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Abstract

In this paper, | tell the stories of Jewish surveravho made their way to their hometowns in
Poland and Slovakia between the fall of 1944 amdnser 1948. | describe liberation by the
Soviet Army and attitudes toward the liberatorsPioland and Slovakia. | ask what the
Jewish position was in the complex matrix of Pekdlssian relations in 1944 and 1945.
Then | follow the survivors during the first hourdays, and weeks after liberation. |
describe their pursuit of something to eat and vesak a place to sleep. Finally, | focus on
the journey home of Jewish survivors leaving fagitthometowns in the hope of finding
living relatives and their homes intact. | lookaditthose experiences as a time of exchange
and confrontation between liberators and the lileekand among travelers on the road. |
argue that these encounters were not homogenowskeoh by violence, hatred, and mutual
resentment, but also by curiosity, solidarity, amtifference.

Keywords
Jewish history, Polish-Jewish relations, Slovakidkwelations, modern East European history, ethnic
studies, ethnic violence, post-1945 studies, Halststudies, social history.






The majority of work on Polish-Jewish relationseafthe Second World War focuses on the
familiar story of violence and emigration and pssit “natural” link between the two. The master-
narrative is that as Jewish survivors returned éfieration, the local population “greeted” thentlw
antisemitism and violenceAs a result, rebuilding Jewish individual and conmal life in Poland was
impossible and emigration was inevitable.

In this paper, | want to add nuance and completatyhe prevailing narrative by placing
Poland in the context of Slovakia and dnycovering the heterogeneity of postwar experienssan
example, | tell the story of Jewish survivors wherg not (only) victims or emigrants but liberated
returnees, travelers, and co-passengers. More figpllgi | describe the daily relationships,
exchanges, and confrontations between liberatatsttaa liberated and among travelers immediately
after the war. | argue that these encounters watranerely marked by violence, hatred, and mutual
resentment, but also by curiosity, solidarity, amtifference.

Soviet Liberation?

Although, de jure the war ended only in May 1945, many residentPafnd and Slovakia
began their journey home as early as summer ahd9d44. Depending on the place of residence,
hiding, or confinement, the local populations eigrezed the end of the war at various times between
January 1944 and May 1945. As the Red Amy advarficed east to west across the country,
residents of eastern Poland were free as earlyeasummer of 1944 while hundreds of thousands of
others from territories further west had to waihast a year, until April and May 1945. As a result,
there is no single narrative of liberation but esthundreds of thousands of stories, each one dpavin
its own dynamic and chronology. The stories presgim this paper cover the period between July
1944 and June 1946, which roughly coincides withliberation of Poland (the districts of Krakow,
Lublin, and Kielce, among others) and Slovakia (#gions of Bratislava, Banska Bystrica, Nitra, and
PreSov), as well as the repatriation of Polish Jeara the Soviet Union.

On 3 January 1944, the Red Army crossed the eafstertier of prewar Poland (near Sarny).
Henryk Grynberg has eloquently described theiryentr

! Marc Hillel, Le Massacre des Survivants: en Pologne Aprés |ttalste, 1945-194(Paris: Plon, 1985); Yisrael Gutman,
"Zydzi w Polsce po Il Wojniéwiatowej: Akcja Kalumni i Zabojstw,Przeghd Prasy Zagraniczne}, no. 3-4 (1986). Other
works on antisemitism in postwar Poland includelRaundvai, Antisemitism without Jew&arden City, NY: Doubleday,
1971); Krystyna Kersten, “Kielce — 4 Lipca 194@ygodnik Solidarn&* 36, (December, 1981); Bena Szaynoki?ogrom
Zydéw w Kielcach 4 Lipca 194@Varszawa: Bellona, 1992); Marian MushkBhilosemitic and Anti-Jewish Attitudes in
Post- Holocaust Polan{levistone, 1992); Stanistaw Meducki and Zenon Veraed. Antyyydowskie Wydarzenia Kieleckie
4 Lipca 1946: Dokumenty i MaterialfKielce: Urad Miasta Kielce, 1992); Tadeusz Mek, Zabié Zyda: Kulisy i
Tajemnice Pogromu Kieleckiego 194Brakéw: Oficyna Wydawnicza Temax, 1992Bjuletyn Zydowskiego Instytutu
Historycznegp“Anatomia Pogromu: Rzeszow 1919, Kielce 194&” 4 (1996); Jan Tomasz Grokkiorna Dekada: Trzy
Eseje o Stereotypach na Tenzgdow, Polakow, Niemcow i Komunistéw, 1939-19KBakow: Universitas, 1998); Anna
Cichopek,Pogrom Zydéw w Krakowie 11 Sierpnia 1945 RoRWarszawa:Zydowski Instytut Historyczny, 2000); Jerzy
Daniel, Zyd w Zielonym Kapeluszu: Rzecz o Kieleckim Pogrofnigipca 1946(Kielce: Scriptum, 1996); Joshua D.
Zimmerman, edContested Memories: Poles and Jews during the Hwoistcand its AftermatfiNew Brunswick: Rutgers
University Press, 2003); Jan Tomasz Grdssar: Anti-semitism in Poland after Auschwitz: assBy in Historical
Interpretation(New York: Random House, 2006).

2 During the last half century, Polish historiogrgytfirst in exile and then at home) has widely ested the notion of post-
WWII “liberation.” At the core of the dispute walset link between the presence of the Soviet mililarfyoland in the role of
“liberators” and subsequent Soviet political dontima The argument went that while liberation ineplifreedom from
oppression, the Red Army’s advance was (and waslyvbrceived as) nothing more than the replacemieote oppressor
by another. In 2005, during the preparations ferdixtieth anniversary of the end of the war abdrition of the Auschwitz
concentration camp, heated political debates besmplified the ongoing uneasiness around the tdioeration.” Fully
aware of this debate, | will nevertheless use énmt‘liberation” without quotation marks hencefottitoughout the thesis.
The sources available to me indicate that virtuallyJews and Nazi camp inmates, regardless of gaitical views,
significant segments of the rural population oftca&inand western Poland and all of Slovakia, amdStlovaks opposing the
Tiso regime, eagerly awaited the approaching RedyAo rescue them from Nazism. It is true thatSoeiet liberation bore
severe consequences for the political profile efttho countries in the decades to come. In thisatige, however, it is not
the later political influence of the Soviet libecat that is critical but its effect on postwar a@thdynamics.
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The Russians came down the pitted clay highroatvibat through village after village of which
only the chimneys remained. They came throughgekaof jutting chimneys, sounding the road
with long poles. They came on horsedrawn wagons,aguriages, and slow, heavy tanks. Their
heads were shaved clean, their dirty forage capgeshback rakishly. The wooden spoons they'd
made themselves stuck out from the soft creasedldbtheir boots. When they halted, they pulled
out those spoons and ate their soup and kashalweith, then wiped them on their pants and stuck
them back in their boot tops again. They advandedby and all night, and all the next day again
until nightfall 2

On July 20-21, 1944, the Soviets crossed the 1igy (the present eastern border of Poland) and
advanced to the west towards what constitutes presy Poland. In July and August 1944, the Red
Army liberated, among others, Lublin, Przetyand Rzeszéw — the major cities in southeastern
Poland. After reaching the suburbs of Warszawaeémtidst of the uprising in August 1944, the Army
stopped to enable the Germans their final crackdomwthe Polish military undergrouddn January
1945, the Soviets resumed their advance westwaedaling Kielce (January 15), Warszawa (January
17), and Krakoéw (January 19). Throughout February March, the Soviets entered most of the cities,
towns, and villages in central and northern Pol@wl6 May 1945, the city of Wroctaw capitulated —
the final German bridgehead in Lower SileSiehe Nazi occupation of Poland was officially over.

In Slovakia, the Red Army broke into the countryNavember 1944 during the final days of
the Slovak national uprising. By December 1944, Roian and Soviet troops had driven German
troops out of southern Slovakia. On 19 January 194& Red Army, accompanied by the First
Czechoslovak Army Corps, liberated eastern Slovalduding the main cities of PreSov and KoSice.
Three months later, in March 1945, both armies tadr the northwest and central regions including
the city of Banska Bystrica. On 1 April 1945, thevigt and Czechoslovak military entered
Topd’¢any and, three days later, Bratislava — today’stalapf Slovakia. The last days of April 1945,
when the Soviets conquered the remaining westems pé Slovakia, marked the final demise of the
Tiso regime. On 7 May 1945 (effective May 8), NaZermany capitulated and signed an
unconditional surrender in Reims, France. On 8 245, the Slovak government-in-exile capitulated
to the US Army in Kremsmdinster, Austria. The waswéicially over.

It is a commonly held belief that during and aftez war the overwhelming majority in Polish
society considered the Russians as bad as, if atenthan, the Germah$ociologists investigating
the formation of national stereotypes and prejugite today’s Poland suggest that the collective
memory of Polish-Russian history can explain ants$an and anti-Soviet sentiment among
contemporary PolesThe major historical events that have shaped iiervof Russia as the enemy
of Poles are the Soviet occupation of eastern Bdlai939, the Katly massacre in 1940, the postwar
communist takeover, and decades of Soviet politioahination. All these events were experienced or

3 Henryk GrynbergThe Victory trans. Richard Lourie (Evanston, IIl.: Northwest&niversity Press, 1993), 1.

4 Andrzej Kunert, edKronika Powstania Warszawskiedq@varszawa: Zysk i S-ka, 2004); Wiodzimierz BorajziThe
Warsaw Uprising of 1944Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006).

5 The Wroctaw Fortress (German: Festung Breslau).

6 Assessment of the quality and intensity of ants$tan sentiment in postwar Polish and Slovak specenains a matter of
speculation. There were no surveys conducted dndes toward Russians and other minorities inlébe 1940s. Among
available sources are personal testimonies asaselictional and non-fictional essays written a thme. See essays by
Polish peasants, written three years after the imakrystyna Kersten and Tomasz Szarota, etes Polska, 1939-1948:
Materialy Konkursowge4 vols. (Warszawa: Ratwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1967). In Czechosloaakhe public
opinion surveys were conducted in 1948. The idegirated in Prague in early 1946, in the officetbé Minister of
Information Vaclav Kopecky. Government agents cameld the first survey in April 1948, and the lasedqof a total of
twenty-four surveys) in November 1950. Approximgtdl,000 to 1,200 respondents, selected accordingelq age,
occupation, and denomination, answered six togfiftguestions on various themes, ranging from CaedhSlovak national
identity, Czech and Slovak relations with the Magw@nority, to Czech and Slovak attitudes towardigion and the
regime, among other issues. This material, howed@es not include questionnaires on attitudes tdsvéite Soviet Union
and the Russians. S€entk AdamecWhat's Your Opinion? A Year's Survey of Public @pirin CzechoslovakiéPrague:
Orbis, 1947)Cergk Adamec,Pocatky Vyzkumu Verejného MinerGeskych ZemictPrague: USD, 1996).

” Andrzej de Lazari and Tatiana Rofska, eds.Polacy i Rosjanie: Przezwyganie Uprzedze (L6dz: Ibidem, 2006). See
sections by Pawel Boski and Joannatkowska, Adriana Skorupska, Marzena Sobczak andaRdBéker, Ada Stajewska,
and Robert Ortowski. Almost all contributors emphed the role of history as the central determiriarghaping Polish-
Russian national stereotypes and sentiments.
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learnt from the popular press, sermons, politipaleshes, and textbook3he generation that came of

age in the 1930s and 1940s based their conceptitiltedSoviet Union on the partitions of Poland

(which they did not experience) and the more re@aiish-Russian war of 1919-21 and the Soviet
occupation of September 1939 (both experiencetdHand).

What remains unclear is how widespread these vigere among various strata of society
across the country in the mid 1940s. For exampbey bommon among peasants in the Krakow
district was the knowledge that the NKVD had muedePolish officers in Katyand how influential
was this knowledge in shaping attitudes toward Slowiet liberators in 1944-48Although this
subject needs more research, | speculate that dis¢ icent events involving the Soviet Union and
the Russians were still in the process of beingrindlized by the general population at the time.
Knowledge of recent events and the translatiorhat knowledge into resentment was by no means
complete®® The suffering at the hands of the Russians whsrsthe process of becoming the central
lens for the perception of Russia and the potetitigat it posed.

Also, intensity of resentment depended on geogecaphocation. In the eastern regions of
Poland, for example, the Red Army could not coumtaowarm welcome from the overwhelming
majority of Poles. For the most part, Poles in #i=a, having the Soviet occupation of the yeaB919
41 fresh in their minds, perceived the Russiarréitien as another military conquest. Noach Lasman,
a young Polish Jew, remembered that a desire lberdiion by the western powers instead of the
Soviets was common in the town of Losice (eastedarfdl) in the summer of 1944. Lasman recalled
numerous conversations with local inhabitants wthmitted that they had dreamt, unrealistically, of
the western allies liberating the countty.

The essays, written by farmers from across Polandttie competitionOpis mojej wsi
(Description of my Village) in the spring and easiymmer of 1948, suggest that the further west the
more relieved and welcoming the local populatiors¥fawhile farmers from the Lublin province
appeared, by and large, skeptical (sometimes ealidut never enthusiastic) about the approaching
Soviets, their counterparts from the provinces @fléé and Krakow often described “enthusiastic”
welcomes and general happiness accompanying tig ehSoviet soldiers® A farmer from the
province of Kielce wrote, “The day of 14 Januaryld9was the day of liberation for my village. 1,
with a few neighbors, welcomed with bread, saltj aodka the first Soviet tank that was bringing us
freedom, liberty, and democrac}’Also, Lasman noted that the celebratory mood veasiqularly
evident in western Poland, which had been incotpdranto the Reich in 1939. For example, in the
£ 6dz area “the population received the Russians asalibes without any ‘but’ ...they were choked

8 In November 2005, sixty-seven percent of Poledngld that Russia was the country Poland should tlemmost while
“only” twenty-one percent pointed to Germany asrti@n enemy. Data collected, analyzed, and puldiflyethe Institute of
Public Affairs (Instytut Spraw Publicznych, ISPardstawCwiek-Karpowicz, “Public Opinion on Fears and HofRelated
to Russia and Germany,” http://www.isp.org.pl/?vggid=268&In=eng (accessed June 23, 2008). Alsdlside

® NKVD (Narodnyy Komissariat Vnutrennikh Delr People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs — Seeret police of the
Soviet Union created during the October Revoluiioh917.

10'A process of incorporation, transformation, andstant renegotiation of particular moments and &viom the past into
collective memory in Poland, in general, and ofi$teRussian experience, in particular, still awaésearch. Collective
memory remains one of the most ambiguous and diff@ategories of historical analysis. See, amahgrs, "AHR Forum:
History and Memory,American Historical RevieW02, no. 5 (1997).

11 Noach LasmanWspomnienia z Polski: 1 Sierpnia 1944-30 do Kwiethib57 Wspomnienia, Relacje, Dzienniki
(WarszawaZydowski Instytut Historyczny, 1997), 15.

12 The competition was announced in newspapers hytiiisPrasyCzytelnik (the Press Institut®Reade). Kersten and
Szarota, edsWies Polska, 1939-1948: Materiaty Konkursowe

13 Since the publication came out in 1948 — in theetbf intense ideological struggle — its contenquires cautious reading.
This caveat notwithstanding, peasants’ essays @sveome insight into sentiments in rural Polandhi@ mid 1940s. A
farmer’s son, twenty-one years old and a gradulagdementary school from Gnaszyn (Kielce Provingedte, “On the next
day, at dawn, a column of vehicles along with itfarentered [the village]. The population ran out to the streets in
crowds, welcoming its liberators enthusiasticalor soldiers everything was found: vodka, beeramges, clean
underwear, and the like. Each one of us, with trddi, would share our last bite of food with théd®ws. The residents
laughed, cried, and prayed with joy.” Ibid., 32.

14 village Mnichéw in Kielce Province. Ibid., 71.
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with freedom.™ Even though the link between geography and resgsoiusthe Red Army needs more
research, it is safe to say that the liberatorsived welcomes contingent upon the residents’ tecen
experiences. Those from the territories occupiedthiy Soviets in 1939-41 had reason to be
apprehensive of their liberators and thus restdhifrem “enthusiastic” celebration. In contrast,
inhabitants of the central and western provincesyirfy had no direct experience of Russian
occupation in the recent past, had no such retdrain

What was the Jewish position in this complex madfi¥olish-Russian relations at liberation
between 1944 and 19457 After all, Jewish respotostiee Soviet advance in September 1939 had far
reaching consequences for Jewish safety in thereastritories and greatly contributed to reiniiogc
the belief in an alleged Jewish inclination towammmunism and loyalty to the Soviet Union (and
thus disloyalty to Polandf. During the liberation of 1944-45, the Jews hadiragae most to gain
from the Germans being driven out and who chasem lway was insignificant. Lasman recalled that
for him and many other Jewish survivors,

[O]nly one question existed: when were the Gerngoisg to be driven away from Poland. | had
no preferences as to who should do that in accosdasith the principle “Whoever is first is best.”
I knew, of course, that the majority of the resideof Podlasie would want allies from the West
and the London government; however, my colleaguss lacould not afford the luxury of
choosing liberators’

After five years of Nazi occupation and terror, theage of approaching liberators, no matter in what
uniform, was intoxicating. Lasman recalled that

[O]n August 1, 1944, ten days after the declaratibthe July Manifesto, the Red Army liberated
me. A handful of Jewish survivors welcomed thergvers with enthusiasm not because they were
Russians and not because they carried some idebsotbierhood; the cause was prosaic: they
were the ones who saved our livés.

In this context, one may assume that the Sovietdifon of 1944-45 and the Jewish reaction to the
Red Army further antagonized relations between Javasnon-Jews, as in September 1939. However,
| suggest that the behavior of Jewish survivord944-45 did not have any considerable impact and
did not buttress the stereotype of a Jew-commuaeisn in the eastern territories of Poland. First,
there were virtually no Jews left in the area dmzké who survived could hardly “celebrate” anything
considering their physical and psychological canditTheir behavior was thus scarcely visible ia th
public sphere. In most cases, individual Jewiskigars emerged in silence from wells, forests, from
behind walls and closets, basements, and attighouti the theatrical fanfare of liberation. The
moment of liberation did not entail picturesque id&verowds throwing flowers on Russian soldiers.

Instead, liberation took the form described by With Dichter in his fictionalized
autobiographyKor Pana Boga(God’s Horse)? For months, nine-year-old Wilhelm and his family
hid in a well, in the countryside near Borystawefpar Poland, present Ukraine) — the city they had
lived in before the war. The following is a destiop of the moment of their liberation in the suntme
of 1944,

15 Noach LasmarWspomnienia z Polski: 1 Sierpnia 1944-30 do Kwiefr57(WarszawaZydowski Instytut Historyczny,
1997), 41.

16 The most compelling inquiry into a cliché of Jegiging an “enthusiastic welcome” to the Red ArmySaptember 1939
belongs to Jan Tomasz Gross. See his article “Jakm oswobodzenie Im d#iuj¢ i prosz Ich zeby to byto ostatni raz,” in
Jan Tomasz Grosklpiorna Dekada: Trzy Eseje o Stereotypach na Tefydow, Polakow, Niemcoéw i Komunistow, 1939-
1948 (Krakéw: Universitas, 1998), 61-92Iso see B.C. Pinchuk, "The Sovietization of thevida Community in Eastern
Poland 1939-1941 Slavonic and East European Revié®, no. 3 (1978); Antony Polonsky and Norman Ds\ews in
Eastern Poland and the USSR, 193%Méw York: St. Martin's Press, 1991); Pawel Koraed Jean-Charles Szurek, "Jews
and Poles under Soviet Occupation (1939-1941): @ting Interests," inFrom Shtetl to Socialisped. Antony Polonsky,
Polin (London: Littman Library of Jewish Civilization993).

17 LasmanWspomnienia z Polski: 1 Sierpnia 1944-30 do Kwiel57

'8 bid., 13-14.

19 Wilhelm Dichter,Kor: Pana BogaKrakéw: Znak, 1996).
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Russians approached. By night, through cracksdnest we saw the sky flaring up. The Earth
roared and trembled so heavily that we were afofideing covered up.... At noon Maks [a Pole
who had hidden them in the well] ran up. “Come ‘bhg screamed. “The Russians have come.”
“Ask him where they are,” mother whispered to Nibier sister]. “Where are they?” asked Nusia.
“Everywhere.” We started to remove the stones. Mailbed us up. The wet eye of the well,

encircled by a stone shaft, looked straight ineoghn®®

Second, in the atmosphere of general relief nosledéemonstration of joy could antagonize
Poles at this point. After all, regardless of tHeglings towards the Russians, Poles across thargo
were relieved at seeing the withdrawal of the Geisria 1944-45 even if effected by the USSR. As |
have already shown, residents of central and westeland in particular, mindful of the extreme anti
Polish wartime policies, were as relieved by thesgtan arrival as any Jewish survivor. Even in the
eastern provinces of postwar Poland, where the lptpn was more cautious about the potential
political consequences of a Soviet liberation, dkerage Jewish response did not dramatically stand
out. Therefore, | argue that the mode of Jewislotiea to the Soviet advance during the 1944-45
campaign, in contrast to September 1939, had bitlao effect on future ethnic relations in Poland.
Instead it was the prolonged presence of the Sowat their military forces in the country that
triggered a far-reaching social and political tfan®ation of ethnic relations.

By considering Polish and Slovak interaction withsBians and the Soviet state, on both the
individual and collective level, it is safe to sthat in the late 1940s Poles were more prone tie ant
Russian sentiment than Slovaks.Slovakia, the intellectual and discursive frarmewwas overall
less conducive to russophobia and hence to aconsabf Jewish loyalty to the Soviet Union. The
absence of previous Russian aggression, as wélle@srelative distance from the Soviet Union, left
Slovaks mostly neutral toward it at the end of . When the First Czechoslovak Army Corps
joined the Soviet military in its advance throughe€Choslovakia, the alliance did not stir controyers
among Czechs and Slovakdzor the Slovaks, it was Hungary that occupiedrilai place in national
rhetoric to Russia in the Polish collective memofy.millennium of Hungarian domination of
Slovakia and the Vienna Arbitration allocating Sik\territories to Hungary in 1938 contributed te th
rise of anti-Hungarian sentiment in postwar Slogaki

Although it is difficult to estimate with certaintifow the local population welcomed the
liberating forces in Slovakia and the Czech teriégt® both armies seem to have been given a “warm
welcome” much of the time. Josef Weiser, a youray&t Jew (born in 1916 in the small village of
PusSovce in eastern Slovakia), a partisan in theaRlmational uprising, recalled the “enthusiastic”
welcome given to the Red Army by the local popolatin Zakarovce (eastern Slovakia). Without a
doubt exaggerated and colored by his political isesrits, the following fragment nevertheless
illustrates the mood in this particular village. & described how on one morning the Red Army
entered Zakarovce and a swamj) of people came down to the village and “there alasady a gate
of honor...they had their own band there and breadoi, and so forth. So they welcomed them [the
Soviets]; simply and very cheerfully [they welcorh#itese Soviets?

After Liberation

Once liberated, Jews, who survived in occupied éasEurope, spent the first hours of
freedom in pursuit of something to eat and wearapthce to sleep. Months, sometimes years, spent

20 |bid., 54.

21 The First Czechoslovak Independent Field Battalias organized in Buzuluk (the Ural Mountains ie Soviet Union) in
1942. In November 1943 it played a key role inltheration of Kiev (Ukraine). In the fall of 1944fter the battle of Dukla
Pass, the First Czechoslovak Army Corps enteredi@mbovakia. The Corps consisted of 16,000 soldieeechs, Slovaks,
Ruthenians, Jews, Soviets, and others. In 1942thalBattalion was Jewish. Within months, the prtpos changed from
twenty-five percent of Jews in January 1943 to 5Sp@rcent in September 1943. See Michal Gelbi
http://www.czechpatriots.com/csmu/members.php @s=e June 23, 2008).

22 «A tam uZ byla slava brana, [?] mali svoju kapel@] Ehlieba, slaniny, a taldalej. Tak proste ich tam vitali &mi
radostne tychto Sovietou”.Josef Weiser, interview by Peter Salner andithffralova, 1 and 11 February 1995, interview
HVT-3659, VHS, Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocau$estimonies, Yale University Library, New Haveli] (hereafter
cited as Fortunoff Archive).
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in concentration and death camps or literally urgteund, in wells, holes, forests, and the liké&, le
survivors not only psychologically damaged but gisysically wrecked® Jews and non-Jews, who
survived death, concentration, or labor camps, waliein terrible condition. A prisoner of
Theresienstadt, a concentration camp in Terezenr(tithwestern Czech Republic), remembered how
just before the end of the war “all of [the inmétead temperatures. They had diarrhea when they ate
even the smallest amount of food. They were coverigd lice, and all of them were suspected of
having typhoid.* Survivors of Auschwitz were in even worse shapRictures, taken by the Soviets
on the day of liberation, show the Auschwitz innsaie a state of extreme emaciation; walking
skeletons with flesh covering their bones. Theseplee needed the essentials; to eat, to wash
themselves, and to change out of their flea-intesigs.

Excruciating hunger, a daily reality for almost giars of the war, now led people to eat
anything they found or were offered. Cases of déatim overeating were not uncommon right after
liberation?® After years of hunger, empty stomachs could natdheathe sudden intake of heavy food.
When well-intentioned benefactors fed survivordwido much food, it often ended in diarrhea at best
and death at worst. In this respect, Russians duonéto be “safer” liberators than Americans. Whil
the Russians could offer limited supplies like lbkezanned meat, some tea, and cigarettes, Americans
brought all sorts of delicacies including salanhieese, and real coffee. Most of the time, howaver,
was not an excess but a shortage of food that h&agproblem for the survivors. Lasman, Halina
Birenbaum, and other survivors had similar memooiesonstant, miserable, and futile attempts to
appease hunger for weeks after the ar.

Clean clothing and shelter were the other majorceors in the first few hours or days after
liberation. The clothes of the survivors, who hadtlen in forests or underground in wells or cavies o
occupied Poland, were rotten, moldy, full of bugsd in urgent need of replacemeRasiaki (the
striped clothing of prisoners in Nazi concentrataamps) were dirty and infested with lice and fleas
Water, soap, and a clean bed became the commouiitissin demand. If the liberators were Soviet,
hope for organized, institutional help was mosewfin vain. As a rule, Russian soldiers limited
liberation to opening the gates of a camp and piogithe proverbial bread and butter. They also
made sure that most of the freed prisoners begarake their way back to their hometown as soon as
possible. Birenbaum recalled how after some tingeiipped with “bread and meat,” Russians just
ordered all inmates to set off for hoffeThe overwhelming majority of survivors and cammates
did not eat properly, wash, or change their clot&d they reached their hometown or a bigger city
with ad hocorganized aid.

Before that, they were left to their own resourtedgs in finding food, clothing, and shelter
among the local population. Jews who survived detsiamps relied completely on the good will of
the local population in both Poland and Slovakialividuals who had rescued Jews by providing a
hiding place for weeks and months of occupationtrtiksly continued helping during the first days
after liberation. For example, Chaim Weill's rescum a small village near Bansk& Bystrica (central
Slovakia) offered him and his family a house in ethio stay and recuperate until they could find

2 Dehumanization in Nazi camps in occupied Polans! een well documented and researched by schaiaEsirope,
America, and Israel. The most illuminating are paed testimonies of Tadeusz Borowski, Primo Lewil &lie Wiesel. See
Primo Levi, If This Is a Man(New York: Orion Press, 1959); Elie Wiesblight, Dawn, the Accident: Three Tal@dew
York: Hill and Wang, 1972); Tadeusz Borowskhis Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentler(’dew York: Penguin Books,
1976).

24 Eva Roubfkova, We're Alive and Life Goes On: a Theresienstadt pitans. Alexander Zaia (New York: Henry Holt &
Company, 1998), 170.

% In the camp, according to the recent estimatdsiillion Jews, 140,000 to 150,000 Poles, 23,00m&cand thousands of
people of other nationalities were killed. Only @Q5prisoners were left in the camp when the"$&#antry Unit of the Red
Army entered the area. Franciszek Piper, "Weryf&k&trat Osobowych w Obozie Koncentracyjnym w@cimiu," Dzieje
Najnowsze26, no. 2 (1994).

28| have not come upon any statistical data to stppis statement.

27 Halina BirenbaumPowrét do Ziemi PraojcoviWarszawa: Czytelnik, 1991); LasmaNspomnienia z Polski: 1 Sierpnia
1944-30 do Kwietnia 1957

28 gsurvivors rarely estimated the exact timeframethafir immediate post-liberation experience. Theirratives usually
indicated a span of a few days between the monfditievation and the start of the journey home.eBlsaumPowrét do
Ziemi Praojcow?7.
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something more permanent. Russians liberated Weilebruary 1945, when he was just thirteen
years old. As a son of a religious family he wappsised to have celebrated his bar mitzvah a few
weeks after liberation. The non-Jewish family thatl saved the Weills let them stay a couple of
months longer. They even made a small celebratoiChaim’s bar mitzvah; they cooked ham — the
most luxurious food they knew — which, obviousihaiin’s family could not e&t

Needless to say, not all survivors were that fatanA survivor's postwar lot depended on
the character and motives of the person on whicbrlshe had relied for help. If money had been the
prime motive, the rescued was most likely kickedl ioumediately after news of the end of the war
had reached the household. Not unusually, the nefasdhe demand that they leave the premises was
the owner’s fear of neighbors discovering that hete helped a Jew. Michat Borwicz, director of the
Provincial Jewish Historical Commission in Krakomecalled how after mentioning local righteous
gentiles by name, “many of those ... came ...with theuaation that by naming them we were
exposing them to unpleasant situations and eveenge/®® As Joanna Michlic accurately observed,
this testimony illustrated the social isolationretcuers and overall public disapproval for resguin
Jews during and immediately after the WaFestimonies of Polish Jewish survivors indicatat tie
overwhelming majority of them had negative expareanimmediately after liberation when it came to
obtaining help from non-Jews.

Polish-Jewish relations during the Second World Was become one of the most contested
subjects of intensive research in America, Poland, Israel over the last three decatidsagree with
those scholars who have suggested that the magehopen collaboration with Nazis, denunciations,
and murders) and the most empathic attitudes (rgg@ctivities) were the least common and on the
margins of “normal” social condudi. The majority, although witness to the unfoldinghoeide,
remained passive, silent observers of their Jewisighbors’ fate. This passivity meant that the
average Pole refused when asked for bread or a fidastay overnight during and after the war.

For Slovak Jews, assessment of their state andrtbigjhbors was even more problemétic.
The Slovak State, notorious for its antisemitictonie and praxis, rounded up and transported Jews t
death camps in Poland and labor camps in Slovakisgl the first two years of the war. The same
state, however, halted the deportations in 194ihgdkiousands of Slovak Jews from inevitable death
in the gas chambers. The survivors found themsgivatected by the very state that had launched a
vicious campaign against them. Meanwhile, the cisosis involvement of ordinary Slovaks (e.g.,
the regular Slovak police, among others) in geracptactices became one of the most painful
disappointments for Slovak Jews. In this respeath ISlovak and Polish Jewish survivors shared an

29 Chaim Weill, interview by Susanne Glaser and Adeledel, March 18, 1990, interview HVT-1487, VHS, riemoff
Archive.

30 Michat Borwicz, "1944-1947,Puls 24 (1984); Michat Borwicz, "Polish-Jewish Relatiori944-1947," inThe Jews in
Poland ed. Chimen Abramsky, Maciej Jachimczyk, and AgtBolonsky (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988).

31 Joanna B. MichlicPoland's Threatening Other: The Image of the Jewmfrl880 to the Presefitincoln and London:
University of Nebraska Press, 2006), 191.

32 See Wiadystaw Bartoszewski and Zofia Lewinéwiian Jest z Ojczyzny Mojej: Polacy z Pomdgdom, 1939-1945
(Krakéw: Znak, 1969); Antony Polonsky, ely Brother's Keeper?' Recent Polish Debates orHblecaust(London: New
York, 1990); Emanuel Ringelblum and Joseph Kermistbs., Polish-Jewish Relations During the Second World War
(Evanston, lll.: Northwestern University Press, 29®Michael C. SteinlaufBondage to the Dead: Poland and the Memory
of the Holocaus{Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1990; Tomasz Gros$\eighbors: the Destruction of the
Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Polaihgndon: Arrow Books, 2001); Zimmerman, e€gontested Memories: Poles and
Jews during the Holocaust and its Aftermath

33 Steinlauf,Bondage to the Dead: Poland and the Memory of thle¢hust

34 Slovak historiography on popular attitudes towdeds during the war is much more limited. Yeshayahielinek, Ivan
Kamenec, Eduard Niiansky, Livia Rothkirchen, and Yehoshua Biichler rientiae few scholars profoundly engaged in the
debate. See Livia Rothkirchemhe Destruction of Slovak Jews: A Documentary Iysteol. 3 (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem,
1961); Yeshayahu A. Jelinekhe "Final Solution": the Slovak VersigBoulder, Colorado: University of Colorado, 1971);
Ivan KamenecPo Stopach Tragedi@Bratislava: Archa, 1991); lvan Kamenec, "The Degtion of Jewish Citizens from
Slovakia in 1942," inThe Tragedy of the Jews of Slovakia 1938-1945:aRlavand the "Final Solution of the Jewish
Question, ed. Wactaw Diugoborski (@viecim, Banska Bystrica: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Muse 2002); Eduard
NiZihansky and Ivan Kamenelplokaust na Slovensku: Prezident, Plada, Snem Sftaa Rada o Zidovskej Otazke 1939-
1945 (Zvolen Klemo, 2003); Yehoshua Buchler, "Recorddtom Efforts in Hostile Surroundings: Slovaks aielvs after
World War II," inThe Jews Are Coming Back: The Return of the Jewheo Countries of Origin after World War Tyved.
David Bankier (Jerusalem: Berghahn Books, 2005).
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aggravated sense of isolation and abandonment éiy ibn-Jewish neighbors. In both Slovak and
Polish Jewish survivors’ eyes, people who residaetdide ghetto walls, by and large, did nothing to
help those inside. After liberation, when both sidéthe ghetto met, in the eyes of Jewish surgivor
was still hard to get help.

During the first hours and days after liberationaring bread or opening one’s stable for a
night or two, even though in most cases no longemadter of life and death, still bore immense
consequences for the survivors’ mental composudepaovided the basis for a future evaluation of
attitudes toward Jews. Unfortunately, the availatdéa do not reveal how many doors opened when
survivors and former camp prisoners knocked to faskood or clean clothes. Even though | am
unable to assess the character of these first atamsy | argue that the very moment of knocking
signified the beginning of a new process of remgldand renegotiating postwar ethnic relations. This
process was in full swing during the return jourheyne.

Journey Home

In the first few days after liberation, Jewish arwh-Jewish camp inmates, Jewish survivors in
hiding or refuge, and, among others, dischargediess, all departed toward their hometowns, hoping
to find living relatives and their homes intactic®l Braun, a twenty-one year old Jewish woman from
Michalovce in eastern Slovakia, set off on the nmaller hometown because, as she said,

| just did not want to stay there [in Nachod in Batia, where she was liberated]. | knew | had
nothing at home. Because | imagined by the timewlat | had seen meant my parents could not
be alive. But | went back home because | did nattw@ stay in Germany; | did not want to stay in

strange places. | went home just in case | migtit iomeone therg.

This hope, against all odds, to find someone aligs the single most powerful motivation to go back
to the place where home had been before the war.

Jewish survivors on their homebound journey represkonly a small fraction of the masses
of people in motion in postwar Eastern Eurdp&etween 1944 and 1947, movement within state
boundaries as well as across frontiers was a dedality. Both in Poland and Slovakia, domestic
migration, interwoven with movement across statelés, became the dominant characteristic of the
landscape. In 1945 alone, approximately 1,117,068&ar Polish citizens returned home from camps
in Germany and another 360,000 came from elsewiheEerrope®’ Kersten’s comment on Poland in
the years 1944-48 as a country of people in matam equally be applied to postwar SlovakKién
both countries, hundreds of thousands of PolesaBk) Jews, Hungarians, Germans, and Ukrainians
crossed the borders from the east, west, northsauath on a daily basis. Small and large columns of
returnees from concentration and labor camps im@ey and Poland, from the Soviet gulag, or
military service, repatriates, exiles, and so-chatiésplaced populations, marched through, making up
the postwar East European landscape.

As Kersten established, in the course of repabridbetween 1945 and 1948, about 1.5 million
prewar Polish citizens were repatriated to Polamdnfthe territory of the Third Reich (including

35 Alice Braun, interview by Jaschael Pery, Januady 1092, interview HVT-1909, VHS, Fortunoff ArchivEventually,
Braun found a relative in Zilina where she stayetil ishe met her future husband, also a survivdreyTstayed in
Czechoslovakia until 1949.

% While some return movement was entirely voluntésylely based on individual assessment of gains lasdes
accompanying return), thousands of returnees wareed to relocate to particular territories as a & the so-called
repatriation and population exchange projects drgainand controlled by a state. In the majoritgages, even a seemingly
voluntary journey was in fact forced by social gditical circumstances. Considering the availaldéa and the character of
these movements, distinguishing between voluntafgraed returns is often impossible.

37 Krystyna KerstenMiedzy Wyzwoleniem a Zniewoleniem: Polska 1944-1B66dyn: Aneks, 1993), 10.

% |bid., 9. Also see Krystyna Kersten, "Ruchlié§ow Polsce po Il WojnieSwiatowej Jako Element Przeobea
Spotecznych i Ksztattowania Postavifzeghd Historyczny no. 4 (1986); Krystyna Kersten, "Forced Migratiand the
Transformation of Polish Society in the Postwaridgt in Redrawing Nations: Ethnic Cleansing in East-Centeakope,
1944-1948 ed. Philipp Ther and Ana Siljak (Lanham: Rowmahi&lefield, 2001).
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POWSs and prisoners of labor and concentration cafigsother staggering 1.2 million pre-1939
Polish citizens (including Jews) were officiallyefratriated” to Poland from the eastern territories,
now annexed by the Soviet UnihJerzy Kochanowski raised this number to 1.5 millagter the
inclusion of all repatriates from the prewar Polesstern territories, Siberia, and Central Asithia
years 1944-48" Overall, almost three million people returned waRd from the Soviet Union and
Germany as a result of forced repatriation as aglfoluntary homebound movement.

By the end of 1947, thousands of Czechoslovakeriizhad also returned voluntarily (mainly
from Germany) or had been forcefully transferremhfrthe Soviet Union to Czechoslovakia. In June
1945, Czechoslovakia signed a treaty with the $dvieon that authorized the cession of its eastern
province of the Subcarpathian Ukraine to the Severid agreed upon provisions for subsequent
population transfers. Of the projected populatiocchange of 50,000, approximately 27,000
Czechoslovak citizens were repatriated to Czechagla by the end of 1947.Overall, between
141,000 and 161,000 Czechoslovak pre-1938 citifemduding Jews) returned to Czechoslovakia
after the waf® Finally, in addition to the repatriation of citiz® from abroad, the Polish and
Czechoslovak states carried out grand projects evhagraphic engineering, including forced
relocations and large-scale “ethnic cleansing, clrtresulted in setting the populace of both coestri
in motion.

Among the migrants and returnees were Polish anda&lJewish survivors. According to
Paul Glikson, at the beginning of January 1945retheere about 10,000 Jews in newly liberated
Poland® Until June 1945, about 61,000 Jews were registerdebland, including 13,000 on active
military service® In the provincial and district Jewish committetlse number of registered Jews
reached 106,000 in January 1946 and peaked at@?6i¥ months later in June 19%6This sudden
increase in numbers was the result of organizedtriggion of Polish citizens from the Soviet Union
in the first half of 1946. By 1948, a total of appimately 175,000 Jews were repatriated from the
USSR to Poland’

In Slovakia, the number of Jewish migrants was maofaller. As Robert Y. Bichler
estimated, about 11,000 Jews survived the war énteritory of Slovakid® Another 9,000 Slovak
Jews returned or were repatriated from Hungary famih camps in Germany, among other places.
Finally, approximately 10,000 Jews survived in iagyar occupied territories, which now returned
to Slovakia. The peak of Jewish returnees in pasSi@vakia reached about 33,080.

Returning Jewish survivors were not a uniform grdups | have already mentioned, those
Jews who had survived in occupied Poland and Slavaikn camps, the countryside, monasteries, and
forests — were marked by extreme emaciation amiglsténed demeanor. They were dressed in rags or
in striped prisoners’ clothes, and were almost gérvaone without any relatives. They clearly were
the most visible returnees on the road. In contthagt was not true for Jewish repatriates from the

% Krystyna Kersten, "Ksztattowanie Stosunkéw Lugiriowych," inPolska Ludowa, 1944-1950: Przemiany Spotecede
Franciszek Ryszka (Wroctaw: Zaktad Narodowy im. @igskich, 1974), 104.

40 Kersten, "Forced Migration and the TransformatibiPolish Society in the Postwar Period," 82.

41 Jerzy Kochanowski, "Gathering Poles into PolandtcEd Migration from Poland's Former Eastern Terigs," in
Redrawing Nations: Ethnic Cleansing in East-CentEalrope, 1944-1948ed. Philipp Ther and Ana Siljak (Lanham:
Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 138.

42 Joseph B. SchechtmaRpstwar Population Transfers in Europe, 1945-19Bhiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1963), 44.

3 |bid., 122-26. Also see Robert Y. Biichler, "Znokivenie Zidovskej Komunity na Slovensku po Druheg®vej Vojne,"
Acta Judaica Slovagano. 4 (1998).

4 paul Glikson, "Jewish Population in the Polish fle's Republic, 1944-1972," iRapers in Jewish Demography
(Jerusalem: 1977), 237-38. Compare to Jozef AdelsrPolsce Zwanej Ludowy” in Najnowsze Dziej#ydéw w Polsce w
Zarysie do 1950 Roked. Jerzy Tomaszewski (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo NewekPWN, 1993).

%5 Glikson, "Jewish Population in the Polish PeopRepublic, 1944-1972."

“% Ibid., 239.

“7Ibid., 241.

“8 Biichler, "ZnovuoZivenie Zidovskej Komunity na Sémsku po Druhej Svetovej Vojne," 67.

49 Ibid. Also see data collected in YIVO and JOINTCAives.

%0 For this observation, | am grateful to Atina Grossin (private conversation at the NYU campus irdfloe in January
2009). Also see Atina Grossmardews, Germans, and Allies: Close Encounters in @ecliGermany{Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2007).
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Soviet Union who were generally in much better rakand physical condition. In July 1946, Jews
who had survived in Poland stepped out of theirsksuo stare at the survivors from the Soviet Union

... They came, ... to gaze on walking miracles — whldeish familiescomplete with fathers,
mothers, and children. In Poland, on liberation,degrdly more than a hundred Jewish families
stood intact. But here were Jewish families byrthedreds

Clearly, putting all returning Jews into the simpategory of “Jewish survivors” obscures the
diversity of their experiences. The place and timeracter of survival contributed to the ways in athi
these people experienced life after liberation Hreways in which they perceived themselves and
others. The nature of their journey home betweenstimmers of 1944 and 1946 also depended on
these varying war-experiences.

Repatriates from the Soviet Union had organizedspartation to Poland (special PUR
trains); some of them even had a place to sit ertréin. But despite such “luxury” the train jouyne
was still a difficult one? The Dichter family’s train journey to Poland in @enber 1944, a part of the
repatriation from Ukraine, best illustrates the ditions of the railroad system in postwar Eastern
Europe. Their trip began late at night after thérerday of waiting for the train to fill up. From
Drohobycz (prewar Poland, present Ukraine), thayeted through Sambor, Chyréw, Malhowice,
Przemyl, Radymno, Jarostaw, and Przeworsk to Rzeszévséptesoutheastern Poland)The entire
journey, of more than 200 kilometers, lasted thméghts and three days: stops lasting for hours;
sleeping in a seated position with dozens of ofieeple around; urinating outdoors at train stops (i
the freezing cold); and the inevitable shrinkingfobd and water supplies, all contributed to the
obvious misery of the journey.

The Jews who survived the war outside the SoviébtJrused any means available to return
home. The overwhelming majority had no money to awgeat on a wooden bench. Those without a
ticket were allowed to travel on top of the tramim open boxcars. For example, Joseph Kline’s trip
from Prague to Budapest on a train roof in laténgpl945 was a typical train journey home of a
penniless returnee,

So we all got on a train [on the roof] and we wenBudapest and on the same train we were all
traveling with her [one of Kline’s traveling compans] husband together and we didn’t know
that he was on the train because we were travpdimg roof and the husband was inside]... Trains
were so packed, there were no scheduled trains.j0&stayed at the station, when a train came
you got on it. You didn’t need any tickets; thererasno conductors, there was nothing. There was
total havoc... we were on the roof because theren@asom inside. >*

Since a great section of the railroad system watraled, returnees could rarely make a
complete journey on a single train. Most often teturnees combined all available means of
transportation to get back home. They walked, hitad, and took trains — whatever was available at
the time. Joseph S. Kalina, a Slovak Jew from Rrestarted his journey home from relatively close,
only 160 kilometers away, near Banska Bystfic4A hungry, lice-ridden, one hundred pound
skeleton,” as he described himself, Kalina firstk&d until exhaustion. Then he stopped at the edge
of the road and pointed his thumb eastward,

Some rides lasted only a few miles; others tookfnmi& one village to another. On foot, | begged
for food, never coming up empty...When | came toventohat had a train service anywhere east, |

51 Report on “Return to Poland: 140, 000 Polish J&ame ‘Home,” 18 July 1946, Collection 45/54, Fii84, Archives of
the American JOINT Distribution Committee, New Y dHereafter cited as JOINT Archives).

52 PUR Paistwowy Urzd Repatriacyjny or State Repatriation Office — a Polish commugisternmental body created in
1944 to oversee the repatriation of Polish citiZzeos abroad.

53 Dichter,Kor Pana Boga

54 Joseph Kline, interview, August 28, 1984, intewidVT-611, VHS, Fortunoff Archive.

%5 Joseph S. Kalina and Stanley R. AltdnHolocaust Odysseyol. 9, Studies in the Shoah (Lanham: UniverBitgss of
America, 1995).
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got on board and took it as far as it went... Aténel of the line | started walking and hitchhiking
again. The further east | went, away from the fraghe fewer Russian vehicles there were. |
hitched rides from farmers and townspeople in their wagons and buggigs.

Janet Rogowsky had a similar recollection of jagninsmall group of people riding in a cart drawn by
two horses, “During the ten hour trip, we had tipatnany times, to feed the horses and relax a while
because our bodies were aching from our long nidithe rough roads’”

Some returnees walked the entire journey homer Ratieor, a nine year old Hungarian Jew,
liberated by the Russians in Strasshof near Viergwalled traveling through Slovakia on the way
home to Hungary,

So here we [Peter, Peter's mother, and two othenlmees of his family] were, [after] years of the
concentration camps, no food, no clothing, or aimgHike that. And we’re moving in opposite
directions from two armies, you know, two armies aroving west, we are moving east and they
already use... the food, and all the resources ofahé and we are trying to survive over there.
And it was terrible. First of all it was extremefsaumatic to know that as we started walking
back... like the half an hour of walking...we got ouves in the middle of bombing®.

Caught in the middle of fighting, Cukor's motheichee hysterical over the possibility of being kdlle
after the war was ovér.Fortunately, Peter and his family escaped thédfiett safely. Eventually, it
took them about two to three days to walk from Vi@r{Austria) to Bratislava (western Slovalid).
They walked very slowly. Peter's mother had to ydrim most of the time since he was too sick and
too weak to walk by himself. Peter recalled howilfnerself, she threw out a jar of jam becauses

too much for her to carry.

Similar stories of passengers walking, hitchhikiriding carts, and “traveling on top of the
wagons or hanging from the steps...” of overcrowdaihs, can be multipliett. They all testify to the
general chaos of the post-liberation period. IfKassten suggested, official statistical data tefb to
three million migrants unregistered, we are lefttmthe difficulty of visualizing an image of millits
of people moving from one place to another on & dasis across Eastern Europe. | argue that in
such a context the typical life experience in 189864was located not in physical buildings but on
roads, on trains, and in railway stations, turrtingse places into the focal spaces of human amiceth
relations immediately after the war. It was theye,crowded roads, in crowded trains and railway
stations, where people lived for days before ggttm their destination. By train, a 200-kilometer
journey could last three to four days. On footgcauld last weeks. | argue that human interactions
generated in such circumstances were not marketusixely by fear and hatred, but also by
compassion, curiosity, or by utter indifference.

Railway stations, so often overlooked by historjangre fascinating places of human
interaction after liberation. After all, it was tiee in crowded stations, where people lived forsday
before departure and where they slept for nigreginy no other place to go after arrividlwas there
that survivors found news about relatives, oftamiting with loved ones after years of separation.
was there that aid institutions distributed sugpfigr returnees, repatriates, and deportees. ¥intll
was at the railway stations that political orgatimas welcomed travelers with leaflets promotingith
political and social programs. Lasman described,after leaving the Polish Second Army in the
summer of 1945, he found himself homeless and ghperfirst two nights in the train station in +2d
There, he met a few Jewish boys who informed hirerethe Jewish committee was and suggested

%% |bid., 180.

57 Testimony of Janet Rogowsky, Collection of testiies, Acc.1996.A.431, United States Holocaust Méahdviuseum,
Washington DC (hereafter cited as USHMM).

%8 peter Cukor, interview by Dana Kline and Susariemil April 16, 1987, interview HVT-838, VHS, Fortoiii Archive.

%9 Since the late fall of 1944, the eastern front traxved rapidly westward making heavy bombings ailifany operations
common in western Slovakia in the spring of 1945.

80 A distance of sixty-four kilometers. Cukor and ffasnily walked more than twenty kilometers per dmd about 1.6
kilometers per hour (in daylight only).

51 Emery GregusReclaiming the Past: Memoirs of a Surviy@ttawa: private edition, 2001), 150.
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that, instead of going to the committee, he sh@ddto the Zionist Ha-Shomer Ha-Tsair offfée.
Birenbaum also described the railway station in&&awa as a place of Zionist political agitation,

Activists of various Zionist parties, representasivof kibbutzim, awaited the returnees at railway
stations where they encouraged them to join thaitigs. Shortly after their [the returnees’]
leaving a train, they [the activists] told themttha Jews survived, that everything was devastated
and gaélzed to the ground, and that various Polistggavere hunting and killing the surviving
Jews:

Also, Dichter’'s most vivid memories from the begimmnof the journey involved images of the railway
station surrounded by a cordon of soldiers supiexyithe repatriation proce8s.

Railway stations were not the only places of huriméeraction. Cukor recalled that, on their
way through the Austrian countryside, they knocked the door of random farmhouses to get
something to eat. As a rule, the local populatienen failed to share food with them. Kalina had
similarly positive experience with Slovak farmersiavprovided food to all travelers and returnees,
“Farmers everywhere [in central Slovakia, betweesndkd Bystrica and PreSov], despite their
circumstances, had great empathy for their displaceintrymen. A few villages even set up outdoor
kitchens with produce available until dafR.’Alice Braun’s account, however, contradicts Kakna
testimony,

In Nachod, | was liberated by the Russian armyllalitl not see the Russian army because | was
in private homes. You know the Czechs took us, Bzesere marvelous people. They were
wonderful, wonderful people. The Czechs, not trev&ks. The Slovaks were hateful and they are
to this day... Czechs were marvelous, they fed &g fave us clothing, everything. The moment
we crossed the border with Slovakia this is whapae “There are more of you coming back than
left!” ... This is what we got when we came‘fh.

Both testimonies, as any personal account, ardyhigipressionistic. However, they should not
be easily dismissed as unreliable sources. Althongh credible enough to form evidence for
sentiments among Slovaks after liberation, theyiffeto the existing hopes and disillusionments
among Jewish survivors at the time. On the one hBraln and others, having personally suffered
antisemitism in Slovakia, translated this expergemto a general opinion on every ordinary Slovak.
On the other hand, Kalina, who encountered kind faiethdly gestures, was eager to think of his
observations as true for the entire Slovak poputati

Kalina went even further in his narrative, claimititat among all returnees on the road,
regardless of their ethnicity, there was“esprit — a common spirit,

We had much in common: a shared national heritagieger, and suffering. War had driven most
of them from their homes, dispersed their familiagd destroyed loved ones and friends.
Conversation was compassionate but not overly fivgui Where are you from? Where did you
end up? Where are you going? People had been threngugh; they didn't want to hear any
more about travafi’

This actual or perceived common spirit among trengel- the solidarity in suffering beyond ethnic
boundaries — was a significant and unique dimensfdhe immediate individual postwar experience.

52| asmanWspomnienia z Polski: 1 Sierpnia 1944-30 do Kwiefri57 53.

53 Birenbaum, Powr6t do Ziemi Praojcow24. Although the postwar reality was not muchtdyethan its Zionist
interpretation, the intentionally black versionesents served particular Zionist political beliafel goals, i.e. emigration to
Palestine.

54 Dichter,Kor Pana Boga

% Kalina did not mention to the hospitable farmératthe was Jewish. Joseph S. Kalina and Stanléyté, A Holocaust
OdysseyLanham: University Press of America, 1995).

5 Alice Braun, interview by Jaschael Pery, Janu&yl®92, interview HVT-1909, VHS, Fortunoff Archive

57 Kalina and AltenA Holocaust Odyssey81.
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People craved compassion after years of suffenrtgnaistreatment; hence any gesture of sympathy
was welcomed with gratitude. The impression ofdsnity created a sense of belonging to a large
group of people bonded by suffering and obliviausthnic differences.

It must be noted, however, that it was the conck@lewishness” of a traveler which enabled
compassion and solidarity. Kalina admitted thatakeided mentioning that he was a Jew because
“who knew what antisemitic resentments existed agnitre refugees. Even had | not been afraid to
say | was a Jew, | still would have been reluctardo so. Living as a second-class citizen forosm)
my feeling of inferiority was ingrained® Likewise, the Dichters did not “announce” theiwihness
to co-passengers on the train, fearing a negagaetion. Dichter recalled how during the trip new
passengers greeted everyone with the Catholic S€rdie Lord!” Women sang religious hymns,
prayed out loud, and said the rosary. Dichter rebeed one woman from near Tarnopol telling a
story of the UPA attacking her village, “They buawveryone in the church — she said, returning to he
rosary.”®® Amid similar stories and prayers, nobody botheéhedDichters.

The Dichters, Kalina, and thousands of others weteharassed perhaps because they did not
disclose their origins or perhaps because theyndid'look” Jewish, or perhaps and simply because
nobody cared as co-passengers were overwhelmeukelyoivn discomfort and misery. In particular,
Jewish survivors like the Dichters — repatriatesriithe Soviet Union — were not very “visible” as fa
as their physical appearance was concerned. Tlo&gdono more or less destitute than any other non-
Jewish traveler at the time. However, their feat tthe passengers would have reacted differently
knowing their background, was not just a mattep@fsonal anxiety. In reality, trains in Poland were
often the scenes of brutal attacks against Jevassemgers, especially in 1948Viurders on trains,
known asakcja pocggowa (train operation), were instances of postwar vioéeim which, as the
historian David Engel put it, “the primary criteniofor selection was simply the fact of being
Jewish.” In these attacks, Jews, who had survived under dpation and who were the most
visible returnees on the road, were the most likalgets.

Conclusion

In this brief glimpse of Jewish liberation and thésequent journey homeward, | wanted to
complicate the dominant narrative of the postwatdny of Jews in Poland. | did this by highlighting
the heterogeneity of human encounters in the imatediftermath of the war. Instead of focusing the
narrative exclusively on violence, | describe therment of liberation, the post-liberation search for
food, shelter, and clothes, and, finally, the j@yrthome as an integral part of the postwar stary. |
such a narrative, violence remains an importannbtian exclusive element. A close look at theydail
encounters among returnees demonstrates agencerstivan that of a victim and renders human and
ethnic interaction more complicated than a simpleative of violence and emigration suggests.

Focusing on specific stories is one way to compdidhe picture. Another is to recognize
geographic location as crucial in determining dotyaamics after the war. For example, the reastion
to the approaching Soviet Army varied not only esw eastern Poland and western Slovakia, but
also between eastern, central, and western Paaddhetween rural and urban settlements. The focus
on local contingencies breaks the homogenous naraf the nation-state by revealing competing
patterns within the national framework.

Also, breaking up the category of “Jewish surviVanso subcategories of survivors under the
Nazis and in the Soviet Union illuminates multipienensions of social and ethnic interactions after
the war. Jews who survived the war under Nazi ocattiap and those who survived in the Soviet

8 Ibid.

% Dichter, Kori Pana Boga 97. UPA {krayins'ka Povstans'ka Armiyaor the Ukrainian Insurgent Army — a Ukrainian
guerilla group formed in 1942 to fight against t8&erman Wehrmacht, the Soviet Red Army, and thesRadirmed
underground for independent Ukraine.

® The Central Committee of Polish Jews (Centralnynket Zydéw w Polsce, CKP) collected dozens of reports on anti-
Jewish violence on trains, especially between $eipée and December 1946. See collection of theZEKthe Special
Commission, RG 15.087 M, USHMM.

! David Engel, "Patterns of Anti-Jewish ViolencePaland, 1944-1946)Yad Vashem Studi@$ (1998): 74.
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Union had different postwar experiences. Their itiigy” or “invisibility” was crucial in shaping
their postwar daily life. Those survivors who “laK like everybody else had different experiences
than those who were “visibly Jewish.” The majoritf/the former were repatriates from the Soviet
Union. The latter were survivors in Poland and Skia.

Finally, a comparative perspective with Slovak 3wsurvivors also helps to highlight the
complexity of postwar encounters since it reveatsé aspects of the postwar period which remain
concealed or ambiguous when examined in the confexsingle nation.

Anna Cichopek
Max Weber Fellow, 2008-2009
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