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      Efsher veln oykh di verter

      
      Dervartn zikh ven oyf dem likht—

      
      Veln in sho in basherter

      
      Tseblien zikh umgerikht?

      
      Un vi der uralter kern

      
      Vos hot zikh farvandlt in zang—

      
      Veln di verter oykh nern,
      

      
      Veln di verter gehern

      
      Dem folk, in zayn eybikn gang.

      
      [Perhaps these words will endure

      And live to see the light loom—

      And in the destined hour

      Will unexpectedly bloom?

      
      And like the primeval grain

      
      That turned into a stalk—

      
      The words will nourish,

      
      The words will belong

      
      To the people, in its eternal walk.]

      
      —AVROM SUTZKEVER,
      

      
      “Grains of Wheat,”

      
      Vilna Ghetto, March 1943.

      
      Translated by

      
      Barbara and Benjamin Harshav
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      NOTE ON LANGUAGE USE

      
      
      How to spell the names of cities like Warsaw, Lodz, Lwów, Vilna, or Krakow is not an easy matter to decide. In the multinational
         spaces of Eastern Europe, which saw frequent changes in political sovereignty until the end of World War II, cities were often
         known under different names. The Polish Lwów was the Austrian-German Lemberg and the Ukrainian L’viv. Jews, who made up a
         sizable proportion of the city’s inhabitants often used the Yiddish Lemberik or Lemberg, especially when the city was part
         of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Vilna presents even greater problems. Claimed by Poles (Wilno), Lithuanians (Vilnius), and
         Belorussians (Vil’na), Vilna changed hands seven times just between the years 1915 and 1922! Vilna Jews, who modestly believed
         that they were living in Yerushalyim d’Lite, the Jerusalem of Lithuania, called Vilna by its Yiddish name, Vilne.
      

      
      The proper Polish spellings of Warsaw and Lodz are Warszawa and Łódź. Poznan, Posen in German, is spelled Poznań. The proper
         spelling of Krakow or Cracow is Kraków.
      

      
      To simplify matters this book will use common English spellings for large cities like Warsaw, Lodz, and Krakow. Lwów will
         remain Lwów while Wilno will be called Vilna. Smaller cities will receive proper Polish spellings with diacritics.
      

    

      
   





 
      
      
      
The Warsaw Ghetto
1940 – 1943

       
   
   


    
   
   

    
   
   

    
   
  

    
   
  
                  
      







Legend






	
			(Jewish residential zone), according to the German decree of August 7, 1940
			[image: art]
	

	
			Ghetto borders on November 16, 1940 (the date the ghetto was established)
			[image: art]
	

	
			Border changes during February–April 1941
			[image: art]
	

	
			Ghetto borders on July 22, 1942 (the beginning of the mass deportation)
			[image: art]
	

	
			Area of the ghetto remaining on April 19, 1943 (the first day of the uprising)
			[image: art]
	

	
			Gates of the ghetto
			[image: art]
	

	
			Overpass
			[image: art]
	

	
			Principal public institutions
			[image: art]
	

	
			Locations of fighting during the uprising of January 1943
			[image: art]
	

	
			Positions and bunkers of the Jewish fighters during the uprising of April–May 1943
			[image: art]
	

	
			Churches
			[image: art]
	

	
			Railroad
			[image: art]
	










Principal Public Institutions



	Judenrat

	Order Authority (Jewish Police)

	Jewish Prison (Gęsiowka)

	Pawiak Prison

	Courts

	Labor Department

	Post Office

	Supply Authority

	Office to Combat Usury and Profiteering

	Berson and Baum Hospital

	Czyste Hospital

	The Great Synagogue

	Nozyk Synagogue

	Moriah Synagogue

	Ż.T.O.S.

	Centos

	TOZ

	ORT

	Toporol

	Center for Professional Studies

	Orphanage
(Janusz Korczak, director)

	Oyneg Shabes Archive

	Deportation Center

	Umschlagplatz



      
      
      



      
      
      
      
      Introduction

      
      
      September 18, 1946. After weeks of preparation and planning, searchers had finally begun to dig under the rubble of Nowolipki
         68 in the ruins of the former Warsaw Ghetto. They were looking for the buried Oyneg Shabes Archive. It was not an easy job.
         In the Warsaw Ghetto, the Oyneg Shabes—led by the historian Emanuel Ringelblum—had included dozens of men and women who documented
         and recorded Jewish life under the Nazi Occupation.1 But this secret “sacred society,” as Ringelblum called the Oyneg Shabes, shared the grim fate of Warsaw Jewry.
      

      
      Only very few of Ringelblum’s coworkers in the Oyneg Shabes survived the war. The journalist and writer Rachel Auerbach was
         one. Another was Hersh Wasser, who had been its secretary, and his wife, Bluma. Wasser himself had stayed alive by the slimmest
         of margins. In 1943 he jumped from a Treblinka-bound train. In 1944 Germans discovered his hideout in north Warsaw and killed
         three of his friends in a short, intense gunfight. But, once again, Wasser and his wife survived. Without Wasser directing
         the search, it is unlikely that the archive would have surfaced.
      

      
      The diggers moved carefully. It was slow and dangerous work. Where the Warsaw Ghetto had once stood was now a scene of total
         destruction. Auerbach compared the painstaking efforts to locate the street and the building to an “archeological expedition.”2 Jews and Poles worked side by side. They dug deep tunnels under the debris, built ventilation shafts, and pushed long metal
         probes through the rocks and bricks. And then a probe hit something solid: a tin box covered in clay and tightly bound in
         string—and then nine more.
      

      
      That September day Rachel Auerbach was in Lodz. For many weeks she worried over the fate of the archive. In one of her last meetings with Emanuel Ringelblum in the Warsaw Ghetto, the historian
         told her, with quiet confidence, that his comrades had hidden the “legend,” as he called it,3 and that it was safe “from fire and water.” No matter what happened to them, the world would know about the final chapter
         of Polish Jewry and German crimes.
      

      
      But Ringelblum’s greatest fear was that no one would survive to tell the story and the world would never know about the archive.
         It was just six days before the Germans discovered his hideout when Ringelblum sent a letter to his close friend, Adolf Berman,
         asking him to make sure that news of the archive’s location somehow reached the YIVO—the Yiddish Scientific Institute—in New
         York City4 “If none of us survives, at least let that remain.”5

      
      Now Auerbach wondered if it had all been in vain. Was the archive really there? Perhaps it burned down during the ghetto uprising.
         Maybe looters, looking for money or gold, had stumbled upon the precious documents and destroyed them.
      

      
      But a sudden instinct told her that today would be the day. She hopped on a train to Warsaw and, upon arriving, rushed from
         the train station to the Jewish Historical Institute on Sienna Street. The moment she arrived she saw the excited staff —they
         had found the archive!
      

      
      But initial euphoria, Auerbach recalled, quickly gave way to anxiety and depression. They could hear water in the boxes, and
         the boxes themselves were covered with a thick greenish mold. Would anything be readable? Experts from Polish libraries and
         museums stepped in to show the staff of the Jewish Historical Institute how to unpack the materials and how to dry the paper.
         Finally, they opened the first box. Auerbach and Wasser exchanged looks. The box contained the telltale notebooks that Eliyahu
         Gutkowski, one of the secretaries of the Oyneg Shabes, had distributed in the Warsaw Ghetto for essay assignments and reports.6

      
      Another box contained a poignant message—the last wills and testaments of those who buried the precious cache of documents
         in the basement of Nowolipki 68. Before the war, the building had housed a Ber Borochov school, a secular Yiddish elementary
         school named after the hero of the Left Poalei Zion (LPZ), Ringelblum’s political party. After the mass deportations to Treblinka
         began on July 22, 1942, Ringelblum and Wasser told the director of the school, Israel Lichtenstein, to bury the archive.7

      
      Lichtenstein had been in charge of the “technical section” of the Oyneg Shabes. Since the start of the organization, only
         he knew the physical location of the essays and documents. Ringelblum had taken great care to ensure that, if he himself or
         other leaders of the archive fell into German hands, the secret would be safe.
      

      
      
      Lichtenstein recruited two young members of the movement—David Graber and Nahum Grzywacz—to help him. As they worked against
         time to bury the archive—who knew when the killers would appear?—they wrote down their last messages for future generations.
         Here is what Graber, nineteen years old, wanted the world to remember:
      

      
      
         What we were unable to cry and shriek out to the world we buried in the ground.…  I would love to see the moment in which
            the great treasure will be dug up and scream the truth at the world. So the world may know all. So the ones who did not live
            through it may be glad, and we may feel like veterans with medals on our chest. We would be the fathers, the teachers and
            educators of the future.…  But no, we shall certainly not live to see it, and therefore I write my last will. May the treasure
            fall into good hands, may it last into better times, may it alarm and alert the world to what happened…  in the twentieth
            century.…  We may now die in peace. We fulfilled our mission. May history attest for us.8


      

      
      The next day, August 3, 1942, Graber hastily penned a postscript:

      
      
         Neighboring street besieged. We are all feverish. Mood tense, we prepare for worst. We hurry. Probably soon we will do our
            last burying. Comrade Lichtenstein nervous. Grzywacz somewhat afraid. Myself indifferent. In my subconscious, a feeling I
            shall get out of all trouble. Good day. We must only manage to bury [the boxes]. Yes, even now we don’t forget it. At work
            until the last moment.
         

         Monday, August 3rd, 4 PM


      

      
      
      Israel Lichtenstein’s testament recorded pride in a job well done. He was sure he had hidden the archive well; only Wasser
         would know where to find it. “I do not ask for any thanks, for any memorial, for any praise,” wrote Lichtenstein. “I only
         wish to be remembered.” And Lichtenstein’s thoughts then turned to his wife, the gifted artist Gele Sekstein,9 and his beloved twenty-month-old daughter, Margalit.
      

      
      
         I wish my wife to be remembered, Gele Sekstein. She has worked during the war years with children as an educator and teacher,
            has prepared stage sets, costumes for the children’s theater…  both of us get ready to meet and receive death.
         

         I wish my little daughter to be remembered. Margalit is 20 months old today. She has fully mastered the Yiddish language and
            speaks it perfectly. At nine months she began to speak Yiddish clearly. In intelligence she equals children of 3 or 4 years.
            I don’t boast. People who witness it and tell me so are the staff teaching at the school at 68 Nowolipki Street—Dr. Pola Follman, Mrs. Blit Herzlich, Mrs. Zagan and others. I don’t lament my own life or that of my wife. I pity
            only this little nice and talented girl. She too deserves to be remembered.
         

      

      
      All these testimonies also contained short autobiographical sketches. On the brink of death, as they buried the tin boxes
         on that hot summer night, Israel Lichtenstein, his wife, Gele Sekstein, and the two young men who helped them left their individual
         markers, touching reminders of personal lives and concerns. Gele Sekstein wrote: “My father was a shoemaker. His children
         from his first wife are not respectable, they are underworld people. My mother, on the other hand, came from a prestigious
         line—the Landau family. Because of a deformity—one of her hands was paralyzed—she had to marry my father. She did not have
         a good life and died young.” Eighteen-year-old Nahum Grzywacz wanted to remind whoever found the archive that, because his
         family was poor, he was not able to finish his education. As he was writing his last testament, he suddenly heard that the
         Germans had blockaded his parents’ building. “I am going to run to my parents and see if they are all right. I don’t know
         what’s going to happen to me. Remember, my name is Nahum Grzywacz”10 (emphasis in original).
      

      
      These last-minute testaments—with their poignant combination of personal and collective concerns—offer important insights
         into the entire Oyneg Shabes project. Clearly Lichtenstein, Grzywacz, and Graber drew comfort and meaning from the conviction
         that they were fulfilling a national mission of the highest importance. But part of that mission was to remind future generations
         that they were individuals. Understanding and memory had to focus not only on the collective catastrophe but also on the individual
         lives that the Germans were about to destroy. Similarly these were people who, like many other Polish Jews, had a deep sense
         of political commitment and intellectual engagement. Grzywacz, Graber, and Lichtenstein had been members of the same left-wing
         political party; Gele Sekstein had devoted her artistic talents to the struggle for secular Yiddish education and a better
         life for poor Jewish children. To understand and appreciate the Oyneg Shabes Archive, one must not forget that it grew out
         of this culture of dedication and concern.
      

      
      Gele Sekstein, Israel Lichtenstein, and their little daughter did not die that week. Thanks to a well-constructed hideout
         in the same building where Lichtenstein hid the archive, they got a nine-month reprieve. One letter that survived in the archive
         shows how Sekstein doggedly fought to stay alive. On September 22, 1942, she sent a letter to “Hershel,” one of the Jewish
         directors of Bernhard Hallman, a German woodworking enterprise in the ghetto. Sekstein was asking for a precious “number,”
         a piece of paper that proved that she worked in a shop. Perhaps it might save her and her beloved child from the next roundup. Sekstein reminded Hershel that before
         the war she had been a noted artist whose work had even won financial support from the Polish Ministry of Education. And just
         one year ago her work with the ghetto’s children had been recognized by Adam Czerniakow, the president of the Warsaw Judenrat,
         or Jewish Council, the administrative body that the Germans required Jews to form in each ghetto.
      

      
      
         I think I am now the last surviving Jewish painter…  and perhaps one of the very few Jewish creative artists [writers, painters]
            who are left.
         

         In the future, I think, the Jewish people should not consist only of tailors, carpenters and shoemakers. There should also
            be creative artists and cultural figures. Therefore it is important to save the Jewish artist so that (after the war) he’ll
            be able to help rebuild the Jewish people with the help of the pen and the brush.…  I ask for little. Just give me a chance
            to live so that I can keep Jewish art alive.”
         

      

      
      At the bottom of the letter Sekstein noted that nothing came of her request.11

      
      Still Sekstein and her husband somehow managed to hold on. In the fall of 1942 the news of German defeats at El Alamein and
         Stalingrad even gave them fleeting moments of hope. They lived to see the first armed Jewish resistance to the Germans in
         January 1943.12 Then, in April 1943, time ran out. The night before the ghetto uprising began on April 19, a Monday, Emanuel Ringelblum had
         seen Lichtenstein in Brauer’s Shop on Nalewki Street. When the battle began, Lichtenstein and his friend, Natan Smolar, another
         well-known figure in the LPZ, tried to make it back to their hideout on Nowolipki 68. They were never seen again.13 Gele Sekstein and Margalit probably perished at the same time.
      

      
      Sometime in February 1943 Lichtenstein buried a second part of the archive in two large aluminum milk cans.14 He hid them under the same building, Nowolipki 68. Polish construction workers found them in December 1950. There was yet
         a third part of the archive, with valuable materials on the Jewish resistance, that was buried under Świętojerska 34 on April
         4, 1943.15 Intense searches under the building yielded nothing but a few charred pages of a diary kept by Shmuel Winter, a wealthy businessman
         who had helped raise money for the Oyneg Shabes in the ghetto.16 Everything else had vanished.
      

      
      
      
      STONE UNDER HISTORY’S WHEEL

      
      
      The milk cans found in 1950 contained an essay written in Polish that tried to explain the place of the written word in the
         Warsaw Ghetto. The writer, Gustawa Jarecka, had been a leftist author before the war with little interest in Jewish matters. Incarcerated in the ghetto
         with her two small children, Jarecka found a job working for the Judenrat. The Oyneg Shabes then recruited her to copy Judenrat
         documents for the secret archive.17

      
      Like most of the other documents in this second part of the archive, this one, titled “The Last Stage of Resettlement Is Death,”
         was written sometime after September 1942, when a lull in the deportations had begun. There were no illusions now about German
         plans for the Jews; the Jews remaining in the Warsaw Ghetto knew that they were living on borrowed time.
      

      
      But Ringelblum continued the work of the Oyneg Shabes. As the dazed survivors asked themselves how long their reprieve would
         last, Ringelblum, Gutkowski, and Wasser fanned out through the shrunken ghetto to seek out essays and documents. They asked
         Jarecka to write about what she had seen. She began by trying to describe what it meant to write in the face of death. Indeed,
         she had only a few more months to live. In January 1943 she and her two children were deported to Treblinka.
      

      
      “We have nooses fastened around our necks,” Jarecka recorded. “When the pressure abates for a moment we utter a cry. Its importance
         should not be underestimated. Many a time in history did such cries resound; for a long time they resounded in vain, and only
         much later did they produce an echo. Documents and a cry of pain, objectivity and passion do not fit together,” Jarecka admitted.
         And the written word itself evoked mixed feelings:
      

      
      
         The desire to write is as strong as the repugnance of words. We hate words because they too often have served as a cover for
            emptiness or meanness. We despise them for they pale in comparison with the emotion tormenting us. And yet in the past the
            word meant human dignity and was man’s best possession—an instrument of communication between people.
         

         

            Perhaps the written word would also help bring the killers to justice:


         
         These documents and notes are a remnant resembling a clue in a detective story. I remember from childhood such a novel by
            Conan Doyle in which the dying victim writes with a faint hand one word on the wall containing the proof of the criminal’s
            guilt. That word, scrawled by the dying man, influenced my imagination in the past.…  We are noting the evidence of the crime.
         

      

      
      Jarecka admitted that “this will not help us.” But nevertheless she found a small shred of solace as she wrote. Future generations
         might read her essay; historians might learn lessons:
      

      
      
      
         The record must be hurled like a stone under history’s wheel in order to stop it.…  One can lose all hopes except the one—that
            the suffering and destruction of this war will make sense when they are looked at from a distant, historical perspective.
            From sufferings, unparalleled in history, from bloody tears and bloody sweat, a chronicle of days of hell is being composed
            which will help explain the historical reasons for why people came to think as they did and why regimes arose that [caused
            such suffering].18

      

      
      Jarecka, therefore, had many important reasons to write. Through the written word one could confront the terrible present
         with dignity of the past and recapture the themes and symbols of prewar culture. In the face of horror, language could simultaneously
         frustrate and console. To write was to assert precious individuality even on the brink of death. To write was to resist, if
         only to bring the killers to justice. To write was to complete the defeat of the killers by ensuring that future historians
         would use the victims’ cries to change the world.
      

      
      During the Holocaust hundreds of individuals wrote. They wrote diaries, laments for murdered children, essays, poetry, and
         fiction. In a death cell in a Krakow prison, Gusta Davidson Draenger wrote a diary on toilet paper.19 In Krematorium III in Auschwitz, Zalman Gradowski, a member of the Sonderkommando, wrote about his conversations with victims
         in the anteroom of the gas chamber and buried his notes in a glass bottle.20 In Estonia, just a few hours before his execution in the Klooga concentration camp in September 1944, Herman Kruk wrote the
         last entries in his diary and buried them on the spot.21

      
      Some individuals decided to write entirely on their own. Others wrote because they were encouraged to do so—by a political
         party, a youth movement, or an underground ghetto archive. There were underground archives in several ghettos, but by far
         the largest was the Oyneg Shabes, organized by Emanuel Ringelblum in the Warsaw Ghetto. More than anyone else it was Emanuel
         Ringelblum who encouraged individuals to write, who organized and conceptualized the archive, and who transformed it into
         a powerful center of civil resistance.22

      
      Ringelblum was a historian who, to borrow Jarecka’s metaphor, tried to cast a stone under the wheel of history. He was the
         product of a left-wing secular culture that embraced the study of Jewish history and Yiddish literature as the building blocks
         of a new Jewish identity that affirmed national pride even as it reached out to the wider world. Ringelblum was absolutely
         convinced that the story of Jewish suffering, no matter how terrible, was a universal story and not just a Jewish one. And
         evil, no matter how great, could not be placed outside history.23 The archive not only recorded crimes; it was also part of the struggle for a better future.
      

      
      Shortly after the searchers unearthed the first part of the Oyneg Shabes Archive, the Polish-Jewish historian Nachman Blumenthal—one
         of the first to study the materials—stressed what he believed to be Ringelblum’s extraordinary ability to rise above political
         passions and preserve his objectivity.24 Blumenthal also praised the fact that Ringelblum—unlike others caught in the Nazi hell—had resisted the temptation to engage
         in meta-historical speculation or to embrace mystical, religious, or political sentiments. Ringelblum just wanted the facts.
         He was, Blumenthal wrote, an exemplar of historical objectivity: “He stepped out of his own persona [er tut zikh oys aleyn
         fun zikh]” in order to serve pure truth.
      

      
      Blumenthal, however, is only partly right. Much as Ringelblum cared about facts and “objectivity,” he could not entirely step
         out of who he was and forget the politics and ideology that shaped him. To the very end Ringelblum remained a dedicated member
         of the LPZ. One could see the impact of that political legacy in his Yiddishism, in his love of the Jewish masses, in his
         reading of modern Polish history, and in his complex attitude toward the Soviet Union. His political legacy made it very difficult
         for him to evaluate fairly figures like Adam Czerniakow, the head of the Warsaw Judenrat. And one does not have to look hard
         to notice Ringelblum’s less than positive attitude toward the Bund.25 No, Ringelblum did not entirely abandon his political beliefs.
      

      
      Just as religious Jews believed in the coming of the Messiah, Ringelblum hoped that after the war a better social order would
         arise on the rubble of European capitalism. But it would not happen automatically. Historical knowledge and awareness would
         arm the struggle for a better world. And therefore one finds a certain creative tension between his political beliefs and
         his determination that the Oyneg Shabes be objective and fair.26

      
      Long before the war one could observe a similar tension between Ringelblum’s commitment to objective scholarship and his conviction
         that Jewish historians had a national mission—a conviction that marked the work of an entire generation of young Jewish historians
         in Poland. For Ringelblum and his peers, their love of history did not lead to a traditional academic career; they were fortunate
         to find jobs as high school teachers. But as this study will show, they were convinced that the Jewish historians had to shoulder
         crucial national and political responsibilities. Historians would inspire Polish Jewry to fight for equal rights. They could
         have a major impact on Polish-Jewish relations: Poles would realize that “the Jews” were not an undifferentiated “other” but a diverse and complex national group with deep roots in Poland.
      

      
      As this book will demonstrate, Ringelblum followed in the footsteps of two great historians, Simon Dubnow and Isaac Schiper.27 Dubnow pioneered the modern study of East European Jewish history, and Schiper, along with Meyer Balaban, led the study of
         Jewish history in interwar Poland and both served as mentors and teachers for younger historians. Like Dubnow, Ringelblum
         believed that historical consciousness could provide a cultural bulwark for secular Jews who rejected both religion and assimilation.
         As Dubnow admitted in his autobiography, if he could not bring himself to believe in religion, then at least he could find
         comfort in the record of the Jewish people, how they overcame adversity and how they maintained their national identity. But
         in order to compile that record, Jews had to collect and protect the raw materials of Jewish history—documents and chronicles.28

      
      Long before organizing the Oyneg Shabes, Ringelblum heeded Dubnow’s call. Living in the Diaspora under the sovereignty of
         others, Ringelblum argued, the Jews would never own their past unless they claimed it and protected it themselves. In his
         earliest published writings, in the mid-1920s, he complained that Gentile historians had shown little interest in Jewish history,
         and assimilationist Jewish historians had distorted that history to make their case that Jews were a religion, not a people.
         Meanwhile, he emphasized, community records and documents disappeared, folklore vanished, and national cohesion atrophied.
         Unlike German Jewry, the hard-pressed Polish-Jewish community, he complained, had done little to set up historical societies,
         collect documents, or provide financial support for Jewish historians. It was time, Ringelblum pleaded, to change the Jews’
         attitude toward their history and to develop a rich social history comprising the material culture, economic structure, and
         folk customs of the Jewish masses.29

      
      Ringelblum’s emphasis on social history tried to redress what he believed to be a long-standing imbalance in Jewish historiography,
         with its focus on what rabbis wrote, on what the rich did, on apologetic briefs for why Jews deserved to be accepted by the
         Gentiles. To set the record straight, the historian had to organize armies of collectors (zamlers) to collect the raw materials.30 He had to encourage provincial Jews to start writing local histories. Indeed, a central goal of the historical section of
         the Yiddish Scientific Institute, founded in 1925, was to organize the “doing of history,” to encourage zamlers to collect material, youth to write their autobiographies, and ordinary Jews to believe that their lives were worth studying.
         Jewish historians not only had to be scholars, they also had to involve the wider community in a common effort.31 Even as a young history student at Warsaw University in the 1920s, Ringelblum joined with others in gathering and assembling
         documents and artifacts of Jewish history in order to sharpen national consciousness and defend Jewish claims to a distinct
         national identity.
      

      
      Together historians and amateurs would create a new canon, a new set of texts that would both legitimize the ongoing creation
         of a secular national identity and undermine previous, idealized notions of “one Jewish People” (klal yisroel) united by religion and suffering. Clear models for such a project had emerged during the First World War. Key examples were
         the Vilna Zamlbikher (almanacs) and the Vilna War Chronicle that appeared between 1915 and 1923.32 These almanacs and chronicles—running to many hundreds of pages—documented almost every aspect of Vilna Jewish life during
         a period of upheaval and war. Articles and reports brought together the past and the present: studies of traditional synagogue
         architecture alongside reports on new schools and soup kitchens, articles on Jewish social psychology right beside compilations
         of jokes and folklore, studies of new secular schools next to accounts of the Jewish book trade and publishing. The chronicles
         also published diaries as well as copies of official announcements and proclamations during the years when Vilna was occupied
         by Poles, Germans, Soviets, and Lithuanians.
      

      
      This collective effort brought together religious and secular Jews, Hebraists and Yiddishists, Zionists and Bundists. By documenting
         the creativity and resilience of Vilna Jewry in a time of crisis, these texts highlighted the emergence of a new Jewish community
         and new leaders who replaced older elites that had either fled Vilna or failed to meet the challenges of wartime leadership.
         Implicit in these texts was the conviction that Jewish national life had outgrown traditional frameworks. Jews in Eastern
         Europe were too diverse, energetic, and spontaneous to fit into the procrustean bed of traditional religion or the framework
         of narrow ideology. The key message of these texts was that the Jews were a people, not just a religious group. The first
         Vilna Zamlbukh appeared in 1916 at a time when Vilna was under German occupation and when Jews were fighting to secure recognition as a
         nationality. The stakes were high: recognition for Jewish schools, permission to run a separate Jewish network of relief organizations,
         equal treatment with the Poles. The zamlbikher, which at first glance seemed little more than a collection of miscellanea, in fact became a critical weapon of national
         self-defense.
      

      
      Implicit in the zamlbikher was the belief that the emerging Jewish nation in Eastern Europe was a work in progress, the sum total of what the Jews,
         as a people, did. Perhaps one can go further and say that hundreds and thousands of documents were each small building blocks
         that both recorded and facilitated the construction of a new popular consciousness. Clearly what would later become known as “alltagsgeschichte,” the “history of everyday life,” was already a major component of this process of documentation that traced the growth of
         an extraterritorial Jewish nation in Eastern Europe. This concern with the details of everyday life and material history would
         carry into the work of the Oyneg Shabes.
      

      
      In his provocative study Zakhor, Yosef Khaim Yerushalmi stressed the tension that he believed existed between this emerging sense of history and a Jewish
         collective memory that used salient archetypical events to highlight covenantal time, blur the distinction between past and
         present, and underscore God’s special relationship with the Jewish people. The modern historian was serving up something very
         different from this collective memory. Jewish historians worked with facts and strove for objectivity. God receded to the
         background, and the Jews, in the mind of the historian, became a people to be studied like any other.
      

      
      
         The historian does not simply come in to replenish the gaps of memory. He constantly challenges even those memories that have
            survived intact. Moreover, in common with historians in all fields of inquiry, he seeks ultimately to recover a total past—in
            this case the entire Jewish past— even if he is directly concerned with only a segment of it. No subject is potentially unworthy
            of his interest, no document, no artifact beneath his attention.33

      

      
      Although Yerushalmi’s thesis has had its critics, Yerushalmi’s description of the historian’s task—to recover a total past
         and to retrieve every possible document and artifact—is strikingly similar to Ringelblum’s description of the Oyneg Shabes.
      

      
      The Oyneg Shabes Archive includes an anonymous document by an orthodox Jew that questioned whether Ringelblum’s concern with
         gathering material for history was worth the effort:
      

      
      
         History does not teach a thing. We Jews are an unhistorical people. History has seven faces. Her true face is hard to discover.
            Jews have no history, all of it is only myth. We are worried about gathering material for history? Forget it. Fight hunger.
            Only a myth will remain of the present time. Will it be the myth of Sodom or the myth of Abraham’s charity?34

      

      
      What mattered for this author, to put the question in Yerushalmi’s terms, was collective, covenantal memory, not history.

      
      But Ringelblum would not have agreed. The Jews, he believed, needed not myth but history. The Oyneg Shabes was not concerned with elegizing a dead people. During the early phase of the occupation,
         before anyone suspected the possibility of mass murder, Ringelblum, to borrow an oft-used phrase, sought to create a “usable
         past” for a living people. At first Ringelblum saw opportunities for the socially committed historian: to reverse the debilitating
         linguistic assimilation of the prewar years; to discredit the Jewish bourgeoisie and expose those elites who had failed to
         meet the test of wartime leadership; to document the resilience of the Jewish masses; to prove that in a moment of trial the
         Jews had once again proven their loyalty to Poland; to use history and sociology to create a meaningful base for Jewish secular
         culture and to continue a work in progress—a new iconography of the Jewish urban experience—that would take its place alongside
         the iconography of the shtetl. The Oyneg Shabes also saw itself as engaged in active resistance: it spread the truth about
         German atrocities.
      

      
      Yet tension existed between this faith in history and the grim reality of the unfolding catastrophe. How does a historian—who
         sets out to document a living community—register its destruction? If it made sense to capture a “total past” while there was
         still hope that Polish Jewry would survive, then what was the point of the archive after the grim efficiency of the Final
         Solution became all too apparent? True, just as for Jarecka, the act of writing and gathering material afforded some meager
         consolation. Certainly the Oyneg Shabes could help damn the killers after the war, even if it could do little to save the
         victims. But Ringelblum continued the archive, even after all seemed lost, for yet another reason: his innate belief that
         nothing was “unimportant.” The ultimate surrender, the ultimate act of despair, was a failure to record what one saw. As everything
         collapsed all around, many Jews in the ghettos held even more tightly to their prewar ideals and hopes—if nothing else, these
         provided an anchor and a beacon. Ringelblum the radical did not renounce his faith in a world revolution that would sweep
         away the capitalist system. Ringelblum the historian did not give up his hope that historians still had something to tell
         a postwar world, to teach lessons that would prevent another genocide.
      

      
      Ringelblum was someone who turned his weaknesses into strengths. Before the war some regarded Ringelblum’s historical work
         as overly descriptive. Compared to Isaac Schiper or Ringelblum’s close friend, Rafael Mahler, Ringelblum was seen as a competent
         journeyman but not as a theorist or path-breaker. One person who worked with him closely before the war considered him, somewhat
         unfairly, more of a facilitator than an original thinker.35 I consider these claims in more detail elsewhere in the book. But one might ask whether Ringelblum’s own sense of the historian’s craft, and perhaps his own realization of his strengths and weaknesses,
         made the archive— a collective enterprise—possible. In a very real sense, the Oyneg Shabes reflected a kind of humility on
         Ringelblum’s part. Clearly he had his own biases and agendas, but he knew that in addition to creating a vital historical
         record he was “facilitating” the work of future historians. “Collect as much as possible,” he told Wasser. “They can sort
         it out after the war.”36

      
      From the very beginning Ringelblum understood the need to encourage writing “from inside the event,” writing that would not
         be skewed by the distorting lens of retrospective recollection and selective memory. To collect material, to gather impressions,
         and to write them down immediately—these were the watchwords of the Oyneg Shabes. Memory was tricky, Ringelblum insisted,
         especially in the ghetto. Under the pressure of unprecedented events, Jewish society changed at lightning speed. In wartime,
         months turned into days and years into months. By December 1939 the tough prewar days seemed like a picnic. A year later,
         after the Jews were herded into a ghetto, the preghetto period of the German occupation evoked a kind of nostalgia. After
         the deportations to Treblinka began in July 1942, then even the ghetto hell of 1941-42 seemed like the “good old days.” Ringelblum
         realized, even before he was aware of the Final Solution, how quickly trauma would efface memories of all that had preceded
         it, how unimportant the “everyday” would seem when viewed through the prism of greater suffering. Thus it was all the more
         vital to capture the “everyday” of Jewish society under German occupation, to meld thousands of individual testimonies into
         a collective portrait.
      

      
      In one of Cecylia Slapakowa’s interviews with ghetto women, part of an Oyneg Shabes study project, we read that “in the tragic
         destructive chaos of our present-day life we can nonetheless observe flashes of creative activity, the slow development and
         birth of forces that are building a base for the future.”37 This was written in the spring of 1942. Had she survived, would she have written this after the war? Some of the most vivid
         materials of the Oyneg Shabes Archive were reportages written by Peretz Opoczynski about features of ghetto life such as the
         mail and compulsory disinfection baths that humiliated the ghetto population and ruined their belongings. But had Opoczynski
         waited until the fall of 1942 to write about these events, would they have seemed all that important? Compared to Treblinka,
         how could one complain about a real disinfection chamber? But it was precisely these microcosms of ghetto life—the post office,
         house committees, baths, street humor—that would help serious historians reconstruct and interpret the past and understand
         Jewish society under the Nazi occupation.
      

      
      
      Over time Ringelblum realized more and more clearly that survivor identity would overshadow the prewar past. The “before”
         would be erased by the “after.” As he confronted the unfolding disaster he fought all the harder to preserve the “Now” and
         the “Before,” to keep the a posteriori label of “victim” from effacing who the Jews were before the war. In a very real sense
         he saw history as an antidote to a memory of catastrophe which, however well intentioned, would subsume what had been into
         what had been destroyed.
      

      
      In a 1981 article Yehuda Bauer pointed out that research on the Jews during the Holocaust focused on the questions of collaboration
         and resistance while neglecting the “intermediate organizations” in the ghettos, those that occupied the space between the
         Jewish Councils (Judenräte) and the resistance organizations.38 But it was precisely these intermediate organizations that had the closest daily contact with ordinary Jews in certain ghettos.
         The Oyneg Shabes was embedded in, and grew out of, the single most important of these “intermediate organization,” the Aleynhilf
         (literally, “Self-Help”) that Ringelblum took part in organizing in the Warsaw Ghetto (see chapter 4). Unlike the Judenräte,
         which were often mistrusted, or the fighting groups, which necessarily included a hand-picked elite drawn mainly from the
         youth movements, intermediate organizations like the Aleynhilf had a broader social base. The record of their activities offers
         insight into several key issues. How did various groups in the Jewish population perceive their situation at various stages
         of the German occupation? What was the interplay between relief and grass-roots social mobilization? How did new leaders emerge?
         What was the role of the prewar Jewish leadership in the ghettos? How does one define and discuss “civil resistance”? We should
         also remember the real differences between ghettos and concentration camps. In the former there was still a semblance of “social
         space” that permitted more choice. A major focus of the Oyneg Shabes was the study of these intermediate organizations.
      

      
      This book sets out to examine who Emanuel Ringelblum was—as far as the sources allow—and to explain how his personality and
         convictions determined the development of the Oyneg Shabes. But its story is as much about Polish Jewry as it is about a single
         individual. Had he survived, Ringelblum would have been the first to insist that Holocaust historiography consider not only
         the perpetrators and the bystanders but also the silenced voices of the victims. To hear those voices requires an understanding
         of who they were before the war, the cultural milieu and the political battles that shaped Ringelblum and the values of the
         Oyneg Shabes.
      

      
      Ringelblum’s formative years were spent in Galicia, where a disproportionate number of Polish-Jewish historians were born.
         To what degree did the specific circumstances of Galician Jewry influence his development? He remained a lifelong member of the radical Marxist
         political party, the Left Poalei Zion. How did Ringelblum reconcile this radical Marxism with his commitment to objective
         historical research? He played a growing role in the social welfare activities of the Joint Distribution Committee, becoming,
         in the late 1930s, a full-time employee. Can one find a direct line between the grass-roots organizing Ringelblum did for
         the Joint and his role as a social organizer in the Warsaw Ghetto? He also became an increasingly prominent member of the
         Yiddish Scientific Institute. How did the institute’s research methods influence the Oyneg Shabes Archive? And, finally, Ringelblum
         was a committed historian. How did he modify his understanding of his mission as a historian as the war progressed?
      

      
      Unfortunately available sources do not permit a comprehensive personal biography of Emanuel Ringelblum. Those who knew him
         best are now dead. Some of his friends wrote about him, but hagiography is not biography.39 Some elderly survivors remember Ringelblum, but they were too young at the time to have been part of his close circle. There
         is little material on Ringelblum’s childhood. One searches in vain for more than a few sentences about his wife, Yehudis (Judyta),
         or his son, Uri. In his voluminous ghetto diary he clearly avoided writing about himself. Nachman Blumenthal, perhaps rightly,
         complained that Ringelblum went too far in his attempt to write himself out of his ghetto narratives, but this reticence sprang
         as much from the cultural milieu that shaped him and the values he professed as from personal modesty.
      

      
      As a “public intellectual,” Ringelblum is remembered today because of the Oyneg Shabes Archive. But he had also achieved a
         great deal before the war, even though he was hardly a first-rank figure. He worked in three major settings: the YIVO, the
         Joint Distribution Committee, and the Left Poalei Zion, his political party.
      

      
      The 1930s were a hard time for Polish Jewry, but Ringelblum stood out for his inveterate optimism. And he believed that what
         he did mattered. The YIVO, he was convinced, had an important mission, and he believed that the Joint Distribution Committee
         might make a difference in the economic struggle being waged by Polish Jewry. Although the LPZ lost much of its mass support
         during the 1930s, Ringelblum retained his unwavering faith in its ideals. In 1934 Melekh Ravitch, a noted Yiddish poet and
         the secretary of the Yiddish Writer’s and Journalists Union, was preparing to leave Poland permanently. By chance he encountered
         Ringelblum in the street and told him that he, too, should leave as quickly as possible. Ringelblum laughed and told Ravitch
         that he was staying. Polish Jewry had a future!40 This optimismmay have seemed foolhardy in 1934, but in the Warsaw Ghetto it served Ringelblum well.
      

      
      As the war raged on, those Ringelblum most respected or admired had either left or were killed. He understood that now there
         was no one else to turn to. The time had come to fulfill an enormous national and human responsibility. With the Oyneg Shabes,
         Ringelblum won his place in history.
      

      
      
   



      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      
      
      From “Bichuch” to Warsaw

      
      
      
      
      GALICIA

      
      
      Was it just a coincidence that more Jewish historians came from Galicia, part of the Habsburg Empire, than anywhere else in
         Eastern Europe? Lwów produced Meyer Balaban, Philip Friedman, and Natan Gelber. Tarnów was the home of Isaac Schiper and Salo
         Baron. Rafael Mahler, Ringelblum’s lifelong friend, and Artur Eisenbach, his future brother-in-law, grew up in the small town
         of Nowy Sącz. They all came from a region that differed in many important ways from Jewish Lithuania and Congress Poland,
         just across the Russian border. They were the products of a cultural milieu that combined excellent Polish education with
         strong Jewish nationalism. Habsburg rule was milder, educational opportunities greater. During Ringelblum’s formative years,
         Galician Jewry was undergoing a fateful process of redefinition and self-examination.
      

      
      Emanuel Ringelblum was born in Buczacz (Bichuch in Yiddish) in eastern Galicia on November 21, 1900. Once a part of Poland,
         the province passed under Habsburg rule in 1772 before it became part of the new Polish republic in 1918-19. The area of Buczacz
         was also known as Podolia.
      

      
      The Buczacz of Ringelblum’s childhood was a pretty town, surrounded by wooded hills and nestled in a bend of the river Strypa.
         High up overlooking the town was an old empty castle, “der puster shlos,” where, according to tradition, the legendary Polish
         King Sobieski staged a daring ambush of Tatar invaders. On Saturday afternoons young couples would explore the countless tunnels
         that lay underneath the castle.1 The great Hebrew writer Shmuel Yosef Agnon—Ringelblum’s cousin—grew up in Buczacz and left a beautiful description of his
         birthplace in the story “B’tokh iri” (In my town).2 DominatingBuczacz was the splendid Ratusz, or town hall, an imposing baroque landmark built by Prince Nikolai (Mikolaj) Potocki
         in the eighteenth century. Buczacz had long belonged to the Potockis, one of the greatest of the Polish landowning families.
         Like other Polish magnates the Potockis—eager to further their economic interests—went out of their way to attract Jews.3

      
      From the very beginning Buczacz was a predominantly Jewish town. In 1870, 68 percent of the population had been Jewish (6,077
         out of 8,959 inhabitants); in 1900, the year Ringelblum was born, there were 6,730 Jews out of a total of 11,755 inhabitants—or
         57.3 percent of the population. The surrounding countryside was heavily Ukrainian.
      

      
      Buczacz was a poor town, like most towns in Galicia, with little industry. Jews dominated trade, mainly in grains and other
         agricultural products, but the low purchasing power of the peasant population severely limited economic possibilities. In
         time, the growth of both Ukrainian and Polish cooperative movements would deal another heavy blow to the economic position
         of the Jews. Dim economic prospects served as a powerful stimulus to emigration. Many Jews, including Jacob Freud, Sigmund
         Freud’s father, left for Vienna. Shmuel Yosef Agnon, the future Nobel Prize winner, also left the town at a young age.
      

      
      Emanuel Ringelblum’s father, Fayvish, a grain merchant, was respected, if not particularly prominent in the Jewish community
         and regarded himself as a maskil, a follower of the Jewish Enlightenment. Someone who met him during World War I recalled that “he looked like an ordinary
         Jew [folksmensh], a ‘Jewish Jew’ [yidishlekher yid]. He was dressed half-Jewish, half-European, without earlocks but with a short, red beard.”4 Ringelblum’s mother Munie, née Heler, died when he was twelve years old. In later years he would use her name as a nom de
         plume.
      

      
      Fayvish was determined that his children—two sons and two daughters—have a solid education in both Jewish and secular subjects.5 As a child, Ringelblum studied in a modern heder (Jewish elementary school)—a so-called heder metukan6—and attended one year of the local Polish gymnasium before the family fled the Russian invasion in 1914. He also participated
         in a Zionist youth organization led by the dynamic Zvi Heller, who later emigrated to Israel. Natan Eck, who worked with Ringelblum
         in the Warsaw Ghetto, recalled that Ringelblum loved to tell stories of his childhood in Buczacz.7

      
      Although he never returned to live in his hometown, he would often refer to his childhood there. In some ways Buczacz was
         like other Jewish small towns in Eastern Europe, and the young Emanuel grew up in an atmosphere rich in Jewish folk culture.
         But in other ways Buczacz was different. While East Galicia and Podolia were Hasidic strongholds—the native grounds, afterall, of the Ba’al Shem Tov—Buczacz stood out as a bastion of the Haskala. Hasidim were a minority,8 and their relative weakness made it easier for strong Zionist organizations to grow in Buczacz before World War I. A third
         of the students in the local Polish high school were Jews, and they received a solid grounding in classics and exposure to
         Polish and European high culture. Many of the high school’s most popular teachers were Jews.9 The town boasted a large Baron de Hirsch primary school, set up to give Jewish students both a general and vocational education.
         Some of its graduates went on to the gymnasium, others entered trades. By the beginning of the century several alumni who
         had remained in Buczacz had already formed a fledgling Jewish labor movement.10

      
      Although young Jews received a Polish education, they did not become young Poles. The Galician Jewish intelligentsia, however
         acculturated, was surrounded by a strong and vibrant Yiddish-speaking folk culture nourished in many places by deep-rooted
         Hasidic traditions.
      

      
      Buczacz Jews—like other Galician Jews—considered themselves lucky that they did not live across the border in Russia. They
         did not have to worry about stiff quotas barring them from high schools and universities. The Polish political elite had built
         up a network of Polish high schools that freely admitted Jewish students, making Polish the preferred language of educated
         Galician Jews. The Galician “gymnasium” instilled discipline and orderly work habits. Meanwhile, across the Russian border,
         thousands of desperate Jewish young people either went abroad to study or wasted countless years trying to pass university
         entrance exams. Many, embittered and alienated, would join the revolutionary movement. In Galicia, only finances—not legal
         quotas—stood between Jewish youth and the great universities of the empire. They could choose between a German education in
         Vienna or a Polish university in Krakow or Lemberg (Lwów). Many attended both. A university degree did not guarantee prosperity;
         there were too few jobs for university graduates. (Less fortunate Jews on the other side of the Russian border liked to swap
         barbed jokes about the ubiquitous—and often impecunious—”doctors” who inundated the tiniest Galician shtetl.) Unquestionably,
         however, this university-educated Galician-Jewish intelligentsia, with its overlay of European culture, imbued Galician Jewry
         with a special character. In the early years of the Polish Republic, many Galician Jews, including Emanuel Ringelblum, would
         stream to Warsaw. There, in the new capital of the new state, they used their excellent Polish and superior educational credentials
         to good advantage as teachers in state schools for Jewish children, Jewish secondary schools, and administrators in various
         Jewish institutions.
      

      
      Unlike their brothers from Lithuania, Russia, and Congress Poland, GalicianJewry had also benefited from the more congenial political climate of the Habsburg Empire. By the 1860s, they had won
         legal emancipation. Long before the first Duma elections in Russia in 1906, Habsburg Jews were participants in the political
         process. When Ringelblum was growing up in Buczacz, the town had a Jewish mayor, Berish Shtern, and a Jewish police chief.11 Jews in Galicia felt more secure than Russian Jewry, with a relatively free press and a rich organizational life, with more
         legal safeguards in place. Pogroms were rarer, the resonance of revolutionary politics much weaker. Indeed Ringelblum would
         later recall how moved he was when, as a young man in Warsaw in 1920, he first came into contact with young Jews from Congress
         Poland who had participated in battles against the tsar and who had a revolutionary tradition.12 Nevertheless, Galician Jewry saw its share of political struggle and confrontation, especially during the decade preceding
         World War I.
      

      
      Although the Jews enjoyed the political and educational benefits of Habsburg rule, clouds loomed on the horizon, and the years
         of Ringelblum’s childhood witnessed far reaching changes that transformed Galician Jewry. The same reforms that brought emancipation
         to the Jews in the 1860s also placed political power in Galicia in the hands of the Polish nobility. Most middle-class Jews
         shifted their allegiance from German culture to Polish. Many Jewish leaders also preached assimilation: Jews should become
         “Poles of the Mosaic persuasion.” But by the time Ringelblum was born, support for the assimilationists had largely collapsed
         in Galician Jewish society. Even as they spoke Polish at home and sent their children to Polish schools, many educated Galician
         Jews keenly resented growing Polish anti-Semitism and the refusal to repay Jewish cultural loyalty with full acceptance. According
         to some memoirs, by the eve of World War I the social gulf between Jews and Poles, especially in East Galicia, had grown enormously.
         Polish and Jewish high school students would study together but go their separate ways after school.13

      
      By the turn of the century much of the non-Hasidic Galician Jewish middle class was turning to Zionism. Zionism in Galicia
         had less to do with immediate emigration to Palestine than with new definitions of Jewishness. Galician Zionism, which largely
         conducted its business in refined Polish, symbolized Jewish nationalism, a Jewish self-consciousness that could easily coexist
         with the adoption of non-Jewish culture. Galicia would anticipate a characteristic development of the interwar Jewish life
         in Poland: growing acculturation that at the same time rejected assimilation. As tensions escalated between Ukrainians and
         Poles, especially in Eastern Galicia, Jewish nationalism also became an expedient way of declaring neutrality and avoiding
         a potentially dangerous crossfire. Aware that they had no hope of attracting Jews to Ukrainian culture, Ukrainians preferred
         Zionism and Jewish nationalism to overt Jewish identification with Polish culture and aims. In turn, Polish nobles preferred Jewish assimilationists or pliant
         Hasidic rebbes who denied separate Jewish national status and obeyed the dictates of the Polish leadership. (In Buczacz, they
         had long enjoyed a cozy relationship with Berish Shtern, the Jewish mayor.)
      

      
      In the decade before World War I, two major events sparked Jewish-Polish confrontation and encouraged an intense process of
         national redefinition: the new 1907 election law and the 1910 census. The 1907 law, which expanded the suffrage, changed
         the rules of the political game. Zionists now saw their chance to make major gains, and the Polish elite had more reason to
         fear losing control over a Jewish vote that often held the balance between Poles and Ukrainians. In Buczacz and elsewhere,
         the elections of 1907 led to bitter charges of Polish intimidation and vote tampering. The 1910 census saw heavy Polish pressure
         on Jews to declare Polish as their mother tongue and thus bolster Polish claims to predominance in the area; the census authorities
         refused to recognize Yiddish as an option. In a test case of modern Jewish politics, many Galician Jews, even those who were
         actually Polish-speaking, demonstratively defied the census commission and declared Yiddish as their mother tongue. In an
         ironic twist, certain Yiddish-speaking Hasidic rebbes, who detested modern Jewish nationalism, urged their followers to declare
         themselves as Polish speakers!
      

      
      All over Galicia, including Buczacz, the census battle became the symbol of Jewish independence from Polish tutelage.14 By the time Ringelblum entered the Buczacz gymnasium, relations there between Polish and Jewish students had become quite
         tense.15

      
      One by-product of the 1910 census fight was a renewed interest in modern Yiddish culture among a small but growing minority
         of the Jewish intelligentsia. They could count for support on a nascent Jewish labor movement. The Jewish labor movement was
         not as strong in Galicia as in Russia; Galicia had barely industrialized. But echoes of the revolutionary battles across the
         border in Russia certainly raised the prestige of the Bund and the Poalei Tsiyon, the party founded by Ber Borochov in 1906.
         On the eve of World War I both these parties had well-established organizations in the region.16

      
      For workers and students who wanted to combine radical Marxism, Zionism, and Yiddishism, an ideal vehicle was the emerging
         Poalei Tsiyon. Several students had already broken away from a larger Zionist youth organization, the Tseirei Tsiyon, and
         joined Borochov’s party. Among the new leaders of the Galician Poalei Tsiyon were two university students who in later years
         would have an important influence on Ringelblum’s life: Natan Buchsbaum and Isaac Schiper. When Buchsbaum joined the party,
         he knew no Yiddish at all. He laboriously taught himself the language and began addressing meetings of tailors and store clerks, whom
         the party was trying to organize. By 1914 the party was conducting its meetings in Yiddish.
      

      
      Schiper became not only one of the most important Polish-Jewish historians but also a key leader of the Galician Poalei Tsiyon
         before World War I. Born in Tarnów in 1884, Schiper already spoke Yiddish well and had begun to take an active interest in
         Yiddish culture when he read Ber Borochov’s seminal article, “The Tasks of Yiddish Philology,” which appeared in 1913. In
         December of that same year, Schiper wrote an article in the Lemberg party newspaper, Der Yidisher Arbeter, that elaborated on and explained Borochov’s arguments in favor of Yiddish.
      

      
      On the eve of World War I, therefore, Galician Jewry had undergone a marked process of political self-definition. Assimilation
         as an ideology had collapsed; political changes in the Habsburg Empire hastened the modernization of Jewish politics. For
         the first time Jewish labor parties were becoming a factor in Jewish politics. A sizable Jewish intelligentsia had emerged,
         well educated in Polish and German but identified with Jewish nationalism. If Galician Jewry lacked the revolutionary traditions
         of Russian Jewry, it did possess a large reservoir of well-educated cadres who would play a major role in Jewish political
         and cultural activity in the interwar Polish republic. This was the milieu of Ringelblum’s formative years.
      

      
      
      
      
      SANZ

      
      
      When the First World War broke out in the summer of 1914, Emanuel Ringelblum had completed one year of the Polish classical
         gymnasium in Buczacz. A heavy Russian offensive in September 1914 broke the Austrian lines and headed into Podolia. Horrified
         by stories of maltreatment of Jews by the Russians, thousands of refugees began to flee westward. The Ringelblum family joined
         the stream of refugees. After a brief stay in nearby Kolomeja, the Ringelblums settled in Nowy Sącz (Nay Sanz or Sanz in Yiddish),
         a town on the Dunajec River in Western Galicia.
      

      
      Uprooted from his home at the age of fourteen, Ringelblum had to make a painful adjustment to a new life. The family faced
         desperate poverty. Fayvish, who had remarried, barely eked out a living in the town marketplace. The family of six crowded
         into a tiny house. One of Ringelblum’s new friends, the then fifteen-year-old Mendl Naygroshl, visited Ringelblum many times
         and remembered a “poor, depressing place: a small kitchen, a small room and every bit of space taken up with beds…. You could
         feel a quiet sadness in the house, the poverty that had taken hold and the loneliness of uprootedpeople.”17 According to Naygroshl, Ringelblum’s new stepmother seemed especially depressed, as did his older sister.18 Despite the family’s poverty Emanuel continued his high school studies and supported himself by tutoring younger students.
      

      
      Those who befriended Ringelblum in Sanz left starkly different recollections. Naygroshl remembered the young Ringelblum—his
         friends called him Edek or Edzia—as sad and serious, someone who rarely laughed.19 On the other hand, the future historian Rafael Mahler, who would become Ringelblum’s lifelong friend, had a more positive
         recollection. “Edzia,” Mahler wrote, “became the darling of Jewish working-class youth and students in Sanz. The handsome,
         blond student in his high school cape attracted everyone’s attention. His light, hearty laughter, his Jewish folk songs and
         socialist songs would echo in the city park where he would spend the summer evenings surrounded by young men and women.”20 Perhaps both Naygroshl and Mahler are correct. It is possible that Naygroshl was recalling Ringelblum’s early adjustment
         to a strange town, whereas Mahler was describing him after he had become politically active and had more friends.
      

      
      At first Ringelblum had difficulty adjusting to the cultural differences between Sanz and Buczacz.21 Unlike Buczacz, Sanz was a heavily Hasidic town. Indeed, it was the center of the great Halbershtam dynasty. As in many Hasidic
         centers, an enormous distance separated the Jewish intelligentsia from the Jewish masses. Another problem for Ringelblum was
         language. Although he had been educated in Polish, Ringelblum loved Yiddish and seemed surprised by the acculturation of his
         new high school classmates. Naygroshl recalled that the Jewish high school students there “spoke about Zionism in Polish,
         they spoke about Jewish national autonomy in Polish, and they even attacked Jewish assimilation—all in Polish.”22 According to his friend, Yakov Kener, Ringelblum immediately began a campaign to try to persuade his new classmates to speak
         more Yiddish.
      

      
      This love of Yiddish was certainly a major factor in Ringelblum’s growing interest in the Poalei Tsiyon. One student who also
         shared this interest in Yiddish culture was Saul Amsterdam, who recruited Ringelblum to the party.23 A few years later Ringelblum and Amsterdam would go their separate ways. Ringelblum would remain in the Poalei Tsiyon, and
         Amsterdam would change his name to Gustaw Henrykowski and become a prominent leader of the Polish Communist Party (KPP)—that
         is, until Stalin had him executed in 1938. But when Ringelblum met him in Sanz, he found a friend who combined a mastery of
         political literature with a great knowledge of Yiddish secular culture. Having been recruited into the Poalei Tsiyon movement
         himself, by Schiper, Amsterdam knew not only the Yiddish classical writers but could also converse freely about David Bergelson, a brilliant stylist who represented a new generation of Yiddish writers. He was
         an excellent speaker and brilliant debater. Rafael Mahler wrote that Amsterdam was the first person in Sanz to speak “literary
         Yiddish.”
      

      
      In the local Poalei Tsiyon, Ringelblum made friends who would change the course of his life. When one considers that these
         friends were all teenagers in an obscure Galician town, their later achievements are quite extraordinary. Mendel Naygroshl
         became a respected Yiddish poet and attorney in Vienna. Saul Amsterdam went on to lead the interwar KPP. Rafael Mahler, who
         became one of Ringelblum’s closest friends, and Arthur Eisenbach made their mark as two of the leading East European Jewish
         historians of the century. (Eisenbach would also marry Ringelblum’s younger sister, Gisa).
      

      
      As the Habsburg Empire slowly collapsed under the shock of the war, Ringelblum and his friends in Sanz searched for a political
         roadmap that would make sense of the upheavals that were changing their world forever. Russian atrocities against the Jewish
         population in eastern Galicia served as a brutal reminder of Jewish vulnerability in an unstable Europe. In a time of despair
         and privation, East European Jewry faced an uncertain future and eagerly sought out any sign of hope. Would the end of the
         war bring the victory of socialism? Would the Jews gain civic equality and cultural autonomy? The first week of November 1917
         brought news of two great events—the Balfour Declaration and the Bolshevik Revolution. The former held out the hope of a Jewish
         national home in Palestine, and the latter promised to eliminate anti-Semitism in a new, proletarian state. Both made a powerful
         impact on young Jews. Many streamed into he-Haluts, a Zionist youth organization, to prepare themselves for a pioneering life
         in Palestine. Others looked to Moscow and the new Communist party. The Poalei Tsiyon tried for a long time to combine both:
         loyalty to the new Soviet state with a commitment to a Jewish home in Palestine.
      

      
      One year later, in November 1918, yet another upheaval transformed the world of Galician Jewry: the rebirth of a Polish state.
         The new Polish constitution promised the Jews basic civil rights, but given the worsening trajectory of Polish-Jewish relations,
         how much would these promises be worth?
      

      
      In 1920, in the middle of this period of turmoil and change, Ringelblum received a rude shock. He had finished the gymnasium
         in Sanz and applied for admission to Warsaw University to study medicine. The young graduate quickly learned that in the new
         Polish state promises of legal equality and civil rights could not be taken at face value. A rejection letter from Warsaw
         University medical faculty informed him that because of the “numerus clausus”—a quota on Jewish enrollments—he had to look
         elsewhere to study. Embittered by this blatant discrimination—which would not have happened in Habsburg days—Ringelblum contemplated going abroad.24 In the end, however, possibly for financial reasons, he reapplied to study on the history faculty and was accepted.
      

      
      
      
      
      WARSAW

      
      
      When Ringelblum first arrived in Warsaw in 1919, Poland’s new capital was a boomtown. Hopeful migrants streamed into the city
         from all corners of the new Republic, causing a severe housing shortage. In the interwar period Warsaw became the cultural
         and political center that helped unite the long-divided Polish people. For decades the Russian occupiers had ringed the city
         with
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