland, then, was “historic” Poland, and the fraternity he advocated implied the submission of Galician Ruthenians to Polish rule; it was a vision that left no room for a separate Ukrainian state. As for the seventy-five Jewish students present in the audience, they merited not a single mention in the director’s speech and were not expected to share in the fraternity of nations he invoked.22
Not all Polish teachers bought into this hypernationalism. In an essay he wrote for the school’s annual report of 1906, the teacher Leon Kieroński forcefully argued that students should be taught to be open minded and clear eyed; the goal of education was to encourage curiosity, tolerance, rationality, and objectivity. The popular social Darwinist view of life as “a ruthless struggle for survival” should have “no place in a school that educates people in the spirit of humanitarianism.” The choice was stark: “Either we assume that society is right to be humanitarian,” or we “devise means of exterminating one another in the easiest possible way.” For that reason the greatest threat to the humanitarian ideal was the concept of a “national education” precisely because it transformed “this noble term” into “empty platitudes or chauvinism,” which merely “exacerbates national differences and causes strife and conflict.” Only education “in the spirit of humanitarianism” would allow patriotism to “blossom and yield noble, not wild, fruits.” Ultimately teachers should strive to educate their students in a spirit of “pure harmony” that eventually “leads to the same objective as the Christian idea.”23
The harmony Kieroński strove for was hardly reflected on the ground. Teofil Ostapowicz, who spent most of the first decade of the twentieth century as a student at the gymnasium, recalled that all five dormitories set up for poor students coming from the countryside were determined by denomination: Polish students were accommodated at the Głowacki and Mickiewicz dormitories; Ruthenians could apply for support from the “peasants’ stipend” or the “Ruthenian (Russophile) stipend”; and Jewish students were eligible for a “Jewish stipend” that paid full board and provided academic assistance to those struggling in class.24 For each of these groups, the school did serve as an incubator of future national elites, but its own orientation was exclusively Polish.
Most Jewish children still received only rudimentary schooling. Absenteeism and dropout rates remained very high, not least because of economic distress. While Jews were relatively better off than the peasants, and notwithstanding anti-Jewish claims to the contrary, apart from a thin crust of relatively affluent families, the vast majority of the Jews in Buczacz, as in the rest of Galicia, were poor; many of them left during those years in search of a better living across the Atlantic. Soon after arriving, the new immigrants set up self-help associations. The First Buczacz Benevolent Association, incorporated in 1892 in New York City, was established “to afford substantial assistance” to its members “and their families in cases of sickness and distress,” as well as to promote their “social, mental and moral welfare.” Seven years later this association was replaced by the Independent Buczaczer Congregation and Benevolent Association of the City of New York, two-thirds of whose principal members were already U.S. citizens. Two more associations of immigrants from Buczacz were founded in 1901 and 1904, both dedicated to helping the sick and the needy.
It took until 1911 for these immigrants to feel sufficiently secure economically to begin helping the community back in Buczacz. That year the Buczacz Relief Society of America was formed with the explicit “purpose of doing charity and relieving the distresses of the natives of the City of Buczacz” and helping “the students of the native schools whether in the City of Buczacz, Kingdom of Austria or any other place or country.” Helping others was a sign not just of growing economic security but also of integration into American society. In October 1918, eighteen months after the United States entered World War I, the new American Buczaczer Relief Society would announce proudly that all signatories of its application for registration were U.S. citizens and pledged that it would be “rendering financial aid and assistance to American citizens of Austrian birth who are now in the Naval or Military service of the United States Government.”25 The old Buczaczers had become patriotic Americans.
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Most of those who left never came back. But some did. They brought with them a hint of the outside world and the possibilities of a different existence, as well as books, newspaper subscriptions, ideas, and opinions. But they also found themselves irretrievably trapped in the drudgery and tedium of provincial life. Their children, growing up among those books and magazines, ideas and disillusionments, at times decided to act where the fathers had not: to transform not just their hometown but the entire world. Some became adventurous, reckless, and tragic figures: their high hopes were irreparably dashed, their firm beliefs betrayed, the world of their youth wiped out, and the one that replaced it turned out to be infinitely more cruel and cynical.
Fabius Nacht and his sons are a good example. Born in 1848 in a well-to-do religious family that had already come under the influence of the Haskalah, Fabius spoke German at home and attended the state gymnasium in Stanisławów (Ukrainian: Stanyslaviv), where the language of instruction was Polish. He had hoped to study mathematics at the University of Vienna, but since Jews were barred from teaching that subject, he chose medicine instead. Returning to Buczacz in 1879 as one of a handful of locals with a university degree, he established a private medical practice, dedicated himself wholeheartedly to his profession, and for a long time was the most prominent medical authority in Buczacz. His expertise was sorely needed: in 1894 the dismal hygienic conditions caused a cholera epidemic that claimed a thousand lives in the Buczacz district; twelve years later the local Yiddish-language weekly, Der jüdische Wecker (The Jewish Awakener), again warned that “typhus, German measles, diphtheria, and whooping cough” were “showing signs of becoming epidemics” in the city, and proposed “to clean the streets every morning, and not just once a week.”
In 1891 Fabius was appointed medical director of a newly built, modern hospital, a position he held until his retirement in 1925. Even after his retirement he maintained his private practice until his death in 1937. An obituary published in the Polish Socialist Party’s weekly the following year hailed Dr. Nacht for having “retained his passionate enthusiasm for the ideals of freedom, equality and fraternity throughout his life”; it also noted that his “desk was overflowing with piles of socialist newspapers and magazines of all shades and languages.” As his son Max explained decades later, in response to his encounter with “the reactionary, church-ridden Vienna regime,” Fabius had became a socialist.26
Nacht’s sons, Max and Siegfried, were raised as members of the first activist socialist generation in Buczacz. Agnon, who belonged to the same age group, recalled those heady early days of social mobilization. “An explosive new word is making the rounds in Buczacz and it is ‘socialism,’ ” he wrote. Suddenly people’s servants were declaring that “every person is his own master and does not belong to anyone else”; previously they “used to work from daybreak to midnight,” but now they “stop working after eight hours.” In the countryside “the socialists incited” the agricultural laborers to strike to demand “wages instead of being treated as beasts of burden.” In response “the government sent in soldiers to bring the workers back to the fields, but the socialists came and talked to the army until the government began to fear that the poison of socialism would also penetrate the soldiers’ hearts.” Many of these socialists, commented Agnon, were Jewish “sons of the wealthy who appeared not to lack for anything,” yet now every father feared that his son’s activism “would land him in prison or that he would marry the daughter of a worker.” Those who had thought that “Zionism is the worst of all upheavals in the world,” quipped Agnon, now “discovered that there are even greater upheavals” since Buczacz had become “a city of socialists.”27
The Jewish hospital before World War I. Source: Postcard in author’s possession.
Of course Buczacz never actually became “a city of socialists.” But for a while the Nacht home was a hub of political ferment, “the meeting point for socialist youths of all nationalities,” as the doctor’s obituary put it. Siegfried Nacht, a volatile, restless youth, had been expelled in quick succession from the gymnasium in Buczacz and then from its equivalent in nearby Brzeżany (Ukrainian: Berezhany) for underground political activities, finally matriculating at his father’s alma mater in Stanisławów in 1895. With a degree in electrical engineering from the Technical University in Vienna, Siegfried’s Jewish background, socialist politics, and hot temper stood in the way of his finding a position. By the end of the century he had denounced Zionism, renounced his membership in the Jewish community of Vienna, turned against Austrian Social Democracy as nationalist and anti-Semitic, embraced anarchism, and moved to Berlin. But he did not stay there for long; he appears to have spent the next few years traveling, mostly on foot, from one revolutionary cell to another. In April 1903 Siegfried crossed into Gibraltar and was promptly arrested on suspicion of plotting to assassinate King Edward VII during his visit to the British territory. The fact that he carried a pistol did not help matters.
Siegfried Nacht, 1903. Source: Schweizerisches Bundesarchiv BAR, Bern, E21#1000/131#9249.
The arrest made Siegfried a cause célèbre across the continent, igniting protests by the “Polish colony” in Paris and Ruthenian socialists in Vienna and prompting the establishment of a committee in London with such prominent members as the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin and the English philosopher Herbert Spencer. In Buczacz the news of Siegfried’s arrest and subsequent release for lack of evidence on May 5 transformed him, in the sarcastic words of his brother, from “the disgrace of the town” into “a national hero, the fame and pride of the place.” Depicted in the Polish press as “an engineer” and “an author” defended by “a former minister, a real countess,” and “an actual prince,” Siegfried was seen in Buczacz as a veritable “eighth wonder of the world, who had fortunately eluded the gallows.” Agnon also vividly recalled Siegfried’s triumphant, albeit ephemeral, return to his hometown, as he marched down the street “holding his head high like a prince, a black cape over his shoulders with its hem flowing down below his knees, a black hat on his head slightly tilted to one side, his moustache rolled upward and his beard descending in the shape of a half Star of David.” Accompanied by “beautiful maidens from the best families” and with “all the officials making way for him,” Siegfried “was walking as if” the whole city “belonged to him.” This must have been the best day of Siegfried’s life. In 1912 he emigrated to the United States, where his life does not seem to have amounted to much. But to this day he is remembered in anarchist circles as the author of the German-language pamphlet The Social General Strike, published under the pseudonym Arnold Roller in 1905.28
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By that time, such Jews as the Nacht brothers—active within the fold of radical politics, anarchism, and socialism—might no longer have been thought of as Jews, but as the cunning of history would have it, the very socialism that had facilitated their transformation came to be seen by other nationalists as a Jewish conspiracy. Nor did Jewish nationalism fare any better. Edward Dubanowicz’s study of the 1907 national parliamentary election campaign in Galicia sought to explain the troubling coalitions between Jews and Ukrainians against Polish candidates. In the past, he noted, “our traditional Polish attitude did not allow us to remind foreigners of their foreign origin”; now one had to concede that “Jewish separatism” had “acquired serious political significance.” As Dubanowicz saw it, in 1907 the Zionists had simply made “a cold and sly political calculation” intended “to inflame and feed the hatred of both allied parties,” namely the Jews and the Ukrainians, “for their alleged mutual oppressor, the Polish nation,” and to “wrest their co-religionist masses from Polish influence” in order “to gather their votes under the banner of Jewish identity.”
From a Polish perspective, all this meant was that while the Zionists were “elected by Ruthenian votes,” their presence in Parliament “weakened the numerical strength of the Polish representation in Vienna” and “increased the number of those who are presently the Polish nation’s most implacable enemies,” the Ruthenian nationalists. The naïve belief, concluded Dubanowicz acerbically, “that since it owes so much to the Polish nation . . . the vast majority of the Jewish population would be a loyal and sympathetic element within national politics, can no longer be sustained.” Instead “the idea of a separate Jewish political identity” had won over “the Jewish masses” and “directly positioned” them “against the Polish political interest.”29 In other words, Poland had been betrayed by its Jews and would never again be able to trust them to defend its national cause.
In fact the “Jewish masses” in Galicia had little reason to sympathize with Polish nationalism, which offered no solution to their main concern: the grinding poverty in which they were mired. Close to two-thirds of the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s Jews lived in Galicia, mostly in the eastern part, the vast majority of them in congested ghettos, with increasingly scarce economic resources. The tremendous obstacles faced by the Vienna-based Relief Association for the Destitute Jewish Population of Eastern Galicia, founded in 1901 and usually referred to as the Hilfsverein (Relief Association), in its attempts to alleviate this desperate economic situation, illustrate the sheer scale of the problem.
Lacking sufficient resources to establish an industrial base in Galicia, the Hilfsverein focused on training Jewish craftsmen in modern industrial technology. But the relatively few graduates of such courses in Vienna tended to “emigrate to America or to remain in western countries.” An attempt to create a network of cottage industries in Galicia, many based on specialized training for women, faltered when it was realized that it was necessary to “enable the student after a short period of training to make a living” with her newly acquired skills, “since the main goal is to deal with the hunger of the poverty-stricken population.” The plan to set up agricultural training also had to be revised when a study commissioned by the association in 1904 concluded that directing “many Jews to land cultivation could stimulate anti-Semitism because of the existing land hunger among Galician peasants.”30
The Ruthenian population in the Galician countryside was of course even poorer and, to the despair of Ukrainian nationalists, also suffered from an abysmally low literacy rate. In the Buczacz district in 1880, out of a total population of 50,000 people only 2,500 men and 1,400 women could read. In the villages, where the majority of Ruthenians as well as many Poles lived, things were far worse. Those seeking to gauge the sense of national identity among villagers therefore had to rely on parish priests as informants. This was especially the case with Ruthenians, since village teachers tended to be Polish. A questionnaire distributed in 1911 to several communities in the Buczacz district suggested that Polish cultural, political, and educational hegemony, as well as emigration by Ruthenians and colonization by Poles, had set off a process of Polonization at the turn of the century. At the same time, the very fact that such surveys were being conducted demonstrated that in a region where the majority still spoke Ruthenian (including many Roman Catholics possibly of Ruthenian ancestry), this dynamic was being reversed by Ukrainian nationalist activists.31
With the exception of the peasant strikes of 1902, which had more to do with economic grievances, national mobilization in the Buczacz district was quite peaceful. Kofler found it was mostly in the larger cities that ethnic tensions occasionally erupted into open conflict, as happened, for instance, during a demonstration by Ruthenian students over the use of Ukrainian at the University of Lemberg (Polish: Lwów; Ukrainian: Lviv) in 1907.32 But the potential for massive Polish-Ukrainian violence, which eventually erupted in the wake of World War I, was still lurking under the surface, suspended between conflicting narratives of past massacres and schemes for future radical “solutions.”
The Polish elite still hoped to assimilate Ruthenians into a future greater Poland, whereas the Ruthenians were too weak to push their own national agenda. The “Jewish question” appeared more amenable to a “solution,” not least because it was the only issue on which nationalist Poles and Ukrainians could agree. In a sense, the Jews clarified matters where they remained murky as far as conflict between their neighbors was concerned: where it was difficult to distinguish between Poles and Ukrainians, both agreed that the Jews were clearly different, and while Poles and Ukrainians might struggle over ownership of the land, both agreed that the Jews had no business owning it. In this sense, the Jews served as a perfect foil against which one could easily identify oneself.
Between 1848 and 1914 new opportunities for self-realization and collective liberation appeared to first open up and then to progressively close down again: the period began with the revolutions of 1848, known as “the spring of nations,” and ended up with mass death in World War I. History, as it subsequently happened, was not predetermined. The citizens of Buczacz, like those of many other towns in Galicia, had more choices than ever before or after. A new world was emerging, and the constraints of the old were falling away; tradition had weakened, religious faith was waning, authority was loosening its grip on family and society. Travel became easier, and people could go farther, change identities more easily, aspire to previously unthinkable goals, and embrace radical, exciting new worldviews. But as people began identifying themselves nationally and ideologically, they also looked at others through different eyes, distinguishing them not only by religion and ethnicity but also by whether their history gave them the right to continue living where they were. By the same token, those who bought into the nationalist discourse constrained their own horizons by determining who they were and where they belonged and what they could and should hope and struggle for. In this brave new world vast collectives were being transformed into communities of fate, whose history and future were determined by national affiliation; it was a fate from which others were excluded by definition, and yet one from whose repercussions there was no escape.
And so, in the last years before the war, all three ethnoreligious groups were turning inward, not only as they had done before, by simply ignoring each other, but in a more aggressive, resentful, accusatory manner, by perceiving their own hardships as a consequence of the other groups’ conduct or success and by viewing the rights of others as necessarily restricting their own. This was not a viable recipe for continued coexistence. The trigger was finally pulled in 1914.
Chapter 2
ENEMIES AT THEIR PLEASURE
Bridge over the Strypa in World War I. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 13936.
In retrospect it was thought that such vast multiethnic empires as Austria-Hungary were doomed to be torn asunder from within by the competing forces of opposing nationalists. Yet precisely because of its heterogeneous nature, the empire found ways to negotiate with national movements and to diffuse the radical nationalism that emerged fully only after its demise. In towns such as Buczacz before 1914, nationalists were often preoccupied with such seemingly nonmilitant projects as the promotion of literacy and education, economic progress and folklore, hygiene and athletics. To be sure, a growing accumulation of resentment, fear, and hatred, born of socioeconomic, ideological, and religious differences, simmered behind the façade of a well-regulated society and a prodigious, albeit unwieldy, bureaucracy. In different circumstances, such tensions might have been channeled toward nonviolent accommodation and adjustment. It was World War I that completely changed the rules of the game.
Most people know much more about the war on the Western Front than in the East. But the fighting between the Russian Empire and the German and Austro-Hungarian Empires was extraordinarily brutal and costly and devastated vast tracts of Eastern Europe. Following its declaration of war on Russia on August 6, 1914, Austria-Hungary tried to confront the numerically superior Russian Army by launching a preemptive offensive into Russian Poland. In return, the Russians invaded Galicia, pushing the Austrians all the way to the Carpathians by late September. For the next nine months the Russians occupied all of Eastern Galicia. These battles cost the Austrian Northern Army well over a third of its original 900,000 men, with the Russians losing a fourth of the one million troops who had marched into battle on that sector of the front. Ethnic tensions and demoralization were prevalent in both imperial armies fighting in Galicia, while the heavy casualties made discipline another major concern. Much of the brutalization of the troops on both sides can be ascribed to the opposing armies’ weakened command systems, deficient training of recruits, and increasingly precarious logistics, quite apart from the horrendous bloodletting at the front.1
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Buczacz was swept into the carnage early on, when once again it found itself in the path of invading armies. Over the next six years it would be repeatedly conquered and occupied by one side or another, devastated by fighting, looting, wanton destruction, and ferocious violence. Eventually little was left of its former self but a memory of better times and mounting fear and rage, a lust for vengeance tempered only by the urge to return to an increasingly elusive normality.
We know about events in Buczacz throughout much of the war and its aftermath from the unpublished diary of Antoni Siewiński, the Polish principal of the boys’ school in Buczacz prior to World War I. Siewiński, who was born in 1858, had set out to “note down everything that occurred in Buczacz and its surroundings” just “as soon as the world war began.” And even though he lost and rewrote his diary twice during the war, it is a remarkable account by a perceptive though nationalist and anti-Semitic observer that reveals much about events in the city and about how they were viewed by the town’s Polish intelligentsia at the time.2
Antoni Siewiński. Source: “Pamiętniki buczacko-jazłowieckie z czasów wojny wszechświatowej od roku 1914 do roku 1920,” Biblioteka Jagiellońska, Kraków, rkp. 7367.
Although Siewiński’s school had catered to a mixed population of 180 Jewish and 120 Roman and Greek Catholic students before World War I, and despite the preponderance of Jews among the city population, the principal’s view of Galicia as an inherently Polish land and of Buczacz as a bastion of Polish identity was unshakeable. Hence also his perception of the gymnasium, which all his sons had attended, as being charged with the task of forging “upright people and good patriots.” And yet, as Siewiński unhappily conceded, prewar Buczacz was dominated by Jews, who owned all the handsome stone houses in the city center with their numerous well-stocked stores. Conversely, the houses of the Poles and Ruthenians “were hidden in the outskirts.” Just as troubling was the fact that the Jews also controlled the local political scene: “the mayor of the city had always been a Jew,” as were almost all his officials. “Even in the gymnasium,” that fortress of patriotism, “there were several Jewish professors.” Such Jewish hegemony meant that anyone blaming a Jew for misdeeds “was immediately berated as an anti-Semite,” even when “everyone could see that the Jews had a hand in it.”3
Like many other Polish nationalists of his generation, Siewiński perceived Jewish influence as both a cause and a consequence of Polish decline. The few “honest and honorable” Jews were merely “exceptions to the rule,” and the fact that the Jews were “very concerned with their children’s school training” merely highlighted the lamentable finding that since the Christian residents “care less about schooling,” they spent much of their time in taverns, where they “drank away the entire city center, while the Jews became the owners of the nicest houses in the city.” This was one reason for Siewiński’s joy at the outbreak of war, in which, he was certain, “the entire Polish nation, oppressed for over one hundred and fifty years by the partition powers,” namely Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia, which had partitioned Poland among themselves in the late eighteenth century, would finally be liberated by a new generation of youthful patriotic heroes. And indeed, he wrote, following the declaration of war, “whole trainloads of recruits from the west passed through Buczacz” on the way to the front. They “revealed no faintheartedness: ‘Against the Muscovites,’ they all called out.” Other formations streamed through town on foot and horseback: “Hungarian Hussars in red pants and caps, infantry dressed in light blue uniforms,” and “reserve units, made up exclusively of Poles and Ruthenians,” who were served a warm lunch by the grateful citizens. “To us,” Siewiński commented, “it first appeared to be a powerful army. Everyone thought that within three months they would knock down the entire Muscovite state and then the war would come to an end.”4
On the Kofler estate in Petlikowce there was markedly less optimism. As Kofler recalled, “nearly all the stablemen were called up.” Before leaving, “all of them turned up, without exception, on the farm, fed the horses and performed all the other tasks as on any other day.” Then they “gathered in front of the storeroom,” and “each of those who was about to leave restored his implements to the supervisor of the storeroom, then stepped forward to Father, kissed his hand and thanked him for his caring employment. Father embraced each of them, wished them God-speed and safe return (only very few ever returned alive). This was a heartbreaking scene. I did not cry aloud, but tears ran down my cheeks; others cried, too.”5
But there was a vast difference between these Ruthenian peasants and such patriotic Poles as Siewiński and his sons. Józef, the eldest, was conscripted right away; the two younger boys, Zygmunt and Marian, joined a local paramilitary group of some two hundred Polish youths under the command of a seventeen-year-old gymnasium student named Władek Winiarski. Their plan was to join Polish leader Józef Piłsudski’s newly established Polish Legions, but soon after marching out of town to prepare for war, they encountered the rigors of life in the forest, and many of them returned to their parents. The Jews in Buczacz also wanted to display their patriotism, which meant loyalty to the empire. As Siewiński recalled, in mid-August Mayor Stern invited the community to celebrate the emperor’s birthday, and the Jews “put lights in all their windows and hoisted the black-and-yellow Austrian flag.” Like many other nationalists, Siewiński perceived Austrian patriotism as anti-Polish. At a meeting he attended that evening, where “leading representatives” of the town’s three ethnic communities were asked to discuss “the Jewish question,” very little communal solidarity could be found. “The room was full of Jews,” he wrote disdainfully, and “on the podium one kike [żydek] read from a book in Aramaic, and then delivered a speech in that language.” (Obviously this was a Zionist who spoke Hebrew.) “Thankfully,” continued Siewiński, “the next speaker, attorney Eisenberg, addressed the audience in Polish”; he asked the Poles and Ruthenians in the room to help the Jews create their own legion so that all citizens of Buczacz would “fight side-by-side . . . and thereby protect the common Fatherland.” In response, the old Polish Professor Józef Chlebek, fondly remembered by some of the young Zionists from the prewar period, stood up and berated the Jews for not supporting the Polish cause. Having profited to such an extent from Polish hospitality that they had become “the richest people in Poland,” he exclaimed, the least the Jews could do was to “think like Poles and, despite their Jewish faith, to feel like Poles.” Next the Ruthenian post office official Ostap Siyak stood up and “spoke to the Jews in Ukrainian in a similar vein,” urging them to support the Ukrainian cause. Only a few days into the war, it appeared that the idea of a common fatherland had already expired.6
Beyond national loyalties, Siewiński found the very notion of Jewish soldiers entirely ludicrous. He described with relish encountering a group of “kikes” (żydy) marching in formation through the city a few days later, “each and every one of them as fat as a well-nourished ox, their snouts shining like lacquered lanterns.” These “stupid Jews,” he sneered, “thought they could accomplish in one day what Polish youth had been working their hearts out to achieve for many years.” They obviously also lacked the required moral fiber; the moment “the Jews heard the first guns” in the distance, “the entire crew fled in all directions and on to Vienna, where they could finally breathe again.” As for those who stayed behind, they hid “in some dungeons, from which they later emerged like rats and established a legion of dealers in stolen goods, traitors and denouncers, remaining always on the side of the most powerful.”7
The truth of the matter, as Siewiński conceded elsewhere, was that upon hearing of the Russian invasion of Galicia “all the inhabitants” of Buczacz “were shaking with fear that they would be dragged away by the Cossacks,” and “masses of people were fleeing from the city, in wagons, carriages, and on foot, carrying their baggage on their backs, while the dull echo of the guns in the east could already be heard in the city.” Even the aspiring young legionnaires, lost in the countryside and finally discovered by a search party of reserve soldiers on bicycles, were urgently returned to Buczacz when Cossack units were spotted nearby. Meanwhile a steady stream of refugees from the East flooded the town, “a vast crowd of children, women, and elderly people.” That they were “mostly Jews, screaming and panicked,” indicated that they knew what to expect from the Russian Army. The train at the railroad station was packed; some “climbed on the roofs of the railcars,” but most had to continue on foot to Monasterzyska (Ukrainian: Monastyryska). Fear, commented Siewiński, “is contagious, and there was such panic, that even the most serious people fled. Even many Catholics packed up their belongings and left the city.”8
As these scenes were unfolding, the returning lads of the Buczacz Legion made hasty preparations to leave the city as a militarized formation. Some good people donated clothes, and several workshops were set up in the building of the Polish Sokół (Falcon) gymnastics society, where a cobbler made boots and a Jewish tailor sewed uniforms: since he was poor, the tailor was the only one “paid for his labor.” Other youthful volunteers were arriving from the surrounding villages, while older members of the Sokół association gathered on the bridge over the Strypa “and deliberated what should be done with the youth”; some had heard “about the atrocious acts of the Muscovites” and expressed fear “that they would take all these youths captive and hang them.” Late that night the Buczacz Legion, made up of sixty youths, including Siewiński’s sons Marian and Zygmunt, marched out of the city. Only a few had weapons or any training with firearms, but they made up for that lack with patriotic zeal. Zygmunt declared to his weeping mother, “I must leave and protect another mother, who is mother to us all, our Mother Poland. She has now been resurrected and we have to support her. Why else would you have raised us as Poles?” His father was filled with pride. Still, as the young legionnaires marched in formation to the train station, singing patriotic songs, “the city brimmed with much sorrow and grief,” wrote Siewiński. There was good reason to worry. The lads were not allowed by the authorities to board a train, so they marched on foot to a nearby Polish estate, where they spent the night. After that no more news about them reached Buczacz for many months.9
A few hours after the legionnaires left Buczacz in the early hours of August 23, the regular Austrian Army troops stationed around the city also pulled out; they were replaced by a formation of eight hundred reservists, all recruits from the Buczacz and Czortków (Ukrainian: Chortkiv) area. Many citizens invited them into their homes for lunch and made them gifts of extra bread and cigarettes. But what Siewiński remembered most vividly was that in the marketplace one Jewish woman struck a soldier in the face when he grabbed a handful of the melon seeds she was selling. The soldier did not react. But “the following day,” Siewiński recorded gleefully, “the Jews would fare differently.” On that day the soldiers took up positions outside Buczacz and “the city became as still as a gravestone; everyone was expecting something terrible.” After several hours of shelling, the artillery ceased around 4:00 p.m., and people in the city could distinctly hear “the cry from thousands of throats: ‘Hurrraaah!’ ” as the Russian infantry charged forward, accompanied by the rattle of machine guns. A unit of Hungarian cavalry could be seen “riding out of the forest and fleeing at great speed along the winding road, across the Black Bridge, through the Jewish quarter, and then further up the street to the village of Nagórzanka (Ukrainian: Nahiryanka).” They were followed by “automobiles filled with Hungarian officers,” who were inexplicably shouting “Victory! Victory! Hail the emperor!” Finally the reservists abandoned their positions, crossed the Strypa, and headed westward through Buczacz under constant Russian fire. By 6:00 p.m. the shelling and gunfire died down and evening set in.10
That night the residents of Buczacz tried to absorb the shock of finding themselves directly on the front line of a vast military confrontation. Many women and girls who had lost contact with the rest of their family sought shelter in Siewiński’s school, fearing rape. Later that night about a hundred wounded soldiers were brought to the Basilian monastery and the military hospital, headed by the gymnasium director Franciszek Zych. A doctor arrived only at midnight. The next morning, August 25, just before sunrise, Siewiński went to his school to fetch brine for the hospital. “Just as I was about to turn back,” he wrote, “I found myself face-to-face with a Cossack.” Up to that moment he had known of Cossacks “only from written accounts or woodcuts.” This “was a big man, wearing a huge hat on his head, and holding a carbine in his hand.” Then a formation of fifty-odd Cossacks rode down the path from Fedor Hill toward the city center. One of them, an older military doctor, greeted Siewiński. The Russian occupation appeared to begin in a friendly spirit.11
The Austrian military hospital in the school by the Sokół building across the Strypa during World War I. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5540.
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That first impression did not last long. As violence quickly unfolded, observers such as Siewiński read into it the inherent nature of those involved. One instance occurred very soon after the Russians arrived, when three Austrian reservists, who had been left behind by their unit and spent the night in the city hall, woke up to find themselves surrounded by Cossacks. As such apocryphal tales would have it, the Jewish member of this trio “instantaneously took off his shirt, wrapped himself with an old blanket he grabbed from the wall, and walked out.” The other two, a Pole and a Ruthenian, made their way to the hill where the ancient linden tree still stood, under which the “shameful peace” of 1672 was said to have been signed, and ambushed a squadron of Cossacks riding past. The two were swiftly caught, “horribly tortured,” and executed; their mangled corpses were dumped on the street. Later they were buried in a common grave on Fedor Hill. “They were the first two warriors to be buried in this field. Unfortunately later there were thousands.” In Siewiński’s telling, none of them could have been Jews.12
The Cossacks were followed by the mass of the Imperial Russian Army. It took a single column of infantry and cavalry three hours to pass through Buczacz. Clad in oilskin, they “stank already from afar and soiled the entire city.” Siewiński did not think much of the soldiers, but “their numbers were impressive” and their horses “gorgeous.” He was not too troubled by the Austrian debacle: as far as Poles were concerned, “from the beginning of the war everyone thought about Poland’s victory, not Austria’s.” In contrast, Kofler, who subsequently became a decorated combat officer, described “the shattering impact caused by the advance of Russian troops, barely a few weeks after the declaration of war.” As the Russians, “preceded by frightening reports of acts of violence and murder, flooded all of Eastern Galicia,” he noted, “the great majority of landowners and nearly all Jewish owners and leaseholders left their properties and went to Vienna or Hungary.” The Koflers were among the very few who remained on their estate, although the Austrian military had recruited most of their farmhands and requisitioned many of their horses.13
From his isolated vantage point in Petlikowce, Kofler observed that for “three days and nights, without interruption, the masses of the military rolled over the main road from Tarnopol to Buczacz and on to the southwest: infantry divisions, cavalry of different descriptions, huge numbers of artillery and supply companies.” Initially, he maintained, “Despite the monstrous rumors, it turned out that in the early months of the war the strictest discipline was maintained in the areas under Russian rule.” At least as far as he could tell, “on all the settlements along the route and those nearby, no loitering or plunder occurred.” But the Koflers also had a stroke of luck; early on in the occupation they were visited by “an observer from the Red Cross, whom we recognized as being Jewish. He was completely overjoyed at meeting coreligionists with whom he could talk.” It was this man who shortly thereafter warded off the commander of a Don Cossack detachment demanding oats for his horses, thereby facilitating the Koflers’ survival for a few more months. Elsewhere things were far worse, with arbitrary violence, plunder, and wanton destruction becoming increasingly common in villages around Buczacz. In the village of Zielona (Ukrainian: Zelena), for instance, a Cossack unit destroyed 105 beehives, looted the villagers, and set their houses on fire; those who tried to save their homes were shot, along with a twelve-year-old girl and a young pregnant woman. Siewiński remarked, “We quickly understood that with the Russians things would not proceed as smoothly and simply as it had initially appeared.”14
Indeed Buczacz itself was subjected to endless acts of random violence and looting. Siewiński considered the Kuban Cossacks particularly unruly: “When they encountered anyone on the street, especially a Jew or a well-dressed Jewish woman, they robbed them right there and then.” He concluded, “No one was safe and protected from such plundering.” Sexual violence too was common. As Russian troops ransacked Jewish homes in the wealthier part of town, they “drove all the Jews out of the houses, leaving for themselves only the young and beautiful Jewish women,” whom they subjected to a “most jovial” gang rape: “As soon as one group of soldiers left, another one arrived.” Finally, following a military setback in nearby Monasterzyska, the Russians decided to torch Buczacz. The officer in charge of this operation, Lieutenant Majer, targeted especially the elegant houses in the city center, allowing residents half an hour to vacate their homes before they were set ablaze. “The soldiers were especially interested to know whether the houses belonged to a ‘yevrey [Jew],’ ” in which case they were “burned down right away.”15
The torching of the city center was accompanied by widespread looting, in which everyone seems to have participated: “Ukrainians drove and walked from the outskirts and nearby villages” and “plundered together with the Cossacks, and our Jews came with wagons and took whatever fell into their hands.” Siewiński recalled stepping out of his home in the middle of the night and seeing “a vast sea of flames over the marketplace.” The Russians let the fire burn for three weeks, while food in the city became ever scarcer. When Siewiński finally ventured out to a bakery, he encountered Lieutenant Majer, who suggested that he protect his own home by dousing its thatched roof with water. Clearly Poles and Ukrainians living on the outskirts were not targeted. As Siewiński and his neighbors clambered up on their roofs a Cossack horseman rode by calling, “Save your houses, drench them with water, we are burning down only the Jews!”16
The fires were finally extinguished only when they threatened to spread to the outskirts and after it was realized that munitions could no longer be safely taken on the main road through Buczacz. About 125 of the largest houses had been destroyed, including many public buildings, mills, stores, workshops, pharmacies, food storage facilities, breweries, and other economic enterprises. The local economy was in ruins, and the prewar social order had crumbled. On the streets of Buczacz Russian soldiers were selling pricy cigars and cigarettes, plundered from the tobacco factory in Monasterzyska, for a few kopeks. Now schoolchildren, “both Catholics and Jews . . . smoked thick cigars on the streets” and “laughed right in the faces of their old teachers, because they knew that in this environment they could tell them nothing.” The youth, exclaimed Siewiński, “had no shame any longer and [was] out of control, stealing whatever they could lay their hands on.” While the Jews “bought the tobacco and cigarettes for rock-bottom prices and soon made golden business out of them,” other “town residents flocked to the fields to collect potatoes,” regardless of “whose fields these were.” After all, “since all the distilleries had burned down,” no vodka could be produced, and once winter came the potatoes would in any case freeze in the ground. In this atmosphere of want and chaos, lamented the principal, “every Muscovite had a woman in the city and the outskirts” because “women whose husbands were at the front” now “threw themselves at the Muscovites with such zeal that even they spat at them.”17
Burned-out houses in Buczacz city center during World War I; Basilian monastery and Fedor Hill in background. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5841.
By mid-September, with the fires finally out, the city “looked terrible; everywhere blankets and pillows were scattered on the streets and in the gutters and one could take as many as one wanted. From several houses smoke was still rising; the whole city had been covered for weeks with a thick, black cloud of smoke which made your eyes tear up, and jackals in human form were roaming the streets in search of loot.” A kind of order was eventually established by the commandant of the gendarmerie and district commissioner Captain Medyński; a Russified Pole married to a Polish woman, he made no effort to conceal his local mistress, whose own husband was serving at the front. Medyński’s idea of order was to walk around “with a whip, and not a day went by without him punishing at least two Jews with it.” Toward the end of September, Medyński paid a visit to the Petlikowce estate. Kofler remembered him as a “middle-aged Pole, graying, very good looking and tall.” He greeted the family “very cordially, speaking all the time in Polish.” It appeared that the Russian authorities wanted “to convey a feeling of security and safety” to estate owners so as to rebuild the local economy. Precisely because Medyński “knew that we were Jews,” observed Kofler, “he wanted all the more to assure us of safeguarding our stability on the same level we had enjoyed heretofore.” But moments later Kofler witnessed how this “graceful and well mannered gentleman became a wild beast,” brutally lashing out in Russian at the village headman and the deacon of the church, whom he accused of redistributing land to the peasants. “This first acquaintance with the real face of Russian reality,” wrote Kofler, “forever remained carved into my memory.”18
The Russian district governor, a certain Szeptyłycz, whom Siewiński portrayed as a “very genial” and “fleshy man of considerable size, with a truly pleasant and agreeable face, always closely shaven,” reigned over a deeply corrupt and often violent local occupational regime. Using various pretexts, the Russians imposed heavy fines on wealthy Jews, and whoever refused to pay “was immediately jailed and maltreated so badly” that he swiftly relented. Outright hooliganism was not uncommon: when the Jewish post office superintendent prepared his home for his daughter’s wedding, the Russians plundered and wrecked it completely, bringing the best loot to the governor’s wife and their three daughters. Indeed the wives of Russian officials made it a habit to pick out choice fabrics for dresses from local merchants without ever bothering to pay. “The Muscovites,” concluded Siewiński, “had a good life in Buczacz.”19
Some attempts were made to care for the most needy. For instance, the Russians set up a soup kitchen in the building of the Sokół, demanding that the estate owners of the region deliver the supplies. The official opening, to which the city’s intelligentsia was invited, included eloquent speeches by the police chief and the governor’s wife. But what most “pained the hearts” of the Polish dignitaries was that a “huge red-blue-white flag” of Russia was hoisted over the Sokół where previously the Polish flag had flown.
As for Russian attitudes toward Jews, they acquired a certain ambiguity over time. On the one hand, during the harsh first wartime winter, as Siewiński reported, “the Russians put up a large samovar in the marketplace, where hot tea and a piece of bread were served day and night for the Jews.” On the other hand, there were occasional outbursts of organized violence. One of the worst occurred in November 1914, when “the Muscovites drove the Jews out of their houses, and they fled to the Jewish cemetery, where they remained day and night. . . . The Cossacks came to the cemetery on horseback with their leather whips and ordered the Jews to leave the cemetery and cross the river to the left bank.” The Strypa was on the other side of the cemetery hill overlooking Buczacz, where it flowed “in a wide but shallow stream,” which could just be crossed on foot. “One can imagine the noise,” recalled Siewiński, “as 4,000 people, mostly women and children, walked into the cold water, behind them the Cossacks shouting from their mounts and holding their leather whips.” But “just as they crossed the stream, a Russian officer on the left bank ordered [the soldiers] to push them back to where they had come from.” Since the Jews “could not change their clothes and were wet and cold, and as they could not warm themselves, many of them became ill, and many died.”20
Anti-Jewish policies may have contributed to the cholera and typhus epidemics that struck the city. The authorities forced the Jews of Buczacz and other townships into a ghetto restricted to a couple of streets in the town center; wrote Siewiński, “These people were herded together like sardines in a can.” Flight could be lethal; when fifty-three Jews were caught trying to get back to their hometown, “each of them was immediately given 59 strokes with the whip. Six Jews died on the spot during this action, the rest were driven back to Buczacz.” By spring 1915 an epidemic was also raging in the field hospitals, “not to speak of the Jews, who lived in extremely filthy and crowded conditions. Every day numerous corpses were carried to the Jewish cemetery and buried there.”21
Other measures targeting Jews included restrictions on movement, requiring special permission to travel from one village to another, which in turn called for bribes that only generated further extortion by local policemen. In contrast, fraternization between local Christian women and Russian soldiers was common, although frowned upon by Polish priests and patriots alike. Perhaps even more tellingly, men of Siewiński’s status could enjoy enlightening conversations with educated Russian officers. One such encounter, he believed, was with none other than Grand Duke Nikolai Romanov, supreme commander of the Russian armies in the West, who was visiting Buczacz. Apocryphal or true, Siewiński’s depiction of this conversation reflected one area of agreement between Poles and Russians, namely, that the latter “always made short shrift of dealing with” Jews. Those caught selling on the black market would be “brought right away to the district office and given fifteen strokes with a truncheon on the naked flesh, so that blood was drawn,” a measure whose salutary consequence, in Siewiński’s view, was that Jews “did their best to be at least a little honest.” Another, less convenient result was that in their attempt to please the occupiers, the Jews “gave the entire city a Russian look” by hanging “over their stores huge signs and plaques in Russian script.” Of course the Russians were not fooled and kept extorting money from wealthy Jews, not least by first arresting them and then demanding ransom for their release, a practice that became common throughout the territories occupied by Russia.22
Hooliganism was not directed only against Jews. In February 1915 Siewiński’s school was taken over by a Russian unit returning from heavy fighting in the Carpathians: “Within a few days the beautiful school was unrecognizable, because the soldiers destroyed everything, plundered the bookcases and bookshelves, burned the school files in the oven, threw the school benches out to the yard, where they were taken apart and burnt in the oven,” and “answered nature’s call straight out of the windows.” But after Siewiński’s own home was also vandalized by a group of soldiers, they profusely apologized, saying they had thought it belonged to a Jew. In fact the Christian population of Buczacz, well aware of Russian attitudes “even before the Muscovites marched into the city,” had “made every effort to distinguish themselves from the Jews by putting up icons in their homes.” During the occupation, “every woman regularly wore a cross on her neck, not at all for religious reasons but in order to protect herself from violation by the Cossacks.”23
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In summer 1915, as the front drew close again, Buczacz was visited for the first time in its history by an airplane. It “circled the city like a huge eagle” and dropped a few bombs on nearby Russian troop concentrations. Soon Buczacz became the site of “daily visits by Austrian airplanes.” By then a daily stream of “thousands of automobiles and vehicles with ammunition drove through Buczacz,” along with “thousands of cattle, horses, sheep and swine,” as well as “entire caravans of trucks filled with furniture and various goods.” It was, wrote Siewiński, akin to “a migration of nations from west to east.”
The Russian retreat was accompanied by more destruction. A troop of Cossacks temporarily housed in the school library inflicted irreparable damage to its valuable collection, while a detachment from Kazan swiftly “liberated” the school “of all maps, pictures, clocks,” indeed “anything not firmly screwed and nailed to the walls.” Anyone traveling through the region, especially Jewish women, stood a good chance of being robbed “of their money, watches, rings, and furs” by the Cossacks, who did not desist from widespread armed robbery of private homes. In this “gigantic bedlam” there were no sanctions and “everything was allowed.”24
It was also at that point that the Koflers’ estate was finally destroyed. For several months they had survived “like an oasis in the desert,” protected toward the end by two Russian soldiers, who turned out to be Jews from Warsaw; the two also helped them sell their remaining livestock before it was seized by the army. A third soldier, a Jewish Russian Hussar and former actor, later teamed up with the other two and defended the Koflers from the growing number of marauders roaming the region. But eventually this Jewish “protective squad” had to leave the estate and the Koflers were left to fend for themselves. In late summer 1915 they “got wind of the orders for total destruction of all properties”; the family “took shelter in the forest” and “watched at night as a sea of flames engulfed all the buildings.” Shortly thereafter Oskar joined the Austro-Hungarian Army and his parents moved to Vienna. After the war, the new Polish authorities blocked the family from regaining their estate.25
By late August the fighting and killing in Buczacz and its environs were intensifying by the hour. Siewiński recalled that at one point eight hundred wounded soldiers were brought into his school: “There was not enough room, so they were placed in the school corridor, one next to the other, and as they were dying they called out ‘Mama! Mama!’ . . . This was a terrifying sight.” He calculated that between August 1914 and September 1915 over a thousand men had died in his school, most of them Russian: “They were all young men, at the peak of their lives, of which they were robbed in the war.” On Tuesday, August 24, the Russians confiscated all metal objects in Buczacz, mined its three bridges, and began evacuating the city. By Thursday they were gone, save for a few “marauding bands” that rode by, “certain that they could plunder without fear of punishment.” That night, August 26–27, the Russians blew up the railroad bridge and tunnel. A last army column crossed the remaining bridges, and as they marched through the town the soldiers went on “damaging the houses along the road, breaking the windows with stones and then fleeing as fast as they could. Occasionally one could hear a cry of lamentation from a Jewish woman, but they did not kill anyone.” The demolition squad charged with blowing up the bridge leading to Siewiński’s school only partially destroyed it, and then threw down their guns and called out, “We have carried out our orders and now we will give ourselves up.” Finally, on August 29, Siewiński ventured out and spotted several soldiers of the Polish 13th Infantry Company from Kraków on the street. After 372 days of Russian occupation, Buczacz had been liberated.26
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For Siewiński this joyous event was mingled with resentment toward the city’s Jewish residents, who, “from one minute to the next,” ensured that Buczacz would once again assume “a black-and-yellow look” by hoisting Austrian flags and putting up store signs in German. His indignation about this perceived false and misdirected patriotism was accentuated by his conviction that “while the Poles and Ukrainians were conscripted into the war and not a few of them came back as cripples, or were never to see again the soil of their homeland, these fat Jews laughed over the dumb Goyim, since they never got around to serving in the army.”27
Facts rarely get in the way of prejudice. In reality, during World War I, 320,000 Jews, including 25,000 officers, served in the Austro-Hungarian Army. That the Jews of Galicia were generally Kaisertreu, or loyal to the Austrian emperor, was widely known and made perfect sense from their perspective, considering the alternatives. Jewish attempts to appease the Russians were in response to their abysmal maltreatment by the occupier, just as subsequent demonstrations of loyalty to Polish and Ukrainian rule were largely driven by fear of reprisals against an isolated and defenseless minority (although some Jews actively supported one national movement or another).28
Between 1914 and 1917 an estimated half a million to a million Jews were deported or expelled by the Russian authorities. These policies stimulated what one historian has called “the emergence of radical violence by Cossacks, soldiers, and local populations against Jews” throughout the Russian Empire. Up to a quarter of a million Jews fled to the West, with over seventy-seven thousand Jewish refugees counted in 1915 in Vienna alone. Buczacz itself remained too close to the front to take back any returning refugees following its first liberation. Many of its Jewish inhabitants had fled in August 1914, and some two thousand ended up in Vienna.29
However, far more people had stayed in Buczacz, some willingly, others for lack of an alternative. Mayor Stern, who was there throughout the Russian occupation, confirmed in a report to the Austrians shortly after their return that as soon as the Russians had occupied Buczacz, the city was subjected to widespread “plunder; women and girls were raped, even publicly on the street”; several factories “were set on fire,” and then the entire “city burned from all sides.” He claimed it was “only thanks to the urgent pleas and representations by the mayor to the city commandant” that “the fires and plunder were stopped and the city saved from total ruin.”30
But precisely because Stern had managed to retain his position during Russian rule, once the Austrians returned, questions were raised about his conduct under enemy occupation. An anonymous denunciation blamed “state officials in Buczacz” for having “delivered to the Russians Jewish girls, who were then dishonored by the Cossacks.” The investigation was apparently abandoned, likely because Stern still had sway with the Austrian authorities. When a Polish pastry shop owner was denounced by two Jewish residents for having “interacted with Russian officers and civil servants in a very friendly manner” and was indicted as an informant of the Okhrana, the Russian secret police, Stern vouched for him as “a loyal and politically irreproachable citizen,” pointing out that “there was actually never an Okhrana office in Buczacz.” The charges were finally dropped in June 1918, around the same time that Stern, who would have been in his seventies by then, also disappears from the historical record.31 His time was up, and the world he represented was forever gone.
Main Street in Buczacz, September 1915. Source: AT-OeStA/KA IBS I WK Fronten Galizien, 13867.
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Austrian-German rule in Eastern Galicia remained precarious. Siewiński recalled that throughout the months leading to the Russian offensive, “not a single night passed without a blaze” and “buildings were set on fire.” As increasing numbers of Russian aircraft began to appear, “every night the sky was lit up by searchlights” and “one could hear the ceaseless rattle of rifles and machine guns.” The first aerial bombing of Buczacz occurred in winter, killing “a destitute Jew carrying water across the market place.” Over the next few months many more civilians were killed, often in their own homes. But in early May 1916, as soon as the Austrian officials who had occupied his school building evacuated it, Siewiński reopened the school to an impressive group of 614 boys and 546 girls, despite the total lack of desks, chairs, and even an air raid trench. The classrooms were still filled with barrels of vodka and rum: “The stench of the spirits was bearable only by keeping the windows open, but outdoors the sound of the artillery and gunfire was getting ever louder, on top of which almost every day Russian airplanes flew overhead and dropped bombs.” Whenever the siren sounded, the entire school would run to hide in the nearby church of the Basilian monastery. Two anti-aircraft guns were positioned right next to the school, and some thirty bombs were dropped in its vicinity, but without causing major damage. Meanwhile increasing numbers of civilian air raid victims and soldiers wounded at the front only a few miles away were filling the town’s military hospitals.
In the three days preceding the Russian offensive, the weather was foggy and Austrian reconnaissance aircraft could not take off. But on June 7, as the weather cleared, aerial observers reported that in the area of Dżuryn (Ukrainian: Dzhuryn), ten miles to the east, “a vast army was heading toward Buczacz.” That same morning a visiting school inspector awarded Siewiński a medal for reopening the school. “At 5 p.m. we sent the children home from school. But the city was no longer protected as the soldiers were rapidly leaving it.” Panic set in; Siewiński found his “entire apartment building in turmoil,” and the city’s “streets were jammed with wagons and automobiles, all fully packed with items from the field hospital and all ready to evacuate.” The principal and his wife made a snap decision: “Under no circumstances did we want to stay with the Muscovites, since three of our sons were fighting against them, and the fourth was at the gymnasium in Stanisławów.” Within ten minutes they set out for the train station, where they encountered “uncontrollable chaos.” As “the fleeing and wailing Jews were pushing into the train cars,” the “Germans were striking them with rods and batons and shouting, ‘Go away, you damned Jews!’ ” According to Siewiński, the Jews protested their love for the emperor, but the Germans shouted back, “To hell with you and your love!” No Jews were allowed on the train. But Siewiński and several other fleeing dignitaries boarded one of the cars, where they were all served tea. At 11:00 p.m. the train finally left the station: “Through the windows we already saw the glow of the fires over Jazłowiec (Ukrainian: Yazlovets) and the surrounding villages, and even as the train was moving we could hear the roar of the artillery.”32
The capture of Buczacz was part of General Aleksei Brusilov’s massive offensive, launched on June 4, 1916, along the entire three hundred miles of the Eastern Front’s southern sector. This attempt to break the stalemate initially scored major gains in Galicia and Volhynia. But it came at a horrendous price, costing the Russians close to 2 million men while inflicting over 600,000 casualties on the Austrians. No wonder that within the larger historical context the Brusilov offensive is viewed as a Pyrrhic victory that hastened the end of the tsarist regime.33
The two Austrian infantry divisions defending Buczacz came under attack on June 8, and the next day the Russians streamed across the Strypa and captured Potok Złoty (Ukrainian: Zolotyi Potik). With Buczacz under a heavy-artillery barrage and in danger of being encircled, that night one of the Austrian divisions retreated west of the city. As dawn broke on June 10 the first Russian units entered Buczacz and took control of the bridges over the Strypa; later that morning the second Austrian division was pushed out of its positions on the eastern bank of the Strypa just north of the city. Buczacz was back in Russian hands, where it remained for over a year.34
A Russian position near Buczacz, 1916. Source: Central State CinePhotoFono Archive of Ukraine, Kiev (hereafter TsDKFFA), O-184874.
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The fate of the Jews of Buczacz who could not flee once the Russians marched in was described by Aba Lev, a Jewish Russian soldier who followed the frontline units shortly after they had occupied the city. Lev kept a diary, written in Yiddish, throughout the war, a fragment of which, devoted largely to his experience in Buczacz, was published in a Russian translation in 1924. Returning from a mission in St. Petersburg to his unit in Czortków just after the start of the Brusilov offensive, Lev quickly learned from the local Jews “about the great calamity that had befallen Buczacz when our army entered it.” He then “hastened to Buczacz,” at whose outskirts he saw “a Jewish orphanage that the soldiers had set on fire in search of vodka.” Several Jews were trying to put out the flames, but then “a drunken officer arrived and poured a bucket of water over the heads of the Jews and started beating them with the bucket.” Lev went on to the town center. “When I entered the synagogue courtyard,” he wrote, “I was stunned by the terrifying picture of destruction, vandalism, and cruelty.” Once they recognized him as a fellow Jew, the traumatized survivors led him to a neighboring house, where he saw “a boy of ten, his hands broken; next to him lay his mother, her skull smashed and her legs cut off.” In the next house was “a dead woman, who had been raped and then beaten so badly that she died the same day in terrible agony.” Other houses were filled with “raped Jewish women” as well as “men with smashed heads and gouged eyes.” In the hospice he “found five murdered people who had to be buried,” while the man in charge recounted to him “the endless series of horrors which the human beasts had committed there.” Lev was taken to see many other “Jewish houses with dead people who had been strangled, burned, and so on,” while on the street he encountered numerous “injured people who had been beaten and raped.”35
Lev quickly mobilized his Russian Jewish comrades and that very night brought a wagon full of food to the devastated community. Under cover of darkness, the Jews “came out of their cellars to cry over their dead, who were soon taken to the cemetery.” But the terror was not over. When Lev returned to the synagogue, he found the courtyard “full of half-naked women with infants in their arms; children in bundles and men with grim and lifeless eyes.” Well into the second week of the occupation, he wrote, “the results of the Cossacks’ exploits were felt everywhere.” Lev and his comrades also collected 250 destroyed Torah scrolls and brought them to the Great Synagogue, “whose walls are as thick as those of a fortress.” But all night “scores of strong Cossack arms were trying to break down the doors,” hoping to loot the building. The following morning Lev reported to his unit’s chief of staff “about what was happening in the city, where the defenseless Jews were at the disposal of drunken Cossacks.” But the officer suggested that he “avoid getting mixed in this business,” since only “two days earlier a Jew was caught making signals to the enemy from the high chimney of the brewery.” Precisely because the city commandant and the general had “a good opinion about Jews, they were very concerned with this event,” he said.36 Thus yet another pogrom was justified by reference to imaginary espionage.
Sick Russian soldiers in the hospital for infectious disease in Buczacz, 1917. Dr. Etel Zeigermacher, a Russian Jew, is on the right; she immigrated to Melbourne, Australia, after the war. Photo courtesy of her son. Hereafter: Zeigermacher photo collection.
As it turned out, the real reason for the reluctance to enforce order was the zeal for loot. “Since most of the city dwellers had fled and abandoned their houses and shops,” wrote Lev, the Russian “Seventh Army issued an order to requisition the goods that were left there,” and the soldiers naturally “started looting on their own initiative.” Within a few days, the city was flooded with Jewish refugees fleeing Russian Army violence in nearby towns. “They looked dreadful, and their stories about the calamities they had undergone were just as dreadful.” The author S. Ansky, who visited the region the following winter, reported that “signs of war” could still “be seen at every step: parapets, torn fences, bullet holes, burned villages and ruins, endless ruins. The farther you travel the greater the devastation: destroyed, burned down, and erased cities and towns,” remnants of “a terrible storm of destruction and devastation, of blood and madness.” This illustrated “the very essence of the war’s spirit, which swept through this place with blind fury.” Finally reaching Buczacz late at night, Ansky drove through “scores of wide streets,” all “destroyed and burned.” The large electric lamps of the military hospitals “further magnified the tragic picture of this city.” Many Jewish families were dwelling in cellars. Nor did the occupiers show any respect for the dead. An old man told Ansky the Russians also “destroyed the cemetery, broke and scattered the tombstones that had been there for six hundred years, and burned down the vaults of the greatest sages.”37
Officers of the Russian 7th Army in Buczacz, 1916. Source: TsDKFFA, O-184864.
Yet the Russian Army never managed to gain a firm hold in Galicia and Volhynia, and while sporadic fighting continued along the entire front, neither side made any major gains. Following the forced abdication of Tsar Nikolai II on March 15, 1917, the provisional government under Alexander Kerensky of the Socialist Revolutionary Party made one last effort to end the war on favorable terms. But the Kerensky offensive, launched on July 1 some forty miles northwest of Buczacz, quickly petered out, with Austrian-German formations driving the Russians all the way back to the old Austrian-Russian border along the Zbrucz (Ukrainian: Zbruch) River. On July 26, after fierce fighting along the Strypa, the Russians abandoned Buczacz and the Austrians marched in unopposed. They were to remain there for a little over a year.
A Russian battlefield position in the Strypa Valley near Buczacz, 1916. Source: TsDKFFA, album 34, photo 54.
The Russians leaving Buczacz, 1917. Source: Zeigermacher photo collection.
Things had changed in the course of the war and could no longer be reversed. As the official Austrian history conceded, “The longer the war lasted, the greater became the internal national tensions within the lands inhabited by Slavs, which constituted almost half of the Danube Empire.” Within a month of the overthrow of the Russian provisional government in Petrograd by Vladimir Lenin’s Bolsheviks on November 7, 1917, an armistice agreement was signed with the Central Powers, leading to the peace treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918, in which the Bolshevik government recognized the independence of Ukraine.38 Half a year later the Austro-Hungarian Empire ceased to exist and Galicia was once more up for grabs.
![]()
The Austrians had reoccupied a devastated and depopulated land. In early 1918 an Austrian inspector reported from Buczacz that in view of “the plight of the population and the penury of the returning refugees,” Mayor Stern had requested “the allocation of refugee support over the winter, at least until May 1919.” For the moment, noted the official, the municipal administration had no income and was therefore unable to maintain even such “indispensable services” as public security and lavatories. Additionally the extensive damage to real estate during the fighting had caused a severe “shortage of housing and a rise in rental rates,” which “hurts most immediately those who have a regular income,” such as the civil servants, who urgently needed the restoration of municipal services. Indeed no fewer than 569 houses, a substantial share of the real estate in Buczacz, had been either totally or partially destroyed in the fighting.39
Siewiński returned to Buczacz in April 1918 and was immediately appointed director of the secondary school for girls, housed in the so-called barracks. The condition of the building was utterly lamentable: “Smashed windows and window frames, broken doors, everywhere filth and chaos, a few broken school desks.” Even worse, to his mind, was the extent to which “the youth had been demoralized by the war.” The girls “stole whatever they could put their hands on, even what passed for desks were not safe from them.”40 The state of the school and its students reflected the condition of the region as a whole. But the chaos was far from over.
On October 31, 1918, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was officially dissolved, and Polish nationalists perceived the defeat of the imperial army, in whose ranks many of them had fought, as an opportunity to resurrect Poland after well over a century of partition and foreign rule. For Galician Poles it seemed only natural that the former Austrian province would revert to its rightful place in the new Polish republic. But the very next day the West Ukrainian National Republic (Zakhidno-Ukrainska Narodna Respublika, ZUNR) was proclaimed and Buczacz again came under what Poles saw as foreign, or rather, rebellious peasant and bandit rule. Conversely, vast numbers of Ruthenians, who had increasingly come to think of themselves as members of the much larger Ukrainian nation, felt that for the first time since the fall of the Cossack state in the seventeenth century they were in control of their own land and destiny. The Great War was over. But the inhabitants of Galicia faced two more years of bitter fighting and bloody massacres, in which ideological conflict was often experienced as fraternal and communal violence.
Polish attitudes toward Jews in Galicia had also worsened, not least because of the widespread and not entirely vacuous belief that the Jews had preferred Austrian rule to the establishment of an independent Polish state. Popular rumors about Jewish wealth, allegedly accumulated through war profiteering, added fuel to anti-Jewish sentiments among Poles who refused to acknowledge the reality of Galician Jewry’s utter destitution, even as they flaunted Polish heroism in fighting against Russia and for national independence. The ample evidence of Jewish participation in the fighting was either dismissed or presented as proof of Jewish support for the empire and opposition to Polish nationhood.
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For Siewiński the Ukrainian takeover of Buczacz on November 2, 1918, just half a year after his return to the city, had all the trappings of a dispute between old and well-acquainted, not always friendly neighbors. “At 10 a.m. on All Souls Day,” he wrote, several local representatives of the newly declared West Ukrainian National Republic showed up at “the district offices and demanded that District Administrator Dniestrzański hand over the official documentation.” Dniestrzański, it appears, “saw no alternative, and did as he was ordered,” not least because “outside the window he could see many men with clubs and guns.” All other civil servants followed his example, with similar scenes taking place at the district court and the post office. By and large, according to Siewiński, “the takeover of the municipal offices proceeded relatively calmly.” But when the Polish railroad officials and operators refused to sign a declaration of loyalty to the ZUNR, they were removed from their posts and replaced by people who, Siewiński contemptuously remarked, “lacked higher professional training and had hardly a clue about operating the railroad.” Similarly when “a crowd of people converged on the gendarmerie office and demanded to be given weapons,” the policeman who tried to block them was “painfully thrashed.”
Meanwhile, as more Ukrainians arrived from the surrounding villages and were armed by the new authorities, these “peasants and farm laborers” began roaming the streets and “looting Jewish shops and Polish citizens.” They were followed by “a dozen wagons filled with armed men,” which arrived in the city as reinforcements, led by a village official who knew and greeted Siewiński. Up to this point, and despite the occasional violence, the Ukrainian takeover still seemed a fraternal affair. But in the afternoon a train pulled into Buczacz with three cars full of armed soldiers and two machine guns. Siewiński described the scene: “The soldiers disembarked, heroically positioned the two machine guns right next to the rails, and commenced firing at the defenseless and tranquil city.” One of their targets was the gendarmerie building, “where there were only women and children. The bullets lodged into the window panes, tore up the roof, and sprayed all around the city, which was covered by a thick haze.” This wild shooting came to an end only when “a brave woman holding a broom came out of one of the nearby shacks” and shouted at the soldiers to stop. The men then marched in formation to the market square, led by a former Buczacz gymnasium student and a classmate of one of Siewiński’s sons. As darkness fell, the Ukrainians roamed the city, “shooting in the streets.” Over the next few days, soldiers randomly stopped and brutalized people: “Every evening one could hear the shrieks of those who were beaten.”
The men who took over the town were members of the local Ukrainian elite, including the new Buczacz district commissar, the attorney Ilarion Bochurkiv, and the engineer Viktor Luchkiv, appointed ataman (chief) of the district security forces. Not untypically for the region, both were married to Polish women. For Polish patriots such as Siewiński, it was bad enough that these “new rulers immediately introduced the Ukrainian language to all offices”; fortunately, in Buczacz “all Poles spoke that language perfectly.” Much worse was that “this new pseudo-Ukrainian power completely banned the use of Polish in all offices and schools.” The Poles, observed Siewiński, being “a cultivated people,” had never banned Ukrainian. He conceded that “the local gymnasium had used Polish as the language of instruction,” but that seemed natural, since Poles considered their language to be far more elevated. Now that Ukrainian was made the language of instruction, and all Poles refusing to sign a declaration of loyalty to the new state were ejected from the gymnasium, “only the Ukrainians and Jews remained” there. Siewiński was, of course, especially incensed with the Jews, who had all signed the required loyalty declaration in order to keep their jobs, save for one honorable professor, who “let it be known that although he belongs to the Mosaic faith he is a Pole.”41
Within a week of taking over the district, Commissar Bochurkiv reported to the Ukrainian National Council in Lwów that he had already removed many local Polish officials and had established a militia that “provided perfect order.” As a result of these measures, he asserted, “complete calm prevails in the district”; the Polish peasants even “display solidarity with the Ukrainian peasants,” while “the Jewish population is loyal to the Ukrainian authority.” Siewiński saw things rather differently, confiding to his diary that “all the grain stocks, as well as sugar, clothing, and money, were plundered from the district office and post office”; even a supply of new clothes for his teaching staff, which arrived from Lwów shortly before the Ukrainian takeover, had been requisitioned. Siewiński was especially scandalized when his own home was searched and plundered by a troop of Ukrainian soldiers headed by Ataman Luchkiv himself. The logic of separation between neighbors was already at work: when Siewiński’s son Józef asked Luchkiv to give back the family correspondence, the latter responded dismissively, “We are enemies now.” Siewiński, who had known Luchkiv as “an intelligent and cultivated man,” concluded that he had finally “shown his true face.” People who had been colleagues and acquaintances for many years suddenly “recognized” their essential difference; they no longer shared the same community, moral values, culture, or language.42
Following the example of the gymnasium faculty, all other Polish teachers in Buczacz declined to declare their loyalty to the Ukrainian state and were promptly dismissed and replaced by Ukrainians and Jews. In Siewiński’s view, this made education a farce since “nothing sensible was taught in the schools, everything was politicized, and therefore there were often fights between the students.” He was appalled to find that several Jewish teachers had remained on the staff, noting sarcastically that once the Jews signed the Ukrainian loyalty declaration, “they all promptly forgot how to speak Polish.” But this was only the beginning. On December 26, barely two months into their rule, the Ukrainian authorities arrested sixty-seven members of the local Polish elite, including Siewiński and two of his sons back from military service in the defunct Austrian Army, and interned them in a monastery in nearby Jazłowiec for several weeks. Siewiński saw this as part of a larger pattern of lawlessness and criminality dressed up as law and order. The war, he observed, “had taught people to describe crimes and other rights violations with pretentious Latin terms” so that “simple robbery was called requisition,” while “the expulsion of entire families from their homes, leading them to die of hunger and poverty,” was called “evacuation,” and “the arrest and incarceration of completely innocent people” was labeled “internment.”43
But despite the growing violence between Poles and Ukrainians, Siewiński and many of his fellow Polish nationalists reserved greater animosity and disdain for the Jews. Even at the moment of their arrest, what bound this local Polish elite together was the surprising presence of a Jewish attorney in their midst, “who was as much use to us as a hound in church.” His “desperate expression and terrified eyes,” recalled Siewiński, “made us burst out with laughter,” while his eagerness to sign the loyalty declaration so as to be released simply proved once more that “the Jews were real chameleons” who “would have hoisted the Chinese flag” for all they cared, “since their coat of arms is only gold.” To Siewiński’s mind, “the only salvation” for the Jews was “to convert to the Catholic faith, and thereby to become real sons of the soil on which they live.” But he did not think that likely.
The Poles found greater affinity even with the Ukrainian guards who led them to the internment camp through the forest; once the arrested Poles began singing Polish and Ruthenian Christmas carols, “the severe faces of the soldiers lightened up”: “They sang along with us and also made fun of Bochurkiv and Luchkiv and all the other idiots who had given orders to intern us.” It would appear that at that point, just as it was often inconceivable that Jews could ever become part of either national group in Galicia, it was also still difficult to draw clear distinctions between Poles and Ukrainians. Yet both alleged essential differences and natural affinities could be causes of much violence. And, of course, whereas Poles and Ukrainians were claiming attachment to and competing over ownership of the same land, Jews were never seen as the “real sons of the soil on which they live.”44
By late April 1919 the ZUNR was being threatened by the Poles from the west and the Bolsheviks from the east. In the ensuing chaos, the Ukrainian commandant in Buczacz ordered another round of requisitions from civilians, primarily from Jewish homes. People were even stopped on the street in broad daylight. Siewiński wrote, “Shoes were removed from the feet of pedestrians, clothes stolen, hats taken off the heads of people, and anyone who uttered but one word of protest would come into contact with a rifle butt.” Items confiscated from Jews soon showed up among the local peasants. Young women coming into town from nearby villages were “all dressed up like dolls in lacquered shoes, with colorful kerchiefs on their heads and flashy skirts,” all “presents from their admirers.” Many other “impoverished citizens came into much property. Before the war they did not have enough sheets to cover their beds, now they can pile them up to the ceiling.” Former paupers, snickered Siewiński, now “stroll down the avenues like respectable gentlemen,” while village boys and girls were selling wares on the street for close to nothing: “No one asks where these things come from. This is war loot.” And since Ukrainian troops were given leave to celebrate Easter with their families in the villages, and brought along their weapons, the incidence of armed robbery and murder also rose. “Even in Buczacz this kind of shooting went on, especially of Jews,” wrote Siewiński, depicting in graphic detail the murder of two Jewish men on the street by a Ukrainian official and a soldier, carried out with total impunity. “That’s how things were at that time, all thefts and murders went unpunished.”45
As the front disintegrated and the Poles appeared poised to return, some Ukrainian soldiers rediscovered their Polish ancestors and relatives. The gendarmes of Buczacz, depicted by Siewiński as “a bunch of scatterbrains” and “good-for-nothing losers,” who had previously “benefited from these times” by looting and evading frontline service, now melted back into the population. The brutalities went on. In early May a column of deportees was led through the city to the train station, “all in very bad shape, hungry, making a pitiful impression,” some “close to death,” many of them “Jews with anxious faces.” But the Ukrainian Galician Army was falling apart: on May 23 Polish forces were reported in Stanisławów, forty miles southwest of Buczacz, and a column of two hundred carts carrying women and loot rolled through Buczacz on the way to Czortków, followed by trains filled with troops. As artillery fire could again be heard in the city, the looting and random violence also intensified. With enemies on both sides, it was not clear where the local Ukrainian leadership might flee. On May 30, 1919, seven months after the Ukrainian takeover, a Polish airplane flew low over the city, signaling the approaching end of Ukrainian rule.
By now public order was no longer maintained, and looting, robbery, and murder by peasants and soldiers became ever more prevalent throughout the region. In Buczacz itself, two Ukrainian workers were erroneously executed as “Poles and traitors,” while Ukrainian troops arrested all young Polish men attending Sunday mass on June 1, although they were later released. The last Ukrainian Army patrol passed through the city a couple of days later; two stray soldiers randomly threw a grenade at a Jewish woman, severely wounding her, and robbed a passing Jew of his shoes; they were both shot dead by Luchkiv in a desperate attempt to restore his reputation just before the Poles arrived.46
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On June 4, 1919, after fighting their way through much of Western Ukraine, Polish troops captured Buczacz. The small military contingent that entered the city assembled in the marketplace, and Polish and Ruthenian women served the troops sausage, ham, roast beef, coffee, and tea. Luchkiv was promptly put under house arrest. The Jews, as Siewiński acerbically commented, quickly transformed the city, covering their businesses with signs in the Polish national colors of white and red, so that within minutes “the city had a Polish coat of paint and 5,000 new Poles. . . . A miracle had taken place! In an instant all the Jews forgot the Ruthenian language and began speaking only Polish.” Yet this joy, whether genuine or pragmatic, was premature; four days later a Ukrainian counterattack brought Buczacz under artillery fire, and Siewiński fled to Lwów, fearful of what he called “the army of the Haidamaks” (the Cossack paramilitary rebels and brigands of the eighteenth century), which he depicted as “largely composed of bandits who acted arbitrarily and were responsible to no one, murdering with impunity not only Poles, but also Ruthenians.”
The Ukrainians returned to Buczacz on June 12 and went on to push the Poles out of much of the territory they had occupied. Yet the second Ukrainian occupation lasted only three weeks, even though it was accompanied once again by a wave of violence, in which civilians and captured Polish soldiers were robbed, beaten, raped, and murdered. At the end of the month the Poles struck back, seizing Buczacz again on July 4, and finally driving the Ukrainian Galician Army across the Zbrucz River and out of Eastern Galicia altogether over the following two weeks. The Poles, for their part, emphasized fraternity with local Ruthenians in an effort to undermine the very notion of solidarity with Ukrainians across the border. As Siewiński saw it, the “uprising ended as quickly as it had broken out, and the population went back to work, especially the villagers, who had never dreamed of a West Ukraine.” It had all been merely the product of cunning Austrian machinations intended to “sow discord between the Ruthenian nation, which comes from our blood, and the Poles,” but “now love and reconciliation” would surely “prevail in the nation.” In fact, however, the fighting had cost the lives of ten thousand Polish and fifteen thousand Ukrainian troops, not counting the mass violence against civilians and the substantial destruction and plunder of property, as well as several brutal pogroms by the Polish military against Jewish communities.47
Siewiński’s own contribution to normalization was to reopen his school. Since the original “building overlooking the Strypa was totally destroyed,” he went back to the alternative school “in the so-called barracks,” which had also housed a military hospital, and could serve the purpose after some minor repairs. The bigger issue was the impact of the war on the children, many of whom had had little or no education for several years and had learned to “focus only on survival,” having “watched numerous armies marching in and out of the city” and been exposed to “arbitrary plundering and unpunished robberies.” Clearly, stressed Siewiński, “such youth could not be moral”; in fact the school became a site of “daily thefts.” One student “even managed to remove a glass panel from the school window and bring it home, where the culprit was actually praised by his parents.” Even after “the locksmith installed locks on the school’s doors” and gave the keys only to the teachers, “within a quarter of an hour the keys were stolen.” It was “under such conditions,” concluded Siewiński, “that we taught school until mid-June 1920.”48
During those early months quite a few complaints were lodged against fellow Poles who had not been punished for collaborating with the previous Ukrainian regime. But the need to establish stable rule in the city and the province as a whole made it imperative to avoid retribution against those who were willing and able to serve the Polish state, certainly if they happened to be ethnic Poles. The maintenance of law and order was handed over to Major Józef Wolgner, a local landowner, who was appointed sector commander of the Buczacz district. This was hardly an impartial administration. As early as August 10, Wolgner chaired a patriotic rally in Buczacz, whose purpose was “to emphasize the indissolubility of Eastern Galicia with Poland.” He also dealt aggressively with anything he perceived as anti-Polish agitation. “For some time now,” he reported to Lwów on August 30, “secret and elusive groups of local Ukrainians and Jews have been observed, and rumors have spread regarding plans for an armed movement” aiming at “the seizure of this part of the country.” Stating that “in the district and especially in Buczacz the Ukrainians announce openly and with impunity that armed Ukrainian troops will soon come to occupy Buczacz,” Wolgner was adamant that in the face of this “vast Ukrainian-Jewish agitation” he needed substantial reinforcements in manpower and matériel. “It would be a complete disaster,” he warned, “if the town of Buczacz were conquered by the Ukrainians, because they would massacre the Polish population.”49
Such concerns only intensified with the approach of the defunct ZUNR’s first anniversary. Consequently, when the Buczacz district command finally did receive reinforcements, it energetically set about removing any potential activists. By late October Wolgner could report that “public safety” had “greatly improved” after “about 400 former Ukrainian soldiers” were “interned and transferred to the concentration station for prisoners of war in Lwów.” The Poles were now doing to Ukrainians precisely what the Ukrainians had done to them only a few months earlier. Much relieved, on November 1, the day of the anniversary, Wolgner confidently announced, “There is peace in the district and no visible signs of a planned armed revolt.” Still, he warned, “knowing the relations in the district, we should note that pacification, which means first of all disarmament, may also result in several problems, since not a single peasant keeps weapons hidden at home but rather hides them somewhere in the woods, etc., so it is virtually impossible to find them.”50 Harassing the Ukrainian population, he observed, could increase its resentment and drive it underground, which is, in fact, precisely what eventually happened.
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In mid-August 1920, just over a year after Buczacz’s takeover by the Poles, the war between Poland and Soviet Russia brought the city briefly under Bolshevik rule. But only a few weeks later the Polish counteroffensive, supported in Galicia by anti-Bolshevik Ukrainian forces, led to the city’s final liberation. In October 1920 a Polish-Soviet truce was signed, leading to a peace agreement in 1921, which divided the entire territory between the two states. With this all hopes for Ukrainian independence were dashed, leaving a bitter legacy that would fester for the next two decades, before erupting into an even greater wave of violence in World War II. Especially in the former Pale of Settlement the fighting had been accompanied by mass violence against Jewish populations, costing the lives of an estimated sixty thousand Jews, with many more wounded and mutilated.51
Siewiński did not experience Bolshevik rule. As the Red Army approached, he wrote, “we received orders that the teachers and civil servants must head west, and so I had to flee for the third time.” Boarding the train, he could already hear artillery fire from the east. But he returned in October, remaining in the city throughout the interwar period. In the early postwar years and before his retirement, Siewiński did his best once more “to restore the school building, so that the youth would not suffer.” Even more important, he hoped to repair the psychological damage inflicted on youngsters who had little memory of peace and order. “The youth,” he observed, “was badly brought up, which was hardly surprising, because for seven years all they had seen was plunder, murder, slaughter and other immoral events.” As he saw it, “our task was to heal the youth as quickly as possible.” Yet the legacy of those war years remained etched in people’s attitudes and mentalities for decades thereafter.52
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As it was struggling to establish its rule over the multiethnic eastern territories, Poland came under increasing international scrutiny for acts of violence against its national and religious minorities. In June 1919, under pressure from the Western powers, Poland signed a minorities treaty intended to protect the rights of the approximately 40 percent of its citizens who were not ethnic Poles. This attempt to address the dilemma of a nation-state created in the wake of ethnic conflict, almost half of whose citizens were perceived as not belonging to the majority nation, ended up in failure. In certain ways the treaty may have even exacerbated matters, since many ethnic Poles perceived it as imposing limits on their new state’s sovereignty through a combination of pressure from these minorities, especially the Jews, and Great Power politics, also allegedly orchestrated by international Jewish influence.53
The struggle between Poles and Ukrainians over Eastern Galicia highlighted the extent to which external and internal conflicts became inextricably linked in this era. This was well understood by foreign observers, even as both sides tried to put the best face on their own aspirations and actions and to paint the other side as criminally murderous in an effort to gain international recognition for their irreconcilable territorial and political claims. In the process the other major ethnic group in the region, the Jews, was cast in the role of a minority whose status could never be truly acceptable to either of the two major warring parties. Jews could be ignored, tolerated, or expelled, but by the nature of the nationalism that had evolved in this region, they could neither be recognized as a separate indigenous national group nor assimilated as ethnically kindred—the two options open to Polish Ukrainians. And as a supposedly protected and allegedly privileged minority group the Jews were seen as undermining the very core of Polish nationalism.54
Conditions in Eastern Galicia were of particular international concern in the immediate aftermath of World War I both because of the tense interethnic situation there and thanks to the region’s position on the border of Soviet Russia. As early as July 1919, the secretary and the assistant military attaché at the American legation in Warsaw set out to visit the territory, which had just been taken over by the Polish Army. They quickly found that the local Polish administration was using the same methods to establish its rule and Polonize the province that the ZUNR had employed, rather less efficiently, before its demise. The Greek Catholic metropolitan of Lwów, Andrey Sheptytsky, told them that the Polish authorities had arrested two hundred Ukrainian priests, four of whom were “shot without trial by the troops.” In Stanisławów the military hospital was “replacing the Ukrainian nurses and doctors with Polish nurses and doctors” and Ukrainian patients were being moved “to internment camps.” In Buczacz the two Americans were told that 3,220 Ukrainian soldiers had been sent from the district “to places of internment,” while in Tarnopol over a thousand mostly Ukrainian soldiers in a military hospital were lacking supplies and a typhus epidemic was decimating the city’s largely Jewish population. The newly installed Polish governor of Galicia, Kazimierz Galecki, expressed few regrets about the “departure of a considerable number of Ruthenian inhabitants with the Ruthenian army.”55
The British were also trying to better understand conditions in the region. In April 1920 Britain’s vice consul in Lwów, Lieutenant-Colonel Wilfred James Whitehead, reported on a four-day tour he had recently undertaken in Eastern Galicia. The province’s “certainly bad” economic situation, he concluded, was greatly exacerbated by the Jews, who sold on the black market surpluses of the aid supplies they received “from their own sources abroad” for exorbitant prices. Indeed much of the corruption and incompetence Whitehead detected everywhere could be traced back to the Jews, he believed, as well as to the inefficiency and lethargy of the local Polish administrators and to the fatalism of the “Ruthenian peasant.” Additionally, the acute “scarcity of food and clothing” and the dearth of trained physicians also led to epidemics. As for “whether the animosity of the Ruthenian Population against the Poles is as bitter as is alleged,” Whitehead insisted that the “Ruthenian peasant” was actually “a lazy fellow” who was “content with his lot.” Having “lived about 700 years in harmony with the Poles,” the peasant “desires to ‘carry on’ as before.” “Of War he has had more than enough,” whereas “his grievances” were largely material and could be easily addressed. It was rather with the “educated class of Ruthenians, such as School Teachers, Officials, and Clergy that one meets with discontent, and these form a very small minority indeed of the whole Ruthenian Population, but as usual they make the most noise.”56
In fact Ruthenians had struggled to assert and maintain their national identity not only before but also during World War I, when they were subjected to concerted efforts to assimilate by the occupying tsarist regime. In May 1915 the president of the Ukraine parliamentary delegation in Austria strongly protested against the Russian assertion that Ukrainians were merely “Little Russians,” and thus part of the “Great Russian” nation. Indeed, he contended, the Russians had been waging “a war of extermination against the language, customs, literature and culture of the Ukraine” since the seventeenth century. Portraying themselves as liberators, the Russians condemned Ukrainians “to national death,” having “destroyed at one blow” the Ukrainian national renaissance: “The Ruthenian language has been forbidden,” and “all the Ruthenian newspapers in Galicia have been suppressed, the libraries destroyed.”57
By the time Whitehead reached the region, the Russians were long gone and Ukrainians were bitterly complaining about the new government’s Polonization policies. Like the American representatives, Whitehead too heard that the numbers of Ruthenian public officials, state gymnasium teachers, and university professors and students had been starkly reduced despite Ukrainian demographic preponderance. Whitehead conceded, “The question of Ruthenian students continuing their studies is an important one and admits no delay in coming to an arrangement.” It was from the ranks of a frustrated young generation of Ukrainians that a new, radical, and increasingly violent nationalist organization soon emerged.58
The official ownership of Eastern Galicia was not determined quickly. On June 25, 1919, the Supreme Council of the League of Nations empowered Poland to occupy the territory up to the Zbrucz River, but stressed that this did not determine its final status. Five months later, on November 21, the Supreme Council drafted a treaty giving Poland a mandate over Eastern Galicia for a period of twenty-five years, after which a plebiscite would be held. Vehement Polish objections led to the withdrawal of the mandate idea, and Galicia remained formally in the possession of the Entente Powers. Finally, on March 15, 1923, the Conference of Ambassadors, which had replaced the Supreme Council, handed Eastern Galicia to Poland, albeit with the proviso that “ethnographic conditions necessitate an autonomous regime in the Eastern part of Galicia.” No such autonomy was ever granted.59
![]()
The conflict over Eastern Galicia was conducted on the ground and also by means of a propaganda campaign intended to expose the brutality and inhumanity of the other side and thereby to undermine its claim to the territory. There was no dearth of atrocities to draw on; looking through these materials one soon grasps the ferocity of this fraternal conflict, largely forgotten because of the even greater subsequent horrors of ethnic cleansing and genocide in World War II. It is also impossible to tell which group exceeded the other in the number of their victims and the heinousness of their crimes.
On July 29, 1919, representatives of the ZUNR wrote to Georges Clemenceau, president of the peace conference, in protest against the Supreme Council’s decision to authorize the Polish occupation of Eastern Galicia. Besides claiming that this step “abolishes the principle of self-determination of peoples,” the note asserted that the decision delivered Ukrainians “to the mercies of an unbridled Polish imperialism, to the horrors of a regime by Polish authorities, and to the brutalities of the Polish soldiery,” which had already “committed innumerable acts of violence and terror.” Providing a “long list of these abominable outrages” perpetrated by the Poles, the note dismissed as “wholly false or greatly exaggerated tales of cruelties practiced on the Poles by the Ukrainians.” This was the start of a competition of atrocities in which there could only be losers. Polish crimes cited included mass arrests of “Ukrainian ‘intelligentsia,’ peasants, and artisans” and the internment of thousands in conditions of inhuman overcrowding and lack of food; numerous cases of shooting, hanging, beating, and flogging to death of captured soldiers and civilians, even children; gouging out eyes, public gang rape, and wanton destruction of villages, as well as torching or desecration of Greek Catholic churches and mass arrests and abuse of priests. Even “Jewish pogroms” were cited—clearly with the intention of drawing on sympathy for the fate of Jews and conveniently aligning it with Ukrainian claims of victimhood—along with the destruction of cultural treasures by pillaging and burning down libraries and archives and banning the Ukrainian language. The writers asserted, “The Ukrainian people in East Galicia find themselves in a hell, so to speak, and the persecutions to which they are subjected find no parallel in history.” Elsewhere they argued that these atrocities were “on par with the barbarous cruelties perpetrated in the Balkans and Armenia.”60
Only days after the Ukrainian report was sent, the Polish Foreign Office issued its own “Report on Ukrainian Cruelties Committed on the Polish Population of Eastern Galicia.” The two documents were largely mirror images of each other. But the Polish report also deprived Ruthenians of both intelligence and control over their own actions. Asserting that these crimes manifested “the brutalization and demoralization” of Ukrainians, described as “uninstructed and uncultured masses,” the report presented them at the same time as victims of “provocative agitation carried out by foreigners,” whose goal was to “preclude all understanding between the Poles and the Ukrainians.” In other words, while Ukrainian nationalists condemned what they saw as Polish oppression, Polish nationalists argued that their Ruthenian brethren were merely manipulated by enemies of Poland, such as Russians, communists, and Jews. Although the report stressed that it was “not holding the whole Ukrainian population responsible,” it accused the ZUNR of trying to excise the Polish presence from Eastern Galicia, not least by inciting popular resentment against Polish landowners and priests. This was followed by the same litany of murder, plunder, desecration, torture, and internment under deplorable and at times lethal conditions. In one camp alone over 2,600 deaths from typhus were claimed.61
From “Report on Ukrainian Cruelties Committed on the Polish Population of Eastern Galicia,” August 1919, Department of Information. Source: Archiwum akt nowych, Warsaw (hereafter AAN), Ministerstwo Spraw Zagranicznych (hereafter MSZ), zesp. 322, sygn. 9412a, end of booklet.
This list of horrors, accompanied by a set of horrifying photographs, ultimately demonstrated not the greater bestiality of one side or the other but the cumulative effect of violence and dehumanization over several years of war, vicious propaganda, and fraternal conflict, which combined to unravel the moral fabric of society. We read of a Ukrainian ataman who established “a house of prostitution for the use of his soldiers, of young Polish girls,” whom they “afterwards murdered”; women’s “breasts having been cut off which the soldiers playfully threw from one to another”; a legionnaire “beaten with ‘nahajki’ (leaded whip), bastinadoed and thrown into a pond where he was shot at like a duck”; a priest “buried alive with his head downward”; a countess and her daughter who, “after cruel violation,” were “literally torn in pieces by the teeth of the savage Ukrainian mob”; women and children “stripped naked” and forced into a pond, “then tied to the trees on the bank, so that they all froze”; a hospital where the “stomachs of wounded legionnaires were slit with scythes”; the inhabitants of an entire village locked inside a manor house and burned alive; strange tortures such as “tearing the skin off people’s hands” and “winding the body from head to toe in barbed wire”; people being crucified and impaled.62
“The army nursing-sister Josephine Mroczkowska, who was wounded by a rifle-shot in the stomach and had the wound dressed by her colleagues, was taken prisoner by the Ukrainians and after seven hours of torture was murdered.” Source: “Report on Ukrainian Cruelties Committed on the Polish Population of Eastern Galicia,” August 1919, Department of Information, AAN-MSZ, zesp. 322, sygn. 9412a, end of booklet.
The report magnanimously concluded that despite “the immense total disaster which has been inflicted upon the Polish population by the savage Ukrainian hordes,” the Poles were willing “to come to conciliatory settlement,” based on “the greatest tolerance and moderation,” so that “a complete understanding might be arrived at and the two nations live together in peace.” But that was merely another way of demanding Polish hegemony over a subservient Ukrainian population, rooted in the deeply entrenched notion of overall Polish superiority.63 By then neither assertions of superiority nor offers of tolerance could undo the effects of fraternal violence: too much blood had been shed, and too many people were adopting extremism and intolerance. As for the Jews of Eastern Galicia, objectively they had little to do with this conflict. But both Poles and Ukrainians increasingly felt that the Jews were their enemy’s friends, and since in reality this meant that the Jews had ever fewer friends, they grew increasingly vulnerable to a conflict in which most of them had no part. For the next twenty years, it was the Poles who dictated the terms of coexistence; once war broke out, the ghosts of the past returned with a vengeance.
Chapter 3
TOGETHER AND APART
Beis Yaakov students performing the play Joseph and His Brothers, Buczacz, 1934. U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum (hereafter USHMM), photo 4959. Esther Rivka Wagner, second row, fifth from the right, b. 1924, daughter of Buczacz rabbi Shraga Feivel Willig, only survivor of her family, was interviewed by the author in December 2009. On Rabbi Feivel, see also S. Y. Agnon, The City Whole (Tel Aviv, 1973, in Hebrew), 650–52. Sarah Halpern, first row, first on the right, Mordechai Halpern’s sister, was murdered aged seventeen. M. Halpern, Family and Town (Tel Aviv, 2003, in Hebrew), 71.
After six years of almost incessant violence and bloodshed, the killing finally came to an end with the liberation of the city from Bolshevik rule in Sepetember 1920. But even before that, following the end of World War I on November 11, 1918, some of the Jews who had fled Buczacz during the fighting began trickling back. Jewish soldiers released from military service or POW camps were also returning. Many were exhausted, disoriented, impoverished, and traumatized. There was an acute need for new hope: perhaps no longer a Messiah, but at least a goal and a vision to lift the wretched out of their misery. The Balfour Declaration of November 1917, in which the British government promised to support the “establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” was still reverberating throughout Eastern Europe. After the war, the young Zionist Zvi Heller called a meeting of Buczaczers in Vienna, urging the hundreds who attended to go to Palestine.
The Jews of Buczacz and the Tarnopol province (voivodeship) grew increasingly focused on Zionism and immigration to Palestine. Aliya, literally “ascent,” to Eretz Israel was the very heart of the Zionist undertaking; its primary facilitator was the hachshara, or training camp, which provided, in Heller’s words, the “mental preparation and agricultural training” viewed as essential for the transition from small-town life in Galicia to collective farms, called kibbutzim, in Palestine.1 There young men and women were expected to turn the Jewish occupational pyramid on its head and thereby transform the Jewish people from a nation of “wheelers and dealers” into a strong and proud race of farmers and warriors by conquering and settling the “wasteland” of Palestine and resurrecting the Promised Land of their biblical forefathers. This was a complex social, psychological, and political undertaking: its rhetoric of “normalizing Jewish existence” and forging “new Jews” borrowed generously from Polish and Ukrainian nationalist discourse. But it also had to be adapted both to the Judaic tradition of longing for Zion and to the unique socioeconomic circumstances of the Jews, by asserting the need to uproot the newly proclaimed nation from the foreign soil it had inhabited for centuries in order to recolonize a mythical and yet already populated ancestral homeland. Zionism has been grappling with the moral issues involved ever since. But at the time its sheer audacity was attractive to growing numbers of young men and women.
Announcement of festive prayer in Buczacz on the tenth anniversary of the Balfour Declaration, 1927. Source: Jewish National and University Library, Digitized Book Repository, JNUL/AMD – V 2001.
The first group of Buczacz pioneers (chalutzim), made up of members of the socialist Zionist youth organization Hashomer Hatza’ir (the Young Guard), went to Palestine as early as 1919. A second group, most of whose members were still gymnasium students, continued preparing for immigration by performing physical labor at a local stone quarry and cleaning barns on nearby farms. This made for friction with Polish nationalists disdainful of Zionists. On one occasion the Jewish pioneers were surrounded by young Polish Scouts (Harcerze) and a brawl ensued; as a consequence many of the Jewish students were expelled from the gymnasium and charged with treason. They were spared thanks to the brief Bolshevik occupation of Buczacz in 1920, during which Zionist activists destroyed the police records, so that once Polish rule was restored the charges were dismissed.
The youngsters from Buczacz who went to Palestine at that time were not employed in agriculture as they had expected; rather, like many other members of the Third Aliya that brought an estimated thirty-five thousand immigrants to Eretz Israel over the next four years, they were used for backbreaking road building and other public works. Many succumbed to dysentery, rheumatism, malaria, and other diseases caused by the harsh labor conditions, poor nutrition and hygiene, and the rigors of the climate. Their ultimate fate reflected that of most other young pioneers from Russia and Eastern Europe in the immediate aftermath of World War I. Some found their place in the emerging new Jewish society, while others “lost their Zionist faith” and returned to Buczacz within a few years.2
A chronic problem for the Zionists, whose accomplishments were measured by the number of members emigrating to Palestine, was that their very success deprived them periodically of their most enterprising and idealistic activists. They also suffered from lack of funds and so appealed to their communities to support their endeavor. One such group issued a pamphlet in Buczacz in 1924, demanding “the material means to go to Eretz Israel” from its fellow Jews: “We do not come to you as beggars and we do not stretch out our hand for charity.” Instead, asserted these youngsters, their hand held “the key to the history and the future of the Jewish people.” Zionism was a collective duty: “You too must take part in our national uprising and resurrection. Pay your debt!”3
Much of the funding for the Zionist project depended on the Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet LeYisrael, KKL), which relied not only on donations from the wealthy but also on contributions from all sectors of Jewish society by means of the famous “blue box” in every household, in which family members were expected to deposit their spare change. The presence of the box in a home symbolized the family’s support for Jewish nationalism and the settlement of Palestine. In April 1930, for instance, the KKL Central Bureau in Lwów announced that since “the question of land now occupies the most important place in the work of Zionist realization and demands a quick solution,” the organization had decided to use the occasion of Passover “to distribute in Eastern Galicia 10,000 new boxes and to receive commitments from the box owners that they would make a regular monthly donation.”4
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Despite the hardship of preparation and emigration, for thousands of young Jewish men and women in Galicia this was a period of extraordinary ferment and hope, all the more keenly felt because of the surrounding misery and despair. David Cymand, a contemporary participant in these events and future Zionist activist, recalled many years later that during the mid-1920s educated Galician youths began veering increasingly toward Zionism and emigration. All this frantic “self-realization,” he said, was the cause of endless ideological splits and disputes, as well as of tremendous youthful energy and solidarity. It was a decade of great hopes and looming threats that remained etched in the memories of all those who survived its immediate aftermath; many did not.5
Although these young pioneers could not know it at the time, the immigration certificates made the difference between life and death for many. But British concerns about Arab opposition to Jewish immigration, which culminated in the 1936 Arab uprising in Palestine, led to substantial restrictions on the number of available certificates. With growing pressure from those seeking Zionist “self-realization” and better job opportunities, squabbles over these increasingly scarce documents intensified and demoralization occasionally set in. In 1935 the Lwów center of Achwa (Fraternity), the youth movement of the moderate General Zionists established with the goal of attracting Jewish youths of modest means who might otherwise join more radical groups, reprimanded its Buczacz branch for poor fundraising. Expressing its “outrage and astonishment,” the center warned that “such treatment of the essential affairs of our organization” would “lead to its ruin.” However, the Buczacz branch felt that it had been sidelined in the matter of certificates and was not swayed by Lwów’s assertion that it viewed every branch “as an integral part of the organization” and that “one cannot think in terms of ‘us or them’ on the issues of hachshara and aliya.” The end result was that fewer young people joined the branch, which constrained its ability to demand more certificates. As the Lwów office bluntly stated in October 1936, “With such a small number of members we do not believe that you can be dominant in your town.” The incentive to distribute more certificates was obviously lacking.6
All this meant that by the 1930s even the diminishing numbers of Zionist activists could expect ever fewer certificates, which further dampened their spirits. A cursory look may give the impression that interwar Buczacz was swarming with Zionist associations, but memberships often overlapped, and the total number of people engaged remained relatively small. One measure of commitment to Zionism was regular payment of the “shekel,” a symbolic currency worth 1.5 Złoty at the time. In 1933, for instance, only 769 people paid their dues to the local shekel committee in Buczacz, about a tenth of the Jewish population, although admittedly this was also an indication of the community’s poverty.7
Many older and more prominent Zionist activists in Buczacz did not emigrate; they obviously had much more to lose. The community leader Mendel Reich and the industrialist Baruch Kramer had donated to the Zionist Federation as early as 1925, while the attorney Dr. Ludwik (Leyzer) Engelberg served as president of the Federation’s Buczacz branch in the 1930s. They were still there when the Germans marched in. But the comments made by Engelberg in January 1939 are telling. Conceding a noticeable “passivity in the ranks of the Zionists in our town,” he ascribed the local difficulties to a general “crisis of Zionism,” a “depressed mood among the Jewish masses” in Galicia, and “the uncertain political situation in Eretz Israel,” which had become “a cause for emigration” from Palestine. Most troubling, perhaps, to this veteran Zionist leader was “the lamentable fact that a large part of the Zionists turn out to be no longer deeply permeated with our ideas of [national] rebirth, and have in fact not even a shred of inner attachment to our movement and flag.”8 This general state of demoralization did not bode well for the future, as the community came under pressures of an entirely unprecedented nature.
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The majority of the Jews in Buczacz—as in Eastern Galicia as a whole—were not politically active; for them the interwar period was largely about recovering from the devastation of World War I and then making ends meet at a time of unremitting economic hardship and growing local and government hostility. The community’s impoverishment was reflected in persistent requests for help from former residents now living overseas, which focused largely on caring for the dead and ensuring the future of the young. One of the postwar community’s first appeals concerned the cemetery, a symbol of its centuries-long existence in Buczacz; as the author and diarist Ansky was told during his brief visit to Buczacz in winter 1917, the Russian occupiers had smashed many of the ancient tombstones. In asking for help to restore the site in 1921, community leaders expressed their confidence that “our landsleute [fellow countrymen] who live far away from Buczacz,” would “have surely not forgotten their deceased parents and close relatives, who rest in our local graveyard.” Repairing the damage was therefore a matter of both communal responsibility and filial respect; it would also preserve the historical record of continuous Jewish life in Buczacz since its early beginnings.9
More important than preserving the memory of the dead was educating the young. In 1920 the Talmud Torah Association in Buczacz, charged with the restoration and maintenance of this Jewish elementary school, appealed to a Jewish banker and philanthropist in New York for assistance. The school, which had “burned down during the invasion,” had originally catered to the children of the poor, but now that “many middle class families have been ruined by the war,” they too could no longer “afford to educate their children at home.” Because of lack of funds, the association’s ambitious plan for a modern Talmud Torah building that would accommodate up to 1,500 children was never realized; instead the old building was repaired, and elementary education, especially for underprivileged Jewish children, was resumed and maintained until the Soviet occupation in 1939.10
Many of the poor children were orphans, another tragic consequence of the war. In late 1919 the community established a shelter for children in a small house with two rooms, a kitchen, and an adjacent playground. As many as 130 orphans lived at the shelter in the early postwar years; just over half of them attended public schools, while the younger ones were educated at the shelter, which also provided them with food and, “if possible, clothing.” Many of the children would sleep over at their remaining relatives’ homes or with foster families. Two years later the shelter began a process of “transformation into an orphanage that would provide children with permanent accommodation and care.” The importance placed on nurturing and educating children as a warranty for future Jewish life is indicated by the membership of the orphanage’s executive board, which included some of the most prominent representatives of the community—many of them women of means and influence dedicated to improving the lot of the orphans.11
Malka Frenkel, born in Buczacz in 1913, lost her mother in the cholera epidemic toward the end of World War I and was among the first children admitted to the orphanage. She recalled that conditions were harsh. The children had to walk far every day to school, and the food was “neither varied nor particularly filling.” Some of the children would bring food packages after spending the Sabbath at home, which they shared with those who had no homes to go to. Malka was fortunate because the director of the orphanage, Mrs. Pohorille, took a liking to her, and her elderly father visited often, at times waiting “for hours in the snow and the rain,” always with a package of bread and fruit. The young girl naturally came under the influence of the mostly Zionist Jewish students who volunteered at the orphanage, “taught the wards, took them on excursions, and helped them overcome obstacles.” She later joined the Chalutz movement and went to a training camp in Kraków, where she met her future husband, a member of another Zionist youth movement; in 1935 they married and emigrated to Palestine.12
The orphanage accommodated approximately fifty boys and girls between the ages of five and nineteen. The board tried to find positions or scholarships for orphan school graduates. Some clearly internalized the values they had been taught. One was killed fighting for the republic in the Spanish Civil War; another, remembered as an unruly child who had grown up among the villagers and “did not look at all like a Jew,” chose to help fellow Jews during the German occupation, and “by saving the lives of others lost his own.”13
The orphanage in Buczacz, early 1920s. Source: Sprawozdanie Centralnego Komitetu Opieki nad Żydowskimi Sierotami w Lwowie, za lata 1923–1926 (Lwów, n.d.), 24.
Most of the graduates, even after further professional training, were unable to find jobs. Indeed young Jews in Poland were generally facing increasing difficulties in gaining entry into secondary schools and universities or finding employment. This was one reason for the establishment in 1927 of a Jewish gymnasium with Polish-language instruction in Buczacz, the first of its kind in the district. The director, Professor Izaak Palek, hoped to expand the first class of twenty-five mostly female students, but the few boys who came from impoverished families had to be subsidized by the school, which itself was funded by “people of good will” in the community, making the prospects for growth quite dim.14
The state gymnasium fared much better. By 1931 the school had been fully restored as a gymnasium for seven grade levels. But the numbers of minority teachers and students were progressively declining. In 1933 the school director, Tadeusz Pożniak, had a staff of fifteen teachers, of whom only two or three were Jewish and three Ukrainian. That year half of the 227 graduating students were Roman Catholic, well above their share in the local population; Jews and Ukrainians each made up only a quarter of the student body. Three years later, by now directed by Jan Szajter, the faculty had grown to seventeen, but the number of Jewish and Ukrainian teachers remained the same. As for the students, Jews and Ukrainians now each constituted only a fifth of the total. During that time, the gymnasium was also in the process of transitioning to a coed system, a topic of much discussion and debate in pedagogical circles, including in the school’s annual report for 1932–33. But there was no discussion over the declining representation of ethnic minorities in the gymnasium; from the Polish national perspective, this issue, which had greatly exercised the school prior to World War I, seemed to be well on the way to a happy resolution.15
Polish students retained fond memories of the gymnasium in the interwar years. Stanisław Kowalski, born in 1921, described it in his postwar memoir as the town’s “warm heart, pulsating with young lives eager for education, knowledge and the mysteries of the past, within which every young human being was to find his place among the people of his nation.” For him this was literally the school of the nation, “where a new generation acquired the basics for development and the spiritual strength to overcome all possible future travails.” Many of Kowalski’s schoolmates ended up on the “endless Siberian routes, from the Urals to icy Kolyma,” in “the Holy Land in the Middle East, the countryside of hospitable England,” or “the battlefields of Monte Cassino, Falaise and Bredy.” But all that time the “memories and feelings” of their youth still “stirred their Buczacz soul,” and their vivid recollections of the gymnasium played an especially “great and important role.” For Kowalski the gymnasium was the culmination of “efforts by the people of Buczacz to establish a school for all the town’s ethnic groups, for the mutual benefit of future generations in the entire district.” But that was more nostalgia than fact.
In reality the school had been conceived as the incubator of Polish nationalism. The teacher Julian Erdstein, who wrote an essay on the origins of the gymnasium for the last prewar issue of its annual report and was subsequently murdered by the Nazis as a Jew, proudly asserted, “From the very beginning of its existence up to this day the gymnasium was animated by Polish life and culture.” Teofil Ostapowicz, who attended the gymnasium before 1914, recalled that the “youngsters’ patriotic spirit was sustained by soirées enthusiastically organized at school” and often “patronized by one of the Polish teachers.” They were all steeped in Polish Romantic poetry and fiction, reading and writing for nationalist magazines that “united young people and gave them hope for regaining Poland’s independence.” They also trained in the ranks of the Polish Scouts, which prepared them “for the struggle for independence.”16
Kowalski recognized the continuity between that “image of student life in the first years of the Buczacz gymnasium’s existence” and the “postwar period of independent Poland,” which had “witnessed similar activities with perhaps even more intensive cultivation of Polish education and culture, instilling strong patriotic feelings in the youth.” After so many school graduates had “sacrificed their lives for the great national cause” in World War I, the next generation strove “to reconstruct the homeland” and “build the sound and durable moral and material foundations that would ensure the nation’s liberty.” It was at that point, Kowalski conceded, that the gymnasium became explicitly “a Polish school with a Polish curriculum,” even if he believed that it still maintained “the full rights of the Jewish and Ukrainian minority.”
That was a matter of perspective; Kowalski remembered that after the war “classes were again filled with Polish, Jewish and Ukrainian youths” and that everyone had “equal opportunities to acquire an education and to create better living conditions for themselves and for the community at large.” Yet the declining figures of minority students, the school’s primary language of instruction, as well as its national-political orientation in general, all pointed in a very different direction. Still, the fact that Kowalski, who was entirely free of the anti-Jewish and anti-Ukrainian prejudices that motivated many of his colleagues, saw things in this manner testifies to the inability of members of one group, however well meaning, to understand the predicament of another, even at a great distance of time. For most Ukrainian and Jewish students, what seemed to Kowalski to be a unifying patriotic spirit merely meant that their own national identity was denied or dismissed and that they could either join the Polish nation by adopting its culture and religion or remain outsiders and aliens. And in the case of the Jews, even wholehearted adoption of Polishness did not always suffice.17
Kowalski’s role model in the gymnasium as the shaper of Polish patriotism was his mathematics and physics teacher Edward Pelc, who belonged to a postwar generation of educators engaged, as Kowalski described it, in “transforming the old Austrian system into a new Polish and more progressive one.” Soon after arriving in Buczacz in 1929, Pelc’s “name became synonymous with scouting,” which he proceeded to make into “the center of the Polish youths’ lives” to such an extent that “the patriotism of the borderlands became” their “leading theme.” Another “patriot of the Polish borderlands” was the gymnasium chaplain, “whose moral and ethical rules and love for his homeland were a model to be followed by the young generation.” For the chaplain “Poland was the central theme, and young people” served merely as “the human material that would consolidate and maintain its independence.”18
Jewish gymnasium students could only interpret this Polish nationalism as aggressively exclusive, all the more so as their numbers continued to diminish. By 1936 there were only twelve Jews out of a total of eighty-two students in the two third-grade classes. One of them was thirteen-year-old Yitzhak (Izak Emanuel) Bauer, who recalled that he was one of only six Jews admitted to the school two years earlier. Among the students themselves, ethnic boundaries were not always rigid: Bauer’s best friend in school was Roman Szajter, the director’s son. But the Szajters had come from Silesia and were possibly of ethnic German origin. When Bauer was falsely accused of having shown disrespect to a photo of Marshal Piłsudski, Roman bravely took the blame on himself. During the German invasion in 1941 his friend tried to return home from Lwów, where he was studying; however, Bauer recalled, “the Ukrainians killed him on the way.”
“Away with the Jews, Poland for the Poles! Poles! If you care about Poland being Poland rather than Judeo-Polonia . . . fight the Jews at every step, at every opportunity. Don’t buy in Jewish shops, promote the idea of antisemitism, because that is what the future of Poland and Poles depends upon!!” Polish anti-Semitic pamphlet, interwar Buczacz. Source: Maurice Wolfthal private collection, Phoenix, Arizona.
Bauer’s childhood memories were filled with instances of anti-Semitism. In the afternoon Jewish children went to cheder, but on the streets they had to fend for themselves. Bauer remembered going to bathe in the Strypa: “I would put rocks in my pockets, because the gentile kids would lie in wait for me.” In public elementary school “the Christian teacher did not allow” Jewish children “to wear their yarmulkes”; one of his classmates “would run out as soon as the bell rang and put on a hat.” This teacher was “an Endek,” a supporter of the anti-Semitic National Democrats. Yet “whenever he met Grandmother or Mother,” this old-fashioned gentleman “would take off his hat and greet them politely.” In fact, Bauer pointed out, the teacher’s “son and daughter would come to our house.” But even seven decades later he could “never forget standing by the blackboard trying to solve some problem, with him facing me . . . our neighbor, and he says to me, ‘Żydku ci nie ma pożytku,’ meaning, ‘Jew-boy, you are of no use to me.’ To this day I am haunted by this phrase.”19
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Most Jewish youths in Buczacz had no hope of attending the gymnasium and were condemned to eking out a wretched existence as a marginalized minority in a far-off corner of an aggressively nationalist and economically backward new state. The Great Depression and subsequent economic stagnation had a particularly detrimental effect on the Jews of Eastern Galicia, who had never quite recovered from the devastation of World War I and were increasingly impacted by Ukrainian economic boycotts and anti-Jewish government policies. In 1933 the prefect (starosta) of the Buczacz district noted that Jewish “economic activity” had come “to an almost complete standstill” because of “the general economic crisis and the resulting impoverishment of the population.” The main engine of the local economy, “the Jewish merchants and industrialists,” were “struck especially hard by the crisis” because “the fall in the prices of agricultural products and the consequent deterioration of the farmers’ economic situation meant that commerce and trade, which are largely in the hands of the Jews, [had] lost their main customer, the peasant, who also found himself in a catastrophic situation.” As the prefect pointed out, this led to “the bankruptcy of several substantial firms, and often the liquidation of entire enterprises,” mostly Jewish owned and previously major providers of jobs in the area. These setbacks resulted in significantly “diminished activity” in Jewish “social life” and “cultural associations.” Only organizations concerned with the welfare of the elderly, children, and adolescents were kept busy by “the enormous number of needy Jews in the district,” but “because of the general impoverishment” in the region, they too were “able to provide only partial assistance.”
Another consequence was that, apart from the Orthodox, only two major Jewish political organizations were still active: the Non-Party Jewish Economic Bloc, established in 1931 to represent middle-class professionals and artisans, and the Zionists. While the prefect believed the Economic Bloc had “a positive attitude toward the government,” he predicted that even after uniting with the Orthodox it would lose the local community elections to the Zionists, which is indeed what happened, not least thanks to the increasingly anti-Jewish attitude of the government, while the Orthodox came to be represented by the Zionist religious Mizrahi party. The government’s attitude also played a role in what the prefect described as “a rise in radical, indeed communist tendencies among the Jewish youth.”20
Especially in the early 1930s there were still some issues over which Poles and Jews could unite. On July 6, 1932, for instance, the Jewish Economic Bloc and the Craftsmen’s Union (Yad Charutzim) called an assembly in the Great Synagogue to protest “the violence against Jews residing in the German Reich.” Among the five hundred who attended were Deputy Mayor Emanuel Meerengel and Count Artur Potocki, scion of the clan that had owned the city in the early modern era. Afterward the prefect reported, “All speeches expressed opposition to Germany, which was seeking revenge for its defeat in the world war, and therefore lashing out violently at other nations, especially the Jews.” The assembly overwhelmingly passed a resolution condemning “the barbaric acts against the Jews by the German parties with Hitler at their head,” called upon the Polish government to “stand on the side of international law and justice,” and solemnly declared, “In case of violence and aggression by Germany, the Jewish population vows to stand by the Polish nation, willing to sacrifice blood and treasure for the threatened Fatherland.”21 But soon after Hitler was appointed Reich chancellor it became clear that Polish and Jewish priorities no longer coincided even on this issue.
Similarly, in the early 1930s many of the teachers, civil servants, and religious leaders listed by the Polish authorities as being “of Jewish nationality” were still labeled as “loyal to the government and the state” and largely “uninvolved in politics.” But growing poverty and political isolation gradually took their toll both on attitudes toward the state and on commitment to, or at least support for, Jewish causes. By 1935 fundraising for the Jewish National Fund in Buczacz had dropped significantly, not least, it appears, because fewer than a third of Jewish households could pay taxes. Two years later a third of the Jewish households were listed as indigent. Impoverishment obviously set limits on such private institutions as the six-grade Tarbut School, for instance, which could afford a staff of only three teachers and just 130 students, since it relied on donations and tuition. The enterprising principal, Israel Fernhof, sought to gain support for his school by opening the premises to the local branch of the Women’s International Zionist Organization (WIZO), where he would also deliver lectures on topics of cultural and political interest. While WIZO filled an important gap especially in middle-class Jewish women’s lives in the increasingly bleak atmosphere of the time, the hundred-odd members did their best to help Jewish education, support poor pregnant women, and raise funds for training women in handicrafts. Chaja Roll, one of the few members who survived the war, recalled that “on Saturday afternoons one could see women streaming from all corners of the city” to the WIZO home, where they attended lectures, public readings, and other events. “I believe it was the first time in the history of Buczacz,” she wrote, “that women gathered on their own and lived their own lives. Not only young girls but also mothers and grandmothers got together and would attentively listen to an interesting lecture.” But this was a small minority; most women had no time for such activities, and most families chose to send their children to the Polish public school, which was free.22
The second-grade Tarbut School certificate of the eight-year-old Jewish girl Mina Cohen, Buczacz, 1930. Source: BH, 38870.
One symbol of the community’s decline was the deterioration of the Jewish hospital, a proud accomplishment prior to 1914. Restored and modernized after the war with assistance from the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and local fundraising, during the economic crisis of the 1930s the hospital fell into a growing state of disrepair. Similarly, while the General Zionists claimed in 1935 to have become “the strongest group in our town,” and the major Zionist sports associations Makabi (Maccabi) and Hapoel (the Worker) established branches in Buczacz, the reality on the ground for most Jews was of increasing desperation and hopelessness. The double bind of the last years before the outbreak of war presented diminishing economic opportunities in Poland, on the one hand, and increasingly restrictive policies on emigration to Palestine and the rest of the world, on the other.23
Under these circumstances, in 1936 Mendel Reich, president of the Talmud Torah School and an activist in the local Mizrahi party, appealed for help from Abraham Sommer, the financial secretary of the United Buczaczer Ladies Auxiliary in New York. The Jews of Buczacz, he wrote, were “condemned to wait as if on death row for an execution, without hope for better days to come,” while “everyone around us, even the air we breathe, is conspiring to find a way to destroy us, to crush our existence, to make the lives of the Jews unbearable, and all we can think is ‘from whence cometh my help?’ ” Where could they run? “The lands of immigration have shut their gates, and the Jews have no land of their own. Should we rise up to heaven and live there on air?” Trapped in their city, the Jews of Buczacz were “embittered and depressed”; having been “deprived of rights,” they found themselves “defenseless, abandoned to the whims of the lowliest hooligan.” At a time “when ‘in the streets the sword will make them childless; in their homes terror will reign,’ ” stressed Reich, the Talmud Torah afterschool program had become “our last redoubt, when everything else has already burned to the ground.” And yet, he added, “now we face the threat that the building, which we had built in better times, might be sold because we cannot even pay the interest on the loans to our lenders.” If Jewish education were to be demolished, what hope would there be for the future?24
The paltry fifty dollars sent from America to help the Talmud Torah School sufficed for no more than some new clothes for the children. But the school hastened to assure the donors, “Our students are striving to progress with God’s help in their studies and we can only hope that they will become scholars and good decent Jews. Many are already in Palestine, working as farmers, craftsmen, teachers and in other professions.” The remaining 175 students were “being instructed spiritually and morally in the ancient and modern Jewish sense.” But as Reich wrote privately to Sommer at the end of 1937, “the air” was “full of anti-Semitic sentiments.” The Jews were being accused, first, of having “sent their God to heaven” and, second, of “not going themselves to heaven, to Mars, or at least to Madagascar, so long as one is rid of them.” Having “lived together on the land for over a thousand years,” Reich wrote in despair, the Poles perceived the Jews as “just an alien hump on their backs” and “each and every one of us as superfluous and an ‘enemy.’ ” For all the “nice slogans” of fascism and socialism, Reich believed that “when translated into action,” they both had “the scent of overt or covert anti-Semitism,” whose “guiding principle is: everything that is Jewish means destruction. Jewish wisdom, Jewish art, culture, morals, even the Divine—if it only comes from a Jewish mind, a Jewish brain, it must be seen as a Jewish conspiracy.” And because “anti-Semitism demands the annihilation of everything Jewish” at any price, it also empowers its adherents, since “in relationship to the Jew, every illiterate is a philosopher.”25
It was for this reason that until the last moment many people did all they could to leave. Months and weeks before the war, some found themselves caught in limbo between the land of promise and their ancestral home, between hope and despair. Jacob Shapira had been frantically trying to join his child in the United States; his wife had died, and the boy was under the care of Abraham Sommer. In March 1939 Shapira was informed that his “slot in the quota” for an entry visa “would come up no sooner than July or August,” although he had already booked passage on a ship sailing from Amsterdam to New York in early June. He begged Sommer to send him an affidavit to accelerate the process. “I will not be a burden to anyone,” he promised. “I am a diligent and industrious man, have provided for myself until now with dignity and will make an honest living there for myself and my dearest child.”26 It is unlikely that Shapira was ever reunited with his son. No other information on him or his fate is available. All that is left of him is this letter, filed away for decades among Sommer’s papers.
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Some members of the younger generation found it impossible to come to terms with the insufferable reality of political intolerance and economic distress. Portrayed as treasonous by the Polish authorities, they believed in their own heroic narrative at a time when idealism had become a worthless state-generated commodity. Their response was categorized by some as typically Jewish, seeking to erase religious and national differences by subverting the state. Eventually the best they could accomplish was to influence the manner and perhaps the subsequent meaning of their own destruction.
In summer 1931 three working-class Jewish men in their early twenties established a cell of the Komunistyczna Partia Zachodniej Ukrainy (KPZU, Communist Party of Western Ukraine) in Buczacz. Although the state police liquidated the cell within a year, communist activity in Buczacz continued under different guises throughout the second half of the interwar period. The activists were mostly Jewish men and women from Buczacz and its environs. While Zvi Heller later described these early young communists as coming “from the academic youth, especially those who had acquired this disposition at the University in Prague,” contemporary Polish police reports stated that they were in fact “mostly Jewish working youth” of only rudimentary education. They were also singularly ineffective. Frequent police raids and arrests, facilitated in large part by a mole within the cell’s executive committee, rendered them more of a specter that could be employed by the authorities for their own propaganda purposes than an actual threat. Attempts by this cell to appeal to the anti-Polish sentiments of Ukrainian nationalists also made no headway in view of the latter’s vehement anticommunist and anti-Semitic ideology. As the regional state police office in Tarnopol pointed out in 1934, the fact that “communist activity in the entire region” had “declined considerably” was directly linked to “Ukrainian nationalist action in rural areas,” which “paralyzes the work of the communists and deprives them of the influence they had previously had among the rural population.” A couple of years later a senior Ukrainian communist from Stanisławów urged the cell to “focus on the workers” in town and to “prepare agricultural strikes” by the “agrarian laborers.” But this was well beyond the capacities of the few remaining Jewish communists in Buczacz, who reportedly were increasingly fearful of the police, short of funds, and generally dejected by the second half of the 1930s. Aware of this problem, the KPZU leadership tried to dilute Jewish membership in the hope of changing the party’s image. Ironically, by 1937 even the police in Buczacz distinguished between Polish communists, labeled loyal to the state, and Jewish party members considered hostile to it.27
Looked at from a different perspective, the youthful communists of Buczacz shared some similarities with their Zionist counterparts, especially in their rejection of current conditions and quest for a radical solution to what appeared to be an increasingly impossible predicament. From a still wider perspective, they also had much in common with young Ukrainians and to some extent also Poles, who similarly believed in and worked for a radical change in existing conditions. But despite these similarities, or perhaps precisely because of them, these groups found themselves vehemently opposed to each other; any weakening of the social order, let alone external military intervention, could and did trigger untold violence between them, greater than any of these idealistic youths could have ever imagined.
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The real internal threat to Polish rule in Eastern Galicia was posed by the increasingly disgruntled majority Ukrainian population. Especially troubling for the authorities were the radicalized nationalists, who were gaining support among the urban intelligentsia and making inroads with the rural masses. In the long run this conflict, whose roots dated back several centuries, culminated in catastrophe for Poles in the region, although that did not mean a Ukrainian triumph. Caught in the middle between these two rival groups, the Jews were often perceived by both as helping the other side, betraying their neighbors, or simply looking only after their own interests.
In 1931 two British members of Parliament, James Barr and Rhys Davies, reported to the House of Commons on their recent visit to Eastern Galicia. Seeking to verify reports “alleging harsh treatment of the population of this area by the Polish authorities” and to assess the condition of the Ukrainian population, “the largest minority now under alien rule in any country in Europe,” they also inquired into the origins of the conflict. As Davies saw it, “the cause of all the trouble” was the refusal of the Poles to implement the guarantee of local autonomy given to the Ukrainians with the establishment of independent Poland. Promises made in 1925 to establish self-government in the three provinces of Lwów, Tarnopol, and Stanisławów, which now made up Eastern Galicia, formally known in the interwar period as Eastern Lesser Poland (Małopolska Wschodnia), were also not kept. It was for that reason, argued Davies, that among Ukrainians “vigorous nationalism and resentment ran riot in 1930 to such an extent that arson was committed on a fairly extensive scale.” The violence, attributed largely to the underground and illegal nationalist Ukrainska Viiskova Orhanizatsiya (UVO, Ukrainian Military Organization), founded in 1920, and to its radical successor, the Orhanizatsiya Ukrainskykh Natsionalistiv (OUN, Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists), established in 1929, targeted mostly “the large landowners of Polish origin and descent living in eastern Galicia.” In response the Polish government “swooped down on the guilty and innocent Ukrainian peasants alike without much mercy.” In this “systematic attack,” troops, “armed in some cases with machine-guns,” surrounded “several hundred villages,” with “villagers being dragged from their homes, stripped and most brutally beaten, sometimes to death,” after which “heavy tribute was levied” and “hundreds if not thousands were imprisoned.” Additionally “Ukrainian schools were closed down, Ukrainian reading-rooms, libraries and co-operative stores destroyed and other brutalities committed.”
At the root of the violence were political aspirations but also widespread poverty. Davies was struck by “the abject conditions of the Ukrainian peasants,” while the “very small proportion of the population who may be described as big landowners” were mostly Poles. As for “the landless man,” commented Davies, he is “almost a beggar, and when he finds work his wages income is pitiful in the extreme.” Such families survived on entirely inadequate nutrition; their children often “had only one piece of clothing to cover their nakedness,” and “a large number of the population went bare-footed.” The two MPs simply could not believe that “it would be our lot to find white people in any part of the world compelled to exist under such conditions of poverty.” Things were further exacerbated by constant population growth, an almost total halt of emigration to North America, and state Polonization policies whereby “devious means are employed to sell all parcels of available land to Polish buyers in preference to Ukrainians.” As Barr elaborated in his separate report, following the largely failed Land Reform Bills of 1919 and 1925, the lands of the few large estates that were divided ended up being distributed only to Polish peasants. Although the Ukrainian Cooperative Movement had made gains in exporting produce and training peasants, Barr was appalled by police interventions and restrictions and the authorities’ handing over of Ukrainian monopolies to Polish cooperatives.
Other causes of resentment included job discrimination, whereby, for instance, seven thousand Ukrainian railway men were replaced with Poles; blatant political manipulation, with voter suppression and falsification of voter lists in the general election of 1928 causing the number of Ukrainian members of Parliament to fall from forty to sixteen; and attempted Polonization through biased educational policies. The act of 1924 had established bilingual schools in areas of mixed population on the basis of local plebiscites, but those were heavily skewed by the authorities, resulting in the number of Ukrainian schools declining from three thousand to seven hundred. In the bilingual schools Polish teachers predominated, so that the language of instruction was actually Polish, whereas many of the surviving Ukrainian schools were shut down during the “pacification” campaign of 1930. At the University of Lwów Ukrainian professors were required to teach in Polish, which also became the only official language in the law courts, the post office, and the railways. Barr concluded that, “so far, it cannot be said that a very hopeful report of progress” toward reconciliation could be offered.28
Ukrainian acts of sabotage in Galicia from August to October 1930. Source: AAN-MSZ, 2257, p. 245.
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The Ukrainian enlightenment society Prosvita was a main target of the Polish pacification campaign. In the Buczacz district, as throughout the region, World War I had taken a toll on the society, but by 1930 it had largely recovered, boasting forty-five reading clubs, thirty-two theater troupes, twelve choirs, and two orchestras. Intellectually its offerings remained limited, with just over a dozen lectures per year and a district library of merely 740 volumes. The pacification actions that year almost led to the society’s ruin: membership declined to only 141 people, many of them illiterate. But Polish repression also caused significant radicalization. A decade later, leading local Prosvita activists such as Tadei Kramarchuk ended up serving in the militias and police units that collaborated with the Germans.29
Buczacz Prosvita members, 1938. Sitting third from the right: Greek Catholic priest Hnatyshyn, later killed as a member of the Ukrainska Povstanska Armiya (UPA, Ukrainian Insurgent Army). Source: Poshuk Archive, Lviv/Buczacz (hereafter PA).
Prosvita closely monitored the senseless destruction of property and physical violence during the pacification campaign and over the following years leading to the war. Many of its members openly supported the political party Ukrainske natsionalno demokratychne obiednannia (UNDO, Ukrainian National Democratic Alliance), which advocated independence for Western Ukraine. They were also often suspected of being secret members of the OUN, which promoted the use of terrorist methods against the regime. On the eve of World War II, the Prosvita branch in Buczacz had grown to over four hundred members in close to sixty reading clubs throughout the district. Its leaders largely reflected the local Ukrainian elite and shared similar sentiments. But while the authorities perceived it as a threat to Polish hegemony, Prosvita’s self-perception throughout the 1930s was of an association struggling both for funds and for greater support and loyalty from the people it hoped to enlighten. Father Vasyl Melnyk complained as early as 1930 that the general “decline and inertness of the reading clubs” reflected “the aversion shown by citizens and Prosvita members to popular education.” Instead people preferred to indulge in reckless drinking. “A drunkard,” thundered Melnyk, “while drinking alcohol, drinks in fact the tears and blood of his family, his relatives, and his nation.” At a time when “there are no means available to revive Ukrainian cultural institutions, the Ukrainian people in Galicia squander their resources on drink.”30
Many peasants did not appreciate being talked down to in this manner by the urban intelligentsia, not least because Prosvita officials rarely took the trouble to visit their villages. On one occasion, when Father Melnyk rebuked the reading club in Nagórzanka, on the outskirts of Buczacz, a member of the audience called out, “Nobody from the intelligentsia has visited us!” Indeed when forty members of the urban elite were invited to attend a meeting of the educational council at another village, only eight turned up. One village representative pointed out, “[This disregard] illustrated that the Buczacz intelligentsia is interested in educational matters only in their own city.”
Meeting of a local Ukrainian peasant society in Buczacz, March 24, 1938. Source: PA.
At the same time, Prosvita leaders feared that the very core of their mission, getting people to read, was in jeopardy: they had neither the resources to purchase enough books nor the means to persuade villagers to read them. In 1931 only five thousand books were available in Prosvita libraries for a population of seventy-two thousand Ukrainians, that is, one book for every fourteen people. Most reading club members chose not to read any books. Even the Ukrainian library in the city of Buczacz, which contained 628 volumes, had only twenty-five registered readers. Branch chairman Roman Slyuzbar expressed his concern about “the ignorance of our citizenry as compared to other peoples, even the Bolsheviks,” and urged Ukrainians to learn from the Germans, who “despite losing the war catastrophically and thanks to their high culture, consciousness and discipline,” had once more become the arbiters of war and peace in the world. Similarly, Prosvita’s secretary, Volodymyr Koltsio, warned that Ukrainians, as a subjugated people, were undergoing “a moral crisis,” to the extent that “in some villages the reading clubs” had become “nothing more than local taverns” that “spread demoralization.” People had forgotten they could “overcome ignorance, gain consciousness, and become a civilized nation only through books and periodicals.” What was to be done? Perhaps, suggested one board member, they should appeal “to the seminary and gymnasium graduates who are abundant in our villages and are not interested in anything.” But many of these youths soon became attracted to more exciting activities than readings books and joined the ranks of the OUN. Some of them had likely studied with Viktor Petrykevych, a veteran of World War I and the Polish-Ukrainian War, who began teaching at the Buczacz state gymnasium in 1929 and was an activist in Prosvita and a mentor of students associated with the OUN.31
Viktor Petrykevych as an officer in the Austro-Hungarian Army in 1916. Courtesy of his son Bohdan Petrykevych.
It was thanks to the dedication of such men as Petrykevych that, despite all the obstacles, Prosvita played a crucial role in disseminating the message of Ukrainian nationalism in the interwar period. Celebrating its thirtieth anniversary in 1938, the Buczacz branch estimated a probably exaggerated total of thirty thousand supporters, which “proved just how much popularity and love Prosvita enjoys among our citizenry and how dear our educational appeals have been to them.” With sixty-six thousand Ukrainians in the Buczacz district on the eve of the war, the local branch reported 1,150 registered and dues-paying members, along with an additional 8,000 members in fifty-six reading clubs throughout the district; it had also forged close links with numerous other associations, including forty-eight cooperatives of various kinds. Altogether Prosvita reading club members constituted 10 percent of Galicia’s Ukrainian population—no mean achievement considering the ubiquitous poverty and illiteracy. Ukrainian nationalism had become an established fact, even if many peasants had far more urgent issues to deal with in their daily lives.32
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Beyond widespread sympathy for Prosvita, the vast majority of Ukrainians supported the UNDO. In 1929 it was estimated that the party had secured 70 percent of the Ukrainian vote in the Buczacz district; this reflected the desire of the population for independence from Poland, but it did not necessarily mean agreement with the UNDO’s rejection of violence as a means to attaining that goal. Although it is difficult to gauge how many UNDO voters also eventually supported the illegal OUN, which did advocate violence, the growth of other, increasingly militant associations indicates the progressive radicalization of Galician Ukrainians. These included especially the Ukrainian village sports association Sokil and the gymnastics and firefighting organization Luh, which largely served as a cover for the militant Sich Riflemen society, after it was banned by the Polish authorities in 1924. Active during the Ukrainian arson campaign of 1930, and despite being repeatedly targeted and harassed by the police, these associations only gained strength in the years that followed and clearly played a major role in stirring up popular feelings against Polish rule.33
Members of the Luh association, 110 boys and 30 girls, in Leszczańce (Ukrainian: Lishchantsi), Buczacz district, in military formation. Source: PA.
By the mid-1930s, then, increasingly militant nationalism, cutting across age groups and social classes, had become the norm among urban Galician Ukrainians in such settings as Buczacz and other towns in its district. A tight-knit group of middle-aged professionals, businessmen, spiritual leaders, teachers, and other members of the local intelligentsia formed the core of a network of associations, cooperatives, societies, and clubs dedicated to promoting the cause of Ukrainian nationalism. Around them were wider circles of activists of all ages and social classes, supporters of the UNDO party, members of Prosvita, and potential operatives of the OUN who could be activated when the time came to realize their dreams of independence. In Buczacz they included a poorly educated farmer and cooperative inspector, a shoemaker and rally organizer, an attorney with a PhD, and a mining engineer and veteran Ukrainian Army officer. Younger activist men and women, mostly in their twenties, similarly ranged from laborers and unemployed gymnasium graduates to students of philosophy and law school graduates. And there was a group of teenage OUN activists in the state gymnasium.34
Certainly not everyone, likely not even a majority, supported the terrorist tactics of the OUN, but that was largely a question of the means rather than of the common goal of creating an independent Ukrainian state. However indifferent to nationalism many of the peasants may have remained, the efforts to nationalize the rural population were, it appears, bearing fruit, most especially among the young. Villagers surely disliked being patronized by bourgeois urbanites and were often too preoccupied with sheer material survival to contemplate a future Ukrainian state. But they were far more resentful of Polish rule and its local representatives, as well as of their marginally better-off Jewish neighbors. On these matters there was not much indifference, but rather plenty of sullen accommodation and increasingly impatient anticipation of a radical, and possibly violent change.35
Members of the Orhanizatsiya Ukrainskykh Natsionalistiv (OUN, Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists) in Soroki, Buczacz district. Source: PA.
It should therefore come as no surprise that Polish fears and anxieties about ethnic minorities spanned the entire interwar period. Under the rubric of minorities, Jews were featured as an alien, inassimilable, and potentially subversive element, whereas Ukrainians were possibly susceptible to integration as fellow Slavs and Christians. And yet, both because of their numerical preponderance in the eastern territories and across the Soviet border and because of their long history of conflict with Polish rule, Ukrainians were simultaneously seen as presenting a direct threat to the integrity of the Polish state.
This history of conflict was intimately linked with the idea and memory of the kresy, Poland’s historic eastern borderlands, which had once stretched far beyond the Dnieper and symbolized a moment of Polish greatness followed by a humiliating demise. A constitutive element in the collective national memory of many Poles, especially the educated elite, the nostalgia for the lost lands of the East was not necessarily confrontational; the underlying urge to return to those lands—or at least to hold on to the ethnically diverse regions of Galicia and Volhynia that had come under Polish rule in 1919—could be presented as part of Poland’s traditional paternalistic role and civilizing mission, especially vis-à-vis the Ukrainians. But it obviously also contained a violent edge, because it reflected a genuine patriotic sentiment and conviction of historical and cultural rights beyond the exigencies of politics. Hence those who opposed Polish hegemony were by definition in the wrong and could not, indeed must not be argued with; they had to willingly consent to Poland’s rule or be subdued into acceptance.36
Such views of the kresy as the heart and soul of historic Poland were held especially strongly by those whose own lives and worldviews were formed there. Bishop Piotr Mańkowski came to Buczacz as a refugee in 1920, having fled his bishopric of Kamieniec Podolski (Ukrainian: Kamyanets-Podilskyi), east of the Zbrucz River, from the advancing Bolshevik forces. Born and raised on his family’s estate in Podolia, Mańkowski lamented that in agreeing on a new border with Soviet Russia, Poland had “renounced huge territories of the land that had once been within the Polish Republic,” thereby “violating the history of several centuries.” As he saw it, “We, the inhabitants of the eastern borderlands [kresowcy wschodni], were removed and rejected as unnecessary ballast in newly-constituted Poland.” And because he feared that by losing those vast territories east of the Zbrucz, the Second Republic would be bereft of its very soul and sense of purpose, Mańkowski considered the remaining lands of the kresy, Galicia and Volhynia, as crucial components of the nation’s patrimony.
To Mańkowski this was not merely a political position but at least as much a deep spiritual and cultural attachment. Coming to Galicia, he was struck by what he perceived as the quintessentially Polish character of his surroundings, as he and his retinue “enjoyed the fresh air, walked in woods full of wild strawberries, raspberries and mushrooms, and swam in the Koropiec River.” Visiting the nearby town of Trembowla (Ukrainian: Terebovlya), they admired the ruins of the old castle but were repelled by “the Jewish houses” below; the debris of past Polish glory was more appealing to them than the detritus of a Jewish presence.
Jews generally made “a nasty impression” on Mańkowski; their inherently alien presence spoiled these authentic Polish lands. This was all the more disturbing when the bishop settled down in Buczacz, which looked “simply perfect from above and at a certain distance,” but “from close range” appeared “just like any ordinary jerkwater Jewish town.” He appreciated all the edifices built by the town’s Polish owners and benefactors, such as “the ruins of the old castle” and “the beautiful eighteenth century baroque town hall,” as well as “the large and grandiose parish church” and “the Basilian monastery with its school for boys.” But like many other Polish observers, he seems to have never noticed the Great Synagogue.
Again like much of the rest of the Polish elite in Galicia, Mańkowski believed that the best path “for our eastern borderlanders” was reconciliation between Roman and Greek Catholicism and reintegration of Ukrainians into a Polish-ruled kresy. The refusal of Ukrainians to be co-opted into this Polish scheme made them appear intransigent and bellicose in the face of Polish acceptance and tolerance.
Mańkowski left Buczacz in 1925 and settled down in Włodzimierz, near Łódź, where he died in 1933. During those years this self-described “eastern borderlander” was tormented by “the neighboring Jewish houses” and the general “noise of the town” and pined for the “rural settlements,” the “gently sloping spaces,” and the “fresh air” of his beloved kresy.37
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Throughout the interwar period Polish politicians, administrators, patriotic associations, and social scientists were obsessed with population statistics, largely in order to demonstrate the progressive growth of Poland’s hegemony in the eastern borderlands; they thereby also revealed a persistent demographic anxiety. This in turn led to increasing manipulation of figures and significant gerrymandering.
Statistics are notoriously malleable. In 1921, for instance, the town of Buczacz numbered 7,517 inhabitants, of whom just over 50 percent were Jews, 30 percent were Poles, and 20 percent were Greek Catholics. But when categorized according to self-declared nationality, Jews and Poles each constituted 40 percent of the population, indicating that a fair number of Jews chose to register their nationality as Polish. The countryside remained predominantly Ukrainian.38
The implications of the kresy’s demographic realities for national politics had already been demonstrated in the parliamentary elections of 1922, considered “the only complete and free elections held in Poland until 1991.” The country’s political map was divided into three main electoral blocs: the center-left parties supporting Piłsudski; the coalition of right-wing parties around the nationalist and anti-Semitic Endecja party (National Democracy); and the National Minorities Bloc, combining most Jewish, Ukrainian, Belarusian, and German parties. The elections produced a draw between the left and the right, with the Minorities Bloc gaining a fifth of the seats in Parliament. Fearing an alliance between the left and the minorities over the choice of a president, who was elected by Parliament, the Endecja-led coalition unleashed a vicious anti-Semitic campaign against the Minorities Bloc, describing it as a Jewish party and an alien organization about to take over Poland. The atmosphere of incitement and riots led to the assassination of President Gabriel Narutowicz, depicted as a “Jewish” candidate, just four days after he was sworn into office.39
The National Minorities Bloc would have had greater impact on the elections had the nationalist Ukrainian parties not boycotted the polls in protest against what they saw as Poland’s illegal occupation of their land. In Eastern Galicia this meant that fewer than half of eligible Ukrainian voters participated in the elections, thereby skewing the vote in favor of the Jewish electorate. As the prefect of the Buczacz district reported, “With few exceptions, the Ruthenian population and a certain part of the Polish population did not take part in the voting.” Consequently, although the East Galician Zionists, the largest Jewish political party in the region, won only 200,000 votes, they gained fifteen seats in the Sejm (the lower house) and became the largest faction of the “Jewish Club” in the national Parliament.40
In 1926 Piłsudski carried out a coup d’état, whose goal was to diminish the power of the anti-Semitic Endecja. But the elections of 1928 did not produce sufficient votes for Piłsudski’s new Government Bloc to dominate Parliament. Ironically, this caused the regime to veer increasingly to the right, a trend that accelerated appreciably after Piłsudski’s death in 1935. Thanks to its majority Jewish population, in the city of Buczacz the Galician Zionists won an overwhelming two-thirds of the vote in 1928. But Polish population statistics strove to obscure Jewish urban preponderance. The census of 1931 suggested that over the previous decade the total population of Buczacz had grown by almost 30 percent, to ten thousand people, but the share of Jews in the population had declined to 40 percent. A closer analysis reveals that these figures were reached by lumping together major Jewish centers such as Buczacz with smaller towns that had much larger relative Polish populations and by redistricting the town of Buczacz itself so as to include its predominantly Polish rural outskirts.41
Such voter manipulation was even more pronounced in the heavily rigged elections of 1930, in which the government in Warsaw resorted to undemocratic measures, disbanding Parliament and arresting the leaders of the opposition center-left coalition, as well as those of the national minorities parties. Yet although the Government Bloc managed to gain the majority of seats, its opponents on the extreme right, now grouped under the National Party (Stronnictwo Narodowe), also gained votes; this signaled where the winds of Polish popular opinion were blowing. With the end of parliamentary democracy in Poland, interethnic strife and violence would only intensify over the next decade.42
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The ongoing ethnic violence increasingly divided citizens at the local level. When eight thousand “people of all nationalities” convened in Buczacz in 1930 to celebrate May 3, Polish Constitution Day, this national holiday was in fact organized as a purely Polish and Roman Catholic event, complete with an open-air mass and a sermon by an army brigade chaplain; a military parade of cavalry, police, members of the paramilitary Riflemen’s Association, as well as fire brigade and Polish Youth Association units; and delegations of war invalids. Although services were also held in the Great Synagogue and the St. Nicholas Greek Catholic Church, the event included no representation of Ukrainian or Jewish associations. It was, in essence, a display of Polish hegemony.
Threats to that hegemony were confronted head-on. Jan Płachta, prefect of the Buczacz district, was particularly energetic in clamping down on local Ukrainian political activism; in this he was supported by the governor of the Tarnopol province, who dismissed complaints about Płachta’s conduct as “baseless and unjust” and insisted on the need for the “security apparatus” to “put a stop” to the “unusual political activity” and separatist tendencies of the Ukrainians. The prefect was not engaged in “an attack on the Ruthenian national movement,” asserted the governor, but rather was acting in conformity with “a policy of harmonious coexistence between all nationalities in the district.” The problem was, of course, that Polish hegemony could not be democratically maintained in a region where Ukrainians were the majority, and in 1930 Poles made up only a third of the seventy thousand eligible voters in the Buczacz district. The declaration by the governor that the elections had “brought the defeat of the national minorities” therefore merely confirmed the success of state intimidation and manipulation.43
Polish hegemony was also maintained in the Buczacz district through employment and educational discrimination of the kind identified in the British parliamentary report on Eastern Galicia. For instance, in 1931 the entire district had only three Ukrainian judicial employees out of a total of thirty-eight (including one Jewish judge) and only one Ukrainian railway employee out of twenty-two. (There were no Jewish railway employees.) Where national minorities had to be employed, such as in schools, their political affiliations and activities were closely scrutinized. Most important, perhaps, teaching in Ukrainian was increasingly restricted. Since the primary language in bilingual schools was Polish, and the number of public Ukrainian schools had greatly diminished, the only way to preserve Ukrainian-language instruction was in private schools, supported by the Native School Society (Ridna Shkola); remarkably, by 1938 an extraordinary 40 percent of Ukrainian students were studying in such private secondary schools and colleges.44
Transforming Ukrainian schools into bilingual ones depended on plebiscites, in which parents declared their children’s national-linguistic affiliation. But this process was open to government manipulation. In 1933 one such plebiscite was held in the Buczacz district, collecting 4,500 declarations of Ukrainian-language use from sixty-seven communes. Displeased with this outcome, the authorities pronounced almost half of the declarations invalid, leading the prefect to conclude that the plebiscite would not “affect Ruthenian society in any significant manner.” Indeed he considered the entire undertaking “somewhat harmful, because this periodic raising of the Ruthenian population’s awareness of the need for Ruthenian language instruction in the schools arouses some antagonism between the Polish and Ruthenian populations and makes it impossible for these two nations to coexist in harmony.”45
Another way of overcoming demographic realities involved culture and biology. A Polish study published in 1931 argued that since a third of male and a quarter of female Roman Catholics married Greek Catholics in the Tarnopol province, the competition over national predominance was transformed into “conflicts within the family.” Here, then, “victories depend on which party in mixed marriages more often transfers his or her nationality to their offspring.” Unsurprisingly the study asserted that in this sphere too “Poland is the more victorious party.” Polish self-deception about the progress of integrating Ruthenians appeared immune to factual evidence; even after the outbreak of war the exiled Polish Ministry of the Interior asserted that “the coexistence of Poles, Ruthenians, and Ukrainians had improved from year to year” during the 1930s. This was, pronounced the ministry, because “from the side of the government everything had been done to guarantee for the minorities, in accordance with the constitution, protection of life, freedom, and rights over property, equality before the law and access to public offices, the cultivation of language and of national minorities, the establishment of charitable, religious, and social associations, and schools with the right to use their own language.” No wonder that “almost 50 percent of all marriages were mixed,” that “there were no particularly hostile attitudes,” and that “the two Catholic confessions regularly collaborated during the holidays.”
This fantasy of interethnic harmony was not extended to the Jews, who were acerbically depicted as not feeling “tied to national and state matters, irrespective of which nationality they coexisted with in any given region.” Instead Jews’ “political action was determined by their egoistical striving to plunder the regions they inhabited and to exploit the labor performed in all those areas that promised the greatest material gain.” Many others turned to subversion, as shown by the fact that “the Communist Party of Western Ukraine was made up mostly not of Ukrainians but of Jews,” who sought “to fight against Jewish capitalists, and thereby cause harm to the Polish State.” Hence, while in the case of Ukrainian-Polish relations there were purportedly “no problems that separated these two social groups from each other,” the “coexistence of Poles as well as Ukrainians with the Jews was never distinguished by honesty and warmth, since the practice of merciless exploitation by the Jews had made it impossible to establish open relationships.”46
Wartime rhetoric about past Polish-Ukrainian harmony notwithstanding, ethnic Poles retained firm control over Buczacz and other such cities throughout the interwar period. In 1936, for instance, the eleven thousand inhabitants of Buczacz, the majority of whom were Jews, were governed exclusively by Roman Catholic Poles. Jews held only subordinate positions, although many of the city’s attorneys and physicians were Jewish. As for Ukrainians, there appears to have been little effort to appoint them to official posts and likely much to dissuade them; they were also far less well represented in white-collar occupations than either Jews or Poles.47
Assertions of religious harmony between Roman and Greek Catholics were similarly often and increasingly belied by events on the ground. In 1933, for instance, the Greek Catholic priest of the village of Medwedowce (Ukrainian: Medvedivtsi) allegedly incited three young Ukrainian women to paint the statue of St. Joseph in the center of the village with the yellow and blue Ukrainian colors, unleashing “great anger” among the Polish residents. Prefect Adam Fedorowicz urged his superiors to remove the priest from the village, warning that his presence might “incite serious feuds between the Polish and Ruthenian populations that may be detrimental to the interests of the state.” In the village of Porchowa (Ukrainian: Porokhova) the Greek Catholic priest “condemned mixed Polish-Ukrainian marriages and threatened not to bless such marital unions.” Going one step further, a priest in Nowostawce (Ukrainian: Novostavtsi) “condemned all signs of Ukrainian fraternization with Poles.”48
These were all troubling signs that religion and nationalism were being fused together to produce an ideological and psychological climate ripe for widespread violence once the constraints on social order were removed or altered. By 1934 no Ukrainian organizations in the Buczacz district agreed to celebrate Polish Constitution Day, and many Greek Catholic priests even “neglected to say prayers for the state’s success,” while their congregations “went to the fields in the morning in order to avoid participation in the festivities.” Members of “the Ukrainian intelligentsia and Greek Catholic clergy who had the courage” to organize interethnic events were said to “face the disdain of the general public, which condemns them and treats them as traitors to the nation.” Even innocent socializing was sanctioned. In one instance, a Greek Catholic priest ejected two young women, a Ukrainian and a Pole, from a Prosvita-sponsored dance merely because they had spoken Polish with each other. As one parish priest near Jazłowiec put it, referring to the 1935 “normalization” accord between the UNDO and the government, “The Polish-Ukrainian agreement may exist in Warsaw, [but] there never was and never will be any agreement in the districts.”49
Following the death of Piłsudski in 1935 and the disappearance of the last remnants of Polish democracy, and faced with an escalating international crisis over Nazi Germany’s growing territorial demands, all political factions in the country were undergoing a process of progressive radicalization. By the late 1930s a “wave of extreme nationalism” permeated “a considerable part of the Ukrainian intelligentsia,” which made up the bulk of “the UNDO party’s local organizational cells,” and began “washing over” all other “institutions influenced by the UNDO.” This made for “numerous scuffles between the youth united in these institutions and Polish youth” and illustrated that the “idea of peaceful Polish-Ukrainian coexistence” was “sinking under the nationalist currents”; simultaneously, political radicalization led to “increasing anti-Jewish feelings in both Polish and Ukrainian society,” as noted by officials in Tarnopol.50 On one issue everyone seemed to agree, namely, that the Gordian knot of internal interethnic conflict and looming international war could be cut only with the sword.
In Polish political circles anti-Jewish feelings were running high in the last few years before the war. The replacement of the defunct Government Party with a new Camp of National Unity in 1937, intended to ward off the extreme nationalists, only led to a further tilt to the right of the entire political establishment. Officially opposed to anti-Jewish violence, the Camp of National Unity depicted Jewish citizens as a separate national group and insisted that the “Jewish question” could be solved only by emigration. From Buczacz the local police reported that the Jews “displayed an utterly negative response” to their depiction “as second-class citizens” or “complete outlaws” and protested that they “had done whatever Polish interests demanded, especially here in the borderlands.” The police were also concerned that nationalist agitation had given rise to “some anti-Semitic feelings,” which “could at any moment turn into hooliganism.” At a rally of over two thousand supporters of the nationalist People’s Party in Buczacz in March 1937, the party’s leader demanded that Jewish “emigration to Palestine be facilitated.”51 The emerging consensus suggested that this minority should simply be removed from the country.
Talk of violence and removal was everywhere. If Jews were increasingly viewed as an unwanted burden and nuisance, Ukrainians were increasingly uniting around the urge to liberate themselves from Polish rule. As paramilitary organizations took on a transparently militant demeanor, countless meetings, rallies, and gymnastic-cum-military displays manifested Ukrainian strength and determination. In September 1937 seven hundred male and female Luh members from twenty-one branches converged on Buczacz. Marching into town in close formation, they began the day with a mass open-air religious service, then paraded through the town and performed gymnastic and military exercises, paying no heed to the massive police presence on the streets. Sympathetic observers “left the site with the firm conviction that the education of our village lads is on the right path.” The prefect of Buczacz responded a few weeks later by banning three local Luh branches for “spreading hatred against people of Polish nationality and undermining the security and public order by assaults on the Polish population.” But the rising tide of Ukrainian nationalist and militant sentiments could not be stemmed.52
A grim Polish assessment of Ukrainian nationalist organizations in the Tarnopol province on the eve of the war found that while 70 percent of the population still supported the UNDO, the real political influence and mobilizing capacity was in the hands of such associations as Prosvita, Luh, and Sokil, which together boasted hundreds of branches, subbranches, and reading clubs, as well as the “clandestine revolutionary-military organizations,” of which the OUN was the most important. This elaborate network constituted a comprehensive effort “to completely engage Ruthenian society in every respect and to make it independent of the influences of Polish society and the Polish state,” offering instead “a breeding ground for anti-state activities,” the “propagation of separatist education,” and “defense training for exclusively Ruthenian purposes.”53
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Watching from the sidelines, some Germans tried to make sense of the tumultuous politics across their eastern border. In summer 1938 the German ambassador to Warsaw, Count Hans-Adolf von Moltke, reported to the newly appointed foreign minister in Berlin, Joachim von Ribbentrop, on the termination of the “normalization” agreement. The UNDO, he explained, had demanded territorial autonomy for the Ukrainian regions of Poland and recognition of Ukrainians as a separate nation under international law. The demands were modeled on those of the Sudeten German nationalists in Czechoslovakia, who claimed to be speaking “in the name of the seventy-million strong German bloc” in the Third Reich. But, noted the ambassador, since the Ukrainians did not have an equivalent foreign “protector,” they could hardly expect their demands to be met, considering that even Polish opposition parties sided with their government on this issue. Hence Ukrainian leaders had acted “for tactical reasons,” both “in view of public opinion among the Ukrainians themselves, and in the interest of keeping the Ukrainian question alive abroad.” As German policymakers were keenly aware, Ukrainian nationalists were looking first and foremost to Hitler’s Reich for political and military support.
With the German annexation of the Sudetenland in October, and the Hungarian takeover of southern Slovakia and Subcarpathian Rus the following month, a short-lived autonomous Carpatho-Ukraine came into being, whose very existence, as Moltke reported to Berlin, gave “the national consciousness of the Ukrainians a powerful boost.” Interethnic tensions in Galicia were now running so high, he wrote, that the heavily attended religious services in Lwów, held to commemorate the twentieth anniversary of independent Ukraine, “were perceived by the Polish population as a provocation” and thus came under “planned and organized attacks by the Polish side against those attending church.” In response “the Ukrainians established their own defense organization, which, however, did not limit itself to defending Ukrainian assemblies but also went on the attack against the Poles.” Still, as a well-placed informant reported to Moltke, UNDO leaders “believe it would be impossible to resolve the Ukrainian question without foreign help” and had therefore decided to preserve their forces until “the emergence of a favorable foreign political constellation,” namely, a German invasion. Meanwhile this Ukrainian “national awakening” was being met with what Hitler’s ambassador to Stalin’s Soviet Union called, without a hint of irony, “violent measures of all types geared to ruthlessly repress all yearnings for freedom.”54
In late 1938 a German News Agency representative named Brandt reported to the German Foreign Ministry on a recent visit to Lwów. The Ukrainians’ “ever more openly demonstrated irredentist sentiments,” he wrote, had “unleashed measures by the Polish authorities that the Ukrainians described as ‘Asiatic terror.’ ” These “terroristic” measures, in Brandt’s words, included wanton destruction of property and mass arrests, often involving police brutality, along with bloody confrontations on city streets. In response Ukrainian villagers began torching police stations and Polish farms and hunting down all Polish speakers. This compelled the government to call in the army, which set out on a “punitive military expedition” to “pacify the countryside.” Repressive measures included mass arbitrary arrests in the villages, in which women, children, and old people were at times chained to each other and paraded through their villages, as well as torture of prisoners by the police and abuse of women. The military also confiscated grain and livestock, and in several cases burned entire Ukrainian farms to the ground, all intended “to intimidate the Ukrainians, bludgeon the resistance movement and eradicate the irredentists.” Instead, however, the repression drove the insurgents to carry out “innumerable acts of desperation,” in which “Polish military personnel were also killed and wounded.” Altogether, Brandt estimated, hundreds of activists and insurgents were killed between October and December 1938 and thirty thousand people were arrested, although no figures were reported publicly.
Brandt saw the OUN, “often also called the Ukrainian Fascist Secret Organization,” as the main opposition to state repression. Insisting on “unconditional obedience” and the pledge of every activist to “give his blood and treasure to it,” the OUN recruited members “from all existing Ukrainian organizations” and had “representatives all the way up to the leadership circles, not excluding the clergy.” As “a secret military organization” it was dedicated to the “physical” struggle for independence, including “the establishment of terror groups and their effective deployment.” Most important, it had taken up “the task of preparing a general insurgency movement” that “at the right moment” would “unleash the war of liberation.” Spiritually, added Brandt, the OUN was motivated by “the ideologue Dr. [Dmytro] Dontsov,” an avid student of all the dictators of that time, who identified racial purity as the distinguishing mark of master nations and envisioned an ethnically homogeneous future Ukraine. Aiming at the destruction of “the Muscovite-Jewish plague” and the “cleansing of Ukraine from the superfluous multiethnic elements,” the OUN sought to unite all Ukrainian lands in a state stretching “from the Caucasus and the Caspian Sea” to the heart of Eastern Europe.
OUN members and agents of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army in Buczacz district. Source: PA.
As Brandt saw it, the OUN’s idea of freedom—clearly borrowed from the Nazi worldview—had to do with racial rather than political liberation. It was the task of the organization’s youthful activists to disseminate this idea “from village to village, house to house,” and “to always be prepared for the war of defense, to persevere despite the bloody punitive expeditions, and to hold fast to their hatred of the Poles.” In this, Brandt believed, the OUN had clearly succeeded: “Today almost every Ukrainian, at least of the young generation, finds it shameful to speak Polish, to buy in Polish shops, to have intercourse with Poles and to be married to a Pole.” In this accomplishment Ukrainian irredentists “have greatly benefitted” from “the numerous threads that run between the Reich and Polish Ukraine,” threads that “strengthen the view of the Ukrainians that National Socialist Germany stands in support of the idea of freedom. Adolf Hitler,” he concluded, “is seen by the Ukrainian peasants as the man who would bring them freedom.”55
We may wonder what German officials in Berlin made of this Ukrainian attraction to the Olympians of National Socialism. Clearly in the grand scheme of things, the interethnic squabbles in Galicia and the hopes of Ukrainian nationalists for German help in establishing an independent state counted for little. The Reich was about to invade Poland and hand over its eastern territories, including their noisy ethnic minorities, to the Soviets; beyond that interim phase, Hitler had far greater plans to create a German “living space” in the East, and a Ukrainian state certainly had no place there.
War was about to break out just as the conflict between Poles and Ukrainians reached the boiling point. For Galicia and its people this meant that the armed confrontation would unleash fraternal violence on a scale and of a nature that even this region had never experienced before. That was of little concern to Hitler and Stalin, and might even prove amenable to their policies of deportation and genocide. But for the people on the ground this ethnic struggle took on a life of its own, related to but also independent of the larger war, shaping their conduct toward their neighbors, and determining their memories of those years long after the fighting died down and the map had been irreversibly changed.
Dr. Gebhard Seelos, posted as consul to the newly opened German consulate in Lwów merely five months before the outbreak of war, followed events in this ethnically convulsed region right up to its takeover by the Soviets. In late July 1939 he reported on “the bestial manner in which Polish police units operate without any reason against entire Ukrainian villages and do not abstain even from murder.” In one case, a motorized and cavalry police formation numbering several hundred men surrounded a village, severely beat two dozen men and women, destroyed food stores, and paraded some sixty peasants through the village dressed in a manner meant to ridicule Ukrainian national pride. Many more similar cases were detailed by the consul, including one in which a Polish officer “forced people out of their homes with curses and destroyed national pictures,” not least a portrait of the national poet Taras Shevchenko, exclaiming, “A Jew like that should hang in the outhouse.”
Seelos’s last report, sent in early August 1939, assessed the mood of the Ukrainian population and contemplated its potential response to the increasingly likely war between Germany and Poland. Fearing the future, the Poles had “resorted in the last few days to mass arrests,” intended “to weaken the leadership echelons of the Ukrainians” and therefore “directed first and foremost at the clergy, doctors, attorneys, teachers and functionaries of economic institutions.” This attempted destruction of the elites, later employed with devastating effect by the Soviets and the Nazis, would prove counterproductive since it removed those elements that might have exercised more control over the extremists. But Seelos had no doubt that “in case of an armed conflict between Germany and Poland, the Ukrainians” would “rise up as one man . . . take over the Polish estates and the isolated new Polish settlements in Eastern Galicia within a few days,” and “drive out or slaughter the Poles.” He predicted that “within one to two weeks following the outbreak of a general uprising in Galicia the entire land would be in Ukrainian hands, save for the overwhelmingly Polish towns and sites occupied with garrisons or border police barracks.”56 The writing was on the wall, but in Berlin no one was paying attention or cared much about the region. Even Seelos, who soon thereafter would desperately try to return to the Reich, could not anticipate the scale of the horror that was about to envelope Galicia.
Chapter 4
SOVIET POWER
The poet Nairi Zarian recites from his work to young readers in Buczacz, 1940. Source: Derzhavnyi arkhiv Ternopilskoi oblasti (State Archive of Ternopil oblast): Za Nove Zhyttia (For a New Life), December 19, 1940, p.3. One thousand copies of this Ukrainian-language newspaper were published daily and sold for fifty kopeks each by the Buczacz District Committee of the Communist Party of Soviet Ukraine. The Armenian Zarian (Hayastan Eghiazarian), born in 1900 near Van in the Ottoman Empire, was the only member of his family to survive the genocide of 1915. He later moved to Russia; long accused of denouncing fellow writers, he died in Yerevan in 1969.
On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany invaded Poland. Just over two weeks later, on September 17, in accordance with the secret clauses of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between the Soviet Union and the Third Reich, the Red Army rolled into Eastern Poland. Izidor Hecht, nicknamed Junk and later known as Viktor Gekht, was eight years old at the time; he remembered that Red Army troops marching into Buczacz handed the children little red stars. Jadwiga-Wanda Turkowa recalled that the Soviets were “greeted with applause by a small group of Ukrainians and Jews.” The teenager Witold Janda, like many other witnesses, was taken aback by the Soviet troops’ response to the relative prosperity and modernity of Buczacz, as they stripped bare the shelves of the stores, covered their arms with wristwatches, and marveled at the miracle of running water and flush toilets.1
The Ukrainian gymnasium teacher Viktor Petrykevych, who was teaching at the time in Stanisławów, wrote in his diary that following the German invasion but before the Soviet intervention the Poles in the city were “in a very gloomy and resigned mood.” Conversely the Ukrainians were exhibiting surprising “optimism,” not least because “each and every one of us, whether educated or common men, has personally witnessed our [national] annihilation; and this experience stirs us to rejoice over the defeat” of the Polish state. But when the Red Army neared Stanisławów on the morning of September 19, the sight of “masses of people, mainly Jews, standing on both sides of the street and waiting for the Bolsheviks” clearly troubled Petrykevych. As the first tank drove into town, “the assembled Judeo-communists were overcome with triumphant emotions. The tank was covered with flowers and garlands,” and when it stopped for a moment “some people leaped” on it and “began cheering the soldiers and kissing them,” calling out, “Long live the USSR! Long live Stalin! Long live Soviet Ukraine!” This fervent welcome, wrote Petrykevych, “was performed mainly by the Jewish proletariat,” although “now and then one could see a Ukrainian or a Pole.” It was proof of “the power of the Jewish element in the cities,” which included also “the Jewish bourgeoisie and plutocracy,” who were soon “strolling down the streets, rejoicing that Hitler had not come to the city.”2
Much of the Polish population in the region experienced this second invasion as a traumatic coup de grâce that put a definitive end to the Second Republic, and also as a sociopolitical upheaval that inverted the order of things. Foreign occupation was shocking enough, but in its immediate wake, those national minorities that had been under the thumb of the Polish authorities, the Ukrainians and even more so the Jews, now had the upper hand, as the Soviets used them to enforce their rule. It was indeed a world turned upside down. According to the construction engineer Stefan Szymula, in Buczacz “the leadership of the city administration was taken over by the Polish Jew Segal, who had spent several years in a Polish prison because of his communist views.” The police too were initially “organized independently” of the Soviets and “recruited from local Ukrainians and Jews.” Turkowa similarly remembered that “Segal—a Jew—was the town mayor, and his assistants and helpers of the NKVD [Soviet secret police] were Frost, a roofer, and Goldberg, a coachman, also Jews.” She had no doubt that “local elements were informing” the Soviets “who should be arrested.” Jan Biedroń, a district fire brigade instructor from Buczacz, claimed that as soon as the Soviets marched in, “the Jewish scum and criminals took over” and “immediately began to destroy everything Polish,” even as they “incited the Soviets to carry out harassment and arrests.” To his mind it was such “denunciations by the local population” that triggered the regime’s “mass arrests of Poles” and the interrogations in which “false statements were extracted” from the victims, resulting in their families being “subjected to repressions of all kinds,” including eviction from their home.3
The overwhelming sense of loss and resentment the Polish elites felt was articulated succinctly by Jadwiga Janicka, the wife of an army captain. “At the moment of the Red Army’s invasion,” she testified, “an indescribable depression dominated the Polish population. Conversely, there was lively enthusiasm among the Jews and the Ukrainians.” As the district and city administration of Buczacz were taken over by “the local Jews—the greatest scum,” arrests were also carried out by “local militiamen, recruited primarily from the Jews and Ukrainians.” Janicka was appalled to discover that the new “head of the prison was a Jew, the coachman Goldberg.” Stanisław Pawłowski, a former Polish state police detective superintendent, commented along precisely the same lines, emphasizing how disconcerting it was to find that “those in charge of all offices were communists who before the war had served time in prison.” The brutal methods now employed in the prison were described by the grocer Wacław Mroczkowski, who noted that “interrogations were conducted with weapons and rubber truncheons in hand, mostly in the presence of three or four NKVD men and an officer. . . . They hit until they drew blood and broke bones; outside the prison they placed a generator, which was intended to drown out the screams of the prisoners.” He too had no doubt that “the torture was done with the assistance of local communists and Jews.” The Polish farmer Władysław Bożek said his house was regularly raided by local Ukrainians. Attempts at self-defense only brought police raids, arrests, and confiscations of weapons, so that “the Ukrainians could now act against the Poles with impunity,” while police inspections, as the peasant Antoni Bodaj testified, were also “often followed by plundering and destruction,” in which the Soviet authorities “were helped by Ukrainian militiamen.”4
Reports from the rural areas surrounding the city of Buczacz contain many more accounts of Ukrainian violence just before and in the early phases of the Soviet occupation. Maria Bogusz, a twenty-four-year-old Polish settler from the village of Trościniec (Ukrainian: Trostyanets), related that as soon as the war broke out the Ukrainians “began to torment us and asserted that we are on their land.” On August 28 they burned down the house of the teacher at the local Polish school, hoping that the fire “would kill all the Poles” since “on this street only Poles lived; but the wind changed direction and within two hours 160 houses burned down, homes of Poles and Ruthenians, and only ashes remained.” Józef Flondro of the same village recalled that the Ukrainians also “murdered the estate owners . . . all civil servants, policemen, foresters . . . and even wealthy house owners. Power was taken over by the worst human element on earth, only bandits, thieves, and criminals.” His neighbor, Canon Franciszek Bosowski, commented, “The NKVD officials called for a village meeting and asked the Ukrainians what they wanted, and they said that they wanted to take over the property of the colonizers and settlers.”5
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Polish accounts of Ukrainian and Jewish collaboration often refused to acknowledge that these groups had good reasons to welcome the removal of Polish rule, even as they profoundly misunderstood the nature of Stalin’s regime. Quickly forgetting their two-decades-long suppression of Ukrainian national aspirations and increasing anti-Jewish measures, Poles now felt they had been stabbed in the back by disloyal national minorities and associated their loss of independence and subsequent mass deportations by the Soviet authorities with Ukrainian nationalism and Jewish communism. The latter allegation, encapsulated in the Polish term żydokomuna, or Judeo-communism, was used during the war and in its immediate aftermath to explain popular Polish violence against Jews as a regrettable but understandable response to collective treason.
The early wave of fraternal killing evoked questions about the meaning and reality of interethnic relations, friendships, and communities, certainly among Poles and Ukrainians, who frequently intermarried, but also among Jews, who recalled many gentile friends and acquaintances. People repeatedly asked, Why did our neighbors, classmates, teachers, colleagues, friends, even family members turn their backs on us, betray us to the perpetrators, or join in the killing? The scale of the horror was such that survivors tended to paint an idyllic past of coexistence, even as they portrayed their victimizers as belonging to an essentially murderous or traitorous group, in a mirror image of how they were being perceived by their persecutors. The intimacy of friendships that served as a barrier to stereotypes was now transformed into an intimacy of violence that strove to eradicate personal qualms by inflicting gratuitous pain.
The Polish priest Ludwik Rutyna, born in Buczacz in 1917, conceded that while prewar Buczacz was “populated primarily by national minorities” nevertheless “the Polish side had the hegemony” and viewed itself as superior to Ukrainians, marginalizing them socially and professionally, and thereby creating “antagonism against the Poles.” But he was also convinced that “certain circles of Jews and communists” had acted as “a fifth column,” were “supported from abroad,” and “prepared the local society for a future war.” Furthermore, he insisted, not only was “commerce overwhelmingly in Jewish hands,” but “their education in the synagogues and in certain circles was guided by the will to dominate their surroundings.” This naturally led to the establishment of Polish “self-defense organizations” (samoobrona), intended “to finally get rid of Jewish hegemony” by way of boycotts of their businesses and professional services. Priests such as himself, observed Rutyna, had “understanding for the necessity of self-defense, but did not create feelings of animosity against Jews, or against Ukrainians,” even if “it certainly did happen that a priest would warn his congregation to beware of being enslaved,” all in the spirit of “self-defense aimed at enlightening people and raising their consciousness.”
Rutyna was also convinced that Soviet rule in Buczacz was supported “mostly by Jews and Ukrainians,” who “spontaneously organized and greeted the Soviets with flowers” when they arrived. Later, he recalled, they “used to say to us Poles: ‘Your time is over, ours has arrived.’ ” Since the Soviets had no idea whom to arrest, “the local Jews took this task upon themselves, walked around and pointed at people”; “with communist armbands and rifles,” he quipped, “they already were great warriors.” He recollected the arrests with horror: “I saw how they threw their captives like cattle into the truck and sat on top of them with their rifles and took them away. These were teachers, people from the administration,” whom “they unfortunately all later slowly murdered.”
Father Ludwik Rutyna in the Roman Catholic church in Buczacz, 2007. Photo by the author.
Rutyna’s own opposition to physical violence was, in his words, practical, since “the enemy becomes a martyr through his suffering.” It was an enemy he knew well, since he had visited the synagogue on numerous occasions and had Jewish friends; some even came to his home, where they “had a good time.” One friend was his classmate Engelberg, whose father, a water mill owner, was a “progressive Jew, who already ate sausage and bacon with the peasants.” Rutyna, who lived nearby, often went swimming with the younger Engelberg, but the lad was eventually “uncovered as a member of a communist association” and expelled from the gymnasium. Shortly after the Soviet takeover Rutyna encountered him again, this time as a Red Army officer; hearing that Rutyna was desperately trying to return to the theological seminary in Lwów, Engelberg swiftly arranged a travel permit for him.6
Władysław Hałkiewicz, born in 1914 and raised in Buczacz, worked in the local power plant from 1937 to 1944. Before the war he had good relations with members of the Jewish intelligentsia. But “the destitute Jews belonged to the communist party,” and the local cell of the Communist Party of Western Ukraine constituted “a small group made up only of Jews.” Conversely, “there was not a single Jew” in the government-controlled power plant. But when Hałkiewicz returned from the war in October 1939, everything had changed. Now the vice mayor was “Segal, a Jew and a communist,” who had “been expelled from Israel,” or rather Mandatory Palestine, “because of his communism.” Segal asked Hałkiewicz to “restore order in the power plant,” fearing that otherwise “those idiots [i.e., the Bolsheviks] will burn everything down.” Now many of the workers in the plant were Jews: “They were pleased to see me arriving and together we restored order.” Not only did Hałkiewicz find that “Jews are well-behaved people,” but he also got along with the two Jewish plant directors; the first, he said, was “a very intelligent fellow” called Weinstock or Heller, while his replacement, also “a very decent fellow,” was an engineer from Tarnopol named Cyzys. Noted Hałkiewicz, “During the Bolshevik period I was the only Pole working at the power plant in a managerial position; I was allowed to remain in this position because Jews helped me, since the official view was that I had ‘erred.’ ”
At the same time, Hałkiewicz maintained, “the destitute Jews helped the Soviets,” not least by denouncing Polish officers trying to flee across the border or pointing out family members who had stayed behind. Many Ukrainian peasants too denounced Poles, especially colonists, “because they wanted to rob them” of their property and to reclaim the land allocated to Poles by the previous Polish government.7
Jadwiga Kozarska-Dworska, who lived in Buczacz until 1941, had similarly ambivalent recollections. As a child she played with Jewish and Ukrainian classmates, and at the gymnasium, she insisted, “there was no differentiation between Ukrainians, Poles, and Jews.” There were also Jewish teachers, such as Weingarten, “a wonderful man” who “taught physics and chemistry,” and “Korngut, who taught Latin.” The tolerant atmosphere at the gymnasium, she believed, was reflected in the school’s practice of celebrating both Roman and Greek Catholic holidays; the Jews were simply “allowed not to come to school” during their holidays. In her view, “the problem of nationality did not exist for us”; it was primarily “the problem of social origins.” From this perspective, Kozarska believed that Jewish children were “the best students” not only because they “had to read and write at preschool age” while attending cheder, but also because most of them “came from poor families” and had to excel in order to receive the state subsidy and to have better job prospects, considering that they had little likelihood of civil service positions reserved for ethnic Poles: “In Jewish families they used to say: ‘You have to have something in your head.’ ” When her own father, who belonged to the landed gentry, “dropped out of the gymnasium in Tarnów,” his father said, “ ‘He can take the liberty of not completing it.’ ”
Kozarska conceded that in Buczacz the three ethnoreligious groups in fact “lived together and yet apart, especially with the Jews,” and that her own “parents did not invite any Jews [to the house] and did not make friends with any Jewish families,” even though in school “we spent every day with them.” While she had “a very close Jewish girlfriend who used to invite me during the Holidays to taste their special cakes,” her own family never reciprocated. Unlike the two Christian denominations, “the Jewish religion was completely different.” It also provided an opportunity for childhood pranks. During the Jewish holiday of Sukkot (Tabernacles), for instance, the Jews would build booths, “cover the roof with branches, light candles, and pray in another language, swaying right and left.” This was an opportunity for Kozarska and her friends to climb on the hill and “throw rocks” at such booths “from the top.” But she insisted that “there was no aggression or condemnation in any of this.”
As Kozarska saw it, in Poland’s borderlands “we had to coexist whether we liked it or not, and therefore people reconciled themselves to that.” But she admitted that toward the end of the 1930s “some animosity arose” between Poles and Ukrainians, especially over state support for the new Polish colonists’ villages, while the “indigenous Ukrainian villages” were left mired in poverty. She also claimed that “the Jews certainly dominated the retail trade, small industry and the so called professional intelligentsia,” such as physicians and attorneys. She specifically remembered one Pole whose new store in Buczacz quickly went out of business because “he was not capable of trading, he lacked that tradition”; such a person could easily “shift the responsibility” for his failure to a Jewish store owner who made good. But, she insisted, “this doesn’t mean that he wanted to kill that Jew or that he hated him only because he was a Jew; no, he hated him because he was an obstacle to his career as a trader.”
Thinking back about Soviet rule, Kozarska was willing to accept that Ukrainians “saw things quite differently” and “treated this as a unique opportunity to resolve their problem,” not least because “Hitler had promised them to create a free Ukraine.” And yet she could not desist from asking, “Did the Ukrainians already think at that time that they would stab us in the back?” Her most personal sense of betrayal was associated with her father’s denunciation just hours after the Soviets marched into Buczacz. That very afternoon a group of armed soldiers, accompanied by a Jewish coachman—almost certainly the abovementioned Goldberg—broke into the family home and arrested her father. This same Goldberg, who used to drive her father home from the train station, had clearly denounced him. Perhaps, she tried to rationalize, the coachman had been “unaware of what he was doing” or had acted out of fear. She refused to collectively blame all Jews: “I don’t know, I can’t tell how many Jews agreed to collaborate.” But she never quite forgave the Jewish coachman who had betrayed her father. Though he survived imprisonment, he never quite recovered.
Like almost all Poles, Kozarska asserted that while “the Polish intelligentsia suffered greatly” under the Soviet occupation, including from deportations, “not as many” Ukrainians were deported; she could not remember any Jews being deported and concluded that they had “benefited most” from the new regime, both because the Soviets “did not focus their policy of destruction” on them and because the Jews “thought they would achieve a better social status under the Soviets.” Her younger brother maintained that the Jews “were the only informers.” But Kozarska demurred: “We must not say what we have heard, we have to say what we saw with our own eyes, what we experienced.”8
Witold Janda, who came with his mother and brother to spend the summer vacation of 1939 in Buczacz, recalled a warm relationship with the Ukrainian couple who initially hosted them in the suburb of Nagórzanka. Stranded in Buczacz when the war broke out, the family stayed in the city until May 1940. At the gymnasium he studied history with the same Edward Pelc who had served as a model of Polish borderland patriotism before the war. But now the teacher spoke “in a soft and broken voice”; he “discussed whatever the curriculum demanded of him, but at the end of his lesson he used to correct all historical distortions.” One of the students must have denounced him, for “he was arrested by the vigilant NKVD just a few weeks into the school year and disappeared forever.” His replacement, “a Jew from Kiev,” was a “perfect ignoramus” who spoke “broken Polish” and “dressed in the same style as Papa Stalin, his most revered and highest superior.” He also replaced the old headmaster, Jan Szajter, who was forced to serve as his deputy. His teaching was so appalling that even Janda’s “Jewish friends agreed that something about it smelt bad.”
Throughout this period Janda “never noticed any serious hostility between Poles and Ukrainians related to national origin.” There were “numerous mixed marriages” between the Christian denominations, and all holidays “were jointly observed,” while, thanks to the Jewish predominance in businesses, on “the Sabbath the majority of shops were closed.” Precisely because of this “idyllic scene,” Janda was horrified to find out a few years later from a former classmate “about his savagely murdered friends, male and female, who were also my friends.” He also learned, “Our former congenial landlord from Nagórzanka was one of the ‘commanders’ of the UPA [Ukrainian Insurgent Army], and . . . many of my childhood playmates from that suburb of Buczacz had changed into bloodthirsty henchmen. And yet they had been so pleasant, congenial, amicable and hospitable during that beautiful summer of 1939.” Janda could only understand this as the result of “a nationalist propaganda of hatred, which is nourished by the most base, beastly—surely not human—instincts!”9
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Soviet propaganda presented the invasion of Poland, agreed upon with Hitler and barely resisted by a Polish military already on the verge of collapse from the hammer blows of the Wehrmacht, as a “great task of liberation.” A Soviet newsreel screened at the time declared, “The Red Army and Soviet Union bring freedom to all the working people of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus. . . . The Polish eagle—symbol of oppression and lawlessness—will never again fly over this land.”10
The Ukrainian-language daily Za Nove Zhyttia (For a New Life), issued by the Buczacz District Committee of the Communist Party of Soviet Ukraine, was a favorite venue for such propaganda on the local level. Even as the inhabitants of Buczacz were queuing for long hours in breadlines, and on the eve of the first mass deportation, the paper carried the triumphant headline on January 15, 1940, “A New Life Grows in the Liberated Land, Filled with the Joy and Happiness of the Workers.” One reason for this joy: “The largest factory in our city is the technologically advanced mill with a turbine drum, in which 44 workers are employed.” Although this “Stalin Mill,” as the workers named it on “their own initiative,” could allegedly “produce up to a wagon-full of flour every day,” it clearly failed to satisfy the needs of the population. But its workers were apparently quite happy, having created for themselves an inn at their workplace, fondly referred to as the “Red Corner.” They would reportedly “recover from work through cultural activities, listening to the radio, having newspapers read out to them, and sitting together.” While many workers were illiterate, it was hoped that “the more familiar they become with the works of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, the more rapidly will their class consciousness grow.” In the past they had labored under “inhuman working conditions,” but “now, after the liberation of Western Ukraine from the repression of the lords, their work has become pleasant and full of joy.”11
The plentiful flour produced by the “Stalin Mill” was efficiently made into bread thanks to “the nationalization of the four bakeries” in town, which provided ample amounts of loaves and rolls: “Thanks to improved mechanization, the work of the bakers has become greatly simplified,” explained the paper; the bakers were also more motivated because “each of them works now no longer for a master and an exploiter, but for himself and for his Fatherland.” Such cheerful productivity naturally also meant constant progress in the community’s cultural life. As Za Nove Zhyttia reported, the Jewish theater club was preparing “a production of a comedy by Sholem Aleichem,” a vast improvement over “the time of Polish rule,” when “Jews were not allowed to play on stage” and, in fact, “had no rights at all.” Now “Soviet power has finally allowed culture to blossom once again, artistic in form and socialist in content”; this facilitated the genuine self-expression of the “liberated people of Western Ukraine” by way of “a whole array of cultural associations” throughout “the small towns and villages of the district,” where “self-organized art clubs and groups engage in political enlightenment.” At the center of it all was the Stalin Club in Buczacz, located in the former Sokół building, whose eager members could join “theater, singing, music, and chess clubs.”12
Education was another source of propagandistic pride in socialist progress. “Now,” declared an article about the state gymnasium published in Za Nove Zhyttia in late January 1940, “all have the opportunity to attend school and to learn,” whereas under the Poles most students “were children of the rich, or of those who worked for the authorities.” In the past, the school was “the site of great animosity between the nationalities,” but under the town’s progressive Soviet rule, the total number of students had doubled to 650. Moreover “the level of the school” was “higher than before, since the students exert themselves to acquire good preparation in each discipline,” knowing that this would enable them to attend university, which in the past “only the rich” could expect. But a crucial part of youth education was political mobilization, accomplished by the Komsomol, the communist youth organization. Four new recruits in early 1940 were publicly celebrated as “the avant-garde of the youth in the Buczacz district.” The young men had joined this “famous” organization “in order to fight for the honor of Lenin and Stalin under Stalin’s banner,” thankful for having been liberated from “living without rights and being subjected to persecution in lordly Poland.” Now their hearts were “filled with thanks to the Red Army and Soviet power and above all to comrade Stalin for their new, joyful, and happy life, for the rights of nationality and education—for their right to a just life.”13
“Under the Banner of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin, Forward to the Victory of Communism!,” Za Nove Zhyttya, May 1, 1940.
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The officials on the ground, however, had to distinguish between the fiction and the reality of Soviet rule, which was vastly different from its propagandistic depiction. In early January 1940, for instance, the Tarnopol Oblast (Province) Committee observed that “despite the organization of new cooperatives, the opening of new stores, cafeterias, and restaurants, and the significant growth in the circulation of goods by the consumer unions, the state of commerce” in the districts of Czortków and Buczacz remained “unsatisfactory.” This too was an understatement. As the report elaborated: “The stores are dirty; the premises for commerce are ill-equipped; bread is sold by the loaf and not by weight, which violates the rules of Soviet trade; on some occasions consumer goods are held in storage but not available at the stores.” This dismal situation was attributed in part to the fact that the responsible administrative apparatuses were “not adequately controlled and not up to their task” and that “the preparatory work for unifying the cooperatives” was “proceeding poorly.”
The head of the provincial consumer union, Comrade Maslachenko, was therefore ordered to ensure the redistribution of such staples as bread, salt, and cheese by January 20; to determine store opening hours and ensure their cleanliness; to provide “the district consumer unions and the village committees with honest and vetted cadres”; and to arrange training courses for “the rank-and-file working contingent of the cooperatives.” The problem extended to agriculture, since only two-thirds of the cereal grain had been threshed by the first day of 1940, leading to an eventual shortage of essential food for the population. This too was the result of local incompetence and negligence, and the district authorities were warned that it was “their personal responsibility” to improve matters rapidly. But it was probably too late to prevent severe damage to the food supply, which in turn caused long breadlines and a flourishing black market.14
As for transportation facilities, the Buczacz railroad station was found to be in an “unsanitary state,” offering no “civilized conditions for passengers,” and the railroad tracks were unlit at night. Similarly road repair and construction had been “conducted very sluggishly.” Instructions were issued from Tarnopol to bring about “a significant improvement of the work at the Buczacz station” and to accelerate road building, as well as to undertake “an especially thorough study” of how “to achieve, on the basis of widespread socialist competition,” a better work ethic and higher productivity.15 But none of that happened.
As for the educational accomplishments of the new regime, in May 1941 the aptly named Polish-language organ of the Tarnopol oblast, Bolshevik Truth, boasted that Soviet power was doing “its utmost to create the best possible conditions for the youth’s education, work, and rest” by way of a growing number of schools provided with “perfectly furnished libraries, laboratories and classrooms.” Under the new Soviet system, all “formerly tyrannized and debilitated nations were given the opportunity to develop their national cultures according to socialist form and content,” ensuring that “the young generation” would be “armed with the most revolutionary Marxist-Leninist theory.” In return the grateful students were expected to “repay Stalin for his fatherly care with the highest number of excellent grades and a high degree of discipline.” But this, conceded the paper, was not always the case, not least because headmasters—clearly fearful of official censure—had tried to meet these standards of excellence by administering intentionally easy exams. For this, assured the paper, they would be punished. Behind the façade of joyfully fulfilling “their honorary obligation” to “the great friend of the youth—comrade Stalin,” there lurked deep layers of terror and resentment.16 Before long some of these youngsters would be conscripted into the Red Army; many others were destined to join the German security apparatus, go underground, or be targeted for mass murder.
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As part of their attempt to legitimize and consolidate control over the newly annexed territories, the Soviets staged a series of elections; in practice, this only heightened interethnic tensions. The first elections, on October 22, 1939, which produced the National Assemblies of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus, left the strongest impression on the population. Participation was compulsory, and there was only one list of candidates, all appointed or approved by the authorities. On the face of it, the vast majority of eligible voters participated and almost all candidates were elected; in fact the entire undertaking was rigged. Rather than being an exercise in democracy, the election campaign provided the authorities with an opportunity to educate the population in the workings of the Soviet system through a combination of massive propaganda and blatant terror. In Western Ukraine 93 percent of those eligible cast a vote, and 91 percent chose the official candidates (1,484 out of a total of 1,495). Most of the new deputies were Ukrainian; only twenty Jews were elected. In the immediate wake of the elections the National Assemblies of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus requested, and were granted, formal incorporation into the Ukrainian and Belarusian Soviet republics of the USSR.17
Most Poles in the city and district of Buczacz experienced the elections as nothing more than an exercise in coercion, in which Soviet power flaunted its capacity to monitor and control everyone under its rule. The attorney Leopold Fenerstoin recalled, “Mass propaganda events began already in September; people were compelled to take part in these events, where the Soviet constitution was read out.” In order to ensure participation, “the communist youth went from house to house,” threatening “arrest and other measures” to anyone not attending. It was also “generally known that not voting would result in arrest.” Fenerstoin, who “pretended to be sick,” was “visited by the communist youth several times in order to check why [he] had not shown up at the polling station.” He was finally arrested and deported in March 1940, followed by his family shortly thereafter. The fire brigade instructor Biedroń said people were enticed to the polling stations by “a free cold buffet and a banquet,” courtesy of the authorities: “The voters were given cards with two names and were instructed to cross out whichever they liked less, and were then politely led to the buffet and the music.” Those who were or pretended to be sick “were brought to the polling station under police escort.” Biedroń was “escorted at 9 p.m. from a restaurant to the polling station”: “On the way I was scolded for my disloyal attitude.”18
The near-universal Polish aversion to the elections is reflected in numerous surviving accounts from Buczacz. The carpenter Józef Thieberger testified that “people were forced to join any kind of association,” simply because each of them “had its own agitators, who praised the entire Soviet system.” On Election Day “vast posters were plastered on the houses,” and “a whole array of voters were carted” to the polling stations. Similarly Turkowa remembered that election officials either brought ballot boxes to the homes of the sick and the handicapped or “carted the people to the polling station.” As the attorney Teodor Daniłow explained, refusal to vote “was considered a hostile action against the Soviet rulers.” Nothing was left to chance. According to Mroczkowski, not only were “the critically ill and the very old carted to polling stations,” but they were also handed “envelopes with instructions to throw them into the ballot box.” Anyone who refused was interrogated by the NKVD, “and the same night that person was already in jail and his entire property confiscated, while the rest of the family were left to fend for themselves and later deported to Russia.”19
Most people had little doubt that the whole undertaking was a farcical sham. The engineer Szymula concluded that the insistence on universal voting “had nothing to do with the number of the voting slips inserted into the polling box, which no one bothered to count, but with the number of voters that one could strike off the eligible voters’ list.” The merchant Leon Szydłowski from the village of Pyszkowcy (Ukrainian: Pyshkivtsi) on the outskirts of Buczacz recalled, “The election card was thrown into the polling box inside an envelope; I don’t know what was written on the card.” But the teacher Maria Wołkowa of Koropiec (Ukrainian: Koropets) said that “the election committee, which was made up of the local population, reported that almost all voting slips were crossed out” or scribbled over with “the worst invectives.”20
Some Poles believed the elections were a Jewish and Ukrainian conspiracy. Szymula found it especially “tasteless and bitter” that “Ukrainian and Jewish agitators went from house to house,” urging people to vote, and that “the elections committee was made up only of Jews and Ukrainians, without a single Pole.” In Podzameczek (Ukrainian: Pidzamochok), as reported by Szymin Siwy, “the Ukrainian Ivan Bereshovskiy” chaired the elections committee, and other committee members “were confidants of the Soviets, especially Jews, Ukrainians and political functionaries of the NKVD.” Similarly the shoemaker Stefan Medyński reported that in Barysz (Ukrainian: Barysh) the election committee was made up only of Jews and Ukrainians, the latter being mostly people “who had just come out of prison, only bandits and thieves, or those who were opposed to the Polish regime.” And the peasant Flondro stated, “The polling lists were put together by communists and the NKVD, especially Ukrainians up to age 30 and Jews, who worked to the detriment of the Poles.” Some observers recognized the pattern of Soviet policies. The law student Zbigniew Waruszyński of Monasterzyska remarked, “The Bolsheviks followed the principle of ‘divide and rule’ by using all the national-Ukrainian and communist-Jewish elements in order to strengthen the terror even more.”21
If the elections were both humiliating and absurd, the terror of unpredictable arrests and mass deportations was experienced as a personal and material catastrophe and a collective national trauma. And although early assertions that up to a million people were deported and almost half a million arrested were widely exaggerated, the current estimate of 315,000 Polish citizens deported to Kazakhstan, Siberia, and the far north of the USSR, and of 110,000 arrested, all within the space of twenty-one months, is still quite staggering.22
Deportations occurred in four main waves: about 140,000 were deported in February 1940; 61,000 in April 1940; 75,000 in June and July 1940, and 36,000 in May and June 1941. Here too Poles were an absolute majority of close to 60 percent; Jews, who made up about 10 percent of the population, were proportionately overrepresented at 22 percent of deportations, followed by over 10 percent of Ukrainians and under 8 percent of Belarusians.
The focus of deportations shifted from Poles in the early waves to Jews in June 1940 and Ukrainians in April and May 1941. Fatalities among deportees, while considerably lower than traditional Polish estimates, were nevertheless appalling, perhaps as many as fifteen thousand by mid-1941. In hindsight only Jews could view themselves as “lucky” for having been deported, considering the well over 90 percent death rate of Jews who remained under the German occupation.23
On February 10, 1940, the Soviets deported thirty-two thousand people from the Tarnopol province to Siberia, including three thousand inhabitants of the Buczacz district. When Witold Janda went to school that day, over a dozen students were missing from his classroom; “overcome with despair,” and despite the intense cold, he and his classmates headed off to the train station. “A tight cordon of NKVD men and police did not allow anyone access to the platform, where a long freight train was standing. The cries of numerous small children and the shrill wailing of women echoed from the carriages. When a few female friends attempted to force their way through the cordon,” they were warded off with “brutal blows.” The children from the school dormitory were not allowed to join their parents on the train: “They were forced to stay behind, alone on the streets of Buczacz, deprived of any means of survival.”
The remaining Polish students and families organized charities to support the abandoned children and to send parcels of food to the deported. Janda’s despised classmate Klajnfisz, a “chubby-cheeked Jew” and “the richest person in our class,” brought “a lot of supplies pilfered from his mother’s well stocked pantry.” Janda was surprised that some Ukrainian students also “participated in these collections.” But then came the devastating second deportation, in April, which “primarily affected the residents of Buczacz,” including “the families of a few of our professors.” A void opened up in the community. “Only half of the original number of students in my class remained,” testified Janda, among whom “Jews and Ukrainians predominated.”
Two months later Janda’s family moved to Lwów, hoping to reunite with his father in German-occupied Poland. But they were swept up in the third deportation, of June 1940, and sent to Arkhangelsk. Janda eventually fought in the Soviet-organized Polish Berling Army, ending the war as an artillery officer in the Battle of Berlin.24
Thirteen-year-old Barbara Piotrowska-Dubik, whose father had been taken prisoner by the Germans, vividly remembered her family’s deportation from Barysz during an ice storm on April 13, 1940: “Early in the morning an NKVD officer came to our house, along with two soldiers with rifles as well as a Ukrainian from Barysz and a Jew we knew with a red armband on his arm, who was quite jolly and amused. The NKVD officer sat at the table and said: ‘Helena Piotrowska Kazimirowna and the three children, wake up and get dressed!’ ” Barbara “could not grasp why we should be so terribly punished.” Six families were brought to an assembly point in the village. “Some wept, others lamented, still others sat quite still, or cursed. The Jew had fulfilled his mission. He extended his hand to my mother, but she did not respond, and he said to us: Goodbye.” At 8:00 a.m. they were taken on wagons under guard to Buczacz. “At the railroad station there was a big crowd and much hue and cry. Our train had 62 freight cars.” They were “shoved and pushed” inside. “No consideration, not even toward the women, the aged and the children. The railroad car [was] dark and crowded.” Among the deportees was a young Ukrainian woman with her children, several Polish families, and a Jewish couple with their child. “Altogether we were 38 people in the car. . . . The doors are bolted with heavy locks. We stand at the station for a long time; what was all the rush for? It is frightfully cold; we have nothing warm to drink. The train departs from Buczacz the following day, Sunday morning, after waiting for an entire day.” The journey lasted two weeks; on April 28 they arrived at their destination, a kolkhoz (collective farm) in Kazakhstan, 2,500 miles from their home.25
Even those spared deportation faced the harsh realities of Soviet rule, often after their families had been shipped to the East. Jan Bojnowski’s parents had come as colonists to the village of Czarnokońce Wielkie (Ukrainian: Velyki Chronokinski), forty miles east of Buczacz, in 1938. As a teenager working at a restaurant in nearby Borszczów (Ukrainian: Borshchiv), Bojnowski recalled that all the Polish officials there were swiftly arrested and deported. In the surrounding countryside many Polish farmers, including some of the seventeen settler families in his village, were “killed with knives and scythes” by their Ukrainian neighbors. Bojnowski’s parents and younger sister were deported in February 1940 and died in exile; he watched the endless “column of sledges loaded with elderly people, adults and children, even babies, wrapped in blankets and down quilts, holding bundles . . . all covered with frost and huddled in horror.” In Borszczów there was a rash of denunciations. “It was enough to be angry with somebody or to say something stupid in the wrong place—and the bloke was dead.”26
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Ukrainian perceptions of these events differed dramatically. Petro Pasichnyk, born in 1923, attended the gymnasium in Buczacz under Soviet rule; he had no doubt that during that time things were much worse than under the Germans. The Soviets, he said, “behaved like Asiatics.” As far as he could recall, they victimized exclusively Ukrainians: “I remember only that our people were arrested, our intelligentsia—lawyers, doctors.” He vividly recalled, “They would take students straight out of the classroom!” The principal, a Ukrainian historian “linked to the NKVD,” would come into the classroom, “whisper a few words to the teacher, and then say: ‘Such and such, collect your books and prepare to leave.’ The student would go and never come back. Nobody would ask about him, everyone was too afraid.” Four of those students were subsequently shot. Later, when they were withdrawing, the Soviets executed the inmates in the Czortków prison: “It was not enough to just shoot them. . . . But to commit such atrocities—to tear out people’s tongues, gouge out their eyes . . . it was horrible. They were such sadists.” He assumed the Soviets “didn’t touch” the Poles; as for the Jews, of whom “there were plenty” before the war, they simply “collaborated” with the Soviets.27
Like many other Ukrainians, Viktor Petrykevych’s son Bohdan, who was a young teenager at the time, shared Pasichnyk’s view that under Soviet rule “the Ukrainians suffered the worst.” Although he was willing to concede that the Soviets “also arrested Poles,” including “officers, anybody who was in the police,” and “colonists from inner Poland,” he saw this as just punishment because “they had been colonizing Ukrainian lands.” In any case, he believed, none of these actions could be compared to Soviet crimes against Ukrainians; his own uncle, for instance, was arrested: “He was a very good doctor, a surgeon.” The man’s wife pleaded with the authorities to let him go; after he was deported to Siberia she committed suicide, and their baby daughter died of neglect. “People said that the Jews had denounced him, or the Poles,” concluded Bohdan by way of indicating who was guilty of this tragedy.28
Many Jews had an ambivalent response to Soviet rule, both because of their prewar experience in Poland and because of what they knew about Nazi Germany; their experiences also depended a great deal on their social class, politics, and age. For the middle-aged Zionist activist Emanuel Worman (Bazan), the new regime meant liquidation of his bookstore and interrogation “by a Jewish NKVD lieutenant,” to whom he pledged to disavow his former convictions. For the rest of the Soviet occupation he lived “in terror that they would knock on my door at night and take me back to the NKVD and no longer release me.” He later found out that his name had been on “a list of all the Zionist leaders of Buczacz who were to be deported in early July 1941 to the far north of Russia.” Ironically, he was spared that fate by the German invasion.29
Mina Rosner, the recently married daughter of a well-to-do businessman, saw her elderly father lose his business and be reduced to manual labor; she moved with her husband and baby to another town for fear of being identified as class enemies of the state. The teenager Etunia Bauer, also from a wealthy family, recalled that their estate was nationalized, most synagogues were closed down, and the study of Hebrew was prohibited. They now all had to work “for a minimal salary, barely enough to buy a loaf of bread once a week.” Members of her family who had escaped to Buczacz from the German occupation zone “were pulled from their beds, loaded into trucks, and sent to Yakutsk in Siberia,” where some perished. One could be arrested “for any number of crimes real or fabricated,” but unlike under the Germans, “at least they could walk on the streets legally and not in fear of death.”30
For fifteen-year-old Aliza Reinisch (Nir) the occupation began with looting by Ukrainian neighbors: “They forced their way into every store, they took all the merchandise from the Jews; the Russians said that these were rich people who had exploited the workers so now the Ukrainians could do what they liked.” She remembered “one Ukrainian, who was a good friend of Father’s,” saying to him, “Now the good times are over for you, now we can no longer be friends, now it’s our time.” Her uncle was denounced and deported to Siberia, where he died. Hilda Miller (Weitz) was haunted by the thought that had her father not succeeded in saving her uncle and his family from deportation they might have survived the war. Izidor Hecht, whose next-door neighbors were also deported, expressed the same sentiment: “Many of those people who were sent away somehow survived,” whereas “had they stayed in Buczacz, all of them would have certainly been murdered. I still have mixed feelings about all these facts.”31
For working-class lads who had little to lose, as well as for communists, things were different. Mordechai Halpern claimed the Red Army “was welcomed with joy and kisses by the local communists, most of whom were Jews, sons and daughters of families from the religious middle class,” like his own. This reception “enraged quite a few Poles who had lost their independence, as well as the Ukrainians who had been waiting for the Germans.” But Jewish enthusiasm “did not last long,” and even some of the local “communists discovered that this was a false prophet.” Still, “most of them” were initially given “positions in the new administration as senior officials or policemen.” Although Halpern’s father became an agricultural laborer, as a teenager he himself benefited from the new order and gained admission to the gymnasium. Similarly, ten-year-old Pesach Anderman, who remembered that before the war children in school would chant “Jews, go to Palestine,” commented that when the Red Army invaded “we were happy, because we had been told that in Russia there was no hatred of Jews.” But that very day he witnessed a brutal gang rape by Red Army troops, and although “the anti-Semitic taunts ceased” in school, he was aware that “the old communist faithful in town managed to seize positions of power.”32
Gershon (George) Gross, a young man from a working-class family, also recalled that before the war “the gentile kids didn’t like us” and “the teachers called us names.” Conversely, while under the Soviets “the rich people feared that they’d be taken to Siberia,” the authorities “did nothing to us.” Indeed, he maintained, “it was better than under Polish rule” since “the Jews had jobs from the Russians: police, militia.” Simcha Tischler, another young manual worker, agreed that the Soviets “were greeted with joy,” and “most Jewish communists, or even just leftists, as well as those without party affiliations, began working for the Russians. We accepted their rule, it wasn’t anything special.” Unlike Polish times, when “there were rich and poor people,” under Soviet rule “we were all the same.” Still, his father lost his carpentry shop, and the Zionist youth movement to which he had belonged was “eliminated.”33
As the roofer Jakub Szechner put it, the Soviets “kept a tight rein on everyone,” but “there was no peace.” He saw it as a time of unremitting fear and suspicion: “Poles denounced Poles, Ukrainians denounced Ukrainians, and Jews [also] denounced.” Victimization was about class, he believed, not ethnicity: “those who suffered most” at the time “were all members of the intelligentsia: Jews, Ukrainians, and Poles—everybody.” But not everyone shared this view. The young workers Dawid (Ducio) Friedlender, Natan Dunajer, and other young communist activists “hastened to volunteer to help the Soviet authorities in their persecution of Ukrainian nationalists.” Dawid’s younger brother Yehoshua (Ozio) stated, “After the German invasion Ducio regretted that initiative, since at that time the Ukrainian police excused its murderous treatment of the Jews as revenge for the role those Jewish communists had voluntarily played in the deportation of nationalists to Siberia.”34
While most Poles and Ukrainians perceived the Jews as beneficiaries of Soviet rule, many Jews recalled it as a period of oppression, denial of rights, loss of property, and profound uncertainty about the future. To be sure, for some Jews and Ukrainians it also initially appeared to be a time of opportunity and empowerment, however fleeting, especially when compared to their treatment by their former oppressors. This view of victimhood and victimization is in many ways typical of all three major groups: all saw themselves as the main victims of various configurations of the Soviet and German occupations, and each perceived the persecution of the other two groups as at least partly justified. Many Poles and Ukrainians had no trouble coming up with reasons for punishing Jews; Poles also overwhelmingly supported actions against Ukrainian “bandits”; Ukrainians enthusiastically approved the deportation of Polish colonists. For their part, few Jews in such towns as Buczacz mourned the demise of Poland; subsequently they fervently wished for vengeance against Ukrainian collaborators with the Nazis. Each group’s conviction in the uniqueness of its own victimhood thus went hand in hand with a desire to punish those associated with its suffering; this was, in essence, the same kind of reasoning employed so successfully by the Nazis, who consistently presented themselves as victims of those they murdered.35
An anonymous report sent in late 1940 from Western Ukraine to the Polish government in exile epitomized the extent to which certain views remained unchanged despite the dissolution of the state. In their quest “to destroy the Polish nation,” asserted the report, the Soviets were using “the dregs of society”; specifically “excelling in the oppression of the Poles were the Ukrainians and Bolshevized Jews,” in a process whereby initial “lawlessness was replaced by organized terror.” The Soviets had initially targeted Polish elites, along with “those whom the Jews suspected of anti-Semitism.” In the face of what the report described as Ukrainian, and even more so Jewish complicity and duplicity, the Polish victims were said to “bear these atrocities heroically . . . singing the national anthem and sacred hymns as they leave their homeland,” accompanied by thousands of priests who “bring solace to those wretched people.” The merely “several hundred Ukrainian nationalists” deported by the Soviets were apparently targeted on the reasonable grounds that “they posed a threat to Soviet actions.” Only “a few dozen rich Jews, mostly Zionists, and therefore also Jewish nationalists,” were deported, once again for what appeared to be a sound cause. This could hardly compare to the alleged 400,000 Polish deportees—and according to “some sources much higher numbers”—of whom “about 20 percent died.” The competition for victimhood that began with the outbreak of the war and continues to this day was certainly making its mark on these distorted figures and accounts. Significantly, the report made a clear distinction between the deportation of Ukrainians and Jews, which was said to have been “of a clearly political and preventive nature,” and that of Poles, which “was aimed at the destruction of the nation’s substance.” In other words, the Poles were targets of genocide, whereas Soviet actions against Jews and Ukrainians were at worst political persecution and at best security-oriented measures.36
Indeed the report found it difficult to concede that Ukrainians and Jews were victims of Soviet repression at all. “The Ukrainian issue,” it insisted, “is strictly connected with the German action against Poland. Ukrainian terrorists, armed and trained by the German military and paid German money, played the role of a fifth column during the Polish-German War in September 1939.” Moreover, since Ukrainians kept hoping “that Hitler would create for them a Ukrainian state,” they had already begun “infiltrating all organs of the Soviet administration, pretending to be ardent Bolsheviks”; they were even helping the Soviet State Political Police (GPU) “draw up lists of people to be relocated,” in which “they listed only Poles,” clearly “with the aim of destroying the Polish element” and thereby clearing the way for a Ukrainian nation-state. At the same time, the report granted that Ukrainians were also being “victimized by Moscow” because “Ukrainian armed groups,” especially members of the OUN, “attacked Bolshevik leaders, soldiers, even Soviet patrols, often killing some of them.” All this led to the bizarre conclusion, clearly the product of wishful thinking rather than hard data, that among “the non-political part of Ukrainians, the conviction has come to predominate . . . that the Ukrainian issue should be solved in a way that would locate the territories of mixed Polish-Ukrainian population within the Polish State.” As a result of such “coexistence of Poles and Ukrainians,” Ukrainians “would be gradually assimilated through cultural influence and well-functioning public services into the Polish State.” Signs of ethnic solidarity had allegedly been observed in the Buczacz district, where “Ukrainians even put up guards to prevent the deportation of Poles,” indicating, to the report writer’s satisfaction, that “even though they did not always express this openly, the lower classes of Ukrainians now definitely missed the previous Polish regime.”37
This renewed articulation of the old pipe dream of Polish nationalists, who viewed their Ukrainian counterparts as traitors and terrorists but the Ukrainian “masses” as potential Poles, merely demonstrated how removed from reality some observers on the ground and certainly politicians in exile had become. As for the Jews, the old prejudices were now given a major boost by allegations of collaboration with the Soviets. As the report underlined, “The Jewish population in general exhibits a hostile attitude toward the Poles, many of them take an active part in the persecution of Poles, and huge numbers of Jews enter the ranks of the Soviet administration.” This was nothing new. “All Poles remember the collaboration of the Jews with the Bolsheviks against the Poles during the Polish-German war in September 1939,” stressed the report’s author, blithely ignoring the service of 100,000 Jews in the Polish Army; hence “their present attitude toward the Poles arouses a great deal of hatred among the Polish population.” Fortunately the Ukrainians too were “dissatisfied with the actions of the Jews,” not least because of “their activities on various levels of the Soviet administration.” Astonishingly this circumstance only evoked “nostalgic memories of the good old Polish times,” since the Ukrainians now said to themselves, “I thought this was Ukraine, but it turns out to be Palestine.” Consequently, despite the conflicts between Poles and Ukrainians, “sometimes the Poles become reconciled with the Ukrainians over their mutual agreement in evaluating the behavior of the Jews.” Here, then, was an agenda for Polish-Ukrainian reconciliation.38
These Polish nationalist attitudes toward Jews had a history that dated to the nineteenth century and persisted beyond the Holocaust; the very notion that under the Soviet occupation Jews were given more or less equal opportunities, albeit within the framework of an oppressive and brutal system, obviously played into the Polish understanding of the reality on the ground, a perception so powerful that even after the vast majority of Jews were murdered it allowed for further Polish outbursts of anti-Jewish violence in the early postwar years.
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Officially, of course, Germany and the Soviet Union were still allies. But within a year of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact on the partition of Poland, as it became clear that an invasion of Britain would not be feasible, Hitler turned his gaze to the East. For that purpose, Ukrainian nationalists—trained, funded, and armed in the Reich—proved a useful tool in the takeover of Eastern Galicia and the early phases of mass murder. Meanwhile, as they peered across the border into the newly occupied Soviet territories, the Germans could identify a fair degree of overlap between the policies and practices of the two regimes. Here Soviet Jewish policies were of particular interest. That Jews had entered the ranks of the police and administration under Soviet rule surely fit perfectly into the Nazi worldview of Judeo-Bolshevism. But that Jews would also be deported en masse by the allegedly Jewish-dominated Kremlin and NKVD was both odd and a source of glee, without having any effect on their overall perception of Soviet Russia.
In May 1940 the chief of the Gestapo, Heinrich Müller, wrote the German embassy in Moscow regarding requests by “Jews in former East Poland” for passports and other travel documents. “In principle,” commented Müller, “I have no interest in the emigration of Jews who had been resettled to Poland and subsequently moved to the Soviet sphere of influence, since their further emigration will diminish even more the already very limited emigration possibilities for Jews from the territory of the Reich.” But he nevertheless wanted to know “whether perhaps for internal political reasons the embassy considers the removal of these Jews from the Russian area necessary. In this case,” he promised, “if available, passports could be sent to the embassy expeditiously.” One can only imagine the anxiety of those applying for the documents, caught as they were between Nazi persecution and looming deportation by the Soviets. One of the applicants was Rosa Pohoryles of Buczacz, who indicated her desire to “travel to Warsaw, and from there via Italy to the United States to her husband in New York.” The ambassador to the Soviet Union, Friedrich-Werner Graf von der Schulenburg, responded only in late June, visibly annoyed by this as yet unresolved situation: “The embassy would welcome it if a principled decision were reached regarding the treatment of the Jews living in and traveling to Eastern Poland, who are applying in large numbers to the embassy for passports.” From his perspective, it did not matter whether they would all be completely “stripped of their citizenship” (ausbürgert) or would “be issued more or less short-term German travel passports.” However, noted Schulenburg, “the embassy does not consider the removal of these Jews from the Soviet region to be necessary for internal political reasons, since as a result of the unique political situation, and the circumstances here, the Jews in the Soviet Union are more isolated from the rest of the world than in any other country.”39 They were, so to speak, ripe for the picking: no one would know, and no one would care.
Chapter 5
GERMAN ORDER
Skat and schnapps, 1942 (l. to r.): Buczacz Landkommissar Richard Lissberg, railroad administrator Ewald Herzig, post office director, and labor office director. Source: Generallandesarchiv Karlsruhe (hereafter GLA-K) 309, Zug. 2001-42/877-158.
Strolling through Buczacz on July 4, 1941, roughly two weeks after the German invasion of the Soviet Union had begun, on June 22, Viktor Petrykevych observed everywhere signs of devastation and anarchy: “The stores have been smashed and plundered,” while “the poor and the peasants are milling around in small groups, hoping to find something to loot.” In one case, “a soldier shot a fellow who was carrying two military overcoats.” The atmosphere of lawlessness, Petrykevych heard, had prompted the Jews to send “a delegation to the Basilian monastery superior, asking him to influence the population and restrain it from attacking the Jews.” There was reason for anxiety, since “leaflets inciting against the Poles and the Jews” were reported. That same day, around noon, the Red Army blew up the railroad bridge and tunnel leading to the city, a Galician engineering marvel and the only one of its kind in the province. The following day, July 5, Petrykevych wrote, “At about 9:45 p.m., Soviet time, horrible . . .” The rest of this entry is missing; we can only speculate what he had seen. In the mid-1950s, when the KGB dropped in for an unannounced visit after his father’s death, Bohdan Petrykevych tore out a section of the diary. He subsequently explained that these pages depicted the welcome given to the Germans by the Ukrainian population. The last word, horrible, may have referred to anti-Jewish violence by fellow Ukrainians.1
That same day, at 12:30 p.m., the Wehrmacht’s 101st Light Infantry Division reported that it had captured Buczacz, although heavy fighting was still going on in the vicinity of the city. On the following day the 228th Infantry Regiment established its forward command post in the city. Severely damaged by German bombing raids and Soviet demolition, Buczacz was initially occupied by a succession of German and allied Slovak military formations, while much of the area north of the Dniester was temporarily taken over by Hungarian troops. As these formations rolled farther east, reports started coming in of “murders of inhabitants (Ukrainians) in the prisons of Buczacz and Czortków.” At the same time Germany’s 52nd Army Corps reported that in Buczacz “a Ukrainian militia took over security duties until the arrival of German troops in order to prevent plundering.” This militia, called “Sich” as a gesture to the Legion of Ukrainian Sich Riflemen of World War I, was in fact a major source of violence during the hiatus between Soviet and German rule.2
The demolished railroad bridge in Buczacz. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-106.
The self-proclaimed Buczacz Sich was rapidly recruited from OUN militants in the district. On June 26 the OUN district commander, Volodymyr Lutsiv, called a meeting at the village hall in Nagórzanka and organized a thirty-man platoon. This was followed several days later by a second platoon, formed in the village of Przewłoka (Ukrainian: Perevoloka) and armed with weapons looted from a Soviet Army camp they had raided. As one of the men recalled, on the night of July 4–5 they “liquidated 18 secret operatives, who included many Jews”; they also seized the prison in Buczacz, only to find that all the inmates had been murdered. The next morning these paramilitaries attacked the retreating Soviets. Although they met with fierce resistance, they captured several Soviet soldiers and arrested a number of Ukrainian Soviet activists. A few Ukrainian fighters were killed and wounded in the fighting, but by late morning “the city was in our hands and our guards were posted everywhere. On the houses the blue-yellow flag was hoisted.” When Lutsiv “proclaimed the Independent Ukrainian State” in Buczacz, “many people came to the gathering, even Poles. In the afternoon German units entered the city.” Soon thereafter a unified Sich for the Buczacz district was formed under the command of the former Prosvita activist Tadei Kramarchuk and Andriy Dankovych. Numbering over one hundred men, this unit engaged in hunting down the remaining Soviet troops and sympathizers. Eventually many of these men were transformed into policemen under German control, but Lutsiv, the local OUN chief, went underground to prepare the local struggle for independence.3
Snapshots of a parade of the “Ukrainian Army” and its local supporters in Buczacz on July 20, 1941. Source: PA.
On July 20 the new administration in Buczacz demonstrated its strength and organization by staging a parade of the “Ukrainian Army” and its local supporters. Led by a well-equipped infantry unit from Koropiec, the procession also featured a mounted squadron in traditional garb, as well as several scores of young women dressed in Ukrainian blouses and skirts and carrying blue-and-yellow banners and tridents decorated with garlands and local embroidery. As these men and women marched past an elevated platform in the market square where German officials framed by swastika flags greeted them with the Nazi salute, the identity of the real holders of power could not be mistaken.4
During those early weeks the Ukrainian militia carried out widespread acts of violence and vengeance against real and perceived local enemies. In one instance, militiamen arrested and summarily shot the Soviet activist Anton Nezhynskyi, the teacher Fedir Shukhevych, and a former member of the communist executive committee in Buczacz, Mikhailo Hrynkiv. The chairman of the village club in Nagórzanka was repeatedly beaten during his incarceration in Buczacz without ever being interrogated or charged, and a former Communist Party member of the same village, sent home after being severely tortured, was assassinated a few weeks later by unknown assailants. Altogether the Buczacz Sich abused about one hundred people before the German security apparatus was firmly established.
Apart from hunting down former Soviet officials, the Sich also enforced local patriotism and harassed Jews and Poles. Villagers recalled being pressured “to attend an assembly of Ukrainian nationalists and to sign a declaration calling for the release of [Stepan] Bandera,” the nationalist leader arrested by the Germans on July 5 after declaring Ukrainian independence. Along with extensive raids on Polish homes in search of weapons and ammunition, the Sich engaged in forcible recruitment of Jewish labor. In one case local OUN leaders forced Jews from Buczacz to build a “memorial mound for the heroes of the Ukrainian revolution” in the adjacent village of Nagórzanka; Jews were also likely forced to erect the memorial mound on Fedor Hill, where later much of the Jewish community was shot and buried. Such arbitrary arrests and abuse demonstrated to the population that one could do as one pleased with Jews.
OUN memorial mound on Fedor Hill, Buczacz, 2006. Photo courtesy of Sofia Grachova.
Toward the end of July, the Germans asserted control over security in the region. Kramarchuk, the leader of the district militia, was replaced by the more compliant Volodymyr Kaznovskyi, a thirty-seven-year-old district attorney. The son of a Greek Catholic priest, Kaznovskyi, a fluent German speaker, had excellent relations with the occupiers and remained in the newly defined position of Ukrainian district police chief until the end of German rule.5 He too had plenty of local scores to settle. One Ukrainian recalled being called to Kaznovskyi’s office, where he “began shouting at me for having joined the Komsomol” and “punched me twice in the face.” Another man related, “Kaznovskyi screamed at me that I was a communist and that he would stamp my forehead with a Soviet star. Since I had already been beaten, I could not stand calmly and erect in front of Kaznovskyi. Kaznovskyi grabbed me by the hair and slammed my head against the wall, so that I lost consciousness and was then brought back into the prison cell.”6
In early August 1941 the Germans released about two-thirds of the prisoners incarcerated by the militia in the Buczacz prison; the remaining thirty-three were executed. The killing set the pattern for what soon became mass shootings of Jews on a far larger scale.
During the early weeks of the German invasion, “Jewish policies” in Galicia were handled mostly by the Einsatzgruppen, the task forces charged with eliminating the Reich’s political and racial foes. Made up of three thousand men recruited from a variety of German police agencies and the SS, and supported by numerous other regular police battalions, Waffen-SS units, Wehrmacht formations, and local militias and auxiliaries, the four Einsatzgruppen sent into the Soviet Union directly behind the Wehrmacht murdered about 1.5 million people, the vast majority of them Jews, in less than a year, mostly by shooting. But as these mobile killing squads moved deeper into Soviet territory, they were replaced by Security Police outposts, whose primary goal was to murder the Jews in the areas under their control, deporting some to extermination camps—usually Bełżec in the case of Eastern Galicia—and shooting others in situ. The most intense killing was carried out between spring and summer 1942 and summer 1943; however, surviving Jews, whether still employed by the Germans or in hiding, were being hunted down and massacred by the Germans, their collaborators, independent local elements, bandits, and peasants, until the return of the Red Army the following year.7
On August 15 a district command was established in Buczacz, but the following month it was moved to Czortków, where the district administrative office was also located. Crucially, in the first month of the occupation Buczacz was under control of the Security Police, known by its acronym, “Sipo,” in Tarnopol, but in September 1941 the city was subordinated to the Sipo outpost at Czortków.8 It was the men from Tarnopol who carried out the first killings. As Kaznovskyi testified, the operation began when a dozen Gestapo officials from Tarnopol drove into Buczacz in early August: “The three officers [in charge] . . . entered my office and said they would be carrying out an execution and that a site for it had to be found and a mass grave needed to be dug.” Kaznovskyi assigned several policemen to this task, who then “drove together with the three Gestapo men in their vehicle to the outskirts of the city, in order to select a site for the shooting of the prisoners.” Leaving the Ukrainian policemen to dig the pit, the Gestapo officers returned to Kaznovskyi’s office and presented him “with a list of those selected to be shot.” One of the inmates recalled, “Kaznovskyi came into our cell with another policeman” and called out names of inmates from a list, ordering them “to step out of the cell”; these men, he said, “never came back.” Kaznovskyi stated, “The Germans instructed me to choose a group of policemen who would escort the condemned and take part in the shooting.” The prisoners “formed a column, and the Gestapo men, along with the selected policemen, walked with the convoy through the city to the execution site. I was not at this site,” insisted Kaznovskyi.
Volodymyr Kaznovskyi after the war in a Soviet camp. Source: Haluzevyi derzhavnyi arkhiv Sluzhba bezpeki Ukraïny (State Archives Department of the Security Service of Ukraine, hereafter HDA SBU), Ternopil branch, spr. 30466: 1957 indictment of Volodymyr Kaznovskyi.
The policeman Mykhailo Huzar explained that the prisoners were told they were being transferred to the town of Jazłowiec by way of a shortcut, but in fact they were led toward the forest in the direction of the village of Żyznomierz (Ukrainian: Zhyznomyr). “The wives of the prisoners were running behind the column and crying.” As they reached the forest, “a vehicle arrived from which numerous Gestapo men climbed out and joined us. After walking for two-thirds of a mile through the forest, we arrived at a meadow guarded by the Germans. The prisoners were told to sit down at the edge of the meadow, and the [Ukrainian] policemen watched over them. The Germans took one or two men at a time from the group of the prisoners and led them into the forest, where a grave had already been prepared, and shot them there.” When the shooting was over, “the grave with the corpses was covered up by the policemen.”
Many of these policemen knew their victims personally. This too set a pattern, whereby the Jews of Buczacz were later rounded up and at times killed by men who had known them as neighbors, colleagues, classmates, or parents of their children’s friends. Sofia Pelatiuk, the wife of Nagórzanka’s village council chairman Vasyl Pelatiuk, recalled that in July the policeman Danylo Slipenkyi came to their house: “[He] ordered my husband to get dressed and come with him, saying to my husband: ‘Don’t worry, Mr. Pelatiuk, you’ll be back home in two or three days.’ ” Pelatiuk remained incarcerated in the Buczacz prison for weeks, where Sofia brought him food every day. One afternoon, just as she arrived, she saw the prisoners being led away. “I walked behind the convoy with the other wives of the prisoners and saw where they were leading them,” but they were forced by the policemen to turn back. Later the women “went into the forest to look for the bodies. We found the site where they had been shot and the pit into which the bodies had been dumped.”9
Vasyl Pelatiuk. Source: HDA SBU, Ternopil, spr. 30466, appendices.
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The early days of the German invasion were filled with terror for the Jews. One witness reported that even “before the Germans occupied our town,” Kaznovskyi became “head of a band that took the law into its own hands” and “shot many Jews, Poles, and other people.” Another testified that the Ukrainians “broke into our homes, destroyed our businesses and plundered whatever fell into their hands.” The radio technician Moshe Wizinger vividly described the terror of seeing the blue and yellow Ukrainian flag flying next to the Nazi swastika from the city hall on July 5. In the evening Mordechai Halpern watched German Army units calmly roll into Buczacz; there was even “one unit on bicycles.” It was, he wrote, “as if they had come on vacation.” But shortly thereafter he saw a captured Red Army soldier denounced by his own comrades as a Jew and shot out of hand by the Germans.10
Violence was swift and ubiquitous. According to Wizinger, on the first night of the occupation “German soldiers, led by the Ukrainian dregs, broke into Jewish houses and raped young Jewish girls.” The businessman Isidor Gelbart saw women being “hauled out of Jewish homes for cleaning work and mishandled” by the Ukrainian policemen. Subsequently, others reported, hundreds of Jews were forced every day to “sweep streets, remove debris,” and “clean the public latrine pits,” while being subjected to “severe beatings” as they worked. Orthodox Jews were a favorite target; Germans and Ukrainians chased them through the streets, “beat them, shaved their beards, tortured them, burned their religious symbols, etc.”11
There were some exceptions to the mayhem and murder. Shmuel Rosen was given a loaf of bread by a German Army cook, who said, “Who knows, maybe one day my children too will be begging for bread.” Gelbart described Ivan Bobyk, the newly appointed Ukrainian city mayor, as “a kind, decent, and unprejudiced man, who tried to help the Jews as much as he could.” Gelbart believed that “compared to other cities, the Christian population of Buczacz was (objectively perceived to be) tolerant,” at least as long as one “did not have particular enemies” among the gentiles. But most Jews recalled those early weeks as being filled with sporadic and at times murderous violence by Ukrainian activists, local hooligans, and unruly Wehrmacht troops. Jews were also targeted in the initial wave of settling political accounts. For instance, Wizinger told of armed Ukrainians breaking into the “houses of former communist activists” and hauling them out: “A few days later their bodies were found terribly mutilated, usually outside the city in some pit or swamp.” The population was terrorized and “people could not sleep at night” since “no one knew whether he would be the next victim.” A delegation of Jewish community leaders appealed to the respected Ukrainian optometrist Volodymyr Hamerskyi, who assured them, “The Ukrainian intelligentsia does not support the murder of the Jews.” Unfortunately, he added, “those who are ruling now are the leaders of the previously secret Ukrainian bands,” i.e., the OUN. Hamerskyi hoped “that once the Germans took over power, the atmosphere in town would return to normal.” But as the Germans monopolized violence, they also systematized the killing.12
The old Ukrainian elite did intervene after “the Great Synagogue was gutted, the furnishings inside destroyed, the silver candelabras looted and many of the holy books thrown on the floor.” The hooligans carried the Torah scrolls to the bridge leading to the Basilian monastery, where they “were unbound with one end attached to the top of the bridge and the other reaching almost all the way down to the water.” This sacrilege “provoked a harsh protest by the Ukrainian priests, who demanded categorically from the leader of the Ukrainian bands, Dankovych, to stop profaning holy sites.” The Greek Catholic abbot even “proposed to the Jews to bring the scrolls to the monastery where they would be safe.” This was not the only time that local Christian leaders intervened to save Jewish religious items. In spring 1943 Samuel Rosental with several other Jews brought forty-five Torah scrolls and other objects to the Basilian monastery for safekeeping, and a couple of months later they hid the remaining twenty scrolls with the local Roman Catholic priest. Even as the community was massacred, many of these scrolls survived.13
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As the Germans tightened their grip on the city in August 1941, they imposed the wearing of white armbands with a blue Star of David, banned Jews from walking on the main streets, and ordered them to take off their hats whenever encountering a German, all on pain of death. They also demonstrated their predilection for extortion, arresting Jewish community leaders and threatening to kill them unless paid a ransom of one million rubles. Once the money was paid, the community was ordered to establish a Judenrat and Ordnungsdienst (OD, Jewish police).14 Judenrat members, who represented a cross-section of the local Jewish elite, served their oppressors exceedingly well, even as they tried, in different ways, to save at least part of their community. Some of them illustrated the capacity of genocide to soil and implicate all too many of those who come into contact with it. The Judenrat’s enforcement agency, the Ordnungsdienst, which numbered up to thirty men, had a particularly bad reputation. Many survivors never forgave those who collaborated with the Germans; others saw redeeming features in individual Judenrat and OD men. Some changed their opinions over time; in published accounts the most incriminating details about certain individuals and actions were often left out by the witnesses or expunged by the editors.
Working with the enemy, even if with the avowed intention of helping the community, presented those in positions of relative authority with impossible choices. Isidor Gelbart asserted that, “compared to other Jewish councils,” the Buczacz Judenrat “was considered very good, because within the constraints of its powers it took care of the public’s welfare.” The teenager Izaak Szwarc saw it as “a kind of ‘labor office,’ to which all German demands for workers were directed,” and hence a great improvement over the haphazard seizure of Jews for work by the Germans and the Ukrainian police. He praised it for its efforts to provide housing for the “thousands of Jews evicted from Subcarpathia,” who “inundated Buczacz” in summer 1941, shortly before being murdered in Kamieniec Podolski. But he asserted that the Judenrat members “did not see, at least not at the beginning, that they would ultimately become a tool of the Gestapo.”15 Indeed, while he agreed that “collaboration by the Buczacz Judenrat was far more limited than that of many other Jewish councils,” Szwarc concluded that it would be “better not to speak about it, especially during the period in which Baruch Kramer presided over it.” He was even more disgusted with “the disgraceful actions of the Ordnungsdienst, which at the height of its degeneration and depravity was under command of M.A. [Mojżesz Albrecht].” In his first testimony, given in 1945, Szwarc was even more scathing, stressing that from the very beginning, “the wealthy, helped by the Judenrat, were able to buy their release” from serving in the murderous forced labor camps of Kamionki, Borki Wielkie, and Hłuboczek Wielki (Ukrainian: Kamyanky, Velyki Birky, Velykyi Hlybochok), and “instead of them, the Judenrat chose the poor.”16
Jews deported to Buczacz from the surrounding communities. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-53d.
Over time the composition of the Judenrat also changed for the worse. Mendel Reich, the first chairman, was described as “a good Jew, an intelligent and honest man,” nominated to his position by the town’s venerable rabbi, Shraga Feivel Willig. But neither he nor his two immediate successors could withstand the pressure for long and either resigned or fled. The last chairman, Baruch Kramer, was described as “more a collaborator than a Jew.” As Shmuel Rosen put it, Kramer was “a veritable bandit,” a former Hasid who “shaved his beard under the Germans and became their servant” to such an extent that “during roundups he would walk around with a hatchet and betray the hiding places of the Jews.” He also reportedly “amused himself with the Germans and forced young Jewish women to come to such amusements.”17
Rosen described Dr. Bernhard Seifer, another prominent member of the community, as the “number two bandit” on the Judenrat. He represented one more example of the tension between seeking to help the community and relentless self-preservation, making the most of the tenuous but also critical authority given the Judenrat by the Germans—even as it became ever clearer that the occupiers’ ultimate goal was total extermination. Halpern also claimed that Seifer had “played a particularly disgraceful role” precisely because, “in his capacity as physician, his job was to determine the medical condition of Jewish workers.” He therefore “extorted vast sums of money from Jews by promising to release them from the most dangerous assignments,” while “the sick were actually sent to the most difficult labor where, unable to withstand the heavy burden, they perished.” Halpern found it an outrage that in 1948 Seifer was “still alive and liv[ing] abroad,” one of only two Judenrat members who survived the war. According to Wizinger, in spring 1943 Seifer and Kramer took exorbitant bribes to allow surviving Jews to enter the newly erected labor camp in Buczacz, considered the last remaining safe haven in the city: “In this manner the two-hundred richest Jewish families found their way into the camp,” while the rest of the population were deported to other towns and either “slain on the way” or murdered shortly after their arrival. Rosen concluded that because Seifer had “traded with people” in this manner, by the time Buczacz was liberated for the first time, in March 1944, “apart from a handful of decent people, only the dregs survived: policemen and informers”; most of these people were also murdered after the Germans retook the city in April.18
Seifer was spotted after the war in Łódź and was subsequently rumored to be living in Paris, England, South America, or Australia. In June 1946 he wrote to Abraham Sommer in New York to provide his own version of events: “People react in different ways to human wickedness, which has no limits, but I owe you an explanation, since you are my friend.” Seifer was making no apologies. The day after the Germans appointed Mendel Reich as head of the Judenrat, he wrote, they ordered Reich “to supplement the list with the name of a doctor,” who would direct the Jewish hospital. “As M. Reich was my friend, he gave my name without asking for my permission and I started organizing the hospital.” Even Seifer’s harshest critics, such as Wizinger, conceded that he had “managed, under the most difficult circumstances, to gather a very professional team and to acquire medicines that were officially banned.” As for the systematic corruption of internal Jewish rule, Seifer put the blame on Reich, otherwise “a wonderful man,” because of his naïve belief that he could “win over at least the local Germans by offering them some gifts.” Since “the demands of the Germans were insatiable,” the Judenrat had no choice but “to impose taxes” whose revenues would allow it to “buy those items from the Jews” and deliver them to the Germans. This was at best only partly true, since the Jewish police often forcibly confiscated whatever it wished.19
Seifer claimed that early on he had heard from one of his German patients “that Hitler had undoubtedly condemned us to death”; Seifer consequently demanded from the Judenrat that it “allow young people to go to the forest” and “to buy weapons,” believing that “it was better to be killed fighting than simply to wait.” But, he asserted, “no one else wanted to believe that such a cruel sentence could be carried out.” At the same time, he also heaped praise on Baruch Kramer, whom he described as “a very brave man,” and generally depicted the Judenrat of Buczacz as “the best” of its kind throughout the region, “the only oasis in Poland where there was no ghetto at all” and “where the mayor disclosed the time of the roundups” in advance, as did the “chief of the gendarmerie.” No wonder, he concluded, that “Jews from all other areas kept coming to Buczacz.” Much of this was untrue: all other accounts presented Seifer as a strong opponent of the resistance; a ghetto was in fact created in Buczacz, although, as was common in the area, it was “open” in the sense of not being surrounded by a fence; and while Seifer may have been told in advance of roundups thanks to his good connections with local Germans, that information did not reach much of the community.20
As hospital director, Seifer “had to examine and approve every man referred to labor” and “could not exempt everyone”; hence “whoever was referred became my enemy.” He admitted that the Judenrat had been “deluding itself into thinking that as long as the Jews were working they were useful” to the Germans and “therefore safe.” But he insisted that despite the “tragedy” of June 1943, when the last remaining Jews of Buczacz were murdered, “the work of Reich and Kramer was not quite in vain,” since at the first liberation “over 1,000 human shadows emerged from the forests,” making it into “the only town in Europe which could boast such a number of survivors.” Consequently, he exclaimed, one “could not possibly have any reason to be ashamed” of having belonged to the Judenrat. “I knew those people and their work,” and “no one should sling mud” at them. Such accusations had to do with a certain postwar “psychosis in Europe, mostly provoked by the Jews in Palestine and those who were in Russia during the war, which claimed that every Jew in Europe who survived had obviously collaborated with the Germans.” That was just “a downright lie.”
In the immediate postwar context Seifer had little hope of convincing anyone of his version; others attributed the initially high survival rate of Buczacz’s Jews to the resistance, which Seifer had opposed, and certainly not to the Judenrat. He concluded his letter with these somber words: “Under the present circumstances, since we shall probably never meet again in this life, please attach these pages to the book on Buczacz that should spring forth from amongst you, as fully worthy of credence, coming from a man whose life is over and who craves only death, in the face of which I am sending you this explanation. What else can I add? I make no excuses, because I have a clean conscience.”21 He then vanished from sight. His letter was never included in any publication on Buczacz; it was a self-serving statement filled with distortions, half-truths, and blatant lies, and lacked any hint of remorse. But it did reveal something about how decent men in dark times can become useful instruments in the realization of genocide.
Shmuel Rosen as a lad in Buczacz. Source: Yad Vashem, Jerusalem (hereafter YVA), 3592/3.
There were also instances of personal courage. Wizinger declared that Jakob Ebenstein, “who, during his few months at the Judenrat, had become hated by everyone and was branded an agent of the Gestapo, died a hero’s death.” During the roundup on November 1942 Ebenstein was ordered to help the Germans search for bunkers, but when they began “demolishing one of them,” he “said that he would guarantee with his own head that searching there was useless.” Once the German “started pulling the Jews out of there, Ebenstein figured that his end had come, [so he] grabbed a hatchet and tried to strike the Gestapo man. At the same moment another soldier shot him.” According to Emanuel Worman, Ebenstein’s own family was hiding in the bunker, which was why he had “vowed with his life that no one was there.” In any case, Ebenstein “had risked his life to save others: This is a fact that people should know.”22
Jakob Ebenstein during the German occupation. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-98.
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Even more reviled than the Judenrat, the Jewish police (OD) attracted young men from the wealthier families in Buczacz since it was believed membership would improve one’s chances of survival. Gelbart said that even before the first mass shooting of Jews in late August 1941, a number of “Jewish youths from the white collar professions, whose names I will not spell out here for obvious reasons (they are no longer alive), took control over their own Jews.” That fall the Judenrat’s procurement office, headed by the butcher Fiszel Szwarc, joined forces with the police, whose “hated commander” Albrecht reportedly “robbed the Jews” of their property. As Wizinger wrote, at the time OD members “were able to lead a very good life and to amass large sums of money.” Those who “tried to hide their belongings were mercilessly beaten.” During the winter of 1942–43, the Jewish police continued “robbing, killing, worse than the Germans.” Albrecht, wrote Wizinger, “walks down the streets in an OD uniform. Like the Germans, he is holding a whip in his hand and woe to whoever stands in his way.” As conditions deteriorated, the butcher Szwarc joined the swelling ranks of the OD; it was a smart move, since he was one of several Jewish policemen who survived the war. Halpern remembered that “the Jewish police acted with particular cruelty in relieving the Jews of all they had left. Assaults and beatings of their brethren became a normal phenomenon.” Additionally, as Eliasz Chalfen observed, in the winter of 1941–42 the OD was “especially active” in rounding up young men and women for forced labor.23
Most devastating was the involvement of the Jewish police in the roundups, deportations, and mass shootings. Rosental testified that during the first roundup, in October 1942, the Gestapo received “considerable assistance from the Jewish police,” which was “armed with axes.” Rosen reported that in the second roundup, the following month, “the Gestapo men were assisted by the Ukrainian and Jewish police.” And during the third action, in February 1943, “there were horrible scenes when children escorted their parents to the pit. The policeman Anderman—a young boy—had to lead his own mother to the mass grave.” Other “Ukrainian and Jewish policemen were posted as guards on all the roads leading to Buczacz, and arrested Jews who had escaped from the ‘actions’ in their towns and were seeking asylum in Buczacz. They were all killed.”24
As the killing intensified and struck closer to home, the willingness of some Jewish policemen to collaborate began to waver. Yitzhak Bauer, who joined the Jewish police in the fall of 1941 at age eighteen, eventually became a member of the resistance. “The Ordnungsdienst in Buczacz,” he testified in 1968, “numbered about 30 people”; it was located “in the building of the Judenrat,” to which it was “administratively subordinated.” But during roundups “we were put at the disposition of the . . . Gestapo or the local gendarmerie [regular German police].” In such cases, Jewish policemen operated alongside German perpetrators. “As an OD-man I was personally . . . involved in two roundups,” he stated. In November 1942 “we were ordered to report to the Judenrat at daybreak” and assigned to different squads of Germans “heading toward the Jewish houses.” Bauer’s task was to “participate in the cleansing of the Jewish hospital on Mikołaja Street,” alongside two armed Germans, one of whom was the Gestapo driver Albert Brettschneider. At the hospital, which contained “about one hundred patients . . . horrifying things took place. The patients who could not move were shot on the spot directly in their beds. Others were escorted to the railroad station, from which they, together with the other Jews . . . were loaded into the railroad cars and deported to be exterminated in Bełżec.” Bauer witnessed the killings at very close quarters. “We entered a room with bed-ridden patients, who could not raise themselves out of bed. There were five to six persons.” He was “standing by the door” and could clearly see Brettschneider and his partner “walk up to individual beds and shoot those patients” by “aiming at a spot between the eyes and the nose. They simply rested the weapon at that spot on the face of the victim. After each such shot, the victim showed no more signs of life.” Having murdered at least four people in that room, Brettschneider commented to the other man, “It’s time to get some food” (Es ist schon Zeit zum Essen). It was about 8:30 a.m.25
Bauer also witnessed the roundup of April 1943: “Already on the way to the Judenrat I saw the bodies of people who had been shot lying in the street.” Not only did the local German gendarmes also participate in the killing, but “even Germans from the Baudienst [Labor Service] of the Todt Organization,” Nazi Germany’s vast labor and construction agency, “took part in this action.” He saw Rothmann, the local chief of the Baudienst, shoot the Jewish woman Jancie Hirschhorn on a street near the hospital. Bauer’s own mother was murdered that day. Two days later he and OD member Hersz Gross had to accompany SS Corporal Richard Pal, who was in charge of collecting “the remaining belongings” of “murdered or deported Jews.” In one of the apartments they encountered the mother of OD member Dunajer, who was still packing her clothes. “Without asking a word,” Bauer testified, “Pal drew his pistol and fired two shots [at her] in front of my eyes. I saw—I was standing at a distance of 3 feet—how she toppled over, covered in blood, without any sign of life.” Then they had “to load everything in the apartment onto the cart” waiting in the street.26
Richard Pal in 1965. A Romanian ethnic German born in 1912, Pal joined the Waffen-SS in 1940, was charged with murder and sentenced to eight years in prison in 1974, but was acquitted in 1979. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/871-01, 883; Bundesarchiv ZB 7129, pp. 1–26; B162/5175, pp. 4265–300; 5176, pp. 4631–35; 14533, pp. 1–211.
Interviewed in 2002, Bauer commented that following their mother’s murder (their father had died earlier of typhus), he and his younger brother decided to go to the forest and “joined a group” of resisters. He did not mention that he had previously served as a policeman. We learn from his story that the transition from the Ordnungsdienst to the resistance was far more natural than might appear in hindsight.27
Others joined the resistance in June, when the Germans set out to liquidate all the remaining Jews in town, including those in the enclosed labor camp and the Jewish police, who were housed separately on the outskirts of town. It was there, as Eliasz Chalfen testified, that the Gestapo and the Ukrainian auxiliaries “met with armed resistance.” This last-ditch fighting by the OD allowed some policemen and a fair number of other Jews to escape into the forest. Many of them were denounced and murdered in the ensuing months. But alongside the solidarity of victimhood, resentment against those perceived to have bought their survival at the price of others lingered on. A Polish underground report issued not long after the first liberation of Buczacz, in March 1944, noted, “About 800 Jews came out of their shelters and right away began settling scores among themselves. The poor accused the rich that they had robbed them and that they hid themselves while turning the poor over to the Gestapo.” Allegations of Jewish passivity or spinelessness also quickly surfaced, and the Soviets reportedly “accused the Jews of being parasites and asked them why did they not go to the forest to fight the Germans, and instead hid themselves in holes like cowards.”28
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The Germans accomplished the rapid destruction of the Jewish population by creating a local apparatus of Ukrainians and Jews who helped them organize and perpetrate mass murder and by swiftly decapitating the community so as to minimize organized resistance. Apart from setting up the Judenrat and Ordnungsdienst, in early August 1941 the local authorities effectively transformed the Ukrainian militia into a uniformed district police force under Kaznovskyi’s command, subordinated to the local German gendarmerie. This reorganization facilitated the first mass shooting of several hundred Jews on Fedor Hill. The victims, including a few women and non-Jews, were first held in the cellar of the police building, then escorted the following morning to the killing site by Ukrainian policemen, who secured the perimeter. What came to be known as the “registration action” was itself a dress rehearsal for all subsequent, much larger mass execution and deportation operations in Buczacz. Kaznovskyi, however, suggested in his postwar investigation that he had nothing to do with the massacre. One afternoon in August 1941, he said, “I was sitting in my office in the building of the Ukrainian police station in Buczacz. From the window I could see policemen escorting a column of Jews” toward the station. “As I learned later, the Gestapo had selected the men on the basis of a registration.” Once the Jews were “assembled in the courtyard” of the station, “the Gestapo locked the gate.” The next day, as he “was walking to the police station, the Gestapo men led the prisoners out of the courtyard,” and, along with “some [Ukrainian] policemen, who had guarded the Jews overnight,” they “escorted the prisoners in the direction of Fedor Hill. There were about 200 prisoners. After the policemen returned, they said that the Gestapo had shot the entire group.”
Further investigation soon established that prior to the shooting Kaznovskyi had in fact ordered a group of fifteen to eighteen Ukrainian policemen to dig a mass grave on Fedor Hill and “escort the ‘Jewish intellectuals’ to the execution site.” The policemen instead delegated the digging to villagers from Nagórzanka, who were also expected to cover up the bodies but escaped at the site of the killing. For that reason, as Mykhailo Huzar testified, the pit was covered with only a thin layer of soil, and soon thereafter “the bodies began to decompose” and “an unpleasant smell spread over the city,” until Huzar and a colleague were sent “to put further layers of soil over the pit.”29
The registration action, in which hundreds of the city’s most upstanding citizens were murdered, had the added benefit of demonstrating that Jews could simply be taken aside and killed without even the semblance of an excuse or formality. As Gelbart recalled it, the action began on August 25, when the male Jews of Buczacz were ordered to assemble on the market square at 5:00 p.m. for labor registration. Gelbart, who decided not to go, was watching from his window, as the hundreds of Jews gathered in the square were “surrounded from all sides and led in military style to the Ukrainian police” building. “The victims were then interrogated about their particulars and many craftsmen were released.” Those who remained overnight were described as “predominantly educated people,” “the best youth and working intelligentsia,” and “the crème-de-la-crème of the Jewish population.” Jewish survivors’ estimates of their numbers range between 350 and 800.30
The selection was supervised by Major (Sturmbannführer) Hermann Müller, chief of the Sipo outpost in Tarnopol. Once that was accomplished, the elderly Jewish witness Józef Kornblüh reported, the Gestapo men “left for a drinking bout at the apartment of the Ukrainian physician Dr. [Alexius] Banach, where they drank until 4 a.m.” Markus Kleiner, who was in the prison, testified that at about 8:00 p.m. police chief Kaznovskyi “and several other Ukrainian policemen came in with batons and began to beat up their victims. Some of the victims had their arms broken. The horror and the cries of the tortured people cannot be described.” Inmates were forced “to drink their own urin[e].” The Gestapo returned at daybreak and led the victims to Fedor Hill, where “big boxes had been prepared for them to deposit all their belongings, and afterward they were shot.” Kleiner, who had managed “to escape from the prison on the night before the massacre,” was hiding nearby. He watched as the victims were “executed completely naked,” and he “could hear very well the cries of the victims and the machine gun fire of the executioners.” The Ukrainian policemen then “brought the booty to town and changed the belongings of the unfortunate victims against [i.e., for] brandy and vodka and celebrated their easy victory with yelling ‘Death for the Jews and Poles, long live independent Ucraina [Ukraine].” In this manner, Gelbart noted, “Buczacz lost its most valuable Jewish element already in the opening phase” of the German occupation.31
From their house Wizinger and his brother watched the victims walking to Fedor Hill, “surrounded by a tight cordon of Ukrainian policemen. They were led barefoot, some only in their underwear. The car with the Germans and their inseparable machine guns was driving slowly behind.” Soon thereafter they heard shots from the forest, which went on for quite a while, followed by the Ukrainian policemen marching back and chanting, “Death to the Jews.” Wizinger recalled that “many of them were wearing pieces of clothing that had belonged to the murdered Jews.” But many family members refused to believe that their loved ones were gone; when the Germans falsely promised to release them in return for a hefty ransom, the “wives and mothers of those who had been taken practically besieged the office of the Judenrat,” begging it to pay the ransom. People brought in their gold jewelry all day. But that night Wizinger, the Judenrat member Dr. Ludwik Engelberg, and a local Polish doctor located the freshly dug mass grave in the forest; it was filled with bodies. The following morning, when the Judenrat presented Major Müller with the gold, he demanded that they sign a document describing the ransom as a fee for the execution of four hundred communists carried out by the authorities at the request of the Jews. As it later transpired, charging fees for executions was common practice. According to Samuel Rosental, Gestapo official sergeant Kurt Köllner and SS corporal Paul Thomanek “would come to the Judenrat after each action, and were paid 20 Złoty for every bullet fired during the action. The amount paid was registered in the Judenrat’s accounting books and Thomanek would be given a receipt.”32
There were two known survivors. Abram Brandes ran off from the marching column and jumped into a well; he then persuaded a Ukrainian policeman, whom he knew, to let him escape. From his hiding place in the bushes he watched hundreds of his townsmen being shot. Brandes was denounced and murdered shortly before the liberation. A young lad called Mandel crawled out of the pit after the shooting was over. According to Rosen, the boy survived and was living in Poland after the war but would “tell no one about his experience” or reveal “his Jewish background,” saying that he had become “a different person from the moment he had climbed out of the mass grave.”33
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Beginning in the fall of 1941, the agency directly charged with the mass murder of the Jews of Buczacz was the Security Police outpost established in nearby Czortków. The twenty-odd German members of the outpost carried out their task with notable efficiency: assisted by three hundred Ukrainian policemen organized in a so-called Schutzmannschaft (Auxiliary Police) battalion, as well as by local German gendarmeries, Ukrainian police, and Jewish Ordnungsdienst forces in the smaller towns, they murdered approximately 60,000 Jews in the Czortków-Buczacz region during the three years of the outpost’s existence; only 1,200 Jews are thought to have survived. In Buczacz most of the victims were killed in just nine months, between October 1942 and June 1943.34
Map of the General Government, published in Krakauer Zeitung, October 26, 1941. Source: Biblioteka Uniwersytecka we Wrocławiu (Wrocław University Library, hereafter BUW).
Top: Heinrich Peckmann, fourth chief of the outpost, with his wife and son in front of the Czortków Sipo building; bottom: the German grocery in Czortków. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-110, 871-28.
The new order established by the Security Police in the Czortków-Buczacz region was almost exclusively dedicated to the exploitation and murder of the Jews. In implementing its genocidal objective, the outpost effectively engaged all other available German agencies and every element in the local population, in most cases by providing tangible incentives in the form of material benefits and status elevation; to the Jewish leadership and police it offered a temporary lease on life. Beyond the extraordinary bloodletting this undertaking entailed, perhaps its most scandalous aspect was the astonishing ease with which it was accomplished and the extent to which the killers, along with their spouses and children, lovers and colleagues, friends and parents, appear to have enjoyed their brief murderous sojourn in the region. For many of them, this was clearly the best time of their lives: they had almost unlimited access to food, liquor, tobacco, and sex, and, most important, they became supreme masters over life and death. And when they were done, they packed up and left, often returning to their previous occupations as if nothing had happened, merely taking along a few objects of sentimental or material value, as well as nostalgic photographs of the good old days, unearthed years later when some of them were finally brought to justice.35
The man most closely associated with the murder of the Jews in the Czortków-Buczacz region was Kurt Köllner.36 Born in 1908 and raised in the town of Bad Dürrenberg in Saxony, Köllner began working as a mechanic and driver in 1926, later joining the management of an automotive company in his hometown and establishing a car rental business of his own; he was considered a reliable and socially respectable businessman. Although his father was a lifelong member of the Social Democratic Party and his parental home hosted various influential political personalities of diverse ideological affiliations, Köllner himself was politically neutral, preferring sports to politics and clinging to his Evangelical faith throughout the Nazi period. He married in a church ceremony in 1934, and his son was born shortly before the war.
Decades later the court that tried him for murder learned that, following Hitler’s so-called seizure of power in 1933, Köllner concluded that it had become “necessary for him to take up an unequivocal political position,” which meant joining the SS. Köllner explained this step as an attempt to defend his father from incarceration in a concentration camp. But he quickly became an active member of the SS motor school in Leipzig and strutted around town in his elegant black uniform. To the court he insisted that all along he had resisted the regime’s anti-Semitic ideology and had maintained good social contacts with several Jewish families. He had even helped a Jewish acquaintance to emigrate by buying his property—likely for a quite competitive price—and had expressed disapproval of the Kristallnacht pogrom of November 1938, although no witnesses could verify that. Indeed contemporaries remembered that he was nicknamed Mäuschen, or “Little Mouse,” suggesting something less than physical courage and moral fortitude.
In December 1939 Köllner was called up for military service, and after a few months of training was posted to the Security Police in Warsaw. In August 1941 he was transferred to Lemberg (Polish: Lwów), arriving in Czortków toward the end of the year. In late July 1942 he was appointed head of the Judenreferat (Jewish section), a position he held until the outpost was dismantled. After the war he spent five years in various East German camps and prisons; he then joined his family in West Germany, where he worked for a local firm until his arrest in 1958 on charges of multiple murders. Köllner’s defense hinged on the argument that he had treated Jews well and had actually suffered as a consequence. Even his transfer from Galicia’s capital to a posting in its backwoods, he argued, was a form of punishment for his protests against the maltreatment of Jewish workers building the infamous Thoroughfare IV from Lemberg to the Black Sea.37 In fact his service in Czortków was anything but unpleasant, since shortly after arriving his wife and son joined him there; his wife even found employment with the outpost.
One reason for Köllner’s success in implementing local genocide was his knack for getting to know his victims before organizing their murder. Rather than employing dehumanization and detachment, he used trust, familiarity, and false promises, which both made things much smoother and provided greater opportunities for personal enrichment. Shortly before the first mass deportation from Czortków on August 25–26, 1942, Köllner warned the local Judenrat of the impending action and ordered it to be prepared to deliver the necessary quota of Jews. But as a gesture of sympathy he also offered to protect young, fit Jews from deportation by stamping their labor cards. In fact he was acting upon instructions from Lemberg, because Jewish labor was still needed to maintain the region’s economy. But since the Judenrat had no way of knowing that, it compensated Köllner generously for his kindness with money and gold. Having won the Jewish leadership’s trust, Köllner then notified it, just hours before the roundup began, that no imminent action was expected, ensuring that the population would be caught off-guard. As a result, approximately three thousand Jews were deported to Bełżec that day, and another three hundred were shot in their homes or on the street; when no more people could be crammed into the railcars, the remaining Jews were incarcerated in the Czortków prison and deported sometime later.
The Sipo and Kripo buildings in Czortków. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-57, 58.
This was the first of numerous deportation roundups and mass shooting actions throughout the region in which Köllner participated. But the court would find him guilty of first-degree murder only if it could be shown that he had personally and willfully carried out individual killings. The cases presented to the court demonstrated the license such men had to wantonly kill whomever they wished and the obvious pleasure they took in demonstrating their omnipotence. During the second roundup in Czortków, in October 1942, for instance, Köllner personally shot three Jews who could not keep up with those being deported, either because of old age, physical handicap, or illness. In March 1943 he had two patients dragged from their hospital beds in Buczacz and shot them in the garden. Two months later he shot the plumber Schorr, his wife, and their toddler at close range in front of their older child, and later shot the teenagers Emil Kitaj and Hania Adler point-blank in the head as they knelt in front of him and begged for their lives; on this occasion he was holding the pistol in one hand and his own five-year-old son’s hand in the other.
Group photo of Czortków Sipo members: Kurt Köllner is fourth from the right; Albert Brettschneider is third from the left; their wives are directly in front of them. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-60.
Even after the main roundups were over, Köllner continued killing individuals. During the liquidation of the forced labor camp in the village of Nagórzanka near Jagielnica (Ukrainian: Yahilnytsya) in early August 1943, for instance, he chased the teenager Mojsze Waisman, who tried to flee from the barn where he had been hiding, and shot him dead. He then shot the girls Bina and Gisela Horowitz, who had also hidden in the barn, point-blank in the head, once more as they knelt in front of him, a method of execution that seems to have appealed to Köllner and several of his colleagues.38 While these and other murders combined utter indifference to human life with outlandish cruelty, they were representative of the conduct of the Sipo outpost as a whole; in a relatively short time, the murder of Jews, often in the most gruesome manner, had become normalized as a routine and casual act.
Köllner attempted to defend himself by arguing that the Czortków Judenrat had been complicit in these crimes by willingly revealing to him the locations of hiding places. But even if true, this obviously did not alleviate his guilt. He also claimed that in May 1943 he had been investigated by the SS in Lemberg for favoring Jews, leading to a search of his apartment in Czortków. As it turned out, the search actually revealed that he had been hoarding Jewish bribes rather than dutifully handing them over to his superiors. A last effort by Köllner’s wife to provide him with an alibi also backfired, when she brazenly asserted that she had “known nothing about the murders perpetrated in the Czortków district,” especially after another German woman testified that they had discussed “how one could keep what was happening at the time with the Jews from the children.” Clearly Köllner was not worried at all about that.
Frau Köllner (on the right) with two other wives of Sipo personnel and a child, out for a walk in Czortków. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-18.
In 1962 Köllner was found guilty of multiple murders and sentenced to life imprisonment. The court rejected his claim of having had “inner reservations,” finding that “his entire attitude” proved “that he had no humane considerations as regards the treatment of the Jews,” thereby demonstrating his “moral transformation and the hold of National Socialist ideology over him.” The judges also dismissed Köllner’s claim of superior orders, stressing that he “did not shy away from avoiding” such “orders when it suited him,” but did not do so on the numerous occasions in which he participated in mass murder. Paradoxically, the judges also argued that Köllner had “recognized quite early the danger of National Socialism” and had “remained inwardly unmoved” by its “ideas and goals.” Hence he “would have probably continued to lead an ordinary bourgeois existence, had he not increasingly succumbed to the temptations of National Socialist ideology” following Hitler’s seizure of power. “In this sense,” stated the judges, who must have been thinking about their own careers under Nazism, “he became—like many others—a victim in the wider sense of the circumstances of the time.” The court therefore concluded that Köllner’s “guilt consists in the fact that he sacrificed his previous moral and human restraints and that in an effort to promote his own advancement and profit as much as possible, he became a compliant and pliable instrument of the regime of the time, especially in the planned eradication of the Jews, even though, according to his own description, he knew very well ‘that this is murder.’ ”
In other words, the judges convicted Köllner of murder not because he had internalized Nazi ideology but because he used it for his own purposes, and not for having efficiently organized local genocide but for having personally and needlessly killed individuals who would have otherwise been consigned to collective murder.
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Köllner’s superior, the stern-faced professional policeman Heinrich Peckmann, joined the Nazi Party and the Gestapo in 1937 after a twelve-year career in the regular police force. Posted to Czortków in October 1941, he served as deputy and then as chief of the outpost between late 1942 and October 1943. Resuming his police career after the war, Peckmann was arrested in 1960 but acquitted two years later for insufficient evidence. A second attempt to bring him to justice was dropped in 1966 for similar reasons, despite several testimonies alleging that he had commanded a number of mass executions in the region.39
But the previously laconic Peckmann was much more expansive about the modus operandi of the outpost when called as a witness at another trial the following year. Officially, he said, “it was forbidden to shoot Jews privately outside of organized actions” or “to visit the Judenrat.” But “no one bothered with these restrictions. In practice you could . . . do whatever you wanted without being held accountable.” SS-Sergeant Artur Rosenow, for instance, had unleashed his “private” dog against a Jewish man walking down the street in Czortków, which literally “stripped him naked,” in defiance of regulations, and “paid no attention” to Peckmann’s instructions not to bring the dog to roundups. On one occasion Rosenow walked into the “Jewish camp” in Czortków, “shot a Jewish woman” with his pistol, and killed her child by “striking its head against the wall.” Because of such men as Rosenow, stressed Peckmann, “nobody had to be assigned to a Jew-action, because there were sufficient volunteers” more than willing to do the shooting. Indeed Peckmann believed that it was “thanks to the bad example set by the SS-leaders of our outpost” that “people like [the Gestapo driver Albert] Brettschneider and the SS guards” became “Jew-haters [Judengegner]. It made them feel so important, when they drove to the roundups with the SS-leaders and were allowed to shoot Jews.” The second outpost chief, Karl Hildemann, had just such a corrupting influence. Peckmann related one instance in which “Hildemann walked into the canteen and asked, ‘Who wants to come along to shoot some Jews?’ ” But while Peckmann claimed to have been outraged by such conduct, he conceded that other outpost commanders who disapproved of “private Jew-shootings” nevertheless were “on principle in agreement with the extermination of the Jews.”40
Sipo chief Hans Velde and his deputy Heinrich Peckmann (on right) hunting in the woods near Czortków. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-64.
SS Corporal Paul Thomanek represented precisely the kind of unambiguously brutal face of German genocide alluded to by Peckmann. Raised in interwar Czechoslovakia as the son of an ethnic German coal miner, Thomanek joined the German police after the outbreak of war and transferred to the Waffen-SS in October 1941. Posted initially to the forced labor camps of Kamionki and Hłuboczek Wielki near Tarnopol, in November 1942 he was appointed commandant of the labor camp in Czortków and soon became the master of all other labor camps in the region. He was given a car and a house and for a while hosted his wife, son, and father there. He also brought with him a German (or Austrian) Jew named Wolf as chief of his Ordnungsdienst. Thomanek was finally arrested by the German police in 1957.41
Sipo member Fritz Kallmeyer and his child with other outpost personnel in Czortków. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/871-26.
Called der Erschiesser (the Shooter) even before coming to Czortków, Thomanek quickly made friends with two other SS men, Rux and Rosenow, and the three became collectively known as the Judenschlächter (the slaughterers of Jews).42 His multiple killings in the Czortków-Buczacz region demonstrated the complete impunity such men enjoyed in perpetrating random violence quite apart from organized massacres. Because he was in charge of relatively small camps, Thomanek also often personally knew the people he murdered. In May 1943, for instance, he murdered Sofia Wolf for speaking across the Czortków labor camp fence with her child’s Polish caretaker. She just had time to call out, “Herr camp commandant, spare my life, I have a small child,” before he shot her in the face with his submachine gun. The following month, during the liquidation of the camp, his personal barber “Papusch” asked Thomanek to spare him, only to be cut to pieces with a burst of submachine-gun bullets. He responded in the same fashion when a blond seventeen-year-old girl named Jäger begged him to let her live, and then he joined the shooters at the execution site.
A German eyewitness described this camp liquidation as “the most frightful and cruelest event I have ever experienced”: “Among the heap of Jews who had been loaded on the truck, all in a crouching position, with their faces down, a blond Jewish girl was sitting upright, like an angel looking into another world. The road winding its way through Czortków was paved with stones and it looked like the vehicle was driving over a stream of blood.” Among the guards escorting the truck “in open cars with fire-ready weapons” he saw “Thomanek, who was unmistakable with his red hair.”43
Thomanek also kept a room in Buczacz, where he often ordered the Judenrat to supply him with “girls,” booze, and food. In February 1943 he was one of several SS and Gestapo shooters on Fedor Hill, although at his trial he claimed he merely helped SS Corporal Richard Pal collect the victims’ valuables. He added that on the drive back to Czortków he said to Pal, “Look at these beautiful flowers and yet so many people have to die,” to which his colleague reassuringly replied, “We have nothing to say about this, orders are orders.” In fact Thomanek killed on his own initiative in Buczacz too. In April 1943 he took Rux and a young Ukrainian woman in his car to an inn on the outskirts of Buczacz; the woman had apparently informed them that the family of her former employer at the inn, Leo Folkenfok, was still hiding there with several other Jews, including small children and a pregnant woman. The two SS men forced the Jews to hand over their valuables and shot them one by one. A German civilian who arrived at the scene before the killers left testified, “I heard one of them say to the other that in the future he should not use explosive bullets.”44
Left to right: Leo Folkenfok; Ginsburg, a Jewish cook; Pepi, a Jewish construction site assistant; Mrs. Leo Folkenfok; and unknown, possibly the subsequent Ukrainian denouncer, at the entrance to the Folkenfolks’ former inn and house. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-115.
Tall, fat, and red-haired, Thomanek was easily recognizable and greatly feared throughout the region; the cry “Thomanek is coming!” terrorized all who heard it. His visits to the smaller labor camps in the district were also often accompanied by killings.45 Indeed the murders were so ubiquitous, and Thomanek’s appearance so striking, that despite his vehement denials the court rejected all his pleas. The defendant, it concluded, could not resort to claims of superior orders since orders calling for a criminal undertaking could not be seen as binding. The judges also stressed that Thomanek was never in a situation where “he could only save himself from a threat to his own life and body by acting as he did”; in fact it had not been shown that any “SS-man who did not take part in shooting Jews faced a danger” of this kind. At worst, he might “have had to reckon with dismissal from his post and possibly being sent to the front.” Moreover it was clear to the court that Thomanek had acted in “his own personal interest.” Believing that the Nazi regime and the SS were “at that time in a certain sense ‘masters of the world,’ ” Thomanek thought “he could share that power” as long as “he behaved in the manner required and expected of him by his superiors.” And indeed “things went exceedingly well for him.” Thomanek enjoyed such “privileges” only “because he excelled in the ‘treatment’ of the Jews,” which gave him “a position of enormous power that had absolutely no correspondence to his rank” and preserved him from being “called up to the Wehrmacht and sent to a frontline unit.” This “selfish motivation,” concluded the judges, made him “a willing tool of the National Socialist authorities” and “a person whose name evoked fear and horror in the Jews” as “an arbitrary master over the life and death of these unfortunate people.” But although Thomanek was found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment, the court could not refrain from making almost the same statement made at the conclusion of Köllner’s trial, namely, that since Thomanek did “not carry any responsibility for” the Nazi regime’s “ideas and plans or for the transformation of the political circumstances and the war,” it could also be said that “to this extent he became—like many others with him—in a wider sense also a victim of that time.”46
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Alone among the few members of the Czortków Sipo outpost who eventually faced justice, the Gestapo driver Albert Brettschneider unwittingly exposed a small portion of that potent mix of prejudice, self-righteousness, and sense of inferiority that motivated and rationalized his brutality. Born in Lithuania to a German father and a Lithuanian mother, and married to an ethnic German, Brettschneider joined the Security Police in 1941, arriving with his wife in Czortków that fall; they remained there until the outpost was dismantled. Finally subjected to a judicial investigation in 1965, Brettschneider’s case was partly dismissed for lack of evidence in 1971 and terminated altogether following his death two years later.47
At his investigation, even as he described the killings in graphic detail, Brettschneider also betrayed a degree of nostalgia for the “good old days” in the outpost. Despite his low rank, he had formed close relations with many more-senior Sipo members and local administrators. In these small, isolated German communities, joint complicity in mass murder nourished a grotesquely merry intimacy. He fondly recalled a restaurant in Czortków “which I and almost all other outpost members often patronized, because it served good beer.” He also “very often went to drink beer together” with other members “of the Gestapo outpost” at the train station restaurant. In Buczacz there was yet another inn where Brettschneider “always socialized” with SS and Gestapo personnel. Indeed things were so good that even when an SS captain from Lemberg had an affair with his wife around Christmas 1942, Brettschneider did not request another posting, as some of his friends had advised.
Personally Brettschneider claimed to be constitutionally incapable of inflicting violence: “I could never in my life kill a woman or even a girl. I have always worshipped women.” He would also never “have thought of beating or killing a child.” Anyone testifying that they had seen him participating in mass shootings had to be lying, since such professed witnesses would have in fact been “the first to be shot. I saw this once myself,” he noted, contradicting his assertion that he had never been present at a mass execution. At the same time, Brettschneider readily admitted that finding shooters was never a problem. “At least 30 men would have been” at the killing site, including the SS guards who “lurked around just to get the chance to participate in the shootings,” while several of his Gestapo colleagues “shot Jews eagerly.” As a matter of fact, “no one needed to be ordered to take part in the execution commando. There were always volunteers,” and whenever one of the shooters “emptied his magazine, another one would be lying in wait for the right moment to step in.” In his own testimony Peckmann pointed out that Brettschneider was in fact one of those eager shooters.
Brettschneider expressed profound contempt for his Jewish victims, whom he blamed for their own murder. Instead of joining the partisans, he exclaimed, “all the Jews stayed in the ghetto. The members of the Judenrat are guilty of this. They not only prevented their own people from fleeing, they even handed them over to the Gestapo in Czortków,” while “the Jewish Ordnungsdienst, which guarded the ghetto exits, did not allow any Jew out.” Similarly in Buczacz “the Jews themselves are to blame” for their annihilation, because “had the Judenrat not driven the Jews out and betrayed their hiding places, we would not have gotten our hands on them so easily.” He still could not understand why “the Jews went to the execution like sheep. . . . I shook my head over that at the time.”
Albert Brettschneider in 1952. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/871-6.
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This normalization of murder, the removal of the Jews as part of a day’s work, as entertainment, as background noise to drinking bouts or amorous relationships, along with puzzlement at the Jews’ conduct mixed with anger at them for making it so easy to kill them—these were part and parcel of the German experience of genocide, rarely reflected in postwar representations and ruminations, let alone historiography. Different people responded to this reality, which was largely of their own making, differently. Richard Heinrich, a Gestapo official charged with supply and logistics at the outpost, testified, “Whenever I wanted something delivered in Czortków, for instance boots, I had to go to the Judenreferent,” who “would then communicate with Thomanek” in order to have them made in the “Judenlager” (Jew camp).48 Jewish slave labor was taken for granted: “female Jewish tailors would commonly go to the homes of the Gestapo in Czortków,” where they worked for them “or for their wives.” Many of the German personnel used Jewish dentists; Heinrich himself “had a dental bridge made by a Jewish dentist in the Czortków Ghetto,” free of charge, of course.
And when the time came, men like Heinrich played a similarly casual role in mass murder. In February 1943, he testified, “all members of the Gestapo outpost in Czortków, including the ethnic German guards,” altogether about thirty men, drove out to Buczacz at about 5:00 a.m. Heinrich positioned himself behind a desk, and all Jews seized in the city were escorted to him and had to “put their valuables on the table”; then the guards searched them “for hidden valuables, such as money sewn into their clothes.” Heinrich ran a tidy operation: “On the spot I immediately registered the valuables taken from the Jews on a list,” while a colleague “put the things in a cardboard box right away.” There were “watches, rings, U.S. dollars, English pounds, Złoty, and so forth. I listed and later brought to Lemberg valuables and money valued at 20,000 to 30,000 Reichsmarks.” Because the desk was merely “100–130 feet from the execution pit,” the Jews “had to undress” shortly after handing over their valuables. “I believe there was just one vast pit, which was empty at the beginning of the execution action.” He personally witnessed that “several hundred Jewish men, women, and children were shot.” Subsequently “the clothes of the Jews, who were shot naked in the action, were bundled up.” Heinrich, who had taken care to prepare sufficient amounts of vodka and cigarettes for the shooters, recalled that on the way back “the men did not speak about the action in Buczacz.” Perhaps they were tired, or drunk. The entire operation took some twelve hours.
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While the men from Czortków would sweep in, do their killing, and return to their base, it was the local uniformed police, usually referred to as gendarmes, who represented the daily face of German order in Buczacz. Established in August 1941, the gendarmerie post eventually numbered well over a dozen regular and reserve policemen.
Undoubtedly the most notorious gendarme in Buczacz was Sergeant Peter Pahl. Born in 1904 near Hamburg, Pahl joined the police at age twenty and spent his entire working life in uniform.49 Married in 1930, he joined the Nazi Party in 1937, by which time he had fathered two girls. His superiors thought well of him. In August 1942 he was evaluated as a “skillful, industrious, absolutely reliable gendarme with above average intellectual capacities” and “exemplary leadership and service performance.” He was awarded the Iron Cross, II Class, in April 1944 for bravery in antipartisan warfare. Briefly imprisoned at the end of the war, Pahl was back with the police soon thereafter, remaining in service until his retirement in 1964. At his judicial investigation, launched two years later, he maintained, “I am of the opinion that in the course of my life I had given my utmost.” Since he suffered a stroke that left him partially paralyzed, most of Pahl’s investigation was conducted in the hospital. Finally indicted for murder in 1970, Pahl died the following year, putting an end to all further judicial proceedings.
At his trial Pahl had fond memories of Buczacz and claimed to have been on good terms with everyone. He warmly recalled the Ukrainian Chorny family that often hosted him: “In the summertime I had my armchair there and often rested in the garden.” He “frequently ate there in the evenings” and “played cards with the Chornys and their Ukrainian doctor acquaintance.” On the weekends they would go together to the cinema, located next to the Ukrainian police station. Especially Mrs. Chorny, whose husband worked for the local German administration, “was a kindhearted friend to me, because she spoke extremely good German.” Pahl denied that she was also his mistress: “I did not have a lover in the proper sense.” It was a good life. At the tobacco factory in nearby Monasterzyska, where Pahl was often posted, “they gave us good liquor and vodka, as much as we wanted”; there were also cigars and “a little snack bar, where one could order garlic sausage and vodka and a kind of seltzer water. I went to this restaurant often in the evenings after work. The owner was Polish, his wife was Ukrainian.”
Peter Pahl as policeman in Germany, likely in 1935. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/871-21.
Pahl was also, by his own account, a friend of the Jews, among whom he was “well known and respected.” Described by one witness as the bloodthirsty terror of Buczacz, Pahl responded that if that were the case, the Judenrat “would not have regularly come to see me,” along with “other Jews, who came to me whenever they were desperate.” For instance, on his birthday in April 1942 Baruch Kramer and another Judenrat member brought him a cake: “We celebrated my birthday together in my room.” Pahl also regularly visited Dr. Seifer’s home, where he was “a welcome guest.” The doctor’s wife “would always offer me Portuguese red wine and sardines in oil, that is, things that at the time could hardly be found.” No wonder he responded with righteous indignation when the former Buczacz Landkommissar (county administrator), Walter Hoffer, stated that Pahl “did not have a good name in Buczacz regarding the handling of the Jewish population,” and one of his own colleagues depicted him as a “Jew-hater.” “That is incorrect,” Pahl insisted. “I had very good acquaintances among the Jews.” Why would a local Jewish shoemaker have made him “a pair of long sheepskin boots . . . as a present” if the man did not consider him a friend? The very notion that “the Jews feared” him was preposterous. After all, he had actually informed the Judenrat chairman about an impending roundup, and “in gratitude for my warning” the man “brought me at midnight a black garment cloth.”
Pahl did concede that during that roundup of April 1943 he and the other gendarmes escorted the victims up Fedor Hill; they stopped about three hundred feet from the execution site in order to secure the area from “curious onlookers.” This, he argued, proved that he “did not cooperate actively with the execution.” In fact when he saw “the Jewish woman Helene,” the gendarmerie station’s own housemaid, “being led to the execution,” he said, “I thought to myself, ‘How vile.’ ” But despite the pleas of the gendarmerie commander, Lieutenant Johann Horak, the SS would not release her. “Inwardly,” insisted Pahl, “I was very much against this. I believe that no member of the gendarmerie post would have gone along voluntarily.” But although “it was entirely clear to me at the time that everything happening there was unjust,” he reasoned, “had we declined to take part in an execution action ordered from above, the whole gendarmerie station would have been liquidated.”
Despite such threats, Pahl declared, he tried to save Jewish lives. During the action of February 1943 he allegedly hid thirteen Jews in his room, and even served them soup prepared by the soon-to-be-murdered Helene. And although “the story leaked” and Squad Commander Willy Kießling “reproached me about it,” Pahl hid yet another group of eleven Jews in his room during the next execution action. As he saw it, he had behaved much better than the Jewish policemen, who guarded the ghetto armed with wooden clubs, “beat the Jews the most,” and “hauled the Jews out of their houses.” Pahl, for his part, never acted violently. “In my entire life I fired only three bullets,” he insisted, and then only to kill animals when food was running low. All allegations that he had participated in mass shootings were contradictions in terms, because “had the witnesses actually been there, they . . . would have been shot with the others.” Witness accusations were lies, he asserted, rooted in the ancient Jewish predilection to hurt gentiles: “The Jewish Bible contains the following literal verse: ‘You should not lie to and cheat any man; [but] if he is a goy, lie to him and cheat him, so that you might harm him.’ ”
Jewish witnesses painted a starkly different picture. Wizinger recalled Pahl storming into a synagogue, where he “brutally and sadistically beat up the Jews who were praying there, and cut off all their beards. At the end he tore up the Torah.” In winter 1942 Wizinger was one of “about fifty Jews, men and women,” who were rounded up in “a street-action” led by Pahl, incarcerated in the local prison, “severely tortured,” and “driven out to the prison yard naked,” where they were “ordered to do gymnastics while [they] were being beaten. As a result of this abuse two people subsequently died.” In February 1943, while escorting about thirty Jewish children to the killing site on Fedor Hill, Pahl encountered an elderly man on the street and ordered him to join the group. Wizinger watched as the man begged the gendarme to spare his life. “Pahl asked him: ‘How old are you?’ ‘Fifty-years-old,’ the Jew answered. Pahl laughed and said: ‘Man, fifty years old and you want to go on living. Your life is already over.’ Pahl then drew his pistol and shot the Jew in the back of the head.” In June Wizinger was helping another older man on the street when the sergeant showed up: “Pahl asked me whether this was my father and when I said that he was not, he began joking with the Jew and suddenly drew his pistol and shot him in front of my eyes.”50
German gendarmes with women and a child in front of the Buczacz gendarmerie building, date unknown. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-44.
Rosalia Bauer was working in a pharmacy in February 1943 when she witnessed a woman she knew being escorted to the prison with her child on her shoulders: “Pahl came up from behind with a drawn weapon. . . . Suddenly I heard a shot and . . . saw how the girl . . . fell down covered in blood in front of the doors of the pharmacy.” That same day she saw another group of Jews escorted to the prison; one man was carrying a five-year-old child in his arms. “Suddenly I saw . . . Pahl firing his weapon at the child, who . . . fell down and showed no signs of life.” Many non-Jews too were appalled by Pahl’s conduct. Adam Steiger, director of the district court in Buczacz, testified, “Practically everyone feared” Pahl, who “was known as the meanest and most brutal of the gendarmes taking part in the actions against the Jews.” From the courthouse, located on the second floor of the Ukrainian police station, Steiger observed that Pahl “shot a Jew in the prison yard” as hundreds of Jews were escorted to the execution site on Fedor Hill in February 1943. That summer he watched a mass execution at the Jewish cemetery hill across town. From that distance he “could not quite identify the people, but the silhouettes were visible and one could hear the echo of the shots . . . all afternoon.” He subsequently heard that Pahl had “shot Jews with his pistol from different distances as shooting practice.”51
![]()
Pahl was not the only gendarme who denied ever personally killing anyone. Bruno Grocholl, who was forty-three and the father of five children when he arrived in Buczacz, subsequently insisted that he had merely performed “general gendarmerie service.” The only policeman who had anything to do with the Jews, he said, was the deputy post commander, Sergeant Georg Barg, nicknamed “Judenonkel” (Jew uncle) because “he was literally in charge of the Jews of Buczacz.” Whenever Jews were required for work, “Barg would contact the Buczacz Judenrat,” which would then “assemble the requested number of Jewish workers with the help of the Jewish Ordnungspolizei.” Grocholl could “not believe that Barg would have beaten the Jews” and thought that generally they had little to fear from the local German policemen, since “at the time a truly comradely relationship had been established between the gendarmerie post and the Judenrat in Buczacz.”52
But Wilhelm Eger, a thirty-eight-year-old reservist and father of two, suggested at Grocholl’s investigation that his testimony was a pack of lies: “That swine Barg drank the whole time. He was a gross person. He would force the Jews coming to work to do military gymnastics and then make them stand at attention. He pounced on the Jews and did not desist from boxing their ears,” for which purpose he would also “bring along his dog whip.” When Barg “wanted something” from the Judenrat they “had to bring it to him” at his lodgings. Eger also entirely rejected the idea that Pahl could have hidden any Jews in his room, because “it was very dangerous” to do so. To be sure, Dr. Seifer, whom he considered “a fine Jew,” did “often come to the police station” and would “occasionally ask us what did the Jews have to do with our war.” In fact, Eger admitted, Seifer “got to me, because he said at the time that there would always remain some witnesses of our actions against the Jews.” Perhaps that was why Eger helped Seifer escape one of the roundups, if we are to believe his testimony.53
Bruno Grocholl (center) and Wilhelm Eger (right). Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-121.
Eger clearly correlated the occupiers’ material comfort and their sheer lawlessness with impunity, stating that “whenever a new German came to Buczacz, he would be provided with Jewish furniture.” Still, he too sought to distance the local police from direct participation in murder. The gendarmes merely had to “report to the Gestapo how many Jews were incarcerated in the prison,” and “once a certain number was reached, the Gestapo issued instructions to the gendarmerie station by telephone that the Jewish prison inmates should be ‘resettled’ by the Ukrainian police.” Hence, unlike mass executions, in which Jews were shot “by members of the Gestapo outpost in Czortków . . . when there were only a few Jews” in the prison they were killed “by the Ukrainian policemen.” In both instances, he claimed, the local police merely had to “escort the Jews” to the “execution site.” When asked specifically whether the gendarmes joined the Ukrainian police in small-scale executions, Eger responded that in summer 1943 “the Ukrainians had seized several Jews” and “agreed with the German gendarmerie station to execute” them on their own since “it was not worth the effort to bring the Gestapo from Czortków for the execution.” The Germans and Ukrainians then jointly escorted the “ten to twelve Jewish men, women, and children” to the killing site. Eger knew this because he was one of the two German gendarmes at the site. But he maintained that he and his colleague played only “a supervisory role.” Hence he could claim that although as German policemen they were in charge, they did not personally kill anyone.
After some initial denials, Eger admitted that the gendarmes participated in a series of roundups in Buczacz. He conceded that in one case, while searching “through Jewish houses together with a member of the Gestapo,” they “found a wash basket, in which three small children were sitting. The Gestapo man ordered me to shoot the children. I said that I would not do that. He responded that he too could not do it. He then handed the children over to Jews who were just then being escorted on the street to the prison.” Eger knew that those “delivered to the prison were shot shortly thereafter, if they had not already died from hunger or maltreatment by the Ukrainian police.” He had in fact been to the prison during the roundup of February 1943: “What I saw there was simply unbelievable. In a single room of at most 300–400 square feet some 150 Jews were literally pressed together . . . small children and women and men.” He finally admitted that he and his fellow gendarmes escorted these Jews to the execution site and observed as they undressed and were taken in groups of three or four to the pit, where they were killed with short bursts of submachine-gun fire by the Gestapo waiting there. “It went very quickly,” Eger commented, “and one could observe that the Gestapo had experience in such matters.”
In fact Eger had taken part in no fewer than three mass executions. One occurred near the town of Kopyczyńce (Ukrainian: Kopychyntsi), twenty-five miles east of Buczacz, likely in June 1943. While Eger claimed to have “held myself very much back,” he also stated that “various gendarmes of the Czortków platoon went out of their way and were committed 150 percent” to the killing. He saw hundreds of Jewish “babies, toddlers, children and men and women. The process was very brutal and already while the Jews were being rounded up both the Sipo men and the gendarmes shot Jews.” The victims were “escorted out of the town to the edge of the forest,” where “many pits” had been dug; “gradually the first pit filled up with the corpses of the executed babies, children, and adults. For me,” Eger commented, “the scene was so appalling that I still think about it today. The heads of the little children were in some cases completely blown off by the submachine gun salvos. Everywhere one could see spattered brains.” The killing ended around noon. “We were served lunch,” but Eger “could not swallow anything.” Yet he saw no reason to feel guilty. “I cannot blame myself for anything,” he insisted. “I took part in the action on explicit orders and within the framework of the gendarmerie platoon of Czortków, and during the action I neither mishandled nor killed Jewish people. I also took no initiative. On the contrary, I initially held myself back.”
That same month Eger participated in a mass killing at the Jewish cemetery in Buczacz. Again “the German gendarmerie in Buczacz, along with the Ukrainian militia, escorted the Jews from the prison to the execution site,” where “three or four members of the Gestapo” were already waiting. The gendarmes “guarded the perimeter on the top” of the hill, and “the execution pit was . . . about half way down the slope.” But “whoever wanted . . . could easily go there. Several of us also did so. I personally,” admitted Eger, “was only one time next to the pit.” From up close he could observe how “the naked Jews had to lie on their stomachs in a row, and were then shot.” The next batch “had to lie on top of the Jews who had been shot, and were shot in turn, and so on. Women and men had to lie on top of each other in the pit. Children had to jump into the pit.” Eger identified Thomanek and Brettschneider among the shooters. The latter, “right after he fired, made the sign of the cross with his hand over the execution pit and said: ‘May the Lord bless you!’ ”
A few days later Eger encountered Brettschneider on a Sunday stroll in Czortków “with his wife and two children.” He recalled thinking, “Here he is still playing the family man and just a short time ago he shot innocent children and all manner of people.” But as for himself, Eger was convinced that he had behaved as humanely as the circumstances warranted. He remembered that as he was walking up the hill, “a Jewish woman with a little girl ran behind me.” When they reached the top, “she said to me: ‘Can you please shoot my daughter, I think the Ukrainians shoot badly.’ I said that I could not do this. The woman and the child ran further to the execution site and were shot.” On another occasion, he was walking behind “a long row of Jews” being escorted to an execution, when he noticed “an old Jew who could not walk well. I helped him a bit, whereupon he said to me that I was a good man.” In this inverted moral universe, even helping old men reach their own execution or herding little girls to their death rather than shooting them oneself could be recalled as acts of mercy.
Albert Brettschneider (on the left) and his wife. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/871-8.
Despite such gruesome events, or perhaps because of them, some of these men found solace in romance, or at least in a sexual liaison. Eger recalled that his colleague, the reserve gendarme Heinrich Knaack, had struck up a relationship with a Polish nurse named Iwana Kardasz, and even tried to take her with him when the Germans left Buczacz. The recently divorced thirty-eight-year-old father of a small child and veteran SA (Sturmabteilung) and Nazi Party member arrived in Buczacz after the deportations had already begun. In his own testimony he never mentioned Kardasz, but she remembered that on the retreat from Buczacz in 1944 he had warned her to run away because Pahl wanted to kill her. She had reason to believe this was no idle threat, since she recalled Knaack telling her that “during one action a beautiful blond Jewish pharmacist was caught with a child on her arm. Pahl told her to throw the child to the ground to save her life. The woman threw the child to the ground and Pahl immediately shot her. I think he also shot the child.”54
Knaack did admit to taking part in three or four actions, noting that “the sequence of events was almost always the same.” About twenty men “would come to Buczacz from Czortków in the early morning hours and organize these actions”; the gendarmes were “divided into teams,” whose task was “to help the SD [Sicherheitsdienst, the SS Security Service] round up a certain number of Jews in the so-called Jewish quarter,” which “was raided indiscriminately; all Jews who could be seized at that moment were rounded up,” and then “mostly escorted right away to a designated site and shot there.” Knaack made no attempt to conceal the horror of these events: “I saw and heard frightful things during these actions and can hardly reproduce them. Even children were not spared. They were shot along with the others.” He described the killings at the Jewish cemetery in summer 1943 in terms very similar to Eger’s. “I was standing about one hundred feet from the pit,” he said, watching how “children and parents climbed down into the pit. The women carried their little children in their arms or hugged them and in this manner went to their death.”
Staff of the Buczacz hospital, date unknown. Iwana Kardasz (née Ptasznyk) is sitting on the right in the front row. The man in the dark coat to her right is hospital secretary Ptasznyk (relation to her unknown); the woman to his right is possibly Sofia Kriegel. Other identified figures, on second row from the left: Dr. Voronka’s widow; surgeon Dr. Witold Ratajski; hospital director Dr. Hamerskyi; internist Dr. Szczipaniak; Jewish pharmacist, perhaps Gisela Kleiner. Dr. Ratajski testified that in 1940–44 he “functioned as director and later as chief physician of the district hospital” in Buczacz, had seen many shootings on the city streets, and helped Jews who came to him with bullet wounds. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-99; BArch B162/20037, November 12, 1970, pp. 958–60.
Like everyone else, Knaack insisted that “there was no option” to avoid participating in these murder operations. “The order was unequivocal: ‘You go here and there and do this and that!’ As far as I could tell, almost all available members of the Buczacz gendarmerie post participated in these actions.” He also expressed a somewhat peculiar veneration for the victims he helped lead to their death: “I admired the Jews, how calmly most of them climbed down into the pit. Some of them prayed, others sang. There were naturally also scenes that cannot be described. Before their turn came, the Jews had to wait for their end in close proximity to the pit. They could therefore see almost everything that occurred in front of and inside the pit.” Clearly, like other colleagues, Knaack had availed himself of the opportunity to stand “close to the pit,” where he could “see all the details of this tragic event.” Yet he refused to denounce his colleagues and was careful not to incriminate himself: “In this action too I did not see members of the gendarmerie post of Buczacz killing Jewish people. The implementation of the execution was once more exclusively by the hands of the SD.” And while there is no account of this by surviving Jews, he too claimed to have saved some of the condemned, twice escorting “a group of Jews” in the fall of 1943 to “the outskirts of Buczacz” so as “to facilitate their escape.” Whether or not Knaack was telling the truth, he certainly belonged to the majority of security personnel who appear to have never suffered from a guilty conscience, however traumatized they may have been by what they had witnessed.
Members of the Buczacz gendarmerie station. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-155.
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German civilian administrators in Buczacz, while not directly involved in the killings, made up an important component of the occupation apparatus; they and their family members also constituted an intermediate link between the pretense of normality and the atrocity of mass murder. They often could, and did, live in denial of their complicity during and long after the event, and they were rarely mentioned either by the perpetrators or by the victims. But their perspective sheds light on how life was experienced and remembered by German civilians in a town that had become a site of genocide.
The first Landkommissar of Buczacz, Richard Lissberg, had all the makings of an ideal Nazi. Born in Essen in 1912, he joined the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP, National Socialist German Workers’ Party) in 1930, was a member of the SA, and attended elite Nazi Party training schools. In 1940 he was posted as Landkommissar to the district of Warsaw but was demoted to a minor position within the office of the commissar for Jewish affairs overseeing the Warsaw Ghetto in July 1941. A few weeks later Lissberg was appointed Landkommissar of Buczacz, charged with reviving the economic life of the city and county. But in spring 1942 he was dismissed once more and enlisted in the Wehrmacht. By the time the West German police finally questioned him in 1965, Lissberg had long been a respectable businessman in his hometown.55
Lissberg initially denied any participation in or knowledge of crimes committed in Buczacz. By the time he arrived, he claimed, “conditions there had already essentially normalized.” The Jews “still lived in their houses,” and while “they were already marked with the Jewish star” and “a Judenrat had been established,” absolutely “no coercive measures against the Jews had yet been undertaken by anyone.” He knew nothing “about the great Jewish execution-action” of August 1941, could remember almost no names of German officials in the region, and was entirely oblivious of the Sipo outpost in Czortków. He did recall a few brief meetings with the Tarnopol Sipo chief Major Müller but knew “nothing about the actions that Müller undertook against the Jews.”
Richard Lissberg (in light-colored overcoat) with a hunting party near Brzeżany, likely in winter 1941–42. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-225.
Under further pressure Lissberg conceded that the Jews of Buczacz had in fact been moved to “a specific part of the city” known as “the Jewish quarter,” but he claimed that this had happened before his arrival and that he had “absolutely no knowledge of who conducted this transfer.” He also had no influence on the recruitment of Jewish workers, which, he maintained, was strictly the business of the labor office. He did now recall that a construction firm owned by Klaus Ackermann had been contracted to rebuild the railroad bridge and tunnel and that the owner’s brother, Josef, was his third-floor neighbor and hunting partner. What Lissberg conveniently left out was that he had accidentally shot and killed Josef Ackermann during a hunting trip, which may well have contributed to his dismissal. No wonder he denied having “any photographs or notes that would be of interest for this investigation.”
By the time he was questioned again three years later, Lissberg’s memory had greatly improved, no doubt thanks to the additional evidence amassed by investigators, including the former Landkommissar’s photo album. It now turned out that Major Müller had been Lissberg’s classmate and neighbor in Essen, which explained their extensive socializing in Buczacz and Tarnopol. Lissberg now also vividly recalled “most members of the gendarmerie station in Buczacz,” not least Pahl, whom he described as “a calm and businesslike man.” The two of them, he said, “occasionally played skat” in the local “Ukrainian casino,” and Pahl also often came to the Landkommissariat, where he again always “appeared very calm.” The reason for this ongoing interaction was that the local police were in fact at Lissberg’s disposal, as he now admitted, “to maintain order or secure the German service posts in Buczacz,” although “generally” they reported to the Gestapo. Far from having no contacts with Jews, it transpired that Lissberg’s own secretary was twenty-eight-year-old Julia Rabinowicz, and that he had been heavily engaged in the so-called fur collection, the mass confiscation of winter clothes from the Jews; now he even remembered that “in early 1942 the furs of the Jews collected for the Wehrmacht were stored in the building of the Landkommissariat,” that is, in his own offices.
Lissberg’s wife, Henriette, was far less parsimonious in providing information on his activities and on social life in Buczacz more generally. Although they divorced shortly after the war, as late as 1969 she staunchly defended her former husband as “Judenfreundlich” (friendly to Jews), insisting that this was why he lost his job in Warsaw. But her statements also unintentionally contradicted many of her husband’s assertions. In stating that by the time she and their three little boys joined her husband in Buczacz in September 1941 he had already been there for a couple of months, Henriette gave reason for the court to believe that Lissberg had after all witnessed if not directly participated in the “registration action.” She also clearly recalled that their third-floor neighbor Ackermann “was shot by my husband and died in the district hospital in Buczacz,” just weeks before Lissberg’s dismissal, which would appear to link the two events. Yet Henriette was adamant that “the Kreishauptmann [district chief] of Czortków sacked my husband” as Buczacz Landkommissar “because of his attitude toward the Jews.”
Indeed according to Henriette, her husband was intensely involved with Jews. It was through him that she “got to know the Judenrat member Kramer” and the chairman Reich, since the two of them “occasionally came to my apartment to negotiate with my husband.” She testified, “When it was necessary to shovel the snow in the Landkommissariat, my husband would call the Judenrat, which then sent Jews to clear the snow.” Lissberg also stepped in when he perceived any signs of injustice among the Jews. On one occasion, after he had ordered the Jews to repave one of the streets in Buczacz, reported Henriette, he “found out that only the poor Jews . . . were working while the gentlemen of the Judenrat and their sons looked on.” Lissberg was “so incensed” that he ordered the men of the Judenrat to immediately join the other workers. He obviously did not lack compassion; when “a young Jew was injured at work,” Lissberg “personally brought him to Dr. Hamerskyi for treatment at the district hospital.” But like most German administrators and civilians, he saw Jews as a cost-free and entirely dispensable labor force.
On Lissberg’s efforts at urban improvement, the Ukrainian teacher Petrykevych had his own perspective, writing in April 1942, “Along the riverbank several multistoried houses have been destroyed”; these were all “Jewish houses,” save for “one that belonged to the Ukrainian bank,” which would “be given another house that had formerly belonged to the Jews.” Finding that “the city now looks much better,” Petrykevych displayed no concern about the fate of the inhabitants of those destroyed “Jewish houses.” Indeed he recalled that at the beginning of German rule the Landkommissar had not allowed the Ukrainian district administration, of which Petrykevych was a member, “to issue a proclamation to the population that would have underscored the liberation of the people from Jewish exploitation”; now it appeared that Lissberg was finally moving in the right direction. But that was clearly not enough, and people in the city were complaining “that the Jews had again bribed some influential person, and that is why there is no ghetto here, and the Jews are free to go as they please.”56
Henriette adopted the same attitude as her husband. Jewish women came to clean the apartments in her building two or three times a week: “We paid them with groceries. I still remember one Jewish woman named Klara and her sister Emma, who occasionally came to clean for me.” At times “up to ten Jewish women would report to us for housecleaning” in the morning “and wait to be assigned a job. The Jewish women liked coming to us because they could be sure that on that day they would be given food.” To the German civilians it soon appeared not only self-evident that they should be served by eager, half-starved, and terrified Jewish women, but that by exploiting their labor the Germans were actually helping them out. This also meant that German civilians got to know many of the Jews before they were murdered. In early 1942, for instance, the Lissbergs hosted the governor of Galicia, Otto Wächter, for dinner. Henriette remembered that when he “saw a woodcut horse in our son Udo’s room,” he asked the boy “who had made him such a beautiful horse.” The boy whispered in the governor’s ear that it was carved “by our Jew Reinstein, who was a cabinetmaker.” Reinstein was shot shortly thereafter.57
Jewish houses along the Strypa River that were later torn down on Landkommissar Richard Lissberg’s orders because they were “full of rats and vermin.” Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-213.
Following Lissberg’s recruitment to the Wehrmacht, Henriette moved to a villa near the Ukrainian police station, on the road leading to Fedor Hill. Klara and Emma also came “to clean [her] new house,” which was renovated for her by “several Jews and Poles,” as well as some Ukrainians. It was not a bad life; when “the Jew Friedländer replaced the Pole Stein as my houseboy,” she said, he also “brought our horses, which my husband had purchased in the market in Buczacz, to the stable of the new house.” Friedländer worked for her at least until the city was declared Judenfrei (free of Jews) in June 1943. “I do not know,” she remarked, “how Friedländer survived the persecution of the Jews.” But she did “warn Friedländer” of imminent danger because “it was always known in advance that a roundup was about to take place”; on such days “Friedländer did not have to come to me,” and he “clearly also warned other Jews of the threat of a roundup. After the roundup was over the Jews would thank me and also bring me presents, such as once, for instance, a cake.” In October 1943, while she was visiting her husband in Lemberg, someone broke into the villa and stole “various coats and so forth.” For safety, Henriette and her children moved to an apartment located over the post office in the center of town. “My maid told me at the time that the break-in was by a Jew,” obviously one of the few survivors still hiding in the area and in need of warm clothing. Henriette remained in the new apartment until March 1944, when Lissberg returned to evacuate his family just before the Red Army marched in.
Yet Henriette also had extensive contacts with the local German police, including Peter Pahl. Initially she claimed that he “was always polite to me” and that she was “unaware of rumors in Buczacz about Pahl’s conduct toward the Jews.” Confronted with testimony by her former servant Friedländer, Henriette recalled that she had in fact berated “several gendarmes in the German gendarmerie building that it was not necessary to shoot down the Jews” (die Juden über den Haufen zu schießen). Kießling, the squad commander, had agreed with her, “repeatedly” saying “that what was being done to the Jews was not right.” But Pahl was in a very different state of mind. In fact, she admitted, he was “feared by the Jews in Buczacz”; her own “Jewish cleaning girls,” she now remembered, “often told me about this Pahl,” who “would strike Jews on the street or even Jews employed in the gendarmerie station with his whip.” Once, when she hosted the gendarmes in her home, Kießling again “agreed with me that one should not persecute the Jews,” while another gendarme argued that “had Hitler not persecuted the Jews, with their help the German Reich would have been larger than it had ever been.” But Pahl insisted “that when a Jew did not work fast enough one had to step in and give him a beating.”
Henriette’s testimony gives us a glimpse into the surreal mix of horror and normality in German-ruled Buczacz. For close to three years it was the home of several German families, complete with wives and children, parents and lovers, catered to by a host of household servants and workers, many of them Jewish. These tidy German homes were an island of normality floating on an ocean of blood; one could peer out of the window and watch the horror, or chat about the killings over coffee and cake, card games and beer. Henriette recalled that when still living with her husband in a first-floor apartment facing the Strypa, they had lively social exchanges with Nazi higher-ups. Hermann Müller, the Gestapo chief from Tarnopol, was a welcome guest; after all, Henriette “too, just like my husband, had attended the same school” as Müller, who “came with his driver to visit us in Buczacz shortly after Christmas 1941–42” and again later “three or four times.” The Lissbergs in turn “often went to Tarnopol,” where Henriette “got to know several more Gestapo men.” Of course she knew “for certain” that Müller had “conducted execution actions” in the region; she had heard this from “the chairman of the Judenrat in Buczacz, Reich.” But none of that could dampen the renewed friendship between these old classmates.58
Henriette Lissberg with Ukrainian policemen in the Buczacz police station’s courtyard, date unknown. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-215.
The bridge to the monastery and Fedor Hill overlooked by the Lissbergs’ apartment (with balcony), date unknown. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-149, 224.
Having already been exposed to numerous acts of violence on the streets of Buczacz, Henriette said that when she visited her husband in his training camp, he “dissuaded me from watching any more roundups.” But in fact it was impossible not to witness the killings in the city. One winter’s day, she testified, “my nursemaid Ursula Wolf came from the city and told me that a roundup was taking place, and that I should not let the children out of the house. One could also hear sporadic shots from the direction of the town.” Later in the afternoon, “I could observe the Jews being escorted up the hill past the Ukrainian police station and my house. I was standing by my door about sixty feet from the column of Jews.” The distance “to the actual execution site” was a mere “10–15 minute” walk “from my house.” There were “men, women, and children of all ages.” Once “the Jews reached the hill, one could hear shots.” Later that day, Henriette’s “maid noted that the tap water had a strange smell and appearance”; it turned out that “the water was polluted by the mass grave” on the hill, and residents were instructed “to use only soda water for the next few days.” This was the third action, of February 1943.
View from the Lissbergs’ balcony of the market square with the Jewish cemetery hill in the background. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-148.
In April that year Henriette woke up one morning to the sound of shots and decided to take her children to the home of her friend Dr. Hamerskyi, located “near the train station,” so that “they would not hear anything.” But on the way they encountered “uniformed people rounding up the Jews.” There was “an old couple escorted by a Jewish policeman holding a kind of rubber truncheon in his hand,” and “a very young lad in a green uniform escorting a Jewish family with three children down the stairs of the old pharmacy” with “a fire-ready weapon on his hip.” Once again “the Jews were shot on the hill behind my new house next to the Ukrainian militia.” A few weeks later, “my son Klaus came home around lunchtime and told me that he had seen a dead Jewish woman lying on the ground, who had already been in the same spot in the morning.” She went back with him to the pedestrian bridge next to the Sokół building, where she found “the body of a dead Jewish woman, about 30–35 years old, lying on her back with open eyes. It was a frightful sight. . . . She had a bloody wound over her right ear. I hurried back to the house with my boy.” Just then, as she looked out of the window, Henriette saw “a Jewish woman running through the park behind my house . . . pursued by men in uniform.” Not long thereafter they were woken up by the sound of gunfire; it was reported to Henriette by a Polish neighbor that her tailor, Mrs. Reich, “who was about to make suits for my children” and “had a dress I had given her to alter,” was being held in the Ukrainian police station. Henriette appealed “to the Gestapo official who was standing on the Strypa bridge,” and he agreed to help her “look for my Jewish tailor.” There were “some twenty Jews” in the prison, “men, women, and children,” including Reich and others Henriette “also recognized.” The tailor would not leave without “her sister, brother, and husband,” and eventually the Gestapo official released them and several children and craftsmen. Henriette identified the official as Köllner, saying he had “a friendly face.”
Top: Richard, Henriette, and Klaus Lissberg in their villa; the road is across the wooden fence. Bottom: The Ukrainian police station and the road leading to the Fedor Hill execution site. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-218, 214.
Some German civilians came to Buczacz neither as part of the security apparatus nor as members of the civilian administration. They too were witnesses of mass murder, even as they maintained social relations with the killers and became acquainted with many of the victims. Some of them were horrified by what they saw, others became willing spectators, and still others joined in. Most adapted to the routine of daily killings and resumed their normal lives after the war without further ado.
Ewald and Berta Herzig arrived in Buczacz with their baby girl in early 1942.59 Their Jewish maid, a twenty-eight-year-old former hairdresser named Blond, also took care of their baby. They kept her for a while after domestic Jewish labor was forbidden, “because,” as Herzig put it, “even the German gendarmerie station continued to employ Jews.” When the roundups began in the fall of 1942, he “always sent her away so that she could hide.” Herzig was well aware of the violence that surrounded their cozy bourgeois existence. Testifying in 1969, he vividly recalled Pahl, who “stood out” as “a bully” and “drank a great deal. I was afraid of this fellow myself,” because “when he was drunk he brawled in the street and played the strongman.” Pahl “took part in Jewish actions not only under orders but also voluntarily.” In October 1942, as he set out for his office in the train station, Herzig witnessed the first deportation. After following a column of some seven hundred Jews escorted by armed Ukrainian and German policemen from the market square to the station, he watched as the Jews were “shoved . . . kicked and flogged into the railcars.” It was said “that the Jews would be taken to Rawa-Ruska,” where “there was a gassing facility.” That was in fact the last stop before the Bełżec extermination camp. One harrowing scene was imprinted on his mind: “a light-blond, picture-pretty girl age of about 16,” was standing next to a family that had been “sorted out” and spared deportation because the father was a chemist. “The Gestapo men asked me whether she too belonged to that family,” he testified, “but since the girl denied it, and although the railroad cars had already been sealed, she was thrown into a car that had been reopened and was also deported.” On other occasions Jews he knew simply disappeared: “In our casino in the Buczacz train station we had a Jewish woman named Steffi, who did the cleaning. One day I came to the casino and heard that . . . Steffi had been taken away by the Gestapo.”
Left to right: Henriette Lissberg, Ewald Herzig, and Ursula Wolf skiing next to the railroad bridge construction site. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-217.
His wife, Berta, denied ever seeing a roundup in Buczacz, although their third-floor windows looked out onto the Ukrainian police station, the Basilian monastery, and Fedor Hill just beyond, an excellent vantage point to observe the killings. She also recalled taking walks with her husband and child in the “large open meadow” at the top of the road leading to the hill. But when told that “executions took place on these heights,” she declared emphatically, “I know nothing about that.” What she could report in some detail was the daily life of German civilians in Buczacz. She recalled frequently shopping at the butcher’s on the ground floor and at the grocery across the street, and buying fresh vegetables, butter, and milk from a nearby farm and at the local dairy. On market days in town, Berta said, “I would take along our Jewish woman Blond because I could not understand the people there.” She added, “When I left our apartment together with my husband, the Jewish woman Blond stayed . . . to take care of the child”; in fact Blond had “practically taken up the role of a nanny.” Blond “also used to bring me milk from the dairy, which was a little outside town,” and, not to be dismissed in a small town with limited services, “she also did my hair” as well as going “to Frau Lissberg as a hairdresser.” Typically the maid “would come to our apartment at 8 a.m. and leave at about 2 p.m.” The only inconvenience occurred when there were “roundups in Buczacz, during which she would hide.” Even after it became “forbidden to employ Jewish women in the household,” in July 1942, Blond still “came on an hourly basis to do my hair, bring me milk and also to take care of our child when I wanted to go out with my husband.” But this free service could not last forever. Berta heard that “the Jewish woman Blond fled to Hamburg and was brought back and shot.”
The Buczacz train station during the German occupation. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-140.
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Many German employees of the Ackermann construction firm, which exploited Jewish forced labor for work on the railroad tunnel and bridge, witnessed the mass killings in Buczacz. A number of them appear to have participated in one way or another in the roundups, whether by looting abandoned Jewish homes or by watching the killings at close range; some may have even made use of their weapons.60
To be sure, such eyewitnesses tended to admit their morbid curiosity only under pressure. Perhaps they were ashamed; more likely they feared prosecution. Matthias Schinagl initially denied categorically ever carrying a gun or witnessing any roundups.61 Later he relented, admitting that he had not only carried a weapon but also participated “with my work comrades” in “military exercises” supervised by “the German gendarmerie.” He then conceded that he had watched “a Jewish action” on the cemetery hill “from a distance of 1,500–2,000 feet,” where “Jews were shot into” a trench. Asked whether he was “present at the Jewish cemetery when a large-scale execution action took place there,” Schinagl finally blurted out, “Yes, we were there once. I can remember. Jews were being shot. I cannot say precisely how many Jews were shot. I also cannot confirm the date. I don’t know who shot the Jews. We did not stand that close. I don’t know whether the Jews were shot into a trench. At the time the Jews at the cemetery were naked.”
Berta Herzig having drinks with a German official in Buczacz. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42/878-209.
Adolf Eichmann famously said at his trial in Jerusalem, “Remorse is for little children.” He promised instead to write a book that would explain the “final solution,” but this project was cut short by his execution.62 For those who had lived through a daily routine of genocide, observing from nearby the systematic murder of men, women, and children, partying with their killers, benefiting from their services, occasionally helping them out or even befriending them, at other times denouncing, robbing, or killing them, their capacity to emerge into the postwar era with a clean conscience was nothing short of astonishing.
In the face of the decades-long postwar silence, denial, and complete lack of remorse that characterized most German defendants and witnesses from the Czortków-Buczacz region, it bears reiterating the public and nonchalant nature of the killings and the perpetrators’ sense of impunity and omnipotence, their absolute power over life and death. Karl Ritter, general director of the tobacco factory in Monasterzyska during most of the German occupation, recalled two decades later how one evening in July 1942 “an SS-Hauptsturmführer [captain] came to me and disclosed that tomorrow an action against the Jews would begin. He also asked me to participate in the action. I explained to him that the next day I had to take care of urgent business in Lemberg.”63 When Ritter returned the following evening the secretary of the Judenrat “came to ask me if I would give him vodka and cigarettes,” which he needed “for the gentlemen who had unleashed the action.” The cost of such items, explained Ritter, “was regularly paid for by the Judenrat.” He had missed the killing. “Even the bodies had already been taken away. The Jews were in cattle cars at the train station and were roaring like animals. I saw that train myself. Later on there were many more actions against the Jews.” Ritter vividly remembered Pahl: “He came to me one day and said that he had just killed his two-thousandth Jew.”
Ritter’s Polish employee and future wife, Sophie, also witnessed several pogroms, as she referred to them: “The Jews were hunted on the streets like rabbits. Fleeing Jews were shot on the spot. Those who let themselves be captured were brought into the ghetto.” In summer 1942, as she drove into Buczacz in the tobacco factory’s vehicle, they “had to dodge” the “numerous bodies on the street.” Several months later she saw German gendarmes and Ukrainian policemen escorting Jews toward the Jewish cemetery in Monasterzyska. “Because I was curious I went up to the second floor of the factory and observed the cemetery with binoculars.” The Jews “were being taken in pairs to the cemetery. A large trench had already been excavated there. They had to take off all their clothes and were then shot in the back of the head on the rim of the trench. They fell directly into the trench.” One day Pahl, who commanded the gendarmes in Monasterzyska, came into the factory office where Sophie worked with another woman, named Jakubowski. “He held out his hand to Mrs. Jakubowski and said, ‘Today I killed my 1,200th Jew.’ ”64
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While estimates vary considerably, it appears that in the course of two years well over 10,000 Jews were shot in Buczacz or deported to the Bełżec extermination camp. In the first major action, on October 17, 1942, approximately 1,600 Jews were taken to Bełżec and several hundred killed on the streets and in their homes. On November 27 another 2,000 Jews were deported to Bełżec or shot on the spot. The following month a ghetto was established; the crowded conditions and lack of sanitation, food, and medication led to a typhus epidemic that claimed an unknown number of lives. Killings included a “street action” in which Jews were shot in the ghetto or taken to Czortków, where many died. In the third action, on February 2, 1943, an additional 2,000 Jews were shot on Fedor Hill; 3,000 more were murdered at that site on April 15. The last two mass executions took place at the Jewish cemetery: the “liquidation action” of May 27 targeted the remaining population of the ghetto, and the “Judenrein [Jew-cleansing] action” of June 26 attempted to wipe out the inmates of the labor camp and the Jewish police. During the next few months those who survived were hunted down relentlessly. Most of the few hundred Jews who emerged from hiding when the Red Army briefly occupied Buczacz on March 23, 1944, were murdered following the town’s reoccupation by the Wehrmacht on April 7. By the time the Soviets returned for good on July 21, fewer than a hundred Jews were still alive in the area.65
Most of the perpetrators managed to wriggle out of a leaky judicial system and died peacefully in their beds. As this most thoroughly investigated state-directed mass crime in history amply illustrates, perpetrators of genocide usually get away with murder. Especially since the late 1950s, West German courts have performed an exceedingly important service for history by investigating the crimes of thousands of former Nazi perpetrators; at the same time, however, they committed a no less remarkable miscarriage of justice, allowing the vast majority of those investigated, who were in any case just the tip of the iceberg, to get off without penalty. The documentary evidence the courts amassed made it possible to reconstruct the crime, but precisely in view of its scale and nature one cannot but be appalled by the vast gap between the crime and the punishment. Willi Dressen, former director of the Central Office of the State Justice Administration for the Investigation of National Socialist Crimes in Ludwigsburg, calculated that by 2005, 106,000 people had been investigated for Nazi crimes, of whom only 6,500 were sentenced and only 166 received life sentences. “Purely statistically,” he wrote, this meant that “each murder cost ten minutes in prison.”66
The most striking feature of the men who murdered the Jewish community of Buczacz was the seemingly unbridgeable discrepancy between their mundane prewar and postwar lives and the astonishing brutality, callousness, and disdain for humanity they displayed during the occupation. German courts tried to make sense of this moral abyss; they sought the seeds of these men’s criminality in their parental and educational background, religious and political affiliations, ethnic identity, and traits of character. In order to convict them of first-degree murder, the judges had to be convinced that the defendants were capable of distinguishing between good and evil and had chosen to act criminally out of “base motives,” such as sexual lust, greed, or ideologically driven hatred, especially anti-Semitism—that they had, that is, acted on their own initiative, beyond the murderous orders given them by their superiors. Much of the evidence for these crimes came from Jewish witnesses. In this case the courts had to be reassured that these survivors were not motivated by a desire for revenge and could dispassionately yet vividly recall the crimes to which they testified and which they had often experienced themselves. The surreal nature of these investigations and trials was therefore derived from the fact that even as they reconstructed events of the utmost cruelty and barbarism, they were conducted in an atmosphere of rigidly enforced detachment, imposing a suspension of the very human sensibilities that might have prevented the atrocity in the first place. This is why we must listen closely to the voices of the victims.
Schematic map of Buczacz in late spring 1943, as sketched for postwar German trials. Source: GLA-K 309 Zug. 2001-42-869-Skizze.
Chapter 6
THE DAILY LIFE OF GENOCIDE
Bodies exhumed in 1944 by the Soviet Extraordinary Commission on Fedor Hill. The victims were likely former Soviet officials executed by the Germans in early August 1941 on Fedor Hill, halfway between Buczacz and Żyznomierz. Source: HDA SBU, Ternopil, spr. 30466, appendices.
Most of what we know about the daily life of Jews in Buczacz comes to us from accounts by a handful of survivors. Even fewer voices can be heard of those who left behind letters or diaries before they perished, often expressing sentiments of love and compassion, so sorely lacking in their surroundings.
“I am writing you the last letter of my life,” wrote Leon Rosen to his remaining children on October 4, 1943, “because after four months of squatting in a goat pen with three goats—it is impossible to stand up here—I must hand myself in to the Gestapo and ask them to shoot me, as I can . . . no longer endure these conditions. I have only suffered in the hope that I would perhaps still see you, but sadly I have no more strength.”
In February that year the Rosen family was ordered into the ghetto of Buczacz and found room in the house of a former school director. “It was there that your beloved dear Mother was discovered and shot together with the Balin family in the hallway [of the house] on April 13, 1943,” wrote Rosen. “The beloved Francia, your dear sister, was also discovered there and along with many hundreds of others was shot on the Fedor and thrown into a mass grave.” Other friends and family members were murdered in quick succession: “Zosia Rosenman with her father and sister” were ordered to move to the town of Tłuste (Ukrainian: Tovste), twenty-five miles southeast of Buczacz, but “were killed on the way. Those who remained here in Buczacz were taken to the Fedor and shot,” including “our beloved Frydzia Lipka and all her children.” In September “the parents of the beloved Malka were found in a bunker in the city . . . and sadly shot, along with the beloved Lelka.” As for Rosen himself, “I was in a forest and was robbed and stabbed by bandits, all I have left is the shirt I am wearing, without any other clothes, not a penny, I must go and report myself so as to put an end to my life. Dear children, stay healthy and many kisses, your Father, Leon.”1
Children too found themselves isolated and alone. “Dear Daddy,” wrote Duzio R. from his hiding place near Tłuste, “I am really surprised that you have not written me anything. . . . Must I add worries about you to my own misfortune and that awful wait for death?” It appears that the father was either in Buczacz or Czortków. Duzio was also taking care of his younger sister, Klara: “Our suffering is unbelievable. I cannot see any solution, and I have actually resigned myself to the thought that I will die. The only thing that breaks my heart is the thought that I may cause you trouble. Despite all my efforts, I have not been able to find any place for Klara. This girl is an angel. She begs me insistently to go to you. But my conscience will not allow me to leave her alone when she is in need.” The children were hiding in a Polish village. “Yesterday there was much panic. Many militiamen came to Tłuste. We were sure there would be an action. We spent the night in the field and almost froze to death. I am ill. . . . My bones are aching terribly, but that’s nothing. I cannot spend the night in the village, because the Poles themselves are afraid. Everyone is shattered. . . . I wish I could see you again.” But the children likely never found their father. As their situation became increasingly desperate, Duzio reported, “Klara asks God to cut short our suffering.” He too was losing hope. “I am begging you again,” the boy wrote his father, “do save us.” As the children fled to ever more remote villages, conditions kept deteriorating. “Here it’s a real hell, indescribable dirt, hunger, poverty. There’s no place to sleep, there’s nothing to eat. . . . We are both begging for death. On top of all that misfortune, our guardian here,” the peasant sheltering them, “demands money for keeping us. . . . If only I could find some place for Klara here. Please save me, otherwise I will die.” Duzio and Klara were probably killed just days before the Red Army arrived. They were just two of thousands of Jewish children hunted down like animals, separated from their parents and desperately clinging to each other. In Duzio’s possession was a letter from his friend Giza Hausner in Czortków: “I am here all alone, without Mama, without any money and belongings. Help me if you can. . . . We are waiting for the end at any moment. . . . You are my last hope. Do something for me if only you can.”2
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Some parents sought safety for their children by handing them over to gentiles. Hiding with his wife, Malwina, near Buczacz in summer 1943, Aryeh Klonicki (previously known as Leon Klonymus) began feverishly writing an account of their life under German occupation. The roundups began just weeks after their baby, Adam, was born. Even then Klonicki was aware that the deported “would be burned in special crematoria,” writing, “Every time I looked at my little child, so beautiful and full of life, I would imagine that I was seeing not a child but a box filled with ashes.” He had witnessed multiple murders of children by the Germans, who found it easiest to fulfill their “task . . . in the hospitals and shelters for children. They would simply walk in and shoot the sick in their beds and throw the children out of the windows of the upper floors.” At the execution sites “they no longer kill the children; they bury them alive (sparing bullets).” The Judenrat, on which Klonicki had served in an administrative position, as well as the Jewish police “made a fortune from the torments of the Jews and lived by the slogan: ‘Eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall die!’ ” Appalled by the “many Jewish policemen who were renowned for their cruelty,” who accepted “bribes from those taken to camps,” and would “search through the clothes of the murdered and find dollars and valuables,” he depicted this period as “a new chapter in our Golgotha: degrading Jewish morality to the lowest depths.”
Once Buczacz was declared Judenrein, the remaining Jews sought “shelter in bunkers, among the Christians, in the fields. Had it not been for the hatred of the local inhabitants,” insisted Klonicki, “it might have been possible to hide.” Instead “every shepherd, every Christian child who sees a Jew, immediately reports him to the authorities and they go looking for him. Some Christians hide Jews for a lot of money and then rob their property and denounce them to the authorities.” The Klonickis had given their possessions to a Christian woman in Buczacz in return for a hideout in her mother’s village, but as soon as they arrived there they were robbed of all their remaining belongings. As a last resort they turned to Malwina’s former Polish maid Franka Wąsik and her husband, Stanisław, who agreed to care for the baby, while Aryeh and Malwina hid in their cornfield. Crouching in the high corn, they could hear the men talking just a few feet from them “about peasants who made a fortune from Jews and are buying themselves the most expensive suits.” On July 8 two dozen Jews were discovered in three different bunkers nearby and shot, and shortly thereafter the informer Nahajowski, who had “stepped up in his public stature to become a Jew-catcher,” denounced several Jews hiding in the same village as the Klonickis. “Usually the work is done now by the Ukrainian policemen themselves,” Aryeh noted. The Germans had “killed enough and do not go looking for Jews”; they depended on “such types as Nahajowski to bring them the prey.”
On July 18 the Klonickis were spotted by a peasant and had to bribe him not to give them away. Fearing the worst, Malwina wrote her family, “I would like so much to raise my beloved child. . . . Perhaps you will be entrusted with raising him, and perhaps . . . the cruel hand of the murderers will reach him. . . . Will God have mercy on such a tiny and innocent being?” That same day Aryeh raged in his diary, “As if the hatred of an enemy such as Hitler were not enough, added to it is the hatred of the surrounding population, which knows no boundaries. Millions of Jews have been slaughtered and yet it is not satiated!” His last diary entry was dated July 22, 1943: “All night it rained and again in the morning . . . we were lying in a swamp.” According to the Wąsiks, Aryeh and Malwina were murdered on January 18, 1944, most likely by Ukrainians. Before being evacuated to Poland, the Wąsiks handed Adam over to local Ukrainian nuns, who baptized him Taras; raised in an orphanage, the child’s whereabouts could not be established for many years. But in 1962 Aryeh’s brother in Israel received a letter from Western Ukraine. Taras, it tersely noted, “lives in the Lviv province, but . . . does not want his origin to be known. . . . He thinks of himself as Ukrainian, and is ashamed that his uncle lives in Israel. In my opinion, his uncle should give up the matter.”3
Another rescued baby was Emil Skamene, subsequently a distinguished professor of medicine at McGill University in Canada, who spent the first twenty-seven years of his life believing he was the son of a Christian family from Prague. Shortly after coming to Harvard on a postdoctoral fellowship in 1968, Skamene received a letter informing him that in fact he was born in Buczacz, whence he was brought to Prague as a baby, together with “some material goods, like money and some gold and gifts,” by a certain Rudolf Steiger. The letter was written by Steiger’s recently widowed second wife, clearly in the hope of sharing some of the baby’s inheritance. Having confirmed this story with his adoptive parents, Emil discovered that he was born in 1941 as the only child of Benio and Gisela Kleiner. His father, an accountant, had attended the Buczacz gymnasium, and his mother was a pharmacist.4
At the time of his rescue in early 1943, Emil and his parents were hiding in a Ukrainian peasant’s cellar near Buczacz. Afraid that they might be denounced or killed, Benio wrote to his sister Frederika, who had studied medicine in Prague before the war and was living there with her husband, Richard Skamene, asking her “to do something to save” the baby. She in turn asked Steiger, an ethnic German who had “some function in the SS,” to bring Emil to Prague for a fee that would be provided by the Kleiners. After two failed attempts Steiger managed to extract the baby from the cellar and take it all the way to Prague by train hidden in a backpack. Emil had been trained to keep silent; years later he recalled his father taping his mouth so that he could breathe only through his nose.
Raised as the Skamenes’ natural son, Emil observed that throughout his childhood and youth Steiger “always appeared when something was happening to me” but “was always not introduced.” Emil had no inkling of his Jewish origins: “I was even chasing Jewish boys on the street and I was yelling at them ‘dirty Jew’ as all of my other classmates [were doing] after the war.” Later he found out that his mother “was celebrating all the high Jewish holidays in the synagogue in Prague,” although “at home we were brought up as Christians.” Even after he learned that his mother was Jewish, he was certain that his adoptive father “was a Christian” who had “helped my mother survive,” which he “always thought was very heroic” and “an act of love.” Only at the end of her husband’s life did Frederika tell Emil that he too was a Jew.
Emil believed that although Steiger “originally did it for money,” the act of rescuing a baby was such “an emotional and spiritual experience” that it became “important for him” to see the child “growing up and achieving something.” This act also ended up benefiting Steiger in a more immediate manner. After the war, Emil pointed out, this former collaborator “would likely be killed by the Czechs” had it not been for “an affidavit from my parents” attesting that he had saved a Jewish baby. In that sense, Steiger had “lived his life basically in exchange for this unbelievable act of heroism.” To be sure, he was also given all the money that came with the baby, except for a golden cigarette case that Emil’s parents had “expressly wanted me to have as a memory of them.” Ironically it was rumors about the riches that came with the baby that ultimately led Emil to discover his real identity. He also learned that his parents’ fears were justified: they were apparently murdered by the Ukrainian peasant who hid them and wanted to put his hands on the rest of their money and the single fur coat they owned.5
Very few other babies and toddlers born in Buczacz and its vicinity are known to have survived. One of them was Jacob Neufeld, later an American historian and director of the U.S. Air Force Historical Studies Office. Jacob was born in 1940 as the son of the communist activist Natan Dunajer, who led a Jewish resistance group during the German occupation and was killed in April 1944. Jacob still recalled his father showing off his submachine gun when he visited the family’s hiding place. Eventually they were denounced, and Jacob had nightmarish recollections of being a four-year-old running away from “wild shooting.”6
Several small children survived with false identities and remained unknown to the rest of the Jews in Buczacz. In 1942, when Anita Karl was four years old, her mother, Mali, a fluent Polish speaker, took her, an older sister, and a baby girl out of the Lemberg ghetto, tore off their Jewish stars, and boarded the train to Buczacz. There Mali presented herself to the Roman Catholic priest as the wife of a Polish officer whose papers were lost in an aerial bombing. Having acquired false documents, they stayed in Buczacz for the next two years. Mali baked and peddled cakes, and with the income managed to bring her husband, Samuel, from the ghetto, though because of his accent and Jewish appearance he hid in their cellar. From their house, perched on a hill, the children could observe the killings all around them. During one action, a Jewish youth was discovered nearby. Anita recalled, “They shot him right in front of me. . . . The blood splattered all over the window and he died there.” In summer 1943 a large bunker with scores of Jews was discovered in the vicinity of their home. Anita saw “how they pulled the people out through a hole by their hair, ripping it out in the process; the screams and shouts were horrible.” Her mother was standing close by, and “one of the women pushed a little bundle toward her; it was a baby. As my mother bent down to pick it up, the Nazi [policeman] saw her and pulled out a gun and pointed it at her, saying that if she picked it up, he would shoot her. He took the baby out [of the bundle] and in front of everyone ripped it in half. The rest of the babies were beaten against the cement wall, and the adults were taken away and killed.”
In March 1944 Mali and the girls were evacuated from Buczacz with the rest of the civilian population, leaving the father in the cellar. Seeking to save him, Mali returned a few hours later, claiming she needed warm clothes for the children. It was too late; Samuel had been discovered and was executed shortly thereafter. He was thirty-three years old.7
While children could evoke sympathy, they were just as often seen as a liability and were always vulnerable to deception, exploitation, and murder. Renia Tabak recalled hiding in a bunker in Buczacz in 1942; she was six and her sister was three. “Before long we heard screaming and shooting and dogs and looting in our house. First the Germans came, screaming, ‘Juden, Juden raus, raus!’. . . We knew, not a word, not a sneeze, not a cough, because then you could be heard and it would be instant death.” Renia’s cousin Danny “was not silent and complained. People said, ‘Put a pillow on him and choke him,’ and everyone agreed, there were eighty people there, and they began to put a pillow on him and he was smart and stopped crying.” Once “the Germans were finished came the Ukrainians and the Poles, looting and taking everything out of the house and calling ‘żyd, żyd!’ Then you came out and found a bloodbath in your house, outside the door, in the street, bodies everywhere.” In one such roundup her aunt “ripped up the feather blanket and put the kids under the feathers, but they found one of her limbs sticking out and shot her and then found the kids and shot them too.”
Because Jewish life was so cheap and readily available, perpetrators could afford to show gallantry in the midst of slaughter, especially toward elegant and well-educated young women. During one roundup Renia successfully evaded the Gestapo and reached the bunker, but the rest of her family was caught. Shortly thereafter “my parents and sister arrived; due to Mother’s perfect German she talked them out of [killing the family]. She said to them: ‘You are going to get us sooner or later. My little daughter is gone. Let us live another day or two.’ ” Renia’s mother, Sala, was “educated and classy,” a graduate of the Buczacz gymnasium. In summer 1943 they were stopped again on the street in their hometown of Skala, forty miles southeast of Buczacz, this time by regular soldiers. “My mother asked them to let us go just for this day. And the German said, ‘Gehen Sie, Gehen Sie’ [Go, go], and closed his eyes.” As Renia saw it, whereas the Ukrainians “could tell who were the Jews . . . the ones who saved our lives were the Germans,” because her “mother was a lady and would not throw herself at them but reason with them and this way she got us out.”
At other times, none of this mattered. In summer 1943 Renia and her family were hiding in a field of tobacco when she woke to “terrible screaming and curses in Ukrainian.” “The Ukrainian militia . . . were chasing the Jews with dogs and we heard this rampage and started running . . . blindly for our lives. . . . It was the scariest thing I can remember, we saw dismembered bodies, bodies without heads and . . . death all around us.” They were saved by the locals, hidden in a pit under the barn of a Polish peasant who had worked for Renia’s father before the war. “No one could stand up” in the pit and it was “full of rats and other vermin. . . . When the [farm] animals urinated the urine would spill into the hole.” But for Renia “stara pani, the old Polish woman, was truly a saintly and wonderful human being who risked her life and that of her daughters.” She gave them seven dumplings stuffed with potatoes or cabbage every Sunday and “very little in-between.” It almost ended happily, but in April 1944, while escaping the German reoccupation of the region after a brief period of Soviet rule, Renia’s little sister was killed by shrapnel. When she finally returned to her liberated hometown that summer, Renia had little room for pity. She remembered going “for our entertainment to the hangings . . . of collaborators in the municipality. . . . We saw them strung up and urinating and I’d be in heaven.” For the rest of her life she suffered from neuroses, was terrified of the dark, disliked being surrounded by people, and would choose “to sit at the end [of a row of chairs], for a quick escape.”8
In the immediate aftermath of the liberation surviving children were often still deeply traumatized. Interviewed in 1946, ten-year-old Genia Weksler recalled hiding in a bunker in Buczacz during a roundup: “I was suffering from German measles,” and the others “wanted to strangle me because I was coughing.” Later she was sheltered with her mother and four-year-old brother by a peasant “who hid us under a thatched roof and brought us food.” Then the Germans arrived and “looked for grain” precisely “where we were hiding. I closed my eyes so that I would not see how the Germans beat me. But the Germans threw the whole thatched roof on me and did not find us.” Throughout this time, she said, “I was very afraid of people; I always wanted to be alone. I dreamed of food. Oh, I envied Polish children: ‘Why is God punishing us, for which sins,’ I thought.” At some point they tried to pass as Christians. “The Poles said that we were insane people. A German gave me bread and a blanket.” Toward the end of the occupation Genia worked in a remote village. “I grazed cattle. I didn’t like playing with children. I was afraid. I didn’t speak Polish very well. In the house they often talked about Jews,” saying “ ‘Jews are cheats.’ . . . The children always played ‘Germans and Jews’ . . . and ‘Jew hunt.’ . . . I was often told that I have Jewish eyes, black Jewish hair. I answered that if ‘you take a closer look it is possible that I’m completely Jewish.’ ” Two years after the liberation, Genia was still haunted by these events: “My daddy often appears in my dreams. I dream of the Germans, how they catch us, but we manage to escape.”9
Children’s extraordinary will to survive could also lead them to betray others. While hiding in a bunker, six-year-old Aliza Griffel heard a Jewish boy saying to a Ukrainian policeman, “I’ll show you where there are Jews, will you let me live?” But most Jewish informers were killed along with those they turned in. Friendship often counted for little. When Aliza’s father “knocked on his friend’s window,” the Ukrainian peasant said, “We cannot help you with anything.” But they were taken in by complete strangers, Ivan and Paulina Kozak, “very poor” peasants who sheltered them for half a year and “treated us well,” even teaching Aliza “how to cross myself like the Ukrainians” and “how to recite all their prayers.” She slept with the peasants and their children in one large bed. Still, the constant threat of death took its toll, and Aliza remembered that one day she could not stop crying: “Mother held me in her arms and I looked at the Holy Mother, and I said to Mother that if I survived I wanted to be like her, to be Christian, I would never be Jewish.”
Under such circumstances, love could lead to thoughts of homicide. When hiding in winter 1943 in the freezing attic of an abandoned Jewish house in Buczacz, Aliza, her older sister, Dvorah, and their mother were slowly dying. At some point, recalled Aliza, “Mother took me in her arms and said, ‘Go to sleep, I’ll press you very, very hard, and then you will not suffer cold and hunger any more, and you will be with . . . all the angels.’ ” But Aliza insisted, “I want to live!” recalling with horror, “She simply wanted to strangle me. . . . She probably could not bear to see me suffering.”
They were rescued by a Polish couple in the nearby village of Wojciechówka (Ukrainian: Martynivka), where they stayed until the Soviets returned in March 1944. When Aliza’s family went back to their home in Buczacz they found that the floor had been ripped out in search of hidden money. The only trace of the community was “a forest clearing” on Fedor Hill, “around which everything had grown, only the mass grave was barren.” It was said that “the soil was too densely fertilized” with human remains. Aliza participated in the commemoration at the site, captured on camera: “I am in that photo, one of the children.”10
Some children ended up entirely on their own in barely imaginable conditions. Ten-year-old Izidor Hecht (Viktor Gekht) hid during the first roundup, in October 1942, with his family in the hayloft of Ukrainian friends: “We could hear the screams of those who had been murdered, mostly the elderly, children, and the ill.” During the second deportation action, in November, they hid “on an isolated farm, not far from Buczacz,” with a Polish-Ukrainian couple, Józef and Barbara Zarivny, whom Izidor remembered as “very kind and brave people.” Later they were crammed into the ghetto, where they shared “a tiny second-floor hallway” with “a group of skinny, hungry, and worn out adults and children. Many of them had starvation-related edema, were crippled, and were lying on the floor. Many had typhus. There were multitudes of fleas and lice. There was barely any food or water. Almost all our belongings had been traded for food. It was also very cold, and I became sick very often.” Trying to find food outside the ghetto, the boy’s mother was stopped “by one of the local Ukrainian policemen” and shot when she tried to run away. During the third action they hid behind the staircase; “up to thirty Jews were standing jammed in that tiny space.” Then “a young child started to cry,” wrote Izidor. “Its mother was scared that because of its crying we would be discovered, so she placed a pillow over the baby’s head.” Later, when “she lifted the pillow, we all saw that the baby was dead. Everyone was quietly sobbing.”
Survivors and the makeshift memorial on Fedor Hill, 1945. Source: YVA, 10002/1.
The experience of hiding in a cramped space with armed men searching just inches away was deeply traumatizing. During the roundup of April 1943 Izidor hid “in complete darkness . . . lying motionlessly next to each other and barely breathing. Above our heads we could hear boots stamping, curses, yells and gunshots. . . . The feeling of death stomping right above your head is impossible to communicate. You wish you could turn into an ant, you close your eyes and try to hide somewhere deep in the ground. I felt my heart pounding like a great bell, and that people walking aboveground could hear it. It was impossible to believe that up there it was a sunny spring day. I felt that we would never get out of this place.” Eventually Izidor fled Buczacz with his father “like hunted animals; we were hiding in the surrounding ravines, pits, wheat and rye fields, and forests. There was almost no food or water. I kept fainting. . . . I was almost constantly delirious.” They had no choice but to return to the Zarivny family, where Izidor’s maternal grandmother, Rosa Hirschhorn, his aunt, and her three-year-old daughter were already hiding. “We were all lying there in the dark almost motionlessly.” But in 1944 the Ukrainian police raided the farm. Everyone was murdered, save for Izidor and his grandmother, who managed to reach the hayloft in time; from their vantage point, they “could hear the shots and our relatives’ last screams.” They were the only survivors of their family, thanks especially to the Zarivny couple, who “were constantly risking their own lives.”11
During the chaotic Soviet evacuation of April 1944, when the Wehrmacht returned to Buczacz, Izidor and his grandmother fled to Skalat, where the boy was adopted by the Red Army. He was “extremely skinny, poorly dressed, practically barefoot and covered with lice.” Taken in by a field hospital, he recalled how the nurses “cut my hair, bathed me, altered a military uniform to my size and even found a belt and small-sized boots for me.” The boy was “transformed from a barely alive vagabond into the ‘son of the regiment.’ ” But shortly thereafter the field hospital was relocated, and Izidor was separated from “the single close person I had [his grandmother]. . . . I never saw her again, and I felt guilty and suffered from that for the rest of my life.” Educated in a Soviet orphanage, Izidor remained in the USSR. Only in 1999, at age sixty-eight, did he finally visit his relatives in Israel; his grandmother had long since passed, having lost any trace of him. All he could do was visit her grave.12
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Jewish accounts of the German occupation in the Buczacz district are invariably about rescue and betrayal by local gentiles. This is why testimonies are filled with mixed emotions of rage and vengeance, on the one hand, and gratitude and guilt, on the other—guilt not only for having survived when so many died but also for failing to acknowledge and thank those who made survival possible at enormous risk to themselves and their family. Yet the memory of goodness cannot erase the horrors enabled and perpetrated by the callous indifference, gratuitous violence, and homicidal avarice of neighbors, much of it lacking even the veneer of ideological motivation, however perverse and inhumane.
Anne Herzog experienced the consequences of betrayal as an eight-year-old in late 1942, when a gentile barber in Buczacz, who heard the sounds of digging under his shop, informed the Germans of the bunker where she and her parents, along with many other Jews, were hiding during a roundup. “About 90 percent of my family were taken out of that bunker” and shot, she testified. She still recalled the “screaming and shooting and gassing” inside the bunker, as she and her parents escaped into a roomful of people who had been “shot dead on their beds” and “hid under those beds, where the blood was dripping down.” Eventually finding shelter with Ukrainian peasants in the countryside, Anne recalled that just “a few days before the liberation” the peasants who were hiding another Jewish family nearby “took them out to the bitter cold winter on the white snow in a remote area of the village and shot them.” Anne and her parents were so close they “could hear” the shots. The peasants knew the Jew they had killed because “he had a store there,” where he “used to sell bread and all kinds of things.” Fearful of the repercussions, the peasants hiding Anne’s family simply “threw us out, and we were just on the snow. . . . We were walking and saw a little house and we just had no other recourse, we went in, and there in that farm was such a poor farmer, he had nothing, he had no cows, he just had an empty stable, so he let us stay in that stable until we were liberated.”13
At times the margin between rescue and abuse was very narrow. Rózia Brecher, thirteen years old, was hidden in the village of Myszkowce (Ukrainian: Myshkivtsi), near Buczacz, by the Polish Antosia Sztankowska, between May 1943 and March 1944. Shortly after the liberation Rózia recounted her physical and mental abuse by Hryń, Antosia’s Ukrainian brother-in-law. In one instance, Hryń climbed to the hayloft where she was hiding: “He hugged me and began to ask whether I had ever been in German hands and faced death and whether I was a communist. He said he would go to town to take part in a roundup. At that moment I didn’t want to live any longer. He continued to talk but I didn’t know what was happening with me. He went down from the hayloft and I began to cry. Antosia came, but I didn’t say anything.” Another time she related, “I heard Hryń come into the stable with another guy and they drank. The other man left and Hryń climbed up to the hayloft. . . . He was very drunk and . . . he asked who was my father and what organization my parents belonged to and what they believed in.” On yet another occasion, Hryń “climbed up to the hayloft and grabbed me by the neck but I managed to scream and begged him to let me go. He said, ‘Give me 1,000 [złoty] and I will let you go, and if not I will denounce you.’ ” At that point his wife and Antosia arrived. “I climbed down from the attic in the dark and ran to the courtyard, to a hole where sugar beets were stowed, and I threw myself under them.”14
Whether Rózia couldn’t bring herself to admit to being raped or, considering her traumatic experiences, could not remember or recount the event, such incidents were hardly uncommon. Aliza Reinisch (Nir), who was seventeen when the Germans occupied Buczacz, recalled that “gentiles would come from the villages and go through the houses in the ghetto looking for a beautiful girl so they could hide her.” Subsequently some of these women “returned to the ghetto pregnant”; others were taken “straight to the Gestapo after the man had used them as much as he could.” And yet “the parents of such girls would say, ‘go [with the gentile] just so that you survive.’ It’s inconceivable now, but this was the price of staying alive.”15
The most striking feature to emerge from these accounts is the ambivalence of goodness: even those who took in Jews could at any point instruct them to leave or summon the authorities; even those who had initially hoped to enrich themselves from the Jews they sheltered could be moved at a certain point to risk their own and their family’s lives without any thought of profit. Evil was less ambivalent: most of the perpetrators killed thoughtlessly and displayed no pangs of conscience either then or decades later. But occasionally, out of impulse, the pleasure of displaying their absolute power over life and death, or even a momentary recognition of the victim’s humanity, individual perpetrators could spare lives in capricious acts of goodness in the midst of slaughter. For those spared, such haphazard decisions were a momentous event that determined the rest of their lives and were never forgotten, even if for the perpetrators they could be nothing more than a blur in an ocean of blood and horror. The single act of goodness cannot be said in any way to have diminished the evil of mass murder, but the choice not to pull the trigger, whether it emanated from a deep and never entirely extinguished sense of shared humanity or was performed as a grotesque display of gallantry, demonstrated that there always was a choice, a path taken by very few, and in even fewer cases for reasons we might associate with pure kindness.
Edzia Spielberg was saved more than once by gentile neighbors and strangers, as well as Germans, by the time she was liberated at the age of fourteen. In July 1941 she and her family were staying with Christian friends in her parents’ ancestral village of Połowce (Ukrainian: Polivtsi), halfway between Czortków and Buczacz. One night a group of locals “went to our home and threw in a hand grenade.” These were “neighbors; Ukrainian people who bowed and said good morning, good afternoon, and good evening . . . very polite . . . people that we literally knew.” One of them was Edzia’s female schoolteacher. Then the mob banged on their hosts’ door and demanded that they hand over the Jews. “They were there with axes and guns. And I was in bed shaking.” When their Christian friends refused to open the door, the mob went to Edzia’s uncle. “He went under the bed. His wife and two little boys panicked as she went to the door, and they just split their heads with axes, all three of them.” They also “axed to death” another couple, two of their children, and the grandmother. The Germans had not yet arrived on the scene.
Both survival and destruction often depended on local intervention. As conditions under German rule deteriorated, and the family was slowly “dying from hunger,” Edzia’s mother sneaked out of the ghetto and walked to the village of their former Ukrainian maid to barter for food; instead the maid called in the Ukrainian police. “They were going to kill her right there.” But the mother was accompanied by a German friend, the wife of “some kind of an executive” in Buczacz, who reportedly said, “I’m not going to come back without this lady,” until the police relented. On another occasion, Edzia herself was arrested and brought before Ukrainian police chief Kaznovskyi. Although she reminded him that he knew her father, who was brewing alcohol for local consumption at the time, and gave him her mother’s wedding ring, Kaznovskyi told the little girl, “You are going to be executed.” When he finally let her go she was sure he would shoot her from behind. “This is something very difficult to describe. . . . You don’t breathe and you wait for that bullet to kill you. He didn’t. He let me go.”
In early summer 1943 the family went into hiding on a farm; from now on their lives depended entirely on the goodwill of those sheltering them. Five other family members, including two children, were denounced by the peasant hiding them on a nearby farm. Edzia was subsequently told, “My uncle was pulling out his hair and begging the [Ukrainian] police, just don’t kill the two little girls, let them live. . . . My little cousin who was five years old . . . was holding the policeman’s hand. He just pushed her away and took the revolver and killed her first in front of the parents because she was annoying him, she was kissing his hand.” But Edzia’s family was kept for eight months in a hole dug under the cowshed by the Ukrainian Kafchuk family, “a poor farmer with a wife and four children.” They were, recalled Edzia, “very kind, wonderful people.” Kafchuk’s wife assured them, “It doesn’t matter how long it takes, we will share our bread and potatoes with you.”
When the Germans recaptured Buczacz in April 1944, Edzia’s father was caught on the street and executed, but the rest of the family managed to flee the city. Edzia, who looked “Aryan,” found work “peeling potatoes, washing dishes” for a German Army unit, while her mother and little brother hid nearby. The local commander took a liking to the girl, but then her Ukrainian coworkers denounced her as a Jew. Rather than shooting her, the officer escorted Edzia, her mother, and her brother toward the front line, leaving them there with the words “I hope you all live well.” A few hours later they were liberated. Edzia recalled being “very happy to get away from the Ukrainians” when they left for the West in late 1945, “because they had pogroms after the war. They were killing Jews.” To her mind, “they were worse than the Germans. . . . I think my family was mostly killed . . . by Ukrainians who were our friends.”16
Jacob Heiss, also born in 1930, remembered how the Germans arriving to carry out roundups would call out merrily, “Spielzeit für die Kameraden” (Playtime for the comrades), and the next day “you would get up in the morning and see hundreds of dead people every place you walked.” Yet he insisted that “the Ukrainians were worse than the Germans,” perhaps because before the war he had had “a lot of non-Jewish friends” in Buczacz. Early in the occupation a Ukrainian man barged into the synagogue “and tore the beard off one of the men . . . with the skin”; in the ghetto, Ukrainian policemen “used to beat you up” or “shoot you right there.” On one occasion Jacob was caught fishing in the Strypa and was almost drowned by the police before his brother came to his rescue. They were always hungry; people ate “cats, dogs, horses, everything,” and would even “kill each other” for food. The urge to live could overcome all moral compunctions; some Jews caught by the Germans during roundups sought to save themselves by disclosing the location of bunkers. And yet Jacob and his family survived thanks to acts of kindness; hiding in the sewers, they were given food by local Poles. Before the war one of their rescuers used to supply Jacob’s father, a shoemaker, with leather; he was none other than the dogcatcher Kowalski, who had remade himself a Jew-catcher under the Germans.17
Jacob Heiss and his older brother shortly before the war. Source: Photo courtesy of Jacob Heiss.
The often contradictory attitudes toward gentile locals and even Germans in survivor accounts are not indicative of witness inconsistency, forgetfulness, or irrationality, but rather of the fact that under extreme circumstances people behaved in unexpected and at times conflicting ways, motivated by factors that often contradicted each other: ideological conviction and prejudice, but also altruism and courage; greed and cowardice, as well as pity and compassion; callous indifference and righteous rage, along with fear of retribution and defiance.
Alicja Jurman, the same age as Spielberg and Heiss, faced the whole range of attitudes under German rule. Having already lost one brother to Soviet brutality, she lost another to Nazi forced labor, a third to local denunciation, and the youngest to a Ukrainian policeman. Her father was murdered early on in the registration action; her mother, denounced by a Polish neighbor, was shot in front of her eyes just before the end. Alicja herself was handed over to the Gestapo by her best friend’s father, who had joined the Ukrainian police; she was hidden for a lengthy period by an eccentric elderly Polish nobleman living on the edge of a village, “a splendid, beautiful man,” who defied all threats from local Ukrainians; she was denounced by a local peasant after escaping mass execution, but the soldier who spotted her told her to run, saying, “Du bist ja unschuldig, Mädchen” (You are an innocent girl, after all). Both her survival and the murder of many family members, then, were largely the result of choices made by neighbors and strangers.18
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Surviving on one’s own as a young woman could be deeply traumatizing, even for those who had all the attributes necessary for blending into gentile society. By her own account, Fania Feldman “was blond . . . had braids” and “didn’t look Jewish at all”; she also “spoke Ukrainian very well,” so “they couldn’t recognize me.” Indeed, she remarked, “I was with Ukrainians all the time,” but “as soon as I left they killed this one and they killed that one; so they were murderers, they were no good, I was just lucky, that’s all.” Any association with Jews drew hate and violence. She remembered how, early on, when she asked a neighbor for some milk for her sick father, he responded, “I’d rather give it to a pig than sell it to a Jew.” Fleeing to the forest after her father’s death, she was soon relegated to the status of a hunted animal, like so many other Jews at the time. “I was four days without food, I didn’t know where to go” and “didn’t have somebody to ask, to advise, nothing, just alone in the woods.” She was “always afraid [of] what they would do to me,” having heard that the Ukrainians “did terrible things, they take out the eyes, they cut the tongue, they took everything, whatever they wanted.” A truck driver offered her a lift and then stopped the vehicle in the woods. “He says to me, you probably had a husband. And I was so afraid, I was pulling my hair, I was breaking my fingers, I was crying, I said no, I don’t have a husband and I am very young, I said, maybe you have a daughter and somebody would do this to your daughter and what would you do?” In her recollection, the man then drove away; it is not unlikely that he first raped her. Feldman recalled her despair: “I only wished I would get a bullet in my back.” She “used to envy the people that were already dead,” and even “a dog that is free and not afraid.”
Taken in for a while by a Ukrainian family that knew her before the war, Feldman soon heard that the local priest was warning his parishioners against hiding Jews. Not long thereafter the village was raided by a band of armed Ukrainians, and she barely managed to escape. On another occasion she witnessed seven of her relatives, four adults and three children, denounced by villagers and murdered by the local police: “The Ukrainians, they knew these people. . . . They told them . . . ‘Just give us whatever you have, and we will let you go.’ They gave them everything, and when they went out everyone separately got a bullet in the head. . . . I heard every shot.” There were many other cases in which material gain easily trumped human lives. At one point two Jewish lads hiding with her in the forest tried to retrieve a sewing machine left with a gentile neighbor so as to barter it for food. Instead one of the boys was stoned to death, and the other, who later related this to Feldman, was left for dead. “This was the very good friends who kept their sewing machine, you trusted them. I couldn’t trust nobody,” she remarked. Although she largely owed her own survival to Ukrainians, Feldman insisted, “Nobody can tell me that there are some good Ukrainian people, maybe one or two, because I know best what they did, what murderers they were. When [the Jews] gave the money to Ukrainian people . . . they killed the person, put him in a sack, and threw it down in the water. . . . It could be the nicest neighbor.”19
A number of surviving male teenagers and young men were critical of the Jewish elite and recalled Christian rescuers with respect and gratitude. Like many other survivors, Zev Anderman, born in 1927, described the Ukrainians as “terrible” and “a thousand times worse than the Germans.” But he also depicted in detail how his family found shelter with several Polish and Ukrainian families in the nearby villages of Podzameczek, Medwedowce, and Piława (Ukrainian: Pylyava) during several actions. He spoke with derision about Judenrat chairman Mendel Reich, who acceded to German demands for “furs, blankets, boots,” and about the “young Jewish lads,” the policemen who requisitioned them. Many members of Zev’s family, including his mother, were murdered in October 1942, when “a Jewish girl” informed the Ukrainian police where their bunker was located in the hope that “they would spare her.” Yet Zev could recognize the fact that “the will for life,” perhaps especially among the young, “was enormous.” He recalled having to exhume the victims of the February 1943 mass shooting that were polluting the town’s water supply: “The soil was frozen. They stuck to each other. We worked there with pickaxes to separate one piece of flesh from another. . . . We did not cry. We were stronger than steel.” Possibly it was that same will for life that motivated Zev’s brother Janek to join the police. Zev never alluded to this directly, describing instead how in June 1943, just as he intended to join the partisans (like other Ordnungsdienst men), Janek tried to conceal a bunker sheltering his father and many other Jews; identified by the Germans, he drew his pistol and shot at them, upon which they beat him to death. Zev saw this as one of several Jewish actions that deterred denouncers by demonstrating “that Jews are shooting back,” accounting for why “many Jews survived in Buczacz.” These youngsters, he exclaimed, were “glorious heroes.”20
At the time, Zev and his uncle were hiding in the village of Petlikowce Nowe (Ukrainian: Novi Petlykivtsi) with a Polish acquaintance, who used the first opportunity to rob them of all their belongings. Fortunately they were then taken in by the Ukrainian brothers Mykhailo and Ilko Baran of the same village, who were already hiding several other Jews; they stayed there until spring 1944. Zev described Mykhailo as “an angel.” He fed them well, and his wife “would wash our shirts and underclothes.” Ilko supplied the teenage Zev with books: “I put them in the bunker and that’s what saved me, I read non-stop.” Altogether the Baran brothers saved fifteen Jews; after the fall of the communist regime Zev sought out their sons, and they were recognized by Yad Vashem, the State of Israel’s national institute for the memory and commemoration of the Holocaust. “Among the Christians, Poles and Ukrainians, there were also human beings,” concluded Zev. “We and history must not forget that.”21
Shmuel Rosen, his brothers Henryk and Yehiel, and their mother spent much of 1943 in a hideout they built inside the Potocki family crypt at the Christian cemetery on the slope of Fedor Hill. In this they were helped by the Polish undertaker Marjan Świerszczak and his Ukrainian wife, Maryna. Despite interrogations and beatings by the Ukrainian police, Marjan never revealed their whereabouts. Shmuel admired the undertaker’s courage, as opposed to the Judenrat officials he despised, especially Dr. Seifer, who had taken exorbitant bribes from “the 200 richest Jewish families” in Buczacz in order to allow them to enter the labor camp in spring 1943 while the rest of the population were murdered. But Moshe Wizinger, who had known Marjan since their youth, recalled that when he escaped to the cemetery in June 1943, Maryna had told him to leave right away because “the Germans might come to look here any day now and if they find you we might also be punished.” She suggested that he follow the example of other Jews who “were giving themselves up to the Germans,” since “sooner or later they are going to find you anyway.” Wizinger, who eventually joined a local Polish resistance group, told his leader, known only as Edek, about this denial of shelter, and in response Edek raided the Świerszczaks’ home and gave the wife a severe thrashing. He also warned the husband, “If you are afraid of repression by the Germans for helping Jews and partisans, I want you to know that we will punish loyalty to German orders with death. Remember this and tell the others.”22
This episode encapsulates much of the complexity of rescue and betrayal: the same Świerszczak who was remembered as a “gorgeous man” by Henryk Rosen had also denied shelter to Wizinger, thereby betraying their friendship. Almost killed by a Polish resistance fighter for betraying the national honor, decades later Świerszczak was honored as a righteous gentile by Yad Vashem. Wizinger recalled a speech by Edek exhorting Jews to fight the Germans and greatly admired his fellow Polish fighters and the villagers who helped them; he was even prouder when he found out about the small Jewish bands led by Dawid Friedlender and Natan Dunajer. The impact of Jewish resistance was marginal, but it gave these youngsters a sense of meaning and purpose in the midst of utter inhumanity. Still, by the time of the liberation, these local bands had been decimated and most of their leaders were dead. As Wizinger awaited the arrival of the Soviets with a few remaining young Jews, he thought victory had come too late: “I look at the others: they are the last of a dying nation.”23
Yitzhak Bauer, who successfully transitioned from the police to the resistance, provided some insight into the capacity and purpose of armed Jewish bands. As he recalled, in the wake of the liquidation action of June 1943, “we organized a rather large group and went to the forest some twenty miles from Buczacz.” After acquiring a pistol and a few rounds from Soviet partisans, Bauer and his brother, along with two other lads, decided to leave the vulnerable family camp that formed in the forest and returned to the vicinity of Buczacz. There they established contact with Dunajer, who was living in a cave with his wife, their four-year-old child, and two other men, also brothers. “We had one sawed-off shotgun and my Nagant [Russian service pistol] and thought that we could fight the entire German empire,” chuckled Bauer. They also made contact with Friedlender’s group and took part in an attempt to assassinate a Polish denouncer.
Natan Dunajer (left) and Dawid Friedlender (right) in the 1930s. Source: Polish police file (Dunajer); Eyal Ziffer private collection (Friedlender).
Unlike his self-deprecating view of the resistance, Bauer was adamant that in the Buczacz area “the Ukrainians were relatively alright”; even police chief Kaznovskyi refrained from acting when he discovered that his own father had “hidden several Jews” after the ghetto was liquidated. The Bauer brothers relied on contacts with Ukrainian friends and acquaintances. When they went to visit their elderly prewar neighbor he called out to them, “ ‘Children, my children,’ in Ukrainian, ‘dity moyi dity.’ ” He “made a package of food for us, and said, ‘I wish you manage to survive.’ ” Their friend Alpinski “would sit us at the table and make us an omelet whenever we came to him from the forest,” and he helped find hideouts for other Jews. A man called Shenko stored some of their belongings, provided the Bauers with food, and hid three Jewish women in his barn; in early 1944 they were shocked when he joined the Ukrainian police, but he argued that “the alternative was to enlist for labor in Germany or join the SS-Division ‘Galicia.’ ” According to Bauer, becoming a policeman did not help Shenko; his house was burned down when “they found Jews there.” Much worse, their friend Alpinski was denounced and murdered along with his wife and younger daughter. For that reason Bauer found it important “to emphasize that there were among them people who were not evil, especially among the inhabitants of Buczacz. The villagers” were different, and “each time there was an action, they would come with sacks to plunder.”24
Almost all of the more than two hundred testimonies by Jewish survivors of the German occupation of Buczacz and its environs reflect the same ambivalence about relations with gentile neighbors, ranging from gratitude and admiration to rage and desire for vengeance. Some older witnesses and parents of young children at times had greater insight into the cynicism, greed, and callousness that genocide can bring out in those not directly subjected to it; they may have recognized with greater clarity the rare cases of pure altruism as well. The saved were obviously more likely to have experienced that altruism than the far larger multitudes of the drowned, but even in their case, instances of unadulterated goodness appeared miraculous precisely because of their rarity.
Róża Dobrecka, a well-educated young woman from Western Ukraine, who escaped from the Warsaw Ghetto with her five-year-old child, Seweryn, in summer 1942, arrived in Buczacz just before the massive action of February 1943. Her husband and mother escaped the ghetto later and joined them. They barely survived, hidden by Polish acquaintances. Speaking perfect Polish and equipped with false papers, the family’s survival depended on posing as Poles whenever they left the confines of the ghetto. Things became even scarier when Dobrecka realized that she knew SS corporal and camp commandant Paul Thomanek’s “Jewish Gestapo-man Wolf,” with whom he frequently showed up in Buczacz, since he had been “often a guest in our house before the war.” Now “all dressed up in leather,” Wolf “was obviously pleased that the same people who” in the past “had wanted to have no contact with him, since he was a gambler and a seedy character, were now dependent on him.” Throughout that spring Wolf and Thomanek spent much of their time in Buczacz “terrorizing the population. They orchestrated endless orgies, demanding to have young women brought to them.” Invariably “their presence produced victims. Thomanek shot into crowds of Jews,” and at times Wolf “would take Thomanek’s revolver from his hand and shoot on his own.”25
Dobrecka’s own family was soon targeted. Her mother was denounced and shot on the way to see her other daughter, Hala, who was living as a Pole in a nearby town. Her younger brother, Olek, was sent to a labor camp as punishment for having “spoken ill of the vice-head of the Judenrat, Dr. Seifer.” Even “on the edge of the abyss,” observed Dobrecka, “the ghetto’s leaders were blinded by ambition and vanity.” After his release, Olek was arrested while visiting Hala; denounced as Jews, the two siblings were shot, and Hala’s meager belongings were promptly stolen by her denouncers. Similarly, when Dobrecka and her husband emerged from their bunker after the action of April 1943, they “found nothing; our neighbors had cleaned out and taken away everything”; indeed she saw “one Buczacz resident walking around in my clothes from Warsaw.” Following the “Judenrein action” in June, surviving Jews hid with “ ‘their’ so-called peasants,” but as Dobrecka pointed out, “in many cases” they were quickly “robbed down to their shirts and thrown out.” Finally she and her child simply boarded the train to Warsaw, where they eventually survived disguised as Poles. Her husband and remaining brother were murdered within days of her leaving Buczacz.26
Possibly the oldest Buczacz witness was Józef Kornblüh, already sixty-five at the time of these events. His survival, while remarkable for a man of that age, revealed the entire gamut of gentile engagement in Jewish fate, ranging from sheer exploitation to selfless rescue. Kornblüh had paid the Judenrat 2,000 Złoty to allow him to stay in the ghetto after the mass execution action of April 1943, but in early June he wisely went into hiding with a local Polish municipal worker. This saved him from two rounds of killings later that month, but on June 28 he was asked to leave because the Germans were inspecting former Jewish homes (suggesting how his host came by his property). After a few wretched days in the open, Kornblüh was offered assistance by a young Pole who turned out to be a proper profiteer, handing Kornblüh from one person to another and charging him ever more money. Eventually, in November 1943, Kornblüh was ejected from his hideout with a Polish widow, who claimed that she had received no payment for her trouble, and found himself without any shelter at the height of winter: “I didn’t know where to go. I knew there was no rescue for me and sat down at the edge of the woods. . . . The following morning an elderly beggar-woman spotted me. She saw at a glance that I was a Jew and asked me why I’d been sitting in a place where everybody could see me and hand me over to the police. I told her that I had been thrown out and that there was no place for me to go. She asked me if I was hungry. I told her that I didn’t have any food.” That afternoon the woman returned “and brought me coffee and food. I learned at that time that there also exist people who are willing to help without expecting anything in return.” Eventually Kornblüh made it to the village of Żnibrody (Ukrainian: Zhnyborody), twenty miles south of Buczacz, “where Poles helped me.” He described his rescuers as “very proper and noble.” When the Red Army reached the other bank of the Strypa, Kornblüh could not cross over since the bridge was heavily guarded; instead his Polish host’s son “arranged to meet me at the river, undressed completely and carried me across the river. Thanks to this noble man I reached the Soviet side earlier and was liberated.”27
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The last months of the German occupation were a period of unmitigated chaos, mayhem, and brutality, sprinkled with rare moments of altruism and grace. Many of the Jewish victims at that time were murdered not by the Germans but by an array of Ukrainian paramilitaries, local bandits, and brutalized peasants. Remarkably, most of the few survivors were saved by a German administrative official and a couple of Wehrmacht officers; it is thanks to the testimonies of those they rescued that we know anything about this world turned upside down, in which the handful who escaped systematic genocide were mercilessly hunted down, yet in recording their agony also preserved the memory of their saviors.
Eleven-year-old Samuel Eisen was an exception; rather than being saved by others, he became a fighter. In summer 1943 Samuel witnessed the murder of thousands of Jews in his hometown of Tłuste, including many inhabitants of Buczacz recently deported there: “They dug four deep pits in the cemetery, then put boards over them. Ten people, stripped naked, were ordered to stand on each board and a machinegun shot them into the pit; they were followed by another ten people.” Surviving Jews related that “they had to go down into the pits and arrange the corpses one next to the other, packed like sardines, in order to squeeze in as many as possible. Children were thrown into the pits alive, and covered up with the corpses. A German would grab a child by the neck and shout: ‘Nimm das dreck und schmeiss herein! [Grab the filth and throw it in.]’ The children were swimming in blood in those pits. Two girls managed to dig themselves out from under the corpses and came back to town but they had lost their minds and could not speak.”
For a while, Samuel, his little brother, Jakób, and their father worked on an agricultural farm, but after six weeks the father was killed in a Ukrainian police raid. The boys found him “lying naked among all the other corpses; they had taken away everything. . . . My brother and I dug a hole and buried our father naked. We had no clothes for him.” They then went into the forest. “We had no money, but many Poles lived in that village, they all knew us and were kind to us. They were afraid to hide us, but they always gave us food. We slept in the forest. . . . We washed our shirts in the river and dried them in the sun. We were only afraid of Ukrainians who might give us away.” As winter approached, Samuel joined a Soviet partisan unit operating in the region; he left little Jakób with Ignacy Wiszniewski, giving the Pole “a gold watch” and promising to “give him everything” he had “after the war if he hid my brother.” Samuel relished his service with the partisans. “I was with them for the entire year. . . . They taught me to ride on horseback . . . to hold the reins with our teeth so as to free our hands to load a submachine gun. . . . We were not afraid of anything. When we heard that the Ukrainian police were in the village, we went there, caught them and hanged them on trees in the forest.” They also ambushed and destroyed a German unit, taking many prisoners. Samuel’s partisan detachment welcomed the returning Red Army. “I was the youngest, so they gave me a red flag and I rode in the front between two officers.” He then gave all his property to Wiszniewski and took back his brother; in May 1945 they were living in Kraków. “I only want to work in Palestine,” Samuel wrote. “But when it comes to fighting again, I shall defend it, I shall know then what I am fighting for.”28
One account illustrates the sheer horror of these final months of German rule in the region. Mojżesz Szpigiel, a forty-four-year-old former estate manager, survived the June 1943 mass shooting in Tłuste with several members of his family, including his father and fourteen-year-old son. They joined the labor camp in nearby Hołowczyńce (Ukrainian: Holovchyntsi), where the Polish work supervisor “extorted money from Jews” seeking to be certified as officially employed in the camp. Some of the wealthier Jews had gone “into hiding with Poles or Ukrainians” but “returned a few weeks later because the farmers had taken everything from them and thrown them out.” In contrast, the German supervisor of all the camps in the area, “Vathie,” as Szpigiel called him, “had a good relationship with the people” and “was tolerant.” Yet the general situation of the Jews in the region was so utterly hopeless that even after the second mass killing in Tłuste, in mid-June, which cost the lives of another 1,800 people, “the few who had escaped began returning to the town because in the woods they were attacked and killed by the Ukrainians.” In early July the camp laborers in Hołowczyńce were warned of a liquidation action and escaped to the forest, and “the local Ukrainians took advantage of this, went into the camp and took everything away from all those who still had something.” Sometime later the camp was raided by the Germans. As the Jews fled into the forest, testified Szpigiel, “we were assailed by peasants. The Ukrainians began catching people, torturing them, and taking their money.” That night Szpigiel’s father and his two nephews were murdered by a Ukrainian who had worked for their family. Yet the few survivors had no choice but to return to the camp in the morning. Now “a reign of hunger and misery began” since “the people did not have clothes and underwear, because they had been robbed of everything,” even their shoes, which led to a typhus outbreak and a mass shooting of the sick.
In January 1944 the camp was attacked by heavily armed Ukrainian militiamen; the slaughtered included Szpigiel’s son. “It is important to state,” he declared, “that this killing was not a German action, that it was performed by Ukrainian policemen and bandits.” Apparently that day Vathie was on vacation. Still, Jews kept streaming into the camp, having been evicted from their hideouts by peasants fearful of bandit attacks. The camp was raided again on March 8; by Szpigiel’s count approximately a hundred bandits massacred forty-six Jews with knives and pitchforks. Returning from the forest “in the morning, we saw a terrible scene. The child orphans were stacked up in a pile, ten children were butchered, one on top of the other. . . . Other victims were lying with open guts in different locations. We buried them, gathered the injured and took them on two horses and carts to the camp in Tłuste. Everybody said they would rather die from a German bullet than from a bandit’s knife.”
When Vathie left just a couple of days before the Soviets arrived, “the Jews earnestly cried,” “afraid of this transition period.” By now they “were no longer afraid of the Germans because the Gestapo was there no more”; rather they “were afraid of the Ukrainians.” To their surprise, the new commandant of Tłuste, a young German Army officer, “who saw that we [felt] sorry about Vathie” leaving, announced to the surviving Jews, “As long as I am here, nothing will happen to you.” He then “ordered [someone] to butcher a cow and to give us potatoes.” He was not the only Wehrmacht officer to protect the Jews from armed militias. As Szpigiel testified, the following day a unit of Ukrainian policemen “came to the camp with their guns drawn,” yelling, “Vodka or death!” Szpigiel managed to flee and alerted a German Army major, who “went there with his aide, hit one [Ukrainian] policeman on the head with his revolver, threw them out, and ordered them to leave the area immediately.”
Soon thereafter the Red Army rolled in. They were finally liberated. However, seventeen-year-old Ester Nachtigal, who was recovering from wounds sustained during a Ukrainian attack, vividly recalled that just then “German planes arrived” and “strafed anyone who was running”:
I managed to get off my bed and reached the door and began to cry. . . . Until then we always thought only how to survive, always thinking quickly from one moment to the next how to avoid death. Now I understood that I was alone and had survived. But this was not yet the case, because suddenly everything was flying around me, I was already faint from hunger. I found myself in a half-destroyed hut. The other hut was burning. The wounded there died in the flames. I stood there alone without knowing what to do, all covered in blood.29
A survivor’s sketches of Buczacz. Source: Private document courtesy of Zvi Karniel.
A survivor’s sketches of a hideout. Source: Private document courtesy of Zvi Karniel.
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OUN-UPA members in Uście Zielone (Ukrainian: Ustya Zelene), Buczacz district, 1942. Source: PA, photo 4-1. See also O. Synenka, For the Homeland, for My People (Ternopil, 2002, in Ukrainian), 156–57.
On the eve of 1944, Buczacz was, as Viktor Petrykevych described it in his diary, “a miserable sight,” a town whose heart had been torn out and replaced by refuse: “Since the Jews, exterminated by the Germans, had previously inhabited numerous houses, many buildings stand empty. . . . The Christians—petty merchants, artisans, and workers—have moved into the better houses and keep them as well as they can. But the remaining empty houses, where nobody lives, are in ruins, the windows broken, the window frames torn out, the doors and stairs shattered . . . [rooms] full of garbage and dung. There is so much filth that it is hard to look at them.” Under these circumstances, the old teacher was consumed by self-pity and resentment: “Our present existence is destitute; we live in unprecedented poverty.” And yet, he added, “some of the people live well and comfortably; they make profits and buy everything still available. Certainly, the war destroys and ruins some, and gives too much to others, often undeservedly.” The war, observed Petrykevych, had “caused a revolution in values.” While the “civil servants and clerks are the poorest, and of them, teachers are probably the poorest of all,” the local “merchants and artisans earn well,” particularly because “now they have no Jewish competition” and can offer many “fancy goods,” likely looted from murdered Jews, to trade in. Similarly, “professionals, doctors, veterinary surgeons, and dentists” also benefited from the disappearance of their Jewish colleagues. And in the villages many peasants were thriving by selling “home-brew alcohol,” a product formerly associated with Jewish manufacturers. In other words, for some sectors of the population, the extermination of the Jews could only be described as a blessing. “Such people,” grumbled Petrykevych, “fare well and do not feel the burden of the war.”
These blessings of genocide were short-lived. In early January 1944 Petrykevych wrote, “This morning we could see for the first time refugees and exiles from the East. . . . The Ukrainians of Buczacz shake their heads and think: what will happen to us next?”1
As the Red Army advanced, the Ukrainian underground reported that the Wehrmacht was undergoing “demoralization on a scale never seen before,” with German troops “raping young women and girls” and manifesting a growing “inclination to bribery” and a “complete lack of faith” in their cause, accompanied by “fear of partisans.” At the same time, noted the OUN, “the Polish underground” was becoming “very actively engaged in anti-Ukrainian operations,” and Polish peasants in mixed villages had taken to denouncing their Ukrainian neighbors.2
Viktor Petrykevych in 1930. Source: Petrykevych private papers, courtesy of Bohdan Petrykevych, Ivano-Frankivsk, Ukraine.
Accounts by Poles focused primarily on the destruction of Polish existence in the eastern territories. This tragedy differed from the genocide of the Jews in that it had little to do with German policy; instead it was the result of a nationalist Ukrainian campaign to ethnically cleanse the lands for a future independent Ukraine. The radical wing of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists, known as OUN-B after the name of its leader, Stepan Bandera, whose followers were consequently called Banderites (Polish: Banderowcy; Ukrainian: Benderivtsi), was now in the process of transforming itself into the underground political wing of an insurgency against German rule and in preparation for the possible return of Soviet rule. In 1943 many Ukrainian policemen serving the German occupation authority abandoned their units and formed the new military arm of the OUN-B, the Ukrainska Povstanska Armiya (UPA, Ukrainian Insurgent Army). Operations by the UPA in Volhynia, the province northeast of Galicia, led to massive ethnic cleansing of the Polish population there. In early 1944, with most of the Jews gone, the UPA and the OUN increased their pressure on the Polish inhabitants of Galicia. The result was that next to the ongoing efforts by the Germans to exterminate the last remnants of the Jewish population, and the intensifying struggle between the Wehrmacht and the Red Army in Ukraine, a civil war between Ukrainian and Polish nationalists, largely organized by the Polish Home Army and local peasant formations, cost the lives of thousands of civilians and paramilitary combatants, quite independently of the German occupiers and their interests.
Altogether between 30,000 and 40,000 Poles and up to 5,000 Ukrainians were massacred in Eastern Galicia between 1943 and 1945, with an overall toll in the Polish-Ukrainian conflict of possibly as many as 100,000 Poles and 15,000 to 20,000 Ukrainians. The killings continued even after the Red Army returned to Eastern Galicia, although at that point the UPA turned its attention largely to resisting Soviet rule. Mobilizing some thirty thousand partisans and faced with tens of thousands of NKVD troops sent in to subdue the insurgency, the OUN-UPA kept up the fight until the early 1950s. By then Soviet punitive policies had led to the deportation of over 200,000 family members of insurgents to the interior of the USSR.3
“Crimes committed by Bandera OUN-UPA groups in Buczacz County.” Source: “Ludobójstwo i czystki etniczne: Zbrodnie banderowskich bojówek OUN-UPA w pow. Buczacz, woj. Tarnopolskie,” Na Rubieży 4 (1995): 4.
To justify its activities, the OUN claimed it was under attack. In the district of Buczacz in particular, the local OUN leadership asserted that the Polish underground was directly involved in “physically eradicating our membership,” while “the Polish population praises” such “terrorist activities.” In Petrykevych’s estimate, some three thousand partisans were now engaged in chaotic rural fighting throughout the region: “Polish partisans attack the Ukrainians; when Ukrainian partisans arrive, they punish the Poles for the murder or beating and looting of Ukrainians. What has been happening in remote villages of the district, on the edge of the forest, can only be described as anarchy.” As the UPA moved into the area, and with the corresponding expansion to 3,500 armed fighters of the Buczacz district’s Polish Peasants Battalions, loosely connected to the Polish Home Army, the interethnic struggle in the region was unleashed in earnest; there was only sporadic German intervention. And as sometimes happens in fraternal conflicts, according to Władysław Wołkowski, a member of the Polish underground, it was often difficult to tell the two sides apart. During the Ukrainian assault on Korościatyn (Ukrainian: Korostiatyn, now Krynytsya), fifteen miles west of Buczacz, in February 1944, for instance, the attackers sowed confusion in the Polish ranks by pretending to be Poles, so that “the Polish formation that arrived” on the scene “stood helplessly by for some time, because everyone was yelling in Polish not to shoot their countrymen.”4
This clearly had to do with the tradition of Polish-Ukrainian intermarriage in this area, which went back many generations. Father Ludwik Rutyna explained that “there were many mixed families,” in which the boys followed the father’s religion, the girls followed the mother’s, and families attended services together in both Roman and Greek Catholic churches. For the nationalists on both sides, this was always perceived as a threat, especially when the fate of the region was once more hanging in the balance. In August 1943 the Polish Interior Ministry in exile observed that “the issue of so-called ‘mixed’ marriages” was increasingly “perceived as a serious danger” and “condemned by the Ukrainian press as the strongest factor of Polonization in the prewar period.” By the end of the war, Rutyna recalled, there were “many [Greek Catholic] priests in the [Ukrainian] underground,” and the Poles were running for their lives. “They didn’t want to leave,” but “when death grabs you by the throat, anyone who can will flee.” Only some of “the mixed families stayed”; “many Ukrainian women married to Poles immigrated to Poland.” The heavily mixed nature of families in the town of Koropiec, fifteen miles southwest of Buczacz, motivated an increasingly homicidal effort to tear them apart. In one case, the entire family of the Ukrainian Justyna Maćków, who had married a Pole and had three sons by him, was hanged. As related by Michał Sobków, the teenage child of a Polish father and a Ukrainian mother from Koropiec, “News spread that all Banderites with a Polish sister or mother should kill them, since this was the demand of patriotism.” In Koropiec, he wrote, “the Poles feared the Banderites” and “the Ukrainians feared the Poles.” Everywhere “grown men stood guard on the roads from evening to morning . . . armed with pitchforks, axes, scythes, and iron bars, whether Banderites or Poles.”5
By late February 1944, even Petrykevych was willing to concede that Ukrainian insurgents were “driving the Poles out of their villages” in Volhynia and Galicia: “The Poles flee to the cities; those who stay behind in the villages do not sleep at night and stay on guard, armed. Murder, arson, and robbery are rife.” While insisting that the massacre in Korościatyn that month, where Ukrainian “partisans burned down the village and killed over a hundred people with guns or hand grenades,” was provoked by “a Polish ambush that shot dead one or two” Ukrainian fighters, he also observed, “The partisans are having a good time, [and thanks to] the latent thirst for revenge . . . human blood is flowing.” On March 15 Petrykevych wrote, “Those who had enriched themselves have left the city.” So did his wife and children, as the killings continued unabated. On March 20, three days before the Soviets arrived, “the Germans found nine Jews in a shelter and shot them on the Fedor.” All the remaining Christian youngsters were being seized by the Germans for forced labor, while those “merchants, artisans, and other people, who lived in former Jewish houses” were “moving out . . . in view of the recent developments in the war. They anticipate Jewish revenge.” This set off a frenzy of looting by the poor of previously plundered Jewish belongings. Finally, on the afternoon of March 24, “the first Bolshevik tank entered the city.”6
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“The Poles were glad that finally the Soviet troops would return and put an end to the nightmare of the Banderites,” wrote Michał Sobków. In spring 1944 the London-based Polish government in exile estimated that the number of Polish inhabitants in the Buczacz district, which had stood at 48,000 before the outbreak of war, had been halved. Adding to an estimated loss of 10,000 Ukrainians and the vast majority of the original 15,000 Jews, it appears that 50,000 people, over a third of the district’s prewar population of 140,000, were lost through killing, deportation, expulsion, or flight.7
Suddenly, with the return of the Soviets, the situation was reversed; in summer 1944 seventeen-year-old Stanisław Kubasiewicz joined a locally recruited “destruction battalion,” one of numerous such units established by the NKVD from mostly Polish local inhabitants to suppress the Ukrainian insurgency. They also participated in deporting suspected militants’ families. “I felt quite uncomfortable after such actions,” Kubasiewicz wrote, “which were usually accompanied by women’s cries. I wasn’t suitable for such a job; they were our enemies, and perhaps one of their husbands or sons had participated in murders of Poles in nearby villages, but I could not stir up any hatred in myself. After all, these people were not strangers to us.”8
The Soviets proved particularly effective in mobilizing local elements to help them establish rule and root out their opponents. As the OUN saw it, the NKVD “mostly relies on the Poles” for information and repression, treating “Ukrainian-Galicians as enemies” and assuming that “every Ukrainian is a Banderite.” But Soviet rule did not entirely eliminate Ukrainian violence, as a gruesome massacre in Puźniki (Ukrainian: Puzhnyky) in February 1945 grimly illustrated. Indeed the recruitment of Polish men left their own villages vulnerable. Sobków recalled that “all young men from [Puźniki] had been conscripted into a ‘destroyer battalion’ stationed in Koropiec,” about midway between Buczacz and Puźniki, of which he was also a member, and so the attacking Ukrainian force found only defenseless “women, children and the elderly.” By the time Sobków’s unit reached the village at daybreak, they discovered a scene of horrors: “Many women with hacked off breasts were howling in pain. Everywhere we encountered people with bleeding head wounds caused by axe strikes.” One toddler’s “skull had been smashed, the pieces held together with bread”; another baby’s “mouth had been cut with a knife.” Altogether 104 people were murdered in Puźniki; only fourteen Polish households remained.
In Sobków’s view, the most traumatic aspect of this period was the transformation of his community from one enjoying interethnic harmony to one assaulted by ethnic butchery, and like so many other Poles, he perceived the main tragedy of the war as the loss of his homeland. At age seventeen, along with his mother and sister, a horse, and a cow, Sobków left Koropiec forever.9
The terrifying language of murderous threats, often followed by massive bloodshed, that characterized this internecine conflict was graphically presented in a leaflet distributed in June 1944 by a Ukrainian “self-defense” group to the inhabitants of Hnilcze (Ukrainian: Hnylche), a village located twenty miles northwest of Buczacz. “The Polish authorities and their followers have responded to our repeated efforts to appease Polish-Ukrainian relations,” stated the pamphlet, “with terror, denunciation, murder and plunder”; rather than “fighting against the Muscovite or German occupation,” the Poles were striving “to bring about the greatest annihilation of the Ukrainian people with their help. . . . Polish bullets have cut down hundreds of innocent victims, and many Ukrainian villages have been burned down and destroyed.” But now “terror will be answered with terror!” Justice was on the side of “the Ukrainian people,” which “possesses on its soil sufficient right and might to mow down the Polish leaders with their imperialist delusions.” Hence the group vowed “our vengeance will be tenfold,” and “the irresponsible Polish leaders who began the struggle between the Polish and Ukrainian people will have to bear the responsibility for that.” As Petrykevych remarked at the time, reflecting the brutalization of popular imagery further exacerbated by exposure to systematic genocide, Ukrainians “say that just as the Jews went to Bełżec, so too the Poles should go to Auschwitz.”10
What ultimately put an end to this fraternal conflict was the flight and subsequent deportation of the Polish population from Eastern Galicia. The Lublin agreement of September 9, 1944, between the Polish communist leadership and the Kremlin facilitated a vast Polish-Ukrainian population exchange. Between 1944 and 1947 an estimated 560,000 Poles were removed from Eastern Galicia, which became part of Soviet Ukraine; altogether up to 750,000 Poles were deported from the western regions of the newly expanded USSR, while over 500,000 Ukrainians were deported from Poland as it was reconstituted in its postwar borders.11 By the end of the decade, then, as a result of genocide, ethnic cleansing, and population policies, these once multiethnic lands had become almost completely homogeneous.
Yet the Lublin agreement did not put an immediate end to the civil war in the region. While the Soviets had initially employed the Poles in their fight against Ukrainian nationalists, now they were busy deporting Poles from the region precisely in accord with Ukrainian nationalist aspirations. In this sense, the Soviet Union had accepted the logic of the nationalists of creating ethnically uniform regions so as to put an end to interethnic conflict. In October 1944 the OUN noted this change in Soviet policies, commenting that the authorities had begun conducting “arrests and raids in Polish villages”: “At the latest meetings of village council heads arranged by the districts, the Bolshevik government discussed the issue of relocating the Poles from Western Ukraine to Poland.” The Poles would have to “leave their residences, abandoning their farms, households, and tools, because Ukrainians from Poland would be taking over their homes. News is circulating,” remarked the OUN with some satisfaction, “that the Bolsheviks are doing this in order to put an end to the internecine conflict between the Poles and the Ukrainians and to ensure appropriate behavior by the Banderites toward the Bolsheviks when Galicia is populated exclusively by Ukrainians.” Of course, stated the OUN derisively, the Poles “cannot get it into their heads that they would have to abandon their hearths in the rich land of Galicia, to which they have made unfounded claims from time immemorial. Today they are still dreaming of Poland on Ukrainian lands.”12 Ironically, then, the old dream of Ukrainian nationalists was about to be realized by their most hated enemy: an ethnically pure Western Ukraine created by Soviet population policies.
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In early 1945 the first secretary of the Buczacz district committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine, K. M. Rybachuk, described the conditions he had encountered when he first arrived in the district. The Germans, he wrote, had “looted and caused terrible devastation” everywhere. “The population was transported beyond the boundaries of the district, the fields were abandoned, and the absence of crops caused the economy of the district to decline even further.” The Germans had destroyed numerous plants and food manufacturing facilities, mills, bridges, water-supply systems, electric and telephone networks, schools, the power station, the railroad station, and a hospital. Worst of all, “the Germans killed more than 10,000 civilians in the district and deported over 6,000 young people to slave labor. The town of Buczacz became desolate. Of the original 15,000–16,000 inhabitants, no one was left in Buczacz by Liberation Day”; six months later, the population had grown to merely 2,750 people.13
At the time of the report, the town still had more than nine hundred empty houses, some of which were partially destroyed. Much of the livestock in the district was gone; five thousand horses and a similar number of swine, ten thousand heads of cattle, fifty thousand hens, as well as five thousand tons of grain and “many other agricultural products and tools,” had all been removed by the Germans. In return the Wehrmacht had sown 300,000 landmines in the pastures and fields. Rybachuk reported that during those first six months, much had been restored, including two distilleries, a bakery, the power station, the hospital, the printing press, a few agricultural machines, clothes and shoe manufacturing facilities, schools, the town club, and the movie theater; additionally 184,000 mines had been cleared.14 But Buczacz was still in a wretched state, and would remain so for a long time thereafter.
The Soviets also dedicated considerable efforts to investigating the crimes committed during the German occupation. Already in late July 1944, an inquiry was launched into Nazi crimes in the recently liberated districts of Czortków, Zaleszczyki (Ukrainian: Zalishchyky), Tłuste, and Kopyczyńce. The report explicitly referred to German “mass executions (‘pogroms’) of the Jewish population,” noting that “the entire Jewish population” of the town of Czortków “was annihilated.” Many other details, such as the imposition of identifying armbands, ghettoization in the cities, practices of extortion and bribery, epidemics and starvation, and methods of mass execution, were elaborated. The report concluded with the cautious statement that in the entire Czortków district a total of “13,000 entirely innocent peaceful Soviet citizens” were murdered, but the bulk of the report left no doubt that the Jewish population was the main target of the German perpetrators, as well as of many, mostly Ukrainian “traitors to the Fatherland.” Some of these men were mentioned by name, but most eluded justice.15
German aerial photo of Buczacz, April 1944. Source: National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), RG 373: GX12125 SD, exps. 32, 33, 62, and 63 (combined).
Soviet sketch of killing sites, May 21, 1945. Source: YVA JM/19988, from Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federazii (GARF) (State Archive of the Russian Federation), 7021-75-731.
In early October 1944 local representatives of the Soviet Extra-ordinary Commission for the Investigation of Nazi Crimes launched a similar inquiry in Buczacz. The investigators exhumed mass graves and carried out forensic analysis, interviewed locals, and tried to obtain information from survivors. The commission also identified by name (although often misspelled or garbled) many Sipo men, gendarmes, Ukrainian policemen, and other local collaborators involved in the killings. An interim report issued in mid-October identified fourteen mass graves on Fedor Hill, containing altogether 13,670 victims; it was followed a few days later by a report on three mass graves found at the Jewish cemetery with an additional 5,000 victims. But the final report, submitted on November 5, concluded that “about 7,000 decomposed corpses” had been found, undressed and showing signs of firearm wounds to the back of the head, including “children aged under 15,” some “with crushed skulls.” This final version omitted all previous references to local collaborators, and while witness testimonies had unambiguously pointed out that the vast majority of the victims were Jews, the conclusion merely stated that these were “crimes against Soviet citizens.”16
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For Ukrainians in Buczacz, the mass murder of the Jews had been both appalling and a cause for apology and self-justification. Like many others, Petrykevych was shocked by the roundups of winter and spring 1943, when he witnessed the Jews being “taken to the Fedor, where the Baudienst [labor service] had already prepared graves a few days earlier; they shoot them in the back of the head and throw them into the grave.” But he insisted, “Our policemen let some of the Jews escape; our people are hiding them in barns and haystacks.” At precisely the same time, hundreds of young Ukrainians in Buczacz were volunteering to serve in the Waffen-SS Division “Galicia,” established in spring 1943 to symbolize Ukrainian participation in the German fight against the approaching Red Army.17
And yet, as Petrykevych noted, in the countryside the Germans were carrying out widespread requisitions of food from the peasants with such “draconian brutality” that the villages were filled with “wailing, groaning, and grief.” German rule had become increasingly destructive, yet the prospects of Soviet occupation filled Ukrainians with dread. As Petrykevych observed in late September 1943, “some people have begun packing their possessions” for fear that the Soviets would “wreak ferocious revenge on those who collaborated with the Germans.” Since the most damning witnesses of this collaboration were the few surviving Jews, this provoked a new wave of denunciations. “Every week, by chance or through denunciation, their bunkers are discovered; from there, they are taken to the police.” Nonetheless Petrykevych was troubled by the fact that the Jews were “getting bolder. Carrying arms, some of them come in the evening to families that had been asked by other Jews to store their belongings, and demand to hand them back.” And “if anyone refuses to return [the belongings], they declare that the Jews will punish them later.”18
Other Ukrainian witnesses similarly combined empathy with denial. Maria Khvostenko, a teenager at the time, vividly recalled watching a terrifying scene from the window of the gymnasium facing the town center: “In the middle of the main street a crowd was going around the city hall and toward the bridge over the Strypa. Gendarmes with dogs, Gestapo, and policemen with six-pointed stars surrounded the crowd and were hustling it toward the Fedor hill. What a horrible sight it was! There were women, men, old people and young—our schoolmates and friends. . . . They were our neighbors and strangers, but they were people!” This was only one of many horrors she encountered. “The killing machine worked methodically and without a hitch. From about the fall of 1942 to the end of 1943 they would hold execution actions, always on Fridays.” Arriving “on Thursday evening,” the Germans would “ ‘act’ or ‘work’ all night, and the next morning, as we were running to school, we could see the results of their work: corpses of women, men and children lying on the road. As for infants, they would throw them from balconies onto the paved road. They were lying in the mud with smashed heads and spattered brains.” Near Fedor Hill “we could hear machine-gun fire accompanied by the drone of engines, which were intended to drown the sound of the shooting but instead only intensified it.”
Parade of volunteers for Waffen-SS Division “Galicia” in Buczacz, 1943. Source: PA.
Khvostenko remembered that a Polish family living nearby had “tried to save their Jewish friends and were all shot,” save for their daughter, who was her classmate. “She had been away on some errand and when she came back she found her family dead. She went mad and nobody saw her after that.” There were several other stories of rescue: one Jewish woman was hidden in the Basilian monastery; another hid in the basement of the Roman Catholic church. But Khvostenko firmly believed that “our people respected the religious feeling of the Jews and never abused them” and that “there were no quarrels between neighbors, no slander or disrespect.” While she indicated the presence of Jewish policemen “with six-pointed stars,” she failed to mention the ubiquitous presence of armed Ukrainians at the killings and the rash of denunciations that cost the lives of so many Jews on the eve of liberation.19
Julija Trembach, who came from a Polish family but married a Ukrainian and remained in Buczacz after the war, was still troubled by memories of the German “crimes against Jewish people” even at the age of ninety-three. During the war she had a front-row view of how the Germans “buried them alive on Fedor Hill, and how those people dug their own graves. From the street where I lived, I could see how the ground was moving over the people who were still not dead. I will never forget the moans and cries of those people,” who had “committed no crime.” But she also insisted that although “the Germans forbade us to help Jews and to give them shelter” on pain of death, “our people, both Ukrainian and Polish, tried to help in any way they could. They made dugouts in the ground, and Jews hid there. Secretly people would bring food to those dugouts. And God only knows how much food I brought by myself.” During one roundup, she recalled, a young woman “came running to me. She had a baby in her arms.” The woman “was crying and exhausted. She whispered: ‘Save us, hide us.’ At my own risk I hid them in the hayloft. . . . I fed that little girl with my own breast, because I had a baby myself.” She kept them at her house for several days, until a group of Jews took the mother and baby with them. Nor was this “the only case,” declared Trembach. “We pitied those people, for they were beaten, always scared for their lives and never knew what would happen to them at any moment.”20
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For some Poles, including sympathetic observers, the German murder of the Jews was associated with the alleged Jewish participation in the Soviet victimization of the Poles. The Buczacz power plant manager Władysław Hałkiewicz conceded that as far as the Jews were concerned, both Poles and Ukrainians “had an opportunity to help more but did not want to,” largely because under Soviet rule “the poor Jews had collaborated with the Soviets, leading to the deportation of the Polish intelligentsia to Siberia,” while “the Jewish intelligentsia” conveniently “assumed a neutral stance toward the Bolsheviks.” Father Rutyna agreed decades later that the people of Buczacz had “suffered so much under the Jews, since the latter had bound themselves to the Soviets during the war with all their agitation and sympathies.”21
But a few testimonies concerned primarily with the rescue of Jews give us a glimpse into the courage, ingenuity, and perseverance of Poles who chose to risk their lives to save others. One striking example is Mikołaj Szczyrba, who was raised and educated in Buczacz and was living with his wife, child, and parents on the farm he had purchased in the village of Grabowce (Ukrainian: Hrabivtsi), some eighty miles southeast of Buczacz, on the eve of the war. He described the local Ukrainian peasants as “generally hostile” to the many Jewish farmers, tradesmen, cattle dealers, and butchers living in the surrounding villages: “Very often windows in Jewish houses were smashed, their shops robbed and their apartments demolished.” After the Soviets withdrew in summer 1941, large-scale violence erupted. In the village of Piłotkowice (Ukrainian: Pylatkivtsi), “the Ukrainians took all Jewish men (and boys) to the forest, where they had to dig a pit for themselves and were then killed.” The remaining widows and orphans were driven out. In Zieliniec (Ukrainian: Zhylytsi) the Ukrainians “murdered the whole Jewish population—slashing everyone’s throats: children, women, the elderly, and the men”—and threw the bodies into the river. Only in Łosiacz (Ukrainian: Losyach) did the local priest forbid the peasants from killing “any more Jews or Poles.”
Szczyrba witnessed much more violence over the next two years, including the liquidation of the ghetto in Borszczów “by German gendarmes and Ukrainian police.” Forced to bury the corpses, he saw that “the walls were covered with blood; fragments of human flesh and brains were everywhere on the streets.” Notices warned people against hiding Jews and promised payment for handing them in. This sparked “many denunciations and informing on others by Ukrainians,” resulting in additional murders of “hidden Jews as well as of the Polish families that had hidden them, while the traitors received a reward.” Initially, Szczyrba testified, when asked by his “Jewish acquaintances” for help, he was “afraid and refused” because “there had been many cases in which Jews were interrogated under torture and disclosed the names of their protectors.” But in May 1943 the twenty-seven-year-old farmer decided to help a group of sixteen Jews from Borszczów to hide in the forest; he provided them not only with food but also with weapons, left behind by Red Army troops he had helped escape in 1941. In time the number of those in hiding rose to thirty-two, “mainly young people and couples without children.” With his instructions and tools they built a large and well-camouflaged underground bunker.
Three months later Szczyrba was denounced by suspicious Ukrainian neighbors and arrested. He spent seven weeks in prison in Czortków, was “interrogated, abused, beaten, and tortured,” but refused to “confess anything.” Released thanks to generous bribes by his friends, Szczyrba returned home to find that during that time in prison “my wife and my stepfather had taken food to the Jews in the woods every other day.” Not long thereafter some of the Jews joined Soviet partisans, while others organized their own band, raided a German Army barracks for weapons, and managed to release scores of Jewish, Ukrainian, and Polish inmates from the prison in Borszczów. Tragically, in December the group was ambushed and most of its members were killed. Of those who had remained in the bunker, many also died in a German forest raid. But there were still six Jews being cared for by Szczyrba when the area was liberated. They remained in touch with him after the war, but as he testified, “Unfortunately they cannot help me at all because they themselves live in very hard material conditions; nevertheless they know best how I and my wife sacrificed ourselves to save their lives.”22
In the immediate aftermath of the war, some Poles hoped to benefit from true or false claims of having saved Jews. In August 1947, for instance, Michał Boczar, formerly of Porchowa, a small village ten miles southeast of Buczacz, appealed for help from the Central Jewish Committee in Warsaw. Now living on “a dilapidated farm abandoned by German refugees” near Wrocław (German: Breslau), he claimed, “In 1943–44, I selflessly hid five Jews for ten months, risking my own life.” His house was “close to the forest, where many Jews were hiding,” and he regularly provided them with “hot meals, bread, and sometimes also clothes”; in winter they “occasionally spent several nights at my abode for fear of persecution by the Banderites.” After the war those he had rescued were living outside Poland and could neither send him money nor furnish any proof of his good deeds. He thus requested “a single benefit amounting to 30,000 Złoty” (roughly the equivalent of 200 U.S. dollars today) in order “to support three children, one of whom is disabled, a seven-year-old, and a daughter who is getting married soon.”23
Two months later, Eugenia Czechowicz, living at the time in Szczecin, also appealed to the Central Committee. Beginning in the fall of 1942, she wrote, she had taken to hiding Jewish children in Buczacz whenever an action was expected; she even adopted an orphaned five-year-old boy “as my child.” Thanks to her actions, she said, she was nicknamed “the wet nurse of the Jews.” She had also sheltered adults, including Munio Altchiler (Maurycy Altschüler), who later “went abroad and has not been heard from since.” In April 1944, when the Wehrmacht reoccupied Buczacz, Czechowicz was arrested and the Jews she was hiding, including her adopted son, were taken away. She herself was “beaten and tortured” for four weeks “in a concrete basement,” then released. She ended up in Poland, having lost all her property and also her husband, a cavalry officer, who ran off with Anna Zilber, a Jewish woman they had hidden, “while I and my child were deprived of husband and caregiver.” Feeling betrayed by the very people she had saved and suffering from failing health, Czechowicz asked for money to help her open a shop.24
It is impossible to tell whether these stories of rescue were true, but from numerous Jewish testimonies we know that most of those who survived were helped by Christian acquaintances or complete strangers, and that such help could and at times did come at a steep price for the rescuers. It is also true that some survivors began seeking their saviors only many years after the war, whereas others showed their gratitude as soon as they were able to. There were also, however, false claims, made by people who had never helped and by people who had sought to make a profit during the war and now hoped to gain a little more. Yet as Czechowicz’s story indicates, assuming it was true, beyond the life-and-death struggle for existence, people caught in these events also experienced many other, more mundane but deeply painful tragedies, of love and passion and betrayal, which marked their lives for many years thereafter. In Czechowicz’s case, what could be told as an unlikely romance between a Polish cavalry officer and a Jewish woman in hiding became the unjust consequence of an act of kindness and sacrifice.
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The October 1944 investigation of Nazi crimes in Buczacz was not much more than a sideshow in the effort to reestablish Soviet power in the region, dedicated primarily to crushing the Ukrainian insurgency and transforming the demography of an already devastated region. It was a herculean task. In August 1944 the first secretary of the Tarnopol regional committee, Ivan Kompanets, wrote the future Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, at the time first secretary of the Communist Party in Ukraine, about the dire conditions in the recently liberated territory. One’s first impression, Kompanets pointed out, was that “the vast majority of the inhabitants . . . had been transported to Germany by the Nazis” and that the towns were “totally lifeless.” Just as disconcerting was the fact that when the population began trickling back a few days later, “the vast majority” were Polish. As Kompanets explained, “from conversations with the people of the liberated towns and villages it became clear that before the German army retreated” it had “forced the inhabitants . . . to march to Germany in columns.” One villager related how “the Germans chased every man like beasts” and then “took them away, no one knows where.” Kompanets made no reference either to Poles fleeing Ukrainian terror or to Ukrainians fleeing anticipated Soviet and Jewish vengeance. Instead he triumphantly informed his boss, “The population of the Nazi-occupied regions, after experiencing the harsh German oppression, was greeting the Soviet representatives with open arms, telling them about all the Nazi atrocities, and volunteering to assist the local authorities in restoring what the Germans had destroyed.” One peasant had allegedly exclaimed, “We and our offspring will hate them forever. Now we know how much we should appreciate Soviet power.”25
This peasant’s view was clearly not unanimously shared by the Ukrainian population. Reporting again to Khrushchev in September, Kompanets noted that the Tarnopol region had been experiencing a “significant increase in bandit activity,” so that “in July and August not a single day went by without the murder of a district officer, a village head, or a Soviet activist.” Indeed, he stressed, “terrorist groups and even larger bandit formations have penetrated almost all districts in the region,” and their activities “go practically unpunished.” Kompanets was especially concerned about “the professional OUN leaders with their many years of underground experience,” and the insurgents’ supply of “portable radios and underground printing presses,” with which they “disseminate propaganda literature to the population of the region.” Simultaneously the UPA “had prepared a significant number of commanders and leaders” and had “considerably increased the number of their trained fighters.” These “bandit gangs terrorize the local population, murder Soviet and village communist activists, stage raids on village councils, burn grain and threshing machines, rob cooperatives, storage silos, and butter plants, burn down Polish villages and kill Poles,” and “organize daytime and nighttime ambushes on the highways, shoot at military vehicles and kill army troops.” Kompanets thus asked for urgent military and NKVD assistance, additional weapons and ammunition, and “permission to deport the families of the bandits from the region.”26
The response by the Soviet authorities was swift and brutal. In early October 1944 units of the NKVD began streaming into the region, and anti-insurgent operations, including massive deportations, greatly intensified. On October 14 the NKVD reported that “3,329 families of OUN members are scheduled for resettlement from the western regions of Ukraine, altogether 10,517 persons.” Additional resources were needed for the “transfer of OUN-families” to Siberia, entailing “the resettlement of 5,000 families with 15,000 people, scheduled for October and November 1944.” From the region of Tarnopol alone, 525 families, or 1,500 people, were scheduled for deportation, with another 245 families numbering 711 people already confirmed for resettlement. The deportations were carried out under appalling conditions. On November 18 even an NKVD officer expressed concern that “the families of OUN-members are being transported to Kiev in train cars unfitted for winter. Thus train number N-49339 is unheated; there are no windows in the railcars, and the stoves do not work. As a result there has been a high incidence of illness among these special resettlers, among them twelve dead children.” But such petty complaints had no impact on the overall situation. By November 26 a total of 13,320 people had been deported from Western Ukraine, with many more awaiting their turn.27
Deportations of civilians went hand in hand with hunting down and eliminating the insurgents. In planning its operations in the Buczacz district for 1945, the NKVD identified a large number of underground groups and allotted forces for “annihilation actions” in numerous villages. For this purpose several “destruction battalions” were established, each numbering 180 men, and intelligence was gathered through recruitment of “internal agents” charged with “infiltrating the UPA organization as well as the OUN underground.” Local officials were instructed to “intensify the repression against the families of bandits,” as well as to “fill the ranks of combat units fighting the UPA” with “all those arrested during an operation” who might “express a desire to fight the bandits” rather than end up in a gulag. Finally, all adult district residents were registered, and families were warned that if “a person in hiding” did not “show up for registration in the city council, Soviet power will consider him a collaborator with the [insurgent] bands and will apply repression against his family.”28
As a result of this system of raids, recruitment, and surveillance, by late fall 1946 the Buczacz district authorities had “liquidated” five “gangs,” killed 188 and jailed 167 “bandits,” arrested 254 OUN members, and deported 58 “families of bandits and their collaborators.” The estimated overall number of nationalist fighters thus declined from 500 to 71.29 By the end of 1946 the insurgency in the Tarnopol region was clearly on the wane, with over 200 insurgent groups liquidated, approximately 2,500 fighters killed, close to 6,000 fighters and underground members arrested, and 1,000 “families of bandits and their accomplices” deported. Less than a year later, the authorities in the Buczacz district concluded that the insurgency had diminished to a single OUN group of four fighters and “20 isolated bandits.”30 One estimate put the total number of nationalist victims of repression in the Buczacz district between 1944 and 1953 at 671 fighters killed, including 59 women, as well as 1,628 imprisoned or deported to Siberia, about half of whom were women. Meanwhile, as military operations were winding down, deportations were intensifying, with close to 350 families deported between July and October 1947. It was stated that “the vast majority of the poor and middle class people approve of and support” these deportations, whereas “the mainly rich villagers and relatives of the deported sympathize with them and are frightened.” Clearly deportations entailed not only punishing the insurgents but also social engineering and buying off the much larger poor section of the peasantry with the property of the deported. As soon as the trains left for the East, the troops and local Soviet activists reportedly proceeded “with the inventory and removal of the deportees’ belongings.”31
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Even as the Soviets were hunting down insurgents and deporting their families to the East, they were simultaneously engaged in “repatriating” the remaining Polish population in the region to what became communist-ruled Poland and absorbing Ukrainians deported from Poland, as agreed in Lublin. In this the authorities were paradoxically helped by the OUN-UPA’s ferocious attacks against Polish communities, which led to increasing pressure by local Poles to enable them to flee the region. As Secretary Kompanets reported from Tarnopol, in the first ten months of 1945 close to 80,000 Polish families, almost a quarter of a million people, had registered for repatriation, of whom 45,000 individuals had already left the region. During the same period 7,000 Ukrainian families with 23,000 people had arrived from Poland. The figures kept growing, despite various logistical difficulties and attacks by armed bandits on caravans trekking from one country to another. By late June 1946 the Czortków region had relocated to Poland 107,000 Polish citizens (including 1,852 Jews and 1,000 “others”); of the remaining 1,000 still slotted for repatriation, half preferred to stay where they were. The Buczacz district had relocated 12,000 Poles, leaving behind not a single registered Polish citizen. With this, declared the local official in charge, “the transfer of Polish citizens is basically complete.”
By 1948 the Buczacz district’s demography had been entirely transformed. The overall population had shrunk to 36,000, including merely 4,000 in the city of Buczacz. As the district authorities reported, these were “principally . . . Ukrainians,” including close to 1,500 relocated persons from Poland. People were said to be “generally well disposed toward the Soviet authorities,” largely thanks to financial investments and economic development in the district.32
Once the two main obstacles to a firm hold on the region—the interethnic conflict with the Poles and radical Ukrainian nationalism—were removed, the heavy shroud of Soviet power descended on the towns and villages of the Buczacz district. Promises of economic and educational progress, greater equality and the eradication of poverty, improved professional training, and employment prospects may well have appealed to a population desperately trying to recover from years of upheaval and oppression, shattered hopes, and drastic dislocation. But the system ended up choking the region, thanks to its own internal contradictions and because so many of the most enterprising and best-trained inhabitants had been murdered, expelled, or deported. Those who tried to fill the vast gaps torn in the fabric of society were ill prepared for these roles, coming into the desolate towns either from nearby backward villages or as deportees from remote rural locations in Poland.33 By the time the curtain was raised in 1991, towns such as Buczacz had all the appearance of having remained stuck in a time warp, their shabby Soviet façades and dusty streets reflecting the hopelessness of their inhabitants, so many of whom still seemed, even decades later, to be grappling with the question of what urban life in a neglected borderland province should look like. Not a great deal has changed since then.
AFTERMATH
The Jewish cemetery in Buczacz, 2003. Photo by the author.
All three ethnic groups living in Buczacz and its district underwent extreme suffering, although their agony peaked at different times and often at the hands of different perpetrators, just as their propensity to collaborate with the occupiers depended on different factors and changing circumstances. And yet, at the time and long after, each group sought to present itself as the main victim, both of the occupying powers and of its neighbors. Poles and Ukrainians were particularly keen on highlighting their martyrdom, in part out of fear that the Nazi genocide of the Jews would overshadow their own victimhood but also because in reality both groups had far greater room for accommodation with the Germans, even as they benefited from much more elaborate and effective underground organizations than were available to the Jews under the relentless German onslaught. Additionally widespread anti-Jewish prejudice and resentment, fueled by suspicions of Jewish collaboration with the Soviets and a common view of the Jews as not belonging to the land and not deserving any share in its future, combined to marginalize or dismiss the mass murder of the Jews, isolated expressions of sympathy and compassion notwithstanding.
The Ukrainian Petro Pasichnyk, born in the village of Zielona, six miles north of Buczacz, and a former member of the UPA, was haunted by wartime memories. Because of the “great animosity” between Poles and Ukrainians, he said, “our people destroyed” Polish villages; in return, after the Germans were driven out, “Poles in ‘destroyer battalions’ ” helped the Soviets suppress the Ukrainian insurgency. In one case “they caught a female teacher” deployed as a messenger for the UPA “and just murdered her, just chopped her into pieces.” He described the murder of the Jews, including some of his classmates, but found it somewhat mystifying. “I saw how they were driven into the forest to execution,” he said, “but I just wonder: how could they go so passively?! They did not escape. Did they believe that this was their fate, or something else?” After all, he insisted, “there were only a couple of Germans” at the site. “It was a horror,” he added. “It is indeed dreadful to see corpses lying [on the ground], murdered children.” Pasichnyk had evidently observed some of the killings from close by, but he made no reference to the numerous Ukrainian policemen who rounded up the Jews and guarded the perimeter of the execution site. Indeed, when asked, he responded adamantly, “I did not see the police, I saw the SS. The SS would come, take [Jewish] children and throw them out of windows. You would go through the street and see bodies everywhere. But our people—I don’t know, there could have been something somewhere, but I can’t say anything because I know nothing.”
Pasichnyk’s insistence that this was a purely German action made it necessary to explain the alleged failure of the Jews to escape by invoking their predetermined fate or uncanny acceptance of massacre. It was also immediately relativized by reference to Ukrainian martyrdom, even if by a different regime: “Equally horrible was the time when the Soviets were executing our people. Every day . . . there were corpses, corpses, corpses. . . . They would bring them [to Buczacz]—and display them. . . . When they hanged someone, they would bring people to watch.” And since Pasichnyk also energetically confirmed that “yes, of course, the Jews collaborated” with the Soviets, his account created a certain symmetry of horror between the somewhat mysterious eradication of the Jews and the heroic martyrdom of “our people.” This was a version of the past that many Ukrainians of his generation in Western Ukraine had internalized and retained for decades thereafter. But it demanded a degree of selective recollection.1
According to Ihor Duda, the author of a guide to Buczacz published in 1985, Buczacz had experienced tremendous progress over the previous four decades of Soviet rule. (He did not know that the communists would soon be out of office.) It was also an idyllic site for tourists. Along the “picturesque banks” of the Strypa, he wrote, “various recreation areas have been laid out—parks, public gardens and a beach. The extraordinary beauty of the Strypa valley with its partially forested rocky slopes, narrow creeks and terraces, and deep ravines, is quite striking.” Buczacz also “abounds in monuments of history and architecture,” dating back to earlier centuries as well as “from the Soviet period.” The latter included such delectable sites as “the house where the district Revolutionary Committee was situated in 1920 and the Provisional District Administration Board convened in 1939”; a Lenin monument; and an artillery gun along with a tractor “placed on pedestals as testimony to the glory of the Soviet people in war and labor.” Additionally Buczacz benefited from new industrial undertakings, including factories for metal and tinned food, a mechanized bakery, a sugar refinery, a distillery, a mixed fodder plant, a cheese dairy, and a unit of mobile mechanized machinery. There were numerous schools as well, for agriculture, technology, motor transport, music, art, and sports, supported by fourteen libraries, two “palaces of culture,” a cinema, and a museum of local history. Judging by this account, Buczacz was a veritable Western Ukrainian haven of the best Soviet civilization could offer. No wonder that, according to Duda, year by year the city was “becoming younger and nicer. It has a rich history and beautiful present.”
Regarding that rich past, Soviet Buczacz was especially proud of its local history museum, opened in 1982 in the former city hall, which displayed such items as, on the first floor, “a model-reconstruction of the Buczacz castle, the interior of a peasant’s hut,” and “items of national costumes, ceramics and household objects,” while the second floor was dedicated to more recent Soviet history. Here the eager tourist could find “photographs and personal belongings of the Western Ukrainian People’s Council delegates,” along with those of “other honored citizens, veterans of war and labor,” and “many materials concerning the Great Patriotic War and the liberation of the city from the German-Fascist occupants.” The museum had swiftly become, according to Duda, “a center of patriotic and internationalist education for the youth,” who learned in this manner “about the high price paid for our beautiful present.” Those youngsters privileged enough to study in the former gymnasium, now Secondary School No. 1 and named after the locally born Ukrainian ethnographer Volodymyr Hnatiuk, imbibed a regular communist educational diet that strictly avoided any information on such prewar students as Emanuel Ringelblum and Simon Wiesenthal, let alone anything about the author Shmuel Yosef Agnon or more generally on Jewish Buczacz. Leading his readers from one site to another, mostly Soviet schools, factories, and memorials, Duda ended his recommended walk through the city at “an observation spot” located on “top of the Baszty hill.” From there, he wrote, “we can see almost all the routes we passed” while touring the city. Duda and his imaginary tourists would have been standing at that moment just feet away from the Jewish cemetery and its mass graves. But the guide made no mention of the Jews who lived and died in Buczacz.2
At a commemoration ceremony held in 2006 next to the OUN-UPA memorial on the slope of Fedor Hill, only a couple of dozen veterans attended. After the fall of the communist regime, the local administration officially recognized the veterans’ sacrifice and provided them with a symbolic supplement to their pensions. Even more important, they now had a keeper of the flame, Oresta Synenka, a small elderly woman who directed the local branch of the Poshuk (Search) society in Lviv, served as chairperson of the Russian Memorial society’s district affiliate, and was founder and director of the Museum of the Liberation Organizations, located in the former offices of the NKVD in Buczacz and dedicated to commemorating the victims of communism and the martyrs of Ukraine’s struggle for independence.3
Oresta came to Buczacz as a twelve-year-old in 1945; she recalled that there were still two synagogues in the city at the time, “one at the place where now the yellow house stands, and the other right behind it.” The former was the Study House, or beit hamidrash, a site that the author Agnon fondly invoked in many stories about his hometown. The latter was the Great Synagogue. Oresta’s father worked as a foreman in a construction and demolition brigade; he told her that since “the whole block of houses” in that location “had been bombarded,” the crew decided that “there was no sense in repairing the synagogue, so they demolished it. They were done by 1950.” It was said that the materials from the Great Synagogue were used to construct the new Soviet cinema that stands in the city to this day.
The Buczacz Museum of the Liberation Organizations, 2006. Photo courtesy of Sofia Grachova.
Oresta’s interest in local veterans may have first been sparked when she met her future husband, Ivan Synenkyi, whose own succinct testimony she eventually recorded in 2004. Ivan, who was a teenager at the time, was deeply scarred by his wartime experiences. “I was witness to the events of the Holocaust,” he stated, recalling that “before the war” Jews had lived in Buczacz “in peace with Ukrainians, Poles and other national minorities.” Under German rule, “the Hitlerites carried out regular monthly actions against the Jews,” during which “they would assemble 300–400” people and “shoot them all in the forest on the Fedor hill. . . . They would force the doomed to undress, take them to the edge of the pit and shoot them down.” Among the victims he knew were “Lumcio Rosenbach, his wife and their twelve children.” Only one son “survived by miracle; later he found himself in Russia, and now he lives in Israel.” Asked whether people in the city could hear the executions of the Jews, he said, “Oh yes, we could hear that very well.” Oresta, presumably reporting what her husband had told her, added, “Some guys would even go to see the shooting. They would climb on trees and watch.” Ivan must have been one of the onlookers, since he too was puzzled by the victims’ conduct: “The Jews would go to the execution site passively. They didn’t resist, they only lamented.” His wife explained, “They knew they were doomed. They had no help from anywhere. Ukrainians were not hostile, but they would be executed for helping a Jew.” Still, some did help. “Ivan’s brother-in-law saved a Jewish girl and baptized her. Later she married. She still lives in Rohatyn,” not far from Buczacz.
Ivan insisted that while “the Nazis were merciless to Ukraine” as well, “the bloodiest trace they left in our city was the fate of the Jews.” Describing the killing sites around Buczacz, he concluded, “There are almost no Jews left in the city, but the graves and the memory of the bloody terror of that time remain.”4 In fact contemporary Buczacz contains very few traces of the lives and mass murder of its Jews. The memorial tombstone on Fedor Hill is surrounded by a dense forest and barely accessible; a humble memorial at the Jewish cemetery, erected a decade ago, has been damaged and is hidden for much of the year under tall thorny bushes.
Memorial tombstone on Fedor Hill, 2003. Photo by the author.
As for the Study House, the only original Jewish religious edifice in Buczacz, Ivan said, “The Germans turned it into a granary. It was still a granary in the 1990s, until it was pulled down.” The event was witnessed by Ruhama Albag, an Israeli scholar of Hebrew literature, who happened to be visiting Buczacz on Agnon’s birthday, August 8, in 2001. She recalled from Agnon’s writing that “in the heart of the city there were two that had become one: The old Study House adjacent to the Great Synagogue.” As they “approached the market square,” she wrote, all that was left “were mounds of dirt, piles of stones and wooden beams. Deafening tractors had reduced . . . the old study house to ruins.” What Agnon had considered to be the soul of his town was gone, replaced by a garish yellow shopping center.5
Demolition of the Study House, 2001. Photo courtesy of Ruhama Albag.
Writing about “the Holocaust in Buczacz” in a local newspaper in 2000, the Ukrainian journalist Tetiana Pavlyshyn may have been right to conclude that although “more than half a century has passed since that time . . . people’s memories have not changed” and “are stamped with that horrible moment in our history.”6 Those fraught and traumatized memories contain as much forgetting as remembering. But selective as they are, they hold great elements of truth and pain despite the massive memory erasure imposed by the previous Soviet narrative of the war, whose effects still linger long after the fall of communism. An echo of that tale could be found in another essay in the same paper, published just a few weeks before Pavlyshyn’s article and intended to enlighten readers about the events of World War II in the Buczacz area. In describing the crimes of the Germans, the author, Oksana Chorniy, simply noted, “Over seven thousand civilians were exterminated, and 1,839 young men and women were deported to Germany.” The only brief reference to Jews in the entire essay came from the mouth of Hanna Muzyka, a Ukrainian woman who had worked in a German Army kitchen. One of the Germans, she was quoted as saying, “employed two Jewish girls as servants, and nobody denounced them. Later those girls thanked everybody for that.”7
Fifteen years earlier, Duda’s guide to Buczacz had provided a local version of the classic Soviet narrative of the Great Patriotic War. Although “about 7,500 civilians from the city and the district villages” were “exterminated” by “the Hitlerites,” “the population did not submit to the fascists”; following the liberation “hundreds of Buczacz residents joined the ranks of the Red Army,” and “over thirty of them fell in action fighting for their Motherland.” This was not the same motherland for which the men and women of the OUN-UPA had fought. And just as the memory of the insurgents was expunged from the Soviet narrative, so too the memory of the Ukrainian nationalists’ complicity in the genocide of the Jews and their direct engagement in the ethnic cleansing of the Poles was erased from their own postcommunist glorification. In the Buczacz district, these fighters included Mykola Ivantsiv (“Rosa”), an adherent of Prosvita and a loyal member of the OUN, who joined the UPA in Volhynia in 1943, “where he received his baptism of fire.” Ivantsiv, who “continued to fight after returning home” to the Buczacz district, eventually “blew himself up with a hand grenade” rather than surrender to Soviet troops in 1947. Even more tellingly, Volodymyr Lutsiv (“Orel”), the leader of the local Sich that undertook “cleansing” operations following the withdrawal of the Soviets in 1941, joined the fight against the Poles and the Soviets in 1944 and was killed by NKVD troops in 1948. By then his parents had died in Soviet deportation; of his three brothers, one was deported, a second jailed and tortured, and a third killed in the ranks of the UPA. Lutsiv’s wife, an OUN activist, was sentenced to twenty-five years in a gulag and died shortly after her release, while their daughter died of neglect at a young age. In 2003 Volodymyr and his daughter were reburied in a solemn ceremony in Buczacz, in a “holy grave for a son and a daughter of the Ukrainian nation.”8
If the Poles described the Ukrainian insurgents as savages, and the Jews saw them as “worse than the Germans,” from their own point of view they were martyrs of a just and holy cause, the liberation of their land from foreign oppression: the goal justified the means, including massacres, ethnic cleansing, and genocide. Many of them died in battle, were executed by the NKVD, or spent long years in gulags. Others fled to the West, where they formed the nationalist hard core of the Ukrainian diaspora. Vilified by the communists as fascist collaborators, they emerged from obscurity and were celebrated as the harbingers of the nation after Ukrainian independence in 1991, especially in Western Ukraine. Two decades later, as a newly resurgent Russia sought to reassert its influence on Ukraine, the UPA again came to symbolize the country’s historical struggle against its mighty eastern neighbor: in 2016 the black-and-red banner of the insurgent army was again fluttering from the remnants of the medieval Polish castle overlooking Buczacz. History was back to its old tricks.
UPA flag on top of the castle in Buczacz, 2016. Photo by the author.
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