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Preface

Krakowiec (Krah-KOV-yets) – the place we came from, the place we went back to. I first heard of it from my mother in the mid-1950s when I was about nine years old. She told me Krakowiec was the town in Poland from which my father’s family hailed.

Actually, the name rang a curious bell in my childhood memory. Two or three years earlier, a visitor from the past had come to our home. His name was Majus. No doubt he had a forename but my father, if he mentioned him at all, always referred to him tout court by his surname, without ‘Mr’ or any other handle. I had the impression he did not welcome his arrival.

Majus (his forename, I later learned, was Pinkas, or more familiarly Pincze) was one of the few Jews from Krakowiec who had survived the Second World War. He talked with my father about his experiences. Then and later, I asked what he had said but for a long time my father would not reply. Perhaps he wanted to shield a child from dark shadows. Or maybe the reason was that he didn’t altogether approve of Majus (who was later found guilty of operating an illegal still for the production of moonshine in the basement of his house in London). At any event, I discovered nothing of what our visitor related. I had to make do with the puppet glove monkey that he gave me, a creature whose inside felt warm and soft but whose exterior glared at me with a menacing grimace.

My mother had never been to Krakowiec and knew very little of the place. What with her relative ignorance and my father’s stern reticence, I grew up knowing almost nothing about it. Yet throughout my youth I dreamt of this almost unmentionable, and therefore all the more mysterious, almost mythic, ancestral hearth.

Where exactly was Krakowiec? It was so small that it did not rate an appearance in our home atlas. Even when, years later, I consulted the largest-scale maps available, the answer was unclear, since it appeared to be smack on the border between Poland and the Soviet Union.

Suddenly, in 1989, the Iron Curtain was raised. With the disintegration of the Soviet Union two years later, Krakowiec emerged, as from a cloud, just inside the newly independent republic of Ukraine. Not long afterwards, in the company of my brother, I visited the town for the first time. It was an eerie, eye-opening experience, described later in this book, that insinuated into my mind a compulsive ambition: I would compensate for a lifetime of unrelieved curiosity about our origins by finding out everything that could be ascertained about Krakowiec and its connections with my family.

Pardonable genealogical curiosity burgeoned into an obsession. I spent the next three decades digging ever deeper into what turned out to be an immense historical quarry. I visited archives and libraries on several continents, consulted experts and struggled to acquire new languages. I had spent my life as a professional historian but now I penetrated further into the past than I had ever previously ventured. In the course of my research I built up vast data banks of official records, newspaper dispatches, census materials, registers of births, marriages and deaths, electoral results, medical reports, maps and photographs, as well as meteorological, geological, ecological, ornithological, architectural, judicial, military, ecclesiastical and every other category of information I could find. Soon I had assembled a veritable encyclopaedia of statistics and documentation, illuminating every aspect of a place that had once seemed unknowable. But all that was just the beginning.

Like the inhuman pedant Edward Casaubon in George Eliot’s Middlemarch, with his project for the ‘key to all mythologies’, I conceived a crazily impossible aspiration: I would assemble a biographical dictionary of every single person in recorded history who had ever lived in Krakowiec. This would be no telephone directory but the life story of each inhabitant, a kind of Namierite super-prosopography. Sir Lewis Namier was the Polish-born English historian whose monumental History of Parliament, continued after his death, contains lives of MPs (21,420 so far) and surveys of their constituencies (2,831 so far). More than sixty years after his death, the publication has reached only the year 1832. Namier’s name will reappear in the story I have to tell.

Of course, my enterprise, like Casaubon’s and Namier’s, could never be completed. Yet driven by some inner need, I pursued it until it now encompasses entries for over seventeen thousand persons. At its peak, Krakowiec had a population of around two thousand. What I accumulated was thus an appreciable proportion of the total number of residents over the past six centuries. This Who’s Who of Krakowiec includes Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, Germans, Russians, an Armenian (though I don’t know his name), a French landscape designer and an infant girl born out of wedlock, the daughter of a Hungarian soldier garrisoned in the town. Some of my entries are merely half-faded names carved on tombstones in Latin, Cyrillic or Hebrew letters. Others are life histories that can be reconstructed in minute detail. Among them are serfs, aristocrats, craftsmen, merchants, rabbis, Christian clerics of the Roman and Greek Catholic rites, an eighteenth-century music-master, a nineteenth-century lady of leisure and a twentieth-century mass murderer revered today as a national hero. Most were humble folk but there were also a few prominent persons whose names and deeds reverberate down to our time. All these ghost-like figures, by dint of a gradual accretion of evidence, slowly acquired something close to flesh and blood, at any rate in my mind, so that I felt I had come to know and form indissoluble bonds with many of the people of the town.

No doubt to the relief of my readers, I have consigned the greater part of this heap of data to the dark side of my electronic retrieval system. In what follows there remains only alluvial sediment, historical gold dust relevant to my narrative. Out of the thousands of individuals I have come to know, sometimes as if they were intimates, just a handful are briefly recalled to life here as actors or witnesses.

In this autobiography of the period before I was born, I tell the story of Krakowiec, more particularly that of the Jews of this typical east European shtetl (small town), and most of all that of my family and our relationship with the place. By peering through this keyhole, I want to observe and understand how some of the great forces that determined the history of our time could affect ordinary people.

A central character in this narrative bears my name, though he is not me. I never met my grandfather Bernhard (known as Berl) Wasserstein, so this book is in part an account of my search for him and for those fragments of him that I find in myself.

In the course of my scholarly training, I was taught to eschew the first person in writing, to strain for impersonal objectivity and to address the past, sine ira et studio, as from an Olympian height. But such constraints collapsed as I investigated the history of my own family and explored its twists and turns. Above all, I wanted to understand how they – we – I – reacted to those events, always in our own way.

My goal has been to balance a filiopietistic reverence for my forebears with the historian’s duty to respect the rules of evidence. Yet in spite of all my assiduous data-gathering, there was one area – the most important – that I could barely penetrate: my grandfather’s head. That is because he left little in the way of diaries, letters and so on – what the Dutch-Jewish historian of the Shoah Jacques Presser called ‘ego-documents’. The English writer Craig Brown has expressed the difficulty well: ‘The real life of anyone takes place largely in the mind, yet it is only the secondary, external stuff – people met, places visited, opinions expressed, and so forth – that is accessible to the biographer. Unless they are spoken or written down, an individual’s thoughts evaporate into nothing. The subject’s head is, you might say, a closed book.’1

Until recently I never had much time for the school of historians who simulate the ability to enter other people’s inner life, as in ‘What must have been the thoughts of Napoleon and Kutuzov as they contemplated their forces at Borodino …?’ Yes, I admit Leo Tolstoy essayed exactly that in War and Peace, with triumphant results both for fiction and perhaps for an understanding of history. I have hardly dared to follow in his footsteps. There are no facts or quotations here that cannot be substantiated from the sources given at the back of the book. I have nevertheless felt driven, at certain points, to speculate about the interior workings of the mind of my grandfather and others. Where I have taken that imaginative leap, I have done my best to make it clear that I am doing so. Often this was on the basis of glimmers of human insight derived from interviews with elderly survivors of the events I describe. One may stand for many: my father, in several recorded conversations near the end of his life, finally shared with me early memories of his youth and of Krakowiec. These have been my most vital and inspiring sources for this book.

My purpose has not been to extract lessons from this slice of the past. Each of my readers may choose whether and how to do that. I want rather to explore Krakowiec, ‘a little place, you won’t have heard of it’, as my father used to say, and its people, with my family at its – and my – heart.
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A Note on Place Names

One of the bugbears of writing about the history of eastern Europe is that many places have had more than one name. For example, the city known today by its Ukrainian name of Lviv was called Lwów by the Poles who ruled it before 1772 and again in the interwar period. The Austrians who governed it from 1772 to 1918 called it Lemberg, as did its German occupiers between 1941 and 1944. In official documents during much of its history, the name appears in its Latin form, Leopolis. Similarly, Krakowiec to Poles was Krakovets to Ukrainians and Krakowitz to Jews. To simplify matters, I have generally used the Polish forms for the period up to the end of the Second World War. For the more recent period, however, it seems more appropriate to employ the Ukrainian names in common usage for places now within the borders of Ukraine. Of course, all rules have exceptions: in cases where there are well-established English names, such as Warsaw or Cracow, I have preferred those over their Polish equivalents.
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The arrest

Berl Wasserstein was arrested one morning, though he had done nothing wrong. A respectable, middle-aged, middle-class businessman, he had always kept on the right side of the law. His ensuing ordeal was no less Kafkaesque than that of the protagonist of The Trial; but whereas Joseph K.’s was nightmarish fantasy, Berl’s was implacable reality.

In the early hours of Friday 28 October 1938, policemen from the Berlin constabulary arrived at an apartment at 72 Neue Friedrichstrasse, awakened the sleeping occupants with loud knocking and asked for Bernhard (Berl) Wasserstein. They inspected his identity papers and handed him a letter from the Police President of Berlin informing him that he must leave the territory of the German Reich within twenty-four hours. Failure to comply would result in his forcible deportation. His son Abraham (known as Addi), a seventeen-year-old schoolboy, was handed a similar letter and told that he would have to go as well.1 The two were given a few minutes to pack. They were allowed to take with them one small suitcase each, some food, and no more than ten marks in cash (worth about four US dollars at the time).

About eighteen thousand people, all Jews, were arrested all over Germany in the course of that night. None was accused of any crime. They were all told they must leave the country forthwith. Berl had been thinking of emigrating – but not like this.

Since the Nazi takeover of power in 1933, Jews in Germany had learned from experience that there was little to be gained by refusing to do as they were told by the authorities. Berl in any case was not the sort of person to argue with the police. He had spent his whole adult life building up a small manufacturing business on the basis of scrupulous honesty and avoidance of anything that might smack of sharp practice. In spite of ever-worsening Nazi lawlessness, he believed in the Rechtsstaat (the rule of law). He was a self-controlled man who knew how to keep his dignity, especially in front of his family. So he and Addi packed their bags and went along quietly.

Berl’s wife, Czarna, and his daughter, Charlotte (Lotte), aged thirteen, looked on aghast. Czarna wept as her husband and son were escorted away, first to the local police station, then to the central police headquarters of Berlin. There was no violence, and the policemen behaved with exemplary formality. Although Adolf Hitler had held power for more than five years, the Berlin police, like much of the German capital’s population, was not yet completely Nazified. So Berl and Addi, while bewildered and disoriented, were not in fear for their lives – yet.

There was a twisted logic to these events.

Berl’s birthplace, Krakowiec, lay within the borders of the Austrian empire until 1918. Upon the fall of the Habsburg monarchy at the end of the First World War, and following a period of upheaval in the region that lasted until 1921, the town found itself in the reborn Republic of Poland. Former residents of the area consequently ceased being Austrians.2 Berl, by then living in Germany, as well as his children born there, were henceforth Polish citizens.

The mass deportation order of 1938 was not the first manifestation in Germany of hostility to Ostjuden (Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe). They had been targets of xenophobic animosity for several decades. In 1885–86 ten thousand Jews had been expelled to Russian Poland on the orders of Otto von Bismarck in his capacity as Minister-President of the Prussian government. Although another twenty thousand gentiles had been deported at the same time, a significant motive behind the order was anti-Jewish and the measure was seen as the ‘first tangible success’ of the anti-Semitic movement.3

The aversion to Ostjuden was not limited to anti-Semites. German-born Jews, most of whom were themselves only one or two generations distant from newcomers from the east, feared that a further influx would endanger their own hard-won emancipation. They tended to look down on the immigrants as primitive, dirty and something of an embarrassment. Their presence complicated German Jews’ efforts to present themselves as just another ‘German tribe like the Saxons, Bavarians, or Wends’ – as the philosopher and statesman Walther Rathenau termed them.4 And Ostjuden themselves often laboured under something of an inferiority complex – exemplified, for example, by an article in Yiddish protesting, ‘We have no reason to feel ashamed.’5

The Weimar Republic, established after the German Revolution of November 1918, was founded with a model democratic constitution and a veneer of liberal values. Yet from the outset nationalists were persuaded that Jews and leftists had ‘stabbed Germany in the back’, bringing about the downfall of the German empire and the country’s defeat in the First World War. These extreme right-wingers sought vengeance through anti-Semitic agitation. Ostjuden, in particular, were denounced as carriers of bacilli, criminality and Bolshevism.

In the early post-war years many immigrants were rounded up in Jewish districts of Berlin and threatened with expulsion to their places of origin. Polish border officials often refused to admit them. As a result, several thousand ‘fremdstämmige Ausländer’ (foreigners of alien stock), including women and children, were interned in former prisoner of war camps in various parts of Germany. There were complaints of poor hygienic conditions and ill-treatment of internees. Mathilde Wurm, a Jewish member of the Reichstag representing the USPD (the far-left Social Democrat party), denounced what she and others called ‘concentration camps’.6 They were eventually closed, partly on the ground of cost. Some of the inmates were deported, others allowed to remain in the country. But the position of Ostjuden in Germany remained fragile. Jewish applicants for naturalization, even under the Weimar regime, confronted almost insuperable obstacles and most Ostjuden remained Polish citizens.

Although by 1938 Berl Wasserstein had been living in Germany for nearly two decades, he had never attempted to take out German citizenship. As things turned out, it would have made little difference had he done so. From August 1933 the Nazi regime prohibited naturalization of Ostjuden altogether. Many of those who had previously been granted German citizenship were now denaturalized. Actually, Berl’s legal position might have been even worse if he had been naturalized, since, upon revocation of German citizenship, he would have become stateless, as happened to many German Jews, whereas he still held a Polish passport.

Anti-Jewish oppression in the Third Reich quickened after the Anschluss, the annexation of Austria by Germany in March 1938. Hitler was accorded a hero’s welcome when he arrived in Vienna to inaugurate the union of his native land with Germany. Cardinal Theodor Innitzer, later a critic of Nazism, ordered church bells to be rung in his honour. German anti-Semitic laws were extended to the 182,000 Jews of Austria, who became victims of vicious persecution. In the Austrian capital they were subjected to public humiliation. The elderly chief rabbi was among those ordered to clean the city’s pavements with a toothbrush in front of jeering crowds. Jewish-owned businesses were seized. Jewish children were ejected from public schools. The concentration camp at Dachau, near Munich, saw an influx of new inmates. In consequence of all this, the many thousands of Jewish residents of Austria who held Polish nationality desperately sought refuge elsewhere.

A mass migration of Polish Jews from Austria to Poland suddenly seemed imminent. The Polish government reacted with dismay. Poland already held more than three million Jews, 10 per cent of its population. Anti-Jewish feeling was rampant and the government was, if anything, inclined to seek avenues for Jewish emigration rather than open the door to immigration. On 18 March, just six days after German troops marched into Austria, a bill was presented to the Polish parliament providing that Polish citizens who had lived abroad continuously for more than five years and who ‘had given up all contact with the Polish state’ could be deprived of their citizenship. Such persons would consequently no longer possess any automatic right to re-enter Poland. The bill passed through all its stages in the lower house and Senate within eleven days. A communiqué issued by the semi-official Iskra news agency explained that the purpose of the law was ‘to make all Polish citizens residing abroad realise that the Polish state requires them to maintain an actively favourable attitude and not a passive and indifferent one towards it’.7

German officials viewed these Polish actions with concern. They feared that the Polish measure would saddle them with large numbers of Jews who could not be removed. On 9 April, Werner Best, head of the Foreigners Police Department of the Gestapo in Berlin, issued a circular ordering that Polish citizens seeking renewal of their residence papers must henceforth be granted no more than six months’ permission to stay. Best’s order did not mention the word ‘Jew’; but to make his meaning clear, he specified that the order would not apply to Volksdeutsche (i.e. those regarded by the Nazis as ‘Aryans’, racial Germans) who were Polish citizens. Polish agricultural workers in Germany, very few of whom were Jews, would be similarly exempt.8

In the course of the summer of 1938 conditions for Jews throughout Germany worsened. In Berlin, houses, cafés and cinemas were raided in search of Jews to be sent to concentration camps. Jewish-owned shops were attacked and looted. ‘It is no exaggeration,’ wrote a British consul, ‘to say that Jews have been hunted like rats in their homes.’9

On 15 October the Polish Minister of the Interior issued a regulation requiring the inspection by consular personnel of all Polish passports that had been issued abroad. Those considered valid would be stamped accordingly. Those without such an endorsement would become invalid for admission to Poland at midnight on 29 October. Once that happened, it would be impossible for the Germans to send home Polish Jews, of whom there were estimated to be as many as seventy or eighty thousand in the Reich. Long lines formed outside the Polish consulate in Vienna as Jews sought to validate their passports to enable them to return to Poland.

Polish policy-makers were plainly responding to the events in Austria, and the new measures were directly aimed at Jews. Although this was obvious to all, the Poles were somewhat embarrassed about the law’s reception overseas. An official of the Foreign Ministry, in conversation with a British diplomat, ‘denied that there was any connexion between events in Austria and the Polish Government’s decision to proceed with this law which he described as only an instalment of a long overdue revision of the Polish nationality laws’. He admitted that the new edict ‘might apply amongst others to persons of nominally Polish citizenship resident in Austria’, but denied that it ‘had any specific anti-Semitic significance’. In any case, he added reassuringly, ‘it was intended to apply the new law, if and when it came into force, with moderation.’10 In conversations with foreign diplomats, the Foreign Ministry maintained that the object was to prevent mass expulsion of Polish Jews from Germany. The Poles’ action, however, had the opposite effect.

On 26 October, just seventy-two hours before Polish citizens with unendorsed passports would lose the right to return to their country, the head of the German security police, Reinhard Heydrich, ordered the termination of all residence permits of Polish Jews in Germany.11 His subordinate, Best, immediately issued a top priority instruction that all Polish Jews in possession of valid passports were to be arrested immediately, assigned for deportation, taken to the Polish frontier, and expelled. The operation, dubbed the ‘Polenaktion’, was to be completed by 29 October and the highest possible number, especially of adult males, was to be dispatched across the border before the deadline.12

A few days before the arrests, rumours began to spread that something sinister was afoot. Fearing the worst, some Polish Jews in Berlin went into hiding or took the train to Poland to beat the deadline for validation of their passports. Most, like Berl Wasserstein, awaited events, half-expecting, or at any rate hoping, that somehow things would work out.

According to a police report, about three thousand men were arrested in Berlin on 28 October.13 Berl and Addi were taken with the others from the police headquarters to the Ostbahnhof station and put on trains heading for the Polish border. Up to seven hundred people were put on each train. Some were given pork sandwiches, a typical Nazi provocation directed at orthodox Jews like Berl, who had never in his life allowed pig-meat to touch his lips. The carriages were sealed and guarded. Passengers were not permitted to leave their compartments. Seven kilometres from the border, they were ordered off the train and told to walk forward. The Berlin police, with their punctilious decorum, had been replaced by other uniformed men with more brutal methods. By now it was dark. There was great confusion. People were screaming. Stragglers or those having difficulty with their luggage were beaten. When they arrived at the frontier village of Bentschen (Zbąszyń), Polish border guards admitted the first few but then forbade entry to the rest. Consequently a great mass of terrified people, including Berl and Addi, were stuck in darkness in no-man’s-land, in open countryside. Fortunately the weather was mild.

Then it began to rain.

Although the Germans had forewarned the Poles, the expulsions came to them as an unwelcome surprise. The Polish government had made no preparations to deal with the arrival of thousands of deportees, perhaps not believing that the Germans would really carry out their threat.14 The head of the Polish border police reported that armed units were massed in large numbers on the German side of the frontier. They stamped their feet and rattled their weapons as their commanders bellowed out orders, ‘in order, it seemed to me [the Polish commandant stated], to ensure that we wouldn’t try to send the expellees back.’ At one point a group of several hundred Jews staged a sit-in on the German side of the frontier, refusing to set foot on Polish soil. ‘As the [German] police and border guard units couldn’t deal with that,’ the Polish officer continued, ‘German soldiers charged at them with fixed bayonets, punching and kicking. With blows from their bayonets and rifle-butts, they forced them over the frontier.’15

This description was corroborated by many journalistic and diplomatic accounts. The British ambassador in Warsaw reported:


The worst conditions were at Zbaszyn on the main line from Berlin to Poznan. Here some 6,500 arrived, of whom a proportion were women and children. They had been compelled to detrain at the German frontier station and to proceed on foot across the frontier. Germans are alleged to have fired a machine-gun into the air, causing utter confusion and panic, so that families scattered and lost what few belongings they had been able to bring with them. The local Polish authorities showed goodwill, but had no accommodation and many of the Jews had, of course, no idea where to go, having had little connexion with Poland. After some delay the military authorities provided tents. I understand that 1,500 have now left for various destinations, but that 5,000 still remain, since the Polish authorities hope that the negotiations with Germany may result in their being allowed to return to their homes.16



Other diplomats sent similar dispatches. The American Embassy in Warsaw informed the State Department: ‘At Zbaszyn, on the main railway line from Berlin to Warsaw, it has been learned that the refugees were handled very roughly and that as a result they arrived in Poland in great disorder. Many had lost what few belongings they had managed to bring with them including their travel documents. Many were hysterical, and it is said that a few died of fright and several cases of temporary insanity were reported.’17

Addi later recalled little of this journey or of the nightmarish scenes at the border. Perhaps his memory censored deeply disturbing events. Others who travelled the same route recorded the episode in horrifying detail and recounted their experiences to newspaper correspondents. Although the Nazi regime had steadily tightened the vice around Jews in Germany since 1933, this overnight, mass expulsion aroused worldwide censure.

The next day the German news agency issued an official explanation. This sought to shift the burden of responsibility on to Poland, claiming that the deportations had been precipitated by the Polish decision to recall passports for special endorsement. If this endorsement were refused, the statement pointed out candidly, the Polish Jews ‘would become a permanent burden to Germany, and the German Government would no longer be able to avail themselves of the possibility, which is the legal right of all States, to expel them as undesirable aliens’.18

After a few hours the expellees were allowed to proceed to the Polish border town of Zbąszyń (see map on p. 172) but no further. In effect, they became prisoners in an improvised detention camp. At first, they took shelter in stinking cowsheds and stables ‘that had previously been condemned [as unsuitable] for the use of horses’, ten men to each horsebox.19

The camp at Zbąszyń has been called a ‘special hell’.20 So it felt to its denizens at the time, even if it pales by comparison with later horrors perpetrated by the Nazis and their accomplices. Some of the refugees, including Addi, were attacked and roughed up by local Polish youths. The episode left him with an enduring contempt for Poles. Years afterwards he recalled with fury the sight of Polish policemen manhandling Jewish women.

Jewish organizations mobilized immediately to help the deportees. At dawn on the first morning after their arrival at Zbąszyń, relief workers arrived to provide food and supplies. The Polish office of the ‘Joint’ (American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee) supplied money and logistical support. The internees were given blankets, medicine and books in German, Polish and Yiddish. ‘The Polish Jews behaved like angels,’ Addi later recalled.

Among those who came to organize relief was the historian Emanuel Ringelblum, later to find posthumous fame as chronicler of the Warsaw ghetto. In early December he recorded: ‘Zbąszyń has become a symbol for the defencelessness of Polish Jews. Jews have been humiliated to the level of lepers, to fourth-class citizens, and as a result we are all affected by this terrible tragedy.’21

Another visitor was Wilhelm Alexandrowicz, a leader in Cracow of the Jewish socialist-autonomist party, the Bund. He stayed several months in Zbąszyń, organizing aid efforts. Addi used to discuss with him the competing claims of Bundism, Communism and Zionism. He remembered ‘the look of disgust’ on Alexandrowicz’s face when they talked about the show trials in the Soviet Union. In accordance with Bundist doctrine, Alexandrowicz rejected the idea that the Jews’ home was in Palestine. He insisted ‘that his place was in the country where his forefathers had lived for a thousand years and that he and other Jews had the right to insist on their identity in that country’. Addi later reflected: ‘He was wrong for the right reasons and the Zionists turned out to have been right, tragically so, for the wrong reasons.’22 Alexandrowicz left a deep impression on the teenager. Many years later Addi wrote: ‘He was an honourable man of whom I have often thought and whom I always seem to remember when I think of Polish Jewry.’ He never saw him again. Alexandrowicz died in the ghetto of Tarnów, a small town between Cracow and Krakowiec, in 1942.

Some of the deportees were allowed by the Polish authorities to proceed to the interior of the country: unaccompanied minors who were sent to relatives or children’s homes, old people requiring hospital treatment, or persons who could show visas for departure to foreign countries. But several thousand, including Berl and Addi, remained at Zbąszyń. The refugees soon outnumbered the permanent population of the town. Many were accommodated in a disused mill owned by a local Jew. Eventually some were able to rent rooms, or rather beds, from local residents. For the remainder of their joint stay, Berl and Addi shared such a rental, taking turns to sleep. All exits from the town into Polish territory were guarded by police who arrested those attempting to leave ‘illegally’. Hygienic conditions were rudimentary. Food was strictly rationed: potato soup was a staple of the diet. During waking hours there was little to do. Some training courses and language classes were organized. Deportee soccer teams played against locals. When the weather grew warmer in the spring of 1939, people could swim in the nearby lake. Soon afterwards, however, the local authority announced that, ‘for sanitary reasons’, camp residents would be restricted to using the beach only at certain hours.23 As the weeks of internment dragged into months, some of the expellees became severely depressed. A few committed suicide.

Among the deportees at Zbąszyń was the family of Herschel Grynszpan, a young Polish Jew who had been born in Hanover but was living in Paris as a clandestin (illegal immigrant) at the time of the deportations. In a state of extreme distress, outraged and anguished by the wrong done to his family, Herschel went to the German embassy in Paris on 7 November, obtained access to Counsellor Ernst vom Rath, and shot him. The diplomat died in hospital two days later.

The day following the attack, the State Secretary of the German Foreign Ministry, Ernst von Weizsäcker, met the Polish ambassador in Berlin. Weizsäcker remarked that he ‘would not be surprised’ if the assassination led ‘to a very considerable increase in the severity of German measures against the Polish Jews’. The ambassador protested vigorously against the deportations. Weizsäcker countered that, as a result of the Polish government’s actions, a ‘clump of forty to fifty thousand stateless formerly Polish Jews would be left in the Germans’ lap.’24

The Poles were unsympathetic to the Germans’ predicament. Their Foreign Minister, Józef Beck, spoke darkly of retaliatory measures and officials considered counter-deportations. The Minister of the Interior issued instructions that German citizens (Jews only) and their families resident in Poland should be taken to the border and thrown out. The Foreign Ministry, however, objected that to single out Jews would appear racist. The German ambassador warned that any German-Jewish expellee who arrived in Germany would be sent straight to a concentration camp. A few people were deported from Poland but then driven back over the frontier by the Germans. In the end, the Poles decided counter-expulsions would serve no useful purpose. They turned instead to consider other forms of retaliation, including economic measures. Unwilling to escalate the issue, the Germans suspended the expulsions for the time being and declared themselves willing to open negotiations with the Poles.25

Meanwhile the murder of vom Rath was seized on by the Nazis as an intolerable provocation. On the night of 9–10 November mobs of Nazi thugs raided thousands of Jewish homes and Jewish-owned shops throughout Germany, plundering and smashing windows in what came to be called the Kristallnacht (night of broken glass). Synagogues all over the country were burned down. Brownshirts attacked Jews in the street. Hundreds were killed or injured. Twenty thousand people were arrested and thrown into prison or concentration camps. The government pretended that the violence was a spontaneous upsurge of popular indignation, sparked by the assassination in Paris; in reality, it was a state-sponsored pogrom, organized by the security apparatus and the Nazi party.

Kristallnacht opened the way to a new and even more barbarous stage of Nazi persecution of Jews. On 12 November Hermann Göring, the second most powerful man in the regime, presided over a meeting of senior Nazi officials. The purpose of the gathering was to give effect to an instruction from Hitler ‘that the Jewish question be now, once and for all, coordinated and solved, one way or another’. The officials decided that all remaining Jewish property must now be ‘Aryanized’ so that ‘the Jew would be eliminated from the German economy.’ The German Jews would have to pay a collective fine of one billion Reichsmarks as an ‘atonement penalty’ for their ‘abominable crimes’. Insurance companies would be barred from paying compensation to Jews for damage caused during the Kristallnacht. That would, after all, be ‘insane’, said Göring. Instead, such payments would be made to the government. Jewish-owned apartment buildings were to be requisitioned. New discriminatory measures against Jews were discussed, barring them from theatres, cinemas, circuses, public baths, parks, resorts and ‘the German forest’. ‘Non-Aryans’ were to be segregated in schools and on trains. There was talk of forcing all Jews in German cities into ghettos. Heydrich said they should go further: the Jews should be ‘kicked out of Germany’. In the meantime, those who remained should be marked out with a special ‘insignia’. Finally, in the event of a war in the near future, ‘it goes without saying,’ Göring said, ‘that we in Germany should first of all let it come to a showdown with the Jews.’26

Czarna Wasserstein and her daughter Lotte had remained at home because in the German capital, though not in the rest of the country, women were exempt from deportation. Probably the reason was logistical – the sheer numbers involved. No doubt the Nazis calculated that, with their menfolk gone, the women would in due course follow. The economic measures introduced by the Nazis after the Kristallnacht percolated down to their level. All Jewish-owned businesses were ordered to close, so Berl’s livelihood was gone. Most remaining Jewish assets were confiscated. Czarna and Lotte were reduced to penury. A resourceful, resilient woman, Czarna somehow kept going and focused on caring for her daughter. But the outlook was grim.

Berl and Addi, trapped in Zbąszyń, could do nothing to help them. As weeks stretched into months, they contemplated their plight. They were being told to go back to Krakowiec, a place that Berl had left more than two decades before and that Addi hardly knew. Berl had no prospect of earning a living there. Addi would be unable to complete his education in a small town where there was no decent school and where, in any case, he did not know the language.

The Germans wanted to get rid of them. The Poles would not admit them. Neither Germany nor Poland seemed willing to recognize them as citizens, barely even as fellow human beings. But what was this place, Krakowiec, to which they were told on the one hand they must return and on the other that they must not enter?




[image: Penguin walking logo]
2

The three fishes

Two axes and a flint knife-blade constitute the earliest surviving evidence of human habitation in Krakowiec, indications of the existence of prehistoric man in ‘Red Ruthenia’.1 The region acquired this name in later centuries, allegedly after the Turco-Mongol colour system for directions, in which ‘red’ meant ‘south’ – or alternatively alluding to reddish-brown deposits known to geologists as ‘Krakowiec clays’.

Krakowiec is situated forty-three miles west of the regional capital Lwów, today known as Lviv, a little to the east of the San River (see map on p. xxii). Sitting amid swamps and sandy ground, it is surrounded by woods as well as good agricultural land, both arable, suitable for grain cultivation, and pasture, suitable for dairy farming.

The town skirts the western shore of the Krakowiec lake, sometimes called a pond, though it is larger than that suggests. In the course of history, its watery surroundings furnished Krakowiec with some protection against attack as well as providing an aquatic crown of sparkling beauty. On clear summer nights, the lake’s surface glittered like quicksilver, reflecting the stars and the moon.

Just before harvest, local people would hunt for snails in the mud at the water’s edge and, for want of much else, would eat them with bread. One nineteenth-century observer cautioned that this practice adversely affected residents’ health, attributing to it their noticeably gaunt, pallid faces.2 Snails being trayf (not kosher), Jews could not consume them. Whether, as a result, they had more healthy physiognomies our chronicler does not report.

Winters were harsh. Average night-time temperatures descended to minus 5ºC (23ºF). The lake and streams froze, melting only in late spring. If the winter was mild, skating children sometimes fell into the water. In the rainy season flooding was frequent. The lake was encircled by a profusion of bulrushes that grew to as high as eight feet. Townspeople used to cut the watery reeds on the shoreline, dry them, and use them to make baskets, fill mattresses and thatch the roofs of their cottages. When the lake was frozen solid, hopeful anglers would break holes in the ice and lower hooked lines. Great patience was required for, as Izaak Walton noted, the carp, ‘a very subtle fish and hard to be caught’, is reluctant to bite in the cold.3

The lake and neighbouring artificial ponds were noted for the succulence of these carp, some of which grew to an impressive size. Fishermen identified three types: common carp, often blackish-gold in colour, a larger relative of the ornamental goldfish; mirror carp, with shiny, irregular scales; and the rarer leather carp, with few or no scales at all.4 All three commanded high prices at the markets in Krakowiec and Lwów. Christians customarily ate carp at their Christmas Eve feast, as Poles do to this day. Jews ground it into balls, added meal, finely chopped onions, root vegetables, seasoning, and (in this region) a pinch of sugar, and served it on the Sabbath and holidays as gefilte fish.

Much of the area around the town was wooded with oak, birch, beech and spruce, and, on higher ground, willow, hawthorn, poplar and black alder. Deer, wild boar and wolves roamed the forest. A Frisian traveller who visited the district in the late seventeenth century described the southward vista towards Krakowiec: beech and linden trees spread out in a forest, through which the town could be glimpsed on the lowland; from the trees he heard the cooing of turtle-doves.5

Prickly stemmed wild teasels sprouted in the woods: their seeds served as provender for moths and birds; their purple heads dried, leaving hard combs that could be used to ‘raise the nap’ on wool. In the dappled sunlight of open woodland, one might come across the lilac bloom of the common teasel or the exquisite lady’s slipper orchid, with its golden, slipper-like sac, splotched in red on the inside. In late spring, sandworts appeared near the water, their delicate white flowers attracting butterflies (at least 1,700 varieties of Lepidoptera were recorded in the region).6

The rich flora of the countryside provided material for many folk remedies in use among the peasantry. In the sandy soil around the lake was to be found the hairy, greyish-stemmed ‘weedy cudweed’, with tiny yellow heads, said to be a cure for all kinds of ailments. The opium poppy, though unsuitable, owing to climatic conditions in the region, for use in the manufacture of morphine, was placed under the pillows of infants in the belief that it would help them go to sleep. The pretty, lavender-coloured germander was thought to protect against conception when worn by girls during lovemaking. And the common horsetail, found in meadows, was used to treat gonorrhoea.7

A rich variety of birdlife was attracted by the woods, marshes and orchards. Lapwings (peewits) and capercaillies (wood-grouse) were common. Wintering buzzards would flap their wings and drop into aggressive ‘display stoops’. In the spring wild duck, warblers, and swallows would appear; occasionally also exotic-looking hoopoes, with their extraordinary, pinkish-brown, fan-shaped crests and long, rapier-like bills. On warm evenings the song of the nightingale might be heard. Storks were particularly beloved and householders would welcome them with scraps of food and wheels on the roof, on which they might build their huge nests. Sometimes storks sub-let accommodation within their dwellings to smaller birds such as sparrows or starlings. Herons and cormorants built nests on a little island in the lake. The ruff, a summer visitor from Africa, looking like a plump, over-dressed archduchess, seemed bizarrely out of place among the bogs and ponds. In the town, giant murders of scavenging crows would swirl in the air and swoop down in their hundreds, cawing harshly and opportunistically seizing and gobbling up infant ducklings or goslings.

On a sunny summer morning, man could feel at one with nature – as in the bucolic prose of the Ukrainian writer Ivan Franko, born in a village of the Lwów region:


A broad band of rye swayed slightly and rippled in the light, cool breeze. The rye was like gold. Its ripe ears bent under the weight of grain and pearly droplets of dew. The tall, slender … yellow stems stood among the green leaves of bindweed, wormwood, milkweed, and other weeds creeping along the ground. Here and there, in the midst of this rustling golden and fragrant sea, one could occasionally spot the charming blue eye of a cornflower … or the maidenly, blushing face of a wild poppy.8



Veritably urbs in rure, Krakowiec was formally a town; but its people thought of themselves as country folk.

Krakowiec (the name is said to derive from the harsh, croaking call of ravens, kruki) first appears in recorded history in 1423. In that year King Władisław II Jagiełło, Grand Duke of Lithuania and King of Poland, founder of the Jagiellonian dynasty and of the dynastic union of Poland and Lithuania, gave Krakowiec as a fief to a knight, Jan Pilkowicz of Łosie, a village south-west of Krakowiec. The grant included a smithy and a mill (the latter remained a prominent feature of the town until the twentieth century) as well as the neighbouring farmstead of Gnojnica. Jan undertook to collect an annual tax from local peasants and to provide one foot-soldier with a spear and four mounted cavalrymen with crossbows for each war expedition of the king.9

Just two years later, Jan sold the estate to Mikołaj and Stefan (Steczko) Wołoch of Tarnawa, a village south of Cracow. In a document ratifying the sale, the king recognized Krakowiec as a town (oppidum) and granted it Magdeburg privileges. These were a model form of legal rights often accorded to towns in the medieval period. The king authorized the holding of a fair once a year on 10 August, the feast day of Saint Wawrzyniec (Lawrence, an early Christian martyr). Ordinary markets could be held twice a week, on Sundays and Thursdays, ‘for ever’. For eight years only, the town was granted freedom from certain taxes, including tolls and property transfer fees. The king also ordered that suspicious persons were not to be admitted to the town.10

The Wołochs did not remain lords of the estate for long. In 1435 it was accepted by a member of the Fredro family as security for a loan of 360 silver grzywna (silver coins). By the early sixteenth century the Fredros had become full owners of both Krakowiec and the neighbouring estates of Gnojnica and Przedborze. In fact, Franciszek Fredro, who received Krakowiec in a family share-out in 1509, identified so strongly with it that he adopted the surname Krakowiecki.11

The Fredros belonged to the elite of territorial magnates who ruled the roost in Red Ruthenia. The region formed part of what became the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, founded as a federal union in 1569. The largest state in Europe, it was also notoriously one of the weakest, with next to no central government and power devolved mainly to the nobility (szlachta), who constituted between 5 and 8 per cent of the population.

Krakowiec had the legal status of a miasto or ‘city’ but it remained for long an overgrown village, with a population that never numbered much more than a couple of thousand. In the early days it was so small that it was sometimes called an oppidulum, a ‘townlet’, and treated as if it were a village.12 There was nothing unusual about this: hundreds of other Lilliputian ‘cities’ existed in early modern Poland. Astride the road from Radymno to Jaworów and Lwów, Krakowiec functioned as a minor communications hub, a market town, and a district administrative centre. A toll on the bridge over the Szkło stream provided revenue to the owners, particularly from the ox trade.

The coat of arms of Krakowiec shows three fish, two facing to the left, one to the right. These might refer to the three types of carp in the Krakowiec lake. Another interpretation is that they recall the three lakes that had once surrounded the town, two of which subsequently dried up.13 I prefer to imagine that they symbolize the three historic communities of the town: two, Roman Catholics and Greek Catholics, facing west (strictly, south-west, to Rome) and one, Jews, facing east (strictly, south-east, to Jerusalem). Politically too, Krakowiec sometimes looked west, forming part of the Przemyśl Voivodeship, and sometimes east, coming under the jurisdiction of Lwów.

Although the founders of Krakowiec were Poles from further west, most of the inhabitants of the surrounding countryside, as well as some townsfolk












































[image: A map of Galicia under the Habsburgs. It covers parts of modern-day Austria, Silesia, Slovakia, the Carpathian Mountains, and Transylvania.]



[image: A painting of the coat of arms of Krakowiec with three fish, two of them facing in one direction, and the other in the opposite direction.]
1. Krakowiec coat of arms: the three fishes perhaps represent the three types of carp in the lake or the three historic communities of the town.
[image: A view of Krakowiec by the lake. There are trees and houses on the banks of the lake.]
2. View of Krakowiec over the lake, 1847, by Maciej Bogusz Zygmunt Stęczyński, an artist noted for his landscape scenes of Galicia.
[image: Ignacy Cetner sitting in a garden with a flower stalk in his hand.]
3. Ignacy Cetner, lord of Krakowiec, in his pleasure garden: a nineteenth-century caricature.
[image: A painting of a hut in a wood. Two adults and a child are standing near the hut, and the man is gesturing towards it with his hand.]
4. ‘Hermit’s hut’ in Krakowiec palace garden, 1847, by Maciej Bogusz Zygmunt Stęczyński: it was inhabited by ‘a hermit, the paid servant of the master, whose duty was to add a living comedy to the wooden one’.
[image: A painting of Countess Anna Potocka reclining on a bed.]
5. The four-times-married Countess Anna Potocka (née Cetner) by Elizabeth Vigée-Le Brun: one of three portraits of Anna painted in Rome in 1791.
[image: A painting of the Krakowiec palace. There are many trees around the palace, and a pond in front of it has two birds swimming in it.]
6. Krakowiec palace, 1834: a romanticized drawing by the folklorist Kajetan Kielisiński.
[image: The Greek Catholic church of St Nicholas in Krakowiec. A few people are standing outside it.]
7. Greek Catholic church of St Nicholas in Krakowiec, photograph c. 1900: although Greek Catholics greatly outnumbered Roman Catholics, their church was much smaller and simpler.
[image: The Roman Catholic church of St James the Apostle in Krakowiec.]
8. Roman Catholic church of St James the Apostle in Krakowiec, pictured c. 1900. Built in 1787, this was the finest public building in the town. It was severely damaged in the Second World War. Later, the Soviets turned it into a plastics factory.
[image: The market square in Krakowiec displays a huge empty field and several buildings around it. A horse is tied in front of one.]
9. Postcard view of market square in Krakowiec, c. 1915: a charter of 1425 granted the town the right to hold markets twice a week, on Sundays and Thursdays, ‘for ever’.
[image: Krakowiec in winter displays the roofs of all the houses covered with snow, as is the path leading to them. A person is walking on it.]
10. Winter scene in Krakowiec between the world wars.
[image: A photograph of the Great Synagogue in Krakowiec with people walking by it. One wall of it has moss and dirt on it.]
11. ‘Great’ synagogue in Krakowiec, built around the turn of the twentieth century. After the war it was used as a cinema, then a bakery. Today, only the crumbling outer walls remain: weeds, shrubs and trees sprout up from the interior.
[image: Students and teachers of the Hebrew school in Krakowiec pose for the camera in front of the school building. Some of them are holding a banner.]
12. Hebrew school in Krakowiec, 1933, a modern establishment, distinct from the traditional cheder: note modern clothing and the presence of girls.
[image: Two horse-drawn carts filled with belongings on a road and people nearby. A person is standing on a cart and bending.]
13. ‘A melancholy picture of war’: refugees fleeing from Galicia, 1914.
[image: Lazar Kampel poses for the camera with his family, wearing a long overcoat and a hat. His wife is next to him in a buttoned-up dress. Four children are standing behind them, in suits and skirts.]
14. Lazar Kampel with his wife Sheindel-Rivka and their grandchildren, Krakowiec, 1930s. Lazar leased a mill from Countess Łubieńska. Lazar and his wife wear traditional attire, whereas the children are in modern dress.
[image: The Wasserstein family poses smiling for the camera. Addi and Lotte Wasserstein are in the front row and Czarna Wasserstein, Berl Wasserstein, and Hela Kampel are standing behind them.]
15. Wasserstein family, Berlin, October 1934: Top row: (l. to r.) Czarna Wasserstein (née Laub), Berl Wasserstein, Hela Kampel. Front row: Addi and Lotte Wasserstein. This photo was taken at the time of Addi’s bar mitzvah. Hela was on her way from Krakowiec to South Africa where she would marry Czarna’s brother.
[image: Addi Wasserstein stands between two people with a pipe in his mouth and an arm around the shoulder of another.]
16. Addi Wasserstein (centre), aged seventeen, with fellow internees, Zbąszyń, 1939.
[image: Addi Wasserstein stands near a parapet, looking to the side, dressed in a suit and a full overcoat with his hands in its pockets.]
17. Addi Wasserstein, aged eighteen, Rome, 1940.
[image: General Stanisaw Maczek, dressed in military uniform, speaks into wireless from the turret of a tank.]
18. General Stanisław Maczek, commander of the Polish Tenth Mechanized Cavalry Brigade, which made a doomed stand against the Germans at Krakowiec in September 1939. He is shown here in the turret of a Cromwell tank in July 1944. Shortly afterwards, his Polish First Armoured Division was transferred to Normandy where it played a critical role in the Battle of the Falaise Pocket.
[image: A profile photograph of Father Wlodzimierz Ledochowski dressed in a cassock.]
19. Father Włodzimierz Ledóchowski, Prepositus Generalis of the Jesuit order and close adviser to successive popes. Addi’s utterance of the shibboleth ‘Krakowiec’ led the cleric to intervene on his behalf, thereby saving his life.
[image: General Ignacy Ledochowski poses for the camera in military regalia with medals pinned to the chest and stars on the shoulder strap.]
20. General Ignacy Ledóchowski, brother of the Jesuit. His wife Paulina recorded their flight from Krakowiec in 1941: ‘the whole sky was burning and above Lwów was a sea of fire.’
[image: A Soviet war memorial in Krakovets has a statue of a person standing in military uniform over the base. There are engravings on the base.]
21. Soviet war memorial in Krakovets, photographed in 1993.
[image: Roman Shukhevych, in military uniform, sits with his arms crossed across his lap.]
22. Krakowiec-born Ukrainian nationalist Roman Shukhevych in uniform as commander of the Nachtigall (Nightingale) Battalion that entered Lwów with the German army in 1941 and participated in a pogrom that left 4,000 Jews dead.
[image: Mikola Mikhailovich Olanek poses for the camera in a suit.]
23. Protector and betrayer: Mikola Mikhailovich Olanek.
[image: A postage stamp with the face of Roman Shukhevych in profile. The years of birth and passing are mentioned on it.]
24. Ukrainian postage stamp honouring Roman Shukhevych, 2007: in that year he was accorded the posthumous title of ‘hero of Ukraine’ by President Viktor Yushchenko.
[image: A monument with the bust of Roman Shukhevych over the base. Wreaths have been placed at the base, and there are flags planted on the ground nearby.]
25. Roman Shukhevych monument in the main square of Krakovets, 2019: site of annual gathering of UPA veterans.
[image: A memorial in the Porudenko forest. A star and candelabrum, along with the years 1941–1944, are engraved on it.]
26. Memorial in the Porudenko forest ‘in memory of the Jews who were murdered by the Nazis in Jaworów, Krakowiec, Sądowa Wisznia, and Wielkie Oczy in the years 1941–1944’. Barely visible on the photograph, taken in 2019, is a small swastika that has been incised near the bottom right of the tablet.
[image: The old and new Catholic churches in Krakovets are next to each other. The new one is taller, with a dome at the top and polished walls.]
27. Old and new Greek Catholic churches, Krakovets, 2019: the old church, on the left, has been lovingly restored since the fall of communism. The new, grander-looking edifice, under construction next door, is an empty shell; completion has stalled for lack of money.
[image: A group of people in winter wear walk through a road covered in snow while holding their belongings.]
28. Ukrainian refugees passing through Krakovets, one of the main crossing-points into Poland. By November 2022, nine months after the Russian invasion, nearly eight million Ukrainians had fled the country.
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