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Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history.

—Abraham Lincoln,
Annual Message to Congress
DECEMBER I, 1862



NTRODUCTION

AQmDﬂoHv-nmﬁEQ Europe has been shaped
decisively by the actions of two men. It is to
Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin that we owe to-
talitarianism—if not its invention, then cer-
tainly its most determined implementation.
The loss of life for which they are jointly re-
sponsible is truly staggering. Yet it is not what
happened but what has been prevented from
ever taking place that gives a truer measure of
totalitarianism’s destructiveness: “the sum of
unwritten books,” as one author put it. In fact,
the sum of thoughts unthought, of unfelt feel- -
ings, of works never accomplished, of lives un-
lived to their natural end.!



Not only the goals but also the methods
of totalitarian politics crippled societies where
they were deployed, and among the most grip-
ping was the institutionalization of resent-
ment. People subject to Stalin’s or Hitler’s
rule were repeatedly set against each other and
encouraged to act on the basest instincts of
mutual dislike. Every conceivable cleavage in
society was eventually exploited, every antago-
nism exacerbated. At one time or another city
was set against the countryside, workers
against peasants, middle peasants against poor
peasants, children against their parents, young
against old, and ethnic groups against each
other. Secret police encouraged, and thrived
on, denunciations: divide et impera writ large.
In addition, as social mobilization and mass
participation in state-sponsored institutions
and rituals were required, people became, to
varying degrees, complicitous in their own
subjugation.

Totalitarian rulers also imposed a novel
pattern of occupation in the territories they
conquered. As a result, wrote Hannah Arendt,
“they who were the Nazis’ first accomplices
and their best aides truly did not know what
they were doing nor with whom they were

INTRODUCTION

4

dealing.” It turned out that there was no ade-
quate word in European languages to define
this relationship. The term “collaboration”—
in its specific connotation of a morally objec-
tionable association with an enemy—came
into usage only in the context of the Second
World War.? Given that armed conflicts, con-
quests, wars, occupations, subjugations, terri-
torial expansions, and their accompanying
circumstances are as old as recorded human
history, one wonders what novelty in the
phenomenon of German occupation during
the Second World War stimulated the emer-
gence of a fresh concept.* A comprehensive
answer to this question would have to be
sought in multiple studies of German regimes
of occupation.

After the fact, public opinion all over Eu-
rope recoiled in disgust at virtually any form
of engagement with the Nazis (in an arguably
somewhat self-serving and not always sincere
reaction). “It is nearly impossible to calculate
the total number of persons targeted by post-
war retribution, but, even by the most conser-
vative estimates, they numbered several mil-
lion, that is 2 or 3 percent of the population
formerly under German occupation,” writes



Istvan Dedk in a recent study. “Punishments
of the guilty ranged from lynchings during the
last months of the war to postwar death sen-
tencing, imprisonment, or hard labor. Added
to those harsh punishments were condemna-
tion to national dishonor, the loss of civic
rights, and/or monetary fines as well as such
administrative measures as expulsions, police
supervision, loss of the right to travel or to live
in certain desirable places, dismissal, and the
loss of pension rights.” “This was a war,” to
quote Heda Kovaly’s poignant memoir from
Prague, “that no one had quite survived.”
While the experience of the Second World
Wiar has to a large extent shaped the political
makeup and destinies of all European societies
in the second half of the twentieth century,
Poland has been singularly affected. It was
over the territory of the pre-1939 Polish state
that Hitler and Stalin first joined in 2 common
effort (their pact of nonaggression signed in
August 1939 included a secret clause dividing
the country in half) and then fought a bitter
war until one of them was eventually de-
stroyed. As a result Poland suffered a demo-
graphic catastrophe without precedent; close
to 20 percent of its population died of war-
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related causes. It lost its minorities—Jews in
the Holocaust, and Ukrainians and Germans
following border shifts and population move-
ments after the war. Poland’s elites in all walks
of life were decimated. Over a third of its
urban residents were missing at the conclusion
of the war. Fifty-five percent of the country’s
lawyers were no more, along with 40 percent
of its medical doctors and one-third of its uni-
versity professors and Roman Catholic clergy.’
Poland was dubbed “God’s playground” by a
sympathetic British historian,® but during that
time it must have felt more like a stomping
ground of the devil.

The centerpiece of the story I am about to
present in this little volume falls, to my mind,
utterly out of scale: one day, in July 1941, half
of the population of a small East European
town murdered the other half—some 1,600
men, women, and children. Consequently, in
what follows, I will discuss the Jedwabne mur-
ders in the context of numerous themes in-
voked by the phrase “Polish-Jewish relations
during the Second World War.”

First and foremost I consider this volume
a challenge to standard historiography of the



Second World War, which posits that there
are two separate wartime histories—one per-
taining to the Jews and the other to all the
other citizens of a given European country
subjected to Nazi rule. This is a particularly
untenable position with respect to Poland’s
history of those years, given the size of, and
social space occupied by, Polish Jewry. On the
eve of the war, Poland’s was the second largest
agglomeration of Jews in the world, after the
American Jewry. About 10 percent of prewar
Polish citizens identified themselves—either
by Mosaic faith or by declaring Yiddish to be
their mother tongue—as Jews. Nearly one-
third of the Polish urban population was Jew-
ish. And yet the Holocaust of Polish Jews has
been bracketed by historians as a distinct, sep-
arate subject that only tangentially affects the
rest of Polish society. Conventional wisdom
maintains that only “socially marginal” indi-
viduals in Polish society—the so-called szmal-
cownicy,”® or “scum,” who blackmailed Jews,
and the heroes who lent them a helping
hand—were involved with the Jews.

This is not the place to argue in detail
why such views are untenable. Perhaps it is
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not even necessary to dwell at length on this
matter. After all, how can the wiping out of one-
third of its urban population be anything other
than a central issue of Poland’s modern bistory?
In any case, one certainly needs no great
methodological sophistication to grasp in-
stantly that when the Polish half of a town’s
population murders its Jewish half, we have on
our hands an event patently invalidating the
view that these two ethnic groups’ histories
are disengaged.

The second point that readers of this vol-
ume must keep in mind is that Polish-Jewish
relations during the war are conceived in a
standard analysis as mediated by outside
forces—the Nazis and the Soviets. This, of
course, is correct as far as it goes. The Nazis
and the Soviets were indeed calling the shots
in the Polish territories they occupied during
the war. But one should not deny the reality
of autonomous dynamics in the relationships
between Poles and Jews within the constraints
imposed by the occupiers. There were things
people could have done at the time and re-
frained from doing; and there were things they
did not have to do but nevertheless did. Ac-



cordingly, I will be particularly careful to iden-
tify who did what in the town of Jedwabne on
July 10, 1941, and at whose behest.

In August 1939, as is well known, Hitler
and Stalin concluded a pact of nonaggression.
Its secret clauses demarcated the boundaries
of influence spheres between the two dictators
in Central Europe. One month later the terri-
tory of Poland was carved out between the
Third Reich and the USSR. The town of Jed-
wabne first found itself in the Soviet zone of
occupation and later, after Hitler attacked the
Soviet Union, was taken over by the Nazis. An
important issue I thus felt compelled to ad-
dress concerns the standard historiographical
perspective on Soviet-Jewish relations during
the twenty-month-long Soviet rule over the
half of Poland the Red Army occupied starting
in September 1939. Again this is not the place
to put the matter to rest.!" We will simply have
to remember that according to the current ste-
reotype Jews enjoyed a privileged relationship
with the Soviet occupiers. Allegedly the Jews
collaborated with the Soviets at the expense of
the Poles, and therefore an outburst of brutal
Polish antisemitism, at the time the Nazis in-
vaded the USSR, may have come in the terri-
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tories liberated from under Bolshevik rule in
1041 as a response to this experience. I there-
fore explore whether there were any linkages
between what happened in Jedwabne under
the Soviet occupation (September 1939-June
1941) and immediately thereafter.

The Jedwabne massacre touches upon
yet another historiographical topos concern-
ing this epoch—one maintaining that Jews
and communism were bound by a mutually
beneficial relationship. Hence, allegedly, the
presence of antisemitism among broad strata
of Polish society (or any other East Euro-
pean society, for that matter) after the war,
and the special role Jews played in establishing
and consolidating Stalinism in Eastern Eu-
rope. I will address this issue briefly in the dis-
cussion of my study’s sources and will return
to these and related matters in the concluding
chapters.

As to the broader context of Holocaust
studies, this book cannot be easily located on
the functionalist-intentionalist spectrum. It
stands askew of this distinction, already
blurred in recent Holocaust historiography,
and belongs instead to a genre—“only now be-
ginning to receive appropriate scholarly atten-
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tion”—that belabors the “pepetrators-vic-
tims-bystanders” axis.”? But it shows that these
terms are also fuzzy and can be read as a re-
minder that each episode of mass killing had
its own situational dynamics. This is not a
trivial point, for it means—and further studies
will, I think, demonstrate that Jedwabne was
not unique in this respect—that in each epi-
sode many specific individual decisions were
made by different actors present on the
scene, who decisively influenced outcomes.
And, thus, it is at least conceivable that a num-
ber of those actors could have made different
choices, with the result that many more Euro-
pean Jews could have survived the war.

In an important respect, however, this is a
rather typical book about the Holocaust. For,
as is not true of historical studies we write
about other topics, I do not see the possibility
of attaining closure here. In other words, the
reader will not emerge with a sense of satisfied
yearning for knowledge at the conclusion of
reading; I certainly did not do so at the conclu-
sion of writing. I could not say to myself when
I got to the last page, “Well, I understand
now,” and I doubt that my readers will be able
to either.
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Of course one must proceed with the ex-
position and analysis as if it were possible to
understand, and address prevailing interpre-
tive historiographical strands. But I think it is
in the nature of the subject matter that we will
have to pose queries at the end of the story—
and how about this? and how about that? And
this is just as well, since perhaps the only relief
we may hope to find when confronted with the
Holocaust is in the process of asking such end-
less follow-up questions, to which we will con-
tinue to look for answers. The Holocaust thus
stands at a point of departure rather than a
point of arrival in humankind’s ceaseless ef-
forts to draw lessons from its own experience.
And while we will never “understand” why it
happened, we must clearly understand the im-
plications of its having taken place. In this
sense it becomes a foundational event of mod-
ern sensibility, forever afterward to be an es-
sential consideration in reflections about the
human condition.
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UTLINE OF THE STORY

On January 8, 1949, in the small town of
Jedwabne, some nineteen kilometers from
Yomza in Poland’s historical province of
Mazowsze, security police detained fifteen
men. We find their names in 2 memorandum
ominously called Raport likwidacyjny (A liqui-
dation report) among the so-called control-in-
vestigative files (#kta kontrolno-sledcze) kept by
the security police to monitor their own prog-
ress in each investigation.! Among the ar-
rested, mostly small farmers and seasonal
workers, there were two shoemakers, a mason,
a carpenter, two locksmiths, a letter carrier,
and a former town-hall receptionist. Some
were family men (one a father of six children,
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another of four), some still unattached. The
youngest was twenty-seven years old, the old-
est sixty-four. They were, to put it simply, a
bunch of ordinary men.?

Jedwabne’s inhabitants, at the time total-
ing about two thousand, must have been
shocked by the simultaneous arrests of so
many local residents.” The wider public got a
glimpse of the whole affair four months later,
when, on May 16 and 17 in the District Court
of Lomza, Bolestaw Ramotowski and twenty-
one codefendants were put on trial. The open-
ing sentence of the indictment reads, “Jewish
Historical Institute in Poland sent materials to
the Ministry of Justice describing criminal ac-
tivities of the inhabitants of Jedwabne who en-
gaged in the murder of Jewish people, as
stated in the testimony of Szmul Wasersztajn
who witnessed the pogrom of the Jews.”

There are no records at the Jewish Histor-
ical Institute (JHI) telling us how or when
Wasersztajn’s deposition was communicated
to the prosecutor’s office. On the basis of
the court files, likewise, it is impossible to
know, for example, when the prosecution was
informed about what had happened in Jed-
wabne, and why the indictment was so long
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delayed. The control-investigative files from
the Lomza Security Office shed some light
on the matter, but they are also inconclusive.’
In any case, Wasersztajn gave his testimony
before the Jewish Historical Commission in
Bialystok on April 5, 1945. And this is what
he said:

Before the war broke out, 1,600 Fews lived in
Jedwabne, and only seven survived, saved by a
Polish woman, Wyrzykowska, who lived in the
vicinity.

On Monday evening, June 23, 1941, Ger-
mans entered the town. And as early as the 25th
local bandits, from the Polish population, started
an anti-fewish pogrom. Two of those bandits, Bo-
rowski (Borowiuk?) Wacek with his brother Mie-
tek, walked from one Jewish dwelling to another
together with other bandits playing accordion and
flute to drvown the screams of Fewish women and
children. I saw with my own eyes how those mur-
derers killed Chajcia Wasersztajn, fakub Kac, sev-
enty-three years old, and Eliasz Krawiecki.

Jakub Kac they stoned to death with bricks.
Krawiecki they knifed and then plucked bis eyes
and cut off his tongue. He suffered tervibly for
twelve hours before he gave up his soul.

OUTLINE OF THE STORY
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On the same day I observed a hovrible scene.
Chaja Kubrzariska, twenty-eight years old, and
Basia Binsztajn, twenty-six years old, both hold-
ing newborn babies, when they saw what was
going on, they ran to a pond, in order to drown
themselves with the children rather than fall into
the bands of bandits. They put their children in
the water and drowned them with their own
hands: then Baska Binsztajn jumped in and
immediately went to the bottom, while Chaja
Kubrzasiska suffered for a couple of hours. Assem-
bled hooligans made a spectacle of this. They ad-
vised ber to lie face down in the water, so that
she would drown faster. Finally, seeing that the
children were alveady dead, she threw herself
more enevgetically into the water and found her
death too.

The next day a local priest intervened, ex-
plaining that they should stop the pogrom, and
that German authorities would take care of
things by themselves. This worked, and the po-
grom was stopped. From this day on the local
population no longer sold foodstuffs to Fews,
which made their circumstances all the more dif-
freult. In the meantime rumors spread that the
Germans would issue an order that all the Jews
be destroyed.

17



Such an order was issued by the Germans on
Fuly 10, 1941.

Even though the Germans gave the ovder; it
was Polish hooligans who took it up and carried
it out, using the most horvible methods. After var-
ious tortures and humiliations, they burned all
the Jews in a bavn. During the first pogrom and
the later bloodbath the following outcasts distin-
guished themselves by their brutality: Szleziziski,
Karolak, Borowiuk (Borowski?) Mietek, Boro-
wink (Borowski?) Wactaw, Jermatowski, Ramu-
towski Bolek, Rogalski Bolek, Szelawa Stanistaw,
Szelawa Franciszek, Kozlowski Geniek, Trzaska,
Tarnoczek ferzyk, Ludariski Jurek, Laciecz
Czestaw.

On the morning of July 10, 1941, eight ge-
stapo men came to town and had a meeting with
representatives of the town authorities. When the
gestapo asked what their plans were with respect
to the fews, they said, unanimously, that all Fews
must be killed. When the Germans proposed to
leave one Fewish family from each profession,
local carpenter Bronislaw Szleziviski, who was
present, answered: We have enough of our own
craftsmen, we bave to destroy all the Fews, none
should stay alive. Mayor Karolak and everybody
else agreed with bis words. For this purpose Szle-
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ziriski gave his own barn, which stood nearby.
After this meeting the bloodbath began.

Local hooligans armed themselves with axes,
special clubs studded with nails, and other instru-
ments of torture and destruction and chased all
the Fews into the street. As the first victims of
their devilish instincts they selected seventy-five of
the youngest and healthiest fews, whom they or-
dered to pick up a huge monument of Lenin that
the Russians had evected in the center of town. It
was impossibly beavy, but under a rain of borri-
ble blows the Jews had to do it. While carrying
the monument, they also had to sing until they
brought it to the designated place. There, they
were ovdered to dig a hole and throw the monu-
ment in. Then these Fews were butchered to death
and thrown into the same hole.

The other brutality was when the murderers
ordered every Jew to dig a hole and bury all pre-
viously murdered fews, and then those were
killed and in turn buried by others. It is impossi-
ble to represent all the brutalities of the hooligans,
and it is difficult to find in our bistory of suffer-
ing something similar.

Beards of old Jews were burned, newborn ba-
bies were killed at their mothers’ breasts, people
were beaten murderously and forced to sing and
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dance. In the end they proceeded to the main ac-
tion—the burning. The entire town was sur-
rounded by guards so that nobody could escape;
then Fews were ovdered to line up in a column,
four in a vow, and the ninety-year-old rabbi and
the shochet [Kosher butcher] were put in front,
they were given a red banner, and all were or-
dered to sing and were chased into the barn.
Hooligans bestially beat them up on the way.
Near the gate a few hooligans were standing,
playing various instruments in order to drown
the screams of borrified victims. Some tried to de-
fend themselves, but they were defenseless. Blood-
ied and wounded, they were pushed into the barn.
Then the barn was doused with kerosene and lit,
and the bandits went around to search Fewish
homes, to look for the vemaining sick and chil-
dren. The sick people they found they carried to
the barn themselves, and as for the little children,
they roped a few together by their legs and car-
vied them on their backs, then put them on pitch-
forks and threw them onto smoldering coals.

After the five they used axes to knock golden
teeth from still not entively decomposed bodies
and in other ways violated the corpses of holy

martyrs.®
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While it is clear to a reader of Wiasersztajn’s
deposition that Jews were annihilated in Jed-
wabne with particular cruelty, it is difficult at
first to fully absorb the meaning of his testi-
mony. And, in a way, I am not at all surprised
that four years had elapsed between the time
when he made his statement and the begin-
ning of the Lomza trial. This is, more or less,

the amount of time that elapsed between my
discovery of Wasersztajn’s testimony in JHI’s
archives and my grasp of its factuality. When
in the autumn of 1998 I was asked to contrib-
ute an article to a Festschrift prepared for Pro-
fessor Tomasz Strzembosz—a well-known
historian who specialized in wartime history
of the Bialystok region—I decided to use the
example of Jedwabne to describe how Polish
neighbors mistreated their Jewish cocitizens.
But I did not fully register then that after the
series of killings and cruelties described by
Wasersztajn, at the end of the day 4// the re-
maining Jews were actually burned alive in a
barn (I must have read this as a hyperbolic
trope, concluding that only some had been
killed that way). A few months after I submit-
ted my essay, I watched raw footage for the
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documentary film Where Is My Older Brother
Cain? made by Agnieszka Arnold, who, among
other interlocutors, spoke with the daughter
of Bronistaw Sleszyriski, and I realized that
Wasersztajn has to be taken literally.

As the book had not yet been published, I
wondered whether I should withdraw my
chapter. However, I decided to leave the chap-
ter unchanged, because one important aspect
of the Jedwabne story concerns the slow
dawning of Polish awareness of this horren-
dous crime. How did this event figure (or,
rather, fail to figure) in the consciousness of
historians of the war period—myself in-
cluded? How did the population of Jedwabne
live for three generations with the knowledge
of these murders? How will the Polish citi-
zenry process the revelation when it becomes
public knowledge?’

In any case, once we realize that what
seems inconceivable is precisely what hap-
pened, a historian soon discovers that the
whole story is very well documented, that wit-
nesses are still alive, and that the memory of
this crime has been preserved in Jedwabne
through the generations.
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OURCES

"T'he best sources for a historian are those
that provide a contemporaneous account of
the events under scrutiny. My first step, there-
fore, was to seek German documentation of
the destruction of Jews in this territory. Such
documentation may exist somewhere, but I
was not able to find it. Various scholars of the
period whom I queried were unfamiliar with
the place-name Jedwabne. In the daily sum-
mary reports of the Einsatzgruppen’s activities
from the Eastern Front, where such informa-
tion would have been included, Jedwabne is
not mentioned. This is not surprising, since
Einsatzgruppe B, which would earlier have
been active in the Lomza area, on July 10 was

23



HE MURDER

| P) began, as we remember, with the convo-
cation on the morning of July 1oth of all adult
Polish males to Jedwabne’s town hall. But ru-
mors about the planned assault on the Jews
must have been circulating earlier. Otherwise,
carts full of people from nearby hamlets would
not have been converging on the town on this
day since early dawn. I suspect that some of
these people were veterans of murderous po-
groms that had recently been carried out in
the vicinity. It was typical, when a “wave of
pogroms” swept over some area, that in addi-
tion to local participants unique to each local-
ity, a core group of plunderers kept moving
from place to place.!

Qo

“On a certain day, at the request of Karo-
lak and Sobuta, several dozen men assembled
in front of the city hall in Jedwabne and were
equipped by the German gendarmerie and
Karolak and Sobuta with whips and clubs.
Then Karolak and Sobuta ordered the assem-
bled men to bring to the square in front of
the town hall all the Jews of Jedwabne.” In an
earlier testimony witness Danowski added one
more detail to this crisp narrative by pointing
out that people were served vodka on the occa-
sion, though nobody else confirmed this.?

More or less at the same time that Poles
were called to the town hall, Jews were or-
dered to assemble at the square for, allegedly,
some cleaning duty. Rivka Fogel recalled that
she meant to bring along a broom. Since Jews
had previously been pressed into debasing
cleanup jobs, one could imagine at first that
this was to be but a routine exercise in humili-
ation. “My husband took our two children and
went there. I stayed at home for a while trying
to put things in order and lock the doors and
windows properly.” But it became clear al-
most instantly that the circumstances were
somehow different on that day. Mrs. Fogel did
not follow her husband and children to the
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square; instead, together with a neighbor,
Mrs. Pravde, she hid in the nearby garden of
a noblemen’s estate. And a few moments later
“we could hear from there the terrible cries of
a young boy, Joseph Levin, whom the goyim
were beating to death.”

By some uncanny coincidence we learn
from the testimony of Karol Bardon, who hap-
pened to be passing by in the vicinity a few
moments later, that Lewin had been stoned to
death. Bardon, we recall, was repairing a car
this morning in the courtyard of the German
gendarmerie’s outpost and had to go to the
toolshed on the nobleman’s estate (in whose
garden the two women were hiding). “Around
the corner from the foundry adjacent to the
toolshed an inhabitant of Jedwabne, Wisniew-
ski, was standing. . .. Wiéniewski called me,
and I came closer and Wiéniewski pointed to
a massacred cadaver of a young man of Mosaic
persuasion, about twenty-two years old, whose
name was Lewin, and said to me, Look, mister,
we killed this SOB with stones. . . . Wiéniew-
ski showed me a stone weighing twelve to
fourteen kilograms and said, I smacked him
good with this stone and he won’t get up any

THE MURDER
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more.” This took place at the very beginning
of the pogrom. As Bardori writes, on his way
to the toolshed he saw a group of only about
a hundred Jews on the square; by the time he
was on his way back, the assemblage had
grown considerably.

In another part of town Wincenty Gos-
cicki had just returned home from a night
watchman’s job. “In the morning when I went
to bed, my wife came and told me to get up
and said that bad things were going on. Near
our house people were beating Jews with
clubs. I got up then and went outside the
house. Then I was called by Urbanowski who
told me, Look what is going on, and showed
me four Jewish corpses. These were 1. Fisz-
man, 2. the two Styjakowskis [?] and Blubert.
I, then, I hid in the house.”

From early on that day the Jews under-
stood that they were in mortal danger. Many
tried to escape into neighboring fields, but
only a few succeeded. It was difficult to get
out of town without being noticed, as small
vigilante groups of peasants were milling
around trying to ferret out and catch hiding
and fleeing Jews. A dozen teenagers grabbed
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Nietawicki, who was already in the fields when
the pogrom began, as he was trying to sneak
across the fields to Wizna. He was beaten up
and brought to the square. Similarly Olsze-
wicz was caught in the fields by peasant
youths, beaten up, and brought back to town.
Some one to two hundred people managed to
run away, hide, and survive that day—among
them, as we know, Nielawicki and Olszewicz.
But many others were killed on the spot, right
where they were apprehended. On his trip to
the toolshed Bardori saw “on the left side of
the road, in the fields belonging to the estate,
civilians [author’s emphasis] mounted on horses,
wielding thick wooden clubs,” who were patrol-
ling the area” A horseman could easily spot
people hiding in the fields and then catch up
with them. Jedwabne Jews were doomed.

On this day a cacophony of violence swept
through the town. It unfolded in the form of
many uncoordinated, simultaneous initiatives
over which Karolak and the town council ex-
ercised only general supervision (as we re-
member, they went around enlisting people
for guard duty on the square, for example).
They monitored progress and made sure at
critical junctures that the goal of the pogrom
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was advanced. But otherwise people were free
to improvise as best they knew how.

Bardon, on his way to the toolshed one
more time later in the day, he stumbled on
Wisniewski in the same place as before, near
Lewin’s body.

I understood that Wisniewski was waiting here
for something. I took all the necessary parts from
the toolshed, and on my way back I met the same
two young men whom I had seen when I went to
the toolshed for the first time that morning [he
later identifies them as Jerzy Laudanski and
Kalinowski]. I understood that they were coming
to Wisniewski to the place where Lewin had been
killed, and they were bringing another man of
Mosaic persuasion, a marvied owner of the me-
chanical mill where I bad been employed till
March 1939, called Hersh Zdrojewicz. They held
him under the arms and blood was flowing from
his bead over bis neck and onto bis torso. Zdrojew-
icz said to me, Save me, Mister Bardosi. Being
afraid of these murderers, I veplied, I cannot help
you with anything, and I passed them by.®

And thus in one part of town Laudanski with
Wiséniewski and Kalinowski were stoning to
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death Lewin and Zdrojewicz; in front of
Goscicki’s house four Jews were clubbed to
death by somebody else; in the pond near
Lomzynska Street a certain “Luba Wlady-
staw . . . drowned two Jewish blacksmiths”;’ in
still another location Czestaw Mierzejewski
raped and then killed Judes Ibram; the
beautiful Gitele Nadolny (Nadolnik), the
youngest daughter of the melamed (kheyder
teacher), whom everybody knew because they
had learned to read in her father’s house, had
her head cut off, and the murderers, we are
told, later kicked it around;' at the square
“Dobrzanska asked for water [it was a hot
summer day], then fainted; no one was allowed
to help her, and her mother was killed because
she wanted to bring water; [while] Betka Brzo-
zowska was killed with a baby in her arms.”"?
Jews were mercilessly beaten all this time,
and their houses, in the meantime, were
plundered.?

Simultaneously with multiple individual
actions, more organized forms of persecution
were also engulfing Jewish victims, who were
driven in groups to the cemetery to be killed
wholesale. “They took healthier men and
chased them to the cemetery and ordered
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them to dig a pit, and after it was dug out, Jews
were killed every which way, one with iron,
another with a knife, still another with a
club.”* “Stanistaw Szelawa was murdering
with an iron hook, [stabbing] in the stomach.
The witness [Szmul Wasersztajn, whose sec-
ond deposition held in the Jewish Historical
Institute I am now quoting] was hiding in the
bushes. He heard the screaming. They killed
twenty-eight men in one place from among
the strongest. Szelawa took away one Jew. His
tongue was cut off. Then a long silence.””
‘The murderers got excited and were working
at a frantic pace. “I stood on Przytulska
Street,” said an older woman, Bronistawa Ka-
linowska, “and Jerzy Laudanski, inhabitant of
Jedwabne, was running down the street, and
he said that he had already killed two or three
Jews; he was very nervous and ran along.”"
But it must soon have become apparent
that fifteen hundred people cannot be killed
by such primitive methods in a day. So the per-
petrators decided to kill all the Jews at once,
by burning them together. This very same
method had been used a few days earlier, dur-
ing the Radziléw pogrom. For whatever rea-
son, however, the script does not seem to have
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been finalized in advance, since there was no
agreed-upon location where the mass killing
was supposed to take place. J6zef Chrzanowski
testified to this: “When I came to the square,
they [Sobuta and Wasilewski] told me to give
my barn to burn the jews. But I started plead-
ing to spare my barn, to which they agreed and
left my barn in peace, only told me to help
them chase the jews to Bronistaw Sleszyiiski’s
barn.”"’

The murderers were determined to take
away their victims’ dignity before they took
their lives. “I saw how Sobuta and Wasilewski
took some dozen Jews from among the assem-
bled and ordered them to do some ridiculous
gymnastics exercises.”'® Before the Jews were
chased along on their last brief journey from
the square to the barn where they would all
perish, Sobuta and his colleagues organized a
sideshow. During the Soviet occupation a
statue of Lenin had been erected in town,
right next to the main square. So “a group of
Jews was brought to the little square to fell
Lenin’s statue. When Jews broke the statue,
they were told to put its various pieces on
some boards and carry it around, and the rabbi
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was told to walk in front with his hat on a stick,
and all had to sing, “The war is because of us,
the war is for us.” While carrying the statue all
the Jews were chased toward the barn, and the
barn was doused with gasoline and lit, and in
this manner fifteen hundred Jewish people
perished.”"”

In the immediate vicinity of the barn, as
we remember, a thick crowd was milling, help-
ing to shove the beaten, wounded, and terror-
ized Jews inside. “We chased jews under the
barn,” Czestaw Laudariski would later report,
“and we ordered them to enter inside, and the
jews had to enter inside.””

From the inside of the barn we are told
two stories. One concerns Michal Kuropatwa,
a coachman, who some time earlier had helped
a Polish army officer hide from his Soviet pur-
suers. When the self-styled leaders of the po-
grom noticed him in the Jewish crowd, he was
taken out and told that because he had helped
a Polish officer earlier, he might now go home.
But he refused, choosing to share the fate of
his people.”!

The barn was then doused with kerosene,
issued at the warehouse by Antoni Niebrzy-
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dowski to his brother Jerzy and Eugeniusz
Kalinowski. “They brought the eight liters of
kerosene that I had issued to them and doused
the barn filled with Jews and lit it up; what
followed I do not know.”?? But we do know—
the Jews were burned alive. At the last mo-
ment Janek Neumark managed to tear himself
away from this hell. A surge of hot air must
have blown the barn door open. He was stand-
ing right next to it with his sister and her five-
year-old daughter. Staszek Sielawa barred
their exit, wielding an ax. But Neumark wres-
tled it away from him and they managed to
run away and hide in the cemetery. The last
thing he remembered from inside was the
sight of his father, already engulfed in flames.?

The fire must have spread unevenly. It ap-
pears to have moved from east to west, per-
haps on account of the wind. Afterward, in the
east wing of the incinerated building a few
charred corpses could be found; there were
some more in the center, and toward the west-
ern end a multitude of the dead were piled up.
The bodies in the upper layer of the heap had
been consumed by fire, but those beneath had
been crushed and asphyxiated, their clothes in
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many cases remaining intact. “They were so
intertwined with one another that bodies
could not be disentangled,” recalled an elderly
peasant who, as a young boy, had been sent
with a group of local men to bury the dead.
And he added a detail in unwitting confirma-
tion of Wasersztajn’s chilling testimony: “In
spite of this people were trying to search the
corpses, looking for valuables sewn into cloth-
ing. I touched a Brolin shoe-polish box. It
clinked. I cut it through with a shovel, and
some coins glittered—I think golden tzarist
five-ruble coins. People jumped over to collect
them, and this drew the attention of onlooking
gendarmes. They searched everybody. And if
someone put the find in his pocket, they took
itaway and gave him a good shove. But anyone
who hid it in his shoe saved the catch.”?

The worst murderer of the whole lot was
probably a certain Kobrzyniecki. We are also
told by some witnesses that he was the one
who ignited the barn. “Later people said that
the most jews were killed by citizen Kobrzy-
niecki—I don’t know his first name,” recalls
witness Edward Sleszynski, in whose father’s
barn most of Jedwabne’s Jews were killed on

I0I1



that day. “He apparently personally killed
eighteen jews and participated the most in the
burning of the barn.”” Housewife Aleksandra
Karwowska knew from Kobrzyniecki himself
that he had “knifed to death eighteen jews. He
said this in my apartment when he was putting
up the stove.”?

It was the middle of a very hot July, and
the burned and asphyxiated corpses of murder
victims had to be buried quickly. But there
were no more Jews in town who could be or-
dered to accomplish this grisly task. “Late in
the evening,” recalls Wincenty Goscicki, “I
was taken by the germans to bury those
burned corpses. But I could not do this be-
cause when I saw this, I started to vomit and
I was released from burying the cadavers.””’
Apparently he was not the only one who
couldn’t stomach the job, since “on the second
or the third day after the murder,” we are told
once again by Bardon, “I was standing with
Mayor Karolak in the square not far from the
outpost, and the commander of the outpost of
the German gendarmerie in Jedwabne,
Adamy, came up and said to the mayor with
emphasis, So, kill people and burn them you
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managed, eh? but bury them no one is eager
to, eh? by morning, all must be buried! Un-
derstood?””® This angry outburst by the local
gendarmerie commander quickly became the
talk of the town. Sixty years later Leon Dzie-
dzic from Przestrzele near Jedwabne could
still quote his words: “ “You insisted that you’d
put things in order with the Jews [2e zrobicie
porzqdek z Zydami), but you don’t know how
to put things in order at all.” He [the German
gendarme] was afraid that an epidemic might
break out because it was very hot and dogs
were already getting at [the corpses].”” But
this was an “impossible job,” as Leon Dziedzic
further clarified in another interview. For the
piled-up bodies of Jewish victims were en-
twined with one another “as roots of a tree.
Somebody hit upon the idea that we should
tear them into pieces and throw these pieces
into the dugout. They brought pitchforks, and
we tore the bodies as best we could: here a
head, there a leg.”

After July 1oth, Poles were no longer per-
mitted to kill the Jews of Jedwabne at will. The
routine of the German occupation administra-
tion was reestablished. A few survivors re-
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turned to town. They lingered there for a
while—a few worked at the gendarmerie out-
post—and in the end they were driven by the
Nazis to the ghetto in L.omza. About a dozen
people survived the war. Seven of the total had
been hidden and cared for in the nearby Jan-
czewo hamlet, by the Wyrzykowski family.
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LUNDER

One big subject is omitted from the sources
and testimonies at our disposal. What hap-
pened to the property of the Jedwabne Jews?
Those Jews who survived the war knew that
they had lost everything. As to who took over
the property, or how it was disposed of, this is
not a subject they address in their memorial
book. During interrogations in the 1949 and
1953 trials, neither the witnesses nor the ac-
cused were asked questions about this either.
So we are left with but a few bits and pieces of
information.

According to Eliasz Gradowski the follow-
ing people grabbed Jewish property during
and after the pogrom: Gienek Koztowski,
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Jozef Sobuta, Rozalia m;mmwu&m_ﬂm“ and J6zef
Chrzanowski. Julia Sokolowska adds to this
list the names of Karol Bardon, Fredek Ste-
fany, Kazimierz Karwowski, and the two
Kobrzenieckis. Abram Boruszezak says the
same about the Laudariski brothers and Anna
Polkowska.! But all this testimony lacks spe-
cific details and makes only vague allusions to
the appropriation of Jewish property by per-
petrators of the pogrom. J6zef Sobuta’s wife,
Stanistawa, provided more concrete informa-
tion when she explained during her husband’s
trial that they had “moved into a ‘lefrover’
Jewish dwelling [the house of the Stern family]
at the request of the surviving son of the
owner, who had been killed, because he was
afraid to live there alone.” Witness Sulewski
states that he “does not know” who gave per-
mission to the Sobuta couple to take over a
Jewish house, and then adds, “As far as I know
leftover Jewish dwellings could be taken over
without anybody’s permission.”

This strikes me as a rather naive, if not
disingenuous, view of the matter; and, in fact,
the wife of Stanistaw Sielawa gives a more
general apercu of the “leftover” Jewish prop-
erty question, which suggests that the same
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people who had organized the pogrom after-
ward took charge of Jewish property as well
(recall that both Wasersztajn’s and Neu-
mark’s depositions name the Sielawa brothers
among the most active participants of the po-
grom). “I heard from the local people, but I
don’t remember from whom exactly, that
Sobuta J6zef with the mayor of Jedwabne,
Karolak, after the murder of the Jews of Jed-
wabne [the phrase used in the deposition—po
wymordowanin  Zydéw w .w&éaw&@|ooca
just as well be translated as “after Tmﬁsm mur-
dered the Jews of Jedwabne”] participated in
transporting the leftover Jewish property to
some warehouse, but I do not know exactly
how this transporting was done, and I also
don’t know whether Sobuta Jézef took for
himself some of the leftover Jewish property.”
During her court appearance she gets even
more specific: “I saw how ﬁrm%.ﬂ.mumwoﬁmm
Jewish things, but the accused T.m.; mo_”.ES_
only stood next to the horse cart with things,
and I do not know whether the accused be-
longed to this business [my emphasis; czy oskar-
zony nalezat do tego interesu].”
A few words might be in order here once
again about the Sleszyriskis’ barn. On January
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1T, 1949—that is, immediately after the wave
of arrests swept through town—the F.omza
Security Office (UB) received a letter from a
certain Henryk Krystowczyk. He was using
the opportunity created by the opening of an
investigation into the massacre of Jedwabne
Jews, Krystowczyk wrote, to raise another
issue: “In April 1945 my brother Zygmunt
Krystowczyk was assassinated, because as a
member of the PPR [Polish Workers’ Party—
this was the name that the Polish Communist
Party bore at the time] he was ordered to orga-
nize a ZSCh [a peasant cooperative]—a task
he accomplished. Then he was elected chair-
man of the cooperative. While he was chair-
man of the ZSCh, he began renovation of a
steam mill near Przystrzelska Street, a leftover
Jewish property.” Krystowezyk proceeds to
describe the circumstances of his brother’s
murder, who was involved in it, and how the
culprit wanted to take over the mill. He ex-
plains that the building materials used for ren-
ovation were provided by his brother, who was
a carpenter by profession. “T'he wood for ren-
ovation came from the barn of citizen Broni-
staw Sleszyriski, which we took down because
the Germans had built it for him to replace
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the old barn, which he gave voluntarily to kill
the Jews, and which burned down together
with the Jews.”®
Thus, as we see, the so-called FW%Q...F&-
ish property remained a hotly contested issue
in town, involving assassinations and denunci-
ations to the Security Office, as late as 1949.
It shows up in several documents of the secret
police at the time. The original denunciation
reporting the sighting of Mayor Wﬁo_mw after
the war on a Warsaw street contains the state-
ment “He was arrested by the German mﬁmroT
ities, as far as I know, because of all the E.oﬁmm
he took from the jews and did not divide
equally with the germans.” In mboﬂr.ﬁ. anony-
mous denunciation concerning various deal-
ings of the Laudaniski family, the informant as-
serts that Jerzy Laudariski was arrested E\H the
Germans while he was trying to smuggle jew-
elry robbed from the Jews. It also describes
how another Laudanski, after the war, ostenta-
tiously wore an elegant “Jewish” fur coat.” All
of this should not surprise us, since the effects
of the Jedwabne Jews’ incineration were not
unlike those of a neutron bomb n_nowwm@ on
some community: all the owners were .&E:s
nated, while their property remained intact.
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And thus it must have been a very profitable
“business,” indeed, for those who managed to
lay their hands on it.

Given our growing awareness of the im-
portance of material expropriation as a moti-
vating factor in the persecution of the Jews all
over Europe, I would think it very probable
that the desire and unexpected opportunity to
rob the Jews once and for all—rather than, or
alongside with, atavistic antisemitism—was
the real motivating force that drove Karolak
and his cohort to organize the killing. Half a
century after the massacre, people of Jed-
wabne, apparently, think likewise: “In Jed-
wabne everybody knew the truth [about the
murder of the Jews], but people did not pre-
viously speak about it publicly. On Saturday,
May 13, [2000], during a mass for the father-
land, the local priest called on parishioners to
pray also for those victims of war who lost
their lives because of the boundless, criminal
desire of some people to enrich themselves.”
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NTIMATE BIOGRAPHIES

In addition to protocols of interrogation of
the witnesses and the accused we find, in the
court files of Ramotowski and his associates,
many other documents that were presented to
the judicial authorities at different stages of
the proceedings. I quoted earlier from the
clemency petition filed by Karol Bardos, for
example. My initial assessment leading to the
conclusion that these were a “bunch of ordi-
nary men” was based largely on information
culled from the first page of each protocol. But
we can tell more about the accused than sim-
ply their ages, how many children they sired,
and what they did for a living.



A few days after the initial arrests in Janu-

ary 1949, wives of the arrested men started

sending petitions to the L.omza Security Of-

fice laying out the special circumstances that,

they hoped, would cast a better light on their

husbands’ role during the anti-Jewish pogrom.
We can tease out from these texts interesting
biographical details about the accused. Thus
Irena Janowska, the wife of Aleksander, writes
on January 28 that “on the critical day German
gendarmerie walked around together with the
mayor and the secretary [of the town council]
Wasilewski, and chased out males to go and
guard Jews who were assembled in the square.
They came to my house as well, where they
found my husband, and ordered him sternly,
threatening with a gun, to go to the square.
My husband was afraid, did not know exactly
what was going on, and feared for himself be-
cause under the first Soviets he worked as an
inspector in a milk cooperative.” Three days
later Janina Zyluk writes a petition on behalf
of her arrested husband (named by many wit-
nesses as one of the main perpetrators): “My
husband, until the Soviet-German war broke
out in 1941, worked as a supervisor in tax col-
lection. For this reason after the Germans
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came in 1941 he had to hide, because every-
body who worked for the Soviets was pursued
and persecuted.”

We know that state bureaucracy vastly ex-
panded under the Soviet administration, and
that people had to make a living, and many
therefore worked for the occupiers. Also, it
may have seemed logical to a wife of a man
arrested by Stalinist security police that his lot
would improve when it came to be known that
he had once worked for a Soviet administra-
tion. So I would not attribute to these two bio-
graphical snippets more than curiosity value
were it not for the fact that there were addi-
tional revelations of this sort in the files. And
they kept getting more and more interesting.
Take, for instance, this confessional text by
Karol Bardoi—the only man who received a
death sentence in Ramotowski’s case:

Following the Red Army’s entrance into the Bia-
tystok voivodeship, and after Soviet authorities
were established in October of 1939, I returned to
mending clocks, and occasionally, until April 20,
1940, I also carvied out various commissioned
jobs in my field of expertise for the NKVD and
other Offices of Soviet Authorities [capitals in
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original]. Here I was opening safes because keys
were massing; 1 changed locks, made new keys, re-
paired typewriters, etc. On April 20, 1 940, I be-
came a supervisor [majster| as a mechanic and
head of the repair shop at the MTS [Mechanical
"Tractor Station]. I repaired tractors on wheels
and on tracks, agricultural machinery, as well as
cars for various kolkhozes and sovkhozes. In this
mechanical center I was a brigade leader of the
Jirst brigade and a technical controller: At the
same time I was a deputy to the city soviet [gorso-
viet] of the town of Fedwabne in Fomza County.?

Bardori was evidently a very good mechanic.
But no professional qualifications would, by
themselves, put him into all these positions
under the Soviets. Clearly, he was also a
trusted man.

And there is, finally, the piece de résistance:
an autobiographical revelation from one of the
greatest evildoers on that day, the older Lau-
dafiski brother, Zygmunt. This is what he
wrote in a petition addressed to “the Ministry
of Justice at the Security Police Office in War-
saw [Do Ministerstwa Sprawiedliwossi UB.P w
Warszawie]” from his jail in Ostrowiec on July
4, 1949:
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When our tervitory was incorporated into the
BSSR [Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republic]
[ was hiding at the time for about six months
from the Soviet authorities. . . . While I was bid-
ing from deportation, I did not join bands of out-
laws that were forming at the time on our tervi-
tory, but 1 sent a plea to Generalissimus Stalin,
which was forwarded by Moscow’s prosecutor’s of-
fice, Puszkinska Street 15, to the NKVD office in
Fedwabne with an order to review. After I was
questioned and investigated, it turned out that I
bad been unjustly punished, and in order to re-
cover my losses I was allowed to come out of hid-
ing, free of the threat of deportation. After observ-
ing my views, the NKVD in Jedwabne called me
to join in work at liquidating anti-Soviet evil. [It
looks as though Laudarski might have been
one of the pentiti of NKVD colonel Misiu-
riew.] At that time I made contact with the
NKVD in Fedwabne (I do not state my pseud-
onym in writing). During my contact, in ovder to
make my work move effective, my superiors or-
dered me (in order to avoid detection by reaction-
ary elements) to take an anti-Soviet attitude,
since I was already known by the authorities.
When suddenly the Soviet-german [capital and
lowercase letter in original] war broke out in
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1941, the NKVD did not manage to destroy all
its documents, and I was afraid and did not go
out, and only surreptitiously did 1 establish [by
sending his younger brother to work in the
German gendarmerie right away!] that the
most important documents were burned in the
NKVD courtyard. . . . I feel wronged by the en-
tive sentence, because my views are different from
what is suspected, because when I was in contact
with the NKVD, my life was permanently in dan-
ger. And now [i.e., after the war] I did not Join
any reactionary bands but left my hometown and
started working in the gmina Cooperative of Peas-
ant Self-Help, which was persecuted by reactionar-
ies. By joining the Polish Workers’ Party, I felt
how my well-being improved in the Democratic
spirit, and 1 believe that on shoulders like
mine our workers’ regime may safely rest
[my empbhasis]. I declare that only as a misunder-
stood man I ended up in jail, because if my opin-
1on about friendship with the Soviet Union had
been known, then reactionary bands, if mot the
germans, would have destroyed me together with
mry family.*

We are struck at the first reading of this ex-
posé by the unbending conformism of this
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man. Apparently, he tried to anticipate what
each successive carnivorous regime of this
epoch might most desire of its subjects, and
went to extremes in his zeal to please—first by
becoming a secret NKVD collaborator, then
by doing the Nazis’ dirty work in killing &m
Jews, and finally by joining the Communist
Party, the PPR. The French have a good ex-
pression to describe this mode of mmmwﬁmﬁoz
to changing circumstances, a race with destiny
called fuite en avant.

But these scraps of biographies of four
individuals who turned out to have been col-
laborators with the Soviet authorities before
they became German collaborators (in addi-
tion to killing the Jews in the pogrom, two
among the accused—Jerzy Laudanski and
Karol Bardoi—would later join the German
gendarmerie) point to a more general phe-
nomenon, I believe, than the mere individual
trajectories of a few evil men. It is not _.zmﬁ.m
question of character that plays itself out in
this drama, but also the logic of incentives
one encounters within the totalitarian regimes
of the twentieth century. I shall comment on
this issue in concluding remarks, for I see here
interpretive possibilities of wartime and post-
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war Polish history that have not yet been fully
explored.

In the meantime, I want to conclude this
close encounter with Jedwabne antiheroes
with a ¢7i de coeur of the youngest Laudanski,
Jerzy, who by all accounts was the worst mur-
derer among the accused. He must have been
a strapping youth, six feet tall, and full of en-
ergy. In the control-investigative files of the
Stalinist secret police, where all defendants
were characterized according to thirty-four
different traits, under the rubric “speech”
Laudanski’s is described as “Loud, Clear, Pol-
ish.” Other fellow accused’s speech is mostly
characterized as “Quiet.” In 1956, as the last
of all the Lomza trial defendants still in prison,
he sends out a plea. In a shameless display of
moral idiocy, he asks, Why do you keep me
behind bars if I was not a German sympathizer
but rather a true Polish patriot?

Since I was vaised in an area of intense struggles
against the fews, and during the war Germans
mass-murdered Fews over there, also in other lo-
calities, why me, the youngest in the trial and
raised [in Poland] during the Sanacja period
[i.e., before the war], why should I be the only
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one treated with full severity of the law? After
all, since the school bench I was taught only in one
direction, which means that during the occupa-
tion I was preoccupied only with matters velated
to my Nation and my Motherland. As a proof of
it, I did not hesitate when theve was need to give
my strengths for the good of the Motherland dur-
ing the occupation. I went underground and
joined a conspivatorial ovganization by the name
Polish Association for Insurrvection [Polski Zwia-
zek Powstaiiczy, in its later incarnation, the
Home Army, AK] to fight against the occupier
in autumn of 1941 in Poreba, by the viver Bug
in Ostréw Mazowiecki County, and my activity
there was to transport underground newspapers
and other items. In May of 1942 the gestapo ar-
vested me and I was imprisoned in Pawiak [the
main prison in Warsaw] and then deported to
concentration camps, Auschwitz, Gross-Rosen,
Oranienburg, where I suffered for three years
alongside others as a Pole and a political prisoner.
And after the Red Army liberated us in 1945, I
did not follow those who abandoned their devas-
tated Motherland and preferred easy western life
only to return latey; but as spies or wreckers.
Without a moment of hesitation I returned to the
devastated Country, to my Nation, to whom I
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offered my young, just bavely twenty-year-old life,
in the struggle against the occupier. The court,
however, did not take under consideration my
above proofs that I was in no way a supporter of
the occupier; and certainly not like one the Secu-
vity Office in Lomza made of me in the investiga-
tion on the basis of which I received such a long
sentence. After returning [to Poland] I worked
all the time in state institutions.®

In some perverse way this man was making a
valid point, though. After all, he was sentenced
under a paragraph that penalized not so much
concrete deeds as the fact of collaboration
with the Germans. And, of course, in his own
mind he had not been collaborating with any
occupiers. He was a regular guy, a good patriot
acting in collaboration, at most, with his own
neighbors. Jerzy Laudanski was released on
parole, the last among the condemned in this
trial, on February 18, 1957.7

In Jedwabne ordinary Poles slaughtered
the Jews, very much as ordinary Germans
from the Ordnungspolizei Batallion no. ro1 did
in Jozeféw, as documented in Christopher
Browning’s Ordinary Men. They were men of
all ages and of different professions; entire
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families on occasion, fathers and sons acting
in concert; good citizens, one is tempted to
say (if sarcasm were not out of place, given
the hideousness of their deeds), who heeded
the call of municipal authorities. And what
the Jews saw, to their horror and, I dare say,
incomprehension, were familiar faces. Not
anonymous men in uniform, cogs in a war
machine, agents carrying out orders, but their
own neighbors, who chose to kill and were
engaged in a bloody pogrom—willing execu-
tioners.



NACHRONISM

The massacre of Jedwabne Jews leaves a
historian of modern Poland perplexed and
groping for explanation. Nothing of the sort
has been recorded or written about in schol-
arly literature. In a desperate effort to some-
how domesticate these events, images from
the distant past flood memory, giving the sem-
blance (by virtue of familiarity) of making
sense of what we have learned. Perhaps the
mass murders in Radzitéw and Jedwabne were
an anachronism belonging to an entirely dif-
ferent epoch? One cannot shake the impres-
sion that by some evil magic peasant mobs
stepped off the pages of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s
national saga of seventeenth-century wars,
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Trilogy, onto the soil of Bialystok voivodeship
in the summer of 1941. Ever since Khmiel-
nicki’s peasant wars (which in Jewish mytholo-
gized memory are encoded by the terrifying
word Khurban, catastrophe, a foreshadowing
of the Shoah), Jews had suffered the destruc-
tive force inimical to everything different that
lay in wait in the countryside of those lands,
bursting into the open, occasionally, in parox-
ysms of violence. Evidently, rzez i rabacja
(slaughter and plunder) remained in the stand-
ing repertory of collective behavior in these.
parts and was played out every so often during
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.’
Where did this explosive potential come
from? We must remember that in the back-
ground of anti-Jewish violence there always
lurked a suspicion of ritual murder, a convic-
tion that Jews use for the preparation of Pass-
over matzoh the fresh blood of innocent
Christian children. It was a deeply ingrained
belief among many Polish Catholics, and not
simply among residents of the boondocks.
After all, rumors that Jews were engaging in
these practices drew incensed crowds into the

streets of Polish cities at a moment’s notice
even after the Second World War. This was
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the mechanism that triggered the most infa-
mous postwar pogroms, in Cracow in 194§
and in Kielce in 1946.> And nothing could
frighten activists of Jewish Committees, or
Jewish survivors after the war, more than a
visit to their neighborhood from a concerned
Christian parent looking around for a missing
child?

The Shoah has been portrayed in scholarly
literature as a phenomenon rooted in moder-
nity. We know very well that in order to kill
millions of people, an efficient bureaucracy is
necessary, along with a (relatively) advanced
technology. But the murder of Jedwabne Jews
reveals yet another, deeper, more archaic layer
of this enterprise. I am referring not only to
the motivations of the murderers—after all,
Jedwabne residents and peasants from Y.omza
County could not yet have managed to soak
up the vicious anti-Jewish Nazi propaganda,
even if they had been willing and ready—but
also to primitive, ancient methods and murder
weapons: stones, wooden clubs, iron bars, fire,
and water; as well as the absence of organiza-
tion. It is clear, from what happened in Jed-
wabne, that we must approach the Holocaust
as a heterogeneous phenomenon. On the one
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hand, we have to be able to account foritasa
system, which functioned according to a pre-
conceived (though constantly evolving) plan.
But, simultaneously, we must also be able to
see it as a mosaic composed of discrete epi-
sodes, improvised by local decision-makers,
and hinging on unforced behavior, rooted in
God-knows-what motivations, of all those
who were near the murder scene at the time.
This makes all the difference in terms of as-
sessing responsibility for the killings, as well
as calculating the odds for survival that con-
fronted the Jews.
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HAT DO PEOPLE
REMEMBER?

One of the premier authors of modern He-
brew literature, Aharon Appelfeld, returned in
1996 to his native village near Czernovitz,
where he had spent the first eight and a half
years of his life, untill June 1941. “What does
a child of eight and a half remember? Almost
nothing. But, miraculously, that ‘almost noth-
ing’ has nourished me for years. Not a day
passes when I’'m not at home. In my adopted
country of Israel, I have written thirty books
that draw directly or indirectly upon the vil-
lage of my childhood, whose name is found
only on ordinance maps. That ‘almost noth-
ing’ is the well from which I draw and draw,
and it seems that there is no end to its waters.”
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And so when he returned fifty years later, the
beauty and odd familiarity of the landscape
once again evoked a sense of well-being and
careless joy. “Who could imagine that in this
village, on a Saturday, our Sabbath, sixty-two
souls, most of them women and children,
would fall prey to pitchforks and kitchen
knives, and I, because I was in a back room,
would manage to escape to the cornfields and
hide?”!

Appelfeld had come to the village with his
wife and a film crew that was recording his
return to the native village. A group of local
people gathered to look the strangers over;
when Appelfeld asked about the burial site of
the Jews who were murdered during the war,
it seemed that no one could give him an an-
swer. But after a time it emerged that he had
lived there as a child, and then someone
who had gone to school with him recognized
him. Eventually “a tall peasant came up, and,
as if in an old ceremony, the village people ex-
plained to him what I wanted to know. He
raised his arm and pointed: it was over there,
on a hill. There was silence, then an out-
pouring of speech, which I could not under-
stand.”
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Appelfeld continues, “It turned out that
what the people of the village had tried to con-
ceal from me was well known, even to the chil-
dren. I asked several little children, who were
standing near the fence and looking at us,
where the Jews’ graves were. Right away, they
raised their hands and pointed.” And they all
went toward that hill, not speaking much
along the way, until “finally one of them said,
‘Here is the grave.” He pointed at an unculti-
vated field. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘I buried
them,’ the peasant replied. He added, ‘I was
sixteen.” ™

Just as Appelfeld found his mother’s grave
half a century after her violent death in his na-
tive village, another writer, Henryk Grynberg
in Poland, found the skeleton of his father,
killed in the spring of 1944, near the place
where the family had hidden at the time. Local
villagers knew very well who had murdered
Grynberg, when and for what reason, as well
as where the body was buried. Polish film au-
diences could see the whole story unfold as a
handheld camera followed Grynberg’s quest
for his father’s grave in the prizewinning doc-
umentary by Pawel Loziniski called The Place
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of Birth. And of course the entire population
of Jedwabne knows very well what took place
in their town on July 10, 1941.

That is why I believe that detailed recol-
lections of this epoch are preserved in every
town and village where Jews were murdered.
And this is as it should be—for those who
witnessed such a horrible tragedy would be
callous indeed if they had all but forgotten
what happened. But this is also a curse—for
not infrequently the local population did not
merely witness the murder of their Jewish
neighbors but were actively involved in the
killing. How can we otherwise explain why
after the war the Gentiles who had offered as-
sistance to Jews at the risk of their own lives—
Gentiles who were later recognized by the Yad
Vashem authority as the Righteous Amongst
Nations—as a rule feared revealing before
their neighbors that they had hidden Jews
under the German occupation?’

That they had ample reasons to be afraid
we can learn from the people whose lives are
forever connected to the history of Jedwabne
Jews. I will not recount the full story of how
the Wyrzykowski family managed to save
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Wasersztajn and six other Jews during the oc-
cupation. But what happened to them after the
liberation does pertain to our topic.

I, Aleksander Wyrzykowski, together with my
wife Antonia, we wanted to make the following
deposition. When the Red Army came, these mar-
tyrs were free; we dyessed them up as best we
could. The first one went to his house, but bis fam-
ily had perished so he came to eat with us. The
rest went to their places. One Sunday I noticed
that guerrillas* were coming and they said, We’ll
come over today and get vid of the Jew, and the
other said that they would kill everybody one
night. From this time on the few slept in the
freld in a dugout for potatoes; I gave him a pillow
and my coat. I went to warn the others as well.
They stavted to hide. The two girls who were
their fiancées the guerrillas had nothing against,
and those bandits told them not to say a word to
their fiances that they came. This same night they
came to us to get the Few; they said to give him
away, that they would kill him and would no
longer bother us. My wife replied that I had gone
to visit my sister; and that the Jew had gone to
tomza and hadn’t come back. Then they started
10 beat her so that she didn’t have a white patch
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on ber body, only black skin everywhere. They
took what good things they found in the house
and told ber to drive them back. My wife took
them in a horse cart near to fedwabne. When she
returned, the Jew came out of the bhiding place
and saw how she was beaten up. After a certain
time another few, Fanek Kubrzasiski, came. We
talked afterward and decided to run away from
this place. We took residence in Lomza. My wife
left a little child with ber parents. From Lomza
we moved to Bialystok, because we feared for our
lives. . . . In 1946 we moved to Bielsk Podlaski.
But after a few years this was found out, and we
bad to leave Bielsk Podlaski.

So the stigma of having helped Jews during
the occupation stuck to the Wyrzykowski
family for good, and it followed them from
place to place and, as it turned out, also from
generation to generation.’ Antonia Wyrzy-
kowska in the end escaped across the ocean
and settled in Chicago. The son of Antonia
Wyrzykowska’s nephew, who remained near
Jedwabne, was called “a Jew” whenever his

playmates got angry.
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OLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY

Even though the Nazi-conceived project of
the eradication of world Jewry will remain, at
its core, a mystery, we know a lot about various
mechanisms of the “final solution.” And one
of the things we do know is that the Einsatz-
gruppen, German police detachments, and var-
ious functionaries who implemented the “final
solution” did not compel the local population
to participate directly in the murder of Jews.
Bloody pogroms were tolerated, sometimes
even invited, especially after the opening of
the Russo-German war—a special directive
was issued to this effect by the head of the
Main Reich Security Office, Reinhardt Hey-
drich.! A lot of prohibitions concerning the
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Jews were issued as well. In occupied Poland,
for example, people could not, under penalty
of death, offer assistance to Jews hiding out-
side of the German-designated ghettos.
Though there were sadistic individuals who,
particularly in camps, might force prisoners to
kill each other, in general nobody was forced
to kill the Jews. In other words, the so-called
local population involved in killings of Fews did so
of its own free will.

And if in collective Jewish memory this
phenomenon is ingrained—that local Polish
people killed the Jews because they wanted to,
not because they had to—then Jews will hold
them to be particularly responsible for what
they have done. A murderer in uniform re-
mains a state functionary acting under orders,
and he might even be presumed to have men-
tal reservations about what he has been or-
dered to do. Not so a civilian, killing another
human being of his own free will—such an
evildoer is unequivocally but a murderer.

Poles hurt the Jews in numerous interac-
tions throughout the war. And it is not exclu-
sively killings that are stressed in people’s rec-
ollections from the period. One might recall,
for illustration, a few women described in an
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autobiographical fragment, “A Quarter-Hour
Passed in a Pastry Shop,” from a powerful
memoir by Michat Glowiriski, today one of
the foremost literary critics in Poland. He was
a little boy at the time of the German occupa-
tion. On this occasion an aunt had left him
alone for fifteen minutes in a little Warsaw
café; after sitting him down at a table with a
pastry, she went out to make a few telephone
calls. As soon as she left the premises, the
young Jewish boy became an object of scrutiny
and questioning by a flock of women who
could just as well have left him in peace.” Be-
tween this episode and the Jedwabne murders
one can inscribe an entire range of Polish-
Jewish encounters that, in the midst of all their
situational variety, had one feature in com-
mon: they all carried potentially deadly conse-
quences for the Jews.

When reflecting about this epoch, we
must not assign collective responsibility. We
must be clearheaded enough to remember
that for each killing only a specific murderer
or group of murderers is responsible. But we
nevertheless might be compelled to investi-
gate what makes a nation (as in “the Ger-
mans”) capable of carrying out such deeds. Or
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can atrocious deeds simply be bracketed off
and forgotten? Can we arbitrarily select from
a national heritage what we like, and proclaim
it as patrimony to the exclusion of everything
else? Or just the opposite: if people are indeed
bonded together by authentic spiritual affin-
ity—I have in mind a kind of national pride
rooted in common historical experiences of
many generations—are they not somehow re-
sponsible also for horrible deeds perpetrated
by members of such an “imagined commu-
nity”? Can a young German reflecting today
on the meaning of his identity as a German
simply ignore twelve years (1933-1945) of his
country’s and his ancestors’ history?

And even if selectivity in the process of
forging national identity is unavoidable (one
cannot write “everything” into one’s own self-
image, if only because nobody knows “every-
thing,” and, in any case, even with the best in-
tentions it would be next to impossible to have
a global recall), the boundaries of a collective
identity so constructed—in order to remain
authentic—would have to remain open forever.
Anyone must be at any time miwoémﬁ& to
challenge such a construct by asking how
some episode, or series of episodes, or an
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epoch from ancestral history, fits into the pro-
posed self-image of a nation.

Usually the canon of collective identity is
assembled from deeds that are somehow spe-
cial, striking, or remarkable. It is made up,
in other words, of actions that depart from
routine, that are unusual. And even though it
is only a Fryderyk, a Jan, or a Mikotaj who
has actually performed such deeds, as consti-
tutive components of the canon they also be-
long to the collective “us.” Hence Polish
music, most deservedly, is proud of “our”
Chopin; Polish science of “our” Copernicus;
and Poland thinks of itself as a “bastion of
Christianity [przedmurze chrzescijaristwa))” in
no small part because King Jan Sobieski de-
feated the Turks in an important battle near
Vienna. For this reason we are entitled to ask
whether deeds committed by the likes of Lau-
dafiski and Karolak—since they were so strik-
ing and unusual—engage Polish collective
identity as well.

My question is, of course, rhetorical, be-
cause we understand very well that such a mass
murder affects all in a community across time.
It is enough to recall a vocal public discussion
that was triggered by an article published in
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the largest Polish daily, Gazeta Wyborcza, by
Michat Cichy, in which he discussed the mur-
der of several Jews in Warsaw during the War-
saw Uprising, in the summer of 1944, noEw
mitted by a Polish Home Army detachment.
The spirited public reaction evidenced by .Hr.m
many letters sent to the editors after publica-
tion manifests how strongly such odious be-
havior by a group of demoralized young men
engages Poles half a century later. What of the
Jedwabne massacre, then, which %@ﬂw any-
thing we previously imagined concerning the
criminal aspect of Polish-Jewish relations dur-
ing the war?

137



m
|

J— -
gty

EW APPROACH TO SOURCES

The mass murder of Jedwabne Jews in the
summer of 1941 opens up historiography of
Polish-Jewish relations during the Second
.<<9.E War. Sedatives that were administered
In connection with this subject by historians
and journalists for over fifty years have to be
put aside. It is simply not true that Jews were
murdered in Poland during the war solely by
the Germans, occasionally assisted in the exe-

wamos of their gruesome task by some auxil-

iary police formations composed primarily of
Latvians, Ukrainians, or some other “Kal-

muks,” not to mention the proverbial “fall
guys” whom everybody castigated because it
Was so easy not to take responsibility for what
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they had done—the so-called szmalcowniks,
extortionists who made a profession of black-
mailing Jews trying to pass and survive in hid-
ing. By singling them out as culprits, histori-
ans and others have found it easy to bring
closure to the matter by saying that there is
“scum” in every society, that these were a
few “socially marginal” individuals, and that
they were dealt with by underground courts
anyway.'

After Jedwabne the issue of Polish-Jewish
relations during the war can no longer be put
to rest with such ready-made formulas. In-
deed, we have to rethink not only wartime but
also postwar Polish history, as well as reevalu-
ate certain important interpretive themes
widely accepted as explanations accounting for
outcomes, attitudes, and institutions of those
years.

To begin with, I suggest that we should
modify our approach to sources for this pe-
riod. When considering survivors’ testimo-
nies, we would be well advised to change the
starting premise in appraisal of their eviden-
tiary contribution from a priori critical to in
principle affirmative. By accepting what we
read in a particular account as fact until we find
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persuasive arguments to the contrary, we would
avoid more mistakes than we are likely to
commit by adopting the opposite approach,
which calls for cautious skepticism toward any
ﬂ.mmaBOU% until an independent confirmation of
its content bas been found. The greater the catas-
trophe the fewer the survivors. We must be
capable of listening to lonely voices reaching
us from the abyss, as did Wasersztajn’s testi-

mony before the memorial book of Jedwabne

Jews was published, or such as still remains, as

best I can tell, Finkelsztajn’s testimony about

the destruction of the Jewish community in

Radzil6éw.

I make the point, to some extent, on the
basis of my own experience. It took me four
years, as I stated at the beginning of this vol-
ume, to understand what Wasersztajn was
communicating in his deposition. But the
same conclusion—that we ought to accept as
true Jewish testimonies about atrocities com-
mitted by the local population until they are
proven false—suggests itself as we consider
the general absence in Polish historiography
of any studies about the involvement of the
ethnically Polish population in the destruction
of Polish Jewry. It is a subject of fundamental
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importance that has been extremely well doc-
umented. In the Jewish Historical Institute in
Warsaw alone one can find over seven thou-
sand depositions collected from the survivors
of the Holocaust immediately after the war,
which provide voluminous evidence of collu-
sion by the Poles in the destruction of their
Jewish neighbors. But quite often—as with
Wasersztajn’s and Finkelsztajn’s testimony—
these come from the only surviving witnesses,
who have utterly “incredible” stories to tell.
All T am arguing for is the suspension of our
incredulity.

But, in the last analysis, it is not our pro-
fessional inadequacy (as a community of histo-
rians of this period) that calls most compel-
lingly for revision in the approach to sources.
This methodological imperative follows from
the very immanent character of all evidence
about the destruction of Polish Jewry that we
are ever likely to come across.

All that we know about the Holocaust—by
virtue of the fact that it has been told—is not
a representative sample of the Jewish fate suf-
fered under Nazi rule. It is all skewed evi-
dence, biased in one direction: these are all
stories with a happy ending. They have all
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been produced by a few who were lucky
enough to survive. Even statements from wit-
nesses who have not survived—statements
that have been interrupted by the sudden
death of their authors, who therefore left only
fragments of what they wanted to say—belong
to this category. For what has reached us was
written only while the authors were still alive.
About the “heart of darkness” that was also
the very essence of their experience, about
their last betrayal, about the Calvary of go per-
cent of the prewar Polish Jewry—we will
never know. And that is why we must take lit-
erally all fragments of information at our dis-
posal, fully aware that what actually happened
to the Jewish community during the Holo-
caust can only be more tragic than the existing

representation of events based on surviving
evidence.
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S IT POSSIBLE TO BE
SIMULTANEOUSLY A VICTIM
AND A VICTIMIZER?

Warisa myth-creating experience in the life
of every society. But in Eastern, Central, and
Southern Europe it is continuously a source
of vivid, only too often lethal, legitimization
narratives. The memory, indeed the symbol-
ism, of collective, national martyrology during
the Second World War is paramount for the
self-understanding of Polish society in the
twentieth century.! Every town has its sacred
sites commemorating victims of terror; every
family its horror stories of executions, impris-
onment, and deportation. How can we fit the
unvarnished history of Polish-Jewish relations
during the war into this picture? After all, Jed-
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wabne—though perhaps one of the most ex-
cessive (the most excessive, it must be hoped)
of all murderous assaults by Poles against the
Jews—was not an isolated episode. And it
prompts us to ask a question: can one, as a
group with a distinctive collective identity, be
at the same time a victim and a perpetrator? Is
it possible to suffer and inflict suffering at the
same time?

In the postmodern world the answer to
such questions is very simple—of course it is
possible. Furthermore, such an answer has al-
ready been given with reference to collective
experiences during the Second World War.
When the Allies finally occupied Germany
and “discovered” concentration camps, they
made an effort to confront every German with
knowledge of Nazi crimes as part of their de-
nazification campaign. The response of Ger-
man public opinion was rather unexpected:
Armes Deutschland, “Poor Germany.” This
was how news of German crimes perpetrated
during the war resonated within German soci-
ety: the world will hate us for what the Nazis
have done. It was apparently easy for the Ger-
mans to take on a sense of victimization since
it alleviated, in a manner of speaking, the bur-
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den of responsibility for the war and suffering
inflicted on countless victims.
But such an overlay of contradictory nar-
ratives usually generates conflict and debate.
We might for illustration take note of a pro-
tracted public controversy sparked in Ger-
many by a photographic exhibition about
the German army’s role in genocide (Vernicht-
ungskrieg. Verbrechen der Webrmacht 1941 bis
1944), mounted by the Hamburg Institute for
Social Research. The regular army, where any
German male of draft age might have served,
was not supposed to have been involved in
the atrocities committed against the Jews (ac-
cording to the prevailing consensus). Of
course German historians knew that the army
had participated in atrocities, and wrote ac-
cordingly. Nevertheless, the wider public was
not ready to accept evidence that ran counter
to this deeply held conviction. Will acceptance
of responsibility for odious deeds perpetrated
during World War II—on top of a deeply in-
grained, and well-deserved, sense of victimiza-
tion suffered at the time—come easily and
naturally to the Polish public?
Jews who found themselves in DP camps
in Germany after the war—as we know, some
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200,000 Jews fled from Poland after 1943,
mostly to these camps—used to say that Ger-
mans would never forgive the Jews for what
they had done to them. One wonders whether
the same formula would not be a better expla-
nation of postwar Polish antisemitism than the
usually invoked Jewish names of prominent
Communist leaders from the Stalinist era
(typically Berman and Minc),” whose nefari-
ous deeds supposedly induced such general
negative attitudes toward the Jews among the
Polish public. |
Antipathy toward the Jews in Poland after

the war was widespread and full of aggression,
and one would be hard-pressed to demon-
strate that it resulted from a cool and detached
analysis of the postwar political situation pre-

vailing in the country. And one need not base

this assessment on conversations reported by
some oversensitive memoirist, or on a subjec-

tive reaction to someone’s glance, or a casual
remark. To prove the point, let us consider a
social phenomenon that engaged masses of
people in a sustained, risky, and undoubtedly
spontaneous manifestation of their deeply
held beliefs: workers’ strikes.
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In a very well researched study titled
Workers’ Strikes in Poland in the Years 1945—
1948 published in 1999*—that is, at a time
when a diligent scholar had full access to w=
the pertinent source materials—a young his-
torian, Lukasz Kaminski, meticulously re-
corded all the waves of workers’ protests that
swept through the country during those post-
war years. And a lot was happening in Poland
at the time. Communist authorities were suc-
cessively emasculating autonomous social and
political institutions, including labor unions
and mass political parties with a long tradi-
tion—such as the Polish Socialist Party .@uwmy
then under the leadership of Zygmunt Zutaw-
ski, and the Polish Peasant Party (PSL), led at
the time by Stanistaw Mikolajczyk, Stanistaw
Mierzwa, and Stefan Korboriski. By 1948 the
Gleichschaltung of autonomous institutions in
Poland was pretty much completed. They
were either absorbed into Communist-spon-
sored organizations or banned, their leaders
arrested, exiled, or silenced. And it turns out
that during this entire period the working
class put down its tools and went on strike for
reasons other than purely bread-and-butter issues
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only once: in order to protest the publication
in newspapers around the country of its own
alleged denunciations of the pogrom in
Kielce, where forty-two Jews had been killed
by a Polish mob on July 4, 1946.°

This is difficult to understand at first, so
let me simply quote from Kaminski’s study:

On Fuly 10 [1946] meetings were called in
several £.odZ factories in ovder to condemn the
perpetvators of the Kielce pogrom. People were re-
luctant to sign condemnatory statements. Never-
theless such statements were published the next
day in the newspapers. This resulted in protest
strikes. The first ones to go on strike were work-
ers from the L6z Thread Factory, and from fac-
tovies Scheibler and Grobman, who were joined
by workers from Buble, Zimmerman, Warta,
Tempo Rasik, Hofrichter, Gampe and Albrecht,
Gutman, Dietzel, Radziejewski, Wejrach, Kin-
derman, Wolczanka, and from two sawing work-
shops. At the beginning strikers demanded that
false information be corrected [about factory
workers’ allegedly signing those protests];
later a demand to release people condemmed [in
the summary trial fourteen people were sen-
tenced to death] was added. Protesters were
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very agitated; violence was used against those who
called for vesuming work. . . . This kind of work-
ers’ reaction was not atypical for the vest of the
country. Crews in many factories refused to vote
resolutions condemmning perpetrators of the pogrom.
In Lublin during a mass meeting of 1,500 rail-
waymen in this matter people were screaming,
"Down with the Jews,” “Shame, they came to de-
fend the Fews,” “Bierut [the President of Po-
land at the time] will not dare to sentence them
to death,” “Wilno and Lwéw bave to be ours.”®

There were many occasions during these
years to protest against the creeping commu-
nist takeover of Poland. But, obviously, this
was not the underlying motivation for the
wave of strikes following the Kielce pogrom.
And while these strikes make no sense as pro-
test against some imaginary “Judeo-com-
mune,” they are perfectly understandable as a
sign of frustration that one could no longer
properly defend innocent Polish Christian
children threatened by the murderous designs
of the Jews. This was, literally, the gist of com-
plaints overheard by a Jewish woman injured
in the Cracow pogrom of August 1945, as she
was being taken to a hospital emergency room:
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In the ambulance I beard comments of the escort-
ing soldier and the nurse who spoke about us as
Jewish scum, whom they have to save, and that
they shouldn’t be doing this because we murdered
children, that all of us should be shot. We were
taken to the hospital of St. Lazarus at Kopernika
street. I was first taken to the operating room.
After the operation a solider appeared, who said
that bhe will take everybody to jail after the opera-
tions. He beat up one of the wounded Fews wait-
ing for an operation. He held us under a cocked
gun and did not allow us to take a drink of water.
A moment later two railroad-men appeared and
one said “it’s a scandal that a Pole does not have
the civil courage to hit a defenseless person” and
he bit a wounded Jew. One of the hospital in-
mates bhit me with a crutch. Women, including
nurses, stood bebind the doors threatening us that
they are only waiting for the operation to be over
in order to vip us apart.’

In other words, postwar antisemitism was
widespread and predated any Communist at-
tempts to take power in Poland, because it was
firmly rooted in medieval prejudice about rit-
ual murder. It was also embedded in the expe-
rience of war.
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Why did the Wyrzykowski family have to
flee from its farm? “Hershek, you're still
alive?”—an incredulous sentence and a con-
temptuous look greeted Hershel Piekarz when
he emerged from his hiding place in the
woods.® Once again, such reactions were not
derived from belief in some mythical “Judeo-
commune” or anger over the Soviet-assisted
Communist takeover of Poland abetted by the
Jews. Hershel Piekarz, like other token Jews
who survived the war, and the Wyrzykowski
family, like other heroic Poles who had hidden
Jews during the war at great peril and then,
after the war, continued to hide this fact from
their neighbors—all of them were not hated
or feared as crypto-communists but rather as
embarrassing witnesses to crimes that had
been committed against the Jews. They could
also point to the illicit material benefits that
many continued to enjoy as a result of these
crimes. Their existence was a reproach, calling
forth pangs of conscience, as well as a poten-
tial threat.

151



Pt s e

OLLABORATION

And what about a classic wartime theme that,
as we know, has no place in Polish historiogra-
phy of the period—collaboration?! After all,
when Hitler launched his Blitzkrieg against
the USSR in June 1941, German soldiers were
received by the local population of former
Polish territories (which were incorporated in
1939 into the Soviet Union) as an army of
liberators! The commander of the under-
ground Polish Home Army (AK), General
Grot-Rowecki, sent a dispatch to London on
July 8, 1941, informing the Polish government
in exile about the friendly reception of the
German army throughout the so-called Kresy
Wschodnie (i.e., Eastern Borderlands).? “When
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the Germans attacked the Soviet army,” writes
a peasant from Bialystok voivodeship, “the
Polish population from these territories rather
gladly received the Germans, not realizing
that this was the most serious enemy of Pol-
ishness. In various little towns Germans were
received with flowers, etc. ... The sister of
one of the inhabitants returned from Biatystok
at that time and told about the enthusiastic re-
ception that the Germans received from the
Polish population of the city.” Or as in another
characteristic recollection, also from the Bia-
tystok area: “People started talking about the
pending war between Germans and Russkies,
which people very much desired, hoping that
the Germans would chase away the Russkies
and we would remain in place and the Rus-
sians would not manage to deportall of us. . . .
Finally in June 1941 a war broke out between
Germans and Russkies, and a few days later
Russians gave in. Great joy overcame people
who were hiding from the Russkies as they
were no longer afraid that they would be de-
ported to Russia, and everybody who met a
friend or a relative whom they had not seen for
some time, their first words of greeting were:
They will no longer deport us. It so happened
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that a priest from a neighboring parish was
passing through our village the day after the
Russkies moved out, and he called to everyone
he saw: They won’t deport us anymore. It is
probable that Russians made a mistake by
massively deporting Poles to Russia, and for
this action local people really grew to hate the
Russians.”

Indeed, over half of the prewar territory of
the Polish state had been liberated by June and
July of 1941 from Bolshevik rule, and the local
population—with the exception of Jews, of
course—recognized the event by welcoming
the entering Wehrmacht units with open
arms. Local residents promptly established
administrative bodies compliant with German
will and joined in the Vermichtungskrieg di-
rected against the “Jews and the Commis-
sars.”* Ramotowski and his accomplices, after
all, were put on trial because “they acted in a
manner that fostered the interests of the Ger-
man state,” and so forth.

We come here upon a fascinating subject
for a social psychologist—an overlay in collec-
tive memory of two episodes from this period.
Two conquests of this territory, by the Red
Army in 1939 and the Wehrmacht in 1941,
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seem grafted upon each other in preserved
narratives. To put it simply, enthusiastic Jew-
ish response to entering Red Army units was
not a widespread phenomenon at all, and it is
impossible to identify some innate, unique
characteristics of Jewish collaboration with
the Soviets during the period 1939-1941.°
On the other hand, it is manifest that the
local non-Jewish population enthusiastically
greeted entering Wehrmacht units in 1941
and broadly engaged in collaboration with the
Germans, up to and including participation in
the exterminatory war against the Jews.

Thus it appears that the local non-Jewish
population projected its own attitude toward
the Germans in 1941 (this story remains a
complete taboo and has never been studied in
Polish historiography) onto an entrenched
narrative about how the Jews allegedly be-
haved vis-a-vis the Soviets in 1939. The testi-
mony by Finkelsztajn concerning how Radzi-
16w’s local Polish population received the
Germans reads like a mirror image of widely
circulating stories about Galician Jews receiv-
ing the Bolsheviks in 1939.

And what about the episode of the Soviets’
recruiting secret police collaborators among
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Polish underground activists, reported by
Colonel Misiuriew and confirmed by the (au-
to)biography of Laudaiski? Could this be,
perhaps, a particular instance of a more gen-
eral phenomenon characteristic of this epoch?
Aren’t people compromised by collaboration
with a repressive regime predestined, so to
speak, to become collaborators of the next re-
pressive regime that gains power over the
same area? Such individuals would be inclined
to demonstrate enthusiasm for new rulers and
their policies right from the beginning, in
order to accumulate sufficient credit in ad-
vance, to balance their liabilities in case their
roles under a previous regime become known.

Alternatively, they will collaborate because.

they are such an obvious and easy target for
blackmail once their past record becomes
known to new rulers. Nazism, let us repeat,
following the German political philosopher
Eric Voegelin, is a regime that taps into the
evil instincts of human beings—not only be-
cause it elevates “rabble” into positions of
power, but also because of “the simple man,
who is a decent man as long as the society as

a whole is in order but who then goes wild,
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without knowing what he is doing, when dis-
order arises somewhere and the society is no
longer holding together.” |

The Second World War, or, to be more
precise, the Soviet and the German occupa-
tions that it brought, exposed provincial Po-
land for the first time to the modus operandi
of totalitarian regimes. And it is not surprising
that a society so afflicted did not stand up par-
ticularly well to the challenge, and that pro-
found demoralization resulted from both col-
lective experiences. To grasp this state of
affairs, we need not even reach for subtle diag-
nosis by sophisticated intellectuals, such as the
unsurpassed study of the impact of war on Pol-
ish society by literary scholar Kazimierz
Whyka, for example.” It is enough to recall the
plague of wartime banditry and alcoholism at-
tested to by virtually any contemporaneous
source; for illustration take a look, once again,
at the collection of peasant memoirs about
their wartime experiences that were submitted
in 1948 to a public “contest” organized by
the publishing house Czytelnik in Poland.
Krystyna Kersten and Tomasz Szarota pub-
lished submissions of some fifteen hundred
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authors in four thick volumes entitled Polish
Countryside, 1939-1948.}

For me the most shattering exemplar of
moral disintegration during those years, illus-
trating the breakdown of cultural taboos that
prohibit the murder of innocent human beings,
can be found in a story by a peasant woman
from a hamlet near Wadowice—a story in
which nobody gets killed, which must be read
also as a hymn to love and selfless sacrifice.
Karolcia Sapetowa, “a former maid,” left this
testimony with the staff of the Jewish Histori-
cal Commission, and it is now deposited at the
Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw:

Our family was composed of three children and
their parents. The youngest, Sammy Hochbeiser,
a little girl, Sally, and the oldest one, Izzy. Dur-
ing the first year of the war the father was killed.
When all the Jews were concentrated in the
ghetto, we separated. Every day I went to the
ghetto bringing along what I could, because 1
missed the children very much; I considered them
as mine. When things weve particularly bad in
the ghetto, the children came over to my place
and stayed with me until things quieted down.
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They felt at home at my place. In 1943 in March
the ghetto was liquidated. The youngest boy, by a
coincidence, was at my place on that day. I went
to the gate of the ghetto, which was survounded
by SS men and Ukrainians [auxiliary German
police formations made up of former citizens
of the USSR, sometimes referred to in short-
hand by Poles as “Ukrainians”] on all sides.
People were running avound like mad. Mothers
with children crowded belplessly near the gate.
Suddenly I saw the mother with Sally and Izzy.
The mother saw me as well, and she whispered
into the little givl’s ear—“Go to Karolcia.” Sally
without besitation squeezed like a little mouse be-
tween the tall boots of the Ukrainians, who mirac-
ulously did not notice her. With her bands belp-
lessly extended she van toward me. Stiff with
fear I went with Sally and an aunt toward my
village, Witanowice, near Wadowice. The mother
and Izzy were resettled, and they have not been
heard from since. Life was very difficult, and
one must believe that only a miracle saved these
children.

At the beginning the childven would go ou: of
the house, but when relationships got more tense,
I had to hide them inside. But even this did not
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belp. Local people knew that I was hiding Jewish
children, and threats and difficulties began from
all dirvections—that the children should be handed
over to the gestapo, that the whole village might
be burned in reprisals, or murdered, etc. The vil-
lage head was on my side, and this often gave me
peace of mind. People who were more aggressive
and insistent I appeased with an occasional gift,
or paid them off.

But this did not last long. SS men were always
looking avound, and again protests started until a
certain day they told me that we had to remove
the children from this world, and they put to-
gether a plan to take the childven to the barn and
there, when they fell asleep, to chop their heads off
with an ax.

I was walking around like mad. My elderly fa-
ther completely stiffened. What to do? What am
I to do? The poor miserable childven knew about
everything, and before going to sleep. they begged
us: “Karolciu, don’t kill us yet today. Not yet
today.” I felt that 1 was getting numb, and I de-
cided that 1 would not give up the children at
any price.

I got a brilliant idea. I put the children on a
cart, and I told everybody that I was taking them
out to drown them. I rode around the entire vil-
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lage, and everybody saw me and they believed,
and when the night came I returned with the
children. . . .°

Thhe story has a happy ending: the children
survived, and Sapetowa declares with deep
emotion that she will follow them anywhere
because she loves them more than anything in
the world. And we are left with a frightening
realization that the population of a little vil-
lage near Cracow sighed with relief only after
its inhabitants were persuaded that one of
their neighbors had murdered two small Jew-
ish children.

How wartime demoralization played it-
self out among the Polish peasants, insofar as
their attitude toward the Jews was concerned,
has been described with unparalleled elo-
quence by one of the most important mem-
oirists of this period, Dr. Zygmunt Klukowski,
director of the county hospital in the village
of Szczebrzeszyn, near Zamosé. After all the
Szczebrzeszyn Jews had been murdered, a
process that Klukowski chronicled in devasta-
ting detail in his Dziennik z lat okupacji zamoj-
szczyzny (Diary from the Years of Occupation
of the Zamosé Region), he writes, in despair,
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the following entry on November 26, 1942:
“Peasants afraid of reprisals catch Jews in
hamlets and bring them to town or sometimes
kill them on the spot. In general some terrible
demoralization has taken hold of people with
respect to Jews. A psychosis took hold of them
and they emulate the Germans in that they
don’t see a human being in Jews, only some
pernicious animal, which has to be destroyed
by all means, like dogs sick with rabies, or
rafts ¥

And thus by partaking in the persecution
of Jews during the summer of 1941, an inhab-
itant of these territories could simultaneously
endear himself to the new rulers, derive mate-
rial benefits from his actions (it stands to rea-
son that active pogrom participants had first
pick in the division of leftover Jewish prop-
erty), and go along with local peasants’ tradi-
tional animosity toward the Jews. If we add to
this mix encouragement by the Nazis and an
easily whipped-up sense that one was settling
scores with the “Judeo-commune” for indig-
nities suffered under the Soviet occupation—
then who could resist such a potent, devilish
mixture?!! Of course, indispensable precondi-
tions were prior brutalization of interpersonal
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relations, demoralization, and a general li-
cense to use violence. But these were exactly
the methods employed and mechanisms put in
place by both occupiers. It is not difficult to
imagine that among the most active partici-
pants in the Jedwabne pogrom were several
more secret collaborators of the NKVD (who
were mentioned in a memorandum from Col-
onel Misiurew to Secretary Popov), in addi-
tion to Laudanski, who conveniently told us in
his autobiography that he had spied for
the Soviets prior to killing the Jews for the
Germans.



OCIAL SUPPORT
FOR STALINISM

But time did not come to a halt in 1941. And
if we recognize that the mechanism I have just
described is psychologically and sociologically
plausible, then we are led to an interesting hy-
pothesis about the coming to power and estab-
lishment of Communist rule in Poland in the
years 1945-1948. In light of what has been
said here so far, I would venture a proposition
that in the process of Communist takeover in
Poland after the war, the natural allies of the
Communist Party, on the local level, were
people who had been compromised during the
German occupation.

We know, of course, that adherence to
Communism was a very authentic commit-
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ment for a considerable number of people; and
many supported the Communist Party before
and after the war because they were true be-
lievers, and not because they were conform-
ists, or because the Red Army was garrisoned
across the country. But in addition to drawing
from such a principled and idealistic pool of
supporters, twentieth-century totalitarianisms
always used manpower of a different sort.
Among their most valuable operatives and
confidants there were also people devoid of all
principles. Many students of totalitarianism
have made this point.’

Why wouldn’t Voegelin’s “rabble,” which
did the Nazis’ dirty work in occupied Poland,
reappear as the backbone of the Stalinist appa-
ratus of power five years later? I have in mind
the outer layer surrounding the core of stal-
wart Communists who, after all, were few and
far between in Poland, as we know. In the
name of what dearly held principles would
they refuse to serve a new master? Why would
they give up privileges that go with partaking
in the local apparatus of power (read—of ter-
ror)? Why would they go to jail rather than
to a police academy? Didn’t Laudaniski have
people of this ilk in mind when he wrote, “I
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believe that on shoulders like mine our work-
ers’ regime may rest”’?

One may also reflect in this light about the
process of the imposition of communist rule
from the vantage point of society rather than
that of the apparatus of power. From this point
of view, I would propose that communities
where Jews had been murdered by local inhab-
itants during the war were especially vulner-
able to sovietization. If social atomization is a
prerequisite for the effective establishment
and consolidation of communist monopoly of
power in society, then the only effective oppo-
sition against 2 communist takeover may come
from social milieus that are capable of gener-
ating solidarity. The question, then, may be
put in simple terms: Can a local community
that has just been involved in the murder of
its own neighbors generate such a response to
a hostile takeover? How can anyone trust
people who have murdered, or knowingly de-
nounced to their murderers, other human be-
ings? Furthermore, if we have acted as instru-
ments of violence, in the name of what
principles can we oppose the use of violence
turned against us by somebody else?

SOCIAL SUPPORT FOR STALINISM
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The issue can best be taken up as a factual
question, to be resolved by empirical research.
But at this stage it suggests a very intriguing
hypothesis, which inverts a well-established
cliché about this period by positing that anti-
semites rather than Jews were instrumental in es-
tablishing the Communist vegime in Poland after
the war. After all, in numerous districts, coun-
ties, little towns, and cities of provincial Po-
land there were no more Jews after the war,
because the few who survived fled as soon as
they could.? But in the establishment of the
“people’s Poland” somebody had to take the
business in hand throughout the country. So
kto kavo, who was taking in hand whom, as
Vladimir Ilich Lenin asked nearly a hundred
years ago? If only because of the ideological
evolution of the communist regime in Po-
land—which culminated in an outburst of of-
ficial antisemitism in March 1968*—I would
not outright dismiss a proposition that it was
indigenous lumpenproletariat rather than
Jews who served as the social backbone of Sta-
linism in Poland.



OR A NEW HISTORIOGRAPHY

"T'his so-called question of Polish-Jewish re-
lations during the war is like a loose thread in
the historiography of this period. If we grasp
and pull it, the entire intricately woven tapes-
try comes undone. It seems to me that anti-
semitism polluted whole patches of twentieth-
century Polish history and turned them into
forbidden subjects, calling forth stylized inter-
pretations whose role was to cover, like a fig
leaf, what had really happened.

But the history of a society can be con-
ceived as a collective biography. And just as in
a biography—which is also composed of dis-
crete episodes—everything in the history of a
society is in rapport with everything else. And
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if at some point in this collective biography a
big lie is situated, then everything that comes
afterward will be devoid of authenticity and
laced with fear of discovery. And instead of liv-
ing their own lives, members of such a com-
munity will be suspiciously glancing over their
shoulders, trying to guess what others think
about what they are doing. They will keep di-
verting attention from shameful episodes bur-
ied in the past and go on “defending Poland’s
good name,” no matter what. They will take
all setbacks and difficulties to be a conse-
quence of deliberate enemy conspiracies. Po-
land is not an exception in this respect among
European countries. And like several other na-
tions, in order to reclaim its own past, Poland
will have to tell its past to itself anew.

An appropriate memento is to be found—
where else?—in Jedwabne. Inscriptions were
engraved there on two stone monuments
commemorating the time of war. One of them
simply propagates a lie by stating that 1,600
Jedwabne Jews were killed by the Nazis. The
other, which was erected in post-1989 Poland,
is more revealing. It reads, “To the memory of
about 180 people including 2 priests who were
murdered in the territory of Jedwabne district
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in the years 1939-1956 by the NKWD, the
Nazis, and the secret police [UB].” Signed,
“society [spofeczeristwo]”. And thus it either
suggests that there were no Jews in Jedwabne
at all, or else offers an unwitting admission of
the crime. For, indeed, the 1,600 Jedwabne
Jews were killed neither by the NKVD, nor
by the Nazis, nor by the Stalinist secret police.
Instead, as we now know beyond reasonable
doubt, and as Jedwabne citizens knew all
along, it was their neighbors who killed them.

FOR A NEW HISTORIOGRAPHY
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OSTSCRIPT

The Jedwabne issue broke into the mass
media in Poland with the broadcasting of Ag-
nieszka Arnold’s documentary Where Is My
Older Brother Cain?, including a brief segment
of conversation with Sleszyriski’s daughter in
April 2000, and brilliant investigative re-
porting by Andrzej Kaczyiiski for the daily
newspaper Rzeczpospolita in May. His first arti-
cle, “Calopalenie,” devoted exclusively to the
Jedwabne massacre of Jews, was published on
the front page of this respected daily with na-
tionwide circulation of several hundred thou-
sand copies on May §, 2000. The follow-up
article appeared two weeks later, on May 19.
On the same day the Polish-language edition
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of Neighbors was launched at Warsaw’s Inter-
national Book Fair.

As Kaczyriski’s reporting confirmed, Jed-
wabne residents knew well that Jedwabne
Jews had been murdered by their neighbors
during the war. This was, and remains, an un-
contested issue. Furthermore, in conversa-
tions held in the ensuing weeks among Jed-
wabne’s mayor, the town’s citizens, and
Catholic Church representatives both in Jed-
wabne and in f.omza, as well as representa-
tives of the Jewish community from Warsaw
who came to Jedwabne, a consensus began to
emerge that the burial site of the Jewish vic-
tims will have to be properly identified and
marked as a cemetery, that the monument and
inscription on it will have to be changed to
reflect the truth of the events, and that the
whole story will have to be investigated and
told in all its details. Indeed in August 2000
the newly established Institute of National
Memory, which has the authority to issue in-
dictments in cases of “crimes against the Pol-
ish nation,” announced that it would open an
investigation of the Jedwabne massacre, and
that any perpetrators found still alive and lia-
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ble to prosecution would be brought to trial.
In conclusion, I believe that we have reached
a threshhold at which the new generation,
raised in Poland with freedom of speech and
political liberties, is ready to confront the un-
varnished history of Polish-Jewish relations
during the war.
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