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ate at night of October 19, 1944, a Home Army (Armia Krajowa – AK) company led by Second Lieutenant Michał Babul (nom de guerre “Gaj”) attacked the small town of Ejszyszki in the county of Lida, the Province of Nowogródek, in Poland’s Eastern Borderlands.
 Soldiers from a local clandestine cell of the Home Army also took part in the assault. This was a routine anti-Soviet expedition staged according to the practice worked out during numerous simi​lar operations carried out earlier during the Nazi occupation.

The objective of the operation was manifold. First, the AK planned to capture official Soviet documents and stamps from the local authorities. Second, the Polish underground desired to secure supplies from the local cooperative and from persons considered to be Soviet collabor​ators. Third, the freedom fighters prepared a strike against the Soviet terror apparatus and mili​tary in Ejszyszki. Undoubtedly, the Poles hoped to exploit the element of surprise to eliminate their Communist adversaries or at least to neutralize them for the duration of the action. The AK hit squads had the exact addresses of the quarters of the Soviet personnel. The plan was to cap​ture them quietly one by one. The most important task was to kidnap an officer of the Red Army counterintelligence (“Smersh” – Smert’ shpionam, Death to Spies) for interrogation and to secure his archive. In congruence with the guerrilla routine, less harmful Soviets and their collaborators were to be merely disarmed and undressed. Of course, those resisting were to be killed in the course of the action or executed after taking them prisoner. This applied generally to all NKVD personnel, red militiamen, and military men, in particular high ranking leaders and Soviet func​tionaries personally responsible for the terror. Their fate would be sealed even without any direct orders from the Home Army officers.

The operation in Ejszyszki had five phases based on a well-tested tactical paradigm. First, the AK carried out a reconnaissance of the area. This confirmed earlier intelligence reports and augmented them by several new vital details. Home Army units were ordered to assemble at that time. Every single commander informed his men about the purpose of the operation in general and the individual task of each squad in particular. The town was sealed off. The soldiers secur​ing the outer perimeter were ordered to neutralize any relief force, should it appear, and to inter​cept any Soviets fleeing Ejszyszki. Next, the main force moved out. One of the squads was dis​patched to expropriate a nearby state farm (sovkhoz). The rest of the AK soldiers entered the little town and surreptitiously occupied positions directly near the objects they were to attack. These were the red militia post, the local administration, the cooperative tannery building, the mill, food and supply warehouses, and the residences housing the Soviet police and military per​sonnel as well as real and alleged collaborators their ethnic origin notwithstanding, including those among the Jewish population.

Most likely the assaults were to be synchronized. However, not all AK squads made it on time to their pre-assigned strike zones.  One of the Soviet militiamen noticed the approaching Home Army soldiers and warned his comrades. This allowed three red militia functionaries to flee their post and, as their commander put it, to hide “in the bushes” until the following mor​ning. The local collaborators from the town Communist party and administration, most likely ethnic Russians and Poles, also escaped and dispersed under the cover of darkness. In addition, when each of the pre-designated objects was attacked by the AK, some of the men surprised inside fled, particularly those involved with the Soviet terror apparatus.

The operation unfolded according to plan. In general, the AK squads managed to fulfill their objectives. They encountered serious resistance only during the attempt to seize the Smersh officer, a captain. The officer was billeted in the house of Moshe Sonenson, who served in the local outfit of the auxiliary Soviet militia, the so-called istrebitelnye batal’ony of the NKVD. Aside from Sonenson and the captain, there were also at least two other armed men inside: a sergeant of the Smersh and another local red militiaman, Alter Michałowski. The occu​pants resisted the assault squad of the AK. Consequently, two Soviets were killed but not on the premises, including later the Smersh officer, who was captured. Unfortunately, during the firefight a Polish woman was wounded and two Jewish bystanders were killed accidentally: a mother and her infant son, Zippora and Chaim Sonenson. 

Immediately following the operation in Ejszyszki, the Communist terror apparatus (NKVD and NKGB) redoubled its efforts against the Polish independentist underground and its affiliates. Several Poles were shot and about 50 were arrested. The wave of Soviet terror in the vicinity swelled again as it already had in July and August 1944.

In response, on the night of December 6 and 7, 1944, the Home Army attacked Ejszyszki again. The Poles freed most of the prisoners, the AK men and women and their sympathizers cap​tured earlier. However, afterward, the Soviets punished the little town even more severely. The NKVD arrested several hundred fugitive Polish fighters, hiding in clandestine cells in the area, as well as members of their families and sympathizers. About a score of underground fighters were shot on the spot; others were executed following a sham court “trial”. Meanwhile, the Soviets destroyed the main forces of the AK self-defense units, in particular in a bloody battle in the Rudniki Forest on January 7, 1945. Most of the captured underground soldiers and their sympathizers were deported to the Gulag.
 

The operation in Ejszyszki was but a small episode in the historical tragedy that befell the citizens of Poland since Hitler and Stalin’s joint attack on their country in September 1939. At the same time, the events in Ejszyszki were the culmination of the epilogue of Polish-Jewish relations following the final Soviet takeover of the Eastern Borderlands (Kresy Wschodnie) of the Second Polish Republic in 1944. The epilogue is pregnant with powerful emotions. It reflects the enormity of the tragedy of the peoples of the Eastern Borderlands during the historical catac​lysm of the Second World War and its aftermath (1939-1947).

To a large extent, the historians have studied only a part, or more precisely, the very end of the epilogue of Polish-Jewish relations in Ejszyszki. There remain unanswered however many detailed questions concerning the background and the sequence of the events from July through December 1944. We know very little about pre-war Ejszyszki. We know even less about the Lithuanian, German, and Soviet occupations of that town and its environs. The same concerns also our limited knowledge about the Wilno region and the Eastern Borderlands in general, not​withstanding the valiant efforts of historians working under the leadership of Professor Tomasz Strzembosz of the Institute of Political Studies of the Polish Academy of Science as well as inde​pendent researchers, working outside the state funded institutions in Poland. However, most scholars have focused on the history of the Polish independentist underground. Very few have researched ethnic and social relations in the Borderlands.

The aim of our study is to assist in the process of recovering the memory of past events and broadening the field of the scientific inquiry. We have gathered together personal recollec​tions, archival documents, journalistic writing, and scholarly essays concerning the events that transpired in Ejszyszki after the Soviet “liberation”. We shall first anchor the Ejszyszki affair in the broad context of Poland in general and the Wilno region in particular. Next, we shall scruti​nize Ejszyszki between 1939 and 1947. We shall recall the historians of that little town, describe some Western reactions to their work, and, finally, describe the primary sources and other mater​ials published in our collection.

Two Occupiers

The return of the Soviets to the Eastern Borderlands in 1944 spelled a total and collective catastrophe for the Poles and other inhabitants of the area as thriving ethnic, religious, and cul​tur​​al entities.
 Like National Socialism, Communism was a complete antithesis of the pluralistic tradition of the old noble Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.  The Second Polish Republic (1918-1939) inherited and cherished, for better or worse, the remnants of the old civilization. It could have only been restored through a victory of the Polish Underground State over its two enemies: the Third Reich and the Soviet Union. 

Already during the first occupation of the Eastern Borderlands (1939-1941), Stalin proved unequivocally that his goal was to destroy the vibrant, pluralistic mosaic of the local society and to substitute it with the crushingly moribund uniformity of a totalitarian monolith. The Communists repressed above all the manifestations of Polish statehood and tradition. They expressed their hostility in invectives framed in ethnic terms, namely against “Poland” and “Polish lords.” 
  The persecution targeted mainly ethnic Poles (including persons from the lowest socio-economic level, in particular those who manifested their patriotism), but not only. Anyone who had any connections whatsoever to the pre-war system could be, and very often was, considered an “enemy of the people,” infected with “Polonism”. In this way during the initial period of the Soviet occupation “Polishness” became the target of the terror. Stalin’s modus operandi was based on the extermination of the traditional elite, chiefly Polish Christians, but also others (e.g. the mass executions in Katyn and the mass deportations to the Gulag). Ini​tially, the Communist propaganda glorified the Ukrainian, Belorussian, Lithuanian, and Jewish people. The minorities were promoted over the Poles. The latter were discriminated until a rela​tive liberalization of the anti-Polish course was ordered from the above during the final stages of the first Soviet occupation in the late fall of 1940.

In practice, however, all nationalities of the Borderlands were to be Sovietized. A homo sovieticus – a slave of the Communist party – was to become the norm. To achieve this objec​tive, the Soviets attempted to break the resistance of the peoples of the Borderlands. Terror gradu​ally affected all ethnic groups, although it seems that the Poles remained Stalin’s favorite target until the end.

So-called vostochniki, or higher Soviet functionaries, mostly of Russian ethnic origin, im​ported from the USSR, guarded zealously the new order in the Borderlands.  They were assis​ted by the “natives”: both local revolutionary fanatics and even more numerous opportun​ists, so-called fellow travelers (poputchiki). Both groups were eager for social advancement at any price. Their representatives considered the Soviet “revolution from abroad” as an unequivo​c​al blessing. Thanks to Stalin they were able to take advantage of the benefits of the negative selec​tion which is the totalitarian norm. Meanwhile, nonetheless, some persons connected to the ancient régime as well as opportunists of all colors were able to find a place for themselves at the very bottom of the new power structure. They strove to accommodate the Soviet occupation. Some of them combined their activities in the new administration with struggle against the Soviets.

Between 1941 and 1944 Hitler continued Stalin’s work in the Eastern Borderlands. Similar mechanisms of terror and power functioned under the Nazi occupation as they had under the Soviets. However, the difference was that now the Russian vostochniki were now superseded by Germans and persons declaring German ethnic roots, with the Jews being completely elimin​at​ed from the accommodation process. The Jewish population was ghettoized and gradually sub​jected to mass extermination. Aside from that, the Nazi nationalities policy also resembled its Soviet counterpart. The Lithuanians, Belorussians, and Ukrainians were promoted above the Poles.
 The Polish Christian elite was subject to partial extermination (e.g. mass executions in Ponary),
 and the Polish population was subjected to exploitation and terror (mass deportations for forced labor in the Reich, and police pacifications of the countryside). This lasted almost until the end of the Nazi occupation, when the Germans somewhat moderated their policies, in a vain attempt to court Polish support against the returning Red Army.

In reality, however, Hitler considered all conquered nations as Untermenschen. In return for minimal political, institutional, and cultural concession, the Nazi leader exploited the Belo​russian, Ukrainian, and Lithuanian population economically and militarily for the benefit of the war effort of the Third Reich. Terror also touched all the inhabitants of the Borderlands. How​ever, the Poles landed at the very bottom of the social ladder (after the Jews), even though the surviving members of the Polish elites enjoyed – because of their education – greater oppor​tuni​ties to practice their accommodationist skills than, say, half-literate Belorussian peasants. Many representatives of the Polish elite took advantage of their low-level posts in the German adminis​tra​tion to support the Polish underground and to plot against the Nazis.

The revolutionary scenario of the occupation repeated itself in a modified form after the return of the Soviets in 1944. Terror was coupled with the social promotion of local revolution​aries mainly from the Belorussian, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and, to a lesser extent, survivors of the Jewish ethnic groups. It was they who, under the leadership of chiefly Russian Communists, re-introduced Stalin’s totalitarian order in the Borderlands. This time around the Polish elite was practically not given a chance to accommodate. Some, particularly members of the underground, were executed. Others were deported to the Gulag. The majority of the Polish elite was forced to leave for central Poland. As a rule, everywhere in the Borderlands the Polish people followed in to the footsteps of the elite. Only in the Wilno, Grodno, and Nowogródek regions did a large num​ber of the Polish population remain to guard the land of their ancestors. This was also the case in Ejszyszki, where a sizable Polish majority stayed behind.

The Wilno Region before the War (1918-1939)

Taken narrowly, the Wilno region means the territories of the Province of Wilno as de​lineated during the Second Polish Republic. Understood broadly, together with the Nowo​gródek and Grodno areas, the Wilno region constituted jointly the north-eastern Borderlands of Poland. It was the heir to the tradition of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania from the splendid high-day of the historical Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The Wilno region arguably retained the most tra​ditional features of all the areas of interwar Poland. Apart from Polesia (Polesie), it was also the poorest in the nation. Agriculture and forestry dominated its economy. Modern industries were concentrated in the city of Wilno. 

In 1931 almost 60 percent of the 1,263,300 inhabitants of the province of Wilno declared Polish as their native tongue. The vast majority of these undoubtedly were ethnic Poles who ad​hered to the Roman Catholic faith. The remaining nationalities were, in descending order: Belo​russians (22.7 percent), Jews (8.5 percent), Russians (3.4 percent), Lithuanians (about 3 percent), Tartars, and “locals”. The proportions in Wilno itself were as follows: the Poles constituted an abso​lute majority (about 65 percent), the Jews constituted the second largest ethnic group (about 28 percent), and small groups of Russians, Belorussians, Germans, Tartars, and Lithuanians mak​ing up the rest. The Lithuanians accounted only for about 3 percent of the town’s population.

As did the rest of the nation, the Wilno Poles considered the Polish victory in the Polish-Soviet war (1919-1921) as the “founding myth” of the country’s independence.
 The myth func​tioned with a much greater intensity in the north-eastern Borderlands than if did, for example, in the Poznań region, where local patriotism was forged in the struggle against the Prussians, or in the Lwów area where the fight against the Bolsheviks occurred in the wake of bloody battles against the Ukrainians. 

The Wilno Poles regarded the victory over the Soviets in 1920 of primary importance. First, the victory was the climax of the 19th century Polish risings against Russia, which in the collective Polish memory of the Wilno region enjoyed a long-standing cult, in particular the 1863 insurrection. Second, the 1920 victory was won against the Bolsheviks. The Wilno Poles fought against the Communists longer than any of their fellow countrymen in other areas, from at least January 1919. They also arguably experienced the ferocity of the Bolshevik terror, revo​lution​ary experiments, and internal subversion to a greater degree than anyone else in Poland. The Wilno Poles equally honored those fallen in the 19th century insurrections, most notably Countess Emilia Plater (1831) and Ludwik Narbutt (1863), and the many recent heroes, including the Peowiacy, 
 as well as the surviving anti-Bolshevik veterans, for example the dashing cavalryman Colonel Jerzy Dąmbrowski who founded the volunteer 13th Wilno Lancer Regiment.
 Great popularity of Marshal Józef Piłsudski, a scion of the landed nobility from the Wilno region, among the local Poles was also directly related to the triumph of 1920. Piłsudski was widely considered the architect of the victory over Lenin.

Throughout almost two decades of Polish statehood the message of the “founding myth” of the 1920 victory was constantly strengthened by the echoes of the Bolshevik crimes. Fleeing Russia, Poles and Jews, some of whom settled in the Wilno region, brought with them horrific stories of revolutionary terror. Later, news spread about the persecution of the Catholic Church, and all religion in general. Further, at least until 1924, Poland’s border with the Soviet Union was constantly violated. The Bolsheviks carried out an undeclared guerrilla war against the Poles, hoping to ignite a revolution in Poland. On the other hand, the Poles supported for a time the Belorussian partisan movement of the “Green Oak.” Polish army teams also penetrated into the Soviet area. Later, the newly founded Border Defense Corps (Korpus Ochrony Pogranicza – KOP) continued in a similar vain, albeit on a smaller scale. Based upon the 17th century ethos of the “knights from the Borderland outposts” (rycerze spod kresowych stannic),
 the KOP was unequivocally and universally considered as an anti-Communist shield of the Second Polish Republic. This was acutely felt in particular in the 1930s when the terrible news of the decima​tion and deportation of the Soviet Polish community, the collectivization and the accompanying mass starvation of millions of people, and the bloody purges repeatedly shook Poland’s public opinion. Many Wilno Poles, and the petty gentry in particular, had numerous relatives in the neighboring Minsk area of Belorussia, which became a part of the Soviet Union after 1920.
 

In the public sphere, the official media, educators, and priests constantly informed the Polish society about the Bolshevik terror. Various national and regional patriotic holidays affirmed the righteousness of having defied the Communist invasion of 1919-1921. The Polish army units, including the elite 13th Lancer Regiment and the KOP frequently participated in religious and national holidays and parades. That practice forged a powerful symbol of unity between faith and struggle for independence that strongly affected many ethnic Poles, including school children, who soon would volunteer to defend Poland just as their forefathers had. In the private sphere, the veterans of the war with the Soviets, including numerous military settlers in the Wilno region, recalled their deeds and appreciated that they saved their families from the unspeakable horror of Lenin and Stalin’s rule. The veterans shared their stories with their families. In this way, on many levels the past informed the present, and the Stalinist oppression just across the border re-enforced the feeling of the fragility of Poland’s security, and constantly cast a menacing shadow on the future of the peoples of the Borderlands. 

For all these reasons, between 1922 and 1939, the attitudes of the Wilno Poles were strongly influenced by the “founding myth”. It consisted of the fresh memory of recent struggles against Communist totalitarianism and of the ever present fear of the possibility that the tyrannic​al Bolshevik nightmare might return. The memory of the recent past, as well as the more or less conscious concern about an uncertain tomorrow, also influenced to some degree the Polish Chris​tian perception of the rest of the component nationalities of the Wilno region, who were viewed as uncertain allies of Polish statehood.

In contradistinction to the constant aversion toward the Russian Communists, the Polish attitudes toward the Belorussians and Lithuanians oscillated between impatient irritation and paternalistic disregard. The Poles were annoyed at the politically active Belorussians for their leftist social radicalism, and their connections to the Soviets in particular. Belorussian national aspirations were largely ignored. This was also because a large segment of the Wilno region’s Orthodox Christians, so-called Poleszucy or “locals,” was yet to develop a Belorussian national consciousness. However, vivid and warm memories of Tsarist Russia among the Orthodox infu​riated the Poles.

The Polish attitude toward the Lithuanians was a bit different. The negligible numbers of the Lithuanian minority in the Wilno region allowed the Poles to ignore the Lithuanian irridentist postulates. The military feebleness of the Republic of Lithuania rendered most Polish security concerns virtually immaterial. Nonetheless, the Poles were greatly irritated by the jingoistic dec​larations of the Republic of Lithuania with its capital in Kaunas (Kowno), which refused to recog​nize the Wilno region as Polish and therefore persisted in a state of formal war with Poland until forced by Warsaw to sign a peace treaty in 1938.
 

Polish-Jewish relations constituted a problem of an entirely different quality. Very few remembered that in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania the road to social advancement stood open for a Jew, if he converted to Catholicism. In the first half of the 20th century the proposition of co​oper​ation, as encapsulated in the poetic vision of Adam Mickiewicz’s Jankiel (a Jewish character in the epic romantic poem Pan Tadeusz),
 functioned mainly as a romantic myth. Even the old paradigm of the economic symbiosis was slowly eroding. By 1918, the historical arrangements between the Polish lord and the Jew had been, if not eliminated completely, then at least serious​ly curtailed. The process of Christian inroads into hitherto traditional Jewish economic pursuits progressed apace, as did Jewish movement beyond the confines of their closed communities. Concomitantly, the boycott of Jewish establishments intensified. Initiated and propagated mostly by Poland’s National Democrats, the boycott reached its apogee in the 1930s and elicited a Jewish reaction of its own. It seems that the slogan “each to his own for his own wares” (swój do swojego po swoje) found eager ears among all ethnic groups in the Borderlands (and throughout Poland).

Everyday irritation on the economic plane was exacerbated by political and cultural conflict. The Jews bitterly complained about discrimination. They also accused the Poles of perpetrating a pogrom in Wilno in 1919. The Poles angrily rejected such accusations, explaining that this was not a pogrom but a battle against the Bolsheviks, including many Jews, who bar​ricaded themselves in the Jewish quarter of the city and shot at Polish troops.
 The Poles also chastised the Jews for their opposition to the incorporation of the Wilno region into Poland after 1918. In reality, the attitude of the Jewish community toward the Second Republic oscillated between neutrality and hostility. Nonetheless, the accusations about “Jewish” support for Lithuania and the Soviet Union functioned throughout the entire interwar period.

The charges of favoring the Bolsheviks were naturally expressed most frequently as an invective: “Jew-Commune” (żydokomuna).  The invective was applied not to only to a small hand​ful of Communists of Jewish origin in the Communist Party of Western Belorussia (Komu​nistyczna Partia Zachodniej Białorusi – KPZB), which did not recognize Polish sovereignty over the Eastern Borderlands. Many Poles also tarred as “Jew-Commune” all other Jewish left-wing radicals whose parties advocated a social revolution. This primarily concerned the powerful Jewish Marxist Bund, which won the Jewish vote in the last municipal elections in Wilno before the Second World War, and also leftist Zionists, including the highly popular Poale Zion (Wor​kers of Zion) party.

On the other hand, rather illogically, Polish Nationalists accused “the Jews” of supporting the anti-Communist dictatorship of the Sanacja, which, headed by Piłsudski, took power in a coup d’état in 1926. In reality, it was only the Jewish conservative and traditionalist Orthodox circles that consistently cooperated with the Piłsudskites. In politics and elsewhere, the Poles often disregarded the rich pluralism of the Jewish community. They ignored the multifaceted conflict within the community, treating “the Jews” as a monolith.
 The Poles also stressed the anti-Christian elements in Judaism allegedly espoused by traditional Jews, who were oblivious the Polishness of Wilno and preferred to cherish it as the “Jerusalem of the East,” a magnificent center of Judaic religious studies. In addition, much of the Jewish community fiercely resisted assimilation, that is Polonization. According to Lucy Dawidowicz, the Wilno Jews considered constructs such as an “assimilated” Jew or “assimilationists,” the latter denoting the “advocates of assimilation,… a Yiddishists’s pejorative words, darkly intimating that to speak Polish instead of Yiddish was a public act of betrayal, an abandonment of one’s people.”

Many Christian Poles were taken aback that apparently the majority of Jews did not bother to learn Polish and communicated in Yiddish or even in Russian. This was adjudged in a highly critical light. The Russian language had after all been the language of the hated Tsarist oppressors and, after 1918, of the Bolsheviks plotting to enslave Poland anew. This additionally contributed to the popular animus against the migrant (non-Polish) Jews, the so-called “Litvaks”.  Poles usually failed to appreciate why a part of the Jewish intelligentsia came from families that had elected to assimilate into the Russian imperial culture. Not only the “Litvaks” were affected by this process, but also some of the local Jews (and indeed Polish Christians). Simply, in the second half of the 19th century the Russian culture was in ascendancy. It was dominant and vic​torious and, thus, more attractive than the defeated one, Polish. For most people, who had resolv​ed to break with the Jewish tradition in favor of secularization, the choice was simple: They prag​matically banked on the Russian Empire. They practically had no ties with Poland and Polishness traditionally understood in the Wilno region as reflecting deep-seated Catholic reli​giosity, gentry ways, and oftentimes romantic dreams of freedom which unexpectedly for the majority (including perhaps even the dreamers themselves) exploded in the fireworks of Poland’s independence in 1918.

A low level of assimilation of the Jewish population clearly stemmed from an over cen​tury long absence of the Polish statehood. Without the Polish state institutions, Polish schools in particular, the Polonizing  processes simply had no conditions to bud in. Naturally, the situation changed after 1918.

The changes took a painfully long, evolutionary route. Meanwhile, the marked cultural, religious, political, and ethnic differences that separated these two communities led to serious conflict between Poles and Jews in Wilno. The Stefan Batory University (USB) in Wilno was the scene of the most violent altercations. It was there that the National Democrats attempted to introduce first a quota or the numerus clausus for the Jewish students and then the numerus nullus. 
  The so-called ghetto benches were established with Jewish students being forced to sit on the left side of the lecture halls. In the faculty of medicine students and faculty quarreled bitterly over “Christian cadavers” and the failure of the Jewish community to supply their own share of cadavers to experiment on. This resulted in acts of anti-Jewish violence, demonstrations, and marches which spilled beyond the campus onto the city streets. Finally, the USB witnessed several anti-government student strikes, where the protesters advanced anti-Jewish demands.
  Ethnic strife affected also municipal politics. According to one account, a fist fight erupted bet​ween Christian and Jewish councilmen during a debate.
 In another case, the level of acri​mony was so high that the councilmen failed to make peace to honor a Christian boy who hero​ically gave his life while trying to save a drowning Jewish child.

Against this background, seen solely through the prism of conflict, Polish-Jewish rela​tions in pre-war Wilno look rather morbid. However, the available data from Wilno is far from complete. It may well be that future in-depth research will reveal the current scholarly picture as overly grim. This provisional conclusion is based on several factors. First, a large-town existence usually fosters anonymity. Neighborly solidarity, if it exists at all, is limited mainly to “our” own streets or apartment building. The majority of Poles and Jews lived in separate town quarters that were also separated in terms of physical distance, religion, and culture. This resulted in a lack of contact between the groups. Everyday both sides scrutinized one another from afar. Mistrust was the dominant characteristic, and less often enmity. And what about the assimilated intelligentsia? Did Professor Manfred Kridl of the USB and his daughter Elisabeth, for example, retain only negative memories about their Christian neighbors, friends, and colleagues? Did Polish profes​sors at the USB grade their Jewish students differently than their Christian ones? There is good reason to doubt that.
 Moreover, preliminary research concerning at least several towns in the Wilno region suggests that Polish-Jewish relations oscillated between conflict and cooperation, and even cordiality – despite the ethno-religious and cultural wall between them.

There is also another dimension that should be considered when we study Polish-Jewish relations in particular, and human affairs in general. We should bear in mind that life does not consist of conflict only. Unfortunately, for one reason or another, we tend to recall conflict most readily, perhaps because it interrupts the monotonous routine of everyday existence. We report to the police when a crime is committed. We do not do so when someone extends a small favor to us. Thus, we would look in vain for evidence of casual kindness in court records and police dis​patches. To a certain extent, the same holds true for individual recollections. This is an indic​ation that the data at our disposal at the present time is incomplete. We must delve deeper into the topic and work out a much more multifaceted methodology for micro-studies than already exists, one that does not overlook the complicated symbiotic interdependencies in everyday existence. 

Let us endeavor to avoid the pitfall of obsessive, nay exclusive concentration on violence in studying Polish-Jewish relations before 1939. Let us restore the full picture of everyday life. After all, historians have largely avoided comprehensive studies of the topic. Therefore our obser​vations concerning the Wilno region should be considered as preliminary and tentative conclusions stemming from a dearth of scholarship, inaccessible archives, and all too often from tendentious recollections and highly dispersed published primary sources. 

All in all, we do not even have any solid monographs on pre-war Wilno and its environs, including the thorny subject of Polish-Jewish relations. Fortunately, from a scholarly point of view, the situation is somewhat better in regards to the study of the history of the Wilno region following the outbreak of the Second World War.

The Wilno Region during the War and Occupations (1939-1947)

Between 1939 and 1947 the Wilno region survived five occupations: three Soviet, one Lithuanian, and a Nazi German one. The last Soviet occupation, which commenced in 1944, was permanent and lasted until 1991. The tragedy of the Eastern Borderlands began with the joint invasion of Poland by Hitler and Stalin in September 1939. The Red Army captured Wilno after a short struggle on September 18. The victors remained there for a month, looting the town and arresting some of the newly conquered “enemies of the people,” who were overwhelmingly Christian Poles. On October 27, 1939, Stalin nominally handed Wilno and its environs over to the Lithuanians. However, on June 15, 1940, the Red Army re-entered the town. The Republic of Lithuania, including the Wilno region, was incorporated into the Soviet Union. Then, on June 22, 1941, Hitler attacked his erstwhile Communist ally. In July 1941, the Wilno area fell to the Ger​mans. The Nazi occupation lasted for three years. In July 1944, the Wehrmacht retreated under the blows of the Red Army. The Wilno region was once again occupied by the Soviets who re-incorporated this land into Soviet Lithuania and Stalin’s empire.

War and the occupations brought not only a total economic devastation of the Wilno region, as well as the entire country, but also irreversible demographic changes. The changes resulted from mass murder and deportations. The Soviets and Germans were the main architects and perpetrators of the terror, but their helpers included representatives of every single ethnic group collaborating with the occupiers. From the beginning the situation in the Wilno region took on a form of conflict that pitted each ethnic group against the others as well as internal strife within each individual ethnic group. The elements of class and ethnic struggle clashed in a myriad of collective and individual combinations. 
 A struggle erupted against the “aliens” (Germans and Soviets), “locals” (e.g., Lithuanian nationalists vs. Jews), and “our own” (nasi, amchu) (e.g., Polish independentists vs. Communists of Polish origin). In this imbroglio, parallel to the clash between the National Socialist and Communist giants, the dwarves were also fighting. The latter were often pre-war citizens of Poland, although the citizens of the pre-1939 Republic of Lithuania and the Soviet Union participated in the struggle as well.

As far as the fight of the Poles against other “locals” is concerned, it was characterized by the lowest degree of intensity in the case of their dealings with the Belorussians, where there was also a large degree of co-existence in day-to-day affairs among ordinary members of both com​munities. At the other extreme, the Polish struggle against the Lithuanians was arguably at its most vicious, though there too it did not prevent ordinary members of the warring sides from coexisting on an everyday basis. Neither of the feuding factions contemplated anything along the lines of systematic “ethnic cleansing.” 

The attitude of the Wilno Poles toward the “aliens” evolved. Initially, the Soviets were considered the main enemy (1939-1941), and later the Germans (1941-1944), only to be super​sed​ed by the Soviets again (after July 1944). Let us remember that the enmity toward the Ger​mans, as the main architect of the destruction of Poland, functioned also during both the Lithua​nian and Soviet occupations. The animosity toward the Soviets, which declined somewhat be​cause of the criminal conduct of the Nazis, once again began to grow gradually from the end of 1942. This stemmed from the excesses of “revolutionary banditry” of the Soviet partisans in the countryside, their attacks on the Home Army, the shock of the news of the Katyn Forest mas​sacre, and the enmity of the Communists toward the Polish Government-in-Exile.

In any event, the conflict in the Borderlands of all against all was informed not only by the ideologies of class, race, and ethnic struggle. Aside from class and ethnic animosity, there were other factors at play, including neighborhood grudges, criminal pathologies, and various complexes of individual persons. After a restrained period of their incubation in pre-war Poland (and indeed earlier times), such attitudes manifested themselves with incredible power and in the most extreme forms only because of the totalitarian catalyst. 

Of course, armed struggle, including acts of aggression and self-defense, between the var​ious local factions did not occur every day between 1939 and 1947. Sometimes it flared up wildly. On other occasions, it barely simmered. This was mostly in congruence with the inten​tions of the occupiers. While in control of the territory, Stalin and Hitler wanted to preserve “law and order”. Therefore both the Soviets and the Nazis attempted to direct, control, or at least rationalize, the outbursts of mutual violence among the captive peoples. Usually the violence of one set of “locals” against other “locals” was synchronized (consciously or not) with the policy of the occupier which targeted the most persecuted group of the moment (e.g., collaborationist auxiliary Lithuanian and Belorussian police formations vs. the Jews in 1942). In other instances, the violence of one set of “locals” against another reflected a reaction to perceived threats stem​ming from the past, present, or potential policy of one of the occupiers (e.g., Polish underground vs. Belorussian National Socialists and Communists between 1941 and 1944).

Of all the ethnic groups, only the Jews were threatened as a whole (July 1941-July 1944). The Polish elite, broadly understood, faced near total extermination between 1939 and 1947. However, because the policies of the occupiers toward the Poles kept fluctuating and evolving, a complete liquidation of the Christian elite was never achieved. Unfortunately, the Nazis virtually succeeded in annihilating the Jews of the Wilno region. In that regard, the policy of the German occupier was generally unremitting.

Chronologically, the history of the conflict of all against all in the Wilno region com​menc​ed on September 17, 1939. Revolutionaries and common criminals chiefly of Belorussian (in villages) and Jewish (in towns) origin began assaulting, robbing, arresting, and killing chiefly ethnic Poles: Polish soldiers, landed nobles, government officials, members of the intelligentsia, wealthy farmers, and military settlers. In some places the anti-Polish rebellion broke out spon​taneous​ly (e.g., in Skidel). In other localities it was inspired and coordinated by the invading Soviets who joined the “local” fighters against the Poles (e.g., in Grodno). 
 At times the spontaneous rebellion manifested itself in a massacre of the Poles by the “locals” (e.g., Ber​dówka near Lida, Brzostowica Mała by Grodno).
 In other instances the rebellion took a more gentle course with the revolutionaries simply disarming the Poles and handing them over to the Soviets.

In any event, the heart of Polishness was hit in the Wilno region: from within and with​out. Soon, however, the Soviets quelled the anarchy. In congruence with the requirements of the “revolution from above” they attempted to yoke the local collaborators to follow the lines of a strictly controlled struggle against the Polish Christian elite and the institutional remnants of the Second Republic. However, the first Soviet occupation lasted too briefly in some areas to expose the entire Wilno region to the full scope of Communist terror. Because Stalin handed them over to the Republic of Lithuania, the inhabitants of the city of Wilno and a corridor along the inter​war Polish-Lithuanian border avoided the mass arrests and deportations of February and April 1940, which painfully affected the rest of the Eastern Borderlands.

The Lithuanian occupation (October 1939-June 1940) was relatively mild. It was charac​terized by a crass Lithuanization campaign and harassment of the Polish population. Polish insti​tutions were destroyed, including cultural ones such as the Stefan Batory University. Terror was mainly directed at Christian Poles who were active in the underground. Lithuanian terror, how​ever, was not particularly lethal. The potential anti-Jewish or anti-Belorussian animus of the Lithuanian authorities was tempered by the presence of the Red Army. The conflict from below between the various ethnic groups of the “locals” essentially simmered down at that time. Resent​ment remained keen, though. Almost all the “locals” awaited some change in the inter​national situation.

During the second Soviet occupation of the city of Wilno and the Wilno corridor (June 1940-June 1941) Stalin strove to make up for the lost time. The Communists struck both at the remnants of the Polish state and at the newly founded Lithuanian institutions. General Soviet​ization was the norm. Several thousand persons were shot and tens of thousands arrested and deported to the Gulag, mainly in the Spring and early Summer of 1941.

Soviet terror affected all ethnic groups. Obviously, because Christian Poles both were overrepresented in the pre-war elite and constituted the largest ethnic group in the Wilno region, they were also the chief and most frequent target of the Communists. Among the Jewish popu​la​tion, the so-called bezhentsy, refugees from western and central Poland, suffered most. Com​mu​nist collaborators and other pro-Soviet elements from among the “local” population – Belo​russian, Jewish, Polish, and Lithuanian – joined in the struggle against the “enemies of the people,” both from among their “own” and other “local” groups.

It seems that Polish Communists and their sympathizers of Polish ethnic origin consti​tut​ed the smallest group among the collaborators. They were active mainly in Wilno itself. Their influence in the city and especially the countryside was essentially non-existent. On the other hand, it was widely believed that the “Jews” collaborated en masse with the Soviets, conducting a war against the rest of the “locals.” 
  In reality, however, such a stereotypical view fails to differentiate between accommodation and collaboration and to consider the evolution of Jewish attitudes (from friendly to cold, though certainly not uniformly) to the Soviet occupation policy. It is obvious that the stereotype applies only to a portion of the Jewish community: mainly young leftists, and the Communists in particular, but also some others of diverse backgrounds who were or became pro-Soviet. The former constituted only a small fraction of the Jewish community; the latter were representative of a much wider cross-section. The same most likely applies to Soviet collaborators of Belorussian ethnic origin. It is believed that while Jewish revolutionaries were overrepresented in Soviet institutions in towns, their Belorussian comrades were most numerous in the Communist administration in the countryside. Let us stress once again that the responsibi​lity for the terror must be squarely laid at the feet of the Soviet leadership, which consisted main​ly of imported Russians from the USSR. 
 Nonetheless, the „locals” blamed for the terror those whom they encountered most frequently in their daily lives: real and alleged Communist colla​borators, usually functionaries of the lower levels of the Soviet occupation regime. These were also potentially dangerous, especially in the early months of the occupation, because without them the system would have operated less efficiently.

The conclusion of the Soviet occupation and the commencement of the Nazi one (July 1941), or rather, more precisely, the eastward invasion of the armies of the Third Reich, trig​gered off a new explosion of conflict from below among the “locals”. Concomitantly with the German attack, an anti-Soviet rising of the „locals” erupted from below in the Wilno region. It was mostly carried out by the Lithuanian anti-Communist underground.
 Its violence far ex​ceed​ed that of the anti-Polish rebellion of September 1939. This time the violence was directed mostly against the Jews. In the Wilno region (as in the Kaunas/Kowno area) the Lithuanian nationalist insurgents attacked the retreating Soviets, their “own” Lithuanian Communists, but most of all Jews. Initially, the attacks were purely spontaneous. As time passed, their ferocity, scale, and the level of coordination intensified. A few factors were at play here. First, the dis​covery of the mass graves of the local population killed in jails by the retreating NKVD inflamed the yearning for revenge against the real and alleged perpetrators.
 Second, the violence was initiated or channeled by the Nazi police which had standing orders to incite pogroms or “self-cleansing actions”. Third, impunity for the violence was guaranteed by the Wehrmacht which – as many a Lithuanian believed – was “liberating” the territories of independent Lithuania from the Soviets and, thus, enlarging the area of operation of the anti-Communist insurgents. How​ever, the latter increasingly and unequivocally turned from anti-Communist fighters exclusively into pogromists of Jews plain and simple.

At that time, the Poles in the Wilno region remained neutral for the most part. In some localities the Polish underground attacked the retreating Soviets. It cannot be excluded that death sentences were carried out on fleeing local Communists and their collaborators. It is quite pos​sible that the unaffiliated Polish population participated in limited lynching of such persons. At the moment, however, we are incapable of defining precisely the scale of the phenomenon. None​theless, it seems certain that in the Wilno region, now renamed the Wilna-Gebiet of the Reichskommissariat Ostland, the Christian Poles (aside perhaps from a few exceptions) generally did not participate actively in anti-Jewish and anti-Communist massacres.

However, by mid-summer 1941, the spontaneous risings by the Lithuanians were trans​formed into systematic, methodical, and highly organized forays of death. Well-armed, if often still ununiformed, the units of the Lithuanian riflemen fanned out over the Wilno region and assisted the Einsatzgruppen in the mass shootings of Jews in one town after another. The local Polish and Belorussian residents were customarily forced to dig pits and bury the bodies but also, sometimes, to transport in their carriages the condemned unfortunates to their place of execution. The largest executions took place in Ponary near Wilno. As many as 100,000 people, mostly Jews, were killed there.
  In this erstwhile summer resort locality, about 7 miles away from the city of Wilno, Lithuanian nationalists, under Nazi supervision, massacred members of the Polish Christian elite as well as Soviet POWs and Communists of various nationalities, including some Lithuanians. The executions took place methodically throughout the German occupation. Ironic​ally, in May 1944, the Nazis shot in Ponary a large contingent of Lithuanian soldiers and officers from the collaborationist units of General Plechavičius. 

Initially, however, the Lithuanian nationalists were not the only ones hoping to benefit by collaborating with the Third Reich. Some of the Belorussian nationalist activists harbored similar hopes, but not the Poles.
 By the end of 1941 at the latest, the Nazis created other collaboration​ist institutions, including Belorussian auxiliary police and the civilian administration. Of course, the Belorussian officials and policemen were included in all German undertakings, including the anti-Jewish ones. It seems however that they participated in the extermination of the Jews to a much lesser degree than the Lithuanian nationalists. The role of the Belorussian collaborators was limited to auxiliary functions, including the economic exploitation of the Jewish population, guarding the ghettos, and escorting Jews to their places of execution. Sometimes however, the Belorussian auxiliaries did themselves shoot Jews.
 Many in the Polish community perceived that at least some persons who were employed in the Nazi institutions had fulfilled similar func​tions under the Soviet occupation. This phenomenon has not been sufficiently studied yet. It is premature to state unequivocally whether this sort of continuum was the rule or an exception. Additionally, there were significant numbers of Poles in the Belorussian administration and police between the summer and fall of 1941. Many of them had ties with the Polish underground, having infiltrated these Nazi institutions with its consent.

Against this background the multi-faceted struggle played itself out with ever-waxing intensity during the Nazi occupation. Around the spring of 1942 the conflict in the Borderlands was exacerbated by new and mutually intertwined factors: the economic policy of the occupier, widespread banditry, and partisan activities.

The Nazi policy of total economic exploitation of the Borderlands led to  undercutting the means of existence of the local population. Not only were the industrial products lacking, but also, more importantly, the food supply began to run out. The Germans confiscated most of the crops and livestock as a forced food quota. What little remained barely allowed the peasants to eke out a livelihood on a subsistence level but hardly sufficed for replanting and reseeding. More​over, the Nazis carried out obligatory recruitment for forced labor. Some of the unwilling draftees worked in their own localities on various public works, including mainly road repair. However, some people were deported to the Reich for slave labor. This mostly affected the young, who were also additionally targeted for their participation in the underground. All this undermined the foundation of the traditional society of the Borderlands, particularly in the countryside where large, multi-generational families settled in the same area and constituted a security net for the youngest, the oldest, and the sick relatives. Now, having barely recuperated from the Soviet terror, the net began to unravel anew under the Nazi heel.
 

Further, the countryside experienced additional blows. First, common bandits became active. Second, the fugitive Soviet POWs seized provisions from the local peasants often against their will, and with increasing violence. Third, Jewish fugitives also carried out raids or supply expeditions at the expense of the villagers.

The bandits simply carried on as they had before the war, albeit on a much larger scale. It seems that they attracted new recruits, enticed by the apparent impunity and reacting to the dearth of food and industrial supplies resulting from the Nazi economic policy of total exploita​tion. The bandit element enjoyed a modicum of support among the local population, or rather of its pathological fringe: Polish, Lithuanian, and Belorussian. It seems that the bandits operated in small groups, mobilized only to carry out a particular robbery. In general, most “local” bandits could desist banditry and any time and return home. Local, unaffiliated bandits very quickly became the target of the village self-defense units and the Polish independentist underground. Their activities were terminated or brought under control. At first, the culprits were beaten. If they did failed to reform, they were shot. Some were probably given a chance to rehabilitate them​selves as guerrilla fighters. (The instances of insubordination, the breaches of discipline, and banditry among individual Home Army soldiers constitute a separate issue. Usually the offending individuals were punished immediately with the full severity of war-time military law.)

In any event, the local bandits found themselves in a situation much less complicated than the Soviets did. The latter can be classified as follows. First, there were fugitive POWs who had escaped from Nazi captivity. Second, there were stragglers from the Red Army who were semi-hiding  with the local population in the countryside. The Germans initially left them alone but in the spring of 1942 the authorities tried to register them, thus prompting a mass flight of the stragglers to the forest.
 Third, there were the NKVD paratroopers dropped behind the Nazi lines in the Wilno region with explicit orders to rebuild the Soviet state structures, to conduct partisan operations which would provoke the fiercest possible German reprisals against the Polish Christian population, and to organize an offensive against the Polish underground. The acts of “revolutionary banditry” carried out by the NKVD inevitably led to a state of virtually permanent conflict with the Home Army. Constituting the fourth group of Stalin’s supporter in the Borderlands, local Communists also participated in the conflict against the AK. It is assumed that they were recruited chiefly from among the Belorussian population and to a much smaller extent from among the Jews and Lithuanians. The Poles constituted the smallest contingent of Stalin’s followers in the Soviet partisan movement. In general, the Communists enjoyed the support of only a small part of the local population in the Wilno region. Nonetheless, they could count on voluntary recruitment and resupplying at least in some areas.

This was not the case with the Jewish fugitives. The latter found themselves in the most tragic predicament of all the ethnic groups under the Nazi occupation. First of all, the Nazi policy of extermination liquidated practically every Jewish support center, including the ghettos, where the fugitives could have counted on aid. So Jewish fugitives were unable to rely on “their own” as far as their supplies were concerned. Jews attempted to deal with this challenge in a variety of ways. Their activities to procure supplies usually reflected the profile of the fugitive group individual Jews were involved with. There were at least four distinct categories of Jewish fugitives who escaped extermination and strove to survive in hiding.

First, there was a handful of Polonized Jews and assimilated Poles of Jewish origin in the Wilno region. These persons were mostly passing as Polish Christians. Their supply problems were practically akin to those of an average Polish Christian. At least in some instances these fugitives had links to the Polish underground. They took advantage of its protection and a few of them even fought in its ranks in the forest.

Second, young, athletic people fled the ghettos in organized groups, often equipped with arms they were able to acquire through various channels. Some of them quickly formed separate Jewish partisan outfits in the forest. Their leaders were usually involved with some segment of the Zionist movement: from the extreme left to the far right. It seems certain that almost from the very beginning these Jewish fighters used force to capture food, clothes, and weapons from the peasants. It cannot be excluded however that they also paid or even begged for the supplies in some instances. After a while, almost all Jewish units became tactically subordinated to the Soviet partisan movement, which already earlier had incorporated some Jewish Communists into its ranks.

Initially, at least some of the Jewish partisans, particularly the largest outfit, Tuwia Bielski’s Brigade from the Naliboki Forest, enjoyed proper and even cordial relations with indi​vi​dual units of the Home Army. The underground Poles sometimes saved Jews and later escorted them to the Jewish partisan camps. Both sides also cooperated against the Germans, for example during the great Nazi pacification action in the Naliboki Forest in the summer of 1943. Unfortun​ate​ly, mutual relations kept deteriorating because of the increasingly frequent and brutal supply raids of the Jewish partisans which prompted the AK to intervene at the request of the desperate local peasants who were being robbed mercilessly.
 The increasingly fierce brutality and radi​cal​i​za​tion of the Jewish partisans stemmed mainly from the fact that their families had been murdered by the Nazis and their collaborators, and they had escaped from the ghettos with the thought of revenge. Jews were sentenced to death; they had nothing to lose. This attitude mani​fested itself, among other things, in “open hate and hostility towards the local population,” accor​ding to Dov Levin.
 The principal reason for the flare-up in the mutual relations between the Jewish partisans and the Home Army however was the conflict of the Polish independentists with the Soviet partisans who tactically controlled the Jewish partisan units. The Soviets were physically destroying Polish partisan outfits and also strove to provoke Nazi wrath toward the civilian Polish population of the Wilno region. Thus, by the fall of 1943 the struggle for supplies and political supremacy in the Borderlands pitted the Jewish partisans squarely against the Home Army.

Aside from the organized Jewish partisan units, so-called “wild” groups appeared in the forest. Making up the third kind of Jewish fugitives, these groups consisted of persons of diverse ages, both male and female, including children, the elderly, and often entire families. The “wild” groups were the least organized entities. At least initially, they lacked any funds and arms. There​fore they were rarely admitted into the affiliated Jewish or Soviet partisan units. Members of the “wild” groups were forced to beg or steal food from the peasants, some of whom they had been acquainted with already before the war. Sometimes the fugitives would force the farmers to surrender their hidden weapons to them. The “wild” groups lacked military discipline. They treated matters of security with insufficient vigilance. Encumbered by the elderly, women, and children, they were unable to change their whereabouts frequently, and often lived in dugouts in one location for extended periods of time. These features of the “wild” groups – in conjunction with the expropriation actions they carried out, which prompted the peasants to denounce them – resulted in those Jewish fugitives most frequently of all falling victim to German expeditions, village self-defense, and AK retaliation. Further, the “wild” groups were targeted by common bandits and Soviet partisans (it was often difficult to tell these two apart). Next, Jewish girls and women hiding in the dugouts fell prey to the sexual appetites of degenerate Soviet predators. The Soviet aggression against the “wild” groups also stemmed from the paranoid suspicion that Jews who were able to escape to the forest were agents of the Nazi police. Moreover, the Soviets re​sent​ed the fact that the “wild” groups, through their carelessness, revealed the whereabouts of the Soviet partisan bases, did not fight the Germans, and supplied themselves from the same meager sources that the Communist partisans did, and additionally antagonized the local population. Thus, the “wild” groups of Jewish fugitives were in the most precarious situation and were prac​tically besieged from all sides.

Fourth, a much more lucky category, some Jewish fugitives, both individuals and groups, found shelter with the local Christian population in the countryside.
 Thus, they solved the prob​lem of supplies. Those Jews  were usually well heeled. They did not only have reliable Christian acquaintances, but also the funds to maintain themselves and, at times, even to buy the good will of their hosts. Sometimes Jews in hiding robbed the peasants in remote localities, returned to their shelter, and shared the loot with their Christian hosts in lieu of payment for their upkeep. Of course, such activities exposed those in hiding to denunciations to the Nazis or the retaliation by the peasant self-defense, Polish underground, or Soviet partisans – depending on who had fallen victim to the Jewish supply raids.

It has to be stressed that, because the Soviet partisans were most numerous in the Wilno region, they were also responsible for the greatest number of acts of violence perpetrated in the course of the expropriation and other actions directed against the civilian population. In any event, the expropriation actions of the common criminals, Soviets, and Jewish fugitives were facilitated by the fact that the Nazi authorities often ignored banditry so long as it was aimed at the non-German civilian population. Sometimes the Germans punished the usually innocent locals for the acts of banditry (or resistance) carried out by their antagonists from other local groups. It was safer and more convenient to “pacify” a Belorussian village or a Polish gentry hamlet than to chase armed bandits, Soviet partisans, or Jewish fugitives around the sylvan wil​der​ness and swamps. This attitude stemmed in part from the indifference of the Germans to the plight of the local population and other groups.
 It was also attributable to the lack of sufficient security forces to patrol the area and conduct massive anti-bandit sweeps. The efficiency of the Nazi security force was also conditioned by its ethnic make-up (for example, Lithuanian auxil​iary policemen were rather unwilling to risk their lives to defend Polish or Belorussian peasants).  Nonetheless, the indifference of the German authorities toward the predicament of the locals was tempered by the prerogatives of the Nazi economic policy of total exploitation of the Wilno re​gion. After all, the success of the policy required the maintenance of order if, for no other reason, than to ensure the steady delivery of agricultural products.

The German reaction to the banditry and partisan activities was multifaceted. First of all, pacification actions and terror were intensified. From mid-1943 the Wehrmacht gradually took over a majority of the police functions in the Wilno area. The Nazi authorities also allowed the creation of local self-defense groups, even arming some of them in part. Further, in the second half of 1943, the Germans attempted to conclude an agreement with the Polish underground.

Secret cells of the Polish independentist conspiracy were established in the Wilno region already in September 1939.
 From the very inception, its participants believed that Poland in general and the Wilno region in particular had three enemies: Soviet and local Communists, German Nazis, and Lithuanian Nationalists. After mid-1942, most Polish underground groups subordinated themselves to the Home Army. By that time, in the Wilno countryside, the local cells of the AK had already commenced self-defense against revolutionary and common banditry as well as, sporadically, armed anti-German activities. At this point, the AK also attempted to work out a modus vivendi with the Soviet partisans.

Initially, the AK took at face value Soviet assurances that the acts of banditry were per​petrated chiefly by unaffiliated Soviet POWs or undisciplined individual Soviet partisans. There​fore no action was taken against the Soviet partisan movement as such. However, the AK sol​diers strove to protect foremost the localities inhabited by Poles and Catholics. They proposed an arrangement to the Soviets whereby the Wilno region would be divided in a rational way better to collect supplies. The Poles proposed that the Soviets limit their actions to non-Polish areas, which in practice meant that the Communist supply raids be limited to those localities and indivi​duals who supported the return of Stalin’s regime to the Borderlands. Meanwhile, the Soviets, who considered the Wilno region an integral part of the USSR, endeavored to subordinate to them​selves all local armed organizations in the area. This included the self-defense groups, which operated legally with German blessing but which to a large extent were infiltrated by the Home Army.

Of course the attempts to subordinate these groups to the Soviets through negotiations failed. Initially, however, it appeared that an uneasy and mistrustful cooperation was possible between the parties. Naturally, the NKVD functionaries who led the Soviet partisan movement never abandoned their aim of total domination of the Borderlands by the Communists. Soviet agents were successful in infiltrating self-defense groups and even in the AK. Throughout 1942, the Soviet partisans carried out assassinations of the “leaders of Polish reaction,” i.e. the organ​izers of the AK in the countryside. In January 1943, the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist (Bolshevik) Party of Belorussia, who simultaneously headed the General Staff of the Partisan Movement, Pantaleimon Ponomarenko informed Stalin that “in the interest of the [Soviet] state we must undertake certain activities… Partisan struggle needs to be ignited in Poland. Aside from its military effects, it will cause serious losses among the Polish population resulting from the fight against the German occupiers and will result in the Poles’ not being able to preserve their full strength [emphasis MJCh]” to defend themselves later from Stalin’s take​over. Ponomarenko regarded it “indispensable to send, in the spring, 80-90 diligently prepared and trained agents” to take over the leadership of the underground struggle in Poland.
 Stalin agreed. Soon after, Ponomarenko ordered his underlings “in every possible way to expose [the Poles] to the blows of the German occupier. The Germans will shoot them without any qualms if they find out [from the Communists] that they are the organizers of the Polish partisan groups or other organizations.”
 In the context of the Wilno region (and the rest of Poland) this spelled an inevitable conflict with the Polish independentist camp, the Home Army in particular.

The breaking off of diplomatic ties by Stalin with the Polish Government-in-Exile in April 1943 over the Katyn affair served as a perfect pretext to introduce Ponomarenko’s ideas into practice. The NKVD leaders of the Soviet partisan movement were now free to act openly. They promptly showered severe blows on the unsuspecting Poles. The Soviets hit small clan​destine garrisons in small towns and villages, individual AK cells, and even entire Polish guerrilla units. They killed not only soldiers of the Polish underground but also entire Polish civilian families. A handful of examples follows.

On May 8, 1943, the Soviet “Pobeda” unit and the outfits of the Jewish partisan Brigade of Tuvia Bielski assaulted Naliboki. A part of that small town was burned. One hundred and twenty-eight members of the local self-defense were shot. Most of them were clandestine sol​diers of the Home Army. On August 26, 1943, near Lake Narocz, the Soviet “Voroshilov” Bri​gade used a ruse to disarm the AK unit of Lieutenant Antoni Burzyński (nom de guerre “Kmicic”). The commanding officer and 80 Polish POWs were shot. Likewise, on December 1, 1943, near Stołpce, the Communists similarly destroyed the AK unit of Lieutenant Kacper Miłaszewski (“Lewald”), having first treacherously lured its officers to a “meeting”. The Soviets consistently killed the representatives of the Polish elite, for example Captain Kosobudzki and the wife and mother of Edward Wawrzewski on the estate of Stare Bukwy near Rudziszki on September 18, 1943. They also continued to massacre the civilian population. The most in​famous case was the pacification of Koniuchy, where at least 34 Poles of both sexes and all ages were killed and the village burned to the ground on January 29, 1944. 

According to historian Zygmunt Boradyn, during the Nazi occupation, in the Nowo​gródek area alone, which was part of the general Wilno region, the Soviet partisans shot about 500 Poles – soldiers of the AK and their sympathizers. It is estimated that throughout the north-eastern Borderlands, between the fall of 1941 and the summer of 1944, the Soviet partisans, their allies, and common bandits killed about 5,000 Poles, including 500 Home Army members in the entire Wilno region. Of course, the Poles fought back. In the Nowogródek area alone, they shot around 600 Communists and their sympathizers. Conditions were similar in the countryside around Wilno itself. It seems however that, unlike the Soviets, the AK usually eschewed the mass shooting of civilians. The Polish underground fighters limited themselves mainly to fight​ing armed enemy. For example, on September 11, 1943, near Niedoroszla, Captain Zygmunt Szendzielarz (“Łupaszko”) ambushed a Soviet detachment, killing 20 enemy without any casualties among his troops. In the north-eastern Borderlands the Polish-Soviet partisan war lasted until the German retreat in June 1944.

In these circumstances, toward the end of the Nazi occupation, the concerted efforts of the Germans to establish contact with the AK finally bore fruit. Polish-German negotiations commenced in December 1943. At first, these were local talks limited to the Nowogródek area only. Later, the Germans managed to reach the Wilno District Command of the AK. However, the negotiations were promptly broken off on the explicit orders of the Main Command of the Home Army in Warsaw. Meanwhile, nonetheless, local AK commanders in the Nowogródek area agreed to a cease-fire with the Germans in exchange for weapons and ammunition which they desperately needed to fight the Soviet partisans. (The Nowogródek Home Army received neither air-drops of arms from the Western Allies nor war supplies from central Poland. This was also the case for AK units throughout the Eastern Borderlands, with few exceptions). Thus, strengthened with new arms, the Polish guerrillas continued fighting the Soviets. Yet, at the same time, they also kept up their attacks against the Nazis and their collaborators. The AK often carried out its anti-German operations disguised as Soviet partisans both to appear to be honoring the cease-fire “understanding” with the German occupier and to shield the local Polish popula​tion from Nazi wrath. In the spring and summer 1944, however, the Home Army dropped all the pretenses and stepped up its anti-Nazi operations significantly. At the time, the AK launched its most important offensive yet, codenamed the “Tempest” (Burza).

The task of the “Tempest” in the Wilno region (as elsewhere in Poland) was to liberate the area and establish a Polish administration before the arrival of Stalin’s armies. The center​piece of the offensive was the operation “Sharp Gate” (Ostra Brama).  Its objective, the liber​ation of Wilno, was only partly achieved. In actuality, the Home Army on its own was incapable of defeating the Germans throughout the entire north-eastern Borderlands. Therefore in July 1944 most units of the combined Wilno- Nowogródek District Command cooperated tactically with the Red Army. Polish commanders in the Wilno area hoped that Stalin would at least con​sent to converting the Polish independentist guerrilla units into regular Polish army detach​ments. This turned out to be a pipedream of course. The Soviets treacherously lured most of the AK officers to a “meeting,” as was their practice, and the NKVD arrested them. Some were shot; others were deported to the Gulag. The rank-and-file shared their lot for the most part. First they were interned at a concentration camp in Miedniki; and then most of them were shipped off to Siberia. Only a minority was spared. These included the AK fighters who were forcibly induced into the collaborationist military formation, the so-called “Berling army,” and who managed to break through to central Poland,
 where many continued to fight against the Nazis and Communists. 

The remnants of the Wilno AK descended once again into the underground. They re​group​ed to fight the Soviet occupier. The secret Active Self-Defense Units of the Wilno Region were created. They operated basing themselves on a somewhat modified structure of the Home Army. By 1947 most Polish guerrilla units were destroyed. Most of the AK soldiers of the last sizable self-defense unit of the county of Lida, where Ejszyszki was located, fell in battle in 1949. A few survivors fought on until they too were crushed in 1952. Just as  under the Nazi occupation, there were among them surprisingly many Polish insurgents of the Eastern Orthodox faith and Belorussian or “local” origin (tutejsi). This was also true for the leadership cadre, in the county of Lida in particular. It is well worth noting that not only ethnic Polish Catholics fought and bled for the freedom of Poland’s Borderlands.

The Soviet terror intensified manifold since the re-incorporation anew of the Wilno region into the USSR. During the summer and fall of 1944 Soviet security services undertook massive operations against the “enemies of the people.” As their henchmen, the NKVD drafted, and often accepted as volunteers, a fair number of “local” Communist sympathizers and persons thirsty for revenge for the crimes they and their families had experienced during the Nazi occu​pa​tion. Thus, some Belorussians, Jews, and likely Poles joined the ranks of the Soviet police auxiliary formations, including the red militia and the so-called “extermination battalions” (istrebitelnye batal’ony).
 

The new wave of Communist terror targeted the stragglers of the German army, Lithuan​ian and Belorussian auxiliaries of the Nazi police, White Russians (monarchists and others), various non-Communist political and social activists, Home Army soldiers, and real and alleged Nazi collaborators. According to a gallows-humor joke current in Wilno at the time, it was enough to have a postage stamp bearing the likeness of Hitler to be considered a “collaborator”. However, under the Nazi occupation, there were virtually no other stamps issued. Thus, in the Soviet eyes, anyone who ever used the post office could become a “collaborator”. Those suspected of collaboration were usually arrested and promptly deported to the Gulag.
 

Beginning in July 1944 the regular units of the NKVD pacified the countryside, shooting Poles and others. Guerrilla units were destroyed; Polish insurgents were killed. The waves of mass round-ups of Poles and other “enemies of the people” lasted without interruption until 1947. Incomplete data from the area of the pre-war Polish provinces of Wilno and Nowogródek show that in the space of three years the Communists killed 3,000 Home Army soldiers, arrested 13,000 members of the Polish underground, and shipped an additional 20,000 civilians to the Gulag.
 Concomitantly, beginning in the spring of 1945, the deportations and resettlement of the Polish population from the Wilno region to central Poland commenced. Tens of thousands of Poles were expelled from their ancestral homes. The process was halted in 1947. The Soviets initiated the collectivization drive. The terror intensified. It seemed that, with the entrenchment of the totalitarian regime, the Poles and the Polish tradition would disappear forever, just as the Jews had vanished from the Wilno region, including the small town of Ejszyszki. 

Ejszyszki: From Its Origins to the Second Polish Republic (1070-1921)

Located about 50 miles south-west of Wilno, Ejszyszki spans both sides of the Wersoka River. The waterway divides the little town into two parts: the southern (larger) and the northern (smaller).  The Rudniki Forest lies nearby. A historical road to Grodno known as the “Raduń highway” passes by Ejszyszki. This was an ancient royal road which once linked Wilno and Krakow, the respective capitals of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the Kingdom of Poland.

Ejszyszki (written Eixiski in Latin text), and known as Eišiškės in Lithuanian, was pro​bab​ly founded in the 11th century. Around 1070 Eixius or Eiszius, a Samogitian military lord, was given land as a fief from Lithuanian Prince Erdziwiłł, the son of Mątwiłł. Eiszius built a castle in this strategic locality. The division of the little town into two parts occurred in the 13th and 14th centuries. By the end of the 14th century, the Grand Duke Vytautas (Witold) gave Ejszyszki and the surrounding lands to his knight, Sudeumnd. The gift was part of the so-called “Königsberg donation” (1384) by which Vytautas – to oppose his brother King of Poland Jagiełło (Jogaila) – passed a part of his patrimony to the Teutonic Knights. Therefore the King confiscated the land of Ejszyszki and established a royal county (starostwo) there. However, meanwhile, Vytautas founded the parish church of Corpus Christi in Ejszyszki in honor of his wife Anna who harkened from the area. For the next two centuries the Jagiellon family took care of the church, supporting it with generous donations. In 1524 a parish school was founded and thrived because of the gifts of the local nobility.

At the time, the local lands and forests accrued to the Hornostaj family. They promptly renamed as Hornostaiszki (Gornostaiszki) the estate of Ejszyszki which was located near the small town. Ejszyszki itself retained its old name, however. It also remained a royal county town. In the middle of the 18th century the county site and 16 surrounding villages were acquired by the relatives of the mighty Potocki magnates, the Sołłohub family. Their lands adjoined the estates of the noble Zawisza, Marcinkiewicz, and Romer clans. Between the royal, aristocratic, church, and noble lands, there were the petty gentry hamlets of Beniuny, Wilkańce, Korkuciany, and others. The locals referred to them as the “surrounding places” (okolice).  At least 16 petty gentry clans resided in the “surrounding places” of Ejszyszki. Their nobility, as descendants of the warrior Kurpos, was verified en bloc et in perpetuum on August 23, 1560.

By that time the Ejszyszki area had developed its specific, multicultural character. The villages, settlements, and petty gentry hamlets were inhabited by Christians, mainly Catholics, but also by members of the Eastern Orthodox Church as well as a few Muslims (Tartars). The serfs constituted the single largest social estate in the countryside.  Just like other small towns in the Borderlands, Ejszyszki became almost an exclusive domain of the Jews. Their religious, cul​tural, and social life revolved around the synagogue. They chiefly traded and worked as ar​tisans. For centuries they served as intermediaries for the economy of the land of Ejszyszki. At the mar​ket, they bought horses and cattle from the local nobility and agricultural products from the peasants.

Thus, the Ejszyszki area was home for Poles, Ruthenes (Belorussians), Lithuanians, Jews, Tartars, and others. 
 Persons of diverse ethnic roots could be found in every layer of local so​ciety. Jews constituted the only exception. They were altogether lacking among the serfs. None​theless, it is quite possible that a few noble families may well have had Jewish ancestors. Accor​ding to the law of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, a Jew converting to Christianity was automatic​ally ennobled. However, only a few followers of Judaism took advantage of this type of social advancement. Most of course remained true to the faith and customs of their forefathers. 

Ejszyszki reached the apogee of its greatness in the 17th century, when King John III Sobieski granted the town the so-called Magdeburg laws. At the time the locality had four streets named Wilno, Raduń, Rymkunie, and Nowa. Since 1672, without any interruption, a market day was held every Thursday. The most famous market days occurred yearly in June on Corpus Christi and in April on the feast of the Ascension of Our Lord. Thus, the religious holidays regulated and, as it were, blessed commerce. In the middle of the 19th century, a sumptuous neo-classical Church of the Ascension of Our Lord was erected in Ejszyszki. It was designed by Teodor Narbutt. The beauty of its architecture competed successfully with the charming manor house built by the noble Sieklucki family in the nearby Gornostaiszki at the beginning of the 19th century.

Naturally, the town of Ejszyszki had only local importance. It never aspired to the level of Lida, Grodno, or Wilno. Nonetheless, as did the rest of the Wilno region, the small town exper​ienced the historical vicissitudes of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. During the “Deluge” and then the Northern War, the Swedes burned down the town twice, looting it comp​letely. Ejszyszki and the surrounding countryside witnessed the Polish insurrections during the Partitions of the 18th and 19th century. It was during the January Rising of 1863 that, in the nearby forest, the units of Father Horbaczewski, the vicar of Ejszyszki, who led the local nobility and peasants, and Michael Elviro Andriolli, who brought along a contingent of young volunteers from Wilno, subordinated themselves to the command of Ludwik Narbutt. On March 9, 1863, in Rudziszki the Polish insurgents scored a glorious victory against the Russian Cossacks. How​ever, on June 23, 1863, aided by the traitorous peasant Adam Karpowicz, the Russians destroyed Narbutt’s detachment in a bloody battle near Korkuciany. The Polish commander himself fell as well.

As happened a multitude of times before and after the January Rising, the inhabitants of the gentry hamlets and peasant villages volunteered to fight for Poland. Meanwhile, the Jewish population followed the time-sanctified tradition of neutrality and apartness. They observed the Polish-Russian struggles with trepidation, hoping to survive the calamity of war unscathed. According to the Jewish chronicler Yaffa Eliach, the Poles sometimes considered the Ejszyszki Jews to be supporters of the Russian invaders and avenged themselves on the followers of Judaism. Eliach claims that in 1831, following a lost battle against the Russians, the Polish insurgents allegedly attacked a Jewish wedding procession and killed everyone. In 1863, as punishment, Commander Narbutt putatively hanged several Jews suspected of denouncing Polish insurgents to the Russians.

It is worth mentioning that following each Polish rising, the Tsarist administrators offi​cial​ly thanked the Jewish community for its loyalty. The Jewish Pajkowski family prospered in Ejszyszki because of a grant of land it had received for its loyal services to the Tsar during the November Rising of 1831. On the other hand, however, the Jewish Kijuczewski family of inn-keepers hid Commander Narbutt himself during the January Rising of 1863 and was honored and rewarded for its sacrifice after Poland regained her independence in 1918.
 

Basically until the First World War the type of involvement demonstrated by the Pajkow​skis and the Kijuczewskis was rather exceptional among the Jewish population. The Jews lived quite apart from the Christians in their own small world of the shtetl. Changes within the Jewish community came imperceptibly, if at all. Exceptionally, in 1866, more than a dozen of Jewish families in Ejszyszki had their land confiscated by the Tsarist government, who subsequently distributed their plots to the newly emancipated serfs. The latter benefited even more from mas​sive confiscations of land from the Polish nobility who were thus punished for its participation in the January Rising.
 

A much more important event, for the Jewish community, was the great fire of 1895 that swept Ejszyszki and nearly burned the town to the ground. As a result, it was rebuilt and its streets widened. Despite the adversity, the Jewish community grew apace. In 1866, they accounted for 610 out of 715 inhabitants. In 1897 their number reached 3,156 out of 3,196 residents. According to the data from 1911, the Jewish town dwellers of Ejszyszki were “surrounded” by 10,385 Catholics, including 807 who spoke Lithuanian. The Poles were the majority in the countryside, and the area.

During the First World War and in its aftermath, from 1914 to 1921, Ejszyszki changed hands seven times. The German occupation lasted the longest (1915-1918). The locals, Jews in particular, remembered German rule favorably. The bloodiest occurrences were the Polish battles against the Bolsheviks. During the short spells of Communist occupation in 1919 and 1920 the Bolsheviks reportedly ruled by terror. Particulars of those events are little known. We have been able to ascertain that the Cheka, the Bolshevik secret police, arrested Father Jan Naruszyc, the vicar of Ejszyszki, who was suspected of supporting the Poles, and shipped off to Wilno.
 Father Naruszyc followed into the footsteps of other local priests, including the parsons Paweł Kalinowski and Ludwik Łunkiewicz, who had, during the era of the 19th century insurrections, kept the spirit of freedom alive, and vicar Horbaczewski, who had fought for Poland’s indepen​dence with arms in hand. Father Józef Songin was another prominent priest who harkened from Marcinkiszki, a local petty gentry hamlet, near Ejszyszki.
 Connected to the National Demo​cratic party, Father Songin founded the Polish-language press in Wilno at the beginning of the 20th century. He continued his publishing activities in independent Poland. His intellectual inf​luence on the inhabitants of the Ejszyszki area should not be ignored. Father Songin boasted many influential relatives, in nearby petty gentry hamlets in particular. More important, however, for the local Catholics were the everyday pastoral activities of Father Bolesław Moczulski, the parson of Ejszyszki, who was one of the most highly respected citizens of the little town during the interwar period. Rabbi Szymon Roznowski enjoyed an analogous position within the Jewish community.

Aside from the spiritual leaders, the elite of Ejszyszki and its environs consisted naturally of the landed nobility, led by Józef Sieklucki, the intelligentsia, including teachers, lawyers, doc​tors, and government officials, and entrepreneurs. Among the latter, Jews clearly dominated, such as the prominent Katz and Kabacznik families.

Ejszyszki: Interbellum (1921-1939)

In some ways the history of Ejszyszki in interwar period constitutes perhaps a greater mys​tery than during the Jagiellonian dynasty. Administratively, the town was attached to the county of Lida in the Province of  Nowogródek. It was the seat of a civil parish (gmina). In 1939 Ejszyszki boasted about 5,000 inhabitants. Around 3,000 of them (about 65 percent) were Jews. 
 Their numbers dropped relative to the Christian population largely because, after 1918, around 1,500 Jews emigrated to Palestine, the United States of America, and elsewhere. The rest of the Jewish population, aside from a handful of assimilated members of the intelligentsia, for the most part continued to ply their traditional trades: commerce and artisanship. Jews lived in their own part of town, chiefly congregating near the School Square, where their three synagogues were located. 

We know nothing about relations between the local Jews and the small Lithuanian popu​lation. At most both ethnic groups could share complaints about the Poles who dominated the local administration. However, both the Jews and Lithuanians had their own cultural and edu​cational institutions. The former boasted the cheders and a yeshiva in Ejszyszki; the latter cherished an elementary school in Nowa Wieś. While the followers of Judaism were able to worship Yahve unimpeded in their synagogues, the Lithuanians complained that “Lithuanian” masses were said only 6 times a year in Ejszyszki.
 

Meanwhile, the Jewish community experienced more serious problems with the Poles. It was with apprehension for their livelihood that the Jews observed the Christian population mov​ing to the little town and competing with them in commerce and trade. The Jews claimed that the Polish authorities favor Polish Christians not only in granting of concessions for the sale of matches and salt (which were state monopolies) but also by requiring only of the Jewish entre​pren​eurs to pay high taxes and buy the obligatory artisan licenses.
 The latter charges appear to be baseless.

The Jews were affected most deleteriously by the economic boycott organized and car​ried out by the National Party (Stronnictwo Narodowe – SN). The boycott took on a form similar to that in Wilno and elsewhere in Poland. The Nationalists endeavored to block Christian clients from entering Jewish stores and enterprises. Exceptionally, there were instances of anti-Jewish violence, mainly outside of the shtetl. However, frequent cases of arson constituted much greater danger in the little town. The background of these events still lacks an in-depth research.

It is unclear whether, for example, the attack on Israel Jekutiel in Poświty was a common or political crime. The instances of Jews being beaten at the marketplace and market day fist-fights were frequently of an ethnic or political nature. It seems that the persons responsible for the violence were common thugs or Polish Nationalists. The latter organized the boycott and spread the anti-Jewish propaganda. The self-defense activities of the radical Zionist groups were aimed both at the thugs and the Nationalists. Moreover, the peasants frequently ignored the boycott, which indubitably led often to fights with the organizers.
 As for the arson, Yaffa Eliach has established that the responsible party was a group of so-called “fire-starters” (pod​palaszczyki). They were recruited from the dregs of the shtetl. The Jewish criminals frequently set fire to Jewish enterprises and households to rob them during the “rescue” action.
  At any rate, all these factors influenced the atmosphere in Ejszyszki, including its economic affairs.

According to the data in the town’s yizkor bukh, the number of Jewish enterprises dec​lined somewhat in the interwar period. In 1925, out of 132 stores and enterprises in Ejszyszki, 130 were Jewish-owned.  By 1935, 106 still belonged to Jews, out of a total of 117.
 When considering the reasons for the economic downturn, Jewish witnesses in unison blame the “Poles,” treating the Polish community as a monolith. They fail to appreciate that the obligation to buy the artisan licenses from the state and to pay taxes applied equally to the Christians of Ejszyszki. Jewish testimonies also ignore the Great Depression which paralyzed the economy of Poland and the world at the time. This is not to deny that anti-Jewish sentiments and deeds of various kind and intensity were a fact of life in Ejszyszki during the interwar period.

The Jewish community reacted to that adversity in a variety of ways. Some, the ultra​religious in particular, endeavored to ignore such attitudes and to live in their traditional and aloof way. Others increasingly demanded equal rights. They nonetheless remained anchored in their community and attempted to adjust the outside world to their own interests. Young Jews were the most radical of them all. 

In the interwar period the conservative Orthodox governed the Jewish community. They endeavored to cooperate with the local Polish authorities. The Marxist Bund practically did not exist in Ejszyszki. The Zionist movement was the most active political orientation in the shtetl. The Zionists were split into several main groups of Jewish nationalism. While the liberal Zionist center kept shrinking, the Zionist-Socialists of the Poale Zion Party flirted with the social revo​lution and attacked their nationalist-radical detractors of the Zionist-Revisionist Party. Fist fights even broke out between political rivals. The youth Revisionist group, the Beitar, was particularly active in that respect. In addition, the brown-uniformed Beitarim, in their brown hats with blue trimmings, often fought against the Jewish Communists. This frequently occurred in self-defense when, together with the Polish police, the Revisionists protected the Jews at the market place from violence. At least twice the Beitar prevented desecration of the local synagogue by defeat​ing the followers of Stalin, who had invaded the temple. In any event, it seems that the town cell of the Communist Party of Western Belorussia, as that organization was known, consisted main​ly (if not exclusively) of revolutionaries of Jewish origin. We know nothing about its village counterpart. If it existed at all, it must have been composed of Poles and Lithuanians.

There has been little published about Polish organizations and institutions. We know that an agricultural circle functioned in that town as well as a Cooperative Bank. It is safe to assume that there existed a chapter of the paramilitary Piłsudskite “Rifleman” and its mounted counter​part, the “Krakus.” We do not know their leading activists and have no idea how many volun​teers they enrolled. The membership and numbers of the National Party in Ejszyszki are also a mystery as is the composition of the local Polish charitable and church institutions. We should command this knowledge to ascertain the continuity (or its lack) between those institutions and the Polish underground from 1939 to 1947.

Ejszyszki: The War and the Occupations (1939-1952)

Immediately before the outbreak of the war, some males in Ejszyszki were called up by the Polish Army (Wojsko Polskie – WP) for military service. They fought on various fronts. Meanwhile, the town was generally spared any fighting. It did witness however the movements of various Polish troops along the Wilno-Grodno highway. According to Yaffa Eliach, no ins​tances of attacks on Polish soldiers by Soviet infiltrators or local revolutionaries were recor​ded. The Jewish population cordially assisted Polish Army stragglers. Moreover, the inhabitants took care of thousands of refugees, including Jews, who flooded the town in the fall of 1939.

The Soviets entered Ejszyszki around September 19. As late as September 28 the Red Army conducted mop-up sweeps to dislodge the remnants of the WP from the environs of the town. Nonetheless, a Polish unit led by Captain Jerzy Dąbrowski operated in the general area until mid-October 1939.
  Meanwhile, Ejszyszki was subjected to the new Soviet order. First, according to the testimonies gathered by Marek Wierzbicki, “red committees” and militias were formed. They were composed of “local Communists and the criminal element led by [Soviet] military commissars.”
 The revolutionary committee (revkom) was headed by Haim Shuster. According to Yaffa Eliach, the town committee consisted mainly of pre-war Communists of Jewish origin. The composition of the village revkom is unknown.

Second, the NKVD arrested an undetermined number of the local Christian Polish elite, including the landed noble Józef Sieklucki, the commander of the volunteer fireguards Stanisław Gotowiecki, the self-government official Antoni Bukiejko, and Ambroży Walukiewicz. At least a few Jews were seized as well, including Bluma Lubecka and Izaak Kowarski. Precise statistics of the terror in the countryside, particularly in the petty gentry hamlets, are still unknown. Sieklucki, Gotowiecki, and others deported from Ejszyszki disappeared in the Soviet Union.

Third, the “revkom” and the NKVD commenced liquidating the majority of the institu​tions connected to the Second Polish Republic. Among other reasons, because of their ties to the Zionists, Hebrew schools were closed as “reactionary” and replaced by state schools that taught in Yiddish. Naturally, all political and social organizations were banned, save the Communist party.

Fourth, the Soviets and their assistants looted supplies, often under the guise of “buying” merchandise which they paid for with worthless rubles. A Jewish witness from Ejszyszki sum​med the situation up very aptly: Poland’s “eastern part was ‘liberated’ from freedom of speech, of movement, of press and even food and clothing. Persecution of [the] Zionists has begun.” 
 

Then, suddenly, at the end of October 1939, the Red Army withdrew from Ejszyszki. The Lithuanian forces were allowed to enter the town. Some of the shtetl Communists fled to the near​by Raduń and Lida which remained within the Soviet-controlled territory.

Between October 1939 and June 1940 the Lithuanians concentrated on eradicating all traces of Polishness. No record remains of any terror directed against the Poles, including arrests in Ejszyszki and its environs. The Jewish community was pleased to see the Soviets depart. Bri​bery prompted the Lithuanians to leave local Jews almost completely alone. The latter return​ed to com​merce, trade, and other pursuits interrupted by the Red Army. Jewish organizations oper​ated semi-legally. Smuggling of merchandise and people to and from the Soviet zone boomed. One of those spirited away from the Communist side was Menachem Begin, a prominent Zionist Revisionist. 

The return of the Red Army in June 1940 marked the end of Lithuanian rule in Ejszyszki. It also signified the return of terror. A new “revkom” was established. Its full composition is unknown. However, Luba Ginuńska supposedly headed the local Communist party cell. Alter Michałowski became the militia chief, supervising a dozen or so of his underlings, including the ethnic Pole Władysław Jurewicz. Although some local Communists of Jewish origin became Soviet notables, we can safely assume that the leading positions were taken up by the so-called “Easterners” (vostochniki) – mainly ethnic Russians sent from the center.
 Undoubtedly Chris​tians predominated among the local Communists and Soviet collaborators in the countryside.

The Communists confiscated houses, merchandise, and enterprises in Ejszyszki. The confiscations affected mostly the Jews since they owned most of the property and enterprises. Moreover, the authorities expropriated Polish landed nobility, including the more prosperous petty gentry. Ginuńska and their shtetl comrades participated in partitioning the land among the peasants. However, the newly created farmsteads were soon to be collectivized. At least some of the poor peasants accepted the land allotments with reluctance, at times expressing their resis​tance in an anti-Jewish way: “A dirty Jew Communist has no right to Polish land,” they mut​tered.
 Overall, Polish-Jewish relations deteriorated seriously during the Soviet occupation. According to a Polish witness, “in general, the Jews displayed a hostile attitude toward the pat​riotic Poles. Some collaborated with the NKVD, and a few joined the NKVD.”
 

Mutual hostility was exacerbated by the deteriorating economy in Ejszyszki. The Soviet occupation policies brought about a universal pauperization of the population. Most survived thanks to black marketeering and otherwise cheating the system. This form of resistance was de​centralized and spontaneous. The representatives of the Jewish community excelled in it in par​ticular since they simply continued, in a clandestine manner, their economic pursuits as be​fore the war. No record remains of organized Jewish resistance against the Communists. Nothing is available on the Polish underground during the Lithuanian and both Soviet occupations prior to June 1941. Undoubtedly, there were both formal and informal structures based on pre-war organ​izations, kinship, and friendship. Did their members suspend their activities? Did they plot? How many were arrested? We still do not know.

Meanwhile, the “shtetl Communists” and the NKVD compiled proscription lists of the “enemies of the people” to be deported. Mainly in June 1941 several hundred people were de​ported from Ejszyszki and the surrounding countryside. No official statistics of arrests and trans​ports are as yet available.

The deportations were interrupted by the invasion of the Soviet Union by the Third Reich. On June 23, 1941, the Germans entered Ejszyszki. Some of the local Poles, believing they were being delivered from further oppression, welcomed the Wehrmacht with flowers. Others mistrustfully stayed at home. Nonetheless, following the nightmare of the Soviet occupation, essentially all the inhabitants of the little town expected a better future. This was also true for many Jews. They were sorely disappointed.

Initially, the Nazi terror did not affect directly the local Poles. Some of the villagers were ordered, along with Jewish males, to perform forced labor such as repairing the main road in July 1941. Soon, however, only the Jews were left to finish the project. German soldiers persecuted them hideously through the end of August. They were assisted in their “frolic” by Nazi police​men, who had established an outpost in Ejszyszki at the end of July. Later the army units march​ed off. The town military Ortskommandantur remained as did the police outpost. Five German gendarmes supervised a dozen-odd Lithuanian auxiliary policemen. The dreaded secret Lithuan​ian police, the Saugumo, appeared in Ejszyszki as well. It was led most likely by Ostrauskas, while Jonas Rudinskas was his deputy. A civilian administration was established by two newly arrived ethnic Germans, the Volksdeutsche, who spoke Polish. They soon appointed a pre-war Polish official as the town mayor. We can assume however that Lithuanians occupied most leadership positions in the administration. The Poles assisted in a subsidiary capacity. A Jewish Council (Judenrat) was also organized. It was chaired by Rabbi Szymon Rozowski.
 The Ger​mans forced the members of the Judenrat to deliver contributions and supply males for forced labor. Ejszyszki entered a new occupation system. Suddenly, the apparent tranquility of the town was interrupted by horrific events.

On September 21, 1941, a Lithuanian armed group appeared in Ejszyszki. These were the so-called riflemen (shaulis), volunteers enrolled in  special units (Ypatingas Būrys). Ostrauskas took direct command over them. Their task was to mass murder the Ejszyszki Jews. SS Ober​sturm​führer Gamann and a dozen or so of his underlings of the Sonderkommando 3 of the Ein​satz​gruppe A oversaw the execution. 

First, Jews from the neighboring shtetl were herded into Ejszyszki. Next, the local Jews were forced out of their homes and concentrated in the synagogues at the School Square. Lithu​an​ian collaborators vandalized and robbed the abandoned Jewish households (later some rep​resen​tatives of the Polish population rummaged around there as well). Then, the Lithuanians and Germans collected ransom from the imprisoned Jews. Beatings and humiliation of the Jewish population lasted for two days. On September 24, all of the Jews were herded into the so-called “horse market”. The following day a selection took place. The men were taken, including the community leaders together with Rabbi Roznowski. They were escorted out of town in groups and shot. According to Yaffa Eliach, at least one group of Jewish men, escorted by their Lithuan​ian guards, was taken to the place of their execution on carriages driven by the Poles, who were ordered to transport the Jews and who were also forced to dig the graves. A day later, on Septem​ber 26, the Lithuanian collaborators under German command shot the Jewish women and children.

Reportedly, between several score and several hundred people managed to escape the massacre. 
 Most of them avoided death thanks to the help they received from a number of Poles, including Józef Chinkiewicz (Jaśko Sinkiewicz?), Jan Szczesnolewicz (?), and Józef and Zofia Aliszkiewicz. A few or even a dozen Jews managed to slip through the guards by bribing individual shaulis. Within a week after the mass murder most of the remaining Jews emerged from hiding and headed to the nearby ghettos of Raduń, Wasiliszki, and Lida. They remained there until the Nazis decided to liquidate those ghettos in spring 1942.

Because of the anticipated massacres in April and May 1942, a massive flight from the ghettos again ensued. Some Jews from Ejszyszki headed for the forest. Some joined Jewish or Soviet partisans, mainly in the Naliboki Forest, and to a lesser extent in the Rudniki Forest. Other Jews decided to return to their own localities where they joined the Jewish remnant hidden by the Poles, including in the petty gentry hamlet of Korkuciany and the demesne Lebiedniki. Their rescuers were Kazimierz Korkuć and his mother, who were assisted by their estate hand Antoni Gawryłkiewicz, as well as their numerous neighbors. The Sonenson family of five was one among at least 34 Jews rescued in that single locality.
 

Many Christians risked their lives to help Jews. In Poland, the Germans punished with death the sheltering of a Jew. That was also the case in Ejszyszki and its environs. For example, for this “crime” the Nazis killed the entire Wołyniec family in Romaszkańce. In Maciuńce, for hiding Jews, the Germans shot Józef Borowski along with eight members of his family and four guests who happened to be there. His farmstead was torched. In Mierzańce a Lithuanian women, Leokadia Daglis, was executed for having taken in a Jewish child.
 


Moreover, on orders of the German occupier the civilian population was punished for failing to fulfill the mandatory food quota, for avoiding to appear for forced labor, and for any other infraction. The Nazis also punished the Poles for banditry or any act of resistance, even when the Communists or others were the culprits. For example, after the Soviet partisans killed two Germans near Pirciupie, the Nazi police pacified the village on June 3, 1944. One hundred and seventeen villagers, Poles and Lithuanians, were shot and burned alive. However, we still do not know an exact count of local Christians who fell victim to the Nazis between 1941 and 1944.

In addition to Nazi terror, partly triggered by “revolutionary banditry” of the Commu​nists, the inhabitants of the countryside around Ejszyszki were plagued by constant expropriation raids by Soviet and Jewish groups. Some of them were described in Nazi police documents.
 A few are confirmed by the accounts of the participants themselves. Chaim Lazar has described a so-called zagotovka, a supply raid by Soviet and Jewish partisans from the Rudniki Forest. Lazar admitted openly that their goal was not to fight the Germans, but to capture supplies at the expense of the local Polish population. 

Anton Bonder, a unit sergeant, announced that we should be prepared for a mission to obtain provisions. The partisans who were sent on this mission, began to clean their weapons. At three, they had their meat stew. A group of forty men left the base [in Rudniki forest]. The village we were aiming for was near the village of Eishishkes [Ejszyszki]. We had to walk thirty kilometers in one direction and the same distance back, and these sixty kilometers had to be covered within twenty-four hours...

We were told to encircle the village, spreading out among the houses, and order the farmers to harness their horses to sleighs and fill them with food, and not to spend too much time doing this and to return immediately. The commander, Michael Trushin, decided on the assembly point: near the bridge on the way back to the forest. He keeps with him the crew with the machine gun and my​self as liaison. We all stand alongside the little bridge, prepared to fire on any enemy who turned up.

The village was large, with wooden houses and large peasant barns. . . Everything was done silently. Within an hour, we loaded the sleighs with provisions of every kind. A cow was attached to each sleigh and the procession of sleighs proceeded on its way back to the partisan base. . The farmers sit in their sleighs and spur on the horses while the partisans march on foot alongside the sleighs, fully on guard and with their weapons prepared for any enemy who appeared on the scene. In the village of Vishintchi [Wisińcza], some ten kilometers from the base, we left the farmer-drivers and promised them that on the morrow, they would get their horses back together with the sleighs. They had no alternative but to wait for the return of their horses and sleighs. It was a partisan rule that farmers were not allowed to come near partisan bases.

According to the testimony of another Jewish partisan, Israel Weiss:

Securing supplies, however, was often more than a matter of persuading reluctant peasants. One such operation I remember most vividly. A detachment, of company strength, under the com​mand of Shlomo Brand, started out at dusk on a wintry day to forage for supplies at a “rich” village, near the town of Ishishok [Ejszyszki], which we reached towards midnight. We posted guards on both sides of the village, and I, together with my men, entered the first farmhouse. … We worked feverishly the night through collecting food, and were ready to retrace our steps when dawn broke. Shlomo and 20 of his men stayed behind to protect our rear, and we started out in our sleighs. … This was by no means an isolated incident. …  We succeeded in wrestling consid​er​​able quantities of arms and ammunition from villages who colla​bor​ated with the Germans and were supplied with arms by them. Punitive measures were undertaken against collaborators; and one village which was notorious for its hostility to the Jews was burned down completely.

In the early morning hours of January 29, 1944, at least 34 Poles of both sexes and all ages were killed by Soviet and Jewish partisans in Koniuchy near Ejszyszki. There were neither Germans nor Lithuanian auxiliaries in the village. The members of its tiny self-defense force were armed with a few rusty rifles. They were caught completely off guard and annihilated along with most other inhabitants.
 According to a Jewish account: 

The Brigade Headquarters decided to raze Koniuchy to the ground to set an example to others.

One evening a hundred and twenty of the best partisans from all the camps, armed with the best weapons they had, set out in the direction of the village. There were about 50 Jews among them, headed by Yaakov (Jacob) Prenner. At midnight they came to the vicinity of the village and assumed their proper positions. The order was not to leave any one alive. Even livestock was to be killed and all property was to be destroyed. …  

The signal was given just before dawn. Within minutes the village was surrounded on three sides. On the fourth side was the river and the only bridge over it was in the hands of the partisans. With torches prepared in advance, the partisans burned down the houses, stables, and granaries, while opening heavy fire on the houses. Loud explosions were heard in many houses … Half-naked peasants jumped out of windows and sought escape. But every​where fatal bullets awaited them. Many jumped into the river and swam towards the other side, but they too, met the same end. The mission was completed within a short while. Sixty households, numbering about 300 people, were destroyed, with no survivors.

This is confirmed by another Jewish partisan:

Our base commander gave the order that all able-bodied men should be prepared in an hour to leave for an operation. … When we were closing in on our destination, I saw that partisans were coming from all directions, from various detachments. …

Our detachment got the order to destroy everything that was moving and burn the village down to its roots.

At the exact hour and minute all partisans from all four corners of the village started pouring rifle and machine-gun fire, with incendiary bullets, into the village. This caused the straw roofs of the houses to catch fire.

The villagers and the small German garrison [sic, there was no German garrison in this village—MJ.Ch.] answered back with heavy fire, but after two hours the village with the fortified shelter was completely destroyed.

Our only casualties were two men who were lightly wounded.

Our base commander gave the order that all able-bodied men should be prepared in an hour to leave for an operation. … When we were closing in on our destination, I saw that partisans were coming from all directions, from various detachments. …

Our detachment got the order to destroy everything that was moving and burn the village down to its roots.

At the exact hour and minute all partisans from all four corners of the village started pouring rifle and machine-gun fire, with incendiary bullets, into the village. This caused the straw roofs of the houses to catch fire.

The villagers and the small German garrison [sic] answered back with heavy fire, but after two hours the village with the fortified shelter was completely destroyed.

Our only casualties were two men who were lightly wounded.

When, later we had to go through Koniuchi [sic] we did not encounter any sniper shots, because it was like crossing through a cemetery.

Furthermore, aside from assaulting Polish villages, the Soviets and their allies consistent​ly killed members of the Polish elite, for example Walentyna Kuncewiczowa of the estate of Radzi​woniszki on October 4, 1942.

From the very beginning the Polish independentist underground defended the population against the Germans, Soviets, bandits, and persons considered as such. Its clandestine structures were established in the entire parish of Ejszyszki. One of the first secret organizers was Lieute​nant “Krzywda” (NN). The commander of the clandestine Ejszyszki I garrison was Cavalry Sergeant Władysław Więckiewicz (“Wiatr”, “Zemsta”), and Platoon Leader Witold Andrusz​kiewicz (“Agawa”) commanded Ejszyszki II garrison. Altogether, they led about 200 Home Army soldiers. At their peak in June 1944, the numbers of the local AK grew to about 400. Many of the fighters were middle-aged adults. Some became active in the underground probably in 1939. Young men and women were invited to join later. Along with over a dozen village out​posts, the Ejszyszki garrison constituted the backbone of the 6th company (codename “Puszcza”) within the 1st (“Irena”) battalion. Initially, however, the Ejszyszki garrison served mainly as a support area for the 2nd battalion of Lieutenant Jan Borysewicz (“Krysia”). 

On March 31, 1944, a portion of the Ejszyszki company was mobilized as a forest unit.
 The rest remained behind in the outposts as a reserve company. „Puszcza” was now officially de​signated as the 3rd company 5th battalion of the 77th Infantry Regiment of the Home Army of the Lida Land. The Ejszyszki company was commanded first by Second Lieutenant Czesław Stece​wicz (“Śmiały”) and then by Second Lieutenant Jan Bobin (“Kalina”). The overall com​mand of all the local AK units, dubbed Group “North,” was assumed by Lt. Borysewicz (“Krysia”).
 

Unlike the Soviet partisans, the Polish underground fighters did not destroy the economic infrastructure, including state-controlled property. On the contrary, the Home Army often staged supply raids on such targets. Most frequently, however, the AK received supplies from its out​posts in the countryside, in particular from the more prosperous peasantry and petty gentry, main​ly in Korkuciany. The Polish independentists also carried out military operations against the Germans and their collaborators. Those included the destruction of the gendarmerie outpost in Koleśniki near Ejszyszki on November 3, 1943. Arguably the most famous action was the assault on Ejszyszki itself. It was carried out on January 22, 1944, by the AK squads of the “Puszcza” and “Solcza” companies. The squads were led by Corporal Bolesław Siemiątkowski (“Czarny”) and Corporal Józef Zarzycki (“Piętka”). They carried out a death sentence on a Ukrainian colla​borator, shot a Nazi gendarmerie officer, and wounded one of his underlings. The AK also cap​tured a supply of leather at the local tannery.

We do not know precisely the details of the relations between the AK and Jews in Ejszysz​ki and its environs. However, in this context, the AK veterans and most historians of that organization in the Borderlands write most often about the self-defense against banditry and against anti-Polish purges conducted by the Soviet partisans and their allies.
 Western histo​rians, including Yaffa Eliach, claim that the AK murdered Communists and Jews, the latter allegedly for racist reasons. It has been argued that a special conference was convened by the Polish elite in Ejszyszki on January 25, 1944, at which that exterminationist anti-Semitic deci​sion was made. The murder of a number of Jews hiding on a farm in Lebiedniki on February 20, 1944, is said to be an outcome of that conference. In reality that case still remains unsolved.
 However, we do know that the alleged “conference,” where the AK supposedly resolved to mur​der the Jews of Ejszyszki, never took place. This was simply the March 31, 1944, concent​ration and review of the “Puszcza” unit and its transformation into the 3rd company 5th battalion 77th AK Infantry.

In any event, about 50 Jews survived in the environs of Ejszyszki to see the return of the Soviets. They felt extreme gratitude toward the Red Army for having saved their lives. Some of them, about 30 persons, returned to Ejszyszki. They moved back home and clustered close to one another in several houses. They endeavored to reclaim their property and start life anew. Unfor​tunately, some of them joined the local power structure. At least a few former Jewish partisans and fugitives joined the Soviet militia subordinated to the NKVD, Alter Michałowski and Moshe Sonenson among them. According to the former, the militiamen avenged themselves on German POWs, real and alleged Nazi collaborators, and “white Poles” of the Home Army. This caused conflict with the Polish underground. (In some cases the situation was additionally exacerbated by private quarrels regarding property disputes between Christians and Jews). Along with the rest of the Polish population, Home Army soldiers considered the surviving Jews to be sympa​thetic to the Soviets. The Jewish militiamen were unequivocally seen as a part of the Soviet terror system itself.
 

From the beginning of a new Soviet occupation, the Polish population in general, and the independentist conspirators in particular, became the main victims of the NKVD. Detailed and comprehensive statistics have not yet been compiled concerning Ejszyszki and its countryside. We can only surmise the intensity of the terror and mention some local developments which im​pac​ted the situation in the area. 

First, the Soviets disarmed or destroyed Home Army units in the field. Most likely at the end of July 1944 in Butrymańce near Ejszyszki, they intercepted a convoy containing printing equipment and archives of the Bureau of Information and Propaganda of the Nowogródek Dis​t​rict of the AK. On August 21, 1944, near Surkonty, the NKVD destroyed the unit of Lieutenant Colonel Maciej Kalenkiewicz (“Kotwicz”), the commander of the Nowogródek District. Follow​ing the battle, the Communists shot wounded Polish POWs. On September 29, Soviet police units destroyed the AK squad of “Karaś” (NN), and on October 27, the detachment of  Władys​ław Grabowski (“Żyd”). On January 7, 1945, the combined forces of the AK Ejszyszki company and other units under Second Lieutenant Józef Chiniewicz (“Grom”), Second Lieutenant Czes​ław Stankiewicz (“Komar”), Second Lieutenant Czesław Stecewicza (“Śmiały”), and Platoon Leader Michał Tetianiec (“Myśliwy”) suffered serious losses in a battle with the NKVD in the Rudniki Forest. On January 21, near Kowaliki, the Soviets annihilated a large part of the detach​ment of Lieutenant Borysewicz (“Krysia”). The Polish commanding officer himself fell in this battle.

Second, the Soviets arrested many demobilized Home Army soldiers. Some were shipped off to the Gulag; others were inducted into the Red Army or to the so-called “Berling army” led by Polish Stalinists. Whenever the NKVD failed to capture AK fugitives, the Soviet policemen maltreated their families. Anyone attempting to flee was shot. We know that such events took place in Ejszyszki but we do not know their scale and frequency. Without any doubt, however, in Ejszyszki and its environs between December 17 and 29, 1944, 16 Poles were shot and 360 Polish “enemies of the people” arrested. On February 20, 1945, during the NKVD operation between Ejszyszki and Raduń, 15 suspected “counterrevolutionaries” were shot, and 40 seized. On April 9, 1945, 7 persons were killed and 4 captured near Ejszyszki.

Things were similar in the Wilno territories farther afield of Ejszyszki. On August 22, 1944, an NKVD squad shot 40 persons near Klukowicze. On September 11, in Gród, the Soviets arrested 11 and executed 14 Poles. On September 23, in Kłodziszki, they killed 23 suspects, and seized 7.  On January 15, near Chlebowce, the NKVD shot 11 “counterrevolutionaries,” while it captured 22. During the pacification of the Lipiczany Forest on February 7, 1945, the Soviet po​lice forces arrested 441 “enemies of the people” and killed additional 34. Between March 15 and April 15, 1945, in the course of the great pacification operation carried out throughout the Pro​vince of Nowogródek, two NKVD divisions shot 109 persons and seized 5,245. The losses of the NKVD were minimal (6 killed and 10 wounded) thus suggesting that the Communist terror chiefly targeted the defenseless civilian population.

As could have been expected, Soviet terror forced a number of young people into an illegal existence. They served as the backbone of the  reconstituted self-defense detachments of the Home Army. As during the Nazi occupation, these units based themselves on the garrison outpost structure. Following July 1944, the AK in Ejszyszki and its environs remained under​ground. The new code name for the Ejszyszki company was “Ospała-A.” It was once again led by Lieutenant “Krzywda” (NN). The following fighters commanded units operating in the vici​nity of Ejszyszki: Sergeant Władysław Janczewski (“Laluś”), Platoon Leader Michał Tietianiec (“Myśliwy”), Second Lieutenant Czesław Stecewicz (“Śmiały” ), Second Lieutenant Józef Chiniewicz (“Grom”), Second Lieutenant Michał Babul (“Gaj”), and Sergeant Władysław Więckiewicz (“Wiatr,” “Zemsta”). The AK undertook self-defense against the NKVD and its agents. They also carried out a few acts of sabotage, including the burning of 9 bridges in the environs of Ejszyszki on September 17, 1944, to mark the anniversary of the Soviet invasion of Poland. At least one train transport was blown up. Further, the AK assaulted Ejszyszki twice. The first attack took place on the night of October 19/20, 1944, and the second, to free prisoners, on the night of December 6/7, 1944.

Following the wave of mass arrests in November and December 1944 and the destruction of most of the local self-defense units in January and February 1945, the decimated Home Army garrison of Ejszyszki descended even deeper underground. In the next few years the local cons​pirators supported the insurgents fighting under the command of Sergeant Anatol Urbanowicz (“Laluś”)  and Second Lieutenant Anatol Radziwonik (“Olech”), the successive commanders of the Lida Region no. 46/67 of the AK. Within this framework, two Home Army squads operated permanently around Ejszyszki: the squad of Grygielewicz (“Bitner”) and the unit of Second Lieu​te​nant Stecewicz (“Śmiały”). The latter remained active only until May 1945, when it retreated to central Poland. However, Second Lieutenant Radziwonik and his men remained behind. They fought until the destruction of their combined forces by the NKVD in May 1949. Most of the AK soldiers fell in battle, including the commanding officer. However, the remnant of the “Olech” unit stayed active in the field until 1952 under the leadership of Władysław Szwarobowicz (“Kiepura”).

The modus operandi of the Polish insurgents reflected the conditions of the struggle imposed by the enemy but also took into consideration the interests of the civilian population. Between 1944 and 1952, the AK liquidated agents and functionaries of the NKVD as well as especially malicious Communist party activists and Soviet state officials. These resistance actions seriously retarded the Sovietization of the countryside, including the collectivization of agriculture. The Active Self-Defense Units of the Wilno District of the AK were supplied in congruity with the rules worked out during the Nazi occupation. First of all, enemy warehouses were attacked and despoiled as well as those considered as Soviet collaborators. Only as a last resort would the AK turn for aid to the pauperized local Polish population. It was one of the self-defense units, led by Second Lieutenant Michał Babul (“Gaj”) that assaulted Ejszyszki on the night of 19/20 October 1944. As mentioned, the AK captured supplies, kidnapped a “Smersh” captain, and shot two other Soviets in battle. Unfortunately, two persons were accidentally killed the ensuing fire fight: Zippora Sonenson and her baby son, Chaim. His father Moshe Sonenson and his sister Sheinele (Sonia) survived the attack.

Sheinele Sonenson’s Memory

Sheinele remembered. Having emigrated to the United States, where she trained as a his​to​rian, she devoted nearly 20 years of her life to recreate the Jewish life in the shtetl of Eishi​shok. She assembled a memorial to the Jews of Ejszyszki at the United States Holocaust Memo​rial Museum in Washington, DC. She wrote a massive volume, There Once Was A World, which traced their history over the centuries. This work honors her family and their Jewish friends and neighbors. The author also preserved the memory of a handful of Righteous Gentiles. She even successfully appealed to Yad Vashem to grant its medal of recognition to Antoni Gawrył​kie​wicz.
 Most ardently, however, the shtetl chronicler branded numerous criminals who, she claims, were found mainly in the ranks of the anti-Semitic Home Army. According to its prog​ram, the AK allegedly murdered Jews to fulfill its slogan “Poland without the Jews.” Initially, the AK murdered Jews in collaboration with the Germans. After the “liberation” of Ejszyszki by the Soviets, the AK soldiers endeavored to finish the Nazi genocidal project on their own.

Sheinele Sonenson, today Professor Yaffa Eliach, has repeated various versions of her thesis in many an interview and through other means. The telling of the terrible tragedy that be​fell Eliach’s family leads the average person to accept at face value the events as she described them to recoil from researching the Ejszyszki events and not question her interpretation of those events. One of the reviewers of her work remarked that “it would be churlish to voice anything other than admiration for Eliach’s determination to reclaim her shtetl.”
 Other reviewers wrote in a similar vein, copiously showering the author of There Once Was A World with effusive compliments.

Susan Miron called the book “a monumental labor of love.” She agrees that the Jews of Ejszyszki were murdered “during the Holocaust by Germans, Poles, Lithuanians, and Russians.” This is the only time Miron mentions the Germans in her review, where the primary responsibil​ity for this crime is not at all made clear. The reviewer goes on to write about “the massacre of nearly 5.000 Jews in September 1941 and other killings by the horrendously anti-Semitic local population after the war.” And since it was recruited from among this very population, the “Home Army” was of course the worst.
 

Another pundit, Judith Dunford, differentiates between the Germans, who murdered most of the Jews of Ejszyszki, and the AK, “the Polish underground army whose motto was ‘Poland without Jews,’ and who finished off whatever the Nazis missed.” Dunford admits that Eliach “often falls into sentimentality… But who can blame her?”

One of very few professional historians who reviewed There Once Was A World, British scholar Mark Mazower flatly questions Eliach’s scholarship. Nonetheless, he credits her work with some didactical utility for broaching the topic of Polish anti-Semitism and exposing the un​savory side of the Home Army. According to Mazower,

Her book is an attempt to combine the scholarship of the trained researcher with the personal insight of the participant. That she does not succeed in this is hardly surprising – few books of this kind do…. Once There Was a World is both history and memorial book, with more than a little flavouring of shtetl schmaltz for good measure. There are too many photographs of the author and her family to satisfy the impersonally minded academic, too many golden-voiced cantors, wise rabbis and gifted scholars to allay the suspicions of the cynical observer of contemporary life who knows that much of this comes from a world of make-believe. The year​n​ing of memory often overwhelms the sense of scholarly detach​ment… 

The final chapters on the 1940s have provoked much contro​ver​sy in Poland, where there is still difficulty in accepting that the wartime Home Army did not only battle gallantly against the Nazis (and later against the Russians), but also killed many Jews. Still great​er is the taboo against recognising the depth of anti-Semitism in Polish life and the way this coloured attitudes to the Nazis, to Jewish survivors and to those Poles who helped them…. So, is there, then, in reality no shared history of Jews and Poles beyond that of anti-Semitism and murder? It seems unlikely. Yet for Eliach the history of Eishyshok is synonymous with the history of its shtetl. If this was once a world, then there was another, Christian world just next door to and down the street from it. Until we have a clearer sense of how these worlds intermeshed, entangled and then broke apart, it will be harder for us to see our century for what it is.
 

A few other scholars criticized There Once Was A World in a similar vein. David G. Roskies of the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York readily acknowledges the shattering effect of the personal tragedy of “7 ½-year-old Sheinele Sonenson, whose mother and baby brother were murdered in cold blood before her very eyes by members of the ragtag Armia Krajowa, the ultra-nationalist Polish liberation forces.” Nonetheless, Roskies rejects her method​ology. He stresses that “a historian has to negotiate among disparate and often warring perspec​tives. Ms. Eliach, however, relies mainly on legends and rosy recollections.” The work virtually lacks information about the local Christians. The historical context is largely missing. Eliach focused on the elite of the shtetl, and forgot about the Jewish people. “Ms. Eliach’s chronicle of Eishyshok is virtually goyimrein… Except for the rare ‘righteous gentiles’ – most of whom ap​parently lived in the outlying villages – the local Christian inhabitants are remember​ed for their gratuitous cruelty and implacable hatred.” As a result, “this is a shtetl that Jewish dreams are made of.” But not the historical reality.
 

Irene Tomaszewski agrees that Yaffa Eliach focuses mostly on the elite. Ideologically, she reserves her praise for the Zionists. Elements of her work clearly demonize the Poles. Chris​tians are usually a unidimensional “rabble”. “Poles are crude, drunken, sadistic, anti-Semitic and largely stupid.” Eliach largely ignores the Nazi terror against the Polish population.
 Zdzisław Krasnodębski has expressed similar criticism concerning Eliach’s theses.
 Professor Israel Gut​man of Yad Vashem has essentially concurred with that scholar, while modifying some of the more unequivocal opinions:

It is a good thing that Zdzisław Krasnodębski has devoted so much space to Yaffa Eliach, who dealt with the case of Ejszyszki. I have no sympathy for this author: She is not an authority on the Holocaust and her book has not been translated into the Hebrew. One should not close one’s eyes to the fact that the AK units in the Wilno region fought against the Soviet partisans for the liberation of Poland. And that is why, the Jews who found themselves on the opposing side perished at the hands of AK soldiers as enemies of Poland and not as Jews. We can ponder however why the Jews join​ed the Soviet partisan movement. One of the reasons was that the AK (unlike the [Communist underground] AL) did not want them. This was no accident that Aba Kowner, a sworn enemy of Communism, found himself along with several hundred Jews in the ranks of the Soviet partisans. And he was afraid of the Poles. Most Jews from Poland for class, religious, and cultural reasons felt alien in Soviet Russia. But they felt grateful that the Russians had saved them. Despite everything, this was a liberation [for them].

Alas, despite a distinguished scholarly career spanning almost half a century, Professor Gutman is yet to publish such moderate opinions in English. It is primarily the virtual lack of such moderate statements such as this one that has led to the creation and encouraged the pro​liferation of the negative stereotypes about the Home Army, Poland, and the Poles to take hold in the popular culture in the West, the United States in particular. These stereotypes are reflected in the theses of Yaffa Eliach. It is noteworthy in this context that serious scholarly periodicals for the most part ignored There Once Was A World. Moreover, in their private correspondence and conversations a few prominent Western historians expressed their disapproval of the theses of her book. However, practically not one of them reviewed it critically.

Testimonies, documents, historical punditry

A debate on the events in Ejszyszki and, more broadly, on the damning theses popular​iz​ed in the West by Yaffa Eliach also took place in Poland. Both pundits and historians particip​at​ed in it. Most lacked access to many testimonies and documents concerning these events. We have resolved to remedy the situation by publishing this volume. We would like to establish the basic facts and to popularize them so as to trigger additional research and to endeavor to re-con​cep​tualize the events in Ejszyszki in a broader context and, more generally, Polish-Jewish relations.

We have divided our work into three parts. The first consists of individual testimonies. Some of them were written immediately after the Second World War; the rest arose in reaction to the claims made by Yaffa Eliach. The authors of the accounts survived the war in Ejszyszki and its environs, only to leave shortly afterward. The witnesses shared similar experiences within their own ethno-religious groups.

Two witnesses, Alter Michałowski and Leibke Kaganowicz, were connected to the Soviet authorities during the first and second occupations of Ejszyszki (1939-41). During the Nazi occupation, both men escaped from their ghettoes to fight with the Jewish and Soviet partisans against the Nazis. Following the return of the Red Army, they joined the Communist terror apparatus. The third witness, Icchak Sonenson, had not been tied to the Soviets prior to June 1941. He survived the war hiding with Polish families near Ejszyszki. After July 1944 he was “adopted” by Kaganowicz and stayed with him in nearby Orany and, alternately, with his own parents in Ejszyszki. In 1945 the trio left the area and moved to Israel. However, at least one of them ended up in North America.

The Christian witnesses, Wanda Lisowska, Witold Andruszkiewicz and Wiktor Nosow​ski, were Home Army soldiers. They survived all the consecutive occupations in Ejszyszki. After 1944, the Soviet terror forced them to abandon their little fatherland. They left for central Poland as fugitives or were deported to the Gulag as prisoners.

The juxtaposition of the witness testimonies demonstrates clearly that all participants ag​ree on the basic facts. Both Jewish and Christian witnesses recall similar events. But they do not interpret them similarly. What seems important for the Jews is either ignored, or underestimated, or understood completely differently by the Poles. What makes one side proud, causes tears for the other. What is an understandable and laudable mode of conduct for one ethno-religious group, is seen as a shocking crime by the other. And vice versa. Let us repeat: only the facts tally. Their reception, perception, and interpretation are radically different.

The second part of this work contains NKVD interrogation records concerning the events in Ejszyszki. Altogether, the investigation targeted 142 Poles. As the records show, between April 1 and 5, 1945, some of them were sentenced in a secret trial in the Łukiszki prison in Wilno. At least 4 Poles were shot. Most were sent to the Gulag.

The bulk of the documents was discovered, translated, and published in 1992 by Jerzy Surwiło, a scholar from Vilnius (Wilno).
 The remainder are the fruit of a research project car​ried out in 2002 by Dr. Jarosław Wołkonowski also of Wilno. These records not only shed new light on the events of the night of October 19/20, 1944, but also describe the fate of the particip​ants. Further, the documents reveal the investigative modus operandi of the NKVD and the sa​lient features of the Soviet “justice” system under Stalin. 

The records concern also such issues as, for example, the propaganda potential of the inter​rogation material. This is reflected in the attempts by the NKVD functionaries to “establish” that is to torture their AK victims into confessing, that the suspects allegedly maintained links with the Gestapo and that the objective of the operation was to attack the Jews. This propaganda leitmotif  regarding the alleged anti-Semitic objectives and Nazi police links of the underground Poles was quickly abandoned by the Soviets when it transpired that the Ejszyszki case would not be a show trial. It was referred to a secret court. 

A few KGB documents, dating as late as the 1970s, concerning the fate of the prisoners are also reproduced. Last but not least, as a fitting end to our documentary section, we present the official “Statement on the Case of Ejszyszki” by the World-Wide Union of the Soldiers of the Home Army.

In the third part of this compilation, we endeavored to show a variety of opinions expres​sed by the pundits, both journalists and professional historians, about the events in Ejszyszki. We have encountered an obstacle, though. The only voice in Poland affirming the theses of Yaffa Eliach appeared in Gazeta Wyborcza. Unfortunately, when we turned to its editor-in-chief, Adam Michnik, who also wrote the piece for permission to publish it here, the author refused to cooper​ate in our project. However, thanks to the kind permission of The New York Times, we do repro​duce an article on Ejszyszki penned by Professor Eliach and published in that American daily on August 6, 1996. 

Because of Adam Michnik’s refusal, we had to limit ourselves to those authors who ag​reed to have their opinions reprinted here: Michał Wołłejko, Jarosław Wołkonowski, Leszek Żebrowski, John Radziłowski, and Anna Ferens. 

Most of these authors are historians. They operate with similar facts and sometimes also similar arguments. A variety of emotions reverberates through their essays, including anger. Michał Wołłejko, who wrote his article before the case of Ejszyszki became internationally known, was convinced that Yaffa Eliach simply did not know the background facts about the death of her mother, that is the anti-Soviet aspect of the assault on Ejszyszki. Wołłejko describes then the background of the events that culminated in the AK attack on the Sonenson household, where the “Smersh” captain was stationed. When the facts revealed by Wołłejko made no impression on Eliach, the tone of the polemic changed. Dr. Jarosław Wołkonowski, Dr. John Radziłowski, and Leszek Żebrowski displayed an entire spectrum of reactions to the opinions regarded by them as the manifestation of bad will by the Western scholar. While Wołkonowski concentrates mainly on Ejszyszki, Radziłowski and Żebrowski ponder also other controversial aspects of Polish-Jewish relations. Finally, Anna Ferens has collected all available versions and events and presented them in a journalistic manner.

The Affirming Voice

The voice missing from our compilation belongs to Adam Michnik. He affirmed the views of the New York scholar. We have already synthesized the thesis of Yaffa Eliach concer​ning alleged Polish collaboration in the Holocaust and putative Polish co-responsibility for the extermination of the Jews. We have also mentioned the thesis of the anti-Jewish agenda of the Home Army in collaboration with the Nazis. An alleged objective of this secret undertaking was to exterminate the remnants of the Jews. The AK put this objective into practice both during the Nazi occupation and following the return of the Soviets, when, according to Eliach, “Polish mur​derers… killed more than 2,000 Jews after the liberation.”
 Eliach entitled her New York Times op-ed piece unequivocally: “The Pogrom at Eishyshok.” 

Michnik basically embraces her theses. However, his argumentation style is different.
 He is not as unequivocal. On the positive side, the author presents the arguments of both sides. First, Michnik logically and rationally argues that “it is obvious that in the AK, just as in any army in the world or any society, including the Jewish community, there also were criminals and murderers, including murderers of Jews… However, projecting the crimes of individuals onto an entire, heroic, and tragic independentist organization is shocking and unbecoming of a profes​sion​al historian.” The author signals here that, while the Home Army as a whole was innocent, one cannot exclude the possibility of individual rotten apples in the case of Ejszyszki. This is generally a logical line of reasoning, though not grounded in any fact in this particular case. Next, Michnik quotes Michał Wołłejko in extenso, namely that the objective of the assault was the “Smersh” captain and not a pogrom of the Jews. For a brief moment one is given the impres​sion that Michnik agrees with the facts established by that historian (and Dr. Wołkonowski).
 Michnik, to be fair, then recounts an opposing point of view. However, he immediately questions its importance: “I cannot tell how air-tight this account is.” He stresses that Wołłejko’s account confirms the deaths of Zippora and Chaim Sonenson. Michnik wonders how to interpret it. After all, the circumstances of the crime define its nature. There is a big difference between accidental​ly running over a pedestrian and “a pre-planned cold-blooded murder of a woman and a child.”

Only following these observations does Michnik become unequivocal. He completely rejects Wołłejko’s version, which, let us stress, has been confirmed not only by the research of Dr. Wołkonowski and other historians but also by the NKVD documents discovered and pub​lished by Jerzy Surwiło already in 1992. In solidarity with Eliach, Michnik chooses the most extremist interpretation. Despite primary sources and the work of at least several historians, the editor-in-chief of Gazeta Wyborcza states: “Let us assume however that a murder motivated by anti-Semitism took place in Ejszyszki.” On what grounds should we reject the NKVD documents and the research of Wołłejko, Wołkonowski, and others? This, we are not told. Michnik con​tinues: „This would be consistent with what we already know about the lot of many Jews in Poland between 1944 and 1946.” However, the pundit does not support his glib statement with a scholarly citation or any statistics from a serious historical monograph about the Jews in Poland at that time. Michnik only surprises the reader with a fleeting reference to some leftist intellec​tuals collaborating with the Communists during the Soviet occupation after 1944. The authority of their names is to substitute for their opinions, condemning anti-Semitism, which Michnik none​theless fails to quote at length. Then, the journalist asserts that “later the Communist censor​ship gagged the possibility of a fair accounting for these tragedies and crimes.”
 Thus, Michnik himself admits that because of nearly half a century of Communist dictatorship, he lacks any scho​lar​ly grounds to pronounce anything profound on the initial stage of the Soviet occupation of Poland, in particular as it pertains to Polish-Jewish relations at the time. After all, he never con​duc​ted any independent research on the topic himself.

Nonetheless, Michnik insists that the case of Ejszyszki is a political issue of the same ca​li​ber as, say, the case of Kielce (even though the official investigation of that massacre still con​tinues). About the events in Kielce “the words of truth… were spoken by Bishop Tadeusz Piero​nek and Prime Minister Włodzimierz Cimosiewicz.” Thus, according to Michnik, the case of Ejszyszki should be treated the same way. One must apologize, regardless of the facts. Otherwise we are threatened with the prospect of “fanatical hatred” which “always bears tragic fruit.”

The editor-in-chief of Gazeta Wyborcza seems to disregard the fact that the case of Kielce has been researched extensively. The evidence shows that a group of civilian Polish popu​lation and members of the Communist terror apparatus participated in an attack on the Jews in Kielce on July 4, 1946. The records further suggest that the background of the attack was unequi​vocally anti-Jewish. However, scholars have yet to locate the key NKVD dispatches necessary for a comprehensive, and definitive conclusion about the events in that town.
 

As far as Ejszyszki is concerned, we have the NKVD reports, testimonies by the AK sol​diers and Jewish witnesses, and two competing interpretations. One interpretation arose as a re​sult of extensive research about the Home Army in the area by Polish historians. The other was put forward by Yaffa Eliach, as David G. Roskies put it, an author whose work is haunted by a “ghost” that  “bedevils” it reflecting a “personal trauma of 7½-year-old Sheinele Sonenson.”
 Which interpretation does Michnik select? As noted earlier, he writes: “Let us assume however that a murder motivated by anti-Semitism took place in Ejszyszki.” Thus, without offering any clear justification, he completely rejects an empirical account based on scholarly research. The pundit further claims that “the truth about that time has returned to [haunt] us. We must look it straight in the eyes.” The truth in this instance means an account based principally on the tragic recollections of the daughter of an accidental victim. Now it becomes obvious that the enigmatic title of Michnik’s editorial, “Mindless Fanaticism,” refers to the AK action in Ejszyszki. The author concludes that “each nation has black cards in its history. Those are the moments when reason falls asleep and the monsters are awaken.”

We fully concur with Adam Michnik in this regard.
 We would like very much for rea​son to remain awake and alert at all times. Therefore we have resolved to share with the pub​lic uncensored sources concerning the Ejszyszki epilogue to Polish-Jewish relations as well as the opinions of the historians on those events. Only after a thorough research based on the primary sources an impartial person can be in a position to arrive at an informed opinion on a topic.

***

� For clarity’s sake, we have consistently used the administrative nomenclature as it had been in Poland before 1939.


� See the documents published below and see Mark Paul, “Anti-Semitic Pogrom in Ejszyszki? An Over�view of Polish-Jewish Relations in Wartime Northeastern Poland,” The Story of Two Shtetls, Brańsk and Ejszyszki (Toronto and Chicago: The Polish Educational Foundation in North America, 1998), Part Two, 9-172; Mark Paul, A Tangled Web: Polish-Jewish Relations in Wartime Northeastern Poland (Toronto: PEFINA Press, 2003) (forthcoming); Tadeusz Piotrowski, Poland’s Holocaust: Ethnic Strife, Collaboration with Occupying Forces and Genocide in the Second Republic, 1918-1947 (Jefferson, NC, and London: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers, 1998), 91-94, 325-29 [afterward Poland’s Holo�caust]; Marek Jan Chodakiewicz, Żydzi i Polacy, 1918-1955: Współistnienie, Zagłada, Komunizm (Warszawa: Fronda, 2000), 471 [afterward Żydzi i Polacy, 1918-1955].


� In the short run, the return of the Soviets was beneficial for the Jews if only because it saved them from sure death meted out to them mercilessly by the German Nazis. In the long run, however, the Soviet “liberators” harbored similar plans with respect to the Jewish remnants as they did toward the rest of the population of the Borderlands. The Jews were to be subjected to total Sovietization, as was their tradition�al elite; Jewish religious and social institutions and Jewish culture were to be eradicated. This program spelled the annihilation of the Jews as a separate ethno-religious group.


� At their most extreme, the Polish Underground State and its armed forces, the Home Army, postulated that the dominant place in the resurrected Polish state should be guaranteed to the majority ethnic group, the Poles, and the assimilated members of other groups. That option, which was after all consistent with the majoritarian stance then-current in Western democracies, also precluded the physical extermination of ethnic or religious minorities (contrary to the practice of totalitarian states like Nazi Germany and the So�viet Union). The mainstream Polish underground formula envisioned the restoration of an independent Poland which would be subject to far-reaching reform, where the interests of the minorities would be sub�ordinated to those of the majority. In practice, however, any extremist measures aimed at the minor�ities would have been paralyzed both by the leftist and liberal circles in the Polish independentist camp as well as by the democratic Western powers, a point that needs to be stressed. Besides, in the wake of a victor�ious war, only a few Polish independentist groups laid plans for a radical future. Following the bloodiest conflict in history, the Polish nation expected foremost stability and reconstruction and not yet another revolutionary upheaval with its inherent contorsions. Free Poland would have welcomed a program of far reaching reform to usher in stability and prosperity, but not a radical campaign to persecute national min�or�ities. For drafts of various underground plans concerning post-war Poland see Komenda Główna Armii Krajowej, Oddział II, Archiwum Akt Nowych, Armia Krajowa [afterward AAN, AK], files 203/III-30 through 38; AAN, AK, file 203/III-48, vol. 2; Departament Rolnictwa, Program, AAN, DR, file 202/VI-4.


� See Ewa M. Thompson, “Nationalist Propaganda in the Soviet Russian Press, 1939-1941,” Slavic Re�view vol. 50, no. 2 (Summer 1991): 385-99; Ewa M. Thompson, Imperial Knowledge. Russian Liter�ature and Colonialism (Westport, CT and London: Greenwood, 2000), 163-81.


� Initially, the Lithuanians, Belorussians, and Ukrainians received cultural and limited political conces�sions from the Nazis. The Poles did not. However, in certain places, after the German entry into the Borderlands in June 1941, the new occupiers employed Poles–often pre-war officials–in the new adminis�tration. At least some of them, if not most in some areas, were later replaced with native Belorusians and Ukrainains. In addition, there were discernible regional differences. For example, in Volhynia, following the desertion of the Ukrainian auxiliary police en bloc in the spring of 1943, the Germans reconstituted this formation in part from Polish recruits who joined in the wake of a massacre of the Polish population initiated by Ukrainain nationalists. There were also reinforcements of Polish policemen sent into Vol�hynia from the Government General (central Poland under Nazi rule). The topic of the Polish particip�ation in the Nazi administration of conquered eastern territories still awaits a comprehensive study.


� About 70,000 Jews, 20,000 Poles, and 10,000 of other nationalities, including Soviets, Gypsies, Tartars, Belorussians, and Lithuanians, were shot in Ponary. The executioners were mostly Lithuanian collabor�ators, occasionally assisted by  Belorussian auxiliaries, carrying out their tasks almost always under Ger�man supervision. See DIP, Kresy 1943, AAN, DR, 202/III-196, 7-8; Helena Pasierbska, Ponary: Naj�więk�sze miejsce kaźni koło Wilna (1941-1944) (Warszawa : Zarząd Ochrony i Konserwacji Zespołów Pałacowo-Ogrodowych,  1993); Helena Pasierbska, Wileńskie Ponary (Gdańsk: by the author, 1999); Kazimierz Sakowicz, Dziennik pisany w Ponarach od 11 lipca 1941 r. do 6 listopada 1943 r. (Byd�goszcz: Towarzystwo Miłośników Wilna i Ziemi Wileńskiej, 1999); Marian Maciejewski, “‘Proszę pana, dokąd jedziemy? Dokąd nas pan wiezie?’” Biuletyn Instytutu Pamięci Narodowej no. 10/21 (October 2002): 76-83; Grzegorz Górny, “Raport z rozstrzelanego świata,” Rzeczpospolita, 19-20 October 2002.


� See Stanisław Ciesielski, Przesiedlenie ludności polskiej z Kresów Wschodnich do Polski, 1944-1947 (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Neriton i Instytut Historii PAN, 1999).


� In the Białystok province, with a population of 1,263,300, Poles constituted over 60 percent of the popu�lation, Belorussians almost 25 percent, and Jews – 12 percent; in the Nowogródek province Poles accoun�t�ed for a little over 50 percent, Belorussians – 40 percent, and Jews almost 9 percent; in the Polesie pro�vince Poles accounted for a bit over 14 percent, Belorussians and Polesians (“locals”) – over 70 percent, and Jews about 10 percent. See Mały rocznik statystyczny 1939 (Warszawa: GUS, 1939), 22-23; Historia Polski w liczbach: Ludność, terytorium (Warszawa: GUS, 1994), 134, 136.  


� No comprehensive monograph of the Polish-Bolshevik war in the Wilno region has appeared yet. See Norman Davies, White Eagle, Red Star: The Polish-Soviet War, 1919-20 (London: Orbis Books Ltd., 1983); Janusz Szczepański, Społeczeństwo Polski w walce z najazdem bolszewickim 1920 roku (War�szawa and Pułtusk: Naczelna Dyrekcja Archiwów Państwowych and Wyższa Szkoła Humanistyczna; Warszawa: Oficyna Wydawnicza Towarzystwa Opieki nad Zabytkami, 2000).


� Members of the secret Polish Military Organization –  Polska Organizacja Wojskowa (POW).


� Tomasz Strzembosz, Saga o “Łupaszce” ppłk. Jerzym Dąmbrowskim, 1889-1941 (Warszawa: Oficyna Wydawnicza Rytm, 1996). 


� These knights defended the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth from frequent invasions by Tartars, Cossacks, Russians, and others.


� Between 1929 and 1939 about 25 million persons perished in the Soviet Union, including 15 million as a result of the collectivization. At least half a million Poles were repressed during thus period (in addition to roughly 100,000 victims of the Polish-Soviet war). Many were arrested and executed, while others were deported from theie homes in the Ukrainian and Belorussian Soviet Republics to the Soviet interior where many of them perished. See Robert Conquest, The Great Terror: A Reassessment (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 485-86; Robert Conquest, The Harvest of Sorrow: Soviet Collectivization and the Terror-Famine (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 306; Martin Malia, The Soviet Tragedy: A History of Socialism in Russia, 1917-1991 (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 500; Andrzej Maryański, Przemiany ludnościowe w ZSRR (Warszawa and Kraków: Centrum Badań Wschodnich Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego and Wyższa Szkoła Pedagogiczna w Krako�wie, 1995), 16-18; Mikołaj Iwanow, Pierwszy naród ukarany: Polacy w Związku Radzieckim, 1921-1939 (Warszawa and Wrocław: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1991), 247; Wojciech Lizak, Rozstrze�lana Polonia: Polacy w ZSRR, 1917-1939 (Szczecin: Prywatny Instytut Analiz Społecznych, 1990), 35; Janusz M. Kupczak, Polacy na Ukrainie w latach 1921-1939 (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 1994), 308; Marek Sobczyński, “Polska autonomia narodowościowa w ZSRR,” (in:) Mniej�szości polskie i Polonia w ZSRR (Wrocław, Warszawa i Kraków: Zakład Narodowy im. Osso�lińskich i Wydawnictwo Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 1992), 53-59; Piotr Eberhardt, Przemiany narodo�woś�ciowe na Ukrainie XX wieku (Warszawa: Biblioteka Obozu, 1994), 59, 67, 77-78, 144; Piotr Eberhardt, Przemiany narodowściowe na Białorusi (Warszawa: Editions Spotkania, [1994]), 92; Stanisław Moro�zow, “Deportacje polskiej ludności cywilnej z radzieckich terenów zachodnich w głąb ZSRR w latach 1935–1936”, Pamięć i sprawiedliwość: Biuletyn Głównej Komisji Badania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi Polskiemu–Instytutu Pamięci Narodowej, no 40 (1997-1998): 267-81.


� On the minorities in Wilno see Antoni Kakareko, “Mozaika narodowościowa w Wilnie w latach Drugiej Rzeczypospolitej: Charakterystyka struktur społeczno-politycznych,” (in:) Roman Wapiński (ed.), Polacy i sąsiedzi: Dystanse i przenikanie kultur, part II (Ostaszewo Gdańskie: Wydawnictwo “Stepan Design,” 2001), 2: 205-228; Antoni Kakareko, “Wincuki, Szmule, Antony, Hassany… i insze wilniuki: Wileńska mozaika narodowościowa w okresie międzywojennym,” Nasza Gazeta [Wilno], no. 50 (2000). 


� In July 1920 the Soviets captured Wilno and turned it over to the Republic of Lithuania. A month later, the Poles counterattacked and chased the Bolsheviks out of the city. However, the Lithuanians refused to give up the region. Therefore Piłsudski staged a “rebellion” by General Lucjan Żeligowski, whose units occupied Wilno. Thus, the ephemeral state of “Central Lithuania” was born. A referendum was duly held as well as elections to the Wilno Parliament (Sejm). The national minorities largely boycotted the referendum. Sixty-four percent of the population took part in the referendum, for the most part ethnic Poles. Almost everyone voted for incorporation of the region into Poland, which took place in 1922.


� See the bi-lingual version of Adam Mickiewicz, Pan Tadeusz or the Last Foray in Lithuania: A Tale of the Gentry in the Years 1811 and 1812, Pan Tadeusz czyli ostatni Zajazd na Litwie: Historia szlachecka z roku 1811 i 1812 we dwunastu księgach wierszem,  translated into English verse with an Introduction by Kenneth R. Mackenzie (London: The Polish Cultural Foundation, 1986).


� The idea of economic self-sufficiency inspired both the Polish and Ukrainian cooperative movements. The Poles boycotted German establishments in western Poland in particular, where they were extremely strong, and Jewish businesses, which predominated in most regions, everywhere. The boycott action was frequently carried out by young people: high school and university students of both sexes. It consisted in picketing Jewish (or German) stores and attempting to dissuade Poles (Christians) from entering. Jewish clients were “merely” jeered at. It seems that because of the presence of Polish police, there were relative�ly few acts of violence against Jewish (or German) merchants, although random acts of vandalism invol�ving the rabble did occur which generally prompted police intervention and arrests, and occasionally shoot�ing at the troublemakers. In addition, rowdy demonstrations occasionally occurred in cafés, restaurants, and nightclubs, where youthful intruders attempted to force Jews to leave establishments owned by Christians. Inconclusive evidence suggests that this unsavory practice manifested itself largely in verbal agression. Unfortunately, the topic still awaits impartial and comprehensive scholarly treatment. See Chodakiewicz, Żydzi i Polacy, 1918-1955, 72, 74, 82-83, 91-92; Lucy Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time: A Memoir, 1938-1947 (New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1989), 61, 169-71 [afterward From That Place and Time].


� Unfortunately, we still lack a solid scholarly monograph on the Communist movement in the Wilno region. Lenin claimed that Jews constituted about “50 percent” of all members of revolutionary groups in the Borderlands. See Dimitri Volkogonov, Lenin: A New Biography (New York: The Free Press, 1994),  9. As far as the events in Wilno of 1919 are concerned, members of a Danish diplomatic mission desc�ribed a struggle for the railroad station between “Jews” (i.e. Bolshevik supporters) and the Polish army. Even Marshal Józef Piłsudski, whose pro-Jewish sentiments are well-known, stated that in May 1919, during the Polish liberation of Wilno, pro-Communist Jews shot and threw grenades from the rooftops at Polish soldiers. Jewish and Western authors, however, usually disregard the Bolshevik factor and treat the events as a pogrom pure and simple. See Zdzisław M. Musialik, Wojna polsko-bolszewicka 1919–1920 a Żydzi (Częstochowa: no publisher, 1995),  34–42; Józef Piłsudski, Pisma zbiorowe (Warszawa: Instytut Józefa Piłsudskiego, 1937), 5: 80–85; Nahum Michael Gelber and Isaack Lewin, A History of Polish Jewry During the Revival of Poland (New York: Shengold Publishers, Inc., 1990); Norman Davies, “Great Britain and the Polish Jews, 1918-1920,” Journal of Contemporary History vol. 8, no. 2 (April 1973): 119-42; Peter D. Stachura, “National Identity and the Ethnic Minorities in Early Inter-War Poland,” (in:) Peter Stachura (ed.), Poland Between the Wars, 1918-1939 (London and New York: Macmillan Press Ltd. and St. Martin Press, Inc., 1998), 60-86; Jerzy Tomaszewski, “Polskie formacje zbrojne wobec Żydów 1918–1920,” (in:) Żydzi w obronie Rzeczypospolitej: Materiały konferencji w Warszawie 17 i 18 października 1993 r. (Warszawa: Cyklady, 1996). 


� In the elections of May 21, 1939, the Jewish community voted for three lists: the Bund and the trade unions (43,359 votes), Poale Zion (13,220 votes), and all other Zionist groups of the Jewish National Bloc (30,008 votes). As far as Polish Christians were concerned, 156,896 voted for the National Party (Stron�nictwo Narodowe – SN) and the Camp of National Unity (Obóz Zjednoczenia Narodowego – OZON). Consequently, the SN had 27 representatives in the city council, the OZON 19, and the Polish Socialist Party 7. According to an observer, “middle-class Jews supported the Bund, not for its socialist principles, but because it concretely addressed the problems of the Jews in Poland, undistracted by the issue of Pales�tine.” See Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time, 160.


� Of course, conflict persisted between the Orthodox and the secular Jews; between the assimilators and the Yiddishists; between the right and the left. For example, in 1938 a paramilitary group of the Zionist-Revisionists beat up the principal of the leftist Zionist high school of the Tarbut. In May 1939 the Beitarim “pacified” their leftist oponents who attempted to disrupt a speech by Vladimir Zeev Jabotinsky. See Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time, 156-57.


� See Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time, 107.


� The requirement of mandatory universal education introduced during the Second Republic also resulted, to a certain degree, in the “polonization” of the younger generation of Jews, Belorusians, and other minorities. However, this was not true for everyone. For example, Leib Kaganowicz, who hailed from a Yiddish-speaking environment and attended a Jewish school attached to the synagogue in Ejszysz�ki, wrote: “There, with all the other Jewish children of the town, I learned my lessons in Hebrew. Polish, the language of all the countryside around Eisiskes, was only taught for a couple of hours each week as if it was a foreign language. Within our tight little community we could manage with very little command of Polish, but by paying so little attention to the language of the country, we isolated ourselves even more from its people.” See Leon Kahn (as told to Marjorie Morris), No Time to Mourn: A True Story of a Jewish Partisan Fighter (Vancouver: Laurelton Press, 1978), 13-14 [afterward No Time to Mourn]. Yitzhak Zuckerman (Cukierman), who attended a leftist-Zionist secondary school in Wilno recalled that Polish was taught as a foreign language. Moreover, in the curriculum of that school, Polish history was taught only for two years. In the fifth grade he was taught economic and cultural history, and in grade 7 political history with a particular emphasis on minority rights. See Yitzhak Zuckerman, A Surplus of Memory: Chronicle of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1993), 343; and Miriam Einenstein, Jewish Schools in Poland, 1919-1939 (New York: King’s Crown Press, 1950), 44-46. 


� In the 1934-35 academic year, Jewish students accounted for 29.7 percent of the student body at the University of Stefan Batory (USB) in Wilno. In 1938-39 out of 3,110 studets at the USB, 417 were of Jewish origin (13.5 percent). (It should be noted that Jews constituted no more than ten percent of the total population of this part of Poland.)  At the same time 432of the students (14 percent) belonged to other minorities. Ethnic Polish Christians, mostly from poor families, benefitted from this anti-Jewish “affirmative action”. It should be noted that Poland produced an excess of university graduates which could not be absorbed by the nation’s underdeveloped economy. Moreover, the country was in the grips of the Great Depression. Universities were state run and supported by the taxpayer; thus the state favored students from the majority ethnic group. In any event, after September 1939, the Lithuanians, the Soviets, and the Nazis solved “the problem” in their own way. According to a Nazi report of January 1942, there were 778 students at the University of Wilno, apparently Lithuanians only for no Poles and Jews were listed among them. See Mały rocznik statystyczny 1937 (Warszawa: Główny Urząd Statystyczny, 1937), 312; Piotr Łossowski (ed.), Likwidacja Uniwersytetu Stefana Batorego przez władze litewskie w grudniu 1939 roku (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Interlibro, 1991), 74; Einsatzgruppe A, Gesamtbericht vom 16. Oktober 1941 bis 31. Januar 1942, Osobyi Archiv (Moscow) records, 1932-1945 [afterward OAM], fond 500, opis 4, folder 91, available on microfilm at RG-11.001M, reel 14, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Archives, Washington, DC [afterward USHMMA]. See also Edward D. Wynot, Jr., “A Necessary Cruelty: The Emergence of Official Anti-Semitism in Poland 1936-1939,”American Historical Review, no. 76 (1971): 1035-1058; Szymon Rudnicki, “From numerus clausus to numerus nullus,” Polin, vol. 7: From Shtetl to Socialism (1993): 359-83; Monika Natkowska, Numerus clausus, getto ławkowe, numerus nullus, paragraf aryjski: Antysemityzm na Uniwersytecie Warszawskim 1931-1939 (Warszawa: Żydowski Instytut Historyczny, 1999); and a polemic thereon by Wojciech Jerzy Muszyński, “Recenzja pracy Natkowskiej,” Nowe Państwo, 16 March 2001; Piotr Zaremba, “Lepiej się nie wykręcajmy,” Nowe Państwo, 30 March 2001; and Wojciech Jerzy Muszyński, “Lepiej zbadajmy archiwa,” Nowe Państwo, 20 April 2001. See also Rafael F. Scharf, Poland, What Have I To Do with Thee: Essays Without Prejudice (London and Portland, OR: Vallentine Mitchell, 1998), 209; Wojciech Roszkowski, Historia Polski, 1914-2000 (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN, 1994), 341-463. For a comparison with conditions prevailing in the United States at that time see Leonard Dinnerstein, Anti-Semitism in America (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).


� In October 1931, during a riot in Wilno, Stanisław Wacławski, a Polish Christian university student, was stoned to death by the Jewish counter-protestors, while a number of Jews was injured, including Max Weinreich. See Witold Saski, Crossing Many Bridges: Memoirs of a Pharmacist in Poland, the Soviet Union, the Middle East, Italy, the United Kingdom, and Nebraska (Manhattan, Kansas: Sunflower University Press, 1988), 21-22; Kazimiera Bartoszewiczówna, “Tutejsi,” Magazyn Wileński, no. 1 (2002): 35-47 at � HYPERLINK http://www.magwil.lt/archiwum/2002/mmw1/stt4.htm ��http://www.magwil.lt/archiwum/2002/mmw1/stt4.htm�; Dawidowicz, From That Place and Time, 168-69. On the „Christian cadavers” controversy in Warsaw see Moshe Prywes (with Haim Chertok), Prisoner of Hope (Hanover and London: Brandeis University Press, 1996), 65-66 [afterward Prisoner of Hope]. And for a case study of ethnic riots in central Poland’s countryside see Piotr Gontarczyk, Pogrom? Zajścia polsko-żydowskie w Przytyku 9 marca 1936 r.: Mity, fakty, dokumenty (Biała Podlaska and War�szawa: Rekonkwista i Rachocki i ska, 2000). See also Chodakiewicz, Żydzi i Polacy, 1918-1955, 66-72, 78-91; Jolanta Żyndul, Zajścia antyżydowskie w Polsce w latach 1935-1937 (Warszawa: Fundacja im. K. Keles-Krauza, 1994). Even more dramatic occurrences than those in Poland took place in the United States where “race riots“ were frequent in those times. In Tulsa, Oklahoma, for example, at the end of May 1921, the city’s whites, incited by the press and by politicians, massacred several hundred innocent blacks.


� Hirsh Abramowicz, Profiles of a Lost World: Memoirs of East European Jewish Life before World War II (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999), 274.


� On April 23, 1931, 18-year old Mieczysław Dordzik drowned while vainly attempting to save four-year-old Chackiel Charmac. The local politicians failed to issue a joint proclamation but both Jews and Christians participated in the funeral of Dordzik and, three years later, at the unveiling of a monument to honor the rescuer. See Słowo, 26 April, 17, 24, 29, and 31 May, 19 June, 4 July 1931 and 21 and 24 April 1934; Kurier Wileński, 24 April, 24 and 27 May 1931, and 24 April 1934; Jarosław Wołkonowski, “Mias�to polsko-żydowskie”, Karta, no. 34 (2002): 28-55; Jarosław Wołkonowski, “Pomnik śp. Mieczysławowi Dordzikowi odbudowany”, (TMs, no date [July? 2002]) (a copy in our collection).


� Once again, there are no comprehensive studies on the topic. For divergent opinions of Jewish students from Warsaw and Cracow, respectivelly, see Prywes, Prisoner of Hope, 71; Blanca Rosenberg, To Tell at Last: Survival Under False Identity, 1941-1945 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1995), 4.
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