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The 1939–1940 deportations
of Polish civilians
to Siberia and Central Asia

Center: Zofia PtaÊnik (1890–1941) with her son Mieczysław, family and friends in her homestead of Szczepłoty (1936).
Standing behind her is her translator’s father who was murdered by the Soviets at Katyn in 1940.
Photo courtesy of survivor Mieczysław PtaÊnik.
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From the Editor
Professor Harold Segel’s essay (delivered
as a lecture at Rice University in October 2000) gives the issue of Polish literary presentations of Jewish topics a
much-needed non-Polish perspective.
Polish scholars are generally enamoured
of the thesis that pre-partition Poland
treated Jews well, as witnessed by the
multiplicity of Jewish institutions that
came to being in the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, eventually to congeal
into a Jewish nation. In this vein, Segel’s
contention that 19th-century Polish literature generally treated Jewish subjects
without malice rings pleasantly to Polish
ears. The same could be said of the comparison between Eliza Orzeszkowa and
Stanisław Vincenz on the one hand, and
Yiddish literature on the other. However,
Segel also notes that from a Jewish perspective, Polish representations of Jews
(Orzeszkowa being a prime example)
appear condescending and shallow.
Segel’s insights help explain why today’s
American Jews reject such portrayals as
Orzeszkowa’s Meir Ezofovicz,
Mickiewicz’s Jankiel, or Cyprian
Norwid’s “Jews of Poland,” attributing
unacceptable condescension to their authors. From a Polish perspective, however, it may appear that such a wholesale
rejection amounts to a rejection of the
notion of reciprocity, thus endangering a
necessary dialogue with the Other. To
quote Dipesh Chakrabarty, it creates “the
field of possibilities that is already structured from the very beginning in favor
of certain outcomes.”
Segel rightly notes that Polish scholarship on Polish Jews compares unfavorably with German scholarship on German Jews. The sentimentality of some
Polish responses to Jewish subjects is
matched only by their shallowness. I remember visiting Poland after some Jewish congress had taken place there, and
the puzzlement of gift shop owners who
stacked their stores with little sculptures
of Hasidic Jews and wondered why
American Jews never bought them.
American Polonia loves to purchase
Cracovian costumes, so why wouldn’t
American Jews purchase the likenesses
of their great-grandfathers? Again, a
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misunderstanding of major proportions
that stems partly from Polish unwillingness to engage in a serious study of the
history of Polish lands.
The present issue also contains segments of Zofia PtaÊnik’s Diary. This 50year-old Polish woman was one of the
victims of Soviet crimes committed
against Polish civilians. Coincidentally,
the issue also carries an announcement
of a lecture by Leonard Krazynski, Honorary Consul of Poland in Houston, about
his recollection of a deportation to
Kazakhstan. Nearly one million Polish
citizens were so deported, and about half
died of various hardships, while tens of
thousands were executed.
The PtaÊnik family picture on our front
cover was taken on the occasion of the
blessing of a new water mill erected on
Zofia PtaÊnik’s farm in 1936. In a feminist vein, this middle-aged widow with
an underage son could have taken pride
in her business ability and her industriousness: she ran the farm after her husband died, and she made it grow. It was
this kind of family that the Soviets prioritized on their “destruction lists” when
they attacked Poland on 17 September
1939: Polish, Catholic, enterprising. To
destroy this middle-class way of life was
the goal. There is too little understanding in American academia of why this
destruction was so ardently desired. The
social breakdown caused by so massive
an elimination from society of potential
role models has not been studied.
We have initiated a new section of our
journal titled “Our Take.” It is dedicated
to current philosophical, cultural and social issues of interest to Americans of
Central and Eastern European background. In the inaugural essay, we
polemicize with Stanley Fish’s contention that values are relative and that there
is no need to seek universal standards in
social and political life. Americans of
Polish background in particular would
likely take exception to Professor Fish’s
views. We feel it is important that such polemics be carried out in a journal that deals
with postcommunist East and Central Europe, for it was a dedication to universal
values that sustained Polish SolidarnoÊç and
made communist rulers retreat before this
mass movement .
∆
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The Sarmatian Review Index
Demography
Number of Catholics in the United States: 63,683,030.
Source: 2001 Official Catholic Directory, as reported by Houston Chronicle, 16 June 2001.

Percentage of Americans 25 and older that had at least a bachelor's degree in 2000: 25 percent.
Source: New York Times, 6 August 2001.

Number of Russian Orthodox parishes and number of Russian Orthodox worshipers on the territory of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1772: several hundred and 250,000, respectively.
Number of Russian Orthodox parishes and worshipers in the same territory in 1914: 6,000 and 10 million,
respectively.
Reasons for change: intensive program of Russification through (not infrequently forced) conversion of people
to Russian Orthodoxy.
Source: Piotr Paszkiewicz, W słuÏbie imperium rosyjskiego, Warsaw 1999, p. 303.

Postcommunist ecology
Percentage decline in commercial fishing in the Sea of Azov (it drains into the Black Sea) since the 1970s: 97
percent.
Source: Paul Goble, “Another Dead Sea,” RFE/RL, 20 June 2001.

Trade
Increase in trade between Russia and the United States in 2000 (since 1999): 3 percent, to more than $7.31
billion.
The structure of Russian exports to the United States (worth $4.63 billion): 80 percent of exports were raw
materials and semi-finished goods: precious stones and metals, aluminum and aluminum products, iron and
steel, inorganice chemical goods and crude oil and oil products.
Source: Associated Press (Moscow), 15 June 2001.

Keeping up with the world or falling behind?
Number of students from Poland at American universities in 1997, 1999/2000, and 2000/2001: 1707, 1363 (of whom
61.7 percent were undergraduates), and 2432, respectively.
Number of Polish students who took the TOEFL English test in 1999/2000: 1950.
Number of students worldwide who took this test in that year: 317,708.
Source:

American Universities Admission Program (AUAP), <http://www.auap.com>, as of 5 July and 24 November 2001.

Education
Number of pupils in primary and secondary schools in Poland in September 2001: 6.6 million.
Source: Michał Jankowski in Donosy, 4 September 2001.

Pornography and crime
Amount of pornographic materials produced in Moscow each month: two million pornographic video cassettes
and 500,000 CDs.
Percentage of child pornography in this material: 10 to 15 percent.
Source: Moscow economic crimes chief Vladimir Tsvetkov and interior ministroy official Yuri Belkin, as reported by AFP,
23 August 2001.

Ranking of the number of murders per 100,000 people in the year 2000: 1. South Africa 2. Russia (22,000
murders committed in the first 8 months of 2001).
Source: General Vladimir Gordiyenko, as reported by AFP, 3 October 2001.

Opinions on death penalty
Percentage of Poles who are in favor of restoring the death penalty: 66 percent.
Percentage of those against: 24 percent.
Among those who are against, percentage of university and high school students is 36 percent, self-declared
right-wingers 35 percent, and teenagers 35 percent.
Source: OBOP poll, as reported by Michał Jankowski in Donosy, 23 August 2001.

Economy
Percentage of land in the Russian Federation approved on 20 September 2001 by the Duma for conditional sale
to private entities (in spite of strong opposition from those who oppose private ownership of land): 2 percent.
Source: AFP (Moscow), 20 September 2001.

Russian GDP as percentage of world GDP: 1 percent.
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Trade with Russia as percentage of world trade: 1 percent.
Source: Marielle Eudes of AFP, 20 September 2001.

Percentage of Poland’s GDP produced by farming: 4.8 percent.
Percentage of Poland’s population employed in farming: over 20 percent.
Source: AFP, 24 September 2001.

Percentage drop in new foreign direct investment in Poland in the first half of 2001 (as compared to the first
half of 2000): 13.6 percent.
Cumulative foreign investment in Poland from 1989 to 30 June 2001: $52.2 billion.
Countries that invested most: France ($8.5 billion), United States (7.5 billion), Germany ($2.3 billion).
Breakdown by region: 68.1 percent from the European Union; 15.9 percent from North America.
Breakdown by branch of economy in which investments were made: industry, 41.8 percent; finance, 23 percent;
transport and telecommunications, 1.6 percent.
Source: AFP (Warsaw) 28 September 2001.

Polish elections
Results of the 23 September 2001 elections: the SLD alliance with the Union of Work (UP): 41.4 percent of the
vote and 216 seats in the Sejm; center-right Civic Platform (PO): 12.7 percent and 65 seats; Polish Peasant
Party (PSL): 8.7 percent and 42 seats; the radical farmers’ union Samoobrona: 10.3 percent and 53 seats;
Polish Family League: 7.7 percent and 38 seats; Law and Justice Party: 9.79 percent and 44 seats; the German
minority 2 (guaranteed) seats.
Source: AFP, 27 September 2001.

Number of seats in the Polish Sejm (lower house): 460.
Number of candidates and parties who competed for these seats during the elections (data from 23 September
2001): 7,800 candidates from 15 parties and coalitions.
Number of seats in the Polish Senate: 100.
Number of candidates who competed for these seats: 430.
Number of Poles of voting age: 29 million.
Source: AFP (Warsaw), 19 September 2001.

Money
Size of Polish M2 money supply in August 2001: 318.45 billion zlotys ($75.26 billion, an increase of 8.2
percent since January 2001). M2 money supply includes banknotes in circulation, term and demand deposits,
and savings bonds.
Source: National Bank of Poland, as reported by AFP (Warsaw), 14 September 2001.

Movies
Number of persons who saw Sienkiewicz’s Quo Vadis (recently produced by Jerzy Kawalerowicz) during the
first weekend (14–15 September 2001) of its screening in theaters: 300,000.
Number of viewers necessary to break even with the production costs of $18 million: 7 million.
Source: Donosy, September 2001.

Russian perceptions of Germans
Percentage of Russians who say they are fond of Germans: 67 percent.
Source: Public Opinion Fund Poll (1,500 people were questioned), as reported by AFP, 21 September 2001.

Catholicism in Kazakhstan
Estimated numbers of Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Muslims in Kazakhstan (pop. 15 million: 400,000, 5 million,
7.5 million.
Out of these, percentage of people who actively practice their religion: an estimated 5 percent.
Number of Catholic priests and Catholic parishes in Kazakhstan: 30 priests (mostly Polish-born), 17 parishes
and 160 locations where parishes have not yet been established owing to a lack of priests and money.
Source: Stanisław Zasada, Îycie (Warsaw), 22 September 2001.

Memory
Name of the largest university in the Russian Empire in 1832: the University of Vilnius, founded by the Polish
King Stefan Batory in 1587.
Fate of that university: it was liquidated in 1832 as a ‘disseminator of Polishness.’
Source: Piotr Paszkiewicz, W słuÏbie imperium rosyjskiego, Warsaw 1999, p. 39.

Title of #1 bestselling book in the United States in 1898: Quo Vadis by Henryk Sienkiewicz.
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The Jew in Polish and Russian
Literatures
Harold B. Segel
The topic of my lecture is the Jew in Polish and Russian
literatures. At the outset I want to make two clarifications. When I speak about the Jew, or Jews, in one literature or another my focus is on the representation of Jewish characters in texts by non-Jewish authors. While there
certainly have been prominent writers of Jewish background in both Polish and Russian literatures, how the
Jewish author portrays Jewish characters and issues is less
interesting to me than what a given literature tells me about
the perception of Jews in texts by writers representative,
if you will, of the host culture. A non-Jew writing about
Jews may have a very similar approach to a Jew writing
about Jews, but will invariably be perceived differently.
I’ll return to this point later. I should also like to mention,
mostly for the record, that Jewish writers in both Polish
and Russian have not in most instances felt a need, culturally or morally, to write about their fellow Jews. Three
of the finest Polish writers of Jewish origin in the twentieth century, the poet Julian Tuwim and the prose writers
Bruno Schultz and Kazimierz Brandys, showed little demonstrable interest in Jewish subjects. Adolf Rudnicki,
Julian Stryjkowski, Hanna Krall, and Henryk Grynberg,
on the other hand—to mention just a few names—have
drawn extensively on the Jewish experience in Poland,
above all the Holocaust, in their works. The same pattern
is true for the Russians. With writers such as Eduard
Bagritsky, Ilya Ehrenburg, Osip Mandelshtam, and Boris
Pasternak, their Jewish origins inclined them only to a
fitful interest in things Jewish or to a less than universally sympathetic disposition toward their Jewish characters. Isaac Babel, reared in heavily Jewish Odessa and
intimately familiar with the city’s Jewish culture, was less
reticent about writing on Jewish subjects and gave serious thought to the entire matter of the Jews in Russian
post-revolutionary society and culture.
A Christian writing about Jews may have a very
similar approach to a Jew writing about Jews, but
will invariably be perceived differently.
Both Poland and the Soviet Union had huge Jewish
populations on the eve of World War II. In the case of the
Poles, the Jewish community amounted to about ten percent of the total population of the country, or some
3,500,000 people, the largest Jewish population in the
world at the time outside the United States. This is staggering when one considers that out of a population of
over 50,000,000 people in interwar Germany, no more
than 500,000 were Jewish. Moreover, the German Jews
were highly assimilated and well woven into the fabric of
German social and cultural life. Although assimilation had
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made important strides in Poland from the rebirth of the
country after World War I to the German invasion in September 1939, many Jews still lived isolated lives in small
provincial communities known as shtetls and in predominantly Jewish districts in the large Polish cities. The majority of Polish Jews on the eve of the war still spoke
Yiddish as their primary language. Yiddish of course was
also spoken by Jews in the USSR, but by fewer people
than in Poland. During the years of Soviet rule from the
Revolution in 1917 to the German invasion of 1941, a
relentless campaign of secularization and cultural assimilation all but eliminated Jewish social and cultural selfcontainment. To no small extent, this extended the promotion of Jewish assimilation in tsarist times. Under the
empire, Russian official impediments to unregulated Jewish settlement and entry into the professions via a higher
education encouraged the assimilationist tendencies, including conversion, of Jews in urban areas and among
those afforded the opportunity to make careers in the arts
and business.
From a Jewish point of view, much of this Polish
‘positivist’ literature about Jews would appear to be
stereotypical and condescending, somewhat like the
treatment of blacks in older southern American fiction.
The Poles, by comparison, were, in a way—like the
Jews—a subject people from the Third Partition to the
reacquisition of Polish independence in 1918. In the Russian partition, which held the largest number of Jews in
the former Polish lands, the Poles had little direct say in
the everyday conduct of the Jewish communities in their
midst. As an imperial power, and an enormous
multiethnic, multicultural, and multireligious state, the
Russian authorities had no appreciably greater interest in
the Jews than in the non-Russian Slavs including the conquered Poles, the Finns, or the various Turkic and other
Muslim peoples within their borders.
As a great state if not an empire from the sixteenth to at
least the middle of the eighteenth century, Poland, or more
properly the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, was also
multiethnic, multireligious, and multicultural. But its minority populations were smaller than those of the Russian
Empire, and the Jewish community both because of its
size and its degree of separateness tended to attract the
greatest attention from legislators and writers.
When one reads the major texts of imaginative and political literature of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
the conclusion is inevitably reached that the Jews were
rarely seen as an autonomous entity. What I mean is that
whatever interest in the Jew is reflected in Old Polish literature it must be seen within the context of the
longstanding rivalry over political power between the
Crown and the masses of the landed gentry, or szlachta,
who historically made up eleven to twelve percent of the
population. Over the course of the fifeenth and sixteenth
centuries, effective political power in Poland passed
largely into the hands of the nobility of whom the largest
number were the szlachta. This power was achieved at
the cost of centralized monarchic authority and a strong
bourgeoisie. The szlachta left its stamp on almost every
aspect of Polish life and the Jew was no exception.

838

THE SARMATIAN REVIEW

The attitude of the szlachta historically toward the
Jews was one by and large of benign neglect. The limitations on Jewish ownership of land and access to commerce were somewhat more stringent than those applied
to town populations once the Polish Diet became an instrument of szlachta political ambition. It was not a matter of religious bias as such against the Jews on the part of
the szlachta—unlike in Russia where religious intolerance existed for hundreds of years—but practicality and
expediency. Hand in hand with their acquisition of political power, the Polish gentry also acquired considerable
economic power by gradually taking control of trade and
keeping landed properties in their hands as much as possible. Once the Jew was put in his place within the economic system of the country, he was left alone to practice
his religion freely, to run his own community, to have his
own school and even judicial system, to cultivate the use
of Yiddish as an everyday language (unlike Hebrew which
was reserved for religious purposes), and to observe traditional patterns of dress.
What this meant was that thanks to the indifference of
the gentry and at the same time a certain type of tolerance
common to the class, the Jews were allowed to evolve
into the “state within a state” they were often later accused of by Poles (and Russians as well). As the nineteenth-century Polish writer Klemens Janosza (real name
Szaniawski) acknowledged in his treatise “Nasi Îydzi w
miasteczkach i na wsiach” (Our Jews in Towns and Villages, 1889):
Thus we do not have the slightest possibility of parting
with the Jews. The tempests of history drove them here, and
the lack of foresight of our legislators created of them a
nation in a nation and safeguarded their separateness until the
present day. We must reckon, therefore, with accomplished
facts. And since we cannot part with them, we must live
alongside themand exert every effort to make that life as
bearable as possible for both parties.

From a Jewish perspective, this state of affairs can be
looked at in different ways. A secular, assimilationist Jew
would argue that the Jews had this separateness imposed
on them by a Polish gentry intent on ghettoizing the Jewish community in order to stifle economic competition
and cultural penetration. The observant, traditionalist Jew,
on the other hand, might argue—if indeed he even looked
at it in such a light—that the policy or policies of Polish
legislators made it possible for the Jews to pursue their
own way of life in largely autonomous circumstances.
Once the Poles lost their independence in the partitions
and like the Jews developed their own diaspora, the otherness of the Jews began to be seen in a less simplistic
light. On one hand, the lack of integration of the Jews
into everyday Polish life was regarded by some as a wrong
badly in need of rectification if Poland was ever to emerge
whole again from the partitions. A similar attitude prevailed toward the peasantry and the bourgeoisie. On the
other hand, there were those especially in the first half of
the nineteenth century in the time of the so-called Great
Emigration who viewed the Jews as a people of diaspora
capable of providing the Poles an example, if not precisely a model, of how a traditional way of life could be
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preserved and nurtured in the adverse conditions of emigration. This was especially true of the Polish Romantics,
the most prominent of whom—the poet Adam
Mickiewicz—became émigrés and who felt a profound
responsibility to keep the spirit of Polishness alive wherever diaspora communities of Poles existed from France
to Turkey and as far away as South America.
In order to better illustrate my point about the different
perspectives regarding the Jew on the part of the Russian
imperial authorities and the Poles of the diaspora, let’s
take a look at two acknowledged masterpieces of Slavic
and European Romantic literature—Aleksandr Pushkin’s
Eugene Onegin (1831) and Adam Mickiewicz’s Pan
Tadeusz (1834). The setting of the Russian text is the
world of fashionable society which functions as a foil for
the development of the principal character of the novel in
verse, a bored and restless young man who carries the
seeds of his own destruction in his malaise. Mickiewicz’s
Pan Tadeusz recalls the high hopes in Poland’s deliverance at the hands of Napoleon on the eve of the great
campaign against Russia. Written for his fellow émigrés
in the diaspora as well as for the Poles in the partitioned
lands, Mickiewicz’s work is a nostalgic evocation of a
time of great hope and promise, the sad outcome of which
is barely hinted at toward the end of the work. The emphasis instead is on the commonality of a shared culture,
of shared aspirations, and of a shared belief in the eventual righting of historical wrongs. If Pushkin’s world is
that of the glittering salons of the capital, Mickiewicz’s is
that of the provincial Polish gentry in the Lithuanian region where he himself grew up. The familiar landscape
of the gentry in Pan Tadeusz includes the traditional figure of the Jewish innkeeper. At first glance it may appear
that this Jew, Jankiel by name, is nothing more or less
than a stock character. But Jankiel is special, the pious
Jew who harbors love for and loyalty to Poland and is
assigned a unique role at the banquet with which the poem
ends. A master of the zither, he performs a spirited and
moving musical review of the momentous events of Polish history from the partitions to the Napoleonic campaigns. There are those who dismiss Jankiel as unrealistic
and a projection of Mickiewicz’s own sympathies for Jews.
To others, he emblematizes an ideal of the Polish-Jewish
relationship—to repeat, the observant Jew who remains
faithful to his own traditions while at the same time loving Poland as his homeland. But there is a dimension of
Jankiel that may easily be overlooked. He is in fact the
only positive hero in the work apart of course from the
French and Polish military officers who are minor or relatively minor figures. So great is Jankiel’s love for Poland
that he volunteers to act as a spy for the Franco-Polish
forces. Unlike Jacek Soplica alias Father Robak who yields
to the moral imperative to expiate the crime of betrayal,
Jankiel has no reason other than his love of Poland to risk
his life gathering information that he can bring back to
the Polish side. I do indeed concede the paternalistic dimension of Jankiel’s character—the pious, traditionally
garbed Jew Poles knew so well. But there is no getting
away from the centrality of the figure and the importance
with which Mickiewicz obviously invested him. However paternalistically portrayed, however idealized the figure of Jankiel may be, the fact remains that the acknowl-
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edged masterpiece of Polish poetry prominently features
a traditional Jew who is an object of neither scorn nor
ridicule. Not only is there no Jew in Eugene Onegin—
indeed why should there be since one would hardly have
expected to find Jews in the milieu Pushkin evokes in his
splendid poem—there are hardly any Jews to be found at
all in Russian Romantic literature, or to broaden the scope
somewhat, in Russian literature of the first half of the nineteenth century. And when they do appear, they are marginal at best and usually grotesque stereotypes.
However paternalistically portrayed, however
idealized the figure of Jankiel may be, the fact
remains that the acknowledged masterpiece of
Polish poetry prominently features a traditional
Jew who is an object of neither scorn nor ridicule.
To be sure, Jankiel is not the sum and substance of the
image of the Jew in the literature of Polish Romanticism.
For Count Zygmunt Krasiƒski, a conservative aristocrat
and the son of a general who remained loyal to the Russians during the Napoleonic campaigns, the greatest danger to Europe in his time was the upheaval of social revolution and the coming to power of godless materialism.
He dramatizes his fears in his play Nieboska komedia
(1834, tr. The Undivine Comedy, 1924; new tr., 1999),
which has to be regarded as one of the outstanding theatrical texts of European Romanticism. In it, the revolution
Krasiƒski feared so profoundly is fomented by converted
Jews who outwardly profess Christianity but covertly practice Judaism and whose goal is no less than the toppling
of the existing order and their own assumption of power.
But Krasiƒski, who chose to publish his works anonymously to conceal the fact that he was the son of General
Wincenty Krasiƒski, was rather much the odd man out
among the Polish Romantics in his attitude toward the
Jews. Closer in spirit to Mickiewicz was the curious figure of Andrzej Towiaƒski, a mystagogue and defrocked
priest, who played a disproportionately large role in the
spiritual life of the Polish Great Emigration in Paris in the
1840s. Towiaƒski had his own ideas about the Jews and
Polish-Jewish relations, and like Mickiewicz also thought
in idealized terms. In Towiaƒski’s view, the long history
of coexistence of Poles and Jews meant that the fate of
the two peoples was intertwined. Each could nurture and
fulfill the other for the greater future glory of Poland. But
unlike Mickiewicz, Towiaƒski posited the symbiosis of
Poles and Jews on the Jew’s acceptance of Christianity.
This desideratum, however, is advanced by TowiaÊnki in
the idiom of mystical enlightenment. It is sincere, fervent,
and never strident or contemptuous.
In the whole huge body of Polish writing about the Jew,
the necessity of Jewish conversion to Christianity is not
routinely proposed as a precondition of Jewish social acceptance. It does crop up in a few nineteenth-century texts
and in some early twentieth-century anti-Semitic publications, although the more extreme anti-Semitic texts view
even conversion with suspicion in a replay of sorts of
Krasiƒski’s Undivine Comedy.
Let me return now, however briefly, to my earlier remark that “A Christian writing about Jews may have a
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very similar approach to a Jew writing about Jews, but
will invariably be perceived differently.” When in the second half of the nineteenth century in Poland, in the period
of literary ‘positivism’, it became a kind of social and
moral imperative for Polish Christian writers to address
the “Jewish Question,” by which we understand the exclusion of the Jewish community from mainstream Polish social and cultural life, a kind of philanthropic approach to the Jew became the order of the day. Well-known
writers of the time such as Józef Ignacy Kraszewski, Eliza
Orzeszkowa, Aleksander Âwi∏tochowski, Bolesław Prus,
Klemens Junosza, Wiktor Gomulicki, and Maria
Konopnicka wrote extensively about Jews, fictionally and
otherwise. In some cases, as with Orzeszkowa,
Âwi∏tochowski, and Junosza, their Jewish characters are
primarily shtetl Jews, poor, pious, colorful, and by and
large compassionately conceived. With Kraszewski, Prus,
Gomulicki, and Konopnicka, Jews appear more often than
not in an urban environment. From a Jewish point of view,
much of this Polish positivist literature about Jews would
appear to be stereotypical and condescending, somewhat
like the treatment of blacks in older southern American
fiction. If examined more closely, however, the situation
is less simple than it may seem.
The so-called ‘positivist’ writers of the second half of
the nineteenth century were committed to a program of
social integration intended to embrace groups they regarded as too long marginalized or disenfranchised. Peasants, Jews, and women were high on the agenda. The literature of Polish positivism had an understandable didactic character, and so in the case of the Jews writers such as
Orzeszkowa and others felt an obligation to make this
very large community of people—long regarded as a kind
of alien species—as familiar as possible so as to create a
preliminary basis of understanding regarded as essential
to the fulfillment of the positivist agenda. Jewish rites and
rituals, aspects of Jewish belief, the daily life of the shtetl
were laid before Polish readers as never before. If this
carried with it a certain type of paternalism and even condescension, it was not so remarkably different than the
picture of Jewish provincial life that emerges from the
pages of such classic East European Yiddish-language
writers as Mendele Mocher Sforim, I. L. Peretz, Sholem
Aleichem, Sholem Asch, Zalman Schneour, and others.
The approach of much of this late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Yiddish writing is typified by the titles
of such novels as Mendele’s Dos kleine menshele (The
Little Man), Sholem Asch’s Dos shtetl (The Town), and
Zalman Schneour’s Shklover yidden (Jews of Shklov).
The typical “hero” of this earlier Yiddish literature is indeed the “little man,” the ordinary shtetl dweller, and the
venue of much of this literature is the shtetl. The literature is also myopic much of the time, as the title of
Schneour’s novel may suggest, in that it rarely looks or
sees beyond the shtettl or ghetto.
There is, to be sure, an undeniable bias in the manner in
which Jewish provincial and sometimes city life is portrayed in Polish positivist writing. Although some writers
are bolder than others in suggesting that the Christian
community bears some responsibility for the
marginalization of the Jews and their transformation into
an alien species, most tend rather to emphasize the ob-
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stacles the Jews themselves have erected to meaningful
social interaction with the greater world of Polish
Christendom surrounding them. Foremost among these
obstacles, as the Poles saw it at the time, was the stubborn
resistance to secularization on the part of the rabbinical
leadership of the Jewish communities. Their stranglehold
on the education of the young and their near fanatic fear
of assimilation all but ruled out secularization and thus
kept Poles and Jews as far apart as they had been for centuries.
[Orzeszkowa’s paternalism] was not so remarkably
different than the picture of Jewish provincial life
that emerges from the pages of such classic East
European Yiddish-language writers as Mendele
Mocher Sforim, I. L. Peretz, Sholem Aleichem,
Sholem Asch, Zalman Schneour, and others.
That this was a common Polish perception goes without saying. That it was rooted in a deep-seated prejudice
against the Jews is debatable. In light of the philosophy
and social ideals of the positivists, the position was not
unreasonable. Assimilationist Yiddish-language writers of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in both
Poland and Russia painted similar pictures. Although it
may appear that the Polish literary embrace of Jewish secularization and assimilation implied eventual if not immediate conversion to Roman Catholicism, the evidence is
scant that a serious campaign to convert the Jews was
ever entertained.
The situation in imperial Russia, of course, was quite
different . Anti-Jewish legislation was extensive and repressive and various means of achieving Jewish conversion to the Russian Orthodox faith were employed from
severe limitations on the acquisition of a higher education and training for the professions by Jews to the forced
conscription into the army of very young boys for tours
of duty lasting as many as twenty-five years with humiliation and physical abuse normal everyday occurrences
for those resisting conversion. If the practice of the Jewish faith was more than merely discouraged in imperial
Russia, it was all but forbidden through much of the earlier history of post-revolutionary Russia where career
opportunities for Jews were far greater than at any previous time with the understanding, of course, that the Jews
would be non-observant with their primary loyalty to the
new communist state and that any and all manifestations
of Jewish nationalism were to be strictly avoided. The
self-hating Jewish cosmopolite, Boris Pasternak, expresses
his own distaste for and ambivalence toward Jewish separatism and nationalism in Doctor Zhivago through his
character Gordon, a Jew:
[The Jews’] national idea has forced them, century after century, to be a nation and nothing but a nation—and they have
been chained to this deadening task all through the centuries
when all the rest of the world was being delivered from it by
a new force which had come out of their own midst. Isn’t
that extraordinary? How can you account for it? Just think!
This glorious holiday [he is speaking about Christmas] this
liberation from the curse of mediocrity, this soaring flight
above the dullness of a humdrum existence, was first achieved
in their land, proclaimed in their language, and belonged to
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their race! How could they allow a spirit of such overwhelming power and beauty to leave them, how could they
think that after it triumphed and established its reign, they
would remain as the empty husk of that miracle they had
repudiated? What use is it to anyone, this voluntary martyrdom? Whom does it profit? For what purpose are these innocent old men and women and children, all these subtle,
kind, humane people, mocked and beaten up throughout the
centuries? . . . Why didn’t the intellectual leaders of the Jewish people ever go beyond facile Weltschmerz and ironical
wisdom? Why have they not . . . disbanded this army which
keeps on fighting and being massacred nobody knows for
what? Why don’t they say to them: ‘Come to your senses,
stop. Don’t hold on to your identity. Don’t stick together,
disperse. Be with all the rest. You are the first and best Christians in the world. You are the very thing against which you
have been turned by the worst and weakest among you.’

The infrequency of outright calls by Polish writers for
the conversion of the Jews does not mean that Judaism as
understood by Christian writers was not viewed critically
in certain respects. The more determined the Polish writer
was to contribute to an enlightenment of the Jewish
masses, the more pains he or she took to learn about Jewish beliefs and practices in order to condemn those regarded as detrimental to Jewish secular advancement. The
most impressive from this point of view was Eliza
Orzeszkowa but she was not the only one. Reading
Orzeszkowa’s novels and stories with Jewish settings, the
novel Meir Ezofowicz (1878, tr. Meir Ezofovitch, 1898;
tr. The Forsaken, 1980), for example, one carries away
the impression that it was Jewish mysticism, and the
Cabbala in particular, that was primarily responsible for
masses of Jews being mired for so long in darkness, ignorance, and superstition. Thus enlightenment in the novel
is represented by Meir Ezofowicz Senior and the forces
of doctrinal darkness by the Sephardic rebbe Nehemiah
Todros. This is how they are presented by Orzeszkowa:
A sizeable faction among them [the Jews] clamored for secular learning and a brotherly relationship with the rest of mankind in intellectual efforts and aspirations. One of the people
standing at the head of this faction was the Lithuanian Senior, Meir Ezofowicz. Mainly through his influence, the Jewish Synod issued the following proclamation to all Jews:
“The Israelite must not rest satisfied with one kind of knowledge [the religious]. The first should be holy learning, but
that is no reason to neglect others. The apple of Paradise is
the best of all fruit, but does that mean we must not eat the
less tasty? Learn; be useful to the king and his lords, and
they will respect you.”
The man under whose influence this proclamation was written summoning the Polish Jews to turn their faces toward
the light of the future, met face to face with another man
whose eyes were fixed on the past and darkness. This was
Nehemiah Todros, newly arrived from Spain, and a descendant of Todros Abulaffi Halevi who had been famous for his
knowledge of the Talmud and his orthodoxy until he later let
himself be carried away by the dark mysteries of the Cabbala.
Backing it with the dignity of his own person, he contributed significantly to the emergence among Jews of one of
the worst errors to which the spirit of a nation can succumb.
It is rumored that this same Nehemiah Todros, who bore the
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princely title of “nassi,” introduced into Poland the Book of
Zohar, the quintessence of the pernicious doctrine, and that
it was from that time on that studies of the Talmud and
Cabbala became mixed. This began to have an increasingly
harmful effect on the minds and lives of the Polish Jews.

the Bal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, once roamed.
A Jewish reader delighting in Vincenz’s stories and not
knowing that they were from the pen of a Polish Christian, would regard On the High Uplands as a masterpiece
of Yiddish literature in Poland.

The picture is even darker in Julian Ursyn Niemcewicz’s
epistolary novel Lejbe i Sióra (Lejbe and Sara, 1821). The
young Jewish lovers Lejbe and Sara want to be free to
pursue secular learning without abandoning their faith.
They yearn to be part of the greater world around them,
but are oppressed by their ultraconservative elders and
rabbis who bitterly oppose cultural emancipation and do
their utmost to keep the Jewish community in a stultifying traditionalism. As Sara laments in one of her letters to
Lejbe from whom she has been taken away to another
town to prepare her for marriage to the grotesque and fanatic hunchback Yankel, the son of Hirsch, of Berdyczew:

Where the Jew is presented in negative terms. . . in
almost all cases the target of the criticism is not the
Jew as such but the gentry whose disdain for
mercantile activity was legendary and who used the
Jew for their own ends. . . as purveyors of spirits to
poor peasants in provincial inns and taverns.

Why am I being persecuted and oppressed on all sides? Must
one wretched girl become the object not only of the fear but
even the closest attention of the rabbi of the kahal, the brotherhoods, indeed of the whole of the Hebrew elders? . . . All
I hear are scoldings and dire threats. The books you gave
me have been taken away from me and have been replaced
by the Talmud, the Mishnah, the Gemara, and the Cabbala.
They compel me to wander in this dark wilderness in which
a ray of light never shines, and where all I encounter are
poisonous weeds and terrible monsters.

And then in a display of familiarity with prominent representatives of the Jewish enlightenment, the haskalah,
Niemcewicz puts these words into Sara’s mouth:
I keep my distance from them as best I can. I long for the
original books of Moses, the works of Mendelssohn,
Friedländer, Ben David, and Kalmansohn; a rational Hebrew
never disavows these enlightened men.

The wise and enlightened Abraham, the father of Sara’s
friend Rachel, is Niemcewicz’s true spokesman in the
novel. His repudiation of orthodox Judaism at one point
in the novel is withering:
I was brought up, like many others, in all the incomprehensible nonsense of the Talmud, the Mishnah, and the Gemara.
However, God deigned to enlighten me with sound judgment. I perceived that the impediment to the advancement
of the Israelites in Poland and in the former Polish provinces
comes most of all from the sect of the Hasidim, who entice
our youth by their fanatic representations as well as by their
debauched lives, and plunge them into an ever deeper abyss.

That Polish literature is by no means monolithic with
respect to hasidism and Hasidim, I refer you to the splendid stories collected in the series Na wysokiej połoninie
which Stanisław Vincenz published between 1936 and
1952 (tr. On the High Uplands, 1955). A Pole of no Jewish background, a writer with the passion of an ethnographer, and no agenda to promote except that of authenticity, Vincenz brilliantly captured for all time the everyday
lífe of the once thriving Hasidic communities of the Hucul
region of the Carpathian Mountains—the region where

It would be fairly easy to dismiss such writing as
Niemcewicz’s Lejbe and Sara as simplistic and uncharitable. But a benign reading seems more in order. To begin
with, the Talmud, which comprises the huge compilations
of the Mishna and the Gemara, is an extraordinary work
that addresses virtually every facet of Jewish life no matter how mundane or trivial. The scope and detail are mind
boggling. A lifetime can be spent studying it and there are
many who have so devoted their lives. It is not a book for
the layman. But one can easily appreciate, I think, how a
Niemcewicz in the first half of the nineteenth century or
an Orzeszkowa in the second half of the century might
have viewed the exhaustive study of the Talmud by Jewish youth huddled in cramped and often unheated yeshivas day in and day out for long hours on end. One has to
understand the context in which such works as Lejbe and
Sara and Meir Ezofowicz arose. Writing not long after the
partitions that erased Poland from the map of Europe and
just a few years after the defeat of Napoleon in whom the
Poles had placed so much hope, Niemcewicz was looking ahead to a future Poland which would draw strength
from the integration of the very large Jewish community
which was and yet was not a part of Poland. It was I think
more with a sense of frustration than with anger that
Niemcewicz had his character Abraham in Lejbe and Sara
articulate this common complaint about Jewish separateness:
We complain that the Polish government oppresses us, that
it extends none of the rights of citizens to us, and that it bars
the path of industry and self-improvement to us. But what
does the government reply to our complaints and demands?
If you want to enjoy equal rights of citizenship with us, must
we not first recognize you as citizens, as Poles? What language do you speak? A foreign tongue, not that of this country. You write and pray in it. What of your dress? It is unlike
that of any other nation on earth. Do you not yourselves
declare that Poland is not your country, and that you are
merely wayfarers in it? Can we recognize you as our fellow
citizens by your obedience to the laws of the land? Do you
not in fact excommunicate those of you who seek justice in
our courts? You indeed have your own laws and your own
courts.
We have extended our rights and privileges to people of all
faiths (except for those dogmas which God alone must judge)
so long as they adhere to all the laws and decrees of the land.
But even as you cling obstinately to your own contrary,
separate precepts, which are harmful to society, and you wish
to remain eternal strangers, yet you wish to partake of all the
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benefits, freedoms, and advantages of those who dwell in
Poland. And even though you do not regard us as people,
yet you still want us to recognize you as our fellow citizens.
Preserve the purity of your faith, but repudiate, renounce for
ever your Talmuds, Cabbalas, and all the fables and absurdities with which your elders, for their own benefit and
your misfortune, continue to mislead you.

derstanding of the crosscurrents within Jewish society of
the time with respect to secularism and traditionalism and
the moral and spiritual pitfalls awaiting the individual who
abandons his faith. As he has his central character Jakub,
clearly the spokesman for Kraszewski’s own views, declare:

A product of the European Enlightenment, Niemcewicz
could not have thought otherwise with respect to a people
whose lives were dominated by religious beliefs and practices. The Cabbala, and in particular the Book of Zohar,
the prime text of Jewish mysticism, would understandably have been as abhorrent to him as the mystic texts of
any faith, Christian, Islamic, or Jewish.

The Jew today is no longer what he used to be when exclusion forced him to be only himself, to live, think, learn, and
move in a narrow circle defined for him by the laws and
customs of hostile Christians. . . . On occasion, a Maimonides
or Spinoza emerged from this cramped little circle, but it
was composed for the most part of a uniform mass of faithful and strict confessors of the Old Testament. We clustered
around the Ark of the Covenant. . . . Today the Jews are
freer, and, less restrained, walk different paths. . . . Many of
them reject their traditional law and faith and seemingly accept another, while in reality they have none. . . . There is
nothing sadder, I repeat, than those people who have broken with tradition, with all faith in the past, with all remembrance of it, and who make their way by reason along the
path of material gain. . . . Such people are no rarity in our
society or yours; in both they represent an equally sad phenomenon. The Christian who has rejected Christ, the Jew who
has rejected Moses, give off the same stench of putrefaction.

A Jewish reader delighting in Vincenz’s stories and
not knowing that they were from the pen of a Polish
Christian, would regard On the High Uplands as a
masterpiece of Yiddish literature in Poland.
The positivist outlook which she and other Polish writers espoused in the second half of the nineteenth century
inclined Orzeszkowa to similar views. Positivism developed in response to the need for practical solutions to social, economic, and educational problems. One of those
problems was the situation of the Jews who in the eyes of
a typical positivist writer such as Orzeszkowa had to be
integrated into the fabric of Polish society for the future
well-being of a nation that would one day again know
independence. That necessary integration of the Jews
could not come but at the expense of mysticism and an
arcane tradition of learning that raised impossible barriers between the Jews and the vast world of Christians
surrounding them. Had not many Jews themselves thought
along similar lines the Jewish enlightenment known as
the haskalah would never have developed, and the
maskilim, the Jewish promoters of enlightenment, were
harder on their fellow Jews and on Judaism than the Polish writers I have discussed. Yiddish-language writers
from Mendele Mocher Sforim and I. L. Peretz to Isaac
Bashevis Singer and Chaim Grade have painted vivid pictures of oppressive Talmudic and Cabbalistic studies and
have raised the issue in their works of Jewish traditionalism versus Jewish assimilationism.
What I have said so far should not suggest that when
nineteenth- and early twentieth- century Polish writers
wrote on Jewish subjects they all mounted the podium to
exhort the Jews, in order to become good Polish citizens,
to abandon the Talmud and Cabbala, give up Yiddish and
Hebrew in preference for Polish, and change their centuries’ old way of dress. Such writers as Józef Ignacy
Kraszewski, Klemens Junosza, Aleksander
Âwi∏tochowski, Adam Szymaƒski, and Maria
Konopnicka seemed content to portray Jewish life as they
perceived it without bias and without the reformist missionary zeal of a Niemcewicz or Orzeszkowa. In his novel
Îyd (The Jew, 1866), which is set during the January Uprising of 1863, Kraszewski, a master of historical fiction,
drew the portrait of a secular but faithful Jew who is at
the same time an ardent Polish patriot. Of particular interest in the novel is Kraszewski’s more sophisticated un-

And then, as if renouncing the superficiality of the treatment of Judaic beliefs and practices in Niemcewicz and
Orzeszkowa, Kraszewski has Jakub go on to say:
The Christian world took so much from Mosaic law that it
cannot deny its superiority without denying itself. Nevertheless, attributing them to the Talmud and rabbis, it has
judged only superficially oddities that have accrued through
the centuries; everything not understood in Judaism has been
ridiculed, and trifles have been seized upon to mock it and
make it abominable. All the literature on the subject pretends to illuminate our learning and elucidate our customs,
yet proves in reality that neither has been understood.

As I hope I have demonstrated to this point, the way
Jews have been portrayed in Polish literature has had much
to do with the time and circumstances. Until the partitions of the late eighteenth century patterns of Jewish life
in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and patterns of
Polish-Jewish interaction were shaped by the specifics
and dynamics of the Polish gentry-dominated political
system. Jews were aware of the possibilities or lack of
them that were available to them, they were protected by
law, and they were allowed by and large to live their own
lives. Their presence in older Polish literature appears
within the framework mostly of political and legal or juridical texts. Where the Jew is presented in negative
terms—as an unproductive element in society, as an exploiter of the peasantry in the countryside, as disproportionately dominant in the world of small trade, as a leech
feeding off Christian blood, and so on—in almost all cases
the target of the criticism is not the Jew as such but the
gentry whose disdain for mercantile activity was legendary and who used the Jew for their own ends, as tax collectors, as money lenders, and as purveyors of spirits to
poor peasants in provincial inns and taverns. In his vast
novel of contemporary Warsaw, Lalka (1890, tr. The Doll,
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1996), Bolesław Prus not only contrasts different types of
urban Jews but vividly portrays the attitude of the Polish
nobility toward commerce that had been excoriated in
Polish reformist political literature as far back at least as
the eighteenth century.
With the formation of the Great Emigration after the
loss of Polish independence and the collapse of the Napoleonic house of cards, literary Romanticism saw the
Jew in a different light than that of the Enlightenment or,
later, positivism. The Jews were the people of the Diaspora;
so now were the Poles, and as we have seen, commonalities were discovered. If Niemcewicz and Orzeszkowa and
others in the positivist period railed against Jewish mysticism as embodied in the Cabbala for its obscurantism, the
Romantic enthusiasm for the occult and supernatural found
it enthralling.
With the advent of post-Romantic positivism after the
failed uprising of 1863, the greatest period for a Polish
literature on Jewish subjects unfolded. The social reformist
zeal of the positivists and the recognition that the Jew
represented an urgent social problem long in need of solution opened the floodgates for an outpouring of writing
about Jews. Yes, much of this writing can be faulted for
didacticism and paternalism, but whatever its weaknesses
this substantial body of literature from the 1860s to the
end of the nineteenth century was well-intentioned, sincere in its desire to work toward an improvement of the
lot of the Jews and relations between Jews and Poles, and
commendable for the detail with which it sought to portray especially Jewish shtetl life from within. As I suggested earlier, there is nothing like it in Russian literature
from at least the time of Pushkin and Gogol through
Turgenev, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy. Jewish characters are
either noticeable by their absence or appear as one-dimensional objects of contempt or derision. Typically, the
Jewish band that performs in the second act of Chekhov’s
The Cherry Orchard is seen of course and heard, but nothing more as they are mere background, familiar figures in
a Russian provincial landscape. Gogol’s distaste for Jews
is manifest already in Taras Bulba. In Turgenev’s early
story “Zhid” (The Jew, 1847) the title itself is derogatory
in Russian—the narrator, a young officer during the campaign against the French in 1813, describes his relationship with a Jew who is made to appear loathsome and
whose death by hanging he causes when he catches the
man making suspicious sketches of the Russian base and
turns him in to his superior, an ethnic German who metes
out punishment strictly according to the book, ignoring
all pleas for mercy.
This Jew, whose name was Grishel, was continually hanging about our camp, offering his services as an agent, get
ting us wine, provisions, and other such trifles. He was a
thinnish, red-haired little man, marked with smallpox; he
blinked incessantly with his diminutive little eyes, which
were reddish too; he had a long crooked nose, and was always coughing.

The Jew’s loathsomeness is established by his appearance and servile manner and then by his offer to procure a
female companion for the young officer in the form of an
attractive young Jewish girl who, as it turns out, is Grishel’s
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own daughter. Although the narrator tries to intercede with
his superior to save the Jew’s life, he cannot resist commenting on the grotesque behavior of the Jew as he is
about to be executed:
I saw then why it is they had been laughing at the Jew when
I ran up to the camp with Sara [Grishel’s daughter]. He was
really ludicrous in spite of all the horror of his position. The
intense anguish of parting with life, his daughter, his family,
showed itself in the Jew in such strange and grotesque gesticulations, shrieks, and wriggles that we all could not help
smiling, though it was horrible—intensely horrible to us too.
The poor wretch was half dead with terror.

A Jew, this time a young one, is also hanged—together
with a Pole—in Tolstoy’s novel Resurrection (1898). They
have been charged with illegal possession of Polish political pamphlets. But whereas the Pole goes to his death
in a manly fashion, the Jew becomes hysterical, resists in
every way possible, and has to be dragged to the gallows.
If Dostoevsky’s increasingly shrill anti-Semitism from the
House of the Dead through The Possessed expressed itself without such primitive and grotesque images, he did
not shrink nevertheless from injecting the issue of Jewish
ritual murder in The Brothers Karamazov. And when the
otherwise saintly Alyosha is asked about it he responds in
such a way as to suggest that perhaps he too believes that
the Jews could be guilty of such heinous crimes.
It was only toward the end of the nineteenth century
that the situation changed somewhat, when writers such
as Vladimir Korolenko, Aleksandr Kuprin, and the truly
philo-Semitic Maksim Gorky, took up the cause of the
Jew in Russia and sought through their writing to achieve
some turnabout in the pathological anti-Semitism so long
endemic to Orthdox Russia. I have in mind such texts as
Korolenko’s stories “Yasha,” “Bratya Mendel” (The
Mendel Brothers) and “Sudnyi den” (The Day of Atonement) and his novel Bez yazyka (Without Language) about
Ukrainian and Jewish immigrants in America. Kuprin’s
fine story of human resilience, “Gambrinus” (1907), is
about a Jewish fiddler in Odessa who delights sailors with
his playing but has his hands crippled in a vicious pogrom. Undaunted, however, he learns to play the same
tunes on a penny whistle. Gorky, among other things, encouraged Jews to write about Jewish subjects, especially
dramatists such as Evgenii Chirikov and Semen
Yushkevich.
[In contrast, in nineteenth-century Russian literature]
Jewish characters are either noticeable by their absence or appear as one-dimensional objects of contempt or derision.
Although Kuprin does not flinch from showing the effects of a pogrom in “Gambrinus,” the willingness of some
Polish writers to confront anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish
violence as Konopnicka does in her story “Mendel
gdaƒski” (Mendel of Gdaƒsk, 1897) and Gabriela
Zapolska in her novella Antysemitnik (The Anti-Semite,
1897–98) had no parallel in Russia in roughly the same
period when incidents against Jews and state-sponsored
pogroms were on the rise. Zapolska’s novella is an inter-
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esting example of how a well-intentioned Polish writer
sought to expose the banality of expedient anti-Semitism,
in this case on the part of a young journalist, and yet in the
same work—apart from the journalist’s attractive girlfriend Irma —offers up some of the most offensively stereotypical portraits of Jews in Polish literature. In light of
her plays written sympathetically about young Jewish
women trying to adapt to the changing modern world
about them—plays such as Małka Szwarcenkopf (1897)
and Jojne Firułkes (1898)—as well as her putdown of
anti-Semitism in Antysemitnik, it would perhaps be unfair to dismiss Zapolska as a kind of closet anti-Semite.
But it is certainly conceivable that Zapolska tried in part
to balance her exposure of one type of anti-Semitism in
Poland as she saw it with negative pictures of Jews, as if
to some degree to rationalize the very anti-Semitism she
obviously decries in her novella. Otherwise what does
one do with descriptions such as these:
Szatkiewicz [the anti-Semitic journalist] was at once struck
by the red color of the boy’s hair. The hair was cropped close,
almost down to the scalp, which showed through the nearly
scarlet stubble with a luminous whiteness. Looking at the
boy from above, all that one could see was the reddish-gold
ball of his small head and large ears that stuck out terribly.
Little legs bent into the shape of a spider, deformed by rickets, protruded from beneath his shift. The child was dirty
and greasy although his clothing was whole and warm. Covered with a long, gray, woolen kerchief, he stood glued to
the crate, tiny, poor, quiet, contorted, and sleepy.

What Szatkiewicz beholds here unbeknownst to him at
the time is the child of his girlfriend whom he does not
yet suspect of being Jewish. Red hair, a sickly, misshapen
appearance, protruding ears, and a long and/ or hooked
nose are, as we are well aware, common elements in the
negative image of the Jew going back centuries. In his
1901 painting “Judas”—which hangs in the National
Museum in Warsaw—the Polish artist Edward Okuƒ depicted his subject from a side overlooking the city of
Jerusalem in the warm light of a setting sun. Judas’s hair
and beard are red and scraggly and the nose is grotesquely
crooked if mercifully not unduly long.
Szatkiewicz is badly in need of money, and his girlfriend Irma arranges for a moneylender to come to his
shabby quarters. When she arrives and Szatkiewicz opens
the door for her,
A fairly fat but obviously asthmatic Jewess bowed to him
sideways, stepping on her skirt, which was somewhat too
long in front. She was attired in a long, unfashionable jacket
and wore a wig of walnut-colored ribbons, which must have
been satin when new. Her wig was topped by a hat that was
a masterful combination of patches of different material, velvet ribbons, feathers, and two astonishing amaranth roses,
fastened on both sides of the head like two flaming splintered horns. The woman’s face was also a poem of composition, of a kind of contortion so painful as to drain her lips of
blood, a covetous flickering of huge black magnificent eyes,
and constant fright revealed in a certain twisting of one side
of the face.

Not long afterward the woman’s peddler husband makes
his appearance:
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Like a shadow, a phantom, an apparition, an old Jew appeared, stooped and contrite. He had a huge bundle on his
shoulder, an even larger one over his chest, and smaller ones
in his hands from which chintz and calico stuck out. . . .
Hewas a very old Jew, maybe sixty years old, perhaps even
seventy or more. He seemed to be as old as Kraków itself,
this Ahasuerus in a gray, shiny gabardine so threadbare it
looked completely green. And he was so pale that there didn’t
seem to be a drop of blood beneath his skin. His long beard
and sparse hair on his temples also lacked color and resembled sun-faded straw. When he deposited his bundles on
the floor, he retreated to the door and stood out against the
white background like the silhouette of an anemic old man
trembling from the blows of an invisible whip with which
some mysterious and merciless hand was lashing his body.

A similar balancing act, or what I regard as such, occurs
in our own time in Andrzej Szczypiorski’s World War II
novel Poczàtek (1986, tr. The Beautiful Mrs. Seidenman,
1997). Like Jerzy Andrzejewski in his fine novella Wielki
Tydzieƒ (Holy Week), which deals with the Warsaw Ghetto
Uprising of 1943, Szczypiorski has no qualms about showing the contemptuous behavior toward Jews of some Poles
during the occupation. When, for example, the nun Sister
Weronika expresses her intention to raise as Catholics
Jewish children brought to her convent for safekeeping
she is sternly lectured as to the ultimate futility of such a
goal by the aristocrat Judge Romnicki. When the war is at
last over Szczypiorski follows the subsequent resettlement
in the new state of Israel of one Jewish girl, Joasia, who
was in fact reared as a Catholic by Sister Weronika. Now
known as Miriam, Joasia’s Jewishness reasserts itself with
pride and vigor, but Szczypiorski undercuts this new sense
of Jewish self-esteem by showing Israeli soldiers lording
it over cowering Palestinian fedayeen obviously recalling the terrorizing of helpless Jews by German troops
during World War II. It is in this respect that Szczypiorski’s
novel recalls, to me anyway, Zapolska’s novella
Antysemitnik, although Szczypiorski’s lacks the grotesqueness of Zapolska’s. And with respect to Zapolska’s novella, it may be instructive to point out that within just a
couple of years of its publication Kraków audiences were
spellbound by the greatest dramatic work of Polish modernism, Stanisław Wyspiaƒski’s Wesele (1901, tr. The
Wedding, 1990). Here, alongside a familiar but warmly
drawn portrait of a provincial Polish Jewish innkeeper,
there appears the stunning figure of his worldly and poetically inclined daughter Rachela whose vivid imagination sets in motion the eerie developments that transform
a country wedding into a night of magic.
When all is said and done, and whatever its limitations,
Polish imaginative writing about the Jew is rich, varied,
and without equal in Europe except for Yiddish literature
itself. Much changed in the period between the two world
wars and for many Jews the promised rewards of assimilation were thwarted by the struggle of the newly independent Polish state to stay on its feet. Territorial wars,
economic hardship, and political instability put serious
strains on relations between Poles and Jews, resulted in
humiliations, exclusionary policies, in some instances even
physical abuse, and made prospects of emigration espe-
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cially to Palestine as encouraged by the Zionists attractive to both communities. Even so, the number of Jews
who left Poland for Palestine or elsewhere in the bleaker
days after Marshal Piłsudski’s death in 1935 and prior to
the German invasion in September 1939 was a fraction of
the total Jewish population of the country. And when a
final solution to the problem of the Jew in Poland came it
was a solution imposed not by the Poles but by Germans
for whom Polish as well as Jewish lives were always
cheap.
The intriguing phenomenon in post-Holocaust Jewish life in Europe is not the efforts to promote a Jewish life in Poland on the basis of perhaps no more
than 5,000 individuals actually professing Jewishness,
but the reestablishment of Jewish life in Germany. . .
The extraordinary German interest in the topic of the
Jews far exceeds that of the Poles and is noteworthy
above all for its depth.
There is little left of a Jewish community or a Jewish
presence in Poland today except memories and the wellintentioned if essentially hollow efforts aimed at creating
a sense of Jewish revival. Monuments to the history of
the Jews of Poland are being raised, publications of all
sorts about the Polish Jews abound, tours are led through
former Jewish districts where rebuilt synagogues with
hardly any congregants are visited, conferences and symposia on Polish-Jewish issues are held by Polish academic
institutions which for decades under the communists never
even offered courses in Judaism as a religion, and the Jewish theme enjoys a certain popularity in contemporary
Polish literature although the writers are mostly Christians and too young to have any firsthand knowledge of
the prewar Jewish community. In the absence of such
knowledge, contemporary Polish imaginative writing
about the Polish Jews is just that, imaginative, inventing
Jewish characters with little or no resemblance to reality
as in Paweł Huelle’s Waiser Dawidek (1987, tr. Who Was
David Weisel, 1995) or archeologically reassembling an
obliterated Jewish past along the lines of Piotr Szewc’s
first novel, Zagłada (1987, tr. Annihilation, 1993), a too
convincingly imagined day in the life of a Polish-Jewish
town modeled on the author’s own ZamoÊç shortly before World War II and the Holocaust.
Ironically, the more intriguing phenomenon in postHolocaust Jewish life in Europe is not the efforts to promote a revitalized Jewish life in Poland on the basis of
perhaps no more than 5,000 individuals actually professing Jewishness, but the reestablishment of Jewish life in
Germany after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the
gradual reintegration of Jews into contemporary German
culture. The extraordinary German interest in the topic of
the Jews I believe far exceeds that of the Poles and is
noteworthy above all for its depth. Moreover, the Jewish
population of present day Germany is estimated at around
100,000 people and has developed an infrastructure of
active synagogues, community centers, and cultural organizations. There is indeed in Germany today a whole
new generation of young Jews living in the country and
writing in German. Indeed, more than 1,000 books written by Jewish authors in postwar Germany have been
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published, 400 of them autobiographical in nature. Nothing comparable exists in Poland nor do developments in
Poland rise even to the level of contemporary Jewish culture in such other East European countries as the Czech
Republic and Hungary.
In trying to understand this phenomenon, I have asked
myself why Jews would prefer to live in the land of the
murderer rather than in the land of the murdered. A few
plausible answers come to mind. The reminders of the
Holocaust are ubiquitous in Poland—the death camps,
the sites of the destroyed ghettoes and smashed synagogues and other once thriving institutions of Jewish
life in Poland. Whatever monuments to the Holocaust and
the history of German Jewry are erected in Berlin and
elsewhere in Germany, they cannot evoke, I believe, the
same kind of emotional responses as the killing fields of
Poland. Jews were killed in Germany, but far fewer than
in Poland where they were shipped from every corner of
Europe for the express purpose of being exterminated. So
assimilated were the Jews in Germany in the prewar years,
one cannot fairly speak of the destruction of a specific
German Jewish culture in the way that one can speak of
the eradication of one of the great Jewish communities in
world history, that of the Jews of Poland. Hence the reestablishment of Jewish life in a democratic and at least
outwardly repentant Germany—despite occasional neoNazi acts—seems easier than rebuilding a Jewish community in Poland.
There are other considerations as well. The lost opportunities for more harmonious Polish-Jewish relations in
the interwar years seem, in many Jewish minds, to have
been compounded in the postwar era by the outrageous
assaults on Jews in the early years after the war—all the
more irrational after the horrors both Poles and Jews experienced under the Germans during the occupation—
the politically motivated anti-Semitic campaign of 1968
that resulted in another 15,000 or more Jews leaving the
country, and the newer evidence of Polish anti-Jewish
atrocities during the war such as befell the entire Jewish
population of the town of Jedwabne. The legacy of these
experiences inhibits, I believe, any serious revitalization
of Jewish life in Poland. And so what we are left with are
good intentions, good acts—most of them symbolic—
and a rich Polish literary tradition, unlike the Russian,
which did envision and tried to bring about better understanding between Pole and Jew and the eventual entry of
the masses of Polish Jews into the mainstream of Polish
society.
Andrzej Szczypiorski, whom I had occasion to refer to
earlier, once wrote about attitudes toward and perceptions
of Jews in Poland today that the Poles “are unaware that
they have been crippled, and that without the Jews they
are no longer the Poles they once were and should have
remained forever.” In light of the differences between the
two peoples in the Polish historical context and the hammer blows to integration in the twentieth century,
Szczypiorski’s words represent no more than wishful
thinking about something never ordained by destiny. ∆
This lecture was delivered at Rice University on October 5,
2000. It was sponsored by the Central Europe Workshop.
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Lives Remembered

A Polish Woman’s
Daily Struggle to Survive
Her Diary of Deportation, Forced Labor and
Death in Kazakhstan:
April 13, 1940–May 26, 1941

Zofia Ludwika Małachowska PtaÊnik
Translated by Leszek M. Karpinski
Edited by John D. L. McIntosh, with assistance
from Bogdan Czaykowski and Kenneth Baulk
Introduction
Daughter of Kajetan Małachowski and Aleksandra
Pepłowska, Zofia PtaÊnik was born on March 14, 1890, at
the family estate of Szczepłoty in western Ukraine, a member of the substantial Polish minority in western Ukraine that
became part of the Polish state after the Polish-Soviet war of
1919–1920 and the Treaty of Riga (1922). In 1925 Zofia
married Jan PtaÊnik, Professor of History at Jan Kazimierz
University, in Lviv (Lwów in Polish) and at the Jagiellonian
University in Kraków. He husband died in 1930. They had
one son named Mieczysław. After her husband’s death, Mrs.
PtaÊnik administered the family estate between 1930–1939.
Shortly after the outbreak of World War II on September 1,
1939, and the Soviet invasion of Poland on September
17, Mrs. PtaÊnik’s sister, Jadwiga (Winia) Małachowska
Popiel (Professor Bronisław Popiel’s widow) was arrested
and deported to an unknown location in the Soviet northeast where she perished without a trace. Then on April
13, 1940, Zofia PtaÊnik was arrested and deported to the
Aktyubinsk Region of Kazakhstan where she was forced
into slave labor. She died on July 25, 1941 and was buried in the steppe of northern Kazakhstan. A year later, the
cross marking her grave gave way to a new railway line. Her
Diary covers the period from April 14, 1940 to May 26, 1941.
Maria Szkudłapska and her three children (sons Józef
and Tadeusz, and daughter Joanna–called Janka, or
Jasia, in the Diary) became part of these events. Józef
and Tadeusz found themselves in the Polish Army in the
Middle East, and fought the Germans in Africa and later
in Italy. After the war they were demobilized and settled
in London, England, where they presently reside. Maria
and Joanna stayed in Kazakhstan until they jumped on
a train on the newly built railway and escaped through
Aktyubinsk to Soviet Ukraine, where they lived until the
massive expulsion of Polish citizens from the Soviet
Union brought them to Poland.
Zofia PtaÊnik’s Diary was smuggled out of the Soviet
Union by Joanna Szkudłapski and eventually handed
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in to Mieczysław PtaÊnik.
Throughout her life, Zofia PtaÊnik was a devoted diarist. Her diaries covering the years 1905–1939 were lost
in World War II. The Polish original of the Deportation
Diary is in the hands of her son, Mieczysław PtaÊnik, a
resident of Warsaw.
Poles have been subjected to colonialist deportations
into northern Russia and Siberia ever since the first partition of Poland in 1772. The major waves of deportations came after the KoÊciuszko Insurrection (1794), the
two national uprisings of 1830–1831 and 1863–64, and
during the Russo-Polish War of 1919–1920. Deportation
was a way of eliminating economically strong and intellectually vigorous segments of Polish and Ruthenian
societies, a stratagem designed to weaken the Polish
population of the Russian-occupied part of the old Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Also, deportations
strengthened the Russian-speaking population in the
Asian part of the Russian empire. In a number of instances, the author of the Diary refers to encounters with
Russian citizens of Polish descent.
As a direct result of the Soviet-Nazi friendship in 1939–
1941, four major deportations of Poles took place: in February, April, and June 1940, and in June 1941. According
to the Polish government-in-exile, perhaps as many as
1,200,000 people were forcibly removed from the Russian-occupied territories in eastern Poland, Ukraine and
Belarus. More recent estimates lowered that figure somewhat. Among the deportees, Polish Catholics were in the
majority, but Polish minorities, such as Jews and
Ruthenians were also represented.
Existing evidence supports the opinion that the plan of
deportations was well thought out at the highest level of
the Soviet power structure and then, when the time arrived, efficiently carried out by the military occupation
authorities with help from a segment of the local population. Gathering people for deportation followed an established and strictly executed routine. Military squads of
the NKVD and the Red Army descended on the victims
in the middle of the night or early in the morning. Little
time was given for packing. Then people were quickly
transported to the nearest railway station where boxcars
were already waiting for their human cargo.
In those cattle cars the deportees spent weeks before
they reached their destinations thousands of kilometers
away. There were instances of dead bodies traveling for
hours with those still alive until they were thrown out at
one of the stations. [Sarmatian Review published documents to that effect in previous issues. Ed.] The destination of the journey was slave labor.
The German attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941
abruptly ended Russian-German friendship. A new “alliance” between the Soviet Union, Britain, the United
States, and the Polish government-in-exile in London
emerged creating a common front against Germany. This
led to proclamation of a general amnesty, which was
supposed to free all deported Polish citizens. They were
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given an opportunity to enlist in Polish military units, which
were then allowed to leave the Soviet Union. Close to
100,000 soldiers as well as some civilians including children went first to Iran, and from there to what was then
Palestine, where they were placed under Allied command.
In 1943, a large number of freed deportees who still remained in the Soviet Union were mobilized into Polish
military units under Soviet command, the KoÊciuszko
Army, which then fought together with the Red Army
against the Germans until the fall of Berlin.

Sunday, April 14, 1940, Podzamcze (Lwów freight
railway station)
On April 11, I took up Miron Jarosiewicz’s offer to hide my
son Mieczek. I sent him with bedding and a few important
everyday items to their home. I also gave him 40 rubles.
I’m waiting for news about Winia who was arrested on
April 9 and left without money or food, only with the
clothing on her back. My deepest sorrow is that I was not
able to rush over and give her a few cursed rubles, her
watch, or pack a bag with a change of clothing. I thought
that she had been taken only for interrogation and would
soon return home, as the commanding Russian lieutenant
of the NKVD [Soviet political police], who had taken
her, assured us. I wanted to wait for her and then send her
to a safe place in Îółkiew. As for myself, I intended to
hide away at Igrerowa’s in Jaworów.
I recall that at midnight on April 13th the rumbling of
horse carts awakened me. After a moment, there was a
knock at the kitchen door. I jumped up, tried to dress, and
opened the door. Six people, led by their guide Samlik
Hawrylak, entered the kitchen. To their disappointment,
they discovered that I was alone: neither my niece Maria
Bladye with her 3-year-old son Leszek nor my son
Mieczysław were in the house. The police said they had a
court order to conduct a search of the house. Then, I was
told to gather my things because I will be deported to the
Radianskyi Soiuz [‘Soviet Union’ in Ukrainian]. My
Ukrainian housekeeper Hania burst into tears of despair.
I was petrified, and as always in such circumstances, I
felt that I needed nothing. I took money: 193 rubles and
180 zlotys–all that the family owned at that moment. I
also took watches and what was left of our jewelry. I put
on two skirts, two sweaters, a heavy winter jacket, Winia’s
summer coat, snow shoes. I packed a couple of shirts,
underwear, two pairs of stockings, three towels, two pillowcases, and pillows. Into my small suitcase I stuck a
roll, bread, a cooked fish which is already half gone. I
have enough bread until Thursday: what will be next? If
only I had taken cornmeal, buckwheat, barley, boiled eggs
– there were so many things in the pantry including a bit
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of honey and preserves. I worried how I would carry all
these things as I already had a large bundle with pillows
and a warm blanket. When I joined the others, I could see
that people had brought with them large bundles full of
clothing, kitchenware, bedding, supplies of food, and were
helping each other in moving the heavy things around.
We reached Jaworów at 7 a.m. On the main road horse
carts filled with people from Niemirów joined us. We were
loaded onto railway boxcars especially prepared for transporting people. There were bunks built of raw boards on
which we sat and slept among our baggage. The entire
day passed at the Jaworów railway station as new people
were brought from the town of Jaworów and surrounding
villages. In our railway boxcar we were joined by two
women from Ulicko with five children, the youngest three
months old and still breast-fed. We are here with the police chief’s wife, Mrs. Ciesielska with two year old Krysia,
and her mother, Mrs. Wittmanowa. The rest are Jews: Mrs.
Kochowa, the two young Rapp girls, Mrs. Lewkowiczowa
with a son and daughters, Mrs. Blumbergowa, Mrs.
Baumohlowa–only the rich Jews, some fifteen of them.
Our train consists of forty cars. If each boxcar like
ours contains 30 people, it means that each train carries
1,200 people. And how many trains left on that sorrowful Saturday of April 13, 1940? Lucky are those who did
not live to see these days. They are deporting even the
organist Lewandowski and his wife, both well into their
eighties.
This morning we were reloaded onto a Russian widegauge boxcar with a small iron stove. The stove is not of
much use because there is neither wood nor water for
making hot tea. Our conditions reminded me of the lowest decks on a ship. Thank God that Mieczek is not here.
I hope they are not deporting people from Wierzbiany.
This horrific lawlessness is spreading ever wider. When
they were transferring us to the wide-gauge train, another
very long train arrived filled with people from Lwów. The
news was going around that ten long trains had already
passed through the station filled with people from Lwów:
university professors, teachers, real estate owners, families of military and police servicemen. Where they are
transporting us, nobody knows! It is 1 p.m. and we are
still not moving. No water is given to us. All my bones
are hurting from the uncomfortable sitting position. The
time drags so slowly. I start to doze. Lucky for me my
bowels are giving me less trouble since Thursday. Before
I had to use the toilet too often. Here, it is unusual to get
out of the boxcar twice a day. They loaded us like cattle.
Luckily, we have bread and rolls, but what is going to hap-
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pen to us when things run out while we are still on the way?
Nobody will care about food and water for those being
deported. Mrs. Wittmanowa started to shout out the window that her child is dying. When in extreme agitation
she fainted, I began to shout. Seeing what was happening, KrzyÊka [the baby] screamed in a frenzy. A komandir
[Russian officer] who was standing nearby told me in
Ukrainian “do not stick out your head: I do not want to
talk to you.” I replied, defying his order, “I want you to
see that there are ten children here and old women–you
are not giving us even water.” He replied angrily “for sure
I will come,” but he never showed up. But they gave us
some water. Mrs. Ciesielska had a portable oil stove, and
somebody found some petrol. Mrs. Baumohlowa started
it and Mrs. Lewkowiczowa held a kettle in the air because the stove is broken. I contributed my tea and this
way, after thirty-six hours or so without even a teaspoon
of hot water, everyone gets a glass of tea.
Monday, April 15, 1940, 8:00 a.m., Zadworze
It is only today at 5:00 a.m. that we started moving from
Lwów. When leaving, Mrs. Wittmanowa started to yell
that we were dying of hunger. As a result, people brought
along three loaves of bread, a cutlet for Krzysia, a cup of
milk, half of which got spilled because Mrs. Ciesielska is
such a scatterbrain. She is endlessly losing something,
spilling, breaking and complaining. We have passed
Krasne, then Skwarzew. The weather is fine but the sun is
full of melancholy as on a November day. The thought of
Winia is haunting me. She was taken away alone without
anything into an unknown fate.
Złoczów, same day, 11 a.m.
The train is taking us along a range of hills. In Skwarzew
we were given a bit of wood. Józef Szkudłapski cooked
some barley soup on a pork bone, and when I did not
want to eat, he boiled tea for me. The Jewish people cooked
only barley for themselves; they ate it half cooked. Mrs.
Wittmanowa had some pork, so she has cooked a pork
stew. Everyone invites me to eat, but I’m afraid for my
weak stomach. I bought a loaf of whole meal bread for 75
kopecks, and I was also given two slices of white bread
back in Lwów. With this supply of food I am going to
survive this week. The news has gone around that people
from this area are also being deported. Stefan Słusiewicz,
rumor has it, was taken away a long time ago. We are
meeting a train packed with people from Jaworów. Good
God! Protect Mieczek and Marysia [Maria Popiel Bladye,
her niece]. If they are taken away separately, it will be
even worse than if we were deported all together.
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Płuczków, same day, 12:30
Still snow and deep snowdrifts all around; winter crops
are very poor.
Jezierna, same day, 3 p.m.
Through the window we are carrying on a discussion with
the Russkies about religion and Russia. In vain we are begging the guards to let us out of the railway boxcars. We are
told to perform all our natural functions inside the crowded
boxcar. Dirt, stench: we have been on the way for seventytwo hours without washing or changing clothes.
Hłuboczyk Wielki, same day
We have stopped until evening. A quarter loaf of bread
and a few grams of liver sausage have been given to us.
Tarnopol (Ternopil), same day
We are meeting a train with people deported from
PrzemyÊl, Grodek and Chodorów.
Maksymowka (Maksymovka), same day
We have been stopped all night; early morning we are
on the move again.
Tuesday, April 16, Bogdanowka (Bohdanovka) and
Powłóczyska (Povlochyska)
We bought a few eggs. Around 9 a.m. the train passed
Zbrucz and again we have halted in Wołoczyska
(Volochyska). People dream about being let out into the
fresh air. We have been locked up for two long days and
nights. At last we see the arrival of a ‘doctor.’ I received
some ointment for my knee, which again has started to
bother me: I’m limping. This is the result of the long and
uncomfortable sitting position, climbing into the bunk,
and getting on and off the boxcar. The doctor told us that
we will be going to Kiev. We are already looking at their
[Ukrainian] wide open fields; most of them fallow ground;
here and there one spots a plough pulled by two miserable horses. There are no tractors to be seen. Winter crops
are like ours, but very meager looking, fields are flooded
by water. I started to eat cooked food and the Lewkowiczes
gave me some coffee, then for one ruble Mrs. Lewkowicz
made for me two scrambled eggs.
The Szczudłapskis shared with me their cooked buckwheat and I gave them a piece of my liver sausage. I also
ate a hard-boiled egg. To my great joy I see that my stomach is in order.
Yesterday I mailed a card to the Jarosiewiczes. I wonder
when and if they receive it, and how is my dear Mieczek; is
he safe? Winia, my dear sister, is constantly in my thoughts.
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Wednesday, April 17
The train was on the move all night, which means that
many miles separate us from Poland. Easing our plight at
the beginning, the weather has been sunny; it helps us
feel a bit better in these prison boxcars with four small
windows covered with iron shutters. Luckily I managed
to get a spot near a window. It is close to the noisy Krzysia,
who at least twice a day wets her mother’s skirt. I’m really lucky to be in the same boxcar with the Szkudłapski
family. Their oldest son Józef, who in normal time would
be graduating from high school, is invaluable. He brought
from his house an axe with which he chops off pieces of
boards from the boxcar; when we get big logs at a station,
he chops them into smaller pieces to use in the stove to
cook. I wish I could stay with them: decent and compassionate people. They brought provisions with them. I can
count on their support. It is a nice country around with
tall poplar trees and orchards. Here and there one can still
see patches of snow.
The first thunderbolt confiscated our farm on September 26 [1939, Soviet occupation]; the second took
away our home on September 28 [thrown out of their
house to live in a miller’s house]; the third struck when
Winia was arrested on April 9, and the fourth—my deportation on April 13. Then our family nest was smashed
and abandoned, but you young ones will rebuild it again.
Since 7 a.m. the train has been stopped for two hours in
Zhmirinka. Again a battle to let us out of the boxcars for
water and to use the toilet. We received thick barley and
wheat soup: most of us devoured it immediately. Only
the Jews have not eaten for a few days. Among us is Mrs.
Baumohlowa, the owner of a resort hotel in Niemirów
Zdrój and of the Zawadów forest, with her 12-year old
son, a short, unpleasant, noisy boy who constantly bullies
his mother.
It is 1 p.m. We are not moving. In vain we have been
screaming for water, there is not a drop left in the boxcar.
We did not wash today; dishes are dirty. Mrs. Wittmanowa
again starts screaming and faints; water does not appear.
Sheer hell. I see trains loaded with people deported from
PrzemyÊl, Chodorów, Podhajec, Rohatyn pulled by magnificent locomotives that roar with steam power.
Winnica (Vynnytsa), a large city
After Zhmirinka we passed over a big river which had
flooded fields and pastures, and among a chain of villages. From the small windows of our boxcar we looked
at large orchards, mixed forests of pine, oak, and birches
planted in rows. Along the railway tracks stretches a fence
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of firs for protection against the drifting snow. Kolkhoz
(or sovkhoz) settlements [collective or state farms] consist of small houses.
6.30 p. m., Kalynivka (Koziatyn)
Before leaving Zhmirinka we were given a bucket of water
which we drunk instantly and were left again without water.
Thursday, April 18, Yezhyn, 8 a. m.
During the night we passed Kiev. It is unfortunate that
we did not see it on the way through. It is rumored that
our train will go for another 24 hours to Kharkov. Yesterday the young Lewkowicz brought a bit of coal, others
got four buckets of water, unfortunately awfully yellow.
Also, we managed to receive a bucket of warm water,
equally yellow. I did not touch it, but others, after adding
a bit of sugar, drank it.
Berelyzh, (same day), 1 p. m.
Several hours have passed since the train stopped. Finally we have lived to see the distribution of kipiatok [hot
water]. At the railway station, there is a small hut with a
sign Kipiatok on it, with outside taps and running water.
We brought two buckets. I drank two cups of excellent
tea with bread. I feel quite full. The sixth day of this journey has passed. Where and when will it end? One of the
women was saying yesterday that the Germans are getting badly beaten in Norway. Maybe something is also
happening in our country? A cold rainy day. We all feel
depressed by being taken further away. Rumor has it that
we are heading towards Moscow.
Dyakonovo
As far as the eye can see the land is flat, here and there there
are small, dilapidated huts of kolkhoz or sovkhoz workers.
One week has gone since I parted with my son Mieczek;
worry for him and my sister Winia follows me all the time.
Kursk. 9 a. m.
It is a big city nicely located on a hill. We met trains
with deportees from PrzemyÊl, Sadowa, Wisznia, and
Grodek. People say that the train from Lwów has just left
from here. Sanitary conditions are dreadful: down near
the small iron stove there is a drainpipe, which serves to
get rid of our dirt and smell. We have been inside this
boxcar for six days now without sweeping and cleaning.
The women from Ulicko with five children. Mrs.
Kochowa and Mrs. Baumohlowa with her son Nisiek,
asleep below among the bundles in the worst conditions.
Last night was so cold that I was forced to put on my
winter jacket and cover myself with Winia’s coat. I regret
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not taking with me a quilt and a suitcase with more spare
clothing. It is impossible to imagine what we can expect
in this abysmal misery to which we have been doomed.
A certain Jew whom we met on the journey said that he
has lived here for six months and that he came with 1,400
rubles; he could not get a job, and now is left with 300
rubles. Because he wants to go back to Poland, he sent a
wire asking for 200 rubles. One has to pay 5 rubles for a
bed. Again we are meeting trains from Podhajce,
Chodorów, and PrzemyÊl. People on those trains are in
worse shape than we are; they have not been given any
food for a very long time. At least we get our daily bucket
of barley soup–today it was burned–and half a bucket of
groats. Yesterday I had a horrid dream: I saw charred bodies in Szczepłoty and Wasyl was digging graves on the
ramparts. I was upset because they were not being buried
in the cemetery.
Saturday, April 20, Pleshkov-Cheremisinovo
In the morning we passed Kalorsk and Voronezh, the
birthplace of Aunt Jadwiga [Pepłowska]. Then we saw a
big river, unregulated as is usual here, and surrounded by
extensive flood plains. Our journey of martyrdom extends
now into its second week. We are being carried through
this endless space; such a flat and huge land with only a
few scattered human settlements here and there. Invariably we see squalid mud huts with thatched roofs and
small windows, dirty and dilapidated, with no fences and
no trees. This gives a general impression of poverty and
gloom. There are few forests, and those that are there are
quite young. Again it is cold today, but at least it is not
raining like yesterday when the water was leaking into
the railway boxcar. The worst happens when, after a long
haggle with the guards, we are allowed off the cars and
everybody looks for a spot somewhere under the boxcar
to relieve himself or herself, not worrying about the audience watching from all directions (this happens once in
24 hours or so). Now an immensely long train consisting
of tank cars carrying gasoline passes us.
The Bolsheviks own magnificent and huge locomotives,
but the passenger cars with narrow dirty windows are
shabby and old-fashioned. Yesterday our Jews celebrated
the Sabbath. Each family lit two candles and placed a few
in a lantern. Later on, when it was already dark, they said
prayers. Mrs. Baumohlowa told Jewish jokes.
Gryazi (Hriasy)
A large station full of trains.
I never thought that I could sleep under such conditions:
hard and uneven boards, a blanket folded into several layers and under my head, a pillow wrapped in a shawl. So
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narrow that when I want to turn onto my other side, I
must sit first. And yet, I am able to sleep. The closeness of
Mrs. Ciesielska, who is peed upon at least three times a
night by her baby Krzysia is a source of unpleasant scent.
My fellow travelers keep retelling stories of things they
used to have. I have nothing to say and I do not complain.
I am curious about the unknown that is awaiting us: am I
going to survive this Gehenna? Am I going to again see
the flaxen head of my son, and the grey hair of my favorite sister? What has happened to all the arrested people in
Niemirów? They were still there on Saturday (April 13). Beside my sister, the husbands of Mrs. Baumohlowa, Mrs.
Kochowa and Mrs. Blumbergowa and Rappówna’s mother
were there. We are dreaming that we will be reunited in the
same place. But nobody tells us where we are going.
I changed into Soviet time and the difference is obvious. At 5:30 p.m. it gets dark and at 2 a.m. it is bright
daylight. Little Krzysia reminds me of Leszek, though
she is a blue-eyed and delicate blond child. However, she
can scream so loud that she is heard in at least ten railcars
around. She calls me “Mrs. Beka.” When her mother
climbed with her into the railway boxcar, she screamed
like one possessed by the devil: “I want to go home!”
Now she understands that she is locked up and has to stay
here. What luck that Leszek is not here! It is to be hoped
they are being left in peace in Poruby. But can one trust
people? Someone could denounce them. What was Hania
able to save and hide of our clothing, furniture, and paintings? A list was made of our bedding and clothing and
Hania was supposed to sell them; money from the sale
will go to the NKVD, and they supposedly will send it to
me—this is the system that one must follow. We got some
cabbage soup, some cooked millet and a quarter loaf of
bread. We were promised rolls and milk for the children.
Unfortunately, there is not a drop of water; we cannot
even think about washing ourselves. With a sweep of her
hand, Krzysia spilled her cabbage soup all over my coat,
sweater and bedding. I was mad, but what can one do.
Peskovatka
The train passed many stations. Children are being given
neither water nor milk. We were able to buy only rolls
and dry cakes by paying twenty kopecks apiece. I decided not to buy anything unless I find myself in an extreme need. We have enough bread; if only we were given
some water we could make tea. We were given a bit of
coal at one of the stations. We are meeting a train from
NadroÏna. Our train consists of forty cars. If each boxcar
like ours contains 30 people, it means that each train carries 1,200 people. And how many trains left on that sorrowful Saturday of April 13 – the 39th anniversary of Hala’s
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death? Lucky are those who did not live to see these days.
They are deporting even the organist Lewandowski and his
wife, both well into their eighties, together with their daughter Mrs. Grzywaczowa, the wife of a retired policeman.

the Russians killed in 1919 near Taiga station in Siberia;
the phrase “hereditary illness” was used so only family
members would understand that it meant perishing in
Russia].

Kochetovka
At last we managed to get two buckets of dirty water,
thanks to Mrs. Blumbergowa who waited at the well for
three hours. A train overtook us with people deported from
PrzemyÊl and Zimna Woda.

Monday, April 22, Kuznetsk
We have met a train from Sokal, full of Red Army soldiers with whom Wittmanowa and Szkudłapska got involved in a conversation often interrupted by outbursts of
laughter from the soldiers. It is sunny but cold. Yesterday
we got neither bread nor dinner. Also today the Jewish
celebration of the Passover has begun; they will be eating
only matzo for three days. Yesterday Mrs. Kochowa sang
beautiful and melancholy Jewish songs. Then the Jews
sang with us Polish patriotic songs. Despite this harmony,
if we are locked up any longer, there will be a quarrel.
Yesterday Pryfcia Blumberg and Nisiek Baumohl started
to bicker. Nisiek stated that nobody likes Jews but everyone needs them, and he told us another Jewish joke.
Spring! So much work is waiting for me in our plundered and devastated land [of Poland]. But here I am, the
soul and engine of the Szczepłoty “Monastyr” [the family farm was built on the site of a devastated 17th century
Basilian monastery], being taken into another corner of
the world. Am I going to return to my loved ones, and in
what shape?

Sunday, April 21, Svizy (Sviazy), 9 a. m.
A better day has begun. We received a bucket of water,
the day is brighter and the sun shines. We met a train from
Gródek and Podhajce. Mrs. Szkudłapska, who talks to
everybody (she reminds me of the late Wala) talked to a
man who had in his hands a map of Russia. He was saying that the direction of our journey has changed. It is
possible that we are going towards the Black Sea. I do not
believe it! It is the ninth day of our journey; we do not
know what has happened at the front, in politics, or in our
home. So much may have changed. My knee feels completely stiff, in general I feel weak. Yesterday I ate one
egg, a cup of cabbage soup with millet, a cup of tea and a
couple of slices of dry bread. No egg today: here in the
Soviet Union it is not easy to buy an egg and if one finds
it, the price is one ruble. A view of an endless green field
of rye is beautiful. However, so many fields lie fallow,
some still with last year’s stubble. We see lots of aspen
forests, but all of them very young; there are no older
forests. When the trees barely begin to grow green leaves,
members of the kolkhoz bring herds of cows and sheep
and use them as pastures.
Bashmakovo, Pachelma
A woman told us that she earns 4 rubles a day. An egg
costs 1.20 rubles, a loaf of bread, 3. What awaits us there?
This worry is with us all the time! I should have tried to
escape in Jaworów. I might have succeeded. When, in the
afternoon I went to the toilet, the guard did not recognize
me as one of the deportees and even aimed his rifle at me,
not allowing me to enter the compound. Mrs. Wittmanowa
got out of the boxcar and gathered information about our
destination. She learned that we are being taken to southern Asia, which means southern Siberia. We feel totally
overwhelmed by despair. Only young Józef is trying to
lift our spirits up. It is already 4:00 p.m. and we have been
given neither bread nor dinner. At all the stations water is
dirty, even the kipiatok. I have only one wish, that Mieczek
and Marysia avoid the “hereditary illness” of Staszek
[brother of Jadwiga and Zofia and a prisoner of war whom

Novospasskoe
A woman from Ulicko bought half a liter of milk for 2
rubles. The monotony of the landscape has come to an
end. On the horizon there appeared a range of hills, meandering dry riverbeds, a glowing yellow sandstone cliff,
and blocks of peat piled in mounds. I noticed a huge flock
of sheep, at least 500. Kolkhozy or sovkhozy are not making a good impression: a few stacks of straw, a long barn,
a stable, two buildings under an unfinished roof, no fences
and no trees. Small dwellings for workers give an impression of poverty and neglect. People we see are mainly
of the working class: poorly dressed, no smiles on their
faces. We are stopped in an empty field—are we again
going to miss our prisoners’ rations? It is already 1 p.m.
but nobody seems to care. In the morning, when I was
shaking off my blanket, the guard shouted at me: “You
will dust your things off when you reach your destination!” When Mrs. Ciesielska and I flooded him with a
stream of words he quickly marched away.
Syzran
The sun hides behind a cloud but is never extinguished.
I found this inspiring phrase from [the 14th-century
chronicler] Wincenty Kadłubek in the first volume of His-
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tory of Polish Literature that Mrs. Szkudłapska brought
with her. I read it during stops trying somehow to break
the limitless boredom of our hopeless journey. Two of his
thoughts caught my attention: the first, as consolation that
my sun is still not extinguished, the second, as a strengthening of my belief that I did the right thing trying to multiply the inherited wealth of my family. Kadłubek was
only 58 years old when he exchanged his bishop’s attire
for a penitent’s rags. He left Kraków and locked himself
up in a lonely cell in J∏drzejów Monastery, devoting the
rest of his life to scholarly research and meditation.
Our Jews managed to trade a bit of tobacco for four dry
boards from a railway serviceman. What joy! We have
now some fuel for two more days. It is so fortunate that we
have a small iron stove on which we can make tea or coffee.
Everyone is storming the door; we badly need to relieve ourselves. Krzysia’s chamberpot saves us.
In Vain
It is futile to try to match the wind, to run after time,
To throw peas against the wall,
Our fortune chooses to make changes, it is like sowing through a sieve,
For at first it sticks, and then it mocks us in laughter.
A word flies like a sparrow:
A Word Flies Like a Sparrow,
As snow though it falls slowly and in small particles
But piles up in drifts and blows in a blizzard.
This is the way that from one mistake, mistakes grow,
Small whispers turn into big news,
And after all this, there is barely a place in the world
for the echo.
Three Roads
Three roads are difficult for people to travel at all
times:
To be born to this world, to lead a good life, and
finally to leave the world.
All the happiness is embraced in this triad.
It is good to be born, good to live and good to die.
by Wespazjan Kochowski [1633–1700]

A doctor came and told us: “tomorrow you will be home.”
May his words come true and may we be freed from the
confines of this boxcar. Now and again there are moments
when Krzysia screams and the Jews talk loudly in Yiddish,
and this is enough to drive one mad. We arrived in Siczyn
(Sichyn) on the Volga. Let it be true what the doctor told us,
and let us not be sent to Siberia. We hear that this place has
many factories and vineyards; everybody will be working at
one’s own vocation. I may sign up as a gardener.
Milany
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A farmer from Podhajce told me that he was away in
Lwów when his wife and four-year-old daughter were
arrested. For two days he tried to catch up with the train.
How happy he was to be reunited with his family in the
boxcar. What has happened to Winia: is she being deported
as well? Is she going to be assigned to the same place? If this
could be true, we would feel safer being together.
On Tuesday and Wednesday (April 16–17, 1940), some
selected people were arrested, and then on Friday and
Saturday their families and some other people were rounded
up.
We are going along the Volga, a beautiful wide river, an
immense expanse of water. This is the only thing up to
now that I have admired.
Batraky on the Volga
This is a place with many oil storage tanks built of brick
or stone. The houses here are small and built as chaotically as everywhere else. The factory club, a two story
building, is nice. Two people from our boxcar were let
out to bring water: it is dirty and foul tasting as usual.
Soon Mieczek will be celebrating Orthodox Easter with
the Jarosiewicz family. I feel sorry for him. He must get
used to much less comfortable new surroundings. On top
of that he is overcome by worry about his mother. My
dearest one! Try to find your peace like your mother in
writing a diary about the thunderbolts that strike us time
and again. The first thunderbolt confiscated our farm on
September 26 [Soviet occupation]; the second took away
our home on September 28 [thrown out of their house to
live in a miller’s house]; the third struck when Winia was
arrested on April 9, and the fourth—my deportation on
April 13. Then our family nest was smashed and abandoned, but you young ones will rebuild it again [as her
parents had done after World War I]. If you, my dear ones,
can only survive in our native land.
Tuesday, April 23, Samara
The train ride along the Volga left me with a wonderful
impression: the full moon was glowing with a pylon of
glittering light. Then we crossed a five kilometer-long
bridge, as the doctor said, in four minutes. This morning
we followed along another bigger but muddy river. Its
water course was surprisingly regulated, but water was
rippled with very high waves.
It’s a sunny day with a strong wind: the plate on the roof
of our boxcar is rattling; we are sitting, or rather lying
with the windows closed. For two days we have not been
given any hot meals. However, today already at 4 a.m.
we were given dumplings made of white flour and cabbage soup, a watery sour liquid. I ate quite a bit and with
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a good appetite. There are a few dumplings left for later.
On the station local people were selling eggs for 1 ruble
apiece and a liter of curded milk for 7 rubles. Our Jews
made a dash for the eggs. They would rather starve than
eat non-kosher food.
Marichevka
A strong wind tore off the roof and side of the railway
boxcar in which the Red Army guards were traveling; we
lost the upper part of the smoke tube from our stove. The
train is standing among pine forest, the sun is shining
warmly. The forest smells fresh. If only we could get out
of this wretched boxcar which is making us sick. We all
suffered from something, but now we feel a bit better.
Buzuluk
We have been passing through a nice country: birches
and grass are green, violet crocuses and yellow flowers
are blossoming. Now again we are surrounded by an endless stretch of flat land covered by moving sands blown
around by the wind. The train stops at a big station, some
fifteen tracks. Two weeks have already gone by since I
said good-bye to Winia, for how long, maybe forever?
How is she surviving this journey with all her health
problems, her migraine? Is she going to endure all this
without clothing and her personal things? In the morning
I talked to a Ukrainian woman from a train going to Siberia. She claimed that she decided to go there of her own free
will. A widow with three children, 13 to18 years old. When I
described to her how our farmers live, she concluded, “To
hell with wealth, here only a person who works gets to eat.”
Wednesday, April 24 (in Asia)
We have already crossed into Asia. During the night we
passed the Ural River. At 2 p.m. in Orenburg we were
given a soup with noodles and some kind of groats. I woke
up to eat and then continued to doze. The worst of it is
that we cannot wash up, there is no water. And, we have
stopped in an empty field. At the previous station we met
a train from Lesko and Sambor. A man told us that four
days ago his wife gave birth to a child in the railway boxcar, and also that a five-week old child of one Mrs.
Podgórski, a wife of an arrested judge, died during the
journey. So much wrong has been done to the entire country of Poland trampled by the brutal aggressors. So much
unhappiness inflicted on families by these Bolsheviks. We
noticed here camels, flocks of sheep, and herds of cows
of very mixed crossbreeding. An endless flat plain stretches
everywhere around us.
Akbulak, 9 p.m.
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We thought we had arrived at the place of resettlement,
but it was not so! 3,500 kilometers [2,200 miles] are behind us, but we are told there are still 800 kilometers to
go. I hope that by Friday we shall be at our destination.
Mrs. Wittmanowa spotted an immense louse on Mrs.
Kochowa; I have never seen anything so big in all my
life! The group of seven from Ulicko spread these insects.
Mrs. Kochowa and Baumohlowa sleep among them on
the floor and easily collect the insects. The train from
Sambor has caught up with us. News has spreads around
that many Poles are being deported. I talked to a lady
whose husband, a high school teacher, crossed with the
Polish Army to Hungary. She and her small son are being
deported. I could have had a longer chat but Krzysia started to
scream and pee all over her mother’s dress and bedding.
Aktyubinsk, Kazakh SSR [the Soviet Republic of
Kazakhstan], Thursday, April 25, 8 a.m.
We arrived here yesterday evening. The train is being
shunted back and forth. We expect that we will be unloaded here. They keep asking us which district we are
from. Some of our people went to fetch dinner and bread.
The chill penetrates the body. Two weeks have passed
since I parted with Mieczek, my only son; he never leaves
my thoughts. Is he secure? I know that they [the
Jarosiewicz family] care for him well, but what has become of the people of Wierzbiany: were they too arrested and deported? I heard that people living near the
main road were taken despite stiff resistance.
Aktyubinsk makes an impression of a sprawling city,
though as all places around here it consists of small onestory houses. Birch trees are all covered with green leaves.
We were told that sixteen boxcars would be unloaded here.
Yesterday I was in a deep despair: my diary got lost! It
was only this morning that I found it at the back of the
boxcar. It slipped into a crack in such a way that I could
only see the edge of it. I wonder if Hania was able to save
my diaries which I have written for 35 years; she asked
me what to do with them when I was leaving.
9 a. m.
A military officer was here and said that we would be
unloaded and moved to a “road transport” (truck). He
checked a list of those present. To my great satisfaction I
answered that Mieczek, Marysia and Leszek are not here.
Friday, April 26, 1940, Sarsai
Yesterday at 3:30 p.m. we were loaded with our luggage onto a truck. By a stroke of luck, I was allowed to sit
with the driver; with my sore knee I would not have been
able to climb into the truck. The ride on the rugged roads
on only barely visible tracks through the endless desert

854

THE SARMATIAN REVIEW

expanse of the steppe was hellish. The truck was rocking
and the passengers with it. After two hours we had a
forty-five minute stop in Novorossiiskoye and then again
on the road into the unknown. In the meantime the sun
has set and we arrived here in total darkness. It appears
that there is not enough room for all of us in the hut. Mrs.
Wolczakowa, a wife of a judge from Kraków, and a number of other people waited outdoors in the cold night for a
horse cart to bring their luggage to a place grandiosely
called a club. On the way our truck broke down and the
driver spent two hours repairing it before transporting us
to the club. . . .
The whole building consists of a big room with two
stoves, six windows on one side with a flattened earthen
floor. In the room a colossal statue of Stalin with a halfbroken arm reaching out keeps staring at us. We warn
each other that if it breaks off it could kill someone.
Poverty here is extreme. Houses with flat roofs, some
built of sun-dried bricks made of grass and mud crudely
piled up and bound with poor mortar. For fuel they use
sun-dried animal dung.
....
I walk a lot enjoying my newly regained ‘freedom’
after being confined to a boxcar for twelve and a half
days. Today was a cloudy and windy day—I have started
to tan. Janka has suffered bad sunburn, and her face and
eyes hurt badly. Only seven families are left here. Where
are they going to send us?
(To be continued in the next issue)

BOOKS BOOKS
and Periodicals Received
The Other Prussia: Royal Prussia, Poland and Liberty,
1569–1772, by Karin Friedrich. New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2000. xix + 280 pages. Hardcover.
$64.95.
Finally, a book by a Western historian confirming what
Polish historians have known all along and what few
Western historians have recognized.
Karin Friedrich argues that the [early modern]
“Prussians were neither Germans nor Poles . . . [but] a
community of citizens who embraced the constitutional
agenda of the multinational [Polish-Lithuanian] Commonwealth” (p. 217). West Prussia was a semi-autonomous
part of the Commonwealth, while East Prussia was held
by the Hohenzollerns.
The Prussians revolted against the Teutonic Knights in
the mid-fifteenth century because the Knights discrimi-
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nated against local inhabitants of all backgrounds. The
Polish king assisted the rebels and, when West Prussia
including Gdaƒsk broke away, he granted it self-governing privileges. Of interest is the fact that the Sarmatian
myths current in the Commonwealth were also adopted
by the Prussians who considered themselves one of the
apocryphal Sarmatian tribes.
This book brings a major correction to the history of
Eastern and Central Europe as taught at American universities. Whether it will make a dent in the version of
European history that is commonly taught remains to be
seen.
W słuÏbie imperium rosyjskiego, 1721–1917: funkcje
i treÊci ideowe rosyjskiej architektury sakralnej na
zachodnich rubieÏach cesarstwa i poza jego granicami
(In the Service of the Russian Empire, 1721–1917: The
Political Content of Russian Sacred Architecture in
the Western Borderlands and beyond the Borders of
the Empire), by Piotr Paszkiewicz. Warsaw: The Art
Institute of the Polish Academy of Sciences, 1999. 349
pages. An extensive summary in English, hundreds of
photographs and drawings, index of names and index of
geographical localities and places. In Polish.
A splendidly published quatro book that art libraries
around the country should purchase (Rice University’s
Art Library has a copy). It traces the uses made of religious architecture by Russian politicians and the Russian
state. Russians insisted on building Russian Orthodox
churches in territories where there were hardly any Russians, with a view to eventually russifying these territories (Poland, the Baltic countries, Ukraine, Belarus) and/
or gaining political power by means of architecture suggesting Russian presence in the area (Alaska, Japan,
Jerusalem, Mount Athos).
Jan Kochanowski’s Threnodies and The Dismissal
of the Greek Envoys. A verse translation with an introduction and commentaries by Barry Keane. Katowice:
Biblioteka Âlàska, 2001. 173 pages. Bibliography, notes.
Paper. Bilingual English-Polish.
The first English translation of Kochanowski’s remarkable play, The Dismissal of the Greek Envoys (1577), first
performed at King Stefan Batory’s Court during the wedding of his Royal Chancellor, Jan Zamoyski, to Krystyna
Radziwiłł in 1578. The place of action is Troy shortly
before the Greek conquest. The theme of the play is patriotism and justice: Troy’s impending fate is obviously
meant to prefigure the fall of Poland.
The present translation of the Threnodies is one of several ones available in English (Michael Mikos and Seamus
Heaney-Stanisław Baraƒczak provided the others). Keane
selected a Shakespearian language for his translation, and
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his work employs Renaissance English.
Umiłowanie przyszłoÊci albo filozofia spraw
ostatecznych: Studia nad filozofià Mikołaja Bierdiajewa
(Love of the Future, or Philosophy of the Final Things:
a Study of Nicholas Berdyaev’s Philosophy), by Marek
Styczyƒski. Łódê: Institute of Sovietology–University of
Łódê Press, 2001. Ideas in Russia Series. 243 pages. Bibliography, index, English summary. In Polish.
A thorough study of the philosophy of a major Russian
religious thinker. Written with flair and an obvious interest in the philosophy of history, this study takes on, in this
order, Berdyaev’s critique of Marxism, his mystical epistemology, human freedom, evil as created by man, ethics
and the final ends of man.
Other Books Received:
Casimir Pulaski: Cavalry Commander of the American
Revolution, by Francis Casimir Kajencki. El Paso, Texas:
Southwest Polonia Press, 2001. xix + 278 pages. Index,
bibliography, illustrations. Hardcover. Price not given.
A study of the American Revolution’s most famous cavalryman.
Teatr i sacrum w Êredniowieczu: religia—cywilizacja—
estetyka (Theater and the Sacrum in the Middle Ages), by
Andrzej Dàbrówka. Wrocław: Funna Publishers (51-649
Wrocław, ul. Bacciarellego 4, Poland), 2001. Monografie
Fundacji na Rzecz Nauki Polskiej Series. 672 pages. Hardcover. An extensive bibliography, summary in English,
index of names and index of topics. In Polish.
A study of the theater in the Middle Ages, its sacral beginning and its religious component. A surprisingly easy
style makes the book accessible to an average educated
reader. A longer review to follow.
Grampol: Gramatyka Polska—The Polish Grammar.
Katowice: Korto, 2000. A CD ROM with an accompanying booklet covering the essentials of Polish grammar.
Bilingual. Designed to assist in the study of Polish.
Dzieƒ dobry: podr∏cznik do nauki j∏zyka polskiego dla
poczàtkujàcych (Beginners’ Polish), by Aleksandra
Janowska and Magdalena Pastuchowa. Katowice:
Wydawnictwo Naukowe Âlàsk, 1999. 213 pages. Paper.
What the title says.
Wybieram gramatyk∏, by Małgorzata Kita. Katowice:
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Âlàskiego, 1998. 2 vols. 233
+ 237 pages. Paper.
A detailed grammar for the students of Polish.

Nine Bells at the Breaker
An Immigrant’s Story
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By Geraldine Glodek. Iowa City: The Barn Peg Press
(www.barnpegpress.com), 1998. 248 pages. Paper.
$15.00.
Sally Boss
By any standard, this is a major Polish American novel.
The story takes place in the Pennsylvania coal mining
region before World War I. At the end of the story, the war
breaks out providing additional twist to the plot. The main
hero, Casimir (vel Charlie) Turek, is a Gdaƒsk-born son
of Polish immigrants who work in the mines. Casimir
becomes a miner at age 15 and is 23 at the beginning of
the story. He falls in love with the daughter of another
Polish immigrant family but is afraid of rejection. He fears
that his lowly status might prevent Victoria from accepting him, and so he masquerades as a mine boss well into
the marriage until he is discovered and embarrassed
thereby. This, plus numerous other secrets he keeps (he
lies about being a native-born American and pretends he
does not know Polish) make for a miserable life. Add to
this the fact that in Casimir’s family mental illness was a
recurring problem, and you get a story replete with drama
and tragedy.
The miners live in dreadful poverty. They have no insurance or old age pensions, and children as young as
seven work in the mines. It is a work-or-starve environment, but nobody complains: the miners are too destitute
to afford the energy necessary to organize protests, and
too well fed to drop dead from starvation (malnutrition
rather than starvation plagues them). The miners’ wives
are a throng of Mother Courages. Their health destroyed
by hard work, they additionally suffer mistreatment by
husbands while their pregnancies are ill attended to.
Casimir means well, but he slips all the time. His slow
descent into madness is skillfully presented, as little hints
at the beginning grow into nightmares later.
Michael Novak once said that no one has ever described
what went through the minds of those gloomy Polish coal
miners in Pennsylvania during the years of hardship and
humiliation. Indeed. It seems that while the memory of
specific humiliations faded into oblivion, a sense of shame
and resentment remained, and it continues to plague Polish American males in particular. Casimir Turek is Legion, to paraphrase Adam Mickiewicz. He embodies the
deep shame which Polish blue collar workers have harbored because of their background, and he exemplifies
disadvantages they experienced because they did not speak
English and came from a ‘suspect’ region of the world:
neither Asiatics nor Europeans, they were difficult to categorize and identify. It is not that Casimir committed a
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crime and tries to hide it: no, he does not feel guilty but
ashamed. Psychologists tell us that a sense of guilt is generated by a transgression, whereas a sense of shame, by
standards not being met. Casimir feels that he somehow
‘should’ be rich to impress Victoria; that he should have
been born in Iowa instead of Gdaƒsk; that he should have
been a white collar worker rather than a dirty miner. He
has not met the standards, he is ‘worse’ than others, and
he is mortified by this in good Catholic fashion (the
miners are church-going Catholics, of course). Shame prevents Casimir from leading a normal life.
Curiously enough, the novel’s women are free of that
crushing sense of inferiority. Casimir’s wife Victoria accomplishes superhuman feats of endurance without losing either her sanity or her sense of self. An interesting
twist of the plot or a social comment?
This book confirms my observation that members of
the American-born Polonia often feel uncomfortable in
American society. They do not feel an integral part of it.
They seem to be possessed of a deep feeling of inferiority. It often happens that the Polish Americans organizations hide in their ethnic ghettoes rather than try to educate others about who they are and where they come from.
And whence the compulsion to hammer on some detail
of tribal history during Pol-Am meetings, instead of dealing with the here and now of American society and the
contemporary world? How many Polish organizations
have articulated public views on matters of importance to
present day public life in America, such as public vs. private school issues, faith-based initiatives, redistricting,
electoral choices? Polish American organizations tend to
stick to the pierogi-and-music activities. By far the largest percentage of Americans of Polish background expresses their shame by simply staying away from things
Polish, by concealing their background and trying to blend
into a nondescript ‘Americanness’ because this makes life
easier.
The explanation I once heard from a prominent Polish
American was so sophomoric that it achieved a sort of
absurd distinction of its own. Why, he said, we are not
obliged to cultivate things Polish. We can choose to do
so, but we are not obliged to do so. The appalling shallowness of this declaration shows that this particular individual was so overpowered by his desire to please (how
Catholic!) those outside the Central European ghetto that
he forgot that there are things that ennoble every human
being, and loyalty to one’s background and courage to
proclaim it is among those things. Of course one is not
obliged, legally speaking, to stand up for anything. As
long as one is not caught breaking the law, one can do
what one pleases. But only at the expense of one’s dignity
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as a person, and one’s full humanity.
Polish Americans seem to be afraid of politics. They
live their private lives in fear of politics. They somehow
fear that they would be ‘exposed,’ and declared unfit for
either local politics or international affairs. They seem to
feel that politics is not for them. They are extraordinarily
afraid of ridicule and hurt which are inevitable by-products of any political activity. Their communal memory is
replete with the hurt and loneliness of those harsh days
before Social Security, before retirement pay, before workers’ insurance and so on. Casimir and his Polish pals live
their lives in gloomy silence. And it is this gloomy silence that present-day Polish Americans inherited from
the likes of heroes Geraldine Glodek so skillfully presents.
The story of the Polish American families in Glodek’s
book engenders reflections about the necessity to break
out of the mold. She transforms experience into words,
allowing Polish Americans to know themselves. Glodek
dares to verbalize the profound sense of inadequacy that
established itself in the Polish subconscious. She is miles
away from the sunny climate of Suzanne Strempek Shea’s
novels. Casimir Turek’s tragic suicide is caused by that
sense of inadequacy. The fact that no one extended a helping hand to him suggests that atomization of society under communism was not unique, and that in America in
the early twentieth century a similar atomization was afoot
among poor whites. The fiction that white America has
always had it good is just that—fiction. The tongue-tied
white ethnics suffered in ways that have not been articulated in American literature. As regards Glodek’s novel,
the brutality of life in the coal mining towns of Pennsylvania has never been better described—or condemned. ∆

Our Take

A case for essentialism
On October 15, 2001 in the New York Times, Stanley Fish,
dean of humanities at the University of Illinois-Chicago
and a militant postmodernist, presented his thoughts on
postmodernly correct ways of facing the events of September 11. He stated that there could be no universal
standard by which the suicide missions that killed nearly
5,000 could be judged. Fish is against “invoking the abstract notions of justice and truth” because there ain’t any
such thing. He offers a substitute: the “values that unite
us and inform the institutions we cherish and wish to defend. . . the democratic ideals we embrace.”
Fish substitutes fashion for morality. He assures us that
we have grounds enough for action and justified condem-
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nation in the democratic ideals we embrace, without grasping for the empty rhetoric of “universal absolutes.” But
the projection of raw power as practiced by some nation
states depends on national loyalties that are inconsistent
with the ideals of democracy, as Professor Margaret
Canovan famously noted in Nationhood and Political
Theory. If we followed Professor Fish’s reasoning, we
would stand ready to defend democracy, but only within
the circle of our own national loyalties. This kind of ‘democracy’ equals Darwinian struggle for survival. It equals
saying that we shall fight for our own tribe because it has
adopted a democratic system of government. This kind
of proclamation of ‘democratic values’ can only be made
tongue in cheek.
Fact is, the standards that operate in American society
are only partially grounded in the social contract and support for a democratic form of government within our own
nation. These standards go back to the standards of right
and wrong that earlier societies internalized on the basis
of religious texts. Religious practice might have waned
and religious freedom disseminated many faiths in
America, but belief in the absoluteness of right and wrong,
good and evil, remains. The democratic ideals themselves
are grounded in that belief. It is unwise to try to dislodge
them as Professor Fish does, for we have nothing better
to offer. The concept of democracy becomes empty if it is
not grounded in the belief in an innate dignity and worth
of human beings, from the lowest to the highest. Unless
we share that absolute respect, democracy remains no
more than a nationalistically-based contradiction of which
Canovan spoke; or a form of hypocrisy where we secretly
divide people into Alphas, Betas, and Gammas, while ostensibly proclaiming our support for the U.S. Constitution.
Yes, we do and should argue about what constitutes a
just war or sufficient justification. This is appropriate for
an open society. But to attempt to cancel these concepts
out as “abstract” and “false” is not much different from
saying that we are simply victorious barbarians who found
a way of life convenient to ourselves, one that we cherish, and we will defend it at any price.
To label the terrorists “bearers of a rationality we reject” is a pernicious misstatement. If we assume that there
are different “rationalities” and each of them is correct
within its own frame of reference, we proclaim our belief
in chaos and disorder.
Edward Said (whom Fish approvingly quotes), is the
most lovable of all postmodernists because he repeatedly
breaks postmodernist rules. He may inveigh against “absolute universals” on one page, and then quote a twelvecentury monk’s admonition to be absolutely charitable
on the next. The entire enterprise of criticizing Orientalism
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which Said initiated was based on righteous indignation,
which in turn is rooted in a sense of right and wrong.
Said’s anti-essentialist comments are interspersed with
appeals to our sense of wrong done to the third-worlders.
The anti-slavery movement was grounded in a similar
sense of absolute right and wrong, and not in the “democratic values which we all cherish.” It is universal standards that we apply when we speak of the war against
Hitler. It is righteous indignation that we express when
we hear how the Nazis treated those they deemed inferior. It is an absolute rejection of consent to treating human beings as disposable objects rather than as persons
that motivates our indignation over the World Trade Center disaster.
In the Gifford Lectures delivered at the University of
Edinburgh half a century ago (subsequently published as
Religion and the Rise of Western Culture), historian Christopher Dawson traced the development of Western institutions including democracy to these absolute principles.
Like many others before and since, Dawson observed that
no society has ever managed to maintain its coherence
for a considerable length of time without a widespread
consent about right and wrong, truth and falsity. One might
not be able to eloquently speak about these principles and
yet be sure of them, and not irrationally. As Karl Popper
once remarked, we know what happiness means even if
we cannot fully describe it. The same with our sense for
absolute values on which civilized human societies are
built.
It is true that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter. Likewise, some people may forever maintain that the earth is flat. But this does not mean that sober
heads in their best moments cannot distinguish between
truth and falsity of a statement. Few people do not know
the distinction between those who tried to assassinate
Hitler and those who tried to assassinate John Paul II.
Those who do not should not be excused by Fish’s suggestion that they belong to a “different rationality.”
It is appropriate for a journal that tries to speak up for
the Central and East European ethnics in the United States
to repudiate the kind of relativism Fish espouses. The
Central and East European societies have paid in blood
and misery for the rejection of “absolute universals,” a
position Fish recommends. Both Nazism and communism
were based on such a rejection, and both offered a blueprint for a new society based on ‘values’ they cherished.
As Leo Tolstoy noted in his Confession, brilliance is no
substitute for wisdom. It is important that views such as
Fish’s be countered whenever thinkers like him lean out
of their academic perches and preach to the public at large,
as Dean Fish did in his column in the New York Times.∆
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Letters
Professor Anna M. Cienciala responds
I regret that Dr. Marek Chodakiewicz responded to my
review of Tajne Oblicze GL-AL PPR: Dokumenty (SR,
April 2001, 796–800), in a tone more appropriate to a
political polemic than a scholarly debate (SR, Letters,
September 2001, 828–830). I will not take up all the points
he made, for this would take too long, but just those I
think are the most important.
Dr. Chodakiewicz rejects my [alleged] “charges that
the editors set out to substitute one propaganda stereotype for another” and says: “The documents speak for
themselves.” As a historian, he should know that this is
rarely the case, for the reader must have some knowledge
of who is writing to whom etc., and editors often interpret
the document for the reader. This is, in fact, the case with
most of the documents in Tajne Oblicze that have footnotes, some longer than the document itself.
I hardly “implied that the truth lies in the middle between the communist propaganda of yore and our documentary collection.” On the contrary, I acknowledged that
Tajne Oblicze shows very clearly how history was falsified in the communist period to create the myth of the
GL-AL as the largest and most active resistance movement against the Germans. But I did say that the reader
might wonder whether all the GL-AL units were murderous bandits. I also suggested that at least some Polish communists were ideologically motivated, and stated that
Władysław Gomułka was not a puppet of Moscow. Dr.
Chodakiewicz responds that there were some ideological
communists, but they worked “hand-in-glove with common bandits,” and this includes Gomułka who knew all
about the bands, and also about the NKVD agents in his
own [PPR] ranks. He goes on to condemn Gomułka as a
“Stalinist” under whose first tenure more independent
Poles were killed than under full blown Stalinism; also
that he simply failed to adjust to the twists of turns of
Stalin’s policy (1947–48), but emerged as a non-Stalinist
leader when Moscow no longer required the previous servility.
Of course, more than one article could be devoted to
different interpretations of Gomułka, but that is beyond
the scope of this letter. Let us note, however, that as regards the Gl-AL bandit bands, Gomułka was not in charge
of the military arm of the party and that, in any case, many
commanders acted on their own. As for the immediate
postwar period, it is true that many anti-communist Poles
were killed in those years, but we should note that this
was a time of virtual war in some parts of Poland. Furthermore, contrary to Raina and Chodakiewicz, histori-
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ans generally agree that Gomułka was much more independent than the leaders of other “People’s Democracies”
in the period between 1945–48, except of course for Josip
Broz Tito. To interpret his opposition to collectivization
in Poland, and then to Stalin’s decision to establish the
Cominform and to expel Tito as simply a lack of timely
adjustment to new Moscow policies disregards Gomułka’s
insistence on an independent, communist Poland. If this
sounds like a contradiction in terms to some, they should
bear in mind that Tito succeeded in making Yugoslavia
an independent, communist state and that it was recognized as such until its collapse in the 1990s. Finally,
Gomułka did stand up to Nikita Khrushchev in October
1956, when the country was threatened by invasion. He
won freedom for domestic policy, but what he made of
this later is another matter.
I do not “apologize” for my “favorites,” as Dr.
Chodakiewicz calls Nazarewicz, Turlejska and
Madajczyk. I do not cite Nazarewicz’s books, but an article of his and I certainly did not require his guidance to
write my review of Tajne Oblicze. I point out that though
Turlejska was an ideological communist who followed
the party line, she later turned against it. But Dr.
Chodakiewicz does not believe that people can change,
saying they change only their rhetoric. He seems to believe that if a person was once a communist, he or she
remains a communist forever, no matter what he/she does
or writes.
Chodakiewicz calls Czesław Madajczyk “a party hack.”
I should have said in my review, and do so now, that whatever Madajczyk’s politics were before 1989, he is known
for his scholarly works on the German occupation of Poland, one of which, Polityka III Rzeszy w okupowanej
Polsce: Okupacja Polski, 1939-1945, 2 vols., Warsaw,
1970, is still considered the authoritative work on the
subject.
The conclusion to Dr. Chodakiewicz’s letter reveals his
mindset more than anything else. He writes: “It seems
that a liberal-sounding Stalinist is more palatable to Professor Cienciala than the shooting from the hip rightwinger Leszek Îebrowski. She cares neither for the reality of nationhood nor for the combative style of the main
editor of our volume. That is fair enough. But is it sufficient reason to rely on an ex-UB Colonel as her interpreter of our collection of PPR and GL/AL documents?”
On this I can only comment that, fortunately, most historians do not practice history by “shooting from the hip,”
for that kind of style belongs not to historical writing but
to American Westerns. Furthermore, no Polish historian
or politician has a monopoly on interpreting “the reality
of [Polish] nationhood.”
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In conclusion, it is sheer demagoguery on Dr.
Chodakiewicz’s part to claim that I relied on Nazarewicz
to interpret the Tajne Oblicze documents, from which the
reader could infer that I am a “liberal-sounding Stalinist”
myself. This sort of smear tactic does not belong in the
realm of scholarship and is unworthy of anyone claiming
to be a historian. For all the above reasons, I do not see
any point in continuing this polemic.
Anna M. Cienciala, University of Kansas,
Lawrence, Kansas

Announcements and Notes
Communist-era document lists available on the Web
On October 17, 2001, the Polish government declassified some of the secret documents produced by the
communist regime’s Council of Ministers. The 137
meters (450 feet) of documents cover a wide range of
topics including arrest of the late Polish primate, Cardinal Stefan Wyszyƒski. According to AFP message
from Warsaw, these documents (dating from 1945 to
1989) are available at <www.premier.gov.pl>. However, we checked and found only titles of documents
but not the documents themselves.
“Republika Polonia” created by a Polish exile in
Turkmenistan via the Internet
Stanisław Tyszkiewicz, a fiftyish descendant of Polish deportees to Turkmenistan, came up with the idea
of a mostly email organization under the name of
“Republika Polonia.” He offers a somewhat optimistic assessment of the numbers of “Poles abroad’ (15
million, but that includes persons of Polish background
who may not identify with Polishness). Republika
Polonia’s web page can be found at <http://republikapolonia.boom.ru>.
As an aside, we note that the dependence of
Turkmenistan on Russia can be gauged by the server’s
location. Colonial dependency, anyone? There is however a restricted site: <http://republika-polonia.org/cgi/
forum/YaBB.cgi>.
Andrzej Wajda will open a film school in 2002
Oscar-winning Polish director Andrzej Wajda plans
to open his own film school in Warsaw, said the Warsaw daily Îycie on September 15, 2001. Other top Polish directors including Agnieszka Holland, Krzysztof
Zanussi, Marceli Loziƒski and Krzysztof Krauze will
collaborate in the venture. The goal is to create a European school of cinema that will be open to the world.
The school’s courses will be taught in Polish and English. A full academic year of study is expected to cost
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about 10,000 zlotys (2,675 euros, or $2,415).
Wajda’s film “Man of Iron” took the Golden Palm
award at the Cannes Film Festival in 1981.
Stanislaus A. Blejwas (1941-2001)
A holder of the Polish and Polish-American Studies
Chair at Connecticut State University, Professor
Blejwas was active in American Polish organizations,
in scholarship, and in politics. In this last category, he
found it expedient to part ways with the Polish American Congress of which he had been a longtime member. He was a tireless worker and he cared deeply for
Polish American affairs. He was a longtime Sarmatian
Review subscriber. May he rest in peace.
Links
<www.indeks.karta.org.pl>
The Karta website contains documentation about persons of Polish citizenship who were killed, deported, or
missing after the Soviet invasion of Poland in September
1939. During the half-century of the Soviet occupation of
Poland (1939–1989), it was impossible to conduct research
and gather information about such issues. Polish academics are trying to fill in the gaps in national memory with
the help of the Russian organization “Memorial” whose
mission is to document Soviet crimes.
<http://www.pkw.gov.pl>
Who is who in the Polish parliament (Sejm).
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Central Europe Workshop
Rice University
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