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Foreword 
  
   On August 23, 1939, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union entered into a Non-Aggression Pact (the so-

called Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact) which paved the way for the imminent invasion of Poland. A Secret 

Protocol to that Pact provided for the partition of Poland, as well as for Soviet domination of the Baltic 

States and Bessarabia.
1
 Germany attacked Poland on September 1

st
, while the Soviet strike was delayed 

until September 17
th
.
2
 Polish forces continued to fight pitched battles with the Germans until early October 

1939 (the last large battle was fought at Kock on October 5
th
), after which the struggle went underground. 

After overrunning Poland, the Nazis and Soviets agreed, under the terms of a Secret Supplementary 

Protocol to the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty of September 28, 1939, to a redrawn 

common border. Each side seized roughly half of Poland, thus ensuring that the country would be once 

again wiped off the face of Europe. They also undertook a common struggle against Polish resistanceðto 

suppress ñall beginningsò of ñPolish agitationò and to keep each other informed of their progress. In fact, 

this ushered in a period of close cooperation between the NKVD and the Gestapo, the secret police of the 

Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. Lists of Poles slated for execution were carefully compiled, traded and 

expanded.
3
 

   Contacts between those two organizations intensified and meetings were called to discuss how best to 

combat Polish resistance and eradicate Polish national existence. A joint instructional centre for officers of 

the NKVD and the Gestapo was opened at Zakopane in December 1939. The decision to massacre Polish 

officers at Katyn (transliterated as KatyŒ in Polish) was taken concurrently with a conference of high 

officials of the Gestapo and NKVD convened in Zakopane on February 20, 1940. While the Soviets 

undertook the extermination of captured Polish officers, the Germans carried out, from March 31, a parallel 

ñOperation ABò aimed at destroying Polandôs elites.
4
 This partnership did not remain a secret for long. On 

September 19
th
, Pravda published a Soviet-German communiqu® confirming the joint role of Hitlerôs and 

Stalinôs armies in the invasion of Poland. On September 30
th
, Pravda proudly announced to millions of its 

readers that ñGerman-Soviet friendship is now established forever.ò In a speech delivered before the 

Supreme Soviet on October 31
st
, Vyacheslav Molotov, Chairman of the Council of Peopleôs Commissars, 

openly applauded the destruction of Poland: 
 

A short blow at Poland from the German Army, followed by one from the Red Army was enough to reduce 

to nothing this monster child of the Treaty of Versailles. é One may like or dislike Hitlerism, but every sane 

                                                           
1
 In actual fact, the United States government (and probably the British and French ambassadors) gained a general idea 

of the contents of the secret protocol from a ñleakò at the German embassy in Moscow (the diplomat Hans von 

Herwarth), but did not make them public. See Anna Cienciala, The Rise and Fall of Communist Nations, 1917ï1994 

(Lawrence, Kansas, 1999), chapter 4, V, posted on the Internet at: <http://www.ku.edu/~ibetext/texts/cienciala/>. 

 
2
 The reason for the delay was likely on account of the war the Soviet Union was waging with Japan along the 

Manchurian (Manchukuo) border at the time. It was not until September 16, 1939 that a cease-fire between the two 

sides came into effect. See Hatano Sumio, ñJapanese-Soviet campaigns and relations, 1939ï1945,ò in I. C. B. Dear, ed., 

The Oxford Companion to World War II (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 634ï36; Norman 

Davies, Europe: A History (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 998. On September 17th, as the 

Polish armies were regrouping in the southeast, the Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister Vladimir P. Potemkin, handed a 

note to the Polish ambassador in Moscow, Wacğaw Grzybowski, claiming that Warsaw no longer existed as the capital 

of Poland, and that the Polish government had collapsed (neither was true). See Cienciala, The Rise and Fall of 

Communist Nations, 1917ï1994, chapter 4, V.  

 
3
 For example, Mussolini had been a Communist as recently as 1921. There was a time when Marx and Engel had been 

sympathetic to extreme German nationalism, and, in addition, had exterminatory attitudes towards partitioned Poland. 

In May 1851, Engels wrote in a letter to Marx: ñWrest from the Poles in the West what one can; é send them to the 

fire, eat their land bare é!ò See Ernst Nolte, Three Faces of Fascism: Action Fran­aise, Italian Fascism, National 

Socialism (New York and Chicago: Holt Rinehart and Winston, 1963), 154, 541. 

 
4
 Andrzej Leszek SzczeŜniak, ñKatyŒska zbrodnia,ò in Encyklopedia ñBiağych Plamò (Radom: Polskie Wydawnictwo 

Encyklopedyczne, 2002), vol. 9, 169ï170; Sergo Beria, Beria, My Father: Inside Stalinôs Kremlin (London: 

Duckworth, 2001), 319 n.39 and n.43. 
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person will understand that that ideology cannot be destroyed by force. It is, therefore, not only nonsensical 

but also criminal to pursue a war ñfor the destruction of Hitlerism.ò 

 

   The Nazi-Soviet alliance lasted for over a year and a half, until shortly before Germany turned on its 

erstwhile ally on June 22, 1941. During this time the Soviet Union was the principal supplier of much 

needed raw materials for the German war machine which, in the meantime, occupied Denmark, Norway, 

the Netherlands, Belgium, much of France, and smashed the Western Forces. Communism and Fascism, 

both of which are based on radical socialism, made natural bed companions.
5
 The Soviet invaders struck a 

major blow not only to Polish statehood, but also to Polish institutions, cultural and religious life, state 

officials and military officers, as well as the civilian population. As the evidence gathered here shows, in 

addition to a ñclassò component which struck at the ñenemiesò of the people (i.e., the Soviet state), the 

assault also had a marked anti-Polish dimension. It was exacerbated by a calculated fueling of ethnic 

tensions which pitted Ukrainians, Belorussians, and Jews against ethnic Poles. According to historian Anna 

Cienciala, 
 

As in German-occupied Poland, Soviet policy was to liquidate the educated Poles. At first, Soviet authorities 

called on the peasants, who were predominantly Ukrainian or Belorussian, to ñsettle accountsò with Polish 

landlords and take what they wanted. This led to a short but brutal period of murder and robbery perpetrated 

by the worst elements. At the same time, Soviet NKVD (security) officers shot many Polish landowners, 

officers, teachers, priests, judges, administrators, policemen, border guards, etc., out of hand, according to 

lists prepared beforehand. é 

   While most of the Jewish population of eastern Poland was politically passive, some Jews, especially young 

men and women with Communist sympathies, cooperated with the Soviets. They became prominent in the 

new local militia and helped Soviet authorities in hunting down Polish political leaders and administrators. 

Although these pro-Communist Jews made up a very small minority of the total Jewish population, they were 

highly visible in oppressing the Poles.6 

 

Historian Peter Stachura offers the following perspective on these events: 
 

Polish attitudes towards the Jews [under the German occupation], however, may well have been negatively 

shaped, in the first instance, by irrefutable evidence that comparatively large numbers of them in Eastern 

Poland not only rejoiced in 1939 at the fall of the Second Republic but also welcomed with enthusiasm the 

invading Red Army. Jews of this type willingly became officials of the Soviet regime there, becoming 

involved in the widespread reprisals and atrocities that were committed against ethnic Poles, especially those 

of the educated and propertied classes. As Soviet Bolshevik commissars, believing that the day of their 

national and class liberation had arrived, these Jews often proved to be the most fanatical, intent on the 

effective de-polonisation of the Eastern Provinces.7 

 

   The downfall of the Polish state was not only a time for rejoicing for many, but also appeared to provide 

a free licence to attack Poles indiscriminately. Inherent to these actions is the prevalent notion of getting rid 

of the Poles as representatives of the old order for the sake of the new Soviet-imposed order. The assault 

triggers resembled each other schematically, suggesting that a shared behaviour taken from simplified 

stereotypical patterns determined the dynamics of the attacks on Poles. These outbursts of violence carried 

a deeply symbolic meaning: The Polish victims were not attacked because of actual misdeeds of individual 

persons. None of them harmed the Jews or other minorities. The Polish victims were attacked because of 

                                                           
5
 See, for example: Norman Davies, ñNazi-Soviet Pact,ò in Dear, The Oxford Companion to World War II 780ï82; 

ñGerman-Soviet Nonaggression Pact,ò in The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th edition, Micropaedia, vol. 5: 212; 

Alexandra Viatteau with Stanislaw Maria Jankowski and Youri Zoria, Staline assassine la Pologne, 1939ï1947 (Paris: 

£ditions du Seuil, 1999), 94. 

 
6
 Cienciala, The Rise and Fall of Communist Nations, 1917ï1994, chapter 4, V. 

 
7
 Peter D. Stachura, ñPolish-Jewish Relations in the Aftermath of the Holocaust: Reflections and Perspectives,ò in Peter 

D. Stachura, ed., Perspectives on Polish History (Stirling, Scotland: The Centre for Research in Polish History, 

University of Stirling, 2001), 87. See also Peter D. Stachura, Poland in the Twentieth Century (Houndmills, 

Basingstoke, Hampshire and London: Macmillan Press, 1999; and New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1999), 102ï103. 
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what they symbolized. What is more, with few exceptions these vile deeds did not elicit protests on the part 

of the non-Polish population. They were, by and large, tolerated by them.
8
 

   In the bloody month of September 1939 alone, thousands of Poles, for the most part civilians and 

soldiers, perished not at the hands of the Soviet invaders, but at the hands of their fellow citizens.
9
 A 

                                                           
8
 This paragraph paraphrases arguments that are commonly directed at Poles. See Eva Reder, ñPolish Pogroms 1918ï

1920 and 1945/46: Theoretical Approaches, Triggers, Points of Reference,ò in Marija Wakounig, ed., From Collective 

Memories to Intellectual Exchanges (Vienna and Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2012), 202, 205ï6. 

 
9 The English-language literature on inter-ethnic relations in Polandôs Eastern Borderlands (Kresy Wschodnie) at the 

time of the Soviet invasion in September 1939 is rather sparse. The events are little known except for some fairly 

general references and a handful of articles. Some recent examples of the cursory treatment of this topic, some of which 

do not mention Jews specifically, follow. Richard J. Evans, The Third Reich at War, 1939ï1945 (London: Allen 

Lane/Penguin Books, 2008), 45: ñTheir extermination [i.e., Polish officers and officials] was part of a much larger 

campaign by the Soviets to eradicate Polish national culture. It was accompanied by massive intercommunal violence 

in which many thousands of Poles were slaughtered by paramilitaries from Ukrainian and Belarussian national 

minorities in the Polish east, encouraged by the Soviet occupiers.ò Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between 

Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 125ï 26: ñSoviet occupying forces in eastern Poland placed the 

lower orders of society in the vacated heights. Prisons were emptied, and political prisoners, usually communists, were 

put in charge of local government. Soviet agitators urged peasants to take revenge on landlords. Though most people 

resisted the call to criminality, chaos reigned as thousands did not. Mass murders with axes were suddenly frequent. 

One man was tied to a stake, then had some of his skin peeled off and his wound salted before being forced to watch 

the execution of his family. Usually the Red Army behaved well, though sometimes soldiers joined in the violence, as 

when a pair killed a local official and then took his gold teeth.ò Istv§n De§k, Europe on Trial: The Story of 

Collaboration, Resistance, and Retribution During World War II (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 2015), 39: ñIn 

what used to be eastern Poland, the Polish population was lorded over by local Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Jews.ò 

Lithuanian historian ĠarȊnas Leikis relativizes, and in effect denies, the murder of several thousand Poles by their non-

Polish neighbours. He describes what happened as simply an inter-ethnic struggle, in which all groups were equally 

targeted, and credits the fortuitous Soviet advance with putting a stop to it. ñPolish citizens of all backgroundsðPoles, 

Ukrainians, Belarusians, Jewsðfought against each other in the last hours of the Second Polish Republic. These 

encounters, which were often bloody, contributed to the atmosphere of chaos and lawlessness. Only the Soviet advance 

averted full-scale civil war. The average citizen most probably preferred foreign occupation to battles, robbery, and the 

settling of local scores éò According to that author, it was the Poles who initiated attacks on the minorities, seemingly 

for no apparent reason: ñthe Polish army, joined by Polish civilians, turned against unsympathetic locals on numerous 

occasions.ò He gives no credence to reports of Jews attacking, denouncing or even harassing Poles; rather it was the 

Poles who attacked the Jews, their traditional ñscapegoats.ò Liekis reproaches Polish scholarship for shifting blame for 

the collapse of the Polish state onto the minorities, but cites no historian who supposedly has advanced this 

preposterous theory. He also suggests that a better focus for academic inquiry would be ñthe [Polish] armyôs so-called 

óbetrayalô of its fellow citizens or the inadequacy and disarray of the Polish state apparatus.ò See Sarunas Liekis, 

ñJewish-Polish Relations and the Lithuanian Authorities in Vilna,ò in Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry, vol. 19: Polish-

Jewish Relations in North America (Oxford and Portland, Oregon: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2007), 

521ï36, here at 523ï24. Mark Mazower downplays the events of September 1939. He acknowledges that ñmany left-

wing Polish Jewsò greeted the Red Army with enthusiasm, as did some Ukrainians and Belorussians, and writes that 

some peasants massacred well-off Polish families and took over their property. See Mark Mazower, Hitlerôs Empire: 

How the Nazis Rules Europe (New York: The Penguin Press, 2008), 98ï99. A more recent example is Alexander V. 

Prusin, The Lands Between: Conflict in the East European Borderlands, 1870ï1992 (Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2010), 128ï48, which is rather selective in its treatment of the Jewish dimension. Prusin says virtually 

nothing about the conduct of the Jews, but writes about Polish ñreprisalsò without providing any background to the 

events in question. ñThe reprisals acquired a definite ethnic connotation and were based on the actual behaviour of the 

culprits as much as on anticipation of their disloyalty. In Volkovyska (Woğkowyska) [sic] in the Hrodna [Grodno] 

district the troops killed six Jews for their alleged hostile behaviour toward Poles.ò (P. 128.) In fact, an armed group of 

diversionaries, for the most part Jews (and some Belosussians), attacked the Polish army barracks in Woğkowysk, 

burned part of them down, and looted their contents. They seized rifles and distributed them among local pro-

Communist elements who formed a militia and took control the town. Understandably, Polish forces retaliated. See 

Marek Wierzbicki, Polacy i Biağorusini w zaborze sowieckim: Stosunki polsko-biağoruskie na ziemiach p·ğnocno-

wschodnich II Rzeczypospolitej pod okupacjŃ sowieckŃ 1939ï1941 (Warsaw: Volumen, 2000), 148; Marek Wierzbicki, 

Polacy i ŧydzi w zaborze sowieckim: Stosunki polsko-Ũydowskie na ziemiach p·ğnocno-wschodnich II RP pod okupacjŃ 

sowieckŃ (1939ï1941) (Warsaw: Fronda, 2001), 80. For additional confirmation see Eliyahu Rutchik, ñThe Russian 

Occupation at the Beginning of the War,ò in Katriel Lashowitz, ed., Volkovysk: The Story of a Jewish-Zionist 

Community (Tel-Aviv, 1988), 119ï20, Part III of The Volkovysk Memorial Book (Mahwah, New Jersey: Jacob 

Solomon Berger, 2002). Prusin alleges that the Polish population ñoverwhelmingly waited for the time of óbloody 
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particularly heinous crime occurred in Brzostowica Mağa near Grodno, where neighbour-on-neighbour 

violence, which would escalate dramatically during the war, was pioneered. About a score of Poles, and 

possibly more, were tortured and butchered in a paroxysm of violence by a Jewish-led band of local pro-

Communist Jews and Belorussians before the arrival of the Red Army. Subsequently, the Soviet authorities 

legalized the excesses committed against Poles in September and October 1939. In March the following 

year, the Council of Peopleôs Commissars pronounced that Soviet law was in force (in so-called Western 

Belorussia) only from November 2, 1939, that is, from the moment of the formal incorporation of the 

seized Polish territory into the Soviet Union. Only crimes committed against the ñworking peopleò before 

that date were punishable. At the same time, it was forbidden to impose criminal sanctions on the ñworking 

peopleò for deeds ñprovoked by their exploiters and committed in the course of class struggle.ò The roles of 

the victims and culprits were reversed.
10

 Mass murders of Poles continued to be carried out locally 

throughout the Soviet occupation, for the most part by the NKVD, as evidenced by the discovery in 2013 in 

Wğodzimierz WoğyŒski of several graves each containing hundreds of Polish victims, mostly state officials. 

   It is widely recognized by historians that the portrait of Polish-Jewish relations presented in Holocaust 

historiography is seriously flawed.
11

 Writing in the New York Review of Books, Columbia University 

                                                                                                                                                                             
reckoningôò with the Jews. (P. 140.) We know with certainty, however, that overwhelmingly the Polish population did 

no such thing. Relatively few retaliations occurred upon the entry of the Germans in the summer of 1941, and they 

were the work of a tiny minority of the population. Citing Prusin, American historian R. M. Douglas writes: ñSimilar, 

though generally smaller-scale [than the attacks on Germans], excesses occurred elsewhere, directed against other 

minorities, like Ukrainians, Byelorussians and Jews, whose loyalty to the Polish state was also regarded as doubtful.ò 

Douglas has nothing to say about the widespread atrocities against Poles initiated by those groups. See R. M. Douglas, 

Orderly and Humane: The Expulsion of the Germans after the Second World War (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2012), 44. An older publication that deals in depth with Polish-minority relations in Soviet-occupied 

Eastern Poland in a more balanced way is Tadeusz Piotrowski, Polandôs Holocaust: Ethnic Strife, Collaboration with 

Occupying Forces, and Genocide in the Second Republic, 1918ï1947 (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 1998), 

48ï58, 144ï47, 198ï201.  

 
10

 Marek Wierzbicki, ñBiağorusini wobec wğadz sowieckich i Polak·w w latach 1939ï1941,ò in Jan Jerzy Milewski and 

Anna PyŨewska, eds., PoczŃtek wojny niemiecko-sowieckiej i losy ludnoŜci cywilnej (Warsaw: Instytut Pamiňci 

NarodowejïKomisja ścigania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi Polskiemu, 2003), 26. 

 
11

 British historian Norman Davies, probably the foremost authority on Polish history in the West, had this to say about 

the state of historical writings on the subject in his seminal work Godôs Playground: A History of Poland (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1982), vol. 2, 264ï65: 

One of the meanest of modern historical controversies surrounds the conduct of the non-Jewish population 

towards the Nazisô Final Solution. Some Jewish writers, whether scholars or novelists such as Leon Uris, 

have spread the view that the Poles actually rejoiced at the fate of the Jews or at best were indifferent 

óbystandersô. é Both sides in the controversy overlook the realities of life under the Nazi Terror, which was 

so much fiercer and more protracted in Poland than anywhere in Europe. To ask why the Poles did so little to 

help Jews is rather like asking why the Jews did nothing to assist the Poles. Stories of individual gallantry, 

though real enough, vastly exaggerated the opportunities for chivalry which actually existed. In a world 

where immediate death awaited anyone who contravened Nazi regulations, the Nazis could always exact a 

measure of co-operation from the terrified population. é Both Poles and Jews were victims to the Terror, 

and were conditioned by it. é It is true that the Home Army failed to oppose the construction of the Ghettos 

in 1939ï40 or the mass deportations of 1941ï3. Yet to turn such facts into evidence of wilful neglect would 

seem to perpetrate a libel as vicious as any which has been levelled against the Jews themselves. In the nature 

of things, the Underground was notoriously suspicious about all refugees, outsiders, and strangers, not only 

about Jews, and protected just as many as they turned away. The Polish Underground failed to oppose not 

only the actions against the Jews, but equally, until 1943, all the executions and mass deportations of Polish 

civilians. In the earlier years of the war, it was simply too weak and too disorganized to attempt anything 

other than local diversions. With the one exception of the Ghetto in Ğ·dŦ, which survived till August 1944, 

the Final Solution was all but complete by the time the Underground was strong enough to take action. In the 

meantime, the Council of Help for the Jews (RPŧ), organized by the Government-in-Exileôs Delegate, 

arranged for tens of thousands of Jews to be hidden and cared for. The survivors were all too few, but in the 

circumstances, it is hard to see how it could have been otherwise. 

   American historian Richard C. Lukas has made the following pointed observations about the widespread 

ñdemonizationò of Poles in his pioneering study, The Forgotten Holocaust: The Poles Under German Occupation, 

1939ï1944 (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1986), at 220ï21: 
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historian Istv§n De§k stated authoritatively: ñNo issue in Holocaust literature is more burdened by 

misunderstanding, mendacity, and sheer racial prejudice than that of Polish-Jewish relations during World 

War II.ò
12

 Moreover, anyone who disagrees with authors of that ilk, who themselves tolerate no discussion, 

or even dares to cite testimonies to the contrary, is branded a denier, nationalist, or anti-Semite. This is 

doubly compounded in the case of the eastern half of Poland, which was occupied by the Soviet Union in 

1939ï1941 and where the tone of Jewish-Polish relations was set by the Jews. For fifty years it was 

impossible in Communist Poland to write objectively about the Soviet invasion, and silence surrounded the 

fate of the Polish population under Soviet rule. Abroad, Polish political ®migr®s were consumed with more 

pressing matters and focused on the deeds of the principal perpetrators of Polandôs wartime tragedyðthe 

Germans and Soviets. Except for memoirs and archival records, most of which were unpublished, the deeds 

of local collaborators were rarely mentioned. Even with the political changes that took place in Poland in 

1989 no concerted effort was made to collect and publish such materials. 

   This state of affairs played into the hands of Holocaust historians who, preoccupied with Jewish 

victimization under the Nazi regime, ignored, glossed over or simply denied the fact of Jewish 

collaboration with the Soviet invaders of Poland both in 1939ï1941, and again from 1944 onward. Indeed, 

in recent years we have witnessed a concerted effort to relegate Jewish misconduct to the realm of 

unfounded perception on the part of the Poles that has little or no basis in fact. Thus a serious void or, 

worse still, denial about these ñthornyò issues permeates Western scholarship; at most we find apologetics. 

In a dramatic reversal from his earlier scholarship, Jan T. Gross has now discounted the notion of Jewish 

collaboration with the Soviet occupation regime, advocating instead collective guilt on the part of the Poles, 

who ñbroadly collaborated with the Germans, up to and including participation in the exterminatory war 

against the Jews.ò
13

 Other Jewish historians, such as Omer Bartov, are even more strident in their denials: 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Because of a lack of understanding of the Holocaust in its broadest terms, writers have perpetuated the 

stereotypical view of the anti-Semitic Pole as the primary or even the sole explanation for Polish attitudes and 

behavior toward the Jews during World War II. é 

   Television has reinforced the negative image of the Poles too. In one installment of the television version of 

Herman Woukôs Winds of War, Heinrich Himmler informs Adolf Hitler that 3,000 men and officers of the 

Einsatzgruppen are ready to kill the Jews in Russia. They will be the organizers, says Himmler, but the local 

population will execute the job, and there are ñplenty of volunteersò in Poland. The same impression was left 

with the NBC adaptation of Gerald Greenôs Holocaust, which focused almost exclusively on the Jewish 

tragedy and ignored the plight of Poles, who, when depicted, were seen essentially in a negative light. 

[Another example is William Styronôs Sophieôs Choice, which falsely claims that a Polish scholar pioneered 

the idea of murdering Jews in gas chambers long before the Nazis came to power in Germany.ðM.P.] 

   If novelists and publicists perpetuate distortions of the Poles and their history, one would at least hope for 

better in the writings of historians. Unfortunately, it is disquieting to read most writings on the Holocaust, 

because the subject of Polish-Jewish relations is treated so polemically. Preoccupied with the overwhelming 

tragedy of the Jews, Jewish historians, who are the major writers on the subject, rarely if ever attempt to 

qualify their condemnations of the Poles and their defense of the Jews. The result is tendentious writing that 

is often more reminiscent of propaganda than of history. Despite the scholarly pretensions of many of these 

worksðand there is genuine scholarship in some of these booksðthey have contributed little to a better 

understanding of the complexity and paradox of Polish-Jewish wartime relations. 

Another prime example is the literary hoax Painted Bird, passed off as an autobiographical account of the wartime 

experiences of its author, Jerzy Kosinski. The carefully cultivated deception surrounding the reception of this novel was 

exposed by James Park Sloan in his Jerzy Kosinski: A Biography (New York: Dutton/Penguin, 1996, which essentially 

accepted the accuracy of an earlier Polish expos® by Joanna Siedlecka, titled Czarny ptasior (GdaŒsk: Marabut; 

Warsaw: CIS, 1994). Siedlecka was also featured in a subsequent British Broadcasting Corporation documentary, Sex, 

Lies and Jerzy Kosinski.  

   Speaking of this controversial topic, British historian Norman Davies remarked in his foreword to the revised edition 

of Richard Lukasôs The Forgotten Holocaust (New York: Hippocrene, 1997), one of the most balanced accounts of 

Polish-Jewish relations in the war period, ñit effectively puts to rest those most harmful stereotypes about óNazi 

murderers,ô óJewish victimsô and óPolish bystanders.ô In reality, the murderers were not just the Nazis; the victims were 

not just Jews; and bystanding was one of the least representative of Polish wartime activities.ò 

 
12

 ñMemories of Hell,ò New York Review of Books, June 26, 1997. 

 
13 Jan T. Gross, Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (Princeton and Oxford: 

Princeton University Press, 2001), 135. 
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ñAs a myth, the tale of Jewish collaboration with the Communists is as fascinating as the older and still 

potent canard of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. As history, it is simply false.ò
14

 The most disturbing 

trend in that scholarship has been to focus on the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 and 

play down to the point of dismissing or obscuring the brutal Soviet occupation that preceded that event. 

   Even clear reports of Jewish collaboration found in key documents from that period are ignored or 

discounted out of hand, such as the charge levelled by the legendary Polish courier, Jan Karski, who was 

made an Honorary Citizen of Israel for his role in warning the West about the Holocaust and cannot be 

accused of harbouring hostility toward the Jews.
15

 Writing in early 1940, at a time when the mass 

deportations of Poles were not yet underway, Karski reported: 

                                                           
14 Omer Bartov, Erased: Vanishing Traces of Jewish Galicia in Present-Day Ukraine (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 

University Press, 2007), 40. 

 
15 Among the many offenders are internationally known historians Jan Tomasz Gross, Antony Polonsky, Paul 

Zawadzki, and even Istv§n De§k, an otherwise balanced historian. The first two historians, among others, are known to 

label Polish historians with whom they disagree as ñnationalistsò: yet the omission from their publications of Karskiôs 

charges against Jews from is a tell-tale sign of their own bias or ethno-nationalism. See, for example, Jan T. Grossôs 

essay, ñA Tangled Web: Confronting Stereotypes Concerning Relations between Poles, Germans, Jews, and 

Communists,ò in Istv§n De§k, Jan T. Gross, and Tony Judt, eds., The Politics of Retribution in Europe: World War II 

and Its Aftermath (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2000), 74ï129; Antony Polonskyôs 

ñIntroduction,ò in Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry, vol. 13: Focusing on the Holocaust and its Aftermath (London and 

Portland, Oregon: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2000), 3ï33; Paul Zawadzkiôs article ñPoles and Jews in 

World War II,ò and Antony Polonskyôs article, ñPolish Jewry,ò in Walter Laqueur, ed., The Holocaust Encyclopedia 

(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001), 476ï82, 486ï93; De§k, Europe on Trial, 39, 151. Andrzej 

ŧbikowski, a historian associated with the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw, and Allan Levine, a minor Canadian 

historian, both purge key passages from Karskiôs report attesting to the extent of Jewish collaboration with the Soviets, 

as does American historian Joshua Zimmerman, while highlighting Karskiôs speculative digressions. See Andrzej 

ŧbikowskiôs ñJewish Reaction to the Soviet Arrival in the Kresy in September 1939,ò in Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry, 

vol. 13 (2000): 62ï72; and Allan Levineôs Fugitives of the Forest: The Heroic Story of Jewish Resistance and Survival 

during the Second World War (Toronto: Stoddart, 1998), 14ï15 (Levineôs book was published with assistance from the 

Canada Council for the Arts and the Ontario Arts Council); Joshua D. Zimmerman, The Polish Underground and the 

Jews, 1939ï1945 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 74. Martin Dean, a scholar at the Center for 

Advanced Holocaust Studies, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., ignores the important 

report altogether in his Collaboration in the Holocaust: Crimes of the Local Police in Belorussia and Ukraine, 1941ï44 

(Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire and London: Macmillan, 2000), 1ï16. Alexander Prusinôs treatment of relations 

between Poles and other minorities, especially Jews, under Soviet occupation is also rather uneven. He fails to 

acknowledge that Jewish collaboration was directed at Poles, something which Jan Karski describes in his report of 

February 1940, but instead focuses on that portion of the report where Karski speculates that the Polish population 

allegedly ñoverwhelmingly waited for the time of óbloody recokningô,ò which never materialized in Lw·w (something 

which Prusin denies). See Alexander V. Prusin, The Lands Between: Conflict in the East European Borderlands, 1870ï

1992 (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 140, 158. Prusin is not familiar with important Polish 

scholarship. He is unaware of the true extent of the atrocities committed by Ukrainians and Belorussians against the 

Polish military and civilian population in September 1939, most of which occurred before the arrival of the Red Army. 

He accuses the Polish army of striking randomly at the minorities living in that area. He avoids mentioning the 

involvement of Jews in activities directed against Poles, such as killings of civilians (e.g., Brozostowica Mağa), arrests, 

and looting, and downplays their widespread, genuine support for the new Soviet regime. He relies solely on non-

Polish sources for his description of the events in Woğkowysk, Wilejka and TroŜcianiec, where the Polish military 

responded to attacks by Jews, Belorussians and Ukrainians (Polish civilians including refugees were murdered in 

TroŜcianiec). Ibid., 128ï29. For Polish accounts see Marek Wierzbicki, Polacy i ŧydzi w zaborze sowieckim: Stosunki 

polsko-Ũydowskie na ziemiach p·ğnocno-wschodnich II RP pod okupacjŃ sowieckŃ (1939ï1941) (Warsaw: Fronda, 

2001), 69 (Wilejka), 80 (Woğkowysk); Marek Wierzbicki, Polacy i Biağorusini w zaborze sowieckim: Stosunki polsko-

biağoruskie na ziemiach p·ğnocno-wschodnich II Rzeczypospolitej pod okupacjŃ sowieckŃ 1939ï1941 (Warsaw: 

Volumen, 2000), 148 (Woğkowysk); Wğadyslaw Siemaszko and Ewa Siemaszko, Ludob·jstwo dokonane przez 

nacjonalist·w ukraiŒskich na ludnoŜci polskiej Woğynia, 1939ï1945 (Warsaw: von borowiecky, 2000), vol. 1, 655 

(TroŜcianiec); Na RubieŨy, no. 16 (1996): 27; no. 56 (2001): 39 (TroŜcianiec); KuliŒska and RoliŒski, Antypolska akcja 

nacjonalist·w ukraiŒskich w Mağopolsce Wschodniej w Ŝwietle dokument·w Rady Gğ·wnej OpiekuŒczej 1943ï1944, 7ï

8 (TroŜcianiec). 

   Although the methodology advocated by German historian Christoph Mick is commendable, in that he declares that 

he strives to acknowledge the divergent perspectives of various ethnic groups, in practice his application of this 

approach is often selective and, at times, apologetic. See Christoph Mick, ñIncompatible Experiences: Poles, 

Ukrainians, and Jews in Lviv under Soviet and German Occupation, 1939ï44,ò Journal of Contemporary History, vol. 
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46, no. 2 (April 2011): 336ï63; Christoph Mick, ñLviv under Soviet Rule, 1939ï1941,ò in Timothy Snyder and Ray 

Brandon, eds., Stalin and Europe: Imitation and Domination, 1928ï1953 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 

138ï62; Christoph Mick, Lemberg, Lw·w, Lôviv, 1914ï1947: Violence and Ethnicity in a Contested City (West 

Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 2016). Mick ignores important testimonies, including Jewish ones, that 

portray Jews in an unfavourable light during the Soviet occupation of Lw·w in 1939ï1941, such as those of Jan Karski, 

Aleksander Wat, Adam Schaff, Henryk Reiss, Hugo Steinhaus and others, that speak to things such as the denunciation 

of Poles, the targeting of Poles by Jews in the Red militia, and the privileged treatment of Jews. Mickôs selectivity and 

narrow focus on the Jewish perspective is apparent in his choice of nine passages from memoirs, all of them written by 

Jews, in his essay in Stalin and Europe. The occasional references to such matters in chapter 5 of Lemberg, Lw·w, 

Lôviv, 1914ï1947 (e.g., the activities the Red militia, in which Jews played a dominant role in the early stage of the 

Soviet occupation, are described without reference to its make-up or are glossed over or cast doubt on in the context of 

arrests of Poles, at pp. 260, 265, 270, 283) are downplayed and eclipsed by conclusions like the following: ñIt was not 

national identification but political and class beliefs that shaped the way Soviet troops were greeted.ò (P. 261.) The 

predominant ethnic make-up of those greeting the Soviet invaders in Lw·w was unmistakeable. Hugo Steinhaus, a 

renowned mathematician of Jewish origin, recalled with shame the servility of ñan enormous massò of Jews from 

Lw·w who ñhad turned out to greet the Bolsheviks adorned in red bows and stars, so much so that it aroused laughter 

among the Russian officers. Others disarmed Polish officers in the streets, kissed Russian tanks and stroked their 

artillery.ò See Hugo Steinhaus, Wspomnienia i zapiski (London: Aneks, 1992), 169. Tellingly, Mick interprets the gross 

overrepresentation of Jewish students at the University of Lw·w as an indication of their newly found ñequalò 

treatment under Soviet rule and downplays the importance of ethnicity in their advancement (p. 267). While 

approximately ten percent of the population of Eastern Galicia was Jewish, in April 1941 Jews constituted 44.2 percent 

of the students at the regionôs only university. Mick fails to mention official Soviet statistics indicating an equally 

disproportionate or even higher Jewish component at other institutions of higher learning in Lw·w: 42.3 percent at the 

Medical Academy, 51.5 percent at the Pedagogical Institute, 56.7 percent at the Polytechnic, and 88.1 percent at the 

Business Academy. (Non-Jews were thus almost completely excluded at the last of these institutions.) See Zbysğaw 

Popğawski, Dzieje Politechniki Lwowskiej 1844ï1945 (Wrocğaw: Zakğad Narodowy imienia OssoliŒskich, 1992), 281 

(the percentage of Jews at the Business Academy has been adjusted, as it was computed incorrectly by Popğawski). In 

fact, these statistics show that there was moreðnot lessðethnic-based favouritism under Soviet rule than in interwar 

Poland, in this case in favour of Jews. (In other contexts, Mick uses the underrepresentation of Jews as proof of anti-

Semitismðsee pp. 43, 264.) Mick notes that, after being accused by Jewish students of belonging to nationalist 

organizations, four Polish students were beaten at the Polytechnic (Mick does not make it clear that their assailants 

were Jews), and the Polish students were then arrested by the authorities (p. 283). Mick neglects to note that when 

Jewish students had been attacked by Polish students in interwar Poland, it was the attackers who faced arrest and 

punishment, and not protection from the authorities. So much for Soviet justice and equal treatment of various ethnic 

groups. When speaking of Home Army ñgeneralized accusationsò about Jewish behaviour (p. 283), Mick does not 

mention that Jan Karski, the celebrated Polish underground courier, arrived at similar conclusions after his visits to 

Lw·w in the fall of 1939. Reducing the Polesô reaction to such behaviour to one of blaming Jews for Polandôs 

misfortune (p. 283) or to a ñuniversal hatredò of Jews (p. 286) is an unwarranted and crude generalization that is not 

borne out by many other reports (p. 288). Nor does Mick recognize that the Jewsô ñright to promote the interests of 

their own é groupò (p. 287) came with consequences: They could not then call for solidarity with the other groups or 

fall back on the notion that they were ñfellow citizens,ò when their actions belied that bond. The threads of the fabric of 

the short-lived multi-ethnic Polish state rapidly disintegrated, and this was apparent at every turn. The most telling 

conclusion one could draw the overview of Polish political and patriotic activism under Soviet rule (p. 281) is one that 

Mick never explicitly acknowledges: Virtually the only active support for the restoration of Polish statehood was to be 

found among the Polish population, in particular the Polish underground. Attempts made by the Polish conspiratorial 

organization in Wilno (ZwiŃzek Walki ZbrojnejðUnion for Armed Struggle) in the second half of 1940 to reach a 

cooperative agreement with Jewish underground groups came to naught because of the latterôs lack of interest in anti-

Soviet agitation. See Rafağ Wnuk, ñThe Polish Underground under Soviet Occupation, 1939ï1941,ò in Snyder 

Brandon, Stalin and Europe: Imitation and Domination, 1928ï1953, 105. Exceptions to this norm rarely included Jews. 

A group of young persons arrested for pro-Polish and anti-Soviet activity in Lida and Baranowicze in May 1940, for 

example, included, in addition to Poles, several Belorussians and one Tatar, but no Jews. See Piotr Szwagrzyk, 

Czerwona apokalipsa: Agresja ZwiŃzku Sowieckiego na Polskň i jej konsekwencje (Krak·w: AA, 2014), 99ï102. 

However, Mick later faults the Polish underground for not being inclusive of ethnic minorities under the German 

occupation, even though those minorities were generally opposed or indifferent to the goals of the Polish underground 

from the outset. Mick claims that only 1,600 Jews registered for return to the German occupation zone in 1940 (p. 272), 

whereas the actual number was far, far greater. According to partial Soviet figures, of the almost 39,000 persons who 

registered in Lw·w by the end of March 1940, 26,068 were Jews and 12,348 were Poles. By the end of May 1940, 

more than 54,000 persons had registered in Lw·w, of whom 45,200 wished to return to the German zone, and 8,925 

wanted to remain in the Soviet Union. In total 66,000 people (approximately 90% of them Poles) were eventually 

allowed to leave, among them 1,600 Jews. See Grzegorz Hryciuk, Przemiany narodowoŜciowe i ludnoŜciowe w Galicji 

Wschodniej i na Woğyniu w latach 1931ï1948 (ToruŒ: Adam Marszağek, 2005), 173ï74. While mentioning some 
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unspecified acts of ñrevengeò by Ukrainian peasants on estate owners and Polish settlers for alleged ñpast humiliations, 

economic exploitation and state-sanctioned violence,ò Mick ignores the fact that as many as several thousand Poles, 

including soldiers and officials, were killed by Ukrainians in the course of several weeks starting in mid-September 

1939ðsomething that is well documented in Polish sources and also confirmed in Ukrainian sources. See, for example, 

Andrii Rukkas, ñAntypolski zbroini vystupy na Volyni (veresen 1939 r.),ò in Iaroslav Isaievych, ed., Volyn i 

Kholmshchyna 1938ï1947 rr.: Polsko-ukrainske protystoiannia ta ioho vidlunnia. Doslidzhennia, dokumenty, spohady 

(Lviv: Natsionalna akademiia nauk Ukrainy, Instytut ukrainoznavstva im. I. Krypiakevycha, 2003), 119ï38; Grzegorz 

Motyka, UkraiŒska partyzantka 1942ï1960: DziağalnoŜĺ Organizacji UkraiŒskich Nacjonalist·w i UkraiŒskiej 

PowstaŒczej Armii (Warsaw: Instytut Studi·w Politycznych PAN and Rytm, 2006), 72ï73; Hryciuk, Przemiany 

narodowoŜciowe i ludnoŜciowe w Galicji Wschodniej i na Woğyniu w latach 1931ï1948, 157ï58. Failing to take note  

of these murders and their extent is simply inexcusable. (One could also view this through the lens of the 

disproportionate treatment of the loss of Polish lives as compared to Jewish lives.) Yet Mick goes on to claim that 

Polish soldiers, who were in fact constantly fired at and attacked by Ukrainians (something Mick also neglects to 

mention), ñkilled Ukrainian peasantsò simply because they lived in villages where triumphal arches had been 

constructed to greet the Red Army (pp. 259ï60). Triumphal arches were built by Ukrainians and Jews in every town 

and very many villages, so this alone did not lead to occasional acts of retaliation by Polish soldiers. While omitting 

mention of Poles being denounced by Jews, Jews buying up the property of Poles for a pittance, and non-Poles 

benefitting materially from the social displacement and deportation of Poles under the Soviet occupation, Mick readily 

takes up such charges against Poles under the German occupation (pp. 303, 308). Mick also gives prominence to the 

help given to Jews by Ukrainians during the German occupation and the fact that some Ukrainians were executed by 

the Germans for that reason (p. 308), whereas Yad Vashem statistics and Jewish testimonies indicate that help from the 

smaller Polish population was more frequent. Mickôs treatment of the ethnic cleansing of the Polish population by the 

Ukrainian Insurgent Army is rather confusing, as are many other issues: It first reduced to almost a mutual slaughter (p. 

315), later appropriately recast (p. 319), and then reverts to the Polish underground reacting ñanalogouslyò (p. 322). At 

times unrepresentative Home Army reports are given unwarranted importance (pp. 317ï18, e.g., reports that claim the 

position of the Jews was strengthened as a result of the Holocaust or that purport to gauge a ñsubconscious satisfactionò 

among Poles). Mick raises the notion of Polish collaboration with the Soviets in the summer of 1944, even though the 

Polish underground was initially the primary target of the NKVD, but not of Jewish collaboration or the much more 

widespread collaboration of many Ukrainians (p. 327). Nor does he mention that the Ukrainian underground stepped up 

its ethnic cleansing campaign against Poles in Eastern Galicia after the arrival of the Soviet army (p. 331). Mickôs 

treatment of earlier periods is equally problematic. He ignores Jewish breaches of proclaimed neutrality during the 

Polish-Ukrainian conflict in 1918ï1920, such as those that occurred in PrzemyŜl. Mick gives a victim count for the 

1918 Lw·w pogrom (73 deaths, p. 159) that has been disputed as being too high. He neglects to point out that at the 

time Jewish sources reported that thousands of Jews had been killed, yet he chides Poles for ñreproachingò Jews 

regarding such matters (p. 164). He fails to mention that substantial monetary compensation was paid out to the victims 

of the Lw·w pogrom by the Polish authorities. Mick provides information about the make-up of some of those arrested, 

for example, of the 180 civilians detained at one point in the investigation, 47 were Greek Catholics and 7 were Jews 

(the religious affiliation of some of those arrested was unknown), and notes that criminals newly released from prison 

were among the perpetrators (only belatedly does Mick acknowledge that these criminals were released by the 

Ukrainian forces as they left the city, p. 165). However, these facts appear to have had little impact on his analysis of 

the dynamics of these events. Obviously, many non-Poles must also have participated, and the motives of the 

perpetrators were often opportunistic rather than racial. Riots and plundering, after all, are a common occurrence during 

times of war, civil strife, and social upheavals. While acknowledging that the Polish authorities carried out 

investigations, numerous arrests and prosecutions, and meted out punishment to those found guilty, Mick claims that 

the pogrom was ñplayed downò in Polish public life (p. 174). Such a conclusion simply cannot be sustained by 

contemporary standards, either Western or Jewish. At the time, Western countries routinely downplayed or ignored 

their own atrocities, both local and colonial. (The treatment of Blacks and Native Americans in the United States is but 

one of many examples. After the Deir Yassin massacre of 1948, there were no investigations, arrests, prosecutions or 

compensation by the Jewish authorities.) Mick essentially whitewashes the crimes of the Western Ukrainian Peopleôs 

Republic (ZUNR), whose often activities belied its democratic fa­ade. Mick ignores numerous Ukrainian atrocities 

against Polish civilians such as the massacres in Sokolniki (November 11 and December 29, 1918, about 50 killed), 

Biğka Szlachecka and Biğka Kr·lewska (November 24, 1918, about 50 killed), Zğocz·w (March 26ï27, 1919, 28 

executed), BrzeŨany (17 executed), and many other smaller ones. Instead he claims that ñthere were no systematic acts 

of violence or massacresò by the Ukrainian authorities directed against the Poles, and that the Ukrainians behaved no 

worse toward the Polish population that the Poles did toward Ukrainians (p. 180), without providing any evidence of 

civilian massacres perpetrated by Poles on this scale. Mick fails to acknowledge that thousands of Polish prisoners died 

in Ukrainian captivity, and that many of them were torturedðsee, for example, Rafağ Galuba, ñNiech nas rozsŃdzi 

miecz i krewéò: Konflikt polsko-ukraiŒski o Galicjň WschodniŃ w latach 1918ï1919 (PoznaŒ: Wydawnictwo 

PoznaŒskie, 2004); yet he appears to give credence to the unsubstantiated claim that 30,000 (sic) Ukrainians died in 

Polish internment camps (p. 210). Mick also downplays the extent of Ukrainian violence against Jews, yet claimsð

contrary to all evidenceðthat the Polish army murdered several thousand Jews (p. 191). According to Jewish sources, 
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The Jews have taken over the majority of the political and administrative positions. But what is worse, they 

are denouncing Poles, especially students and politicians (to the secret police), are directing the work of the 

(communist) militia from behind the scenes, are unjustly denigrating conditions in Poland before the war. 

Unfortunately, one must say that these incidents are very frequent, and more common than incidents which 

demonstrate loyalty toward Poles or sentiment toward Poland. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
however, the Polish army was responsible for 134 deaths, whereas 16,706 deaths are attributed to Petliuraôs army. See 

Nahum Gergel, ñThe Pogroms in the Ukraine 1918ï21,ò in YIVO Annual of Jewish Social Science, vol. 6 (1951): 248. 

Jewish sources describe many pogroms perpetrated by Ukrainains near Lw·w in places like Zğocz·w, Buczacz, 

Tarnopol, Rohatyn, and many other towns. Mick ignores important studies by Leszek Kania and Yaroslav Tynchenko 

that deal with the issue of Jewish-Ukrainian collaboration. Despite proclaiming their neutrality in the Polish-Ukrainian 

conflict, Jews participated in elections and various branches of government in the Western Ukrainian Peopleôs 

Republic, and were granted many concessions denied to the Poles as a reward for their support. Mick also ignores 

important studies by Janusz SzczepaŒski (whom he cites selectively for other reasons) that undermine his treatment of 

Jewish-Bolshevik collaboration, a well-documented phenomenon that Mick summarily dismisses as a false 

ñperceptionò (p. 192). In some contexts, Mick appears to be unable to come to grips with conflicting reports that are 

replete with generalizations (pp. 60ï62, 65); yet, in other contexts, he relies excessively on unwarranted generalizations 

regarding the behaviour of non-Jews (pp. 286ï88). There are many other gaps in Mickôs knowledge: he does not seem 

to appreciate that Greek Catholics are also members of the Roman Catholic church, but of its Eastern rite (p. 4); he is 

unaware that the Treaty of Versailles called for a partition of the Upper Silesia based on the outcome of voting in 

individual districts, and not a wholesale allocation of the plebiscite area based on the outcome of the global vote (p. 

187); he does not know that the 1921 Polish census counted self-declared nationality, whereas the 1931 census polled 

mother tongue (p. 210); he claims mistakenly that Piğsudski promised to support the establishment of a Ukrainian state 

outside Polandôs 1772 borders (p. 188), whereas in fact the Polish-Ukrainian border was to run along the Zbrucz River. 

Mick states that Ukrainian schools in Eastern Galicia decreased to 144 by 1939 (p. 216), whereas, according to official 

Polish statistics, in 1938, there were 452 state-run elementary schools where Ukrainian was the principal language of 

instruction, 2,485 bilingual Polish-Ukrainian elementary schools attended also by Polish children who were to learn 

Ukrainian, and some 1,500 elementary schools where Ukrainian was taught as a subject. See Eastern Poland (London: 

Polish Research Centre, 1941), 47. Mick downplays the sacrilegious aspect of throwing pieces of bread (some reports 

also mention plasters and bricks, as well as spitting, which is a traditional Jewish practice at the sight of crucifixes) by 

Jewish high schools students on a Corpus Christi Day procession in June 1929 (the body of Christ is represented by 

bread, often in the form of a host, in Catholic liturgy), and the lack of reaction by the schoolôs director and Jewish 

leaders (p. 241). Mick states that, in November 1932, a Polish veterinary medicine student was fatally stabbed with a 

knife in a ñnighttime clash between Polish and Jewish studentsò (p. 242). In fact, Jan Grodkowski was one of three 

Polish students knifed by a group of employed Jewish thugs, and a fourth Polish student was knifed the following day. 

As the police arrest report cited by Mick shows, many Ukrainians and Jews also participated in the ensuing 

disturbances. Mick claims erroneously that ñthere were no violent clashes between Ukrainians and Jews in the interwar 

periodò (p. 219), and glosses over the frequent disturbances (in addition to terrorist acts) initiated by Ukrainian political 

factions, often spearheaded by university students. See Grzegorz Mazur, ŧycie polityczne polskiego Lwowa 1918ï1939 

(Krak·w: Ksiňgarnia Akademicka, 2007), 61, 114ï39. Mick gives credence to gossly inflated claims regarding the 

number of Ukrainians detained by the Polish authorities: 30,000 at the end of 1938, including 600 Ukrainian priests still 

detained in the spring of 1939 (p. 246). Similarly inflated figures are often given in Ukrainian sources for the 

preventative arrests carried out by the Polish authorities on the eve of the German invasion. While there were a number 

of arrests of suspected members of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists in the summer of 1939, only several 

thousand Ukrainians associated with radical and terrorist organizations were in detention at the beginning of September 

1939. See Hryciuk, Przemiany narodowoŜciowe i ludnoŜciowe w Galicji Wschodniej i na Woğyniu w latach 1931ï1948, 

163; Grzegorz Motyka, Od rzezi woğyŒskiej do Akcji ñWisğaò: Konflikt polsko-ukraiŒski 1943ï1947 (Krak·w: 

Wydawnictwo Literackie, 2011), 42. That the Polish authorities were justified in taking such precautionary measures is 

fully borne out by the data of the German authorities and that of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) 

itself: there were 4,000 Ukrainian nationalist agents trained in sabotage and diversion by the Abwehr (the German 

intelligence organization); from August 29 until September 23, 1939, 7,729 OUN supporters took part in armed 

subversive activities directed at the Polish authorities in 183 localities, capturing 3,610 Poles, killing 796, and 

wounding 37. See Andrzej Szefer, ñDywersyjno-sabataŨowa dziağalnoŜĺ wrocğawskiej Abwehry na ziemiach polskich 

w pzededniu agresji hitlerowskiej w 1939 r.,ò Biuletyn Gğ·wnej Komisji Badania Zbrodni Hitlerowskich w Polsce, vol. 

32 (1987): 274, 281ï82; Grzegorz Motyka, UkraiŒska partyzantka 1942ï1960: DziağalnoŜĺ Organizacji UkraiŒskich 

Nacjonalist·w i UkraiŒskiej PowstaŒczej Armii (Warsaw: Instytut Studi·w Politycznych PAN and Rytm, 2006), 72ï73. 

A disconcerting feature is the use of non-Polish names for cities that had a Polish majority and were part of the interwar 

Polish state (Posen, Vilnius, Lôviv, p. 82), a practice that would be unacceptable in other contexts. The book also 

contains quite a few typographical errors, two in one Polish verse alone (p. 17). 
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   In the face of many such unassailable contemporary testimonies, it is impossible to dispute the reality of 

autonomous dynamics in the relationships between Poles and Jews, albeit within the constraints imposed by 

the occupiers. As a Jewish woman from Wilno remarked during the war, 
 

Under Bolshevik rule anti-Jewish sentiments grew significantly. In large measure the Jews themselves were 

responsible for this é Jews aften denounced Poles é and as a result Poles were put in prison and sent to 

Siberia. At every turn they mocked Poles, yelled out that their Poland was no more é Jewish Communists 

mocked Polesô patriotism, denounced their illegal conversations, pointed out Polish officers and former high 

officials, co-operated with the NKVD of their own volition, and took part in arrests. é The Bolsheviks on 

the whole treated Jews favourably, had complete faith in them and were confident of their devoted sympathy 

and trust. For that reason they put Jews in all of the leading and influential positions which they would not 

entrust to Poles who formerly occupied them. 

 

It must be remembered that, by and large, the perpetrators were ordinary Jews and those they targeted were 

not guilty of any specific wrongdoing. Soon thereafter Jewish collaborators, in their positions as local 

officials, militia and agents of the NKVD (National Commissariat for Internal Affairs, i.e., the Soviet state 

security organ and predecessor of the KGB), played a key role in populating the Gulag with their Polish 

neighbours. They identified them and put them on lists of ñclass enemiesò; they arrested them and evicted 

them from their homes; finally, they helped to dispatch them by boxcar to the far reaches of the Soviet 

Union.  

   Had Poles been guilty of the type of conduct that some Jews displayed toward Poles, there would 

doubtless have emerged an extensive literature in the West, along with an obsessive media awareness, 

charging the Poles collectively with perpetrating a Holocaust under Soviet rule concurrent with that 

undertaken by the Nazis. Polish attempts to discount or diminish its extent would have been dismissed, 

derided and attributed to anti-Semitism. On the other hand, any reference to Jewish collaboration is 

dismissed out of hand as untrue, grossly exaggerated, or an attempt to assign collective blame to the Jews. 

While Poles are routinely expected to account for the actions of a tiny minority among them, they are 

reminded that no such responsibility for the actions of individual Jews can be ascribed to Jews. Clearly, 

different measures apply.  

   This book argues that the role of Soviet collaborators was analogous to that played by the German Fifth 

Column. Indeed, as we shall see, the similarities are many and striking. The role of Jews as collaborators 

and, more frequently, as bystanders to the tragedy of Poles under Soviet rule, however, was never 

mentioned in Western literature. It was viewed as incompatible with the entrenched and comforting notion 

that Jews, the ultimate victims of the war, could only be victims. The fact that the deeds of the Soviets were 

overshadowed by the incomparable Holocaust perpetrated by the Nazi regime, about which there is an 

enormous and growing awareness, also played a large role in shaping our view of what is a ñpolitically 

correctò historical record. 

   Another factor that came into play was that in the West, for a variety of reasons, the crimes of 

Communism were downplayed or shrugged off as less important than those of the Nazi German regime. 

There was nothing remotely similar to the vast array of historical works, memoirs, popular literature, 

journalistic writings, documentaries, popular films, educational programs, and even institutions that deal 

with the Holocaust. A fuller appreciation of the enormity of communist crimes is just beginning to make 

inroads into the consciousness of the West with the publication of books such as The Black Book of 

Communism.
16

 And, as in the case of Nazi German crimes, Soviet crimes could not have taken place 

without large numbers of collaborators coming forward in the conquered nations. 

   The present work draws on, but is not restricted to, the efforts of Polish and non-Polish scholars who have 

treated the topic of Jewish-Polish relations under the Soviet occupation. These include Norman Davies, 

Ben-Cion Pinchuk, Dov Levin, Keith Sword, Ryszard Szawğowski, Tadeusz Piotrowski, Bogdan Musiağ, 

Marek Wierzbicki,
17

 Tomasz Strzembosz, Jerzy Robert Nowak,
18

 Krzysztof Jasiewicz, Jan Tomasz Gross, 

                                                           
16

 St®phane Courtois, Nicolas Werth, Jean-Louis Pann®, Andrzej Paczkowski, Karel Bartoġek, and Jean-Louis 

Margolin, The Black Book of Communism: Crimes, Terror, Repression (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: 

Harvard University Press, 1999), translated from the French. 

 
17 Particularly Marek Wierzbicki, Polacy i ŧydzi w zaborze sowieckim: Stosunki polsko-Ũydowskie na ziemiach 

p·ğnocno-wschodnich II RP pod okupacjŃ sowieckŃ (1939ï1941) (Warsaw: Fronda, 2001). See also Marek Wierzbcki, 

ñPolish-Jewish Relations in the City of Vilna and the Region of Western Vilna under Soviet Occupation, 1939ï1941,ò 

in Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry, vol. 19: Polish-Jewish Relations in North America (Oxford and Portland, Oregon: 



 14 

and Andrzej ŧbikowski.
19

 Altogether, more than 700 accountsða significant number of them Jewishð

have been culled to illustrate and support the often startling conclusions contained in this study. These 

accounts, which are merely the tip of the iceberg, are representative of what occurred in hundreds of cities 

and towns in Eastern Poland.
20 

Their unfolding yields wider truths about Jewish-Polish relations, the 

Holocaust, and human responses to occupation and totalitarianism. It is also a story of surprises. 

   While the gathering of accounts is still in its infancy, like many aspects of wartime Polish-Jewish 

relations, a fairly clear outline emerges of some sordid and shameful aspects of the conduct of Jews vis- -̈

vis their Polish neighbours under Soviet rule. It is an immensely important story that has never before been 

told and one that redefines the history of wartime Polish-Jewish relations. There is overwhelming evidence 

that Jews played an important, at times pivotal role, in arresting hundreds of Polish officers and officials in 

the aftermath of the September 1939 campaign and in deporting thousands of Poles to the Gulag. 

Collaboration in the destruction of the Polish state, and in the killing of its officials and military, constituted 

de facto collaboration with Nazi Germany, with which the Soviet Union shared a common, criminal 

purpose and agenda in 1939ï1945. As such, it is an integral and important aspect of the study of wartime 

collaboration and one of the most important studies of Polish-Jewish relations to be published in decades. 

With the publication of Neighbours on the Eve of the Holocaust, the history of Polish-Jewish relations 

during the Second World War can never again revert to the simplistic patterns of the past, which focused 

exclusively on Polish conduct in general and on the victimization of the Jews. 

   In some respects, Jewish conduct under the Soviet regime mirrored and at times foreshadowed and even 

provoked similar conduct toward Jews on the part of some Poles vis- -̈vis the Jews under German ruleða 

point that is repeatedly stressed throughout this publication. It is important, however, to bear in mind that 

such collaboration, although a force to be reckoned with, was marginal and unrepresentative of the overall 

behaviour of both communities. It was the work of a small minority, but one cannot for that reason turn a 

blind eye to this phenomenon. Apart from collaborators drawn from the margins of society, there were also 

Jews who assisted Poles (many examples of such help are also cited), and, far more often, those who stood 

by for various reasons (fear, helplessness, indifference, etc.)ðthe so-called ñbystanders.ò Neither the Poles 

nor the Jews as a collective can be charged with complicity in the atrocities designed and carried out by the 

Nazi and Soviet regimes. 

   It is hoped that Neighbours on the Eve of the Holocaust will  help to reinforce the gradual and painstaking 

evolution that has been taking place among some probing scholars in recent years in assessing wartime 

Polish-Jewish relations in a much more balanced way. As noted by Istv§n De§k, 
 

The Polish Jews were killed by the Germans and not by the Poles, and several million Poles were also killed, 

in their case by both Germany and the Soviet Union. It is true that some Poles made life very difficult for 

Jews in the interwar era, and that some Polish people helped the German Nazis to hunt down Jews or hunted 

them down on their own. But it is also true that, between 1939 and 1941 in Soviet-occupied eastern Poland as 

well as after 1944 in all of Poland, some Jews in Soviet or Polish communist police uniform hunted down 

Christian Poles. Poles accused and often still accuse the Jews of being Communists at the service of a 

                                                                                                                                                                             
The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2007), 487ï516; and Marek Wierzbicki, ñWestern Belarus in September 

1939: Revisiting Polish-Jewish Relations,ò in Elazar Barkan, Elizabeth A. Cole, and Kai Struve, eds., Shared History, 

Divided Memory: Jews and Others in Soviet-Occupied Poland, 1939ï1941 (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitªtsverlag, 

2007), 135ï46. 

 
18

 The most comprehensive treatment of this topic is found in Jerzy Robert Nowak, Przemilczane zbrodnie: ŧydzi i 

Polacy na Kresach w latach 1939ï1941 (Warsaw: von borowiecky, 1999). Nowakôs research is summarized in his 

article, ñAntypolskie wystŃpienia na Kresach Wschodnich (1939ï41): WystŃpienia Ũydowskie (1939ï41),ò in 

Encyklopedia ñBiağych Plamò (Radom: Polskie Wydawnictwo Encyklopedyczne, 2000), vol. 1, 169ï76. 

  
19 Particularly the accounts compiled in Andrzej ŧbikowski, ed., Archiwum Ringelbluma: Konspiracyjne Archiwum 

Getta Warszawy, vol. 3: Relacje z Kres·w (Warsaw: ŧydowski Instytut Historyczny IN-B, 2000). 

 
20

 There are thousands of accounts written during the war by Poles and Jews that are found in the largely untapped 

Archives of the Polish Ministry of Information and Documentation at the Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and 

Peace in Stanford, California, and in the Underground Archive of the Warsaw Ghetto (the so-called Ringelblum 

Archive), at the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw. Only a small number of these accounts have been cited in this 

book. 
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monstrous foreign power; Jews accused and often still accuse the Poles of being anti-Semites and fascists. 

Yet the criminals in both camps were only a minority; most people were victims. 

   It is wrong to strictly separate the two groups and view them as opposed to each other when thousands of 

Jews served in the Polish army, and when many Jews considered themselves both good Poles and good Jews. 

é21 

 

   It is safe to say that there will be no improvement in Polish-Jewish relations until such time as the events 

that occurred in Eastern Poland in 1939ï1941, during the occupation by the Soviet Union, Hitlerôs 

erstwhile ally, are acknowledged and condemned openly by Jews themselves. A proper understanding of 

those times will continue to elude the North American public until the events in question become part of 

mainstream Holocaust literature and the school curriculum. 

   Earlier versions of this much expanded work can be found in the following publications: ñPolish-Jewish 

Relations in Soviet-Occupied Eastern Poland, 1939ï1941,ò in KielceðJuly 4, 1946: Background, Context 

and Events (Toronto and Chicago: The Polish Educational Foundation in North America, 1996), 127ï36; 

and ñJewish-Polish Relations in Soviet-Occupied Eastern Poland, 1939ï1941,ò in The Story of Two Shtetls, 

BraŒsk and Ejszyszki: An Overview of Polish-Jewish Relations in Northeastern Poland during World War 

II,  Part Two (Toronto and Chicago: The Polish Educational Foundation in North America, 1998), 173ï230. 

The publisher would be grateful for additional accounts, and corrections, which should be forwarded to: 

CPC/Toronto (Obrona), 206 Beverley Street, Toronto, Ontario M5T 1Z3 (Canada). 
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 ñóMemories of Hellô: An Exchange,ò The New York Review of Books, September 25, 1997. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Arrests, Executions and Deportations 
 

   Almost 13.5 million people resided in the eastern half of Poland seized by the Soviet Union in September 

1939.
22

 Of this number, approximately 4.5 million were ethnic Poles, roughly one third of the entire 

population. There were also over 5 million Ukrainians, perhaps 2 million Belorussians, about 1.4 million 

Jews (not including at least 200,000ï300,000 Jewish refugees from the German zone
23

), and much smaller 

groups of Russians, Germans, Lithuanians, and Czechs.
24

 But the terror and repressions that ensued did not 

strike at these various groups in equal measure. Moreover, collaborators from among the national 

minorities, very often Jews, played a prominent role in the assault on the Poles, the first and primary 

victims of the Soviet invaders, who were targeted for arrest, execution or deportation to the Gulag. 

   As American historian Timothy Snyder has pointed out, it was the Soviet Union, and not Nazi Germany, 

that undertook the first shooting campaigns of internal enemies in the 1930s, and it was the Poles who were 

the first mass victims of the national operations of Stalinôs Great Terror: 
 

In the five years between the signing of the German-Polish declaration [of non-aggression] in January 1934 

and the clear break in German-Polish relations that would come in January 1939, Poles in he Soviet Union 

were subjected to a campaign of ethnic cleansing. The first wave of deportations of Soviet Poles from border 

regions of the Soviet Ukraine and Soviet Belarus began a few weeks after the German-Polish declaration was 

signed and continued until 1936. The Polish communists in the Soviet Union were depicted as participants in 
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 The Soviet share of partitioned Poland amounted to 202,000 kmĮ, or about 51.5 percent of Polandôs prewar territory. 

The best overview of the Soviet occupation of Eastern Poland and relations between its various ethnic groups is found 

in Tadeusz Piotrowski, Polandôs Holocaust: Ethnic Strife, Collaboration with Occupying Forces, and Genocide in the 

Second Republic, 1918ï1947 (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 1998), 7ï21, 48ï58, 77ï82, 144ï48, 160ï63, 

198ï204. 

 
23

 Estimates of the number of Jewish refugees vary widely, with one leading historian accepting the most reasonable 

number to be 300,000. See Dov Levin, The Lesser of Two Evils: Eastern European Jewry Under Soviet Rule, 1939ï

1941 (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1995), 18ï21, 180. Soviet statistics give a figure of 72,896 

refugees in Belorussia at the beginning of 1940, among them 65,796 Jews. However, in a report from the spring of 

1940, a figure of 110,000 refugees is given. See Daniel Boĺkowski, ñLosy ŧyd·w uchodŦc·w z centralnej i zachodniej 

Polski (bieŨeŒc·w) przebywajŃcych na terenie obwodu biağostockiego w latach 1939ï1941,ò Studia Podlaskie, vol. 16 

(2006): 85ï126, here at 120. 

 
24

 The ethnic breakdown for this region is a matter of dispute. The best gauge is the 1931 census statistics based on 

religious affiliation: Latin-rite Roman Catholics being by and large Poles, Eastern-rite Roman Catholics being by and 

large Ukrainians, and Eastern Orthodox being either Belorussians or Ukrainians. The number (and proportion) of 

adherents of the various denominations is as follows: Wilno provinceð1,276,000, of whom 797,500 (62.5%) were 

Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 324,700 (25.4%) Eastern Orthodox, and 110,800 (8.7%) Jews; Nowogr·dek provinceð

1,057,200, of whom 424,600 (40.2%) were Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 542,300 (51.3%) Eastern Orthodox, and 82,900 

(7.8%) Jews; Biağystok provinceð1,263,300, of whom 779,400 (61.7%) were Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 304,200 

(24.1%) Eastern Orthodox, and 155,400 (12.3%) Jews; Polesie (Polesia) provinceð1,132,200, of whom 125,200 

(11.1%) were Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 875,800 (77.4%) Eastern Orthodox, and 114,000 (10.1%) Jews; WoğyŒ 

(Volhynia) provinceð2,085,600, of whom 327,900 (15.7%) were Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 1,455,900 (69.8%) 

Eastern Orthodox, and 207,800 (10%) Jews; Tarnopol provinceð1,600,400, of whom 586,600 (36.7%) were Latin-rite 

Roman Catholics, 872,000 (54.5%) Eastern-rite Roman Catholics (Uniates), and 134,100 (8.4%) Jews; Lw·w 

provinceð3,126,300, of whom 1,447,700 (46.3%) were Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 1,305,300 (41.8%) Eastern-rite 

Roman Catholics (Uniates), and 342,400 (11%) Jews; and Stanisğaw·w provinceð1,480,300, of whom 246,000 

(16.6%) were Latin-rite Roman Catholics, 1,079,000 (72.9%) Eastern-rite Roman Catholics (Uniates), and 139,700 

(8.7%) Jews. Jews tended to be concentrated in towns and large cities. In Lw·w, they accounted for 31.9 % of the 

population (about 100,000), while Latin-rite Roman Catholics comprised 50.4%, and Uniates 16%; in Wilno, Jews 

accounted for 28.2 % of the population (about 55,000), while Latin-rite Roman Catholics comprised 64.6%, and 

Eastern Orthodox 4.8%. Other large cities with sizeable Jewish populations were Biağystok (43 percent), Baranowicze 

(42 percent), R·wne (56 percent), PiŒsk (63 percent), Kowel (46 percent), Grodno (43 percent), BrzeŜĺ (44 percent), 

Ğuck (49 percent), Tarnopol (40 percent), and Stanisğaw·w (34 percent). 
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a vast Polish conspiracy to undo the Soviet order. Their interrogation led to the ñdiscoveryò of this ñplot,ò 

which then became the justification for the Polish Operation of 1937 and 1938ðthe largest and bloodiest of 

the Soviet ethnic actions during the Great Terror of those years. More than a hundred thousand Soviet citizens 

were shot as ostensible Polish spies. This was the largest peacetime ethnic shooting campaign in history.
25

  

 

In 1937 and 1938, a quarter of a million Soviet citizens were shot on essentially ethnic grounds. é the Soviet 

Union in the late 1930s was a land of unequalled national persecutions. Even as the Popular Front [of the 

Comintern or Communist International] presented the Soviet Union as the homeland of toleration, Stalin 

ordered the mass killings of several Soviet nationalities. The most persecuted European national minority in 

the second half of the 1930s was not the four hundred thousand or so German Jews (the number declining 

because of emigration) but the six hundred thousand or so Soviet Poles (the number declining because of 

executions). 

   Stalin was a pioneer of national mass murder, and the Poles were the preeminent victim among the Soviet 

nationalities. The Polish national minority, like the kulaks, had to take the blame for the failures of 

collectivization. The rationale was invented during the famine itself in 1933, and then applied during the 

Great Terror in 1937 and 1938. 

 

The Polish operation was in some respects the bloodiest chapter of the Great Terror in the Soviet Union. é 

Of the 143,810 people arrested under the [false] accusation of espionage for Poland, 111,091 were executed. 

Not all of these were Poles, but most of them were. Poles were also targeted disproportionately in the kulak 

action, especially in Soviet Ukraine. Taking into account the number of deaths, the percentage of death 

sentences to arrests, and the risk of arrest, ethnic Poles suffered more than any other group within the Soviet 

Union during the Great Terror. By a conservative estimate, some eighty-five thousand Poles were executed in 

1937 and 1938, which means that one-eighth of the 681,692 mortal victims of the Great Terror were Polish. 

This is a staggeringly high percentage, given that Poles were a tiny minority in the Soviet Union, constituting 

fewer than 0.4 percent of the general population. Soviet Poles were about forty times more likely to die 

during the Great Terror than Soviet citizens generally.26 
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 Timothy Snyder, Black Earth: The Holocaust as History and Warning (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2015), 57. 

 
26 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 89, 103ï4. By way 

of comparison, in a series of attacks on Jews throughout Nazi Germany and Austria on November 9ï10, 1938, the so-

called Kristallnacht, Jewish homes were ransacked, as were shops, towns and villages, as SA stormtroopers and 

civilians destroyed buildings with sledgehammers, leaving the streets covered in pieces of smashed windowsðthe 

origin of the name ñNight of Broken Glass.ò Ninety-one Jews were killed, and 30,000 Jewish men were taken to 

concentration camps where many were tortured before their release several months later, with over 1,000 of them 

dying. Some 1,668 synagogues were ransacked, and 267 set on fire. In Vienna alone 95 synagogues or houses of prayer 

were destroyed. See Martin Gilbert, Kristallnacht: Prelude to Destruction (New York: HarperCollins, 2006), 13ï14, 

30ï33. According to Timothy Snyderôs Bloodlands: 

  

In 1938, German oppression of Jews was much more visible than the national operations in the USSR, 

though its scale was much smaller. é Between the ninth and eleventh of November 1938 [i.e., Kristallnacht], 

a few hundred Jews were killed (the official count was ninety-one), and thousands of shops and hundreds of 

synagogues destroyed. This was generally regarded in Europe, except by those who supported the Nazis, as a 

sign of barbarism. 

   The Soviet Union benefited from the public violence in Nazi Germany. é Yet the Soviet Union had just 

engaged in a campaign of ethnic murder on a far larger scale. A week after Kristallnacht, the Great Terror 

was brought to an end, after some 247,157 Soviet citizens had been shot in the national operations. As of the 

end of 1938, the USSR had killed about a thousand times more people on ethnic grounds than had Nazi 

Germany. The Soviets had, for that matter, killed far more Jews to that point than had the Nazis. The Jews 

were targeted in no national action, but they still died in the thousands in the Great Terrorðand for that 

matter during the famine in Soviet Ukraine. They died not because they were Jews, but simply because they 

were citizens of the most murderous regime of the day.  

   In the Great Terror, the Soviet leadership killed twice as many Soviet citizens as there were Jews living in 

Germany; but no one beyond the Soviet Union, not even Hitler, seemed yet to have grasped that mass 

shootings of this kind were possible. Certainly nothing of the kind was carried out in Germany before the 

war. After Kristallnacht, Jews entered the German concentration camp system in large numbers, for the first 

time. Hitler wished at this point to intimidate German Jews so that they would leave the country; the vast 

majority of the twenty-six thousand Jews who entered the concentration camps at this time left them again 

soon thereafter. More than one hundred thousand Jews left Germany in late 1938 or 1939. (Pp. 110ï11.)  
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The Nazi repression of é undesirable social groups required the creation of a network of German 

concentration camps. é By comparison with the Gulag, these five camps were rather modest. While more 

than a million Soviet citizens toiled in the Soviet concentration camps and special settlements in late 1938, 

the number of German citizens in the German concentration camps was about twenty thousand. é 

   Soviet terror, at this point, was not only on a far greater scale; it was incomparably more lethal. Nothing in 

Hitler's Germany remotely resembled the execution of nearly four hundred thousand people in eighteen 

months, as under Order 00447 in the Soviet Union. [i.e., the so-called kulak operation]. In the years 1937 and 

1938, 267 people were sentenced to death in Nazi Germany, as compared to 378,326 death sentences within 

the kulak operation alone in the Soviet Union. é But even as the Soviet Union was killing class enemies, it 

was also killing ethnic enemies. 

   By the late 1930s, Hitlerôs National Socialist regime was well known for its racism and anti-Semitism. But 

it was Stalinôs Soviet Union that undertook the first shooting campaigns of internal national enemies. (Pp. 

86ï87.)  

 

Piğsudskiôs heirs é followed Piğsudskiôs line: a policy of equal distance between Berlin and Moscow, with 

nonaggression pacts with both Nazi and the Soviet Union, but no alliance with either. On 26 January 1939 in 

Warsaw, the Poles turned down the German foreign minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, one last time. In five 

years of trying, the Germans had failed to convince the Poles that it was in Polandôs interests to fight a war of 

aggression for Soviet territoryðwhile granting Germany Polish territory and becoming a German satellite. 

This meant a German war not with Poland but against Polandðand against Polandôs Jews. (p. 113.) 

 

In August 1939, Hitler responded to Stalinôs opening. Hitler wanted his war that year; he was far more 

flexible about the possible allies than about the issue of timing. If the Poles would not join in a war against 

the Soviet Union, then perhaps the Soviets would join in a war against Poland. é 

   The two regimes immediately found common ground in their mutual aspiration to destroy Poland. Once 

Hitler had abandoned his hope of recruiting Poland to fight the Soviet Union, Nazi and Soviet rhetoric about 

the country were difficult to distinguish. Officially, the agreement signed in Moscow on 23 August 1939 was 

nothing more than a nonaggression pact. In fact, Ribbentrop and Molotov also agreed to a secret protocol, 

designating areas of influence for Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union within Eastern Europe: in what were 

still the independent states of Finland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, and Romania. The irony was that 

Stalin had very recently justified the murder of more than one hundred thousand of his own citizens by the 

false claim that Poland had signed just such a secret codicil with Germany under the cover of a nonaggression 

pact. The Polish operation had been presented as preparation for a German-Polish attack; now the Soviet 

Union had agreed to attack Poland along with Germany. é 

   Two days after the Soviet military victory over Japan, on 17 September 1939, the Red Army invaded 

Poland from the east. The Red Army and the Wehrmacht met in the middle of the country and organized a 

joint victory parade. On 28 September, Berlin and Moscow came to a second agreement over Poland, a treaty 

on borders and friendship. 

   So began a new stage in the history of the bloodlands. By opening half of Poland to the Soviet Union, 

Hitler would allow Stalinôs Terror, so murderous in the Polish operation, to recommence within Poland itself. 

Thanks to Stalin, Hitler was able, in occupied Poland, to undertake his first policies of mass killing. In the 

twenty-one months that followed the joint German-Soviet invasion of Poland, the Germans and the Soviets 

would kill Polish civilians in comparable numbers for similar reasons, as each ally mastered its half of 

occupied Poland. 

   The organs of destruction of each country would be concentrated on the territory of a third. Hitler, like 

Stalin, would choose Poles as the target of his first major national shooting campaign. (Pp. 115ï18.) 

  

 The measures taken against the Poles in Eastern Poland in 1939ï1941 can be viewed as a continuation of the 

repressions unleashed, in successive waves, on ethnic Poles in the Soviet Union before the outbreak of the war. At least 

20,000 Poles fell victim to the anti-kulak artificial famine that killed some 3 to 3.5 million people in 1932ï1933, 

primarily in the Ukraine, at a time when the Soviet Union exported vast quantities of grain. By then the Poles had 

become the first nationality to be targeted purely on ethnic grounds and the hardest hit of the ñenemy nations.ò Some 

17,000 Poles were deported from the Belorussian and Ukrainian border areas in March 1930. At least 36,000 Poles 

(and perhaps as many as 60,000) were deported to Kazakhstan in 1936 from regions of the Ukrainian SSR adjacent to 

the Polish border. From August 1937 to November 1938, in the so-called ñPolish Operation,ò 144,000 people were 

arrested, which constituted about nine percent of the 1.6 million Soviet citizens arrested during the Great Terror. 

(However, not all of those arrested in that operation were Poles; Poles accounted for 118,000 to 123,000.) Of these, 

140,000 were sentenced administratively, and 111,000 (or 79%) executed. Thus almost one fifth of the Polish 

population (which numbered 636,000 according to the 1937 census) were executed or imprisoned in camps in 1937ï

1938. In addition, several hundred thousand Poles were deported to the interior from Soviet Ukraine and Soviet 

Belorussia. See J·zef Lewandowski, ñRosjanie o Europie Wschodniej i Polsce,ò Zeszyty Historyczne (Paris), no. 126 
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(1998): 180ï82; Aleksander Gurjanow, ñSowieckie represje wobec Polak·w i obywateli polskich w latach 1936ï1956 

w Ŝwietle danych sowieckich,ò in Jasiewicz, Europa nieprowincjonalna, 972ï76; Nikita Petrov and Arsenii Roginskii, 

ñThe óPolish Operationô of the NKVD, 1937ï8,ò in Barry McLoughlin and Kevin McDermott, eds., Stalinôs Terror: 

High Politics and Mass Repression in the Soviet Union (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2003), 153ï72. See also Mikoğaj Iwanow, Pierwszy nar·d ukarany: Polacy w ZwiŃzku Radzieckim 1921ï1939 

(Warsaw and Wrocğaw: PaŒstwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1991), 324ï78; Stanisğaw Morozow, ñDeportacje 

polskiej ludnoŜci cywilnej z radzieckich teren·w zachodnich w gğŃb ZSRR w latach 1935ï1936,ò Pamiňĺ i 

sprawiedliwoŜĺ: Biuletyn Gğ·wnej Komisji Badania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi PolskiemuïInstytutu Pamiňci 

Narodowej, no. 40 (1997ï1998): 267ï81; Andrzej Paczkowski, ñPoland, the óEnemy Nation,ôò in Courtois, The Black 

Book of Communism, 366ï67; Amir Weiner, Making Sense of War: The Second World War and the Fate of the 

Bolshevik Revolution (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2001), 142ï46; Terry Martin, The Affirmative 

Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 1923ï1939 (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 

Press, 2001), 311ï43; Pavel Polian, Against Their Will: The History and Geography of Forced Migrations in the USSR 

(Budapest and New York: Central European University Press, 2004), 69, 93, 95, 97, 115ï19, 122, 307ï8, 327ï29, 332; 

Stanisğaw Ciesielski, Grzegorz Hryciuk, and Aleksander Srebrakowski, Masowe deportacje ludnoŜci w ZwiŃzku 

Radzieckim (ToruŒ: Adam Marszağek, 2003), 22, 184ï93; Sğawomir Kalbarczyk, ñZagğodzone miliony: Wielki gğ·d na 

Ukrainie w latach 1932ï1933,ò Biuletyn Instytutu Pamiňci Narodowej, no. 8ï9 (2008): 118ï27; Jerzy Bednarek, et al., 

eds., Wielki terror: Operacja polska 1937ï1938 (Warsaw: Instytut Pamiňci Narodowej, 2010), Tadeusz Sommer, ed., 

Rozstrzelaĺ Polak·w: Ludob·jstwo Polak·w w ZwiŃzku Sowieckim w latach 1937ï1938: Dokumenty z Centrali 

(Warsaw: 3S Media, 2010); Bogdan Musial, ñThe óPolish Operationô of the NKVD: The Climax of the Terror Against 

the Polish Minority in the Soviet Union,ò Journal of Contemporary History, vol. 48, no. 1 (2013): 98ï124; Tomasz 

Sommer, Operacja antypolska NKWD 1937ï1938 (Warsaw: 3S Media, 2014). Gurianov (Gurjanow) and Paczkowski 

estimate that Poles accounted for almost ten percent of the total number of victims of the Great Purge, and for around 

40 percent of the victims of purges directed against national minorities. Weiner points out that by 1939, the 16,860 

Poles in Gulag camps accounted for 1.28 percent of the inmate population, while their share in the entire Soviet 

population was only 0.37 percent. With the exception of Russians, the 0.91 percent gap was the largest among the 

ethnic groups in the Gulag system. Martin states that the Poles were ñsubjected to the greatest degree of popular and 

local communist hostility during collectivization. é Poles were bluntly told, óyou are being dekulakized not because 

you are a kulak, but because you are a Pole.ô This reflected a widespread sentiment of popular ethnic cleansing.ò See 

Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire, 320ï21. Based on his calculation of the percentage of each nationality in the 

population of Leningrad city and oblast, Martin continues: ñPoles were 30.94 times more likely to be executed than 

non-Poles. For other diaspora nationalities, the targeting was not yet so extreme éò Ibid., 319, n.177. In one Siberian 

village where Poles were forcibly resettled, all the Polish males were executed. See Wasyl Haniewicz, Tragedia 

syberyjskiego Biağegostoku (Pelplin: Bernardinum, 2008). Timothy Snyder, in Bloodlands, provides the following 

figures and comments about measures taken against the Polish minority before and during the Polish Operation, which, 

in its epicentre in Soviet Ukraine, was directed by NKVD chief Izrail Leplevskii and carried out by fellow Jewish 

Chekists, i.e., members of the Extraordinary Commission, a state security organization: 

  

Most of the victims of Order 00447 [i.e., the kulak operation] in Soviet Ukraine were Ukrainians; but a 

disproportionate number were Poles. Here the connection between class and nation was perhaps most 

explicit. (Pp. 85ï86.)  

 

In March 1934 in Soviet Ukraine, some 10,800 Soviet citizens of Polish or German nationality were 

arrested. é In February and March 1935, some 41,650 Poles, Germans, and kulaks were resettled from 

western to eastern Ukraine. Between June and September 1936, some 69,283 people, for the most part Soviet 

Poles, were deported from Ukraine to Kazakhstan. (P. 91.) 

   

Precisely because there was no Polish plot, NKVD officers had little choice but to persecute Soviet Poles, 

and other Soviet citizens associated with Poland, Polish culture, or Roman Catholicism. é Biographies 

became death sentences, as attachment to Polish culture or Roman Catholicism became evidence of 

participation in international espionage. (Pp. 94, 96.) 

   

In the early stages of the Polish operation, many of the arrests were made in Leningrad. é 6,597 Soviet 

citizens [were] shot in the Leningrad region in the Polish operation. é In the city of Leningrad in 1937 and 

1938, Poles were thirty-four more times likely to be arrested than their fellow Soviet citizens. Once arrested, 

a Pole in Leningrad was very likely to be shot: eighty-none percent of those sentenced in the Polish operation 

in this city were executed, usually within ten days of the arrest. This was only somewhat worse than the 

situation of Poles elsewhere: on average, throughout the Soviet Union, seventy-eight percent of those arrested 

in the Polish operation were executed. The rest, of course, were not released: most of them served sentences 

of eight to ten years in the Gulag. (Pp. 96ï97.) 
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Of the 19,931 people arrested in the Polish operation in the Belarusian republic, 17,772 were sentenced to 

death. Some of these people were Belarusians, and some were Jews. But most were Poles, who were also 

subject to arrest in Belarus in the kulak action and in other purges. All in all, as a result of executions and 

death sentences the number of Poles in Soviet Belarus fell by more than sixty thousand during the Great 

Terror. (P. 99.) 

 

The Polish operation was most extensive in Soviet Ukraine, which was home to about seventy percent of the 

Soviet Unionôs six hundred thousand Poles. Some 55, 928 people were arrested in Soviet Ukraine in the 

Polish operation, of whom 47,327 were shot. In 1937 and 1938, Poles were twelve times more likely than the 

rest of the Soviet Ukrainian population to be arrested. é It was in the Soviet Ukraine that the famine had 

generated the theory of the [then defunct] Polish Military Organization, here that [Vsevolod] Balytskyi had 

persecuted Poles for years, and here that his former deputy, Izrail Leplevskii, had to prove his vigilance after 

his former superior was removed from the scene. é One of Leplevskiiôs deputies, Lev Raikhman, provided 

categories of arrest that could be applied to the large Polish population of Soviet Ukraine. (Pp. 99ï100.) 

 

The Polish operation was in some respects the bloodiest chapter of the Great Terror in the Soviet Union. It 

was not the largest operation, but it was the second largest, after the kulak action. It was not the action with 

the highest percentage of executions among the arrested, but it was very close, and the comparably lethal 

actions were much smaller in scale. 

Of the 143,810 people arrested under the [false] accusation of espionage for Poland, 111,091 were executed. 

Not all of these were Poles, but most of them were. Poles were also targeted disproportionately in the kulak 

action, especially in Soviet Ukraine. Taking into account the number of deaths, the percentage of death 

sentences to arrests, and the risk of arrest, ethnic Poles suffered more than any other group within the Soviet 

Union during the Great Terror. By a conservative estimate, some eighty-five thousand Poles were executed in 

1937 and 1938, which means that one-eighth of the 681,692 mortal victims of the Great Terror were Polish. 

This is a staggeringly high percentage, given that Poles were a tiny minority in the Soviet Union, constituting 

fewer than 0.4 percent of the general population. Soviet Poles were about forty times more likely to die 

during the Great Terror than Soviet citizens generally. 

   The Polish operation served as a model for a series of other national actions. They all targeted diaspora 

nationalities, ñenemy nationsò in the new Stalinist terminology, groups with real or imagined connections to a 

foreign state. In the Latvian operation some 16, 573 people were shot as supposed spies for Latvia. A further 

7,998 Soviet citizens were executed as spies for Estonia, and 9,078 as spies for Finland. In sum, the national 

operations, including the Polish, killed 247,157 people. These operations were directed against national 

groups that, taken together, represented only 1.6 percent of the Soviet population; they yielded no fewer than 

thirty-six percent of the fatalities of the Great Terror. The targeted national minorities were thus more than 

twenty times as likely to be killed in the Great Terror than the average Soviet citizen. Those arrested in the 

national actions were also very likely to die: in the Polish operation the chances of execution were seventy-

eight percent, and in all of the national operations taken together the figure was seventy-four percent. 

Whereas a Soviet citizen arrested in the kulak action had an even chance of being sentenced to the Gulag, a 

Soviet citizen arrested in a national operation had a three-in-four chance of being shot. é 

   During the Great Terror, more people were arrested as Polish spies than were arrested as German and 

Japanese spies together, but few (and very possibly none) of the people arrested were in fact engaged in 

espionage for Poland. In 1937 and 1938, Warsaw carefully pursued a policy of equal distance between Nazi 

Germany and the Soviet Union. Poland harbored no plans for an offensive war with the Soviet Union. (Pp. 

103ï4.)  

  

In these years of the Popular Front, the Soviet killings and deportation went unnoticed in Europe. Insofar as 

the Great Terror was noticed at all, it was seen only as a matter of show trials and party and army purges. But 

these events, noticed by specialists and journalists at the time, were not the essence of the Great Terror. The 

kulak operations and the national operations were the essence of the Great Terror. Of the 681,692 executions 

carried out for political crimes in 1937 and 1938, the kulak and other national orders accounted for 625,483. 

The kulak and the national operations brought about more than nine tenths of the death sentences and three 

quarters of the Gulag sentences. 

   The Great Terror was thus chiefly a kulak action, which struck most heavily in Soviet Ukraine, and a series 

of national actions, the most important of them the Polish, where again Soviet Ukraine was the region most 

affected. Of the 681,692 recorded death sentences in the Great Terror, 123,421 were carried out in Soviet 

Ukraineðand this figure does not include natives of Soviet Ukraine shot in the Gulag. Ukraine as a Soviet 

republic was overrepresented within the Soviet Union, and Poles were overrepresented within Soviet 

Ukraine.ò (P. 107.) 
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The Soviet Union was a multinational state, using a multinational apparatus of repression to carry out 

national killing campaigns. At the time when the NKVD was killing members of national minorities, most of 

its leading officers were themselves members of national minorities. In 1937 and 1938, NKVD officers é 

were implementing policies of national killing that exceeded anything that Hitler and his SS had (yet) 

attempted. é 

   The Jewish officers who brought the Polish operation to Ukraine and Belarus, such as Izrail Leplevskii, Lev 

Raikhman, and Boris Berman, were arrested and executed. This was part of a larger trend. When the mass 

killing of the Great Terror began, about a third of the high-ranking NKVD officers were Jewish by 

nationality. By the time Stalin brought it to an end on 17 November 1938, about twenty percent of the high-

ranking officers were. (P. 108.) 

  

According to another source, in the mid-1930s, two thirds (66.67%) of the NKVD leaderdship positions in the Ukraine 

were occupied by Jews. At that time, Jews constituted around 6 percent of the total population, so there 

overrepresentation was tenfold. See Vadym Zolotariov, ñNachalnytskyi sklad NKVS USRR u seredyni 30-kh rr.,ò in: Z 

arkhiviv VUChKðHPUðNKVDðKHB, no. 2 (2001), 326ï42. 

   Jews were least likely to suffer repression during the 1930s. According to Yuri Slezkine, in 1937ï38, only about one 

percent of all Soviet Jews were arrested for political crimes, as compared to 16 percent for Poles. By early 1939, the 

proportion of Jews in the Gulag was 15.7 percent lower than their share of the total Soviet population. As Slezkine 

makes clear, ñThe reason for this was the fact that the Jews were not targeted as an ethnic group. é Indeed, Jews were 

the only large Soviet nationality without its own ónativeô territory that was not targeted for a purge during the Great 

Terror.ò The impact on the groups most affected was horrific: about 80 percent of all those arrested in the operations 

targeting Greeks, Finns and Poles were executed. See Yuri Slezkine, The Jewish Century (Princeton and Oxford: 

Princeton University Press, 2004), 273ï74. During this period, Jews continued to be prominent in the NKVD, the 

primary vehicle of Soviet repression. From 1934 to 1936, Jews filled 39 percent of leadership positions in the NKVD, 

and more than half of the NKVD generals. Twelve key NKVD departments and directorates, including those in charge 

of the police (worker-peasant militia), labor camps (Gulag), counterintelligence, surveillance, and economic wrecking 

were headed by Jews. The peopleôs commissar of internal affairs was Genrikh Grigorevich (Enokh Gershenovich) 

Yagoda. By September 1938 the Jewish share in the leadership positions of the NKVD had dropped to 21 percent, still 

a huge overrepresentation. At the time Jews formed a little more than three percent of the countryôs total population. 

See Nikita V. Petrov and Konstantin V. Skorkin, Kto rukovodil NKVD 1934ï1941: Spravochnik (Moscow: Zvenôia, 

1999), 495; Slezkine, The Jewish Century, 221; Snyder, Bloodlands, 93. According to another source, the leadership of 

the NKVD in 1933ï34, during the Great Famine, was 66.67% Jewish, 14.44% Russian, and only 6.67% Ukrainian, at a 

time when Jews constituted approximately 75% of the population, and likely even a higher percentage of the victims of 

the artificial famine. See Vadym Zolotarôov, ñNachalnytskyi sklad NKVS USRR u seredyni 30-kh rr.,ò Z arkhiviv 

VUChK-GPU-NKVD-KGB, no. 2 (17) (2011): 6ï7. Nationally, Jews occupied 39 out of 70 key NKVD leadership 

positions from 1934 to 1937, in other words they constituted an absolute majority (56%). See Valentin Voronov and 

Andrei Shishkin, NKVD SSSR: Struktura, rukovodiashchii sostav, forma odezhdy, znaki razlichiia, 1934ï1937 

(Moscow: Russkaia razvedka, 2005). In the two republics where the Polish population was concentrated, Ukraine and 

Belorussia, the percentage of Jews who filled leadership positions in the Communist Party, government, and public 

institutions apparatus on the All-Union, Republic and Oblastô levels, as late as 1939, was very high: 31.8 and 38.2 

percent respectively. See Mordechai Altshuler, Soviet Jewry on the Eve of the Holocaust: A Social and Demographic 

Profile (Jerusalem: The Centre for Research of East European Jewry, 1998), 312. See also Iuri Shapoval, Volodymyr 

Prytsaiko, and Vadym Zolotarôov, ChKïHPUïNKVD v Ukraini: Osoby, fakty, dokumenty (Kiev: Abrys, 1977), 431ï

579; Iuri Shapoval, Vadym Zolotarôov, Vsevolod Balytskyi: Osoba, chas, otochennia (Kiev: Stylos, 2002), 362ï445. 

According to another reliable source: 

 

in the 1930s, many of Stalinôs closest henchmen such as Iagoda, Kaganovich, Mekhlis, P.N. Pospelov, E.M. 

Iaroslavskii, and D.I. Zaslsavskii (leading mouthpieces) were Jewish. Ditto Ia.A. Iakovev and M.M. 

Khataevich, the architect and chief executor of collectivization. Fourteen of the 20 top officials under Iagoda 

(Agranov, L.D. Bulô, Ioffe, B.I. Mogilevskii, Firin, Flekser, Pauker, Slutskii, Ostrovskii, Katznelôson, Gai, 

etc.) were Jewish, and, in fact, G.R. Prokofôev, the Second Deputy Commissar of NKVD, was the only Slav 

among Iagodaôs closest collaborators. Many who served under Ezhov (Frinovskii, Belôskii, Dagin, Litvin, 

Kogan, Gerzon, Shapiro, Shpigelôglas, the Berman brothers, Leplevskii, Liushkov, L.I. Reikhman, Zalpeter, 

etc.) were also Jewish. The first leaders of the Gulag (Abrampolôskii, Belitskii, Fainovich, M. Finkelôshtein, 

Fridberg, Raiskii, Z.B. Katsnelôson, L.I. Kogan, I.I. Pliner, S.G. Firin, M.D. Berman, N.P. Zeligman, and 

N.A. Frankelô) were all Jewish é The writer V.D. Uspenskii claims that 95% of early camp commanders 

were Jewish. é 

   Despite this and the post-war anti-Semitic campaigns, a number of Jews such as L.K. Raikhman, L.L. 

Shvartsman, and L.R. Sheinin were significant players in the machinery of terror. 
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Throughout the territory of Soviet Ukraine, which bordered Poland, Polish men were shot in large numbers in 

September 1938. In the city of Voroshilovgrad (today Luhansk), Soviet authorities considered 1,226 cases in 

the polish Operation during the Czechoslovak crisis and ordered 1,226 executions. In September 1938, in the 

regions of Soviet Ukraine adjacent to the Polish border, Soviet units went from village to village as death 

squads. Polish men were shot, Polish women and children were sent to the Gulag, and reports were filed 

afterward. In the Zhytomyr region, which bordered Poland, Soviet authorities sentenced 100 people to death 

on September 22, 138 more on September 23, and 408 more on September 28.
27

 

 

   With the Soviet takeover of Eastern Poland, widespread arrests of Polish officials, political and 

community leaders, and police and military personnel followed. Special NKVD operational groups arrived 

with lists containing the names of at least 12,000 people slated for arrest as an anti-Soviet and 

counterrevolutionary element. Within the first few months of the occupation, by the end of 1939, almost 

20,000 people, mostly Poles, were arrested.
28

 Several thousand Poles, mostly soldiers captured in 

September campaign, were simply murdered.
29

 Some 250,000 Polish soldiers were taken as prisoners of 

war. As of December 1939, about 40,000 Polish military personnel remained in camps under the watchful 

eye of the NKVD, the security police.
30

 

   Between September 1939 and March 1941, according to Soviet sources, 92,500 Polish citizens were 

arrested in Polish territories incorporated into the Ukrainian and Belorussian republics. The largest group 

by far were ethnic Poles, who accounted for almost 45 percent of all those arrested. Jews made up almost 

25 percent, Ukrainians almost 23 percent, and Belorussians a little over eight percent.
31

 At least 12,000 

                                                                                                                                                                             
See Michael Parrish, The Lesser Terror: Soviet State Security, 1939ï1953 (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 

1996), 199. As Yuri Slezkineôs study The Jewish Century and others amply demonstrate, it was the dominant position 

of Jews in the secret police, who often exceeded in number all the other nationality groups put together, and not anti-

Semitism or myth, that created a stereotype. 

 
27

 Snyder, Black Earth, 91ï92. 

 
28

 Ciesielski, Hryciuk, and Srebrakowski, Masowe deportacje ludnoŜci w ZwiŃzku Radzieckim, 208. 

 
29

 Numerous examples are detailed in Ryszard Szawğowski [Karol Liszewski], Wojna polsko-sowiecka 1939: Tğo 

polityczne, prawnomiňdzynarodowe i psychologiczne; Agresja sowiecka i polska obrona; Sowieckie zbrodnie wojenne i 

przeciw ludzkoŜci oraz zbrodnie ukraiŒskie i biağoruskie, Second and third revised and expanded editions (Warsaw: 

Neriton, 1995; Warsaw: AntykïMarcin Dybowski, 1997), vol. 1, 351ï416. 

 
30

 Aleksander Gurjanow, ñSowieckie represje wobec Polak·w i obywateli polskich w latach 1936ï1956 w Ŝwietle 

danych sowieckich,ò in Krzysztof Jasiewicz, ed., Europa nieprowincjonalna: Przemiany na ziemiach wschodnich 

dawnej Rzeczypospolitej (BiağoruŜ, Litwa, Ğotwa, Ukraina, wschodnie pogranicze III Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej) w 

latach 1772ï1999 (Warsaw and London: Instytut Studi·w Politycznych PAN, Rytm, and Polonia Aid Foundation 

Trust, 1999), 977. Some 22,500 Polish prisoners of war were shipped off to penal camps in the Soviet interior. Almost 

15,000 Polish officers and officials were interned in Kozelsk, Ostashkov and Starobelsk. See Sğawomir Kalbarczyk, 

ñZbrodnie sowieckie na obywatelach polskich w okresie wrzesieŒ 1939ïsierpieŒ 1941: Pr·ba oceny skali zjawiska oraz 

szacunku strat ludzkich,ò Pamiňĺ i sprawiedliwoŜĺ: Biuletyn Gğ·wnej Komisji Badania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi 

PolskiemuïInstytutu Pamiňci Narodowej, no. 39 (1996): 16ï21, and 267ï68 (English summary); Piotr ŧaroŒ, Obozy 

jeŒc·w polskich w ZSRR w latach 1939ï1941 (Warsaw and London: Unicorn, 1994), passim. According to a Jewish 

source, Jewish prisoners of war were told to go home, and the Poles were kept longer. See Rhoda G. Lewin, ed., 

Witnesses to the Holocaust: An Oral History (Boston: Twayne, 1990), 113. 
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 See Agnieszka Knyt, et al., eds., Aresztowani w rejonie Lwowa i Drohobycza: Alfabetyczny wykaz 5822 obywateli 

polskich aresztowanych przez NKWD w rejonie Lwowa i Drohobycza w latach 1939ï1941 (Warsaw: PaŒstwowe 

Archiwum SğuŨby BezpieczeŒstwa Ukrainy, Centralne Archiwum Ministerstwa Spraw Wewňtrznych i Administracji, 

and OŜrodek Karta, 1998), 10; Aleksander Gurjanow, ñSowieckie represje wobec Polak·w i obywateli polskich w 

latach 1936ï1956 w Ŝwietle danych sowieckich,ò in Jasiewicz, Europa nieprowincjonalna, 977. See J·zef 

Lewandowski, ñRosjanie o Europie Wschodniej i Polsce,ò Zeszyty Historyczne (Paris), no. 126 (1998): 182. When it 

came to executions, however, Poles appeared to predominate. According to a report Beria prepared for Stalin on 

December 12, 1940, the number of persons arrested from September 1939 until December 1, 1940 totalled 407,000. 

See Adam D. Rotfeld and Anatolij W. Torkunow, Biağe plany, czarne plamy: Sprawy trudne w relacjach polsko-

rosyjskich (1918ï1920) (Warsaw: Polski Instytut Spraw Miňdzynarodowych, 2008), 292. 
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persons, mostly Poles, were arrested in September 1939 alone, based on lists of ñanti-Sovietò and 

ñcounterevolutionary elementsò drawn up in advance. In addition more than 250 Poles were arrested (out of 

a total of 348 arrested) in the Wilno area between September 19 and October 10 of that year, when the 

territory was ceded to Lithuania. By the end of 1939, the number of persons arrested had grown to 18,260. 

By June 1941, 108,000 persons had been arrested on Polish territories incorporated into the Belorussian and 

Ukrainian SSRð42,000 and 66,000 respectively. The largest group, by far, were ethnic Poles, who 

accounted for more than forty percent of all those arrested. Ukrainians accounted for 22.5 percent, Jews 22 

percent, and Belorussians 7.5 percent of prisoners. (A further indication of who was being targeted in 

Soviet-occupied Eastern Poland is the ethnic breakdown for prisoners of war from the Polish army interned 

in a labour camp in R·wne, Volhynia. In April 1940, of the 12,707 internees, 78.7 percent were Poles, 17.4 

percent Belorussians, 2.1 percent Ukrainians, and 1.1 percent Jews.
32

) Arrests continued throughout the 

month of June 1941, and Polish citizens were also arrested on Polish territories awarded to Lithuania. In 

total, as many 120,000 Polish citizens were arrested between September 1939 and June 1941.
33

 These 

figures do not include prisoners-of-war (POWs) and civilians deported in 1940 and 1941. 

   Some 14,600 Polish officers and officials, who had been seized in September and October 1939 and held 

as prisoners-of-war in Kozelsk, Starobelsk, and Ostashkov (transliterated in Polish as Kozielsk, Starobielsk 

and Ostaszkow), were murdered in mass executions in Katyn, Kharkhov, and Kalinin (now Tver), 

respectively, in April and May of 1940.
34

 With the release of Soviet documents to the Polish government in 

October 1992, it is now known that on March 5, 1940, the Politburo of the Central Committee of the All-

Union Communist Party, with Stalinôs blessing, also ordered the execution of some 11,000 Poles (mostly 

prewar officials and functionaries) held in prisons in Polish territories incorporated into Soviet Ukraine and 

Belorussia. The Soviets managed to execute 21,900 of the approximately 25,000 persons condemned to 

death. Non-Poles were only exceptionally affected by this measure. 

   That Poles were the primary targets of Soviet repression, at least in the initial stages, is undeniable: 

Soviet documents indicate that over 97 percent of the prisoners slated for execution in Eastern Poland in the 

early part of 1940 were ethnic Poles.
35

 Independent studies by the Katyn Family, an organization of family 

                                                           
32

 See Albin Gğowacki, ñZ archiw·w postradzieckich: JeŒcy polscy w r·wieŒskim i lwowskim obozie pracy NKWD 

(wrzesieŒ 1939 r.ïkwiecieŒ 1941 r.),ò Pamiňĺ i sprawiedliwoŜĺ: Biuletyn Gğ·wnej Komisji Badania Zbrodni przeciwko 

Narodowi PolskiemuïInstytutu Pamiňci Narodowej, no. 38 (1995): 226. (The figure for Belorussians in the 

predominantly Ukrainian region of Volhynia seems high.) 
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 According to incomplete research conducted by Russian historians at the Memorial Institute in Moscow, the number 
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Rzeczypospolitej 1931ï1948 (ToruŒ: Adam Marszağek, 2003), 157, 165, 263ï64; Ciesielski, Hryciuk, and 
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pioneering study of O.A. Gorlanov and A.B. Roginskii, ñOb arestakh v zapadnykh oblastiakh Belorussii i Ukrainy v 

1939ï1941 gg.,ò in Aleksandr E. Gurianov, comp., Repressii protiv poliakov i polskikh grazhdan (Moscow: Zvenia, 

1997), 77ï113. See also Gurianovôs more recent publications: Aleksander Gurjanow, ñSowieckie represje wobec 

Polak·w i obywateli polskich w latach 1936ï1956 w Ŝwietle danych sowieckich,ò in Jasiewicz, Europa 

nieprowincjonalna, 973; Aleksander Gurjanow, ñSowieckie represje polityczne na ziemiach wschodnich II 

Rzeczypospoltej w latach 1939ï1941,ò in Marcin Zwolski, ed., Exodus: Deportacje i migracje (wŃtek wschodni). Stan i 

perspektywy badaŒ (Warsaw and Biağystok: Instytut Pamiňci NarodowejïKomisja ścigania Zbrodni przeciwko 

Narodowi Polskiemu, 2008), 21ï30. 
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members of the victims, concluded that 98.1 percent of the prisoners of war interned in Kozelsk, 

Starobelsk, and Ostashkov as of February 28, 1940 were ethnic Poles.
36

 Top secret NKVD reports confirm 

that ethnic Poles constituted about 97.4 percent of the prisoners Starobelsk and Kozelsk.
37

 

   Between October 1939 and June 1941 the Soviets exiled hundreds of thousands of civilians from Eastern 

Poland to the interior of the Soviet Union (mainly to Siberia, Kazakhstan and Arkhangelsk), where they 

ended up in penal- or forced-labour camps or were dumped into remote settlements and (less frequently) 

kolkhozes. Based on the NKVDôs own figures, a total of between 330,000 and 340,000 civilians were 

deported in four large waves of deportations in 1940ï1941. If other round-ups and categories of people are 

counted, the total number of those deported and arrested rises, by the most conservative of estimates, to 

between 400,000 and 500,000.
38

 

   According to Soviet sources, the breakdown for the three massive waves of deportations carried out in the 

first half of 1940 is as follows: at least 140,000 persons were deported on February 10 (of whom almost 82 

percent were ethnic Poles, with Ukrainians and Belorussians each accounting for around 8 percent), 60,000 

on April 13 (again mostly Poles), and 80,000 on June 29 of that year (mostly Jews). The first wave 

comprised above all interwar settlers, both military and civilian, and foresters and their families; the second 

wave targeted the families of those who had been arrested and deported earlier, such as soldiers, policemen 

and ñcounter-revolutionariesò; the third wave consisted of refugees, mostly Jews, from German-occupied 

Poland. Final large-scale deportations of civilians took place on May 21 (from ñWestern Ukraineò), June 14 

(from the Baltic States), and June 19, 1941 (from ñWestern Belorussiaò), but the last of these was cut short 

by the unexpected German invasion on June 22, 1941. At least 40,000 people were affected, including 

almost 4,000 Poles deported from Polish territories incorporated into Lithuania.
39
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   (The statistics for civilian deportees cited above are based on Soviet records released after the collapse of 

the Soviet Union and may understate their number. They should be treated as the minimum number of 

documented casualties.
40

 Polish wartime estimates ran significantly higher and counted a million or more 

civilian deportees: 220,000 in February, 320,000 in April, and 240,000 in June 1940, and between 200,000 

and 300,000 in MayïJune 1941.) 

   Various other deportations, smaller in scale, resulted in the expulsion of an additional 50,000 civilians. 

Nor do these statistics include some 22,500 deported prisoners of war or the 80,000ï90,000 people arrested 

for political reasons and detained in prisons in Eastern Poland, about half of whom were eventually 

deported to forced labour camps.
41

 While it is impossible to compute with certainty the number of Polish 

citizens who suffered deportation and other forms of repression, after an extensive analysis of all available 

sources, historian Daniel Boĺkowski estimates that approximately 750,000ï780,000 Polish citizens found 

themselves in the Soviet interior.
42

 Russian historian Aleksandr Gurianov gives the following breakdown of 

persons repressed bewteen 1939ï1941
43

: 

                                                                                                                                                                             
German-Soviet war é comprising between 34,000 and 44,000 Polish citizens. Altogether 314,000ï325,000 people 

were deported. é As of August 1, 1941, there were 381,000 Polish prisoners and deportees in the Soviet Union, of 

whom 335,000 were deportees and their families.ò See J·zef Lewandowski, ñRosjanie o Europie Wschodniej i Polsce,ò 

Zeszyty Historyczne, no. 126 (1998): 182ï83. In addition to these deportees, there were also (former) Polish citizens 

who had escaped to the Soviet Union (mostly Jews) or who had been conscripted into the Soviet army, and those who 

had been taken or volunteered for work in the Soviet interior. Rafağ Wnuk provides the following summary: 

ñAccording to official, but probably incomplete Soviet data, during the Soviet occupation of 1939ï41, the secret police 

deported about 315,000 Polish citizens into the Soviet interior, mainly to Siberia and Kazakhstan. Among them were 

181,200 (57.5 percent), 69,000 Jews (21.9 percent), 32,900 Ukrainians (10.4 percent), and 24,000 Belarusians (7.6 

percent). About 100,000 Polish citizens, some 60 percent of whom were ethnic Poles, were detained in prison. The 

chances of arrest or deportation were quite high, especially for Poles. Jews were more likely even than Poles to be 

arrested and deported, although the vast majority of Jewish victims were not locals, but rather those who had fled the 

German occupation.ò See Rafağ Wnuk, ñThe Polish Underground under Soviet Occupation, 1939ï1941,ò in Snyder, 

Timothy, and Ray Brandon, eds. Stalin and Europe: Imitation and Domination, 1928ï1953 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014), 108. 
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Category  Number of persons: Repressed  Killed  Died   

Prisoners-of-war    45,000   14,600  2,300 

Arrested     108 ï 112,000  18,500  7,100 ? 

Deported (February 1940)   141,000     12,200 

Deported (April 1940)   61,000     1,500 ? 

Deported (June 1940)   76 ï 79,000    2,200 

Deported (May ï June 1941)  31 ï 52,000    ? 

Total     462 ï 490,000  33,100  25,300+? 

 

Gurianovôs statistics only cover deaths that occurred prior to the amnesty of Polish deportees at the end of 

August 1941. Deaths among the deportees who were released by the Soviets subsequently increased 

because of the spread of diseases. However, regional studies from the Biağystok region show that the death 

rate among deportees from individual localities examined was closer to 20 percent.
44

  

   The harshest deportation by far was the one carried out in the winter of 1940 when temperatures fell to 

minus 40ÁC. Entire families were rounded up and driven to nearby train stations. People, especially 

children, froze in the unheated cattle cars onto which they were loaded and many died from diseases. After 

arriving at the places of their forced resettlement in the dead of winter, in one settlement half of the 

deportees fell sick and ten percent of the population died in the space of one month.
45

 

   Jan Tomasz Gross describes the harsh conditions in which the deportations took place. 
 

The population of Soviet-occupied Poland was unprepared for the cruelty of the deportations. People were 

usually awakened in the early morning hours by squads of soldiers and local militiamen, given little time to 

pack, and quickly driven to the nearest railway station. There, freight trains awaited them. They froze in 

unheated cattle cars in February [1940] and suffocated in the June heat four months later. They were locked 

in for weeks with only meager rations of food and water, with a hole in the carôs floor for all facilities. Men, 

women and children of all ages were mixed together. Because even the sick and aged, as well as newborn 

infants, were put on the trainsðthere were no exemptions from the deportation orderðmany died, and 

corpses traveled with the living before being discarded at some railway stop é 

   But the horrors of the journey were only a prelude to the misery of everyday life that awaited the deportees 

at their destinationðfilth and overcrowded living quarters, hunger, cold, disease, and slave labor.46 
 

The February 1940 deportees also experienced the worst conditions in their forced exile, as they were 

slated chiefly for forestry and mining in the far north, western Siberia and the Krasnoyarsk and Altai 

territories. ñThose designated for work in the forests were usually placed in so called óspecial settlementsô, 

rigorously overseen by the NKVD. These deportees dwelled in primitive barracks, with more than ten 

families in each.ò
47

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Poland. Overall, the various forms of forced migrations in the territories conquered by the Soviets between 

1939 and 1941 affected a total of some 700,000 people. 
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   Many of the civilian deportees, especially childrenðperhaps as many as one quarter of the total 

numberðperished as a result of harsh conditions en route and in exile in the Gulag.
48

 Russian historian 

Nataliia Lebedeva writes: 
 

People were transported in temperatures of 25ï30 degrees of frost in badlly heated railway carriages and with 

little to eat. In its summary report, the Main Administration of the Escort Troops described how a hundred 

trains of colonists with armed convoys were transported: 

The work of the units in carrying out their tasks proceeded in extremely complex and therefore difficult 

conditions: severe winter weather prevailed; contingents of deportees were settled in small groups in 

various regions; orders were received to load and dispatch all the trains in one day; railway cars had to 

be shifted from narrow to broad gauge; there was an absence of service facilities and the convoy troops 

were obliged to feed themselves by forced requisitions at the railway station canteens; food supplies 

were irregular, and so forth. 

People already began to die en route. 

   The commissariat made virtually no preparations for receiving deportees. Frequently, on arrival people 

found no shelter and were not provided with any food, all of which also contributed to the high death rate. 

But even where housing was made available, two or three families lived in one room, or 15 to 20 families 

lived in a barracks without partitions. According [First Lieutenant of Security] Konradov, the average living 

space did not exceed one or two square metres per person é 

   Out of a total of 139,000 deportees there were only 33,000 mem above 18 years of age; the rest were 

women and children. Among the men there were many who were old and sick. é Out of 139,000 deportees 

transported in February 1940, 6,432 were dead by the end of the yearðthat is 4.6 per cent; by August 1941, 

only 131,938 were still alive.49 

 

   The deportations were based in large measure on lists compiled with the assistance of collaborators from 

among the local population, pricipally Ukrainians, Belorussians and Jews. These minorities, in their role as 

militia and in other official capacities, also helped to identify, track down and apprehend their neighbours 
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Hunger and general hardship caused many losses during the first months of the deportations, particularly 

among children and the elderly. Vitamin deficiency and dystrophy were the most frequent causes of death. 

The precise number of fatalities among the deportees is still unknown, but it was considerably lower than the 

estimates of 300,000 to 900,000 that still circulate in Poland. According to official data, the deportees of 
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paradoxically, the death rate rose sharply after August 1941, when the deportees were released because of the 
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who were slated for deportation. Nataliia Lebedeva explains the elaborate planning, mechanisms and 

massive personnel in place to effect this enormous operation: 
 

The deportations were carried out in a single day by lists prepared in advance by the NKVD. The operations 

were led by three-men teams each in charge of an operational group. Advanced planning designated the 

routes to the designated reception points. The operational groups assembled on the eve of the deportations 

and no one was permitted to leave the headquarters even for a minute. The leader of the operational group 

studied the make-up of each of the two or three families entrusted to him, the approaches to the house and the 

intelligence reports on military colonists. The operation was to begin at dawn in order to avoid óunnecessary 

clamour and panicô, and the stations were to be surrounded by the escort troops.50 

 

   Although the later waves of deportations (from June 1940 on) included many Jews (around 70,000) and 

smaller numbers of Ukrainians (around 25,000), Belorussians (around 20,000), and Lithuanians, an 

absolute majorityðin fact, more than 70 percentðof those exiled to the Gulagðsome 250,000 of the 

approximately 350,000 civilian deportees accounted for in Soviet sourcesðwere ethnic Poles. (As noted 

earlier, however, Poles constituted an overall minority in Eastern Poland, roughly one third of the total 

population.) The claim that proportionally more Jews were deported than Poles is therefore not borne out 

by Soviet statistics. (Jews accounted for roughly twenty percent of the deportees, whereas their share of the 

population was slighty in excess of ten percent.) 

   The vast majority of Jews deported to the Soviet interior were not targeted because of any political 

activities or their ethnic or religious status. The largest group was, in fact, refugees from the German-

occupied areas of Poland. They accounted for approximately 62 percent of Jewish civilian deportees. Thus 

only a small portion of the estimated 200,000ï300,000 Jewish refugees from the German zone fell victim 

to Soviet repressions. (According to a Jewish refugee, initially, Jewish refugees were treated better than 

Polish ones.
51

) By decree of November 29, 1939, Soviet citizenship was ñgrantedò automatically to the 

residents of Polandôs annexed Eastern Bordelands; however, refugees from central and western Poland had 

to apply for Soviet citizendship. Rather than doing this, tens of thousands of Jewish refugees registered for 

ñrepatriationò to the German zone at the German offices set up for this purpose in the early part of 1940, in 

accordance with the terms of the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty. By that time, many 

Jewish refugees had became disillusioned with conditions in the Soviet zone and were no longer terrified at 

the prospect of living under German rule. Returning to their homes meant reuniting with their families and 

safeguarding their economic interests, which at that time was uppermost in their minds. (The alternative of 

taking out Soviet citizenship, it was believed, would result in losing the property left behind in the German 

zone.) Some 1,600 Jews were allowed to return to the German sector before the Germans abruptly put a 

stop to this charade.
52
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   Quite unexpectedly, those who had lined up in droves to register later faced deportation to the Soviet 

interior since the Soviets had taken careful note of them. It should be stressed that the Soviet Union and 

Nazi Germany were firm allies at that time and that the Jews who expressed their readiness to return to the 

German zone had no reason to believe that they were doing anything that would cause them to become 

politically suspect. Having ñself-identifiedò as it were, Soviet authorities had ready and accurate lists to 

strike and moved quickly. Some 43,000 Jewish refugees were rounded up in June 1940 and shipped to the 

Gulag, accounting for approximately 62 percent of all Jewish civilian deportees.
53

 Thus only a small 

portion of the estimated 200,000ï300,000 Jewish refugees from the German zone fell victim to Soviet 

repressions. Ironically, since the vast majority of Jews deported to the Soviet interior survived the war and 

this proved to be their salvation from the Holocaust, pro-Soviet propaganda turned this unanticipated and 

unintended consequence into a ñrescueò operation on behalf of endangered Jews. 

   Most of the Jews imprisoned by the Soviets were arrested for crossing the German-Soviet border 

illegally, in both directions,54 or for engaging in illicit trade, speculation and other shady economic 

activities, which assumed enormous proportions in the Soviet zone, and suffered deportation on those 

accounts.
55

 According to some sources, the extent of these activities caused the Soviets to view all of the 
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stream was endless, and in the swelling stream, elements not at all desirable for Bolshevism entered. Finally the Soviet 

government noticed them. True Bolshevism cannot live side by side with financiers, middlemen, black marketeers, 

exploiters, and extortionists. ... And the effects are already noticeable. The border has been closed. Along the border, 

barbed-wire fences are being erected, and border smugglers are being shot. Speculators are under surveillance and can 
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refugees with suspicion.
56

 A much smaller number of Jews, the well-to-do capitalists and some prewar 

political activists, were labelled ñclass enemiesò and deported for that reason. As Yehuda Bauer notes, 
 

Only a relatively small proportion of local Jews were deportedðprominent prewar local politicians and 

intellectuals and wealthy individuals. Even most of those managed to stay by taking advantage of the corrupt 

nature of the regime.
57

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
look forward to severe punishment. I do not feel for them in their ótroubles,ô God forbid, but my heart aches to see that 

thousands of other Jewish refugees must be punished, not for their own crimes but for the sins of their evil brethren.ò 

Under the date December 23, 1939, Kaplan writes: ñThe Soviet commission to arrange for Slavic migration has begun 

to function. Long, snake-like lines stand before its door and wait to enter. But most of those waiting in line are Jews. 

Slavs do not come in large numbers. Whether there is a formal prohibition excluding Jews from this organized 

migration I donôt know, but there is a grudge in the Soviet heart against Jewish emigrants who are Polish-born, of that 

there is no doubt. To my great sorrow, I must admit that ówe have truly sinned.ô The bad behavior of some of our 

people in the border towns which were annexed to Russia has made us all hated and unwanted even in the eyes of the 

Russian government, which does not discriminate against peoples and whose basic attitudes are generally humane [sic] 

toward every person who accepts its authority. Many Jews did not migrate to become Soviet citizens and find work, but 

only to find temporary refuge, a nightôs shelter, hoping that conditions would improve and they could return to their 

former homes. In the meantime, until the storm should subside, they occupied themselves with all kinds of ugly 

speculation, which has since become their livelihood and lifeôs work. The ®migr®s created an atmosphere of 

profiteering, which the Soviets hate, and therefore they have a feeling of contempt for all Jews. The Soviet government 

took steps to lessen the crowding and congestion in the border towns, where thousands of immigrants are sleeping 

under the stars. It decreed that 2,000 people would be sent to work in inner Russia. Immediately 2,000 people appeared 

who were pining for work and manual labor. They received 50 rubles apiece and two changes of linen. To our shame, 

only 800 returned to accept the work and take the journeyðthe rest disappeared without a trace. They simply expressed 

their gratitude to the Soviet government, which has extended its protection and opened its borders to them, with 

trickery. There were also incidents of stealing from private people. Polish-born Jews are rather high-handed in matters 

of óyoursô and ómine,ô and if they donôt actually steal, they ótake.ô We have thus garnered a bad reputation with the 

Soviet government, which has been liberal with us. For years and years she had weeded out middlemen and 

profiteering. Will she be silent now in the face of the ugliness which has again entered her cities? There can be no 

atonement for such shameful behavior. It reflects on the character of an entire people. The Soviet-German treaty for 

legal immigration would have brought us salvation. é Now we have brought ruin upon ourselves and lost our only 

hope.ò See Abraham I. Katsh, ed., Scroll of Agony: The Warsaw Diary of Chaim A. Kaplan (New York: Macmillan; 

and London: Collier-Macmillan, 1965), 77, 89ï90. According to a Jewish historian, ñSome of the [Jewish] refugees é 

began to slip into the German occupation zone, returning with various commodities that Soviet clerks and soldiers 

would snap up at any price. Some local residents began to resent and envy the refugees for their speculative commerce 

and excessive purchases of staples, which caused prices to skyrocket. Similarly, refugees were increasingly resentful of 

the local Jewish population treating them ólike bums.ôò See Levin, The Lesser of Two Evils, 185. In Dawidgr·dek, in 

Polesia, ñInasmuch as the zloty [zğoty] was also the currency in the part of Poland occupied by the Germans and was 

then worth more than the ruble, people would exchange two or three rubles for each zloty on the black market, and then 

would smuggle the zloty to the German side and sell it for four or five rubles. The [Jewish] refugees from Greater 

Poland were particularly adept at this business. They themselves smuggled things back and forth across the Soviet-

Jewish border. This situation of almost free trade existed until the end of 1939.ò See Yosef Lipshitz, ñYears of 

Turbulence and Death,ò in Norman Helman, ed., Memorial Book of David-Horodok (Oak Park, Michigan: David 

Horodoker Womenôs Organization, 1981), 56. Local smugglers were also plentiful, as in Ğachwa, Polesia: ñGroups of 

smugglers began to form, and they went to Ukraine and other places to get flour. They sold it on the black market at a 

pretty profit, but it enabled the Jews of Lahwah to obtain the flour we needed.ò See Kopel Kolpanitzky, The Story of a 

Survivor of the Lahwah Ghetto (London and Portland, Oregon: Vallentine Mitchell, 2007), 27. 
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Occasionally, Jewish Communists who fled to the Soviet zone found that their love for the Soviet Union 

was unrequited and faced deportation to the Soviet interior, despite their anti-Polish leanings. 
 

My uncle, Stanislaw [Stanisğaw] Lubelski, was a teacher, a great communist. He took his son Tadzio and his 

nephew, the son of my other aunt Rosalia (Rozia [R·zia]), and he stayed in Lwow [Lw·w]. He studied 

Russian. He was going to be the number one citizen of Russia. The Russians came in the night and sent him 

to Siberia é Just like thatða communist! é 

   My uncle Lubelski was not only in the Party. He was active, a big communist, and he would do anything 

possible against the Polish government. He was really something. He turned all the students into 

communists.58 

 

   Jews who actually engaged in underground political activities or religious-based protests directed against 

the Soviet state were a rarity.
59

 Indeed, Jewish memoirs referring to that period stress that virtually all 
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political activity ceased. As Daniel Blatman points out, ñThe Soviet authorities, wishing to earn the 

sympathies of members of Zionist youth movements that were to some extent pro-Soviet, treated them 

gently at the beginning of the occupation.ò
60

 The Soviets even allowed some 6,500 Jews to emigrate from 

the Wilno area to Palestine and the West up until May 1941.
61

 Such gestures with respect to other national 

groups, except for Germans who were allowed to leave for the Reich, then a staunch ally of the Soviet 

Union, were unthinkable. 

   Wartime estimates of Jews constituting thirty percent or more of the deportees appear to be 

exaggerated.
62

 On the whole, Jewish deportees, especially in the first two waves of deportations, comprised 

only a tiny fraction of Polish ones. Moreover, only a small number of the Jewish deportees were prewar 

residents of the former Eastern Polish territories; the majority were refugees from central Poland.
63

 In the 

town of Kağusz near Stanisğaw·w, for example, reportedly only two indigenous Jews, out of a population of 

6,000, were exiled.
64

 Local Jews were more likely to have made their way to the Soviet interior because of 
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the military draft or as volunteers for industrial labour. The latter category also included many refugees 

from central Poland.
65

 Since the vast majority of Jews exiled to the Soviet interior were young men and 

women, and since they were not deported in the depth of winter as entire Polish families were, their 

mortality rate appears to have been considerably lower than that of the Poles.
66

 Moreover, the Jewish 

ñrefugeesò were not categorized as ñenemiesò of the state, as were the Polish ñsettlersò deported in 

February 1940, so they enjoyed more favourable material conditions in exile.
67

 

   What is abundantly clear from Soviet sources is that the deportations of civilians could not have been 

carried out without the cooperation of tens of thousands of local collaborators. Village councils, composed 

of Ukrainians and Belorussians, compiled lists of deportees, and militiamen (ñpeopleôs guardsò), composed 

of Jews, Ukrainians, and Belorussians, as well as local Communist officials and activists, among whom 

Jews were prominent, formed part of the squads that carried out the round-ups. In cities and towns, as we 

shall see from numerous accounts, these functions tended to be filled by Jews. It was only after the first, 

and largest, deportation of the civilian population in February 1940, which encompassed mostly ethnic 

Poles, that the local militiamen began to be replaced with ñEasterners,ò i.e., people sent from the Soviet 

hinterland. The scale of local collaboration was massive. The deportation of 32,000 people, almost all of 

them Poles, from the Tarnopol oblast in February 1940 required 2,333 NKVD functionaries, 2,617 NKVD 

soldiers, 1,336 party activists armed with rifles, and 9,593 members of local village activists, comprising 

2,129 operational groups.
68

 

   Political prisoners filled to overflowing the jails of Eastern Poland, which held some 110,000 prisoners at 

various times; tens of thousands of these prisoners perished.
69

 Soviet documents, made available to 
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researchers after the collapse of the Soviet Union, confirm that at the end of June and beginning of July 

1941, at the time of the German invasion (believed by Russian historian Viktor Suvorov to have been a pre-

emptive strike against the Soviet Union
70

), at least 10,000 political prisoners were massacred in local jails 

in Eastern Poland (more than 9,000 of them were killed in ñWestern Ukraineò), often with unspeakable 

cruelty.
71

 Thousands more prisoners (30,000ï40,000 by one count
72

), many of whom were later executed, 

were evacuated with the retreating Soviet army. 

   Understandably, Polish public opinion did not differentiate between cooperation with the Nazi and Soviet 

invaders: both of them worked hand-in-hand in the destruction of the Polish state and its people, and both 

were regarded as equally reprehensible. Although many Jews apparently saw the Soviet Union as the lesser 

of two evils, this was by no means a universal sentiment, as some apologists would have it. Many Jews did 

not know what to expect either from the Germans or the Soviets when they opted for one over the other, 

and those who openly cheered for the Soviets did more than opt, they welcomed the invaders of their 

country. As a resident of Ğosice recalled, 
 

There was lots of confusion as to who was really going to occupy our town. At first we were occupied by the 

Germans, then the Soviet army arrived, and red flags were flying all over. Finally, the Germans came back and 

stayed. During those few weeks of uncertainty, people, especially Jews, were going back and forth across the 

Bug River, not far to the east. They couldnôt decide which side was the lesser evil. Most Jews, however, 

including my immediately family, stayed on the German side.73 
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also smaller numbers of Jews. Ibid., 7. According to Bogdan Musiağ, the number of people massacred in Soviet jails 

may have been as high as 30,000, because Soviet reports account for only about half of the known jails. See Jan 

Sk·rzyŒski, ñZ jednej okupacji pod drugŃ: Kresy przed i po 22 czerwca 1941 rokuˈDyskusja historyk·w,ò 

Rzeczpospolita, June 23, 2001. The overall Jewish component of the political prisoners executed during the period 

1939ï1941 is rather small, perhaps several hundred in total. See Kalbarczyk, ñŧydzi wŜr·d ofiar zbrodni sowieckich w 

latach 1939ï1941,ò Pamiňĺ i sprawiedliwoŜĺ, no. 40 (1997ï1998): 194. The official Soviet statistics do not, however, 

account for all victims. In Lw·w, for example, records have not been found for the Brygidki prison where large-scale 

executions took place on the eve of the Soviet evacuation, nor are there records for several thousand Poles and 

Ukrainians arrested on June 24, 1941. See Edward Jaworski, Lw·w: Losy mieszkaŒc·w i Ũoğnierzy Armii Krajowej w 

latach 1939ï1941 (Pruszk·w: Ajaks, 1999), 70ï74. 
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 Boĺkowski, Czas nadziei, 42ï43. 
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It must be borne in mind that it was not until after Hitlerôs attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941 that 

Nazi Germany actually implemented the ñFinal Solution.ò In the meantime, the Soviets had also struck a 

devastating blow to Jewish communal life and organizations in Eastern Poland, and tens of thousands of 

Jews found themselves deported to the Gulag. 

   Many Jews who had come under Soviet rule, even those who were severe critics of prewar Poland and 

openly welcomed their countryôs downfall, sooner or later came to the belated realization, in the words of 

one survivor, that ñit was still better to be a Jew in democratic Poland than to live under the Soviets in 

equal fear with everyone else.ò
74

 Leon Feiner, who had spent some time in a prewar Polish prison for 

subversive activities, was imprisoned by the Soviets when he fled for ñsafetyò from the Germans to the 

Soviet zone of occupation. His friend Bernard Goldstein, a Bundist activist, barely recognized Feiner after 

his release and return to German-occupied Warsaw: 
 

I could hardly believe my eyes. I remembered Feiner as a tall aristocratic man, whose graying hair was the only 

hint of his fifty-eight years. Though he was a busy, prosperous lawyer, he had always managed to find time for 

skiing and mountain climbing to keep him in the best physical condition. The man with sunken cheeks who 

stood before me was old and starved. What had happened to his healthy elegance? 

   He smiled wryly at me. ñI have órecoveredô during the last few weeks on the Aryan side. You should have 

seen me when I arrived from the Soviet zone.ò 

   In his quiet, deliberate way he told me the story of his experiences during the long months in the Soviet 

prison at Lida. 

   ñI was in the Polish Punishment Camp of Kartuz Bereza [Bereza Kartuska] a long time, but that cannot even 

be compared to what I lived through under our ócomrades.ô They cross-examined me for nights on end. They 

insulted me as a óspy.ô I told them I was a lawyer and had a long record of defending Communists in Polish 

courts. They laughed and called me a counterrevolutionary and a fascist. 

   ñWe received hardly any food. Often in our hunger we sucked our fingers. We got thin as sticks, dirty, and 

lousy. It is hard for me to say it, but what saved us is that the Nazis drew close to Lida. The Soviet guards did 

not even do us the kindness of unlocking the cell doors before they ran away. We had to break out ourselves, 
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 Samuel Drix, Witness to Annihilation: Surviving the Holocaust: A Memoir (Washington, D.C.: Brasseyôs, 1994), 11. 

Dr. Drix, a native of Lw·w, recalled (on pp. 6, 9): 

 

When the Russians arrived in Poland they were amazed at the level of life they saw, and they bought 

everything they could; stores throughout Lw·w were emptied within a few weeks. Some time later, at work, I 

overheard Russian patients talking with each other, unaware of my presence. They were sharing their surprise 

at what they had seen in Poland, and their realization that they had been lied to by their government all these 

years. They had been led to believe, by Soviet propaganda, that the masses of Poles were impoverished and 

oppressed by the bourgeois; they had even been told that the farmers in Poland had to plow their fields with 

their hands while a boss urged them on with a whip!  

   Even in the Soviet occupation, we all got a sample of the nature of Soviet propaganda. The store windows 

on Lw·wôs main streets displayed lovely posters of the workersô paradise in Donbas, a Soviet mining and 

industrial region. Photographs showed beautiful living quarters and excellent working conditions. Many 

workers, eager for jobs, stood in line from dawn to apply for work in Donbas. After a few weeks, people 

started coming back, some so anxious to leave they had traveled the great distance on foot! They were also 

risking getting into trouble, but this was early on, and the Soviets had not yet instituted the workerôs book in 

Lw·w, so it was possible to avoid punishment for leaving the job. 

   It took me some time to realize the extent to which our freedom had disappeared. One day I was in a movie 

theater seeing a historical film about the Russian revolution. When Stalinôs image appeared, everyone 

applauded immediately. I didnôt. My friend next to me gave me a sudden jab in the ribs, saying, ñApplaud! 

Are you crazy, do you want to go to Siberia?ò Eventually, I came to see that one was always being watched, 

always in danger of being denounced to the authorities. é 

   The threat of punishment for even the smallest political incorrectness was so real that it was a tool to force 

compliance in even trivial matters. 

 

In some cases the evolution came like a bolt of lightening. After a Jewish woman, whose daughters had joined 

Communist organizations, had her restaurant seized by the Soviets, she turned to her Polish neighbour bemoaning the 

loss of ñour cherished Poland.ò See Janina ZiemiaŒska, ñZ Kres·w do Nowego Jorku (1),ò Nasz Gğos (Brooklyn, New 

York), June 10, 1999. 
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before the Nazis took the town. It took weeks for Fishgrund and me to reach Warsaw on foot. We arrived in 

terrible shape, barefoot, bloody, looking too far gone even to pass as beggars.ò75 

 

   Jews also came forward in droves to join General Wğadysğaw Andersô Free Polish Army in the Soviet 

interior and to be ñrepatriatedò to Soviet-dominated Poland in 1944ï1948
76

 rather than remain under direct 

Soviet rule. In both cases, however, the element of self-interest cannot be overlooked. Joining the Polish 

army or ñrepatriatingò to Poland was, in most cases, seen as an interim solution: this was a way out of the 

Gulag and just a stepping stone to Palestine or the West. Moreover, the ñtransformationò was by no means 

universal and many Jews continued to applaud the benefits of Soviet rule right to the end.
77

 

   But that ultimate awareness (for many, but certainly not for all) is one that skips very important steps in 

the evolution of Jewish attitudes and in the analysis of what transpired in Eastern Poland in 1939ï1941. A 

significant portion of the Jewish population, with the passive acquiescence of the vast majority, had by that 

time openly declared themselves to be enemies of Poland. News of this reached the rest of Poland and 

made a strong impression there. Moreover, opting for Poland over the Soviet Union was, for many Jews, a 

choice that did not signify coming to terms with Poland; it was often a stepping stone on the way to 

Palestine or the West. Jews deserted from the Polish army en masse once it reached Palestine and left 

Poland soon after their arrival, never having had any intention to settle there. 

   In an exchange with Jewish-American publicist Abraham Brumberg in the New York Review of Books,
78

 

British historian Norman Davies was one of the first Western historians to deal with, among other topics, 

the Soviet invasion of Eastern Poland. Davies begins his discourse with rather obvious statements of 

principle: 
 

On Polish-Jewish questions, my position is straightforward. I think that they can best be understood by taking 

a critical stance toward the claims of both interested parties, and by treating the problems of prewar Polandôs 

divided society in terms of the mutual experiences and mutual antagonisms of both sides. I see no virtue in 

limiting oneself to the recriminations of one side against the other. é there were, and are, two sides to 

Polish-Jewish antipathies. Also, one must try to relate the political currents of Polish Jewry to the general 

trends of the day, and not to pretend that the Jews were somehow exempt from the full range of political 

attitudes and opinions which affected all other groups. 
 

   Professor Davies continues: 
 

What I wrote, and can confirm, amounts to this: firstly, that among the collaborators who came forward to 

assist the Soviet security forces in dispatching huge numbers of innocent men, women, and children to distant 

exile and probable death, there was a disproportionate number of Jews; and secondly, that news of the 

circumstances surrounding the deportations helped to sour Polish-Jewish relations in other parts of occupied 

Poland.  
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   I might have added, for Mr. Brumbergôs comfort, that the majority of Polish Jews (like the great majority of 

Poles, Byelorussians, Ukrainians and Lithuanians) did not sympathize with Russian communism, did not 

welcome the Soviet invasion, and did not collaborate with the deportations. é None of which alters the 

original contention. Among those persons, who to their discredit did collaborate, there were ñmany Jews.ò é 

   As an eyewitness to the events in eastern Poland in 1939ï1941, [Brumberg] has reported that the charge of 

Jewish collaboration is ñparticularly obnoxiousò and that the collaborators only included ñsmall groups of 

procommunist sympathizers.ò Regrettably, without disparaging either his memory or his eyesight, one has to 

report that almost all other witnesses disagree with him. Thousands of survivors now in the West, and scores 

of published memoirs tell a different story. Among the informers and collaborators, as in the personnel of the 

Soviet security police at the time, the high percentage of Jews was striking. One could check the following 

accounts: Jan and Irena Gross (1983), Anatol Krakowiecki (1950),79 Aleksander Blum (1980),80 Aleksander 

Wat (1977),81 Klara Mirska (1980),82 Ola Watowa (1984),83 Marek Celt (1986),84 or the collective work, 

Moje zderzenie z bolszewikami we wrzeŜniu 1939 roku (ñMy Clash with the Bolsheviks in September 

1939ò),85 and very many more. 

   These reports about the conduct of Jews do not necessarily make pleasant reading, especially when one 

reflects on the appalling fate of those same Jewish communities following the Nazi invasion of the Soviet-

occupied zone in June 1941. But one should not for that reason discount them, or try to read history 

backward. 

   Mr. Brumberg is fond of quoting a Home Army Report of September 1941, signed by the commanding 

office of the AK, General [Stefan] Grot-Rowecki, and containing the famous sentence, ñPlease accept it as an 

established fact that the overwhelming majority of people in the country are anti-Semitically disposedò 

(PrzygniatajŃca wiňkszoŜĺ kraju jest nastawiona antysemicko). Mistranslated by Mr. Brumberg,86 the 
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 Professor Davies explains: Mr. Brumbergôs mistranslation reads, ñThe overwhelming majority of the country is anti-

Semitic,ò wrongly implying that anti-Semitism was a fixed attribute of the Polish population. Grot-Rowecki, however, 

used the phrase ñnastawiona antysemicko,ò which is rather different, implying a nastawienie, an ñattitude,ò 

ñadjustment,ò ñdisposition,ò or ñinclinationò that can change according to circumstances.ò The text of the radio 

telegram dated September 25, 1941, is reproduced in Andrzej Krzysztof Kunert, ed. Polacyïŧydzi, PolenïJuden, 

PolesïJews, 1939ï1945: Wyb·r ťr·değ, Quellenauswahl, Selection of Documents (Warsaw: Rada Ochrony Pamiňci 

Walk i MňczeŒstwa, Instytut Dziedzictwa Narodowego, and Rytm, 2001), 197, and Krzysztof Jasiewicz, Pierwsi po 

diable: Elity sowieckie w okupowanej Polsce 1939ï1941 (Biağostocczyzna, Nowogr·dczyzna, Polesie, WileŒszczyzna) 

(Warsaw: Instytut Studi·w Politycznych PAN and Rytm, 2001), 41ï42, with one variation in wording which in no way 

undermines Norman Daviesô perceptive analysis: ñMeldujň, Ũe wszystkie posuniňcia i oŜwiadczenia RzŃdu i czğonk·w 

Rady Narodowej, dotyczŃce Ũyd·w w Polsce wywoğujŃ w kraju jak najgorsze wraŨenie i znakomicie uğatwiajŃ 

propagandň RzŃdowi nieprzychylnŃ lub wrogŃ. é Proszň przyjŃĺ jako fakt zupeğnie realny, Ũe przygniatajŃca 

wiňkszoŜĺ kraju jest nastrojona [as opposed to ñnastawionaò] antysemicko. Nawet socjaliŜci nie sŃ tu wyjŃtkiem. 

R·Ũnice dotyczŃ tylko taktyki postňpowania. ZalecajŃcych naŜladowanie metod niemieckich prawie nie ma. Metody te 

wywoğağy odruchy wsp·ğczucia, ale zmalağo ono po zlaniu siň obu okupacji i zaznajomieniu siň przez og·ğ z 

zachowaniem siň Ũyd·w na wschodzie. éò Like ñnastawionaò, ñnastrojonaò connotes a ñmoodò or ñdispositionò that 
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quotation takes on a new slant, and might seem to imply either that Polish attitudes were based on fixed 

prejudice, or even that the Poles approved of the Nazisô genocidal policies. Significantly, and very 

conveniently, Mr. Brumberg keeps quiet about the second half of the quotation. The original text of the 

report, in describing the factors influencing Polish opinion at the time, goes on to say three things: firstly, that 

virtually nobody approved of German actions; secondly, that Nazi persecution of the Jews was causing a 

backlash of sympathy; and thirdly, that pro-Jewish sympathies were inhibited by knowledge of Jewish 

activities in the Soviet zone.87 é 

   One might equally recall the report written [transmitted] in February 1940 by Jan Karskiðone of those 

fearless Polish couriers who kept London in touch with occupied Poland, and who was subsequently 

decorated in Israel for his attempts to warn the West about the realities of the Holocaust. [The portions in 

square brackets were omitted in the English translation relied on by Davies.ðM.P.] 

 

ñThe Situation of the Jews on Territories Occupied by the USSRò 

   The Jews here feel at home, not just because they are not humiliated or persecuted, but because their 

smartness and adaptability has won them a certain measure of political and economic advantage. 

   The Jews are entering the political cells. They have taken over the majority of political and administrative 

positions, and are playing an important role in the labor unions, in the schools, and above all in commerce, 

both legal and illegal [loansharking and profiteering, illegal trade, contraband, foreign currency exchange, 

liquor, immoral pursuits, pimping and procurement] é 

   Polish opinion considers that Jewish attitudes to the Bolsheviks are favourable. It is universally believed 

that the Jews betrayed Poland and the Poles, that they are all communists at heart, and that they went over to 

the Bolsheviks with flags waving. Indeed, in most towns, the Jews did welcome the Bolsheviks with bouquets, 

with speeches and with declarations of allegiance and so on. 

   One should make certain distinctions, however. Obviously the Jewish communists have reacted 

enthusiastically to the Bolsheviks. é The Jewish proletariat, petty traders and artisans, whose position has 

seen a structural improvement, and who formerly had to bear the indifference or the excesses of the Polish 

element, have reacted positively, too. That is hardly surprising. 

   But what is worse, Jews are denouncing Poles [especially students and politicians] (to the secret police), 

are directing the work of the (communist) militia from behind the scenes, are unjustly denigrating conditions 

in Poland before the war. Unfortunately, one must say that these incidents are very frequent, [and more 

common than incidents which demonstrate loyalty toward Poles or sentiment toward Poland].88 

 

   The Yad Vashem archive in Israel, too, provides detailed substantiation of the same picture. ñThe Jews 

welcomed the Red Army with joy. The young people spent all their days and evenings with the soldiers.ò In 

Grodno, ñall sorts of appointments were filled predominantly with Jews, and the Soviet authorities entrusted 

them, too, with the top positions.ò [In ŧ·ğkiew, ñThe Russians rely primarily on Jews in filling positions éò] 

In Lw·w, ñI must admit that the majority of positions in the Soviet agencies have been taken by Jews.ò A 

Jewish observer to the pro-Soviet demonstrations in Lw·w related, ñWhenever a political march, or protest 

meeting, or some other sort of joyful event took place, the visual effect was unambiguousðJews.ò In Wielkie 

Oczy, the Jewish doctor recalled how local Jewish youths having formed themselves into a ñkomsomolò 

toured the countryside smashing Catholic shrines. The references can be found in a recent study of the Soviet 

deportations from eastern Poland by J. T. Gross and I. Gross, W czterdziestym nas Matko na Sybir zesğalié: 

Polska a Rosja 1939ï42.89 

                                                                                                                                                                             
can change according to circumstances. One can find an analogy here to the mood of the American public toward 

Muslims in the wake of 9/11. It is important to bear in mind that General Grot-Roweckiôs report was written before the 

Holocaust got underway and that news of the widespread killings of Jews in Eastern Poland was not widely known in 

central Poland. This fact escapes many historians who continue to cite Grot-Rowecki selectively, inccurately and 

manipulatively along Abraham Brumbergôs lines, for example, Prusin, The Lands Between, 173.  
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   In PiŒsk, where the population was over 90 percent Jewish, young Jews built an ñArc de Triomphe.ò90 

   The purpose here, of course, is not to demonstrate what one hopes would be taken for granted, namely, that 

Jews given the chance will behave as well or as badly as anyone else. The purpose is simply to show that the 

marked increase in anti-Semitism in occupied Poland in 1939ï1941 was linked to Jewish conduct. To put the 

perspective of many Poles emotively, Jews were seen to be dancing on Polandôs grave. 

   Naturally, there is more to the story than that. Objectively speaking, there was no reason for Polish Jews as 

a whole to react to Polandôs defeat in the way that most Poles did, nor for them to share Polish feeling that 

collaborating with the invaders was in itself an act of disloyalty. Nor should one forget that the prevalence of 

Jews in the Soviet organs of oppression did not stop the Soviets, once established, from devastating Jewish 

life in the Soviet zone. The Jewish communes, which had flourished under Polish rule, were peremptorily 

abolished. The Jewish middle class was reduced to penury. Hebrew schools, Zionist clubs, all independent 

Jewish organizations were closed down overnight.91 Conditions were so good that thousands of Jewish 

refugees swarmed westward toward the Nazi zone, passing swarms of other refugees fleeing in the opposite 

direction. Gross even reports one incident, where a visiting Nazi commission was greeted by crowds of Jews 

chanting ñHeil Hitlerò in the hope of getting permission to cross the frontier. And on the frontier bridge over 

the River Bug, they were met by a Nazi officer shouting, ñJews, where on earth are you going? We are going 

to kill you.ò 

   All Polish citizens shared in the confusion. Many fled from west to east to escape the Nazis. Many fled 

from east to west to escape the Soviets. Many, quite literally, went around in circles. é 

   The hopeless predicament of such people, trapped between Hitler and Stalin, eloquently illustrates the 

predicament of Eastern Europe as a whole. Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, and all other peoples of the region were 

caught in the same double bind, overtaken not just by one occupation, but by two. Eastern Europe lay astride 

the battleground of the two greatest tyrannies the world has yet seen; and the full horror of its fate can never 

be comprehended unless events on either side of the dividing line are related to each other. 

 

   Some Jewish observers also noted that the attitude of Poles toward Jews, which was rather favourable in 

the early months of the war, changed dramatically as reports about the behaviour of the Jews in the eastern 

part of Poland occupied by the Soviets reached the German occupation zone. While overlooking the much 

larger pro-Soviet elements among the Jews, Isaiah Trunk leveled harsh criticism against the Jewish 

Communists. 
 

At the time of the of the Soviet annexation, some Jewish Communists had behaved in a tactless and even 

treacherous manner, indulging in triumphant greetings, infiltration into the Soviet occupation apparatus, and 

informing to the NKVD on regional Polish and Jewish bourgeois and Socialist leaders. In addition, the Jewish 

population generally welcomed the Soviet occupation é These facts were portrayed to the Polish population 

by returning refugees é92 

 

   Polish historians were slow to amass the extensive documentationðspread over countless sources, 

published and unpublishedðwhich supported Norman Daviesô views, and this further played into the 

syndrome of denial on the part of Holocaust historians. For those familiar with those materials, however, 

there could be no doubt that his assessment was accurate, penetrating and balanced. The hundreds of 

testimonies gathered in this study amply attest to that. By and large, Daviesô penetrating observations are 

ignored by historians writing about this topic in the West. Rather than to turn to authoritative primary 
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sources of Polish, Soviet, and even those of Jewish provenance, they choose instead to rely on secondary 

literature which is largely dated and often skewed, and compound matters by using the evidence very 

selectively.93 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Jews Greet Soviet Invaders En Masse 

 

   The purpose of this compilation is not simply to marshal evidence of the widespread phenomenon of 

throngs of Jews, often dressed in their best attire for the occasion and including Orthodox Jews and rabbis 

in their ranks, avidly greeting the Soviet invaders of Poland in September 1939. Although Jewish survivors 

tend to gloss over the Soviet period in their testimonies, accounts describing such the entry of the Red 

Army are legion, as are Polish accounts. Many of them attest to the boundless and uncritical outbursts of 

enthusiasm for the new regime that consumed large segments of the Jewish population. That, after all, is 

not the crux of the Polish case. What is disconcerting about these manifestations is that they were generally 

accompanied by declarations of loyalty to the Soviet Union and open and flagrant displays of anti-Polish 

sentiments and behaviour. 

   In Wilno, 
 

The Red Army entered é early on the morning of Tuesday, 19 September 1939, to an enthusiastic welcome 

by Vilnaôs [Wilnoôs] Jewish residents, in sharp contrast to the Polish populationôs reserve and even hostility. 

Particular ardour was displayed by leftist groups and their youthful members, who converged on the Red 

Army tank columns bearing sincere greetings and flowers.94 

 

... [Jewish] youths laughed and jeered at groups of Poles who were rushed to their deportation and took an 

active part in round-ups and arrests [of Poles]. é The militiamen were recruited mostly, if not exclusively, 

from the Jewish youth.95 

 

 According to Jewish eyewitnesses from Wilno, 
 

It is hard to describe the emotion that swept me as I saw in the street, across from our gate, a Russian tank 

bearing grinning young men with a blazing red star on their berets. As the machines came to a halt, the 

people crowded around. Somebody shouted, ñLong live the Soviet government!ò and everyone cheered. é 

You could hardly find a Gentile in that crowd. é Many people did not stop and consider what this regime 

would bring in its wake. é everyone greeted the Russians unanimously, as they would the Messiah.96 

 

on the 19th of September, Soviet tank crews with smiles on their faces and flowers in their hands drove into 

our city é How much joy and happiness the people had! All of Jewish Vilna [Wilno] celebrated the presence 

of the victorious, undefeatable Red Army. é Besides the fact that the Red Army came into our town as the 

Messiah-Angel, every single one of their soldiers blessed by God, was a pleasant and cultured person. é I 

have to throw away my heavy thoughts and say ñLong live the great transformer of the people, Stalin, who 

managed to change a simple individual into a person of the highest quality, if not moreò.97 

 

Miron [Lewinson] did not report for mobilization. He thought there was no point in fighting for a bourgeois 

Poland. é 

   Toward morning Miron ran in. We had not seen him for many days. He cried out joyfully from the 

threshold: 

   ñSoviet troops are in the city!ò é 
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   Crowds of people were on the streets é Oh, what might, what an army, what a powerful force! I could not 

believe my own eyes. My heart was breaking with joyðhere it was, the army of the working class, of the 

country of triumphant socialism.98 

 

   A Polish eyewitness observed the following on September 19, 1939: 
 

On Wielka Street we noticed a group of several hundred men. They waved red flags and were shouting 

something. Some of them were armed with rifles. As we approached we realized that they were Jews. Almost 

all of them wore red armbands. Red flags were hung from the windows of Jewish residences. We came across 

the first Soviet tanks in front of Ostra Brama. é 

   Bolshevik offices were teaming with local Jews. The ñpeopleôs militiaò was recruited from their numbers. 

They also provided the NKVD with information about ñPolish elements hostile to the Soviet Union.ò They 

considered the Soviet authority as theirs and openly enjoyed our [i.e., Polandôs] defeat. They often directed 

all sorts of threats at us and mocked our national and spiritual values. At every turn they declared that ñour 

ruleò had come to an end. Small Jewish children called me and my friends ñhideous Polish mugs.ò99 

 

The following account, by another Polish eyewitness, is illustrative of the divergence between the mood of 

many Jews and the Polish population at that time. 
 

Amidst the crowd, I made it to Wielka Street, where the Red Army was being welcomed with a big display 

next to the town hall. I pinched myself from time to time to make sure I was really awake. I kept suspecting it 

was a nightmare. I had never anywhere heard so many joyful shouts, so many cries of óLong liveô Stalin, 

Voroshilov, Molotov, and the Red Army. Although I didnôt exactly know who the members of the various 

leftist Polish organizations were, I can say with confidence that I didnôt see any of them there, either. é the 

Jews were the ones who had displayed all the spontaneous enthusiasm. All the Jewish organizations probably 

had their representatives welcoming [them]. There was no end to the shouts and cries of óLong liveô. The 

Jewish women couldnôt be beaten. Their ideas of who should óliveô were really astounding. Their slogans, not 

even just for a Pole, but for the average honest person, made one sick to the stomach.100 

 

The Jewish supporters of the Soviet invaders was by no means limited to leftist circles or the proletariat. As 

Polish historian Marek Wierzbicki noted, 
 

It was not only the communist Jews and their sympathizers who greeted the Red Army enthusiastically, but 

also members of Jewish organizations without any communist connections, as well as Jews not associated 

with any organization at all. The open expression of joy at the arrival of the Soviets on the part of these Jews 

contrasted with the reserve or even animosity exhibited by the Poles. What for Jews was salvation, or at least 

the lesser evil, was for Poles a national tragedy. The arrival of the Red Army divided Vilnaôs Jews and Poles 

and built a wall of animosity between them. The solidarity that the two ethnic groups had demonstrated in the 

face of German aggression quickly dissipated.101 
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A Polish eyewitness recalled the welcome given to the Red Army by a wealthy Jew, one of the largest fruit 

wholesalers in Wilno, who enthusiastically threw flowers from his window as the Soviet troops 

approached.
102

 

   Israeli historian Dov Levin records that this joyous reception of the Soviets by Jews was nearly universal 

in towns throughout Eastern Poland (the names of towns have been emphasized): 
 

Various accounts attest to the joyous welcome that the Red Army received almost everywhere. When the 

Jews of Kowel (in Wolhynia [sic]) were informed that the Red Army was approaching the town, they 

ñcelebrated all night.ò When the Red Army actually entered Kowel, ñthe Jews greeted [it] with indescribable 

enthusiasm.ò103 é 

 

In Baranowicze, ñPeople kissed the soldiersô dusty boots. é Children ran to the parks, picked the autumn 

flowers, and showered the soldiers with them. é Red flags were found in the blink of an eye, and the entire 

city was bedecked in red.ò104 

 

20th of September, in the morningða Russian tank entered Kobrin [KobryŒ, in Polesia] é The tank was 

followed by more tanks and soldiers. People were ecstatic. The fascistic Polish kingdom has crumbled. We 

sat at night and read the pamphlets the Russians passed around. We were full of hope for a better future.105 

 

The town of Kobryn [KobryŒ] was awash in red flags, which local Communists had prepared by removing 

the white stripe from the two-color Polish flag. The cheering crowd scattered leaflets castigating the fascist 

[sic] Polish regime and lauding the Red Army and its augury of liberation. In Ciechanowice [Ciechanowiec], 

a band of Jewish Communists erected an ñarch of triumphò bedecked with posters bearing general greetings 

and messages such as ñLong Live the Soviet Regime.ò The Jews of Rozhinoy (Rozana or Ruzhany) [R·Ũana] 

treated the day of the Soviet occupation as a religious festival, greeting each other with mazel tov.106 

 

éthe sight of the Jews of Janow [Jan·w Poleski], greeting the Red Army in their prayer shawls, was 

something that had [sic] many of the Jewish-born Soviet troops had certainly never before beheld.107 

 

 In the largely Jewish small town of Wiszniew, 
 

the entire town came to greet [the Soviet army] with flowers in their hands and everyone was very excited. At 

the center of the market, a stage was built and the representative of the Jews, Yakov Hirsch Alishkevitch, 

along with a few local Christians, made excited speeches. At the end of Yakovôs speech, he said, ñLong live 

the Soviet Union!ò108 

 

   A frenzy broke out in Nowogr·dek that could have had fatal consequences had the person fingered as an 

enemy of the new order in fact been a Pole: 

 

The cityôs Jews, especially the youths and children, swarmed through the streets, admiring the Red Army 
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troops, their weapons, tanks and armoured vehicles. é 

 

é on the afternoon of the 17th [of September 1939] we heard the roar of the Soviet tanks coming from the 

Karelitzer Street. Some Jews cried with joy. They ran towards the tanks with flowers in their hands, blocking 

the way and waiting to kiss the soldiers of the Red Army. é there they noticed in the middle of the market 

square a tall man with a new long overcoat walking towards Mickiewicz Street. It took only one person to 

shout, óThere goes the judge who used to send us for years to terrible jailsô, for hundreds of people to start 

running towards him and then to rain him with blows. Red Army soldiers, seeing a riot, ran to the scene and 

saved the poor man. They asked him who he was, to which he replied that he was Refoel the poor cobbler 

who had gone home to put on his Sabbath overcoat. He was no judge but had come to welcome the Red 

Army.
109

 

 

A Polish eyewitness confirms that it was the Jewish population of Nowogr·dek who greeted the Soviets: 
 

 é the Christian population did not take any part in meeting the Soviet army entering the city. The Jewish 

population, however, especially the youth, ostentatiously met the motorized units with flowers.
110

 

  

 The situation in Sğonim was described by Jewish eyewitnesses as follows: 
 

The Jews of Slonim welcomed the Red Army with joy and relief, as if they sensed an end to Polish anti-

Semitism. No more discrimination and demeaning of Jews. é  

   The Soviet tanks and motorized troops sparkled in the sunshine that lit up the triumphant liberation-march 

of the Red Army. The Jews of Slonim greeted the Soviet tanks with flowers. In those happy moments we 

dreamed and hoped that the ñStalin sunò would forever warm and illuminate the life of the poor working 

people and lead them out on the bright highway of true national and socila justice111 

 

é the Jewish population received the Soviet Army on its entry into the city with bread and wine, with a 

shower of flowers that were thrown at the soldiers, with drums and dances. ... The Slonim Jews threw 

themselves into the arms of the Soviet soldiers, embraced them and kissed them. The festivities continued 

three days. Liquor flowed like water and speeches were made in the spirit of Communism. Many believed 

that our salvation had come and the Soviet Russians were our messiah. The gentiles whispered and said: 

ñNow the Jewish government has come.ò112 

 

   In Brasğaw, 
 

The Jews welcomed the Red Army with greet joy, with flowers, bread and salt. é the draper Aharon Zeif 

brought out and distributed rolls of red cloth among all who wanted to make red flags.113 

  

   In Ostr·wek, a village near Iwacewicze, in Polesia, 
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Large numbers greeted the Red Army with flowers (I donôt think there were any Poles there). é All the 

flowers from our gardens were ripped outéto meet the Russians. A well-known peddler cut off the white 

part of the Polish flag and the red part attached to the roof of our home.114 

 

   In Biağystok, 
 

Towards evening [of September 22] the Red Army marches into a city decorated with red flags. Communal 

delegations greet them with flowers and speeches of welcome. Thousands of elated Bialystoker throng the 

streets. Jewish youths embrace Russian soldiers with great enthusiasm. On this, the holiest of nights, the 

culmination of the Days of Awe, orthodox Jews pack the synagogues and pray with renewed fervour.115 

 

Another Jewish account from Biağystok states: 
 

People in the streets greeted the Red Army with great warmth. The professional associations and political 

organizations in the city filled the streets with red flags and flowers. The encounter was enthusiastic and 

friendly. Jewish youth, at that time already alienated from traditional Judaism, embraced the Russian 

soldiers.116 

 

   In Horoch·w, in Volhynia, 
 

The Jews were overjoyed. é The balconies and house fronts had been decorated with carpets and pictures of 

Communist leaders. A deputation of workers with radiant faces awaited their guestsðtheir lifeôs dream had 

come true.117 

 

   A Jew from Warsaw, who found himself in Ğuck, reported with a foresight that seems to have been rather 

rare in those times: 
 

The majority of the youth expressed great enthusiasm. They kissed the soldiers, climbed the tanks, they gave 

an ovation. Even earlier, before the Red Army had entered the town, a part of Jewish youth organized 

meetings and demonstrations. For us Jews it was politically very unwise that a part of the Jewish community 

had a very bad attitude towards Polish society and the Polish army.118 
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   But it was not just the impressionable youth who were enthusiastic about the prospect of Soviet rule. A 

Polish eyewitness recorded the following scene in Dubno: 
 

A Soviet soldier came in to the little Jewish cafe where we were sitting over a cup of tea. é He was 

surrounded by a group of people. The local Jews in particular looked on him with great satisfaction and 

caught his words greedily, translating them aloud into Polish at one. The soldier declared, of course, that the 

Red Army was on the march to Germany. The most interesting part of his discourse was however his 

accounts of the Soviet regime and of life in Russia, which we found afterwards he must have learnt by heart, 

since they were word for word the same as those given by every new-comer from Russia, were he soldier or 

civilian. Russia, according to him, was a perfect paradise on earth, where everyone was prosperous and 

enjoyed great freedom. 

   óComrade, what would I be able to do there?ô one of his hearers asked him. 

   óIt depends on what you know, comrade, and whether yoyôre a specialist.ô 

   óIôm a shopkeeper.ô 

   óThen in that case youôll at once become a commissar of a large co-operative, comrade.ô 

   óAnd I? I am a workman in a bacon-factory,ô another wanted to know. 

   óWhat is a bacon-factory?ô 

   óA meat-cannery.ô 

   óWhy, as youôve been a workman, comrade, you can now be commissar of a factory, or a section-

superintendent.ô 

   At each answer given by the Red Army man the questioners rubbed their hands delightedly, as though they 

had already received their new appointments.119 

 

   In R·wne, young Jews marched ñin the streets, holding high the red flag é and singing the Communist 

songs.ò
120

 A Polish soldier who observed a pro-Communist parade led by a group of Jews in honour of the 

Red Army, estimated that about ninety percent of 300 people who took part were cheering Jews.
121

 

   In in a comedy of errors, a Franciscan priest dressed in a long cassock was mistaken for a Soviet 

commissar by Jews in Ostr·g, who set out to greet the Red Army. They bowed low before him. Local Jews 

with red armbands were soon swarming the streets acting as the militia.
122

 

   In Busk, a town to the northeast of Lw·w, on September 18, the day before the arrival of the Red Army, 

Jews started hanging up red flags and banners greeting ñthe liberators from lord and Polish bondageò 

(wyzwoliciele z paŒskiej i polskiej niewoli). When the Red Army entered the town the following day in the 

early afternoon, they were greeted joyfully by the Jewish population. The Ukrainian population showed 

more restraint, even though flyers were disbursed calling on the population to murder ñPolish lords, their 

lackeys and landlords.ò Public meetings maligning Poland were frequent occurrences.
123
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   In Lw·w, pro-Soviet ñenthusiastsò consisting mostly of Jews and some Ukrainians greeted the Red Army 

as it marched into the city on September 22. Groups of young men met the Soviets on the outskirts of the 

city and ñwelcomed them with red banners, revolutionary songs and music.ò
124

 Red flags, made by ripping 

the white portion off the red and white Polish banner, draped windows and balconies and adorned buildings 

and gateways.
125

 In front of the Grand Theatre, an impassioned address to a Soviet tank division leader was 

delivered by a rabbi, who reportedly expressed the Jewish communityôs gratitude for the long-awaited 

demise of the Polish state.
126

 These anti-Polish rituals, in which tens of thousands of Jews took part, 

occurred in town after town. 

   Hugo Steinhaus, a renowned mathematician of Jewish origin, recalled with shame the servility of ñan 

enormous massò of Jews from Lw·w who ñhad turned out to greet the Bolsheviks adorned in red bows and 

stars, so much so that it aroused laughter among the Russian officers. Others disarmed Polish officers in the 

streets, kissed Russian tanks and stroked their artillery.ò
127

 Kazimierz KalwiŒski, who was decorated by 

Yad Vashem for his familyôs rescue of 24 Jews in a bunker on the outskirts of Lw·w, recalled: 
 

On the day they [i.e., the Soviets] entered Lwow [Lw·w] I went to the center of the city to deliver milk to a 

physician, a longstanding customer. I witnessed a horrible sight. On the street were piles a mound of rifles 

and the Russians were leading Polish soldiers-prisoners into captivity. On the main street I saw a hearse 

pulled by black horses, on which lay an unusually large coffin draped with a Polish military flag. On both 

sides of the hearse young Jewish boys repeatedly yelled loudly in Polish: ñWe are going to bury rotten 

Poland.ò These were the poorest who believed the lies spread by Communists promising them a better life. 

How could they know what would happen to them two more years? I stood with other people on the sidewalk 

and screamed something at them (I no longer remember what). Immediately, a young Jew brandishing a gun 

and a red band (he was no more than 15) came over to me and said, ñYou donôt like something?ò Some old 

man pulled my hand saying, ñGo! Go!ò 

   This is how they thanked Poland for accepting their ancestors centuries before. The richer, more intelligent 

middle class Jews condemned their behavior, but they could do little. Young Communists denounced them 

and reported them to the Soviets, as they did other Poles, and rich Jews.
128

 

 

The conduct of these young Jews was by no means a reaction to the German invasion of Poland. It was an 

open manifestation of support, one of very many, for the Soviet regime. 

   According to Julius Margolin, in śniatyn, 
 

The townspeople organized a welcoming program in honor of the Red Army and decked the town out with 

bunting; seven hundred citizens marched past the Soviet headquarters, carrying red flags and crying hail and 
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hurrah. Most of the paraders were Jews, some were Ukrainians; but there were no Poles.129 

 

The revolutionary committee was organized by J·zef Kohn, whose son, riding a white horse, greeted the 

Soviet invaders under the triumphal arch erected by local Jews and communists. His wife Klara, also an 

ardent Communist, who ran a kindergarten before the war, led her prepped-up young students to the 

spectacle.
130

 

   In anticipation of the Soviet arrival, local Jews adorned a square in Borysğaw with huge portraits of 

Lenin, Stalin, Marx and Engels. They brought out a table which they covered with a red cloth and erected a 

triumphal arch which bore pro-Soviet slogans.
131

 Cheering throngs of Jews and Ukrainians greeted the Red 

army as liberators of ñWestern Ukraine.ò
132

 

   In Drohobycz, the difference in attitude between the Polish and Jewish population was striking: 
 

The Jewish crowd cheered the Bolsheviks. A huge red flag was hoisted on the Town Hall and floodlit with a 

searchlight. The Jews put on red armbands and tried to form a kind of militia to take control of the town. é 

   The delight of the Jews was indescribable. Some of them started making communist speeches and greeted 

others with uplifted fists. The Polish population, on the other hand, kept very quiet and stayed at home.133 

 

   The prevailing mood was captured in a Jewish diary: ñI am going from place to place, from one shtetl to 

another and am amazed to find true enthusiasm for the Soviet r®gime.ò Some went even further. That same 

diarist encountered an old Jew in a shtetl who observed, ñThese are Messiahôs times and Stalin is the 

Messiah himself.ò
134

 

   There are many accounts which attest to the fact that elderly Jews could also fall into pro-Soviet bliss. A 

grey-haired Jew from Boremel, in Volhynia, by the name of Lerner, who had the appearance of a patriarch, 

when asked by a Soviet soldier how old he was, replied: ñI am four-days old.ò ñHow can you be four days 

old?ò inquired the puzzled soldier. ñI was born when the Red Army arrived.
135

 A Jewish eyewitness recalls 

how a Jewish doctor in the town of Bursztyn, in Eastern Galicia, raised his fist clenched in the Communist-

style to salute his Soviet comrades.
136

 

   The theme of Stalin being a Messiah for the Jews was widespread. A high school student from Lw·w 

wrote: 
 

I must admit that if ever anyone actually knew complete happiness, that was the day the Red Army entered. 

Thatôs the way I imagined the Jews awaiting the Messiah will feel, when he finally comes. It is hard to find 

words to describe the feelingðthis waiting and this happiness. And at last we had lived to see it: they arrived 

in Lw·w. The first tanks rolled in and we wondered how to express ourselvesðto throw flowers? to sing? To 

organize a demonstration? How to show our great joy?137 
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A Jewish account from Dereczyn states: 
 

It is difficult to describe our sense of elation. At the time, I thought I was living the happiest day of my life. 

The entire Jewish population, and also many of the [Belorussian] Christians from Dereczin [Dereczyn] and its 

environs, went forth to greet the Soviet military forces. é Our joy knew no bounds. It seemed as if the 

Messiah had come é 

   To the celebration gatherings, tens of thousands of people from the entire area came together. Dereczin was 

literally too small to absorb them all. The masses found many ways to express their enthusiasm and 

inspiration for the liberating Red military forces, and its shining leader, Stalin.138 

 

   These sycophantic displays enjoyed particular longevity in small towns such as WoğoŨyn and Dereczyn, 

where Jewish witnesses recalled the pervasive pro-Soviet mood of the Jewish population. 
 

Changes that could be seen as both comic and tragic occurred in the Volozhyn [WoğoŨyn] Jewsô style of 

dressing. The treasured fashion trend of the Soviets was high boots. It was distressing yet amusing for us to 

see distinguished balabatim such as Reb Isaak Shapiro, Reb Hirsh Malkin, Reb Yakov Veissbord, Reb 

Avrom Shuker, Reb Mordechay Shishko, Reb Namiot der Sheliver (name of his natal shtetl), Sholom Leyb 

Rubinstein and others walking in high boots. Most people wanted to please the new rulers. They threw away 

the elegant tied shirts that symbolized the Polish bourgeoisies [sic] and ñdecoratedò themselves with the 

Soviet khaki guimnastiorka.139 

 

Young people [in Dereczyn] no longer show themselves in the Bet HaMidsrash. One can do anything one 

desires, and it has become the vogue to speak in Russian, and to assimilate oneself into the new Russian 

environment.140 

 

   Polish accounts from Lw·w are also informative: 
 

Meanwhile the town suddenly changed its character. Jews poured onto the streets and, by all external 

appearances, Lw·w was a Jewish town, especially when one considers the masses of Jewish refugees who 

had come from the West. These throngs manifested an intense sympathy for the Soviet army units and tanks 

that rolled by. Every Jew felt it his duty to wear a red ribbon on his lapel or, if possible, some Soviet emblem. 

   On Sunday, September 24th, workersô demonstrations filled the streets. Of course, they were almost 

exclusively Jewish and expressed their joy at being ñliberated.ò Poles and é Ukrainians were not seen often 

on the streets, and their faces were visibly dejected.141 

 

The next days the walls of buildings and houses were colored with different posters. But they all had the 

same substance. ñThe rule of the Polish masters has ended, the Red Army has liberated Poland.ò One poster 

particularly struck me because it hurt me, a Polish eagle was shown wearing a four-cornered Polish soldierôs 

cap all stained with blood and a Soviet soldier stood over it sticking it with a bayonet.142 

 

The Communists continuously organized meetings and rallies in the town square. The crowds were drawn by 

members of the NKVD, who had them sing [revolutionary songs in Ukrainian]é There were hardly any 
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Poles in that throng. There were a few Ukrainian Communists, but most of all there were Jews who didnôt 

even know Ukrainian well, but each of them shouted for threeé143 

 

I was travelling from Borysğaw to Drohobycz [in October 1939] in one compartment with a young Jewish girl 

who, as if intoxicated, spoke about the Red Army and the Soviets with whole-hearted adulation. é My co-

traveller finished her praises with this remark: 

   ñHow refined they are, what culture they possess. Every soldier has three watches on his wrist, and good 

Swiss ones. Iôm familiar with these matters because my father is a watchmaker.ò 

   She said this entirely seriously. The first thing that Soviet soldiers had stolen in our region was precisely 

watches, and the most widely known Russian saying was ñdavai chasyò (ñHand over your watchò).144 

 

   The situation in a small village outside R·wne, in predominantly Ukrainian Volhynia, a region far 

removed from the German front and close to the Soviet border, was described by a Polish eyewitness with 

all its striking and symbolic juxtapositions. 
 

[At the train station] we found hundreds of [Polish] military men and staff workers gathered into little groups. 

We joined one of the gatherings, exchanging small talk. 

   As we talked, our attention was suddenly drawn to a group of young people across the street. Slightly more 

than a dozen young men and women, who appeared to be Jewish, wearing red arm bands were gathered about 

a pretty girl with long black curls protruding from under a red calico kerchief. In her hands, she cradled a 

tray, on which were a bottle of wine and a loaf of bread. Some of us discussed this, and one of us recalled that 

the wine and the bread might symbolize the Jewish ritual of welcoming home Jews who had been victorious 

in battle. 

   Despite their sudden appearance across from the station, they remained inactive and strangely silent. They 

appeared to be waiting for something: a middle aged man, who appeared to be one of them, joined them, and 

looking over to our wondering gaze, broke into a wide grin. ñThey are coming,ò he exclaimed. 

   This caused his group to break into an excited chatter, and then they all turned to look eastward along the 

road. Their eyes appeared glazed, either with excitement or hope, we knew not which. Perhaps, I thought, 

they expect the Messiah. We looked eastward also, to see what could be coming. And then we saw what it 

was. 

   Far down the muddy road could be seen a column of armed soldiers, marching maybe six abreast, in a close 

formation. é 

   ñWe are Evrei! I heard the Jews shout out. They broke into a run, the girl with her tray in their midst, 

toward the soldiers. I recognized the word as one meaning that they were Jewish. é But, for the first time, I 

began to realize who these soldiers might be. Evrei is a Russian word. 

   By now, the group had reached the soldiers, and they were embracing them. I remained almost hypnotized, 

watching the scene. Now the girl was moving about the soldiers with her tray, laughing, and offering wine 

and bread, which they ignored, as they continued marching toward us, their faces stern and set. Even when 

the girl kissed a couple of the soldiers, they never broke stride and continued to march on without expression. 

   Ignoring our people at the station, they marched right by. One onlooker cried, ñWhat is it, an invasion?ò 

   ñWho can they be?ò a woman wondered aloud. Then, as we saw at close hand the peaked caps emblazoned 

with a red calico star, the truth burst upon all of us at once: 

   ñBolsheviks!ò é 

   A Polish officer standing nearby nervously lit a cigarette, and shaking his head sadly, murmured, ñWe donôt 

yet know the nature of thisé They havenôt declared war. What can they be doing here?ò 

 é Two small tanks emblazoned with red stars, and obviously Russian, rolled by. 

   By now, the column had reached a cluster of small houses near the station, where the road ran between 

them. The soldiers stopped. I saw a large delegation of Jewish elders standing across the road. Some sort of 

ceremony appeared to be taking place. Obviously, they were welcoming the Red Armyðand it appeared to 

be prearranged. Suddenly, I saw the soldiers break ranks abruptly and move in with bayonets fixed upon 

those Polish officers and cadets gathered loosely about the station building. Moving very swiftly, they 

disarmed the Polish Army men and took them into custody. I watched them rip the insignia and medals from 

the uniforms of the Polish troops. Even as they did this, they pushed and jabbed their victims toward the train 

station and then into the station. é 
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   When they had done this, two Red soldiers slammed shut the big wide archway doors of the station. The 

scene was horrifying. é Sickened by the brutality, we stood there silent, helpless, unable to move, staring at 

the doors with their ornate carvings. 

   The silence was interrupted by a man who slipped around behind the station and came back. ñThey have 

loaded our officers into the train,ò he said in a hushed voice. é 

   We started to walk away and were stopped by a soldier who waved his bayoneted rifle at us. ñGet back 

there, you,ò he shouted in broken Polish. 

   An officer, who spoke more clearly, came up to our group of staff workers huddled near the building. He 

appeared to be of high rank. Like a chant, he intoned in brusk Russian why the Red Army had come. 

   We could not understand him, but a villager who knew Russian translated the rambling speech. The 

Bolshevik was bragging of how the glorious and unconquered Red Army had come to save and liberate the 

Russian and Ukrainian brethren from the oppressive yoke of the landed gentry. 

   ñThe Red Army has come as your brothers to redeem the Polish citizens from the Polish government,ò the 

translator said. The officer continued. He told us that the Soviets now considered the Polish State nonexistent. 

It would be the role of the glorious, liberating Red Army to protect us, he said. The chant went on. Even the 

translation sounded like a chant. 

   ñWe will give you happiness. Long live the rising sun Stalin!ò 

   ñLong live the Soviet Socialist Union!ò 

   ñGlory to the heroic Red Army!ò 

   Only the Sieg Heils were missing, I thought. After this shameless speech, made while the ñliberatorsò were 

herding our valiant officers into the train, we were ordered to go to the nearby homes. Pushed by soldiers 

carrying their guns at the ready, our group moved obediently into the houses. We found that the residents had 

set out tables for the investigation of our papers. é 

   Down the street, the soldiers stood at the ready in a grotesque pageant of olive green, their bayonets still 

fixed. A guard unit had been spread around the station, and nobody knew what could be happening inside. 

The train engine belched smoke but remained motionless. A few civilians walked dazedly from the scene.145 

  

   The significance of what was happening was not lost on some Jews, mostly from the educated and 

culturally assimilated spheres, such as the following witness to events in ZbaraŨ, a town north of Tarnopol. 
 

Later that day we saw many Soviet tanks, all coming from the direction of the Soviet border, just a few 

kilometers away. Later still, we were shocked to see Polish prisoners of war led by Soviet soldiers. Seeing 

Polish soldiers stripped of their weapons and rank was terribly depressing: the beginning of a new era. During 

the next few days printed propaganda posters appeared on the walls. They were very offensive and criticized 

the Polish government and ñoppressive bourgeoisie classò. They contained messages about freeing the 

Western Ukraine from Polish oppression.146 

 

When this Jewish youth returned to his home town of Lw·w the same atmosphere prevailed there: 
 

Criticism of the Polish government, the Polish army, Polish pre-war politics and particularly Polish [sic] 

hostility toward the Soviet Union, was very sharp and could be felt everywhere. Political posters on the 

streets were full of propaganda, such as [Marshal] Pilsudski [Piğsudski] having been the greatest enemy of the 

people.147 

  

A Jewish woman in her twenties acknowledged that she had read and heard stories about how in the Soviet 

Union everyone was equal, so she felt it was the type of government she would like to live under.
148

 This 

was in all likelihood not an isolated case.  

   In the face of these abundant testimonies, both Jewish and Polish, it is amazing to read Jan T. Grossôs 

recent assessment of what transpired. ñWe have no clear evidence to judge the size of the welcoming 
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groups,ò he writes. ñUndoubtedly only a small fraction of the local population showed up on these 

occasions.ò As to why the youth predominated among them, Gross observes glibly: ñNot surprisingly, for 

one should hardly expect local youth, in some godforsaken backwater, to quietly sit at home when an army 

goes by their hamlet and does not kill or rob anybody!ò
149

  

   Alexander Brakel, a young German historian, goes even further in his attempt to discount Jewish 

participation in these pro-Soviet manifestations by providing a dubious profiling of the crowds who 

assembled to greet the Sovietsðcontrary to Jewish accounts from places like Baranowicze and 

Nowogr·dekðand exonerate them from responsibility for their actions: 
 

Not excluding the possibility that some Jews (and probably non-Jews as well) just greeted the Soviet soldiers 

for quite opportunistic reasons, it is probable that most of them shared left-wing political views. And as this 

was only a minority among the Jewish population, it is safe to assume that only a minority of all Jews of the 

Baranowicze region took part in the public welcoming of the occupiers. 

 

One might argue that é there was no reason at all for Jews not to welcome the Red Army as liberators and to 

voluntarily cooperate with the Bolsheviks. There was no need for them to show loyalty towards the Polish 

state that had treated them so badly.150 

 

It escapes Brakel that there would be no need to concoct the latter excuse if there was no truth to the claim 

that Jews greeted the Soviets en masse. Besides the argument is simply spurious. It could be used justify 

disloyalty by an aggrieved group in any international conflict and, more importantly, could later be turned 

against the Jews themselves: why were Jews deserving of Polish loyalty under German occupation, 

especially since the stakes for Poles who helped Jews were much higher than for Jews who remained loyal 

to Poland under Soviet rule?  

   Yet such arguments are lost on many Holocaust historians. Yehuda Bauer also justifies displays of 

disloyalty by Jews on the grounds that they had been mistreated in Poland so therefore they owed no 

loyalty to their state. In the process he takes a swipe at Polish ñnationalistsò who noted the widespread, 

though not universal, behaviour of the countryôs minorities toward the Soviet invaders: 
 

Polish politicians and ideologues later accused the Jews of the kresyðand, by association, all Jewsðof 

betraying Poland in its hour of need, of identifying with the Soviet oppressors. This became the main 

ideological line of Polish nationalists toward the Jews during World War II both in Poland itself and in the 

Polish government-in-exile in London; it is repeated in Polish historiography, journalism, and literature to 

this day. The problem with this argument is that from the perspective of most Jews, interwar Poland was an 

oppressive regime and could hardly demand loyalty from its badly treated Jewish population.151 

 

   The views of Israeli historian Robert S. Wistrich are even more strident. According to Wistrich, not only 

is the enthusiastic welcome by Jews of the invading Red Army a myth, but it is also a manifestation of a 

crude strain of antisemitism common among Poles. The latter, rather ugly, charge is undoubtedly calculated 

to stifle debate on this topic. Wistrich writes: 
 

According to this theoryðstill very popular in Polandðwhen the Red Army entered the eastern half of the 

country in mid-September 1939, it had been enthusiastically welcomed by the Jewish population. Not only 

Catholic nationalists, ultra-rightists and open antisemites espouse this myth but also prominent historians 

such as Professor Tomasz Strzembosc [sicðStrzembosz], of the Catholic University of Lublin.152 
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Historian Roger Moorhouse has also espoused the notion that only ña fewò local townspeople, among them 

some Jews, greeted the Soviets in September 1939 (citing the one case of Jedwabne), and that such events 

were ñcomparatively rare.ò
153

 In an American historical book, Matthew Brzezinski has gone so far as to call 

photos and clips of Jews greeting Soviet troops with flowers as ñblatantly phonyò and ñludricous.ò
154

 

Historian Tarik Cyril Amar tries to dispel what many Jews themselves witnessed by resorting to the 

following sophism: 
 

Soviet propagandists depicted enthusiastic crowds greeting their soldiers, but it is unclear who exactly was 

cheering é But it bears emphasis that contemporaries could not actually know anything about who greeted 

the Soviets the most. Instead, in an ethnically fissiparous city [i.e., Lw·w] in a state of emergency, 

fragmented impressions and rumors combined with prior stereotypes. Jews were condemned for both 

obsequiousness and alleged assistance to the invaders é155 

 

   Jews who lived through those times, such as Michel (Mendel) Mielnicki, have a very different 

recollection of conditions in their small towns, in his case Wasilk·w just outside Biağystok. Outside the 

large centres, the tumultuous crowds were dominated by the local population. Furthermore, they knew who 

was there, why they were there, and whom and what they were cheering for. These are not fraudulent, 

mistaken or imagined recollections imbued with anti-Semitic animus, but rather a reality that is 

uncomfortable for current-day apologists. 
 

But, as The Wasilkower Memorial Book records, everyone in the Jewish community was in such a holiday 

mood on the evening of 18 September [1939] as they awaited the arrival of the Red Army that they didnôt 

want to go to bed lest they miss any part of this historic occasion. Certainly, this is the way I remember 

things. 

   I also can confirm that everyone cheered when our neighbour from across the street, Mordechai 

Yurowietski, the tinsmithôs son, raised a red flag on top of the fire station tower. And cheered again when a 

Soviet aircraft buzzed the crowd é to drop leaflets welcoming us as ñBrothers and Sisters of West Byelo-

Russia.ò And when the Soviet soldiers finally did march in the next morning, é they did so singing 

ñKatiusha,ò with all the little Jewish and White Russian kids parading along beside them, joining in their 

song. This was a scene worthy of a Sigmund Romberg operetta. é 

   And contrary to Western propaganda, being part of the Soviet Union gave the overwhelming majority of 

those in our community the security of belonging to a civil society, or at least one that was a hell of a lot 

more civil than anything weôd experienced before. é Even my rebbe was a relatively happy man under the 

atheistic Communists. é When a plebiscite was held in October and November 1939 on whether we actually 

wanted to be part of West Byelorussia, the majority of people é (my mother and father included) voted 

ñYesò.156 

 

   Michael (Moshe) Maik, a native of the nearby small town of Sokoğy, wrote in his wartime diary: 
 

The next day, soldiers of the Red Army entered the town. The people of Sokoly, from the biggest to the 

smallest, from the youngest to the oldest, men, women and children, all went out to the streets to greet the 
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liberating soldiers. The Jews received the ñRedsò with shouts of joy and enthusiasm. In comparison, the Poles 

stood disappointed.157 

 

   The authors of the memorial book of Dawidgr·dek, a small town in Polesia, are even more explicit about 

their new loyalties and their condemnation of the vanquished Polish state: 
 

Without question September 19, 1939 was the happiest day in the lives of David-Horodoker [Dawidgr·dek] 

Jews in the course of the previous dozen years. After the shooting between the Poles and the Red Army 

detachments had ended, the entire Jewish population é came out in the streets with happy smiling faces, and 

received the Red Army detachments é Young and old, small and large, man and wifeðall stood on the 

sidewalk of the main street through which the army troops passed. With smiling faces and waving hands, 

they greeted the Red Army men. é That day everyone was simply intoxicated with joy and happiness. 

   In the afternoon a meeting was held under the free sky, and representatives of the Red Army made speeches 

in which they pledged a free and blissful life for the inhabitants of the freed regions of West White Russia 

and Western Ukraine. ñOppression, people-hatred and poverty will no longer be the destiny of the freed 

brotherly people of Western Ukraine and West White Russia. From henceforth you will enjoy a favored 

status, freedom, brotherhood, love and you will work under the rays of the sun of the great folk-leader 

Comrade Stalin.ò That was the sum and substance of the speeches which were held at the meeting. 

   Understandably the chief celebrants, who acted as if they were the hosts, were the few Jewish communists 

in town. They were joined by several town citizens of David-Horodok. All day until late in the night, 

everyone stayed in the streets conversing with the Red Army men about how the Poles had suppressed the 

national minorities and the Jews. é On the night of September 19, 1939 the Jews of David-Horodok slept 

peacefully and blissfully, and were full of hope for a bright future.158 

 

   As the following accounts from Krynki near Biağystok show, jubilation often overflowed into active 

support for the new regime. 
 

Kushnir Eliahu and Friede Zalkin: 

The Jewish population of Krinki [Krynki] awaited the arrival of the Red Army, and as soon as our workers 

heard that the Soviet military had crossed the border, they did not wait long before taking over the 

government in the shtetl. Before the Polish police managed to leave Krinki, there was already a red flag 

flying from City Hall. 

   Jews welcome the Soviets with an outbreak of joy and enthusiasm. Communists jumped up onto the tanks 

and kissed the soldiers. The people were just plain happy.159 

 

Abraham Soyfer: 
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There was great joy in Krinki. People hugged each other with tears streaming down their cheeks, tears of joy 

and luck.160 

 

Beylôke Shuster-Greenstein: 

The shtetl was truly dancing in the streets. Everyone was beaming as they met their friends and chatted and 

talked politics. Everyone was in a holiday mood. 

   People took flowers and called out to welcome the Red Army.161 

 

   Jan T. Gross, who exonerates Jewish behaviour by resorting to ñthe lesser of two evilsò theory, also 

claimsðbut provides no evidenceðthat ñin many instances é the welcoming ceremonies were organized 

on explicit instructions, and people were forced to attendò; elsewhere, he claims that the triumphal arches 

ñwere erected most often out of fear.ò He assures us that ñthe majority of the residents were fearfulò of the 

Red Army and ñonly a small fraction of the local population showed up on these occasions.ò The 

conspicuously large crowds of Jews ñmillingò in the streets of large cities such as Lw·w, Wilno and 

Biağystok can be explained simply by the fact that the Jewish population had allegedly doubled in size 

because of the influx of refugees from the German zone, which created a severe housing shortage.
162 

However, these rather fanciful claims find little support in Jewish testimonies or in Soviet population 

statistics, nor do they explain the effusive reception given to the Red Army by Jews in small towns where 

refugees were rather scarce.
163

 Moreover, such obfuscations have been rejected by other historians of 
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Jewish origin who have acknowledged that the reality was much more complex. Mark Mazower, citing 

Ben-Cion Pinchuk, writes: ñmany left-wing Jews, especially the younger ones, greeted the Red Army with 

enthusiasm. é they welcomed the promise of civic equality. That Soviet rule spelled doom for the 

traditional institutions of shtetl life (not to mention other political parties) bothered their elders but not 

them.ò
164

 

   A common occurrence was creating an ersatz Soviet flag by cutting off the white upper portion of Polish 

flags. Such detail gave more colour to the accompanying pro-Soviet chanting. Before it can be seriously 

suggested that all this was merely a display of gratitude for saving Jews from an unknown fate at the hands 

of the Germans and did not cast legitimate aspersions on the loyalty or neutrality of the large masses of 

jubilant participants, one has to consider how Jews in Western Poland viewed pro-Nazi outbursts on the 

part of the ethnic German population there. A young German-speaking Jewish woman from the heavily 

German city of Bielsko, in Polish Silesia, recorded her sense of shock and indignation at her German 

neighboursô behaviour in the early days of September 1939: 
 

I looked out again. A swastika was flying from the house across the street. My God! They seemed prepared. 

All but us, they knew. 

   A big truck filled with German soldiers was parked across the street. Our neighbors were serving them 

wine and cakes, and screaming as though drunk with joy. ñHeil Hitler! Long live the F¿hrer! We thank thee 

for our liberation!ò 

   I couldnôt understand it. I didnôt seem to be able to grasp the reality of what had happened. What are those 

people doing? The same people I had known all my life. They have betrayed us. é 

   I looked out the window and there was Trude, a girl I had known since childhood. She and her grandmother 

lived rent-free in a two-room apartment in our basement in return for laundry service. Now I saw her carrying 

flowers from our garden, white roses of which she had been so proud because they bloomed out of season. 

She handed them to a soldier, breaking her tongue with the unfamiliar German, ñHeil Hitler!ò The soldier 

reached for the flowers, but somebody offered him some schnapps. é I started sobbing, crying, releasing all 

my emotions and anxieties in that outburst. é 

   Early in the afternoon the drunken, jubilant mob was still celebrating its ñliberationò and hoarsely shouting 

ñHeil Hitlerò. é I realized that we were outsiders, strangers in our own home, at the mercy of those who 

until then had been our friends. Although I was only fifteen I had a strong feeling, more instinct than reason, 

that our lives were no longer our own, but lay in the hands of a deadly enemy. é 

   The next morning, I was in the kitchen with Mama when Mrs. Rºsche, one of the neighbors, came in with 

another woman and asked for our Polish flag. 

   ñThe flag?ò Mama asked. ñWhat for?ò 

   ñTo make a German one, of course. Itôs really simple. You leave the red stripe as it is, cut a circle out of the 

white, and you put a black swastika on it.ò é 

   Those two neighbors spent all morning sewing a Nazi flag to hang from our house. é Mrs. Rºsche and the 

other woman struggled to fasten the flag through the little hole on the roof. I couldnôt bring myself to look 
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out of the window for days, but when I did, there was the blood-red symbol of the tragedy that had engulfed 

us.165 

 

   According to German reports, Jews also attacked German civilians who were taken hostage by the Polish 

army or authorities during the early stages of the German invasion. On the march through Kutno, a group 

of ethnic Germans were set upon by 
 

a crazed mob (mostly Jews) and badly beaten. éthey set about the seriously ill and half dead comrades lying 

on carts at the back of each column with clubs and iron bars.166 

 

   Even in the Eastern Borderlands, Jews looked with trepidation as the German minority began to show it 

true colours even before the arrival of either the Germans or Soviets, as described by a Jewish resident of 

Wğodzimierz WoğyŒski, in Volhynia: 
 

On the afternoon of September 12, members of the Fifth Column, Polish citizens of German ancestry who 

secretly collaborated with the Nazis, donned German uniforms and strolled back and forth down Farna Street. 

I recognized the Schoen brothers, Bubi and Rudi, friends of youth and sons of the local pastor. They didnôt 

look at me as we passed, and I ran back home. Our close friendship, which had begun in grade school, had 

cooled over the years as they spent their summer vacations in Germany. In one of our last conversations, 

nearly two years before, Bubi told me I should leave Poland with my family because bad things were going to 

happen to Jews.167  

 

   Outbursts of pro-Soviet solidarity were not restricted to the Eastern Borderlands. The Germans and 

Soviets had originally agreed to a partition line running significantly to the west of the Bug River and, for a 

brief period, the Soviets occupied a large portion of central Poland, namely Lublin province (in addition to 

the ĞomŨa region from which they did not withdraw). There too, as in Siedlce, the Jewish population 

erected triumphal arches and greeted the Soviet invaders enthusiastically with red armbands and ribbons.
168

 

The Soviets ñposted armed civilians sporting red ribbons on their arms to guard government buildings,ò 

and the prewar ñdiehard Communists rose in status.ò
169

 

   In some towns near the Soviet border, Poles and even Polish officials were initially among the throngs 

greeting the Soviet army. Indeed, Polish soldiers were often given orders by their commanders not to fire at 

the Soviet army. Duped by Soviet propaganda, these Poles were under the mistaken impression that the 

Soviets had come to help them fight the Germans, and not to subjugate their country.
170

 The Soviet tanks 
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that rolled into KopyczyŒce, for example, were adorned with Polish flags and slogans of Soviet help in the 

fight against the common Nazi enemy.
171

 The Poles were soon disabused of their short-lived illusions. As 

the confusion gave way to the certainty that Soviets did not come as defenders of Poland, dejected, they 

abandoned the cheering throngs. Many Jews, Belorussians and Ukrainians, on the other hand, openly 

welcomed the prospect of Soviet rule instead of Polish rule. 

   Why did the Jews in particular greet the invading Soviet army en masse? Jewish apologists offer the 

following explanation, as if all Jews shared the exact same motivation: the Jews simply preferred the 

Soviets to the murderous Germans, who were intent on annihilating them. Mortal fear of the Nazis is a 

common retroactive exculpation for the 1939 Jewish-Soviet collaboration. Interestingly, diary-author Josef 

Zelkowicz not only adds his voice to other Jews who stated that there was no great Jewish fear of the Nazis 

at the time, but also adds to other testimonies signifying the fact that even the news of Nazi anti-Semitic 

acts in prewar Germany was not believed. He quips, ñTherefore, even in our times, we shrugged off and 

expressed doubt when various newspapers told us what was being done to Jews in Berlin and other cities. 

Each of us chuckled skeptically, óSo, our writers are amply endowed with the spice of imagination.ò
172

 Of 

course, no one knew about the Holocaust in 1939 and few Jews in Eastern Poland had witnessed the 

Germans in action. As these accounts show, the motivation of the Jewish population varied: some did 

indeed fear the Germans, while others were happy to see the demise of the Polish state; some were pro-

Soviet, while others were prepared to curry favour with the new rulers. In September 1939, relatively few 

Jews displayed any misgivings about the new state of affairs. Their attitude was thus markedly different 

from that of the Poles who regarded the invasion as an unmitigated tragedy. 

   The reality of collaboration ran much deeper than warmly greeting the invading Soviet forces, however, 

and its consequences had a devastating impact on the Polish population and on Polish-Jewish relations. As 

we shall see, Jewish collaboration with the Soviet invaders was responsible, directly or indirectly, for the 

loss of many thousands of Polish lives. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

ñDid Jews under the Soviet occupation actually 

kill or murder any Polish soldiers or civilians? 

I know of no single documented case of any 

Jews executing Poles under Soviet rule.ò173 

Robert S. Wistrich 

 

 

Fifth Columnists and Armed Rebellions 
 

   While throngs of Jews came out to greet the Soviet invaders in the towns and villages of Eastern Poland, 

the country continued to fight for its very existence. The most reprehensible actions were the armed 

rebellions, such as the well-known ones in Grodno and Skidel, staged by local fifth columnists in 

anticipation of the Soviet takeover. They surely rank among the most despicable chapters of wartime 

collaboration. Recent research has identified many more cases of Polish citizens of Jewish origin taking up 

arms against Polish soldiers, police and officials in the northeastern Borderlandsðall of them in localities 

where no German forces had yet set foot: Jeziory, Ostryna, Wiercieliszki, Wielka Brzostowica, Dubno, 

Woğpa, Indura, Sopoĺkinie, Ğunna, Zelwa, Woğkowysk, Zdziňcioğ, Dereczyn, ByteŒ, Motol, Jan·w Poleski, 

Antopol, Drohiczyn Poleski, Horodec, and Ğunin.
174

 As the evidence shows, these rebellions were directed 

against Polish rule and had little, if anything, to do with anti-Nazi sentiments. In all likelihood, they would 

have taken place even if the Soviet Union had invaded Poland alone, and not in concert with Nazi 

Germany. 

   There are also numerous recorded cases of Jewish saboteurs shooting at or ambushing Polish troops
175
ð

the only army which was fighting the Nazis at the time. Jews also acted as guides for the Soviets and 

spontaneously pointed out the location of remnants of the Polish army. Having armed themselves and 

formed self-styled militias, workersô guards, and revolutionary committees in many localities, Jews also 

played a significant role in the apprehension, round-up, mistreatment and even murder of Polish officers, 

soldiers, police and officials.
176

 

   In Grodno, which had formed a poorly organized local defence after the departure of the Polish army, the 

atmosphere had already become charged on September 17
th
, when sporadic shooting erupted in that city. 

Armed Jews held clandestine meetings in various places in town. Jadwiga DŃbrowska saw her neighbourôs 

son, a Polish soldier, being ambushed and shot dead by a young Jew who emerged from such a meeting in a 
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nearby home.
177

 Young Jews sitting on the roof of a house shot and injured Franciszek Zalewski, who was 

leading a police unit to dig anti-tank defence trenches.
178

  

   Preparations were also underway in the countryside, as one Jewish source notes: ñWith the publication of 

the news on the radio that the Russians crossed the Polish border, the communists of Grodno and its 

surroundings began to confiscate the weapons from the retreated Polish soldiers. The Poles looked at this 

behavior with a lot of anger and hate.ò Perversely, that source then blames this state of events on the Poles. 

ñNo wonder the Jews welcomed the Russians as their redeemers and saviors.ò
179

 

   On September 19
th
, the evening before the Soviets entered Grodno, local Communist supporters, 

consisting almost entirely of Jews, staged an armed rebellion against Polish rule.
180

 One eyewitness 
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Polish ñthugs,ò who were actually the remnants of the lawful civil and military authorities and were attempting to 

maintain order in Grodno in the face of communist paramilitary groups springing up to seize power in preparation for 

the Soviet entry. The participation of Belorussians, which was minimal and restricted to pro-Communist elements, is 

also played up. According to the Jewish version, ñThe Poles took advantage of the few days between September 18 and 

20, 1939, after the Polish forces had left Grodno but before the entry of the Russians, to perpetrate a large-scale pogrom 

in the city. However, a few prescient Jews had organized paramilitary units in order to maintain security and order and 

prevent vandalism and looting. Thus, in the residential suburb at the cityôs entrance a group of young Jews and 

Belorussians (co-workers in a glass factory) banded together to disarm a gang of thugs from the Polish army. Another 

gang, which had organized when Grodno workers had freed political prisoners, decided to óimpose orderô in the city. 

[Since all of the prisoners were released by the ñworkersò, including local Communists, and they engaged looting and 

other criminal activities, the remnants of the Polish authorities had to respond. M.P.] Their leader, a member of the 

Polish judiciary named Mikulsky [Mikulski], gathered a lawless rabble around him, including policemen and members 

of the nationalistic organization OZN [Ob·z Zjednoczenia NarodowegoðCamp of National Unity, a pro-government 

party] armed with rifles and pistols. They wandered through the city, stealing, looting, brutalizing, and killing the 

defenseless population [i.e., members of armed communist groups]. Their pogrom claimed twenty-five fatalities. The 

arrival of the Red Army on September 22, 1939, put an end [sic] to the anarchy, uncertainty, and lawless violence. The 

terrified Jews greeted the Russian forces joyfully, viewing them as their saviors.ò Typically, one Jew from Grodno 

went so far as to claim: ñIf the entry of the Red Army into Grodno had been delayed by even one day more, not a Jew 

would have been left alive. é the Soviet regime seemed to its new Jewish subjects to be enlightened and fair é little 

was then known about the Nazisô atrocities in Germany and elsewhere.ò (According to the 1931 census, Jewsð21,159 

of themðconstituted 42.6 percent of the cityôs total population.) See Spector, Lost Jewish Worlds, 88ï89. As we shall 

see, bent on revenge, the Jews wasted no time in rounding up and fingering the ñpogromists.ò What is difficult to 

reconcile with this story of a ñpogromò is the fact that some Jews fought on the side of the Poles and assisted them in 

other ways. For example, Chaim Margolis, the teenaged son of the director of the State Tobacco Plant, perished 

heroically in the struggle against the Soviets and a Jewish doctor cared attentively for wounded Polish soldiers. See 

Liszewski, Wojna polsko-sowiecka 1939 r., 202ï203; Szawğowski, Wojna polsko-sowiecka 1939 (1995, 1997), vol. 1, 

122ï23, and vol. 2, 72. 
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described the activities of the cityôs fifth column as follows: ñSuddenly some shots rang out on Brygidzka 

Street. We observe that on the balconies Jews with red armbands are shooting at people in the street.ò
181

 

Another eyewitness noted that the Jews had mounted a light machine gun on the roof of a house on 

DominikaŒska Street and threw hand grenades out of windows.
182

 Similar reports came from Orzeszkowa 

Street.
183

 Naturally, the Polish civil authorities, police and remnants of the military had to respond to this 

unfolding rebellion. 

   When the Soviet tanks rolled into Grodno early on September 20
th
, they brought with them as guides 

Jewish Communists from that town, among them Lew Aleksandrowicz, Margolis, Lifszyc, and Abraszkin, 

who had fled to the Soviet Union before the war.
184

 Local Jews flocked to the ranks of the Soviet militia 

and NKVD and, along with many Jewish civilian supporters, took part in the fighting that again ensued. 

Grenades and machine gun-fire from Jewish homes were aimed at soldiers who were fighting for Polandôs 

freedom.
185

 Polish children, among them 13-year-old Tadeusz JasiŒski, were tied to the front of Soviet 

tanks who used them as live targets.
186

 

   Jews also took part in the subsequent round-up of Polish soldiers, policemen, activists, and even high 

school students and scouts, who had rallied to the defence of the city. Hysterical bands of roving Jews 

preyed on fleeing Poles. Jews fingered Poles to Soviet soldiers, apprehended them and even attacked them 

physically.
187

 There were scores of executions throughout Grodno; the bodies of Polish victims, often 

disfigured, littered the streets.
188

 Some 130 Polish students and officers cadets were executed on Psia G·ra 

(Dog Mountain) and in Sekret forest. Rampages were the order of the day as brutal repressions ensued. 
 

After the Polish defence had broken down Soviet troops took over all of the important points in the town such 

as the administration buildings, police stations and jails, etc. Fully armed execution squads descended on the 

town. In the first days after the town was occupied those who were arrested were not sent to places of 

detention, jails or prisoner of war camps, but were shot on the spot. 

   One of these Soviet detachments, led to our home by a Jewish co-inhabitant wearing a red arm band, 

arrested my father. My father, Jan Kurczyk, was a 45-year-old school teacher. After being taken out of the 
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home he was shot dead. é My father had not taken part in the defence of Grodno, but it was enough that 

someone had fingered him because he was a Pole and educated in order to murder him without a trial in the 

Nazi fashion.189 

 

A cruel fate awaited Polish soldiers and hundreds of residents of Grodno who were taken prisoner after being 

fingered by Jewish and Belorussian fighting squads. The men were cruelly disfigured: their noses, limbs, and 

ears were cut off, their eyes were gouged out. Groups of fifteen were then tied together by barbed wire. They 

were fastened to tanks and dragged for several hundred metres over stony roads. The bodies were then 

thrown into roadside ditches and bomb craters. The moans and cries of the murdered could be heard over a 

distance of a few kilometres. The grimness of the situation was intensified by the fires. Polish homes were set 

ablaze after being ravaged by Jewish youths wearing red bandannas and bows.190 

 

What most sticks in my mind were the terrifying scenes which took place at that time on the streets and 

outskirts of Grodno. For example, at the corner of Orzeszkowa and DominikaŒska Streets, when a vehicle 

carrying two [Polish] officers and a driver came to a momentary stop, a group of armed Jews ran out of some 

nearby houses, pulled out the soldiers and assaulted them. They then hacked their bodies up with axes and 

piled them up on the road.191 

 

   Once the townspeople were subdued, Jews from Grodno forayed into the countryside as scouts to identify 

villagers who had taken part in defending the city during the Soviet onslaught. They appeared as militiamen 

and members of the NKVD and accosted young Polish men they encountered with threats of reprisals: 

ñYou went to fight for the Pans. Iôll give you your Poland, you mother-fucker.ò
192

 (Pan, in this context, 

alludes to the pre-Partition Poland of the landed gentry; it was used pejoratively by Communists to refer to 

the ñbourgeoisò Poles of the interwar years.) Polish soldiers in the vicinity were also savagely attacked.
193

 

   Soviet propaganda labelled this, and other such occurrences, as ñpogroms.ò However, among the alleged 

pogromists were not only ethnic Poles, but also Polish citizens of other nationalities, including 

Byelorussians and Jews.
194

 The following year, after the Soviet regime was firmly installed, show trials of 

ñreactionaryò Poles were conducted at which Jewish witnesses came forward in abundance to level charges 

against Poles accused of taking part in the fighting. A number of Poles were sentenced and some executed 

for opposing the Communist rebellion in Grodno.
195

 On the other hand, the much more numerous excesses 

committed against Poles went unpunished. 
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   A similar scene was witnessed in Skidel, a small town near Grodno. On September 17
th
, Jewish and 

(some) Belorussian Communists, strengthened by local Jews and (a few) Belorussians, set up a 

revolutionary committee which seized power in the town, arrested members of the Polish administration, 

and took the Polish garrison. They captured a large group of Polish officers from the Regional 

Reinforcement Command in Biağystok, whom they subjected to show trials and beatings, killing at least 

one of the officers. Understandably, this state of affairs prompted Polish retaliation the following day and 

some of the Communist rebels were killed.
196

 

   A revolutionary committee composed of Jews and Belorussians seized control of the town of Ğunna as 

well as a strategic bridge on the Niemen, which they held until the arrival of the Red Army on September 

21
st
, thus blocking the road to Grodno.

197
 In Woğkowysk, an armed group of diversionaries, for the most 

                                                                                                                                                                             
144 n.7; Wierzbicki, Polacy i ŧydzi w zaborze sowieckim, 64; Jan Jerzy Milewski, ñOkupacja sowiecka w 

Biağostockiem (1939ï1941): Pr·ba charakterystyki,ò in Chmielowiec, Okupacja sowiecka ziem polskich (1939ï1941), 

202; Mariusz Filipowicz and Edyta Sawicka, ñZbrodnie sowieckie na obroŒcach Grodna 1939r.,ò Biuletyn Historii 

Pogranicza (Biağystok), no. 6 (2005): 19ï21. On the other hand, Belorussian peasants charged with murdering a former 

village administrator and police chief in Mağoryta on September 26, 1939, were acquitted because they had committed 

the murder ñout of a desire for class revengeò directed at their ñPolish oppressors.ò See Evegenii S. Rozenblat, 

ñóContact Zonesô in Interethnic RelationsðThe Case of Western Belarus,ò in Barkan, Cole, and Struve, Shared 

History, Divided Memory, 206. Even Rozenblat, who views the events in Grodno as a ñpogrom,ò which it was not, 

admits that the outcome was a travesty: 

 

The population of Western Belarus, which closely followed the outcome of judicial proceedings concerning 

cases of murder stemming from September 1939, received an unambiguous signal from the authorities that a 

norm of dual standards had been introduced. Assuming from a legal point of view that the murder of Jews 

and Poles is equally criminal, the court ruling in the case of the Maloryta [Mağoryta] peasants was judicial 

nonsense. Soviet legal proceedings failed to see a criminal offence in the murder of Polish ñoppressorsò and 

acquitted the murderers, but sentenced to death by firing squad those who participated in pogroms against 

Jews. 

 

As Rozenblat points out, there were ñclear contradictions between the new regimeôs propaganda and its actions: on the 

one hand, the Soviet authorities proclaimed class and national equality of rights, and on the other hand portrayed the 

enemy of the (Soviet) people as having Polish features.ò Ibid., 207. 
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part Jews, attacked a Polish army barracks, burned part of it down, and looted its contents. Captured rifles 

were distributed among local pro-Communist elements, who formed a militia and took control of the city. 

Understandably, Polish forces retaliated.
198

 Typically, the editor of the Woğkowysk memorial book (1949) 

does not refer to the assault on the Polish army barracks at all and alleges that local Poles staged an 

unprovoked ñpogromò against the ñunarmedò Jews with the assistance of ña troop of calvary who made 

common cause with the pogromchiks,ò killing several Jews.
199

 In another memorial book (1946), Eliyahu 

Kovensky states: 
 

I was a member of the fire fighters, and on the last day of the Polish regime, we, the fire fighters, with 

[Melekh] Khantov as our head, received control of the city; the Polish Army did not stop retreating. The last 

to leave were a cavalry detachment, who burst into city at night, with sabers drawn, and for the entire night, 

ñretreatedò from the city, amidst plunder and abuse, killing seven Jews.
200

  

                                                                                                                                                                             
resident of Lunna, who is Belorussian, stated that some Lunna Jews gathered in the town square and chanted pro-Soviet 

slogans, such as óLenin hurrah, Stalin hurrah!ôò Even though the Soviets destroyed Jewish communal life and shut 

down all Jewish institutions, Ruth Marcus writes: ñDuring the Soviet rule from 1939 to 1941, despite the restrictions, 

Jewish life was able to continue, more or less, in tolerable fashion.ò Yet she alleges that it was exactly the opposite in 

interwar Poland: ñthe Jews of Poland é expected that they would be allowed to practice their religion freely, attend 

Jewish schools, and form and join social organizations if their choosing. These expectations were dashed.ò She then 

goes on to accuse the Polish government of depriving Jews of many of their civil rights, subjecting Jews to a wide 

variety of discriminatory measures such as an economic boycott on Jewish businesses, and encouraging acts of hostility 

and violence against Jews, ñincluding the incitement of anti-Jewish riots and pogroms.ò See ñLunna-Wola during the 

Second World War and the Holocaust: Events during the Outbreak of the Second World War; Life under Soviet Rule 

(September 1939ïJune 1941,ò Internet: <http://www.shtetlinks.jewishgen.org/Lunna/index.html>. 
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Kovenskyôs account goes on to state: ñThe following morning, there wasnôt a trace of them left. The tanks of the Red 
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A second-hand Jewish account in a more recent memorial book (1988) is somewhat more informative, 

clearly dispelling the contention that the Jews were ñunarmedò: 
 

I was told that several members of HaShomer HaTzaôir, among them my brother Berel, began to organize a 

self-defense force, in order to anticipate the imminent trouble, and when our friend Mandelbaum reached us 

by indirect means (he was from Sokolka [Sok·ğka] é), he also joined this self-defense force. When they 

found out that in the station there was a train car at the unloading dock, full of abandoned (?) military 

armaments, they did not lose the opportunity to arm themselves. Among those who carried out this step were: 

my brother, the son of the smith, Munya Lapidus, and several other young men. Even the workers in the brick 

factory, most of whom were communists, took weapons from the same place. The defense group that was 

organized did not get involved in any major actions, because the Polish brigade that was stationed in the city, 

scattered in the meantime, and the Red Army entered the city. They turned over their weapons to the new 

regime. 

   é the Jewish communists that were underground emerged from hiding, received appointments, and became 

óclose to the regime.ô In order to help with maintaining order and policing, communist party operatives 

arrived from Minsk, among them many Jews. The communists were especially active in the police force, and 

in setting up the cooperatives.
201

 

 

   In Berd·wka near Lida, a Red militia consisting of Jews and Belorussians set upon and murdered a group 

of officers and soldiers of the Frontier Defence Corps (Korpus Ochrony PograniczaïKOP) who were 

preparing their defence against the Soviet invaders.
202

 Local Communists consisting of Jews and 

Belorussians also attempted to disarm the legal civil defence in Baranowicze on September 17
th
, before the 

arrival of the Soviet forces.
203

 

   In Nowogr·dek, some Jews took up arms in support of Soviet invaders and one of the fifth columnistsð

an alleged ñvictimò of the Polesðlost his life in the fighting. 
 

At 7 oôclock in the evening [of September 17] a loud noise was heard and the first powerful Russian tanks 

appeared in Korelicze street. They were met by the Jewish population with jubilation and flowers. é People 

in the streets were in a festive mood. There were Jewish soldiers in the Soviet army who made themselves 

known to the local community. At 10 oôclock in the evening the loudspeakers announced that the town was 

governed by a military administration. é At 1 oôclock in the morning sounds of intensive shooting were 

heard. Everyone endeavoured to take cover. No one knew what caused the shooting. A rumour spread next 

morning that some bullets broke window panes. Some soldiers told us that they were fighting the Poles, who 

were shooting from cover. The strong fire was concentrated in Kowalski Street, where the Catholic Church 

was. The resistance was suppressed by the morning. During that night the first Jewish victim fellðthe older 

son of Aba Zamkowy was shot by the Poles.204 

  

   In ByteŒ, a small town south of Sğonim, Jewish Communists seized control of the town and organized a 

warm reception for the Soviet army. Guns were seized from the Polish police and delivered to the newly-

formed Red militia. A Polish officer, who passed through the area on September 17
th
 fleeing bombardment 

by German forces, encountered a barricade set up by local Communists who opened fire, seriously 
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the Soviet regime.ò  
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wounding him. As could be expected, the Polish authorities in the county seat of Sğonim dispatched forces 

to break up the Soviet collaborators. According to a Jewish account, 
 

Moshe Witkow of our town received confirming word from a local White Russian, a Communist of the 

underground, that the Russians were indeed approaching. 

   The next day, three members of the local Communist underground approached Dodl Abramowicz, a 

drygoods storekeeper. They wanted red cloth from his store to make flags. They were forming committees to 

greet the Russian army, which was resting on the other side of the Szczara River. Three young local 

Communists and a small group of followers started to demonstrate in the streets. Gathering momentum as 

they reached the fire department barracks, they improvised a platform and began to elaborate on the historic 

moment we were about to witness. They said that they were now free citizems, no longer under the yoke of 

Polish feudalists: ñWe will bury the Polish Fascism which brutally subjugated our brothers.ò 

   A member of the local Communist Party assumed control of the town government é Guns were taken 

from the Polish police and given to the local Communists, who were to guide and watch over the town and 

the area around it. 

   Sunday afternoon, September 17, our town was startled by bursts of machinegun fire. é a high-ranking 

Polish officer had left a Polish troop-train which was proceeding to Baranowicze. Trying to escape the 

German bombardment, he and his chauffeur passed Byten on their way to Slonim [Sğonim], only to encounter 

a baricade set up by local Communists. The officer was wounded critically, but the chauffeur managed to 

make his way to the town of Zyrowice [ŧyrowice], near Slonim. When he told Polish police about the 

shooting, he described it as an uprising in Byten. The Polish civil government was still functioning in Slonim, 

and within a few hours they sent a punitive expedition to our town. The Communists, meanwhile, had fled to 

the woods é Three chaotic days later, at ten in the evening, we finally saw the lights of the first Russian 

tank. The entire population went out to meet the Russian. On top of the first tank stood an officer who told us 

that the Polish Fascist government was demolished.205 

 

According to Polish accounts, a number of Polesðamong them military officersðwere killed. Rev. J·zef 

Dziemian, the local pastor, escaped from the town and managed to avoid the gangs of Belorussian peasants 

roaming in the countryside. He fell into the hands of a rural revolutionary committee and was handed over 

to two guardsðone a Jew, the other a Belorussianðand taken by them to ByteŒ. He narrowly escaped 

lynching on the way because of a chance encounter with a Soviet commissar. When he returned to ByteŒ, 

Rev. Dziemian was taken before the revolutionary committee, who discussed his fate; some of them wanted 

to murder him immediately, as did the rabble, while others opted to await the arrival of the Soviet 

authorities. Rev. Dziemian was interned together with some forty local Poles, mostly from the educated 

classes, such as state officials, teachers, and reserve officers, and guarded by Belorussians and Jews. After 

midnight, the guards would call out names of prisoners and take them from the premises. Soon after, shots 

were heard at a distance. When Rev. Dziemian was taken for interrogation to the revolutionary committee, 

the rabble again attempted to lynch him. He was interrogated for twelve hours and subjected to fierce 

beatings by Belorussian and Jewish interrogators. The arrival of Soviet commissars, who forbade any 

further executions, again saved his life. Rev. Dziemian and the remaining thirteen prisoners were taken to 

Sğonim and handed over to the NKVD. There he was imprisoned in a room which was tightly packed with 

thirty Poles, among them counts, owners of estates, members of Parliament, and state officials. Although 

falsely charged of shooting at the rabble, he was released after an interrogation which exposed the charge to 

be baseless, on the intervention of a Soviet lieutenant whoðquite remarkablyðhappened to be a Pole by 

origin.
206

 Characteristically, Jewish accounts avoid mention of such excesses directed against Poles, and 

consequently, historians who rely exclusively on Jewish accounts present a skewed picture of those events. 

   Armed groups of snipers opened fire on Polish army units on the outskirts of Zelwa and Dereczyn. A 

revolutionary committee composed mainly of Jews and some Belorussians had seized control of the town 

of Zelwa on September 18
th
. Polish supply columns were captured and Polish soldiers disarmed. Polish 
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troops stormed the town and arrested some of the armed insurgents, but on the intervention of a priest, who 

was fearful of Soviet retaliation, they spared the culprits. After the Polish forces retreated, groups of young 

armed Belorussians and Jews with red armbands continued to terrorize the Polish population, arresting and 

torturing scores of victims of choice: Polish settlers, landowners, politicians, state officials, officers, 

policemen, and clergymen. Among those executed by local collaborators on orders of the revolutionary 

kangaroo court were Rev. Jan KryŒski, the 78-year-old local Catholic pastor, Rev. Dawid Jakubson, the 

pastor of the Orthodox parish, and a dozen other Polish captives.
207

 

   According to an account of a Jewish lawyer named Jacovitzky, as recorded by Yitzhak Shalev, 

exceptionally a Jew was also targeted, but they escaped the fate of the Poles. The rabbi of Zelwa was also 

apparently ñwantedò by local revolutionaries but received a warning and was saved, unlike the two priests 

and other Poles.  
 

On one of the nights when there was no government in the town, because the Polish authorities had left the 

town and the Red Army had not yet arrived, some people knocked on my door, representing themselves as 

officials of the Soviet Regime, and demanded that I [Jacovitzky] open the door. Two men entered the house, 

both armed, with red armbands on their sleeves. They ordered me to get dressed, and follow after them. 

When we left the house, they directed me to go to the municipal building, and they followed me with drawn 

revolvers. In the municipal building, they took me to a room where they told me to sit down and keep quiet. 

A short while later, the ñAmericanò was brought into the room (this was a descriptor used for a rich gentile 

who had come from America and had bought himself a small piece of property near Zelva [Zelwa]. Everyone 

knew him as the ñAmericanò). After him, they brought in two other men who owned property in the area 

(whose names I donôt remember) and finally, they brought in the young [sic] Catholic priest from the church 

on Razboiaishitza Street. 

   During all this time, we were under the surveillance of three armed men, who did not permit us to talk 

among ourselves. From the behavior of our guards, and from the fragments of sentences I was able to hear, I 

gathered that one other individual was still to be brought into the room. After an extended wait, two armed 

men with red armbands entered the room, and informed the three that they canôt find the Rabbi at home. They 

organized searches in all synagogues, but he was not to be found there either. After a short conference, they 

decided to send the two original men back to the Rabbiôs house and the remaining ones would begin with us. 

Up to that moment we had no idea of what awaited us. 

   The first one was the ñAmerican.ò He was ordered to get up and go to the exit. Behind him walked two of 

the guards with drawn revolvers. One was left behind to guard those who were left in the room. 

   They left the building, went around the structure, and brought the ñAmericanò to the wall of the building 

that was about three meters from the window of the room in which we were sitting, and with no delay, 

proceeded to shoot him. When he fell dead, they picked him up and threw his body into a wagon hitched to a 

hoarse that was tied up near the window. All this took place in the full view of the rest of the detainees who 

were sitting in front of the window. 

   After his they took one of the men who owned property in town, and his fate was the same as the 

ñAmericanôs,ò and then the second man who owned land. When it came to the priestôs turn, the dawn started 

to break. I saw him standing against the wall, crossing himself continuously. He was also shot, and his body 

thrown into the wagon. I was left for last. I heard the steps of the executioners getting closer to the room. I 

also heard the wagon moving from its place. The door was opened swiftly, and the two entered the room, and 

ordered me to get up and leave the place as quickly as possible. They warned me, that if I revealed what had 

happened during the night, my blood would be on my own head. Apparently, after daybreak, when the 

residents of the area arose to go to work, they didnôt have the nerve to continue with their activities. 

   Thanks to your Rabbi who was not at home, they lost a lot of time, and were unable to finish their work 

before dawn, and that is how I survived. 

   é rumors and stories spread about the night of the murders. It was told, that a short time before the Red 

Underground reached the Rabbiôs home, that Ephraim Moskovsky reached the Rabbi and warned the Rabbi 

about what was about to happen. He advised the Rabbi to flee his house and find a place to hide, until the 

threat passed. é 

   When I [Yitzhak Shalev] reached Israel after the war, my townsfolk told me about what they had heard 

from the mouth of the Rebbetzin Kosovsky. Therefore, it was Ephraim Moskovsky who came to the house of 

the Rabbi that night and told him what was about to happen, and in this manner, the life of the Rabbi was 
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saved.208 

 

The arrival of the Red Army was ñmet with song and dance,ò according to one eyewitness. ñThere was a 

great deal of happiness in the town.ò
209

 

   Armed rebels seized control of Dereczyn on September 17
th
, and arrested the deputy commander of a 

battalion dispatched to that town from Sğonim, and his chauffeur. When the commanderôs battalion arrived 

in Dereczyn the following morning, it was fired at by young armed Jews whom the Polish forces then 

expelled. A search was conducted in a house where several Jewish insurgents had taken refuge. One 

suspected insurgent was killed when he shot and wounded a Polish soldier.
210

 Jewish accounts essentially 

confirm the Polish version, except for the claim that the Jew who was shot was an innocent person.
211

 The 

townôs memorial book contains some vague allegations of an impending ñpogromò and provides some 

information about the attempted lynching of Rev. Jerzy Poczobutt-Odlanicki, the local Catholic pastor. 

Since there was no attempt on the life of the local rabbi, this was not simply a revolutionary assault on a 

religious figure but was directed specifically against him as a Pole and a Catholic.  
 

Jekuthiel Khmelnitsky: Afterwards came September 1939 and the outbreak of the Second World War. é 

Dereczin was left literally with no one in charge, the people fled, and the Soviets had not yet arrived é 

groups of young people together with a few [Belorussian] Christians tried to assert control in the town, and 

just plain started trouble for no good reason, which nearly led to the outbreak of a pogrom in Dereczin 

[Dereczyn]. In the end, the Soviet óleadershipô finally arrived. 

 

Pesha Feinsilber: Local Jewish youth, along with [Belorussian] Christians from nearby villages took over the 

forces in Dereczin on a temporary basis, until the Russians would arrive. They had a little bit of armament. 

   Immediately on that first night, they came knocking on my door, and ordered me to open the store, and to 

provide red cloth for banners and tablecloths, in order to receive the Red Army. 

   On the second night, three vehicles with Polish officers drove through Dereczin, after whom were supposed 

to come a contingent of the Polish army. The temporary authorities detained the Polish officers, beat them up, 

confiscated their autos, and arrested them. In town, an uproar and panic ensued: the contingent of Polish army 

was expected any minute, and the Poles [surely] would take out their displeasure at the arrest of the officers 

on us, the Jews. Many Jews fled the town, and hid out among Christians and in the fields. é 
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   In the early morning, the Rabbi was summoned to the local priest [Rev. Poczobutt-Odlanicki]. There it was 

demanded of him that he should try to influence the young people, and obtain the release of the Polish 

officers from jail, because of the impending danger attending the arrival of the Polish army contingent who 

might wreck all of Dereczin. Only after expending considerable energy, did the Rabbi and the priest obtain 

the keys to the jail, and release the officers. 

   At about ten in the morning, the retreating Polish army entered. The officers singled out the Beckenstein 

home, and related how the ñRedsò that fell upon them and wounded one of them had hidden themselves in 

the yard of this house. The officers singled out the Beckenstein home, and related how the ñRedsò that fell 

upon them and wounded one of them had hidden themselves in the yard of this house. The Poles immediately 

shot into Beckensteinôs windows. é With shouts that they had been fired upon from the walls of the house, 

they shot the elder [Hirschel] Beckenstein. é 

   All the Jews began to emerge from hiding and began to prepare a reception for the Red Army. The 

following morning, the first detachments of Soviet soldiers arrived in wagons. They were greeted with joy 

and hand-clapping. When the first tanks arrived, they were greeted with shouts of: ñTo your health! Hurrah! 

Hurrah!ò The entire town turned out to greet them. 

 

Meir Bakalchuk: From my father [Rabbi Bakalchuk] and friends, I came to learn what Dereczin went through 

in those last days of Polish rule, and in the transition period until the Soviets arrived. A group of young 

people, responsible to no one, but intoxicated with communist doctrine, attempted to óseize controlô in 

Dereczin before the arrival of the Soviet army. They detained several Polish officers who were retreating. 

Following these officers, who were a vanguard for a much larger retreating Polish force, the Polish soldiers 

arrived é My father put his life on the line, and went out to the inflamed Polish soldiers, and promised to 

locate their officers. By exerting great energy, he was able to persuade these young people to release these 

Polish officers. The retreating Poles were in a hurry to flee as fast as possible from the enemy é 

   During those frightful days without a regime in place in Dereczin, another incident occurred: a notification 

went out all over town that the left wing youth, both Jews and [some Belorussian] Christians alike, were 

planning to shoot the local Catholic priest [Rev. Poczubutt-Odlanicki], who was known to be a liberal-

minded individual, and who also had friendly relations with the Jews. On the prior day, the local priest in 

Zelva [Zelwa] had indeed been hung, whom the inflamed young people had accused of being sharply anti-

communist. 

   When my father learned of the danger that awaited the priest of Dereczin, he resolved to do something to 

defuse the murder plot, for which the Jews would, ultimately, God forbid, pay dearly. My father went to the 

priest in the middle of the night, and surreptitiously brought him to our house. The following morning, large 

groups of young people surrounded our house, demanding that the priest be handed over to them. My father 

stood himself in the doorway and told them that only over his dead body would they be able to break into our 

house. 

   In the middle of this conversation between my father and this gathered crowd, the first vanguard of Soviet 

officials arrived in town. Seeing a large crowd in front of our house, they asked what was going on. When 

they found out about the issue with the priest, one of the Soviet officials asked my mother for a small table. 

He stood on the table and declared to the crowd that óthe Soviet regime does everything according to the rule 

of law, and nobody has aright to try and sentence anyone out of this process.ô The young people were 

disarmed, and the Soviet military expressed their thanks to my father for his proper and sober position. 

   é I must recall Shmuel the youth from Dereczin, a hard-bitten communist. It was he who demanded of my 

father in Dereczin that he turn over the priest, who had hidden himself with us. He served the Soviet 

authorities faithfully in Dereczin, and when the Russians retreated, they took Shmuel with them.212 
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Of course, the platitudes of the eloquent Soviet officer were nothing more than a charade. Not only did the 

Soviets execute thousands of Poles extrajudicially, but they also encouraged excesses against Poles by the 

minorities and took no action to punish the culprits. Meir Bakalchuk was to later run into a member of the 

local lynch mob in exile in the Soviet interior: 
 

I must recall Shmuel the youth from Dereczin, a hard-bitten communist. It was he who demanded of my 

father in Dereczin that he turn over the priest, who had hidden himself with us. He served the Soviet 

authorities faithfully in Dereczin, and when the Russians retreated, they took Shmuel with them.213 

 

   The Germans occupied Trzcianne near ĞomŨa on September 14, but soon evacuated it to make wat for 

soviet forces. As the newly formed Jewish militia ventured out to meet the Red Army, they unexpectedly 

encountered a Polish detachment still engaged in military operations. When the Polish detachment arrived 

in the village they charged the Jewish delegation, headed by a rabbi, and destroyed an arch erected to 

welcome the Soviets. Polish soldiers destroyed the gate and threatened to burn down the village.
214

 

   Already on the 18
th
 of September, armed groups of Jews in Iwaniki , in Polesia, were joined by Jewish 

deserters from the Polish army and formed a local militia. In Motol and near Telechany, where the new 

authorities consisted of prewar Jewish communists, the local Jewish militia engaged the Polish police and 

soldiers in battle.
215

 

   Daniel Golombka, a Jew from RoŨyszcze, a small Volhynian town near the prewar Soviet border, painted 

a grim picture of what, by the pen of others, might well have been portrayed as another anti-Semitic 

pogrom staged by Polish soldiers: 
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The following morning found the communist youth, Jews and Ukrainians, rejoicing in the streets. é 

   The communists set up a militia of local youth. They enthusiastically decided to form a guard of honour to 

welcome the Red Army, decorating the square with pictures of Stalin and the communist greats and bringing 

the fire brigade orchestra. But instead of the victorious Red Army, a train arrived bearing a load of Polish 

troops who apparently had not heard of the Molotov-Ribbentrop agreement. The newly-formed militia 

enthusiastically set out to capture the Polish troops. Shooting and general chaos followed with all those in the 

vicinity taking cover, including those who had gathered to welcome the Reds.216 

 

   A Polish eyewitness confirms the same general picture: 
 

Railway transports of Polish soldiers pass through town toward the east. The Polish authorities have left. 

Jews wearing red armbands and carrying rifles are on the streets. They praise the Red Army. They look 

askance at the Polish trains and, finally, decide to intervene. 

   They approached a group of Polish officers who came down onto the platform. One of them struck a Polish 

officer in the face and said: ñYou Polish mug. Hand over your weapons!ò The Polish captain took out his gun 

and shot the assailant. He then yelled to the wagons: ñShoot, men.ò Polish soldiers then opened fire, poured 

out of the wagons and started a chase. Bullets flew in the streets. Nine assailants were hit. The fleeing Jews 

screamed: ñThe Polish army won!ò217 

 

   The stalwart Soviet allies remained undeterred, however, as another Jew recalls: 
 

Right after the Soviets entered Rozyszcze, a Communist youth organization é seized control of the town. é 

these young Communists marched on the streets of the town with guns. They wore red armbands to identify 

themselves and arrested people thought to be fascists or enemies of the communist cause. I was afraid just to 

walk from the train station to Ytzelôs house. I was afraid even though some [likely manyðM/P.] of the 

young men with armbands were Jews.218 

 

   It was not as if there had been a history of marked animosity between Poles and Jews in that area which 

could have precipitated this state of affairs. A Jew from the nearby village of Kopacz·wka, typical of many 

small localities, makes this very point in the RoŨyszcze Memorial Book: ñThe relations between the Jews 

and the local Gentile population, which was mostly Polish, had been very good until the outbreak of the 

war.ò
219

 A Polish prisoner of war who had been released by the Germans and was making his way home 

was offered some food by a Jewish woman when he passed through the outskirts of RoŨyszcze toward the 

end of September.
220

  

   In advance of the Soviet entry a group of armed Ukrainians and some Jews seized control of the largely 

Jewish town of StepaŒ, disarmed the Polish police and arrested more than a dozen Polish functionariesð

civil servants, policemen, teachersðand refugees from central Poland. They were detained in the police 
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station located in the municipal building, where some of them were beaten. On their retreat westward, the 

night of September 19
th
 and the following morning, squadrons of the Frontier Defence Corps and Machine 

Gun Battalion stormed the town in order to cross over the bridge on the River HoryŒ. In the ensuing 

skirmish, there were losses on both sides.
221

 

   Polish soldiers were ambushed and fired on in Koğki, also in Volhynia, by groups of saboteurs comprised 

of Jews and Ukrainians. The Polish troops were able to encircle the fifth columnists in a mill and shot them. 

The area was set on fire.
222

 Some Polish policemen had also been captured and murdered by local 

diversionaries. In retaliation, some members of the selsovet (village soviet) were executed.
223

 

   Near Zbor·w, in the Tarnopol region, the local Jewish militia and Ukrainian nationalists shot at retreating 

Polish soldiers. Previously, they had already seized control of the town of Zbor·w and massacred some of 

the Polish police.
224

 

   When a platoon of Polish infantry, fleeing both the invading German and Soviet armies, entered Sokal on 

September 23
rd
, they were confronted by about a dozen self-styled Jewish militiamen with red armbands 

who, brandishing their rifles, attempted to arrest and disarm the Poles. After giving the Jews a warning 

which they did not heed, one of the soldiers threw a grenade that exploded and wounded a few of the 

militiamen. The following day two of the Jewish collaborators died in hospital. On September 25
th
 the city 

was taken by German and Soviet troops, but the Germans promptly withdrew. The Red Army organized a 

funeral with full honours for the fallen ñproletarian heroesò who, according to posters plastered throughout 

the town, perished in combat with the ñPolish fascists.ò
225

 

   In the town of Luboml, just east of the Bug River in Volhynia, local Jews took turns collaborating first 

with Germans, who originally occupied the town for two days on September 20
th
, and then with the 

Soviets, who took control of the town only on September 24
th
. Pro-Soviet Jews and Ukrainians had formed 

a revolutionary committee and seized power on September 18
th
 after the departure of the Polish army. The 

peopleôs guard, composed of up to 150 Jews and Ukrainians, arrested the county supervisor (starosta), 

public prosecutor and members of the town administration. When the Germans arrived, these militias 

apprehended and disarmed Polish soldiers, tearing the Polish emblems off their coats and uniforms, and 

handed them over to the Germans. As could be expected, when the Germans departed and Polish soldiers in 

the vicinity learned of what was happening, they struck back at the collaborators during the hiatus. Some of 

the captured insurgents were executed in town, others were taken to the Polish garrison in Cheğm.
226
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   A similar situation took place in KobryŒ, in Polesia, where the Germans armed local Jewish Communists, 

who then carried out diversionary assaults on Polish soldiers. Two flagsða German swastika and a Soviet 

starðflew over the town simultaneously and in harmony.
227

 

   Tellingly, when German and Soviet forces met at BrzeŜĺ on the Bug River, they celebrated their joint 

victory over Poland by staging a massive parade at which German General Heinz Guderian greeted Soviet 

General (ñkombrigò) Semen Krivoshein, a Jew, who saluted the Nazi swastika.
228

 

   The cases of Grodno and Skidel illustrate that the stories of anti-Jewish pogroms perpetrated by Poles in 

September 1939 must be dismissed as baseless. In fact, these stories serve as a smokescreen for Jewish 

misconduct directed at Poles. As such, their mindless repetition only discredits Holocaust historiography. 

Furthermore, it should not be assumed that pro-Soviet conduct on the part of Jews was simply a response to 

an overriding fear of a German takeover. Jewish cooperation with the Germans, when the opportunity 

presented itself, as in the cases of Luboml and KobryŒ, was also a factor to be reckoned with.
229

 The 

                                                                                                                                                                             
coherent sequence of events from the selective, fragmentary and often contradictory and incoherent accounts found in 

Jewish memorial books. In the case of Luboml (known as Libivne in Yiddish), the situation is particularly complicated 

as the town was occupied first by the Germans, and then by the Soviets. The introduction to the Luboml Memorial 

Book speaks of Polish bands of ñAndekesò [Endeks] who ñoverran the town, slaughtering about a dozen Jews in cold 

blood.ò A careful reading of several Jewish accounts in that book is required to piece together the following 

chronology: When the Germans entered Luboml for a brief period (ña few daysò), ña militia composed of Jews and 

Ukrainians was formed whose job it was to keep order in the townò; ñseveral é Jewish young men were appointed to 

the town militia by the temporary Jewish-Ukrainian City Council,ò which worked hand in glove with the German 

military authorities in disarming captured Polish soldiers. ñDuring their presence in our town, the Germans behaved 

like normal occupying authorities. They did no ill to the Jews.ò After the Germans departed, there was a brief hiatus 

during which ñboth Jews and gentiles é formed a defense militia that managed to chase awayòé marauding Ukrainian 

gangs from outlying villages. Concurrently, in anticipation of the arrival of the Soviet army, local Bolshevik 

sympathizers erected a ñtriumphal archò at the main entrance to the town ñwith red flags and other decorations and 

slogans in honor of the Red army,ò ñwhich had come to free our citizens from Polish enslavement.ò ñComradesò armed 

ñwith guns, having taken power into their own hands,ò gathered at the quarters of the ñself-defense organization,ò i.e., 

the militia, and ñwalked around arrogantly, with heads held high, and it seemed as if there were none equal to them.ò 

When remnants of the Polish army re-entered Luboml, they destroyed the ñtriumphal archò and ñrounded up the pro-

Soviet youths [i.e., the so-called self-defence group or militia] (some gentiles among them) and led them to the station 

all beaten up and bloodied.ò ñComradeò Veyner, who would ñride around with a revolver in his hand on a big 

thoroughbred horseò and ñacted like the former police officer of the shtetl,ò was the first to be shot. ñThere were also 

rumors that before their retreat, the Poles wanted to torch the city, but the Polish priest convinced them not to, saying 

the victory arch was the work of individuals.ò ñThe Jews ran to the priest, who, together with the attorneyôs wife, Mrs. 

Myalovitska [Miağowicka?], intervened by telling the gentiles that not all Jews were Communists.ò ñWhen the Red 

Army entered Libivne, the leftists in our town received them with pomp and celebration. There were many Jewish 

young men among them.ò After the long-awaited Soviet arrival, ñthe militia reorganized, once again composed of Jews 

and Ukrainians.ò ñZalman Rubinshteyn [he was a Communist] made himself the leader of the shtetl. He chose as his 

aides Moyshe Koltun, Moyshe Bobtses, Rafael Poyntses, as well as a couple of the townôs gentile youths.ò ñThose 

Jews who were needed by the Soviets were utilized by the new regime, even though they once had been rich. For 

instance, Chayim Kroyt, a former owner of a sawmill, was appointed as director of his own confiscated establishment. 

The same happened to other townspeople. The Soviet authorities did not arrest political opponents, nor the rich of the 

shtetl.ò Meanwhile, according to Jewish reports, ñanti-Semiticò Polish soldiers had simply butchered ñthe peaceful, 

long-suffering Jewish population, frightened and unarmed. Any Jew encountered on the street was shot and murdered 

on the spot without any distinction.ò Allegedly, ñNot one gentile [from the self-defence group] received any beating! 

Those who suffered were Jews and no one else but Jews!ò Finally, under Soviet rule, Jews were allegedly relegated to 

the most menial work: ñThe pay was not highðotherwise the non-Jews would have gotten the work.ò See Berl Kagan, 

ed., Luboml: The Memorial Book of a Vanished Shtetl (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav Publishing House, 1997), xix, 230ï
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common denominator of the activities of the Jewish militia in particular, as will be substantiated further, 

was not its anti-Nazi but rather its anti-Polish animus. 

   In several localities Jews even greeted the German invaders in central Poland. One such display occurred 

in Radom where a Jewish delegation, headed by a rabbi and other leaders of the community, marched down 

the flower-strewn Mikoğaj Rej Street on September 8, 1939 to welcome the German army. In Jan·w 

Lubelski, as one eyewitness recalls, 
 

All of a sudden a group of men appeared from behind a brick house. There were about six men in the group. 

They wore long black topcoats and black hats. One of them carried a loaf of bread on a tray and another a 

dish of salt, symbols of hospitality. They were representatives of the Jewish community in the city who 

waited to welcome the first soldiers of the Nazi army entering the city. When they heard our footsteps on the 

street, they thought that we were the German soldiers. After discovering their mistake, they were embarrassed 

and returned behind the building to wait for the Germans.230 

 

Such incidents strongly suggest that a much more important impetus for the resounding welcome given to 

the Soviets was the desire to ingratiate themselves with the new rulers, rather than to express their 

happiness for having being saved from German rule whose impact most scarcely knew.  

  As mentioned earlier, Jews often surfaced as guides for the invading Soviet troops.
231

 An eyewitness from 

Lw·w recalled: 
 

I was at the Plac Mariacki in the centre of town when the Bolsheviks entered. Jews from Lw·w rode on 

horseback with the front ranks. As members of the Communist Party they had offered their services to the 

Soviet army and were employed as guides.232 

 

   In Dzisna, a Jew by the name of Szulman, the son of the owner of a large textile store, also acted as a 

guide for the Soviet Army.
233

 Later he would draw up lists of Poles who, as ñenemies of the state,ò were 

arrested and deported for ñcrimesò such as having fought in the Polish-Soviet War of 1919ï1920.
234

 

   The stage was set for the unfolding tragedy that befell the Poles of the Eastern Borderlands. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Hunt for Polish Officers and Soldiers 

and Their Mistreatment 
 

   The Soviet invaders were accompanied by operative groups of the NKVD, the state security apparatus, 

who oversaw the hunt for and arrest of groups of people identified in advance as enemies of the Soviet 

Union, among them person who held leadership positions in the state administration and military, members 

of the intelligentsia and justice system, and those connected to Polandôs state security including the police. 

These NKVD operative groups also established their own security presence in all larger centres. By 

October 1, 1939, they managed to arrest almost 4,000 people in ñWestern Ukraineò and by midïNovember 

1939, almost 6,000 persons in ñWestern Belorussia.ò
235

 Almost all of those arrested were ethnic Poles. 

   A key component for the success of this operation was the recruitment of a dynamic network of 

informers, agents and casual denouncers from among the local population, especially the militias and 

committes that had sprung up spontaneously, in exchange for lucrative positions in the new civilian 

administration. Among the collaborators were many Jews, who often formed and headed self-appointed 

militias and committees to help usher in Soviet rule. 

   Polish soldiers, especially officers, were hunted down like animals, rounded up and detained in large 

numbers by the Soviet invaders and their collaborators. After their apprehension, the Polish captives were 

often mistreated in public and executed. Those who refused to surrender their weapons were shot 

summarily.
236

 The scene of Polish prisoners of war often brought open rejoicing on the part of the Jewish 

population who lined the roads to witness these spectacles. Some of them directed abuse and assaults at the 

captured Poles. 

   The spirit of the new era was abundantly clear to the endangered Polish military personnel. Once out of 

uniform, they had to hide first and foremost not from the Soviet invaders, who could scarcely tell them 

apart, but from local collaborators, among whom Jews figured prominently. As one Polish officer recalls, 
 

Roads were a nightmare. Ukrainians and Jews stealthily murdered soldiers returning home or handed them 

over to the NKVD. The militia or police was é mostly Jewish. They wore red armbands on their sleeves and 

were armed. They detested everything that was Polish é He who did not see this and did not live through it 

has no idea what a horrible hell they, the Jews, created on these Polish territories which the Bolsheviks 

occupied.237  
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   In the vicinity Smorgonie, before the arrival of the Soviets, bands of Jews robbed military supply 

columns and disarmed small groups of soldiers.
238

 In Rak·w, near the Soviet border, 
 

The local Jews reacted hysterically at the sight of the Russian ñbenefactors.ò They kissed [Soviet] tanks, tore 

Polish flags from buildings and trampled them, and spat at and verbally abused Polish soldiers whom they 

had captured somewhere. They seized a Polish commader, a captain of a company [Frontier Defence Corprs], 

and led him triumphantly [to be handed over to the Soviets]. The entire group ganged up on this one 

defenceless person, ripping his shirt on the chest and shoving him around. As we watched this scene we were 

stunned and horrified. These were after all our neighbours, once ordinary, peaceful people. We had lived 

together for years. The children attended the same schools, played together and this was entirely natural for 

us. Our parents shopped [in their stores]é No one interfered with each other. é There were no grounds for 

animosity or conflict. So we could not comprehend what had possessed them, where this hatred came 

from.239 

 

The newly formed Jewish militia hunted down Polish policemen and handed them over to the Soviets. At 

least two Polish police officers, ĞŃczak and Wiszniewski, were murdered.
240

 

   As soon as the Soviets arrived in Nowogr·dek, Jews with red armbands came to the home of Constable 

Kazimierz KosiŒski, who had left for Wilno earlier that day. Not finding him there, they demanded that his 

terrified wife hand over his bicycle.
241

 Other Poles were not so lucky, as Adam Szymel from Nowogr·dek 

recalls: 
 

From the moment the Soviets invaded, there began a terror with the arrest of Polish policemen, army 

personnel, and government employees. The invaders wanted to wipe out all Polish leaders and intelligentsia 

so they could rule more easily. My father [a reserve officer] fell victim to this terror. On September 19, he 

was arrested but, after a few hours of interrogation, was allowed to return home. é that night, one of the 

local Jews who had been elevated to a position of authority in the Communist Government, came with several 

Soviet soldiers with bayonets mounted on their rifles and arrested him. They handcuffed him and took him to 

prison. That was the last time we saw him. We were filled with great despair and a sense of helplessness. 

   My mother went to the prison every day in the hope of seeing Father, but she never saw him again. We 

were allowed to deliver parcels with food and clothing to the prison and foolishly believed that, as long as the 

guards accepted packages for our father, then he had to be alive. After a few weeks, the guards refused to 

accept packages for him, so we assumed that he had been deported to Russia. There was no trace of him and 

we could find out nothing about him, yet he was in this prison all the time; a family friend saw him a few 

months later, chained to other prisoners, being led to the railway station.
242

 

 

   Polish policemen, soldiers, and officials were captured and driven through the streets of PiŒsk often 

bloodied because of the beatings they were subjected to. In the first few days, the Soviets gave free rein to 

the newly formed Red militia and workersô guard. According to a Jewish source, the workersô guard, 

headed by Benjamin Dodiuk and composed mostly of Jews including M. Zhukovsky-Zylber (his deputy), 

G. Shklarnik, S. Shklarnik, Vladimir Antonovich, Abram Gorbat, and Yudel Kot, apprehended Polish 

officers and policemen and executed them with impunity.
243

 Patriotic Polish youth who rallied to the 
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defence of their country were also not spared. Often they were turned in by ordinary Jews, even women, as 

the following Jewish account illustrates. 
 

I knew a woman called Bashke, the mother of four children. At the beginning of the war the woman hid in an 

orchard for protection from the air attacks. A Russian mounted soldier passing by was shot at by two young 

Poles, but he escaped unhurt. He dismounted from his horse to find out who had fired the shots. The woman 

pointed to the two young men, and they were arrested.244 

 

   Near PiŒsk, Henryk Skirmuntt (no relation to Count Skirmunt mentioned below), a soldier in the Polish 

Army, was apprehended by a Jew with a red armband and bearing a rifle who handed him over to the 

Soviets. As he was led into a courtyard packed with Polish soldiers, he was struck twice in the spine with 

the butt of a rifle.
245

 

   When the Polish army was retreating, Jan RadoŨycki found himself near the San River where he came 

across a group of Jews with red armbands tearing weapons out of the arms of Polish soldiers and yelling: 

ñYours has come to end.ò Their contempt for Poland was obvious and painful.
246 

   In Lubiesz·w, a gang of Jewish teenagers attacked and beat up a Polish officer as he was leaving 

church.
247

 Throughout this region, after seizing arms and organizing themselves into bands of ñpeopleôs 

militia,ò Jews terrorized the local Polish officials and inhabitants and shot at and apprehended Polish 

soldiers driven back by the German forces.
248

 

   In a town east of Lublin,  
 

We stopped on a side street close to the market square, where a group of people was building a triumphant 

arc [sic] draped with a red flag decorated with a hammer and sickle. It was quite busy in the market square, 

where some people, Jews in the greater part, wearing red armbands and carrying rifles were disarming 

soldiers as they arrived. We also saw a [Polish] Blue Policeman arrested and, after several minutes of a loud 

discussion, executed. é A short time later, we saw a Soviet cavalry patrol, as it approached the triumphant 

arc. People wearing red armbands cheered the Soviets, throwing flowers at them. Soon cheers intensified 

insanely as the Soviet tanks arrived.249 

 

   On his discharge from the Polish army in Ğuck, Volhynia, after the Soviet invasion, Zenobiusz Janicki 

made his way to his home town of PrzebraŨe, 25 km away. Individual and small groups of soldiers 

returning from the front were frequently set upon by Ukrainians and Jews and robbed, on occasion even 

killed. In PrzebraŨe, Janicki witnessed how his Jewish neighbour Dawid Gilden, the proprietor of a grocery 

store who had attained the rank of corporal in the Polish army, accosted a Polish soldier on the road with a 

pistol and stole a blanket from him.
250
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   Aleksander Pluta, a company sergeant, was one of many soldiers who tried to make his way back home 

after being discharged from his unit near R·wne, in Volhynia. 
 

We headed toward R·wne because there was a train station there. We tried to avoid the city so we followed 

paths in areas which were not built up. é However, near the city itself we had to enter its outskirtsé There 

patrols formed of NKVD men and Jews awaited us. They were young and hated Poles. They captured Polish 

officers who tried to blend in. The Russians could not distinguish officers from soldiers. Jews were needed 

for that purpose. They also carried guns. Near the larger cities and in the centre of the cities Jews filled these 

functions themselves without Red Army men. Those they recognized as, or suspected of being, officers were 

led away somewhere farther. It was they [these officers] who were doubtless sent to Katyn and other death 

camps. We walked for several days and the same thing happened daily.251 

  

   After surrendering their arms in Busk and receiving a pass to return to their homes, Polish soldiers were 

robbed of their bicycles, money and possessions en route by Ukrainian and Jewish bands and communist 

committees. They managed to obtain civilian clothes in a Polish settlement. When they arrived in 

Wğodzimierz WoğyŒski they were arrested by Jews and delivered to the NKVD.
252

 Indeed, many Jews in 

that town donned red armbands and rushed to help the NKVD identify targeted Poles and round them up. 

Poles tried to avoid the streets and often went into hiding for fear of being lynched.
253

 

   The capital of Volhynia, Ğuck, was overrun with self-appointed militiamen, mostly Jews, on the lookout 

for Polish soldiers whom they disarmed.
254

 Officers were apprehended and handed over to the Soviets. 

When two young Polish officer cadets who had been released from service after the Soviet invasion were 

making their way home, they were accosted by a group of young Jews with red armbands when they 

attempted to board a train. These young ruffians tore the Polish eagles off the officer cadetsô caps while 

mocking them.
255

 A hunt for Polish officers in Kowel was undertaken by local Jews.
256

 

   Similar reports come from WiŜniowiec, in Volhynia, and nearby ZbaraŨ, in Tarnopol province, where 
 

revolutionary committees were established consisting mostly of young Jews. In Polish uniforms and with red 

armbands, armed with rifles, they guard the buildings of their committees. They also stop soldiers and force 

them to enter the place. There they strip-search them, most often looking for arms, and they humiliate them 

with foul language.257 

 

   A resident of the village of KoŜciuszk·w near Brody recalled: 
 

é some young Polish Jews and Ukrainians began collaborating with the NKVD and joined the police forces. 

They targeted Polish officers in hiding, policemen, government workers, and intellectuals. I remember in 

Beresteczko, two young Jewish policemen led a police officer by a rope around his neck to an NKVD officer. 

He disappeared, like so many of us, never to be seen again. Two Ukrainians, Mykoğa Hnatiuk and DubyŒski, 

came to my father demanding all documents and legal seals from the village of KoŜciuszk·w. é Soviet 
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authorities distributed anti-Polish propaganda and posters. One that stuck in my memory is of a Russian 

soldier stabbing a fallen Polish soldier with a bayonet on the rifle. Some of these posters were removed 

during the night and the Polish population was accused (rightly) of these deeds.258 

 

   But it was not just the young ñemancipatedò Jews, though hardly card-carrying members of the 

Communist Party, who took part in spectacles like this repeated again and again throughout Eastern Poland. 

In Skağat, a town near the Soviet border, on September 17
th
 Orthodox Jews formed armed parties to chase 

down and apprehend Poles in anticipation of the Soviet entry. 
 

Groups of Orthodox Jews dressed in long, black or charcoal gaberdines with wide red armbands, their heads 

covered with black yarmulkas from which long side curls dangled, carried rifles with long bayonets. When an 

armed group like this ran their gaberdines flew open and from under their black vests stood out their white 

ziziths [tassels] which hung down. é On one of the side streets we saw this black band surround two Polish 

non-commissioned officers who were walking unarmed. Quite animated, the Jews led the apprehended men 

away. Polish army men captured in this manner were then delivered to Red Army men or the NKVD as soon 

as the Soviet army entered the town. Many of those apprehended by the Jewish militia later lost their lives in 

Katyn and other places of Soviet genocide. [Polish] policemen caught by the Jews were executed 

immediately by Red Army men. 

   We encountered more and more of these organized groups in black gaberdines on the streets. We left Skağat 

in a hurry. é After columns of Soviet tanks rolled through the city without stopping and moved onward, the 

Jews, who were the largest group of residents of Skağat, formed their own Red militia. They apprehended and 

imprisoned Polish soldiers and policemen. They even prepared a joyful, official welcome to greet the armies 

of the Soviet aggressor when they entered the town. Skağat was thus taken over by Jewish irredentists.259 

 

   In Zğocz·w, strips of red cloth were hung from windows and balconies and Polish soldiers were fired at in 

the streets. Polish soldiers were apprehended and disarmed by Jewish communists and Ukrainians.
260

 On 

September 19
th
, Sergeant Jan Bernard SoliŒski of the Frontier Defence Corps and his colleagues were 

ordered by a captain of the Red Army, a Jew, to leave the premises where they had taken refuge and to 

surrender their arms. A large and highly agitated crowd of Jews and Ukrainians surrounded the Poles. They 

were screaming and chanting and they threatened the Poles saying, ñYour Poland has come to an end. We 

will now be in charge.ò
261

 

   In Sas·w, a small town near Zğocz·w, the newly formed militia, consisting of Ukrainians and Jews, 

apprehended more than twenty Polish soldiers and policemen and handed them over to the Soviet army. 

After a provocation (in which a grenade was thrown into the room in the school where they were held), the 

Poles were executed by the Soviets. One of the main organizers of the Red militia was Lipa Halpern, a 

prewar Communist, who was instrumental in the deportation of more than a dozen Polish families to the 

Gulag in February 1940. Later Halpern worked in the NKVD regional command in Olesko.
262 

   In Czortk·w, a Jewish and Ukrainian rabble followed Soviet soldiers around town disarming Polish 

officers and soldiers, whom they cursed and insulted verbally. The captured Poles were then driven to the 

jail.
263
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   In Nowe Brusno near Rawa Ruska, Abraham Starkman and his brother, whose father was a well-to-do 

Jewish farmer, took charge of the local workersô militia which disarmed Polish soldiers and executed a few 

Polish officers captured near that village.
264

 Reports of Jews and Ukrainians assisting the NKVD in 

capturing Polish officers, policemen and officials come from Jamelna near Gr·dek JagielloŒski.
265

 

   In Jarycz·w near Lw·w, 
 

The little town was just going through its first spasm of revolution. Some Polish officers, described as 

ñspiesòðGod knows on whose behalfðwere arrested. The Ukrainian Nationalists formed a procession with 

flags and banners, which they followed through the streets, with revolvers in their hands. Young Jews formed 

another procession, with a red flag and a portrait of Stalin, carried exactly like a holy ikon. The two groups 

finally came face to face and quarrelled, with the result that they together looted the store of the Polish Spirits 

Monopoly. When everyone had got drunk, they wanted to organize a pogrom of the Poles in the town. 

Fortunately there were too many Poles to be safely attacked and in the meantime someone launched the 

rumour that the Germans were coming. 

   Instead of the Germans, two Bolshevik commissars arrived with a platoon of troops a few hours afterwards. 

The Ukrainian leaders turned meek and silent, as two of them had been arrested. The Jews all went home and 

sat tight there, while the Bolshevik commissar inquired about the local intelligentsia.266 

 

   Conditions in Lw·w were described by many witnesses: Polish soldiers, especially officers, were 

disarmed, abused verbally and physically, and hauled off by the Red militia, composed mostly of Jews and 

Ukrainians, and by ordinary citizens to Soviet posts.
267

 This base conduct toward fellow citizens sometimes 

elicited a feeling of disgust on the part of ordinary, decent Soviet soldiers. 
 

After the arrival of the Soviets in Lw·w on September 23, 1939, I witnessed several incidents on the part of 

Jews toward Poles. The first was the welcome given to the arriving Soviet army. Jews seized weapons from 

Polish soldiers as they [the Jews] kicked and mocked them. They tied red ribbons to the barrels of stolen 

rifles and red armbands on their sleeves. I saw how one Polish soldier who was already disarmed was 

surrounded by a Jewish patrol consisting of three self-styled armed militiamen with red armbands on their 

sleeves (this took place just as the Soviet army was entering Lw·w); they tore the military hat from his head 

and were jostling him around. At that time a Soviet patrol came by and when they saw what was happening, 

they disarmed the Jewish patrol, gave them a boot and told them to run off. It was a painful sight to see a 

disarmed Polish soldier being attacked by Polish Jews.268 

 

A group of Jews with red armbands dragged Lieutenant-Colonel Tadeusz Prauss, the commander of an 

airforce regiment, out of his house, pushing him around and beating him on his head and face. They thrust 

him in a carriage, paraded him publicly as an ñenemy of the peopleò and spat at him.
269

 A uniformed Polish 

officer was captured on Meizels Street by two Jews with red armbands and rifles. After abusing him they 

led him to the Brygidki prison.
270

 A former student of the renowned Jewish scholar Hugo Steinhaus, by the 

name of Borek, was arrested in his home after being denounced to the NKVD as a reserve officer in the 
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Polish army by his Jewish orderly.
271

 When Witold Rapf went to stay with his crippled uncle, an ex-colonel 

of the Polish army, in Lw·w in November 1939, 
 

Two NKVD officers, accompanied by three young Jews wearing red armbands, came at night and arrested 

my uncle. They made offensive and disgracing remarks, pointing a to a painting of Jesus and a picture of 

Pilsudski.272 

 

Marshal J·zef Piğsudski was Polandôs dictator from 1926 until his death in 1935. He was head of state and 

commander-in-chief of the Polish army during the Polish-Soviet War of 1919ï1920, and thus aroused 

enormous resentment and even hatred among the Soviets because of Polandôs victory over the Red Army. 

   Pointing out to the Soviets the direction of Polish troop movements and fleeing Polish soldiers became a 

common pastime. In Kuty near Koğomyja, the self-proclaimed Jewish militia quickly informed Soviet tank 

drivers that a Polish military truck had just departed for the nearby Romanian border. Unable to overtake it, 

the tank fired machine-gun volley at the truck killing a Polish quartermaster by the name of Tadeusz 

Doğňga-Mostowicz, a well-known Polish literary figure.
273

 

   Witold KarpiŒski was part of group of Polish soldiers who were captured by the Soviets when they 

attempted to escape to Romania. Those soldiers who refused to lay down their arms were executed on the 

spot. The soldiers were then taken to Stanisğaw·w, where they were guarded by local Jewish women who 

were armed. They were then taken to Szepet·wka near the Soviet border.
274

 

   Near śniatyn, three Polish officers in plainclothes were apprehended crossing the River Prut to Romania 

in October 1939. They were detained and briefly imprisoned in Koğomyja before being deported to the 

Gulag. Their interrogations were carried out with the assistance of local Jews, among them a doctor, who 

acted as interpreters. In one case, the doctor himself levelled abuse at one of the Polish officers, who were 

accused of being spies, and called him a ñliar.ò When he moved to strike the Polish officer, his over-

zealousness was too much to bear for even the hardened Soviet functionaries, who then dispensed with the 

collaboratorôs services.
275

 

   A Polish officer, disguised as soldier, was trying to make his way to the Polish-Hungarian border when 

he was apprehended by Ukrainian militiamen near the village of Skole. Suspected of being a Polish officer, 

he was taken to the village and handed over to two Jewish militiamen who took him to the Soviet 

commissar for questioning. A local Jewish woman, who acted as secretary, mistress and Russian interpreter 

for the commissar, ñembellished [the officerôs] confession with communist jargon obviously learned from 

propaganda leaflets.ò During his interrogation captured Polish state employees, policeman and 

gamekeepers were brought in by the militiamen, who carried out their duties with enthusiasm; the 

commissar sent them to the local prison. Since the officer had false identification, his guise of being a 

simple soldier was eventually accepted and he was released to go home.
276

 

   On September 25
th
, the Soviets murdered the staff and patients of a Polish military hospital in the village 

of Grabowiec near ZamoŜĺ. Some of the wounded soldiers were shot in the makeshift hospital, others who 

had difficulty walking were shot just outside the building. A group of about twenty soldiers were led to a 

                                                           
271

 Steinhaus, Wspomnienia i zapiski, 220. Notwithstanding her experiences, the mother of the denounced Pole, of 

whom all traces had disappeared, did not think of revenge. She even offered to shelter Steinhaus in her home in 

Borysğaw. 

 
272

 See Shimon Redlich, Together and Apart in Brzezany: Poles, Jews, and Ukrainians, 1919ï1945 (Bloomington and 

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2002), 89. 

 
273

 Account of Stanisğaw Szuwart, quoted in Nowak, Przemilczane zbrodnie, 27. 

 
274

 Wanda Wasicka, ñGimnazjalny kolega,ò News of Polonia/WiadomoŜci Polonijne (Pasadena, California), September 

2005: 18. 

 
275

 Acount of Wğodzimierz Tylkowski (in the authorôs possession). 

276
 Wegierski, September 1939, 162ï73. 

 



 82 

hill on the outskirts of the village, pushed around and cursed by a group of young Jews with red armbands, 

and executed there. They are buried in a communal grave in the local cemetery.
277

 

   A Polish soldier recalled with shock what he experienced and felt when the first Soviet soldiers arrived in 

the outskirts of Lw·w: 
 

About 5 p.m., we heard some unusual voices and a lot of noise on the street é I could not resist the 

temptation to go out and see what was happening. I observed a very strange scene: A small group of peopleð

many of them Jews, and evidently Communistsðwere surrounding a lone and scared looking Soviet soldier 

and screaming anti-Polish slogans, ñDown with the Polish government!! é Down with Poland!! é Long live 

the Soviet Union!!ò 

   I could not believe my eyes! Why would these people be so happy? Why would the Jews be against the 

Polish government and Poland itself? They had a very good life in Poland, and were free. With the exception 

of some small minority [of non-Jews], no one bothered them before the war. They were able to do whatever 

they wanted and most of them were well-to-do. What an unpleasant surprise it was for me to witness a scene 

like this. é I could not help but express my dismay and disgust when I turned to a tall, middle-aged man and 

asked him why these people were so happy. I didnôt quite finish what I was going to say, when he turned to 

me menacingly and said in a loud voice: ñAre you not happy, you S.O.B.?! Iôll show you!ò He then started 

towards me with his not-so-friendly intentions. Obviously I did not make him happy with my remarks and 

questions, but I could only rectify the situation by running away towards the bunker where I would feel safe 

with my friends. 

   ñMy God! Where am I?! These people are traitors,ò I mumbled to myself for quite some time as a result of 

this unfortunate episode.278 

 

   On the night of 18/19 September, 1939, a few Polish detachments had attempted to defend Wilno, but 

were ordered to retreat together with the police. The cityôs defence was left in the hands of weak volunteer 

groups and a few regular Polish army units, with no air or tank support. After twelve hours or so of battle 

the Soviet units gradually began to take control of specific neighbourhoods of the city. The defenders 

retreated in the direction of the Polish-Lithuanian border. Local communist supporters occasionally shot at 

the retreating soldiers. One such incident occurred on Buğtupski Lane, where three Polish soldiers were shot 

at from a building owned by a Jew. One of the soldiers was killed, and the other two threw grenades into a 

window of the building. Even before the Soviet troops arrived, groups of young Jews with red armbands 

appeared on the cityôs streets carrying rifles. According to Dov Levin, Jewish youth comprised a 

ñsignificant proportion of the armed Civil Militia in various quartersò of Wilno. They immediately started 

to hunt down and arrest Polish officers, policemen, soldiers, and others who had taken regfuge in the 

city.
279

 Their ranks included not only Jewish Communists but also Bundists and some Belarusian and 
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Polish Communists.
280

 According to one Jewish observer, they disarmed Polish soldiers ñin an ugly manner 

and with great satisfaction. A Jew would spit in the face of a Polish soldier after taking his rifle.ò
281

 They 

ripped epaulets and eagle insignias from the uniforms of Polish soldiers. (Historian Dov Levin, however, 

stresses that the militiamen removed the soldiersô weapons ñin such a friendly way that the defeated Polish 

smiled despite their sadness.ò
282

) Polish reports are similar: a young Jew ran up to a despondent Polish 

soldier in a suburb of Wilno and slapped him on the face.
283

 Another eyewitness reported: 
 

In the streets Jewish children latched on to Soviet military vehicles and joyfully greeted the new occupiers. 

Militia patrols with red armbands, formed mostly of Wilno Jews and Communists, were everywhere. I will 

never forget the sight of a Polish soldier walking down a street (apparently on his way home) without a belt 

and carrying a haversack. Suddenly a group of teenagers detached themselves from a Soviet truck and, 

undoubtedly wanting to demonstrate its fighting spirit and enmity toward the remnants of Polish statehood, 

spat at that emaciated soldier and tried to rip the buttons off his military coat. Andðimagine this!ðthe 

reaction of the Soviet soldiers was entirely different from what that swarm of teenagers turned savage 

expected. They told them to leave the soldier in peace explaining, ñHeôs just an ordinary soldier. Donôt harass 

him.ò And that viperous and squalid group of callow youth left shamefaced.284 

 

   A group of young armed Jews burst into the 4
th
 commissariat of the Polish state police where they 

ordered the Poles to leave and even attempted to physically expel them.
285

 The main train station in Wilno 

was a particularly hazardous place to venture since it was infested with NKVD agents and the largely 

Jewish citizensô militia, whose main task was to stop suspicious people, especially Polish officers out of 

uniform. Suspects were followed to their homes and their credentials were checked.
286

 Jews in the service 

of the Bolsheviks also carried out night-time searches of Polish homes to look for arms.
287

 About 80 

percent of those arrested were Poles.
288

 Soviet reports sang the praises of the predominantly Jewish 

Workersô Guard who maintained ñorderò and confiscated weapons: ñThe mood among the members of the 

Workersô Guard is elated; they carry out every order willingly and with enthusiasm.ò
289
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   Numerous reports speak of the abusive treatment meted out to Polish prisoners of war by Jews in Eastern 

Poland. (This appears to have been a predilection of the Jewish minority, as there are no reports of 

Ukrainians or Belorussians taking part in such activities.) This conductðearily reminiscent of the displays 

of hatred directed toward Polish prisoners of war by pro-Nazi German civiliansðranks among the most 

shameful episodes in occupied Europe and one about which Poles quite understandably retain bitter 

memories. 

   When a large crowd formed as the Soviets marched Polish prisoners of war along the highway to 

Monasterzyska near Buczacz, young Jewish hooligans who lined the street spat at the Polish soldiers and 

threw rocks at them. As one witness recalled, the Poles who came out to see their loved ones being led 

away were appalled by this callous conduct. 
 

They must have been encouraged by their parents to perform such base deeds. My mother could not stand by 

idly looking at this any longer and took them to task. When that did not help, she grabbed one of them by the 

collar and gave him a light jerk. All of a sudden, out of nowhere, some older Jews appeared with red 

armbands on their coats and wanted to push my mother into the convoy led by the Soviets. Some Ukrainian 

women we knew saved her and me by raising a terrible outcry. This must have frightened the Jews because 

they ran off. Unfortunately, the young Jews continued to hurl insults at our soldiers. 

   These brief incidents stuck in my motherôs mind for a long time. But that did not prevent her from 

sheltering Jews during the German occupation at risk to our lives. Perhaps among them were those who, in 

1939, wanted to hand my mother over to the Soviets.290 

 

   When the Soviets led captured Polish soldiers, with their hands tied behind their backs, through the 

streets of Skağa Podolska, crowds of Jews and Ukrainians converged to observe the show, screaming at 

them: ñKill the Polish swines!ò and ñThe Polish swine is dead!ò
291

 

   An eyewitness observed Jews jeering and spitting at disarmed Polish soldiers and policemen assembled in 

the courtyard of the police station in Stanisğaw·w before being marched to the local jail. Many of the Jews 

who had lined KamiŒski Street along with their children wore red armbands and publicly derided the Poles 

as they passed in front of them.
292

 

   In Dolina near Stryj, where Jews greeted the invading Soviet army with flowers and offered them bread 

and salt (a traditional greeting), a Polish officer was slapped in the face by a local Jew, who screamed at 

him, ñThere will be no more Poland of the Pans.ò
293

 

   The day after the Soviet entry into Dubno, Volhynia, 
 

Two young Jews, communist militiamen, brought out a couple of Polish officers, a colonel and a lieutenant, 

from a house. In the market-place, surrounded by a party of militiamen (of course all armed with rifles), 

stood a superior sort of commissar, a young fellow with a markedly Semitic cast of countenance. The officers 

were brought before him, whereupon he addressed a few words in Russian to the colonelðand slapped him 

hard in the face. The colonel took the blow in silence, and bowed é Presently the commissar ordered the two 

officers to put up their hands, while they were searched and their belts taken from them.294 

 

The subsequent fate of the Polish officers is not known. 

   In some cases, however, Polish officers could not bear the public humiliation. A Polish woman recalled a 

scene she witnessed in DruŨkopol, Volhynia, upon the Soviet entry: 
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From a crowd of her own people [who had assembled to greet the Soviets] a young Jewish woman emerged. 

She approached a Polish officer and delivered a swinging blow to his face. é The Polish officer calmly 

pulled a gun out of his holster (creating a panic among the rabble), held it against his temple and pulled the 

trigger.295 

  

   In Biağoz·rka near Krzemieniec, the sight of long lines of Polish prisoners of war aroused provocative 

cries and laughter on the part of Jews and Ukrainians. The Polish captives were met by a group of young 

Jews, among them a young woman, who came out of the Polish state police building dressed in Polish 

military coats stripped of their shoulder-straps. Wearing red armbands they insulted and mocked the Polish 

officers from a distance: ñYou Polish swine. é Your rule is over. Take those roosters [a disparaging 

reference to Polandôs national emblem, the white eagle] off your hats!ò The first officer they struck was a 

general, whose hat went flying off into the mud as he was hit in the head. This was a signal for the young 

Jews to collectively ill-treat a group of Polish officers who had been separated from the column of 

prisoners of war.
296

 

   K. T. Celny, a young Pole who accompanied his father, a major in the reserve of the medical corps of the 

Polish Army, encountered the following reception in the vicinity of Lw·w: 
 

As we approached every Ukrainian village, we were fired upon. In towns, we were also shot at by the Jewish 

militia, armed with stolen Polish army rifles and wearing red armbands. As we approached the outskirts of 

Lw·w, we came upon a tragicomic spectacle: In a meadow beside the main road, about ten of the Jewish 

militiamen were guarding a sizable squadron of one of the elite Polish cavalry regiments. Soviet tank forces 

had disarmed the Polish regiment and had assigned their new ñallies,ò the Jews, to guard the Poles. I recall a 

feeling of pain and disgust that those who were Polish citizens should behave so treacherously.297 

 

   Another Polish soldier reported a similar occurrence in that region: ñAfter my capture by Soviet troops in 

1939 I was guarded by a Jewish militia, who often treated former Polish officers with the utmost brutality.ò 

According to KarliŒski, the behaviour of the Jewish guards even occasioned interventions on the part of the 

Soviets.
298

 Another report comes from Stanisğaw Kurczaba, who, after his capture by the Soviets, was 

guarded by local Jews in Tğumacz.
299

 

   Additional examples of the despicable behaviour of the Jewish masses of Lw·w toward Polish prisoners 

of war, who were showered with abuse and whose eagles and military distinctions were torn from their 

uniforms, are noted by General Wğadysğaw Anders and others.
300

 Even former acquaintances could not be 

counted on for an act of kindness. 

   When Stanisğaw Milczarczyk, a reserve non-commissioned officer in the Frontier Defence Corps, was 

taken captive and held in a freight wagon full of Polish prisoners of war, he spotted a Jew by the name of 

Szmul from his native Ciechan·w guarding the stationary train. He called out to Szmul, now an armed Red 

militiaman, to bring some water for the thirty prisoners. Enraged, Szmul rushed over to wagon, hurled 
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insults at Milczarczyk, and jabbed at him with his bayonet. Just a short while ago Szmul had sold fruit to 

Milczarczyk, who owned a small grocerôs shop in his home town.
301

 

   In the city of Ostr·g, in Volhynia, local Jews and Ukrainians started to apprehend Polish soldiers on their 

own intiative, already on September 17, 1939.
302

 

   Near Kostopol, just before their execution by the Soviets, 
 

When the column was being marched through the town, the local Jews spat at the Polish soldiers, heaped the 

foulest epithets upon them, and threw rocks at them.303 

 

   As a column of Polish prisoners of war was being led by Red Army men through the nearly empty streets 

of Wğodzimierz WoğyŒski in the early morning hours, a young Jew mocked them yelling, ñYou sons-of-

bitches. Youôll now get what you deserve. Itôs good that theyôre taking you away.ò Some Polish women 

who stood nearby were in tears. The contrast was striking.
304

 

   General Jan Lachowicz filed the following report about his internment in Kowel, Volhynia: 
 

On September 28, we received orders to ópack upô and leave our cells. In the prison yard we met up with 

most of the officers of our platoon and many others from various military formations. We were escorted in a 

column to the barracks by a civilian guard with red armbands and former Polish soldiersðunfortunately all 

of them were Polish Jews. We moved outé Our escort consisted of the same (Jews) with armbands and 

Polish riflesé After a time, a rabble of young Jews gathered on each side of our column, marching along 

with us on the sidewalks and shouting insults at us. What is worse, they soon began to spit at us and here and 

there even pelted our column with rocks.305 

 

   In Zaleszczyki, near the Romanian border, a Polish prisoner of war recalled his fate, typical of many 

Polish soldiers: 
 

On September 19th, I was taken captive by the Bolsheviks. I was wounded and was taken to the hospital in 

Zaleszczyki. Our fate was horrible. The NKVD handed us over to Jews armed with rifles and guns. These 

were Polish Jews in civilian clothes with armbands. They treated the wounded soldiers with unusual brutality. 

They struck us and kicked us. They searched out officers and handed them over to the NKVD. They 

screamed at us that we were bourgeois lackeys who had sucked their blood, and that they would now suck 

our blood. They hurled many insults at us which I wonôt repeat because they were so vulgar. They heaped 

profanities on us.306 

 

   Attitudes had not changed when bedraggled Polish prisoners were led in a column through Umanô, in 

Soviet Ukraine, the following summer: ñThe sidewalks are full of Jews. Some of them yell at us: óPolish 

Pans.ô é They look at us with hostility.ò
307
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   The treatment of Polish prisoners of war by the ordinary Jewish civilian population of Soviet-occupied 

Eastern Poland has no parallel anywhere else in occupied Europe.
308

 At that time, in German-occupied 

Poland, Jews were not being hunted down in this manner (except by ethnic Germans
309

), but rather, like the 

Poles, faced random terror. There the plight of prisoners of war and refugees, regardless of nationality or 

religion, elicited widespread sympathy on the part of the Poles. As one Jew who served in the Polish army 

put it, ñWhat an ideal brotherhood existed between Poles and Jews! é How generously and hospitably the 

Polish peasant received refugees!ò
310

 (Among Jews in Eastern Poland, however, such solidarity rarely 

extended beyond offering relief to Jewish refugees from the German zone.) 

   Nor is there any record of Jewish captives being publicly harassed and abused by Poles, as Poles were in 

the Soviet zone.
311

 When Jews, whether soldiers or civilians, were interned or fled or were expelled from 

their homes by the Germans, many Poles came to their assistance.
312

 Moreover, there are numerous Jewish 
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kosher food and literally starved. I owned a few ñzlotyò (Polish currency) and asked the nuns if they could possibly buy 

me some chocolate in town. They fulfilled my request and that chocolate was the only food the Jewish hostages would 

eat. The nuns let me know of the horrible misfortune befalling the Jews of Rzeszow caused by the German army right 

after the beginning of the invasion.ò See the testimony of Chaim Bank in A Memorial to the Brzozow Community, 

Abraham Levite, ed. (Israel: The Survivors of Brzozow, 1984), 95ï96. The Franciscan friary in Niepokalan·w, near 

Warsaw, headed by Father Maksymilian Kolbe, took in and cared for approximately 1,500 Jews expelled from Western 

Poland in 1939ï1940, with local residents helping out. See Patricia Treece, A Man for Others: Maximilian Kolbe, Saint 

of Auschwitz (New York: Harper & Row, 1982; reissued by Our Sunday Visitor, Hutington, Indiana), 91ï93, and 

especially the words of praise by the Jewish guests. On January 2, 1940, Emanuel Ringelblum wrote in his diary, 

Kronika getta warszawskiego: WrzesieŒ 1939ïstyczeŒ 1943 (Warsaw: Czytelnik, 1983), at 68: ñIn Limanowa, the 

behaviour of the Franciscans toward 1,300 Jewish refugees (500 from Kalisz, 500 from Lublin, and some 300 from 

PoznaŒ) was very favourable. They gave them accommodations in their buildings and helped them [in various ways] é 

even giving them a calf to kill.ò In the summer of 1940, when the Germans expelled the Jews from the town of Konin 

to the General Government, one of the expellees recalled: ñOne ought to emphasize the help we received from the 

priest of Grodziec, who occupied himself with handing out coffee and tea to us, and distributing milk to the children. 

Until late into the night there were warm kettles in the square. Bread was also given out. Besides that, the priest went 

around appealing to the peasants to give accommodation to the deportees, and help to the homeless. é The Germans 

sought an opportunity to arrest him and this happened after he helped the Jews in Grodziec. Soon afterwards came 

news of his death.ò See Theo Richmond, Konin: A Quest (London: Jonathan Cape, 1995), 163. Henryk Lubraniecki, 

who was confined in the ghetto in KroŜniewice near Kutno, declared: ñI want to underline that the Poles helped us a 

great deal.ò See Dorota Sierpacka, ñPostawy Polak·w wobec ludnoŜci Ũydowskiej w Kraju Warty,ò in Aleksandra 

Namysğo, ed., Zagğada ŧyd·w na polskich terenach wcielonych do Rzeszy (Warsaw: Instytut Pamiňci Narodowejï

Komisja ścigania Zbrodni przeciwko Narodowi Polskiemu, 2008), 201, n42. Such displays of solidarity, which could 

be multiplied, continued throughout the war, undeterred by reports of Jewish conduct in the Soviet zone. Rabbi Shimon 

Huberband, an inmate of a labour camp in Kampinos, near Warsaw, in April and May 1941, recalled in his book, 

Kiddush Hashem: Jewish Religious and Cultural Life in Poland During the Holocaust (Hoboken, New Jersey: Ktav 

Publishing House, and Yeshiva University Press, 1987), at 95 and 101: ñthe priest of Kampinos had been giving fiery 

sermons about us in church every Sunday. He forcefully called upon the Christian population to assist us in all possible 

ways. And he also attacked the guards and the Christian camp administrators, referring to them as Antichrists. He 

harshly condemned the guards who beat and murdered the unfortunate Jewish inmates so mercilessly. é We marched 

through the village. We were given a warm farewell by the entire Christian population. é We owed him, the priest of 

Kampinos, a great deal. Many of us owed our lives to the warm and fiery sermons of this saintly person.ò In PoznaŒ, a 
stronghold of the National Democratic (Endek) Party, relations with the Jews imprisoned in the Stadion labour camp in 

1941ï1943 were amicable. Samuel Bronowski, who appeared as a witness in the trial of Arthur Greiser, Gauleiter of 

the so-called Wartheland, made the following deposition before the Supreme National Tribunal: ñThe only help 

possible was aid in kind by supplying food. In the camp we received 200 grams of bread and one litre of turnip soup 

per day. Obviously, those who had no help from outside were bound to die within a short time. A committee was 

formed in PoznaŒ for the collection of food. This was no easy matter since everything was rationed under the food 

coupon system. Many a time, we received bigger parcels which reached us secretly at the construction sites where we 

worked and met the Polish people. Parcels were also thrown into the camp by night. It is not easy to describe the 

attitude of the civilian population outside the campðto say that it was friendly, would be too little. There was marked 
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Us: Pages From the History of Help to the Jews in Occupied Poland (Warsaw: Interpress, 1970), 225. Poles forced to 
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accounts from the German zone from this same period attesting to the fact that Jewish soldiers were 

frequently protected by their fellow Polish soldiers when asked to identify themselves by the Germans.
313
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1939ï1945, 304ï306. Janka Altman, a Jewish woman who survived the Janowska concentration camp in Lw·w and 
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New York, 1989), 96.  
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(The vast majority of Jews in the Polish army did, however, identify themselves to the Germans as Jews. 

Their immediate fate did not prove to be worse than that of Polish soldiersðalmost all of the Jews were 

soon released and allowed to return to their homes. On the other hand, many Polish soldiers were held as 

prisoners for the entire war.) 

   The hunt for and denunciation of Polish officers and officials by local collaborators did not subside with 

the Soviet entry. It continued well into the Soviet occupation, as the following examples show. 

   Still making their way home to Volhynia in October 1939, two soldiers who had served in the Frontier 

Defence Corps were stopped by two Jewish militiamen armed with Polish rifles in Busk, north of Lw·w. 

Knowing the fate that awaited them in the local commissariat, they seized their rifles and gave the Jewish 

militiamen a good thrashing before escaping. One of the Poles could not remain for long in his home town 

of KlewaŒ, or afterwards in Lw·w, because of the vigilance of the NKVD and Jewish militias. He was 

eventually apprehended near Mağkinia in March 1940 when he attempted to cross over to the German zone. 

While the Pole was interned in an NKVD prison, a young Jewish interpreter demonstrated great zeal in 

eliciting information from him in the course of his interrogation.
314

 

   A group of fourteen members of the nascent Polish underground, the Union for Armed Struggle (ZwiŃzek 

Walki Zbrojnej, the precursor of the Home Army), was arrested in Lw·w in March and April 1940. After 

undergoing show trials, all but one of them were executed the following February. Their families were 

deported to the Soviet interior. The chief interrogator, who subjected them to brutal torture during their 

detention in Lw·w, was a Jew by the name of E. M. Libenson (Liebenson), a senior lieutenant of the 

NKVD.
315

 Libensonôs name also appears in other prisonersô accounts as a sadistic torturer.
316

 A Jewish 

resident of Maciej·w, in Volhynia, described the impact of the mistreatment of prisoners by police on 

ordinary citizens who happened to hear the cries of victims: 
 

We lived in our home which was a two family house built in the late 20ôs. With the arrival of the Soviets the 

tenant that shared the house with us was evicted and the local council moved its office there for a short time 

without paying any rent. Afterwards the police moved in for a period of six months. We were warned by the 

commanding officer to see, to hear and to keep quiet. Non-compliance would mean eviction from our own 

home. 

   The office of the police interrogator was adjacent to our room. Interrogation of suspects hostile to the 

Soviet regime, both Jews and non-Jews would take place late at night. The interrogations were conducted 

aggressively with beating until blood ran. Screaming, abuse, insult and crying was heard when the 

interrogated insisted he was innocent. One night I was awakened by screaming and I heard the suspect 

begging his interrogator to stop torturing him and to do away with him by hanging. The answer was: ñWe do 

not hang our enemies we shoot them like dogs.ò I couldn't stand any more of the horror that night and I ran 

out of the house. 

   And so we adhered to the warning and kept our mouths shut. After six hard months the militia moved out 

and joined their offices with the NKVD.317 

 

   A Pole, whose remnant group of the defeated Polish army was captured by the Soviets as late as February 
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1940, recalled his imprisonment in Biağystok and BrzeŜĺ, where he was told by a Jewish major of the 

NKVD that Poland would never rise again. The mood among the jailers, on learning of the defeat of France 

in June of that year, was indicative of which side and what values they were rooting for: 
 

The joy of the NKVD, consisting mostly of the Jews who interrogated us, was indescribable. They were 

elated. The Soviet Union would now divide Europe with Hitler. é Elated they drank for several days into a 

state of unconsciousness. That for us was the most difficult time. All hope had evaporated.318 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

The Persecution and Murder of Polish Policemen, Officials, 

Political Figures, Landowners, Clergymen, and Settlers 
 

   Numerous testimonies attest to the prominent role played by Jews in the militias and revolutionary 

committees that sprung up both spontaneously and at Soviet urging. These entities often played a decisive 

part in getting the new regime and its machinery of repression off the ground. Their activities were 

buttressed by large numbers of individual collaborators acting on their own initiative in furtherance of the 

Soviet cause. 

   Throughout Eastern Poland, militias and revolutionary committees were formed by local Jewish, 

Belorussian and Ukrainian pro-Soviet elements. One of the first tasks undertaken by the militias was 

disarming the remnants of the Polish state police in anticipation of the arrival of the Red Army. With the 

blessing of the Soviet invaders, local collaborators apprehended, robbed, and even murdered Polish 

officials, policemen, teachers, politicians, community leaders, landowners, and ñcolonistsò (i.e., interwar 

settlers)ðthe so-called enemies of the people. They also robbed and set fire to Polish property and 

destroyed Polish national and religious monuments. Scores of murders of individuals and groups have been 

recorded. Plundering of Polish property took on massive proportions, with the spoils enriching the 

collaboratorsô families and their community.
319

 

   One of the earliest and most heinous crimes was the murder of a score Poles, or possibly more, in the 

village of Brzostowica Mağa near Grodno. A carnival of violence exploded on September 17ï18, before the 

Soviets were installed in the area. A pro-Communist band with red armbands and armed with blades and 

axes, consisting of Jews and Belorussians and led by a Jewish trader by the name of Zusko Ajzik, entered 

the village, dragged people out of their houses screaming, and cruelly massacred the entire Polish 

population, possibly as many as fifty  people. The victims included Count Antoni Woğkowicki and his wife 

Ludwika, his brother-in-law Zygmunt Woynicz-SianoŨňcki, the county reeve and his secretary, the 

accountant, the mailman, and the local teacher. The victims of this orgy of violence were tortured, tied with 

barbed wire, pummelled with sticks, forced to swallow quicklime, thrown into a ditch and buried alive. The 

paralyzed Countess Ludwika Woğkowicka was dragged to the execution site by her hair. The murder was 

ordered by ŧak Motyl, a Jew who headed the revolutionary committee in Brzostowica Wielka which was 

composed of Jews and Belorussians. Typically, the culprits were never punished. On the contrary, the 

NKVD officers praised them for their ñclass-consciousò actions. Ajzik became the president of the local 

cooperative and several others were accepted into the militia. The racist aspect of this bloodbath, however, 

is undeniable: only members of the Polish minority perished at the hands of their non-Polish neighboursð

Stalinôs willing executioners.
320

 The Nazis, who were not very original but were good learners of genocide 

techniques, doubtless emulated the neighnour-on-neighbour violence that was carried out with impunity 

under Soviet auspices in 1939, when they entered these territories in the summer of 1941. 

   Janusz Brochwicz-LewiŒski, an officer cadet who attained the rank of corporal in 1939, was captured by 

the Soviets near Stoğpce. He was one of fifteen Poles, among them a judge, a pastor, a chaplain, a teacher, 

and several civil servants, taken before an NKVD tribunal in groups of five and sentenced to death. 
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Fortunately, his group managed to escape while being transported to their unknown execution site. The 

other ten condemned Poles were executed by firing squad. While Brochwicz-LewiŒski was imprisoned in 

Stoğpce, an NKVD officer made the rounds in the company of his aide, a local Jew from the townôs newly 

formed Red militia, who fingered Polish officers and members of the educated class, now the so-called 

enemies of the people, by their occupation: judge, teacher, policeman, civil servant, forest-ranger, 

landowner.
321 

   Equally despicable were the murders of Catholic clergymen carried out by roving gangs of Jews and 

Belorussians in September 1939, such as that of Rev. Bronisğaw Fedorowicz, the pastor of Skrundzie near 

Sğonim, and those of Rev. Antoni Twardowski, pastor of Juraciszki near WoğoŨyn, and the latterôs cleric, 

the Jesuit Stanisğaw Zuziak.
322

 A gang of Jews and Belorussians pekted rocks at Rev. Adam Udalski in 

WoğoŨyn. Surprisingly, he was rescued by Chona Rogowin, a Jewish Communist, whose family Rev. 

Udalski had assisted while Rogowin was incarcerated before the war for his subversive activities as a 

Communist.
323

 A rabble of pro-Soviet Jews and Belorussians came to apprehend Rev. J·zef Bajko, the 

pastor of Naliboki near Stoğpce, intending either to hand him over to the Soviet authorities or to possibly 

lynch him (as had been done in other localities). A large gathering of parishioners foiled these plans, 

allowing Rev. Bajko to escape before the arrival of the NKVD.
324

 

   Henryk PoszwiŒski, the prewar mayor of Zdziňcioğ, a town near Nowogr·dek, provided a vivid 

description of the ñnew orderò in his town: 
 

In Zdziňcioğ a Jewish woman by the name of Josielewicz stood at the head of the revolutionary committee 

which was organized even before the arrival of the Soviet army. 

   The local police left town just after the Red Army had crossed the border. On the evening of September 

17th, I was informed that a band of criminals released from jail was getting ready to rob some stores. I called 

a meeting of the fire brigade and civilian guard and these two organizations began to provide security in our 

town. The stores were spared but the [criminal] bands attacked the defenceless civilians who were escaping 

eastward from the Germans. The culprits stripped them of their clothes, shoes and anything else they had on 

them. Those who resisted were cruelly killed on the spot. Outside the town, roadside ditches were strewn 

with dead people. é The revolutionary committee, which soon disarmed the fire brigade and civilian guard, 

stood by idly while all this was taking place. 

   In the morning hours of September 18th, a small detachment of the Polish army still traversed Zdziňcioğ. It 

was a field hospital team transported in a dozen or so horse-drawn carriages. The convoy consisted of thirty 

soldiers led by a sergeant. The revolutionary committee attempted to stop and disarm them. The soldiers 

discharged a volley of gunfire into the air. The revolutionary committee ran out of town in a stampede and 

hid in the thickets of the municipal cemetery. é  

   In the afternoon hours of September 18th, the Soviet army entered Nowogr·dek. That evening the first three 

Soviet tanks arrived in Zdziňcioğ. The entire revolutionary committee, headed by Josielewicz, came out to 

greet the invaders shouting: ñLong live the great Stalin!ò After a short stop the tanks moved toward Sğonim. 

The revolutionary committee ordered owners to display red flags from their houses. The Poles cried like 

children as they tore the white portion off the [red and white] Polish flags. é 

   In the morning hours of September 19th, a Jew from the revolutionary committee came to the town hall and 

advised me that I was being summoned by the committee to attend a meeting concerning an epidemic of foot-

and-mouth disease which had broken out among some cattle that had been brought to Zdziňcioğ. Believing 

what I had been told to be true, I immediately got up from my desk and accompanied that man to the 

headquarters of the committee located at the other end of town. I had to wait about an hour before I was taken 
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to the chairwomanôs office. During that time I observed the true picture of the ñrevolution.ò Hundreds of 

people surrounded the committee premises; most of them were women who had broken out in tears and were 

wailing. ñReturn our stolen property!ò they cried. ñRelease our husbands and fathers of our children!ò é 

   People who had been badly beaten occupied the corners of the room; most of them were refugees fleeing 

the Germans. The committee members, who were dressed in civilian clothes with red armbands and had 

Soviet stars on their hats, carried rifles or revolvers in their hands and competed with each other in brutally 

mistreating these people. It was a sight that I had difficulty countenancing. 

   After about an hourôs wait the door was thrown open and I was summoned into the chairwomanôs office. 

When I entered I noticed three rifle barrels pointed at me. One of the bandits yelled, ñHands up!ò I raised my 

hands and turned to the chairwoman. ñWhat have I done wrong? Why are you treating me like this?ò 

Although she knew Polish well, Josielewicz replied in Russian, ñYou will find out in due course.ò é 

   After being searched [and stripped of all my personal effects] I was instructed to move toward the table 

occupied by Josielewicz, the chairwoman, and by a Soviet NKVD officer. The officer removed a form from 

his bag and started to complete it. é The last portion of the form asked for the reason for my arrest and 

imprisonment. Before filling it out, the NKVD officer turned to the chairwoman and asked what to enter. The 

chairwoman replied, ñHeôs a Polish officer, a Polish patriot, the former mayor of the town. Thatôs probably 

reason enough.ò The NKVD officer wrote in this portion: ñDangerous element.ò 

   After filling out this form, three committee members escorted me to police detention. In a small detention 

room built to hold no more than four people for a short period, there were twenty-three people who had been 

arrested. Unable to sit down in that crowded place, we had to stand one next to another the whole time. 

People fainted from lack of air and had to relieve themselves on the spot. Among those arrested were school 

principals, county reeves, village administrators, officials and various other people who had escaped eastward 

from the Germans, as well as a priest who often repeated under his breath, ñForgive them Father, for they 

know not what they do.ò 

   We spent almost an entire day in this place of detention. Finally, on September 20th, we were put in a truck 

and taken to the jail in Nowogr·dek. During the entire journey, which lasted more than an hour, we were 

lying on the floor of the truck used to transport coal while four Jews from the revolutionary committee 

watched over us with rifles in their hands. Every now and then one of them would warn us, ñDonôt lift your 

heads, or youôll get a bullet in your skull.ò 

   Along the road over which the truck moved slowly we encountered in many places Soviet artillery going in 

the opposite direction. Soviet soldiers would approach our vehicle during the stops and ask, ñWho are you 

carrying and where are you going?ò 

   ñWeôre taking Poles to the jail,ò the guards would answer. 

   ñWhat have they done wrong?ò 

   ñThey havenôt done anything. Itôs enough that theyôre Poles!ò325 

 

   In Baranowicze, Jews filled the ranks of the Red militia and denounced Polish officers, policemen, 

teachers, and government officials to the NKVD. At night black box-like carriages arrived at the homes of 

these people. They were loaded on and taken to the train station, from where they were deported to the 

Gulag never to be heard from again.
326

 Among those arrested with the assistance of local Jews was the 

sister of Bogusğaw J. Jňdrzejec and eight members of her family. Her husband and father were murdered by 

the NKVD in Baranowicze; the rest of the family was deported to the Soviet interior in the winter of 1939ï

1940.
327

 According to historian Yehuda Bauer, ñJewish agents of the Soviet secret police penetrated every 

corner; everyone was terrified of being denounced and deported.ò
328

 

   In Sğonim, 
 

A provisional city administration was organized in Slonim, headed by Matvei Kolotov, a Jew from Minsk. é 

   Kolotov immediately began organizing a ñWorkers Guardò (a temporary militia) whose function was to 

maintain order in the city. Heading this Guard was Chaim Chomsky, a veteran Communist. é 
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   é And no sooner did the NKVD arrive than it made itself felt everywhere. First they deported merchants, 

manufacturers, Polish officers and police; then Bundists, Zionists, Trotskyites and Polish ñcolonistsò and 

ñkulaksò from the villages. Many inncocent people were caught in this dragnet.329 

 

   According to Polish sources, Chaim Chomsky (Chomski), who took charge of the revolutionary 

committee, issued instructions to have the Polish mayor BieŒskiewicz arrested when he reported to work on 

September 18; afterwards, all traces of the mayor disappeared.
330

 Another victim was the Polish secret 

policeman Jan Chmielewski, who was eventually released from jail when the Germans arrived on June 23, 

1941. Chmielewski later took revenge on Leybl Bliacher for having denounced him to the NKVD.
331

 

   A Jew soldier in the Polish army who found himself in Sğonim for a brief period in September 1939, 

claims that the only Jews who collaborated with the Soviet invaders were long-time Communists: ñI donôt 

deny that there were Jewsðold-time Communistsðwho disarmed Polish detachments,ò but adds, quite 

correctly, ñbut can one blame this on all the Jews?ò
332

  

   In Duniğowicze, a small town near Postawy, a Jewish woman by the name of Chana led Soviet soldiers to 

the home of her neighbour, J·zef Obuchowski, a sergeant of the Frontier Defence Corps. Pointing to his 

wife she said, ñThis is a Polish Pani [ladyðthe feminine of Pan], her husband is in the military.ò The 

soldiers tore apart the house looking in vain for her husband, the sergeant. The Polish woman was taken 

away instead. During her interrogation, which lasted twenty-four hours, she was forced to keep her hands 

raised and was drenched with water until she passed out.
333

 

   Another Polish Pani, Mrs. Kwiatkowska, was arrested by the Jewish Committee on her estate near the 

towns of WoğoŨyn and Wiszniew soon after the Soviet army passed through. The de facto local authority 

rested with such groups which had sprung up like mushrooms. It was they who led the Soviet officials to 

their prey. Mrs. Kwiatkowska endured Soviet prisons until the end of 1949.
334

 

   Witold Rozwadowski and his father were arrested on their estate near Kucewicze. The former was held 

interned in Oszmiana, where he was murdered by a Jewish colleague who had joined the Soviet militia.
335

 

   In Oszmiana, 
 

The temporary authorities consisted of Jews and Communistséwho proclaimed themselves the commissars 

of the town. Power was exercised with the help of the militia consisting for the most part of Jews and 

Communists. The Jews and Communists served the Bolsheviks through denunciations out of spite and by 

betraying soldiers and police out of uniform. é The militia was the terror of the population because 

individual militiamen competed with each other in their servility.336 

 

   In Nowa Wilejka,  
 

The positions of authority were filled solely by Jews and Soviet citizens, who were very well provided for in 

every respect by the Soviet authorities. The latter also oversaw the agitators, who had at their disposal Jews 

and local riff-raff. The Soviet authorities issued the following directives: agitation centres were established, 

the so-called agitpunkts, and a large number of agitators, mostly Jews, were brought in from Soviet Russia. 
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   They were ordered to hold meetings of the local riff-raff with Communist leanings, former prisoners and 

Jews in order to prepare them to help out. They were ordered to hold meetings at which all things Polish, the 

Polish system, and the Polish government were criticized and condemned and Polish patriots were mocked. 

The public was called on to denounce such people because they were dangerous for the Soviets, to arrest 

them, and to deport them. The [Polish] public was not receptive and even replied with a furor: what for? All 

of these insults and demands came from the mouths of Soviet agitators and Jews. 

   These meetings were generally compulsory and those who did not attend faced repercussions. é 

   Mass searches were carried out at the homes of former military men, policemen and civil servants, and 

those people who were thought to be harmful to the Soviet Union were arrested. 

   The searches and arrests all took place only at night; they were carried out by the police, which was always 

overseen by the NKVD. Hardly anyone came out of such a search whole; someone from the entire family 

inevitably fell victim to it. Very often during the searches they seized documents, money, valuables, 

photographs of former military men and policemen, and important papers, all of which simply disappeared. 

The searches were entirely pro forma because these people were already judged (found guilty) in advance, for 

the most part by the Jewish Communists. After these people were arrested examinations and investigations 

followed, and the most incredible confessions were extracted from them as a result of all sorts of repressions 

and torture. That was their sole and favourite goal: the destruction and wreaking rage upon the Poles. In order 

to extract additional information about those Poles who still enjoyed their freedom, apart from formal 

investigations, Jewish Communists were planted in prison cells to investigate and to extract such information 

from their victims. 

   For example, one night a group of Poles was arrested by local Jews overseen by the NKVD. The victims 

were then examined and investigated using ñlight tortureò methods such as hitting on the head, while it was 

covered with cardboard, with the spine of a book or a heavy book or a rubber club. After such investigations 

people walked around half-dazed, lost consciousness briefly, or even lost their minds. Many of my friends 

fell into this category, for example, Krawczyk, the headman of the Polish state in Nowa Wilejka, Second 

Lieutenant Zygmunt Pi·rko, in the active service of the Third Combat Battalion Wilno, also from Nowa 

Wilejka, and many others. The former could not endure it and died; Pi·rko latter suffered a nervous disorder 

of the brain and went insane. é 

   At this time they ordered the compulsory registration of the population and the issuance of temporary 

identity documents or attestations for which the population was afraid to go and show themselves to the 

Soviet authorities, at whose side local Jews sat as clerks and provided an opinion about every Pole who came 

to register. 

   Many Poles resided there or hid without registering, which also increased the number of those arrested and 

the new victims of torture. After fulfilling all of the orders of the Soviet authorities and packing part of the 

Polish population into jail as a hostile element for the Soviets, they quickly embarked on their next task, pre-

election agitation, which took place on a wide scale. A large number of agitators were sent from Soviet 

Russia, and these gathered the local riff-raff to help out, such as Jews and former prisoners, not only political 

ones but also others. They started to convoke all sorts of meetings, which were compulsory under threat. é  

   On the scheduled meeting days agitators were dispatched to workplaces. They called a break in the work or 

an earlier quitting time and led everyone to the place where the meeting was to take place, advising them in 

advance that no one was to be missing. é Meetings held on days off workéor those announced by written 

notices were doomed. éonly Jews and some poorly educated children came. é 

   Every meeting was graced by a large cordon of uniformed and undercover police, as well as by the local 

Jewish population. éthe agitators kept repeating that they would take care of the resisters. é 

   The agitators and Jews frequently raised all sorts of nonsense about General Sikorski [the leader of 

Polandôs government in exile] and the former Polish government. They said that one should get out of oneôs 

head the notion that liberation would come from General Sikorski or from England or from anyone else. At 

this the Jews, agitators and militia replied with applauseé The [Polish] population sat there silently without 

giving any signs of life. 

   A committee was set up to draw up electoral lists. For the most part Jews were assigned to the committee; 

they went from house to house and registered everyone eighteen and over. For example, to my wifeôs parents 

came two Jewish women, accompanied by an agitator, a young Jew from Wilno, to register them. é 

   In order to win more people over to their side, they ordered the redistribution of land seized from [Polish] 

settlers and wealthy landholders to labourers, poor farmers and Jewsé Only the Jews willingly took the land 

given to themé 

   Premises were designated, the city was divided up into regions and an electoral committee was struck. The 

electoral committee consisted mainly of Jews, some members of the local riff-raff and Soviet agitators, many 

of whom were Jews too. é 

   The polling stations were manned by Jews, the families of Soviet agitators, and others. The elections got 

underway. The mood of the [Polish] population was gloomy. 
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   The polling stations were full of Soviet agitators, politruks [political commissars], uniformed and 

undercover police, as well as Jews and NKVD. A large number of Soviet soldiers and automobiles were 

assigned to help out. é  

   [Because many Poles were evading] late in the evening the agitators, Soviet soldiers, NKVD and Jews set 

out in automobiles to collect eligible voters from their homes and drive them to cast their votes. é 

   Up until the last moment they did not inform us officially of the fact that there was a plebiscite and the 

actual purpose of the voting [namely, to sanction the incorporation of seized Polish territory into the Soviet 

UnionðM.P.], thus everyone [i.e. the Poles] considered this to be a big joke, because voting for unknown 

people and unknown purposes was absurd. Even though it was forbidden to cross things off or to make 

changes on the ballots, there was a lot of crossing out. Any voter who made some inappropriate gesture with 

his ballot was observed and noted by the agitators. é A few weeks after the elections, searches, arrests, 

repressions and torture recommenced again on a large scale, as well as the deportation of the Polish 

population to the so-called polar bear country.337 

  

   A Polish woman recalls how the shopkeeper Rumkowaôs son, her Jewish neighbours who knew the 

townspeople well, helped the Soviets round up and arrest targeted Poles in Nowa Wilejka. When the 

Germans arrived in mid-1941 and the Lithuanian police started to harass the Jews, this same Jewish 

shopkeeper bemoaned what was happening to the Jews. The Polish woman then reminded the shopkeeper 

of how her own son had behaved when the Bolsheviks arrived. Embarrassed, the Jewish woman hung her 

head in silence.
338

 

   In Biağystok, the NKVD utilized the members of the largely Jewish citizensô committee, which was 

formed before the entry of the Red Army, to create a workersô militia armed with weapons confiscated 

from Polish soldiers. The militia carried out huge numbers of searches in Polish homes. As one witness 

reports, ñThey looked for weapons in every nook and cranny. If they found anything made of gold, such as 

rings and bracelets, they took it for their own use, and if one offered resistance, they were threatened with 

death.ò
339

 

   A pro-Communist committee made of Jews, which was led by Awraam Ğaznik, seized control of the 

town of Sok·ğka, north of Biağystok. The Red militia, composed of local Jews (many of them Bund 

members, and an aggressive cobbler by the name of Goğdacki) and headed by Szymon Aszkiewicz, a 

reserve officer of the Polish army, arrested many Polish officials and prominent local Poles and executed 

three Polish policemen. They conducted numerous raids, looking for arms and seizing radio receivers and 

photo cameras.
340

 A Jewish blacksmith named Abel Ğabňdych shot a Polish policeman in the nearby village 

of Bogusze, on September 24
th
.
341 

   On October 12, 1939, a Jewish neighbour, who had played in the Firefightersôorchestra before the war 

and now donned a red armband, led the NKVD to the Szyğkiewicz home in Zabğud·w, a family active in 

the Catholic Action movement, to arrest Bronisğawa Szyğkiewicz. She was imprisoned in Biağystok and 

later transferred to the prison in Gorki, in the Soviet interior. Other prominent Poles were also arrested in 

Zabğud·w at that time, based on lists of ñsocially dangerous elementsò that local Jews who worked closely 

with the NKVD helped to draw up.
342

 A head forester named Ğabecki was summoned to a Soviet post 
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established in the town of Sok·ğka. He was kicked and beaten by armed Jews wearing red armbands. 

Devastated by this brutal treatment he took his life by throwing himself under a train. His wife and six-

year-old son were deported to Irkutsk in the winter in 1940.
343

 

   Stefan Kurowski had better luck when he was stopped on his bicycle on a highway on the outskirts of 

Ğapy, west of Biağystok, by a Jewish militiaman. Fanatically consumed by his new role, this young Jew 

burst into a long tirade against the Pansô Poland whose ñoppressionò of the Jews he was now avenging as 

an enforcer of Soviet authority. Having nearly fallen into a trance as a result of his political agitation, this 

militiaman, less aggressive and brutal than most, seemed to have forgotten why he had stopped Kurowski 

in the first place and allowed him to continue on his way.
344

 While their military incompetence was also 

commented on by others, the local Jewish militia later proved to be an extremely useful tool for the Soviet 

occupiers in carrying out tasks such as stealing the church bell and preparing lists of Poles for 

deportation.
345

 Rev. J·zef Dowgwiğğo was arrested in MoŒki in the fall of 1939 at the instigation of local 

Jewish activists and imprisoned in Knyszyn. Uncharacteristically, he was released after a crowd of Poles 

gathered at the NKVD headquarters and petitioned for his freedom.
346

 

   The NKVD, accompanied by Jewish militiamen, came to Sieburczyn to arrest the landowner Jan 

Nepomucen Bisping and his family on October 4, 1939. The men were tied up and beaten in the wagon that 

transported the Polish family to Wizna, where the townôs Jewish inhabitants ridiculed them. The following 

day they were taken to ĞomŨa. His family was released but Bisping was never seen again.
347

 In the small 

town of Wizna near ĞomŨa, Aleksander Gawrychowski, the former township administrator (w·jt), was 

seized from his home by Jewish militiamen at the beginning of October on charges of being an armed 

supporter of the Polish authorities. More arrests and interrogations of alleged Polish conspirators took place 

the next day: Jerzy Blum, Stanisğaw Drozdowski, Jan Kadğubowski, Piotr Nitkiewicz and Stanisğaw 

Gawrychowski. Among the interrogators were the brothers Chaim and Avigdor Czapnicki, prewar Zionists. 

Other Jewish militiamen from this small locality included: Abraham Birger, Lejzor Kiwajko, 

Kağmaniewicz, and Chaim Wňgierko.
348

 

   In SupraŜl near Biağystok, 
 

Some of the Jews, including Toleh Kagan, Baruch Gamzu and even Arke Rabinowitz, the Rabbiôs son 

received permission to carry arms. é One day, Issar, the decoratorôs son Itzik, burst into the priestôs house 

with a gun and stole a radio.349 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Publiczna w Zabğudowie and Prymat, 2009), 6ï7, 46ï47. 

 
343

 Account of Stanisğaw P. in Gross and GrudziŒska-Gross, W czterdziestym nas Matko na Sybir zesğalié, 85. 

 
344

 Account of Professor Stefan Kurowski, quoted in Nowak, Przemilczane zbrodnie, 114. 

 
345

 Testimony of Mieczysğaw Daniğowicz as cited in Zdzisğaw Skrok, ñPrawda nie po naszej myŜli,ò Rzezczpospolita 

(Warsaw), February 10, 2001. 

 
346

 Roman Dzwonkowski, ñRepresje wobec polskiego duchowieŒstwa katolickiego na ziemiach p·ğnocno-wschodnich 

II RP 1939ï1941,ò in Michağ Gnatowski and Daniel Boĺkowski, eds., Sowietyzacja i rusyfikacja p·ğnocno-wschodnich 

ziem II Rzeczypospolitej (1939ï1941): Studia i materiağy (Biağystok: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu w Biağymstoku, 

2003), 87. 

 
347

 Janina Leskiewiczowa, ed., et al., Ziemianie polscy XX wieku: Sğownik biograficzny, Part 6 (Warsaw: DiG, 2002), 5. 

 
348

 Stanisğaw Gawrychowski, Na plac·wce AK (1939ï1945) (Warsaw and ĞomŨa: Towarzystwo Przyjaci·ğ Ziemi 

ĞomŨyŒskiej, 1997), 59, 60ï62. The leader of this clique happened to be a Pole, Feliks ChoiŒski, a prewar Communist, 

who was executed by the Polish underground soon after the Soviet retreat in June 1941. Ibid., 85. On Chaim 

Czapnickiôs prewar Zionist affiliation see Anna Bikont, My z Jedwabnego (Warsaw: Pr·szyŒski i Sp·ğka, 2004), 268; 

Anna Bikont, The Crime and the Silence: Confronting the Massacre of Jews in Wartime Jedwabne (New York: Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux, 2015), 361. 

 
349

 Yaôakov Pat (Yaacov Patt), Life and Death in Shadow of the Forest: The Story of SupraslðA Shtetl in Eastern 

Poland (Israel: n.p., 1991), 34. 

 



 99 

   In Polesia, Count Henryk Skirmunt and his sister left their manor house in Moğod·w near Drohiczyn 

Poleski on September 17
th
, hoping to escape the Soviets. When passing through the nearby Jewish hamlet 

of Motol, their automobile was stopped and they were detained by a group of Jewish Communist 

sympathizers. Not only did their Jewish neighbours fail to come to their assistance, but they prevented their 

escape. Shortly thereafter both of them were executed.
350

 

   A Polish high school student from BrzeŜĺ nad Bugiem (BrzeŜĺ on the Bug, Brest Litovsk) recalled: 
 

The Germans first occupied BrzeŜĺ on September 15, 1939, but already by the end of the month the Red 

Army entered, greeted enthusiastically by the Jewish community with bread and salt and flowersé From that 

time we Poles often heard slurs and threats directed against usé I will never forget the sight of a Polish 

policemanðled in handcuffs by militiamen along JagielloŒska Streetðwho was surrounded by Jews howling 

and spitting at him, throwing rubbish and stones at him, and disparaging him cruelly.351 

 

The Jewish militia seized the brother of Feliks Starosielec from his high school in BrzeŜĺ. He was arrested, 

charged and promptly executed.
352

 Eugeniusz (Enzel) Stup described how the Workersô Guard in KobryŒ, 

which he headed, hunted down Polish police officers.
353

 

   A Polish woman and her young daughter were shot and robbed by a mixed Jewish-Ukrainian patrol in the 

village of Woğynka, near the railway line to Wğodawa.
354

 In Jan·w Poleski, Stanisğaw Doliwa-Falkowski, a 

landowner, was sheltered by friendly Jews only to be apprehended and executed by the local Red militia, 

composed largely of Jews.
355

 

   In PiŒsk, in Polesia, Basey Giler, a Jewish member of the Communist Party, recognized the Polish 

Minister of Justice, Czesğaw Michağowski, and pointed him out to the largely Jewish workersô guard, who 

promptly arrested him.
356

 The reaction of the Jewish population to the fate of Polish officials is described 

by Julius Margolin: 
 

First, the officials of the original Polish government disappeared before our eyes. Nobody was concerned, 

however, and I doubt if a second thought was given to their fate. Yet the method at work, typically 

Bolshevik, required not merely their dismissal, but their liquidation in toto. Thus they disappeared without 

leaving a trace.
357
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   Reports from Volhynia are also plentiful. What transpired in the town of Boremel was typical of virtually 

all the cities and small towns of that region. Jews and Ukrainians with red armbands had paved the way for 

Soviet rule by disarming the local Polish police in September 1939.
358

 

   In a predominantly Jewish settlement near the town of Maniewicze, local Jews and Ukrainians robbed the 

homes of Poles and took part in arresting Poles. A Polish policeman by the name of Kr·l was killed by 

Ukrainians.
359

 

   In the town of Szumsk, Ukrainian and Jewish police arrested Jan Unold, an engineer and social activist. 

He was imprisoned in Krzemieniec. Fortunately, and quite exceptionally, Unold was released by a Soviet 

prosecutor whom he knew from his studies in Kiev.
360

 

   In Ostr·g, Jews and Ukrainians assisted the NKVD in arresting local officials, including the mayor 

Stanisğaw ŧurakowski and the judge Tadeusz Wawrzynowski, as well as functionaries of the Polish state 

police.
361

 

   Many Jews joined the local militia in Sarny.
362

 The militia, composed of Jews and Ukrainians, took an 

active part in assisting the NKVD in its searches and arrests of Poles.
363

 Local Jews armed with handguns, 

accompanied by a few Soviet soldiers, marched Polish policemen in groups of five to their place of 

execution in a nearby forest. During the ordeal the Jews spat at the policemen and called them derogatory 

names.
364

 

   A Jew by the name of Herszko from Jagodzin near Luboml warned a Pole he knew: ñYou Poles are 

already all in a sack; all that remains to be done is to tie it up.ò
365

 According to Jechel Szlachter, a Jewish 

timber merchant from Tomasz·wka near BrzeŜĺ, 
 

After the entry of the Bolsheviks é in vicinity of Luboml and BrzeŜĺ counties the Bolsheviks formed 

bands of all sorts of criminal elements whose aim was to spread terror and attack fugitives from the German 

occupation zone. I personally observed and saw the activities of such bands near Tomasz·wka, where I 

resided, and Szack. The bands that marauded there consisted of Jews, Ukrainians and Belorussians. The head 

of one of the bands was Stefan Studniarski, a Pole from the settlement of Tomasz·wka, and another band was 

led by a Jew from Szack. I know that these bands were not only formed by the Bolsheviks, but they were also 

armed and directed by them. The organizer of these bands and their director was Capt. Zorin of the NKVD 

border guards whose office was located in Aleksandr·wka near Tomasz·wka. The activities of these bands 

consisted of destroying Polish intelligentsia fleeing from the German zone. Upon apprehending a member of 

the Polish intelligentsia or an officer, they immediately murdered them without any trial. Mass murders like 

this were perpetrated on the highway from Tomasz·wka to Luboml and on the road from Tomasz·wka to 

Polenc [Pulemiec], in a pine forest where the bodies of those murdered were buried. Further, in Szack, about 
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200 metres from the cemetery, there are the graves of some 2,000 [sicðthis number is probably an error] 

murdered Poles. Their bodies were buried in a ditch near the road. I know that the bands murdered a 

lieutenant, whose name I donôt remember, who lived near my home é the head of the police, the chief 

forester in Szack, the forester and his wife. é A whole series of people offered their services to the 

Bolsheviks. In Tomasz·wka, especially Icek Biağy, Srul Kagan, Moszko Rychtman, Moszko Lichtensztejn 

and a number of others. These persons cooperated with Capt. Zorin of the NKVD in organizing bands. The 

Ukrainians Fedor Zeniuk and Nykyfor Gağuch from the village of Pulmo helped out the Bolsheviks. The band 

that Gağuch belonged to the murdered landowner [Wğadysğaw] Filipowicz of Pulmo, in the county of Luboml, 

whom they continued to whip even after he died. A few days later he was buried near a fence. é This same 

Gağuch and his band also murdered two brothers named Dziňgielewski, policemen, one of whom was the 

village head of the township of Pulmo and Hoğowno. All of these murders were perpetrated on orders from 

the NKVD and in the presence of NKVD functionariesðborder guards who observed everything. These 

bands also took part in robbing Polish property which they divided among themselves and the NKVD.366 

 

At the beginning of October 1939, a telegram signed by 70 Jews from Luboml was dispatched to Stalin to 

thank the Soviet dictator for ñliberatingò Volhynia, beseeching him to hold them close to his heart.
367

 

   In Jarosğawicze near Ğuck, 
 

It started with individual casesðarrests and disappearances, especially of Poles. Great help and great zeal in 

making all sorts of denunciations to the NKVD was shown by the Jews.368 

 

   The predominantly Jewish Communist militia seized control of the town of Ğuck on September 18
th
 and 

killed a Polish policeman.
369

 A Polish officer who had taken refuge in that city was fortunate enough to 

escape from the clutches of the Jewish militiaman who had attempted to arrest him on the street.
370

 Other 

Polish soldiers were not so lucky. As Herman Kruk recalls, 
 

The day after the entry of the Bolsheviks, groups of the new militia disarmed Polish soldiers. A Jewish fellow 

stopped a high profile Polish officer and challenged him to give him his weapon. The officer gave his 

revolver, which he carried on his belt. Finally, the young militiaman began removing the medals from the 

officer. The officer complained that he couldnôt take them from him. The fellow threatened him with the rifle. 

The officer then took another revolver out of a holster and shot the militiaman on the spot. The officer was 

arrested.371 

 

The officer in question was doubtless executed summarily by the Soviets, as was their practice. There is no 

question, however, except perhaps for a die-hard Communist or an ardent Jewish nationalist, as to who was 

the hero and who was the traitor in this black-and-white scenario. Once the Soviets were installed, Polish 

officials were brought before a field court-martial at which a Jewish law student by the name of Ettinger, 

the commander of the Workersô Guard, acted as the local adviser. Proffering opinions about those marked 

for execution, Ettinger in effect sealed their ultimate fate.
372
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   In Berezno, 
 

The many Ukrainians and members of the Jewish poorer classes who spontaneously greeted the Red Army 

soldiers started to show their enmity toward the Poles, who were in the minority. They searched for Polish 

officials and civil servants and for escapees from the western and central regions who had sought refuge from 

the Germans, and pointed them out to the NKVD. Massive arrests of those fingered and deportations 

followed.373 

 

   In Dubno, on September 17
th
, local Jewish Communists who had spontaneoulsy formed a militia 

apprehended Bartğomiej Poliszczuk (Varfolomii Polishchuk), a former reeve and Ukrainian who loyally 

fulfilled his duties to the Polish state. He was handed over to the Soviets, never to be heard from again. 

(Poliszczukôs name has appeared on a list of executed Polish officials released by the Russian authorities in 

the 1990s.) Not realizing how efficient their fifth column was, a few days later the NKVD came looking for 

Poliszczuk at his home: His name had been put on a list, prepared by local Communists, of Polish officials 

earmarked for arrest.
374

 

   The aristocratic Potocki family who owned an estate in DeraŨne near Kostpol were fortunate enough to 

be able to buy off the NKVD functionaries who descended on their home with a purse of gold. During their 

stay at the estate awaiting their bounty, the functionaries imbibed alcohol and kept singing ñWe, the 

Jerusalem Cavalry.ò
375

 

   In Krzemieniec, a self-styled Jewish militia disarmed the citizensô guard formed by students from the 

lyceum.
376

 A Pole from Krzemieniec recalled: 
 

When I went out on the streets that day, numerous patrol units, militiamen composed of Jews, were circling 

the streets. They walked about with red armbands and guns, searching whoever they encountered. There were 

few Soviet troops. Only in the days that followed did the Soviet divisions march through the city.377 

 

   The events and mood in Krzemieniec were vividly captured in the memoirs of Janina Suğkowska, the 

daughter of the county secretary, Jan Suğkowski, whose ultimate fate is described later on. 
 

The Poles watched the Soviet invaders with a mixture of revulsion and fear. Not a few of us cried. But as 

disconcerting was the emergence of a local Jewish militia which was friendly to the Red Army and had made 

its appearance even before the enemy had marched in. Armed and organized its first task was to arrest the 

students and Boy Scouts who had been posted as guards and who carried old carbines in some cases taller 

than them. The Jews roughed up the shocked youngsters who had considered their captors as friends and 

classmates, before turning them over to the Soviets from whom they had prior directions. What was the fate 

of those young Poles? In many cases torture and death. This Jewish militia would help carry out the Sovietôs 

dirty work during their occupation. My family would fall victim to them. 

   In town, Jews and Ukrainians were cheering and ingratiating themselves with the Soviets. I recognized 

many neighbours and acquaintances among those who were now jostling Poles and eyeing their property for 

future theft. Jewish men offered gifts to the Russians while their wives and daughters kissed their tanks. 

Among this rabble were criminals released from jail by the Soviets to create mayhem. They were all 

emboldened by posters that had suddenly appeared urging various groups to attack Poles with axes and 

scythes. And the Soviet officers indicated they would not stand in the way of slaughter which was already 

turning the countryside red with the blood of the Polish minority outnumbered by Ukrainians and Jews. 

   On that day I had my first encounter with a swaggering group of traitors attired in leather jackets, red 

armbands or sashes, stolen pistols, and hatred in their eyes. I beheld a number of classmates among them, 
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including girlfriends. These mostly young Jews, often well-educated and from rich or religious families, now 

addressed everyone as ñcomrade.ò One of them gestured a slash across the throat at me. Their love for 

Communism and Joseph Stalin would know no boundsðespecially human sacrifice. They were much worse 

than the blackmailers and denouncers who emerged in great numbers among the Jews and who were 

interested in the goods and jobs of their Polish victims. 

   Starting as communist sympathisers who flocked to the militia or acted as informers, these political types 

would soon graduate into ñagitators,ò administrators and even sadistic interrogators for the Soviets as they 

filled positions in the new order. A knowledge of the language and the local scene, combined with their 

fanaticism, would be essential to the NKVDôs reign of terror; they eagerly compiled lists and arrested 

Polesðand Jews, whom they considered to be enemies of the state. They were the ones who on horseback 

would chase my father down the main street like an animal, to act as interpreter for their torture victims. 

   A sizable minority of Polish Jews from all levels collaborated, usually passively but often actively, with the 

Soviet occupiers in their liquidation of Poles in eastern Poland in 1939ï1941. For many, including my kin, 

the last sight they had of Poland or of their loved ones, was a cattle train bound for Siberiaðand a Jew or a 

Ukrainian, or both, with a rifle on every wagon.378 

 

   The Jewish militia from the Jewish village of Osowa and the Ukrainian militia from Mydzk, the 

harbingers of the new Soviet order, wasted no time descending on the Polish settlement of OŨgowo and 

others near Huta StepaŒska to carry out arrests of targeted Poles.
379

 

   The attitude of the Jewish population changed overnight in KŃty near Krzemieniec. The better goods were 

hidden away in their shops and they became ñvulgar and insultingò toward Poles. They openly ridiculed the 

Polish government and social institutions, and made life difficult for the Poles. 
 

Young Jews entered the militia and in that capacity came to our village and beat up some officer trainees 

(Romek Kucharski and others) for their alleged crimes (as former members of the Officersô Training Corps 

ñStrzelecò).380 

 

   In R·wne, 
 

In the newly formed militia, which engaged members of the local population, there were very many Jews. 

Undoubtedly the auxiliary apparatus of the NKVD, and thus agents of all kinds, also took in many of them.381 

 

The local populationðJews and Ukrainiansðhelped the Soviets a great deal é They chased down Polish 

patriots and handed them over to the NKVD.382 

  

According to a Jewish witness, 
 

The day after the entry of the Soviet army into R·wne, é enraged mobs recruited from those elements who 

were always ready to loot é began to demand that the ñexploitersò, bourgeoisie and local ñPansò be 

punished. Armed with weapons and sticks they started to drag the guilty out of offices, stores and private 

houses. The first victims were employees of the courts, the public prosecutorôs office and the police. They 
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were led down the middle of the street under the barrel of rifles, surrounded from all sides and accompanied 

by a shower of profanities. Apparently this was supposed to be the revolutionary element of the oppressed 

national minorities of the Ukraine. On the sidewalks one could see functionaries discretely maintaining order. 

   The following day, the revolutionary element of armed civilians vanished imperceptibly from the streets of 

the city, and in their place appeared the organs of order é Thus began the systematic and precisely planned 

process of plucking out from society those people who were recognized as enemies of the Soviet regime.383 

 

   Among the many Polish officials arrested in R·wne were: Dezydery Smoczkiewicz, a deputy to the Seym 

(Polandôs Parliament); Tadeusz Dworakowski, a former senator; five judges of the District Court; and the 

deputy prosecutor. All of them were later murdered. Two assistant prosecutors were also arrested. One of 

the principal denouncers was an articling student, the son of a well-to-do local Jewish family.
384

 These 

harsh measures did not dampen the enthusiasm of young Jews for the Soviet regime: whenever a picture of 

Stalin appeared on the screen in the local cinema they stood and howled ecstatically.
385

 

   In Aleksandria near R·wne, Jews and Ukrainians formed a militia and disarmed the Polish police in 

anticipation of the arrival of the Soviets. The militia also invaded the estate of Prince Lubomirski, who was 

executed.
386

 

   In Wğodzimierz WoğyŒski, local Communists and Jews were quick to denounce local officials, who soon 

disappeared without a trace.
387

 In the nearby village of Krzecz·w, Ukrainians and Jews seized on the 

opportunity to arrest and murder Polish military settlers.
388

 

   A young Pole who was apprehended in R·Ũyszcze on September 24 when he tried to obtain a pass to 

Kowel described his encounter with his interrogator as follows: 
 

The whole thing became complicated when we were taken before the commissar himself. He was a young 

Jew with a red star in his lapel. He started a regular interrogationéthat I was surely a student, I surely 

belonged to the ONR [National Radical Camp], had beaten Jews, etc.389 

 

   In Huta Pieniacka near Brody, a self-styled militia consisting of four Ukrainians and two Jews took over 

the police station and post office. They donned red armbands and carried out arrests in anticipation of the 

arrival of the Soviets.
390
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   A militia consisting mostly of Jews soon appeared on the streets of Tarnopol. Dressed in Polish military 

coats and armed with Polish rifles, they entered homes searching for those who were now wanted by the 

new authorities.
391

 The jails were filled and executions abounded: 
 

While descending to the first floor level, we saw five Polish officers being led by Soviet soldiers out of an 

unrented, unfurnished apartment where the officers had slept the night before. We followed them to the 

street. é A few moments later, we saw the five officers lined up against the wall of a small white house 

under the bridge and shot dead by an impromptu firing squad. é 

   Two Polish uniformed railroad men escorted by the Soviets passed us, followed by two escorted mail 

carriers. Seconds later, we heard a volley of shots. All were executed on the same spot where the five officers 

had been executed.392 

 

   A Polish official (a former mayor of Ğ·dŦ), a socialist who had found temporary refuge in the home of a 

local Jewish doctor, recalled: 
 

At that time the Communists fulfilled the most shameful role. They not only formed a ñfifth column,ò but 

also were the veritable right hand of the NKVD in their war against the socialists and Polish political 

activists. They especially denounced members of the Polish Socialist Party and Bund. Alarmed by the arrests 

that had begun in town, after about a week our hosts advised us to go to some smaller county town where it 

would be easier to hide out for a time.393 

 

   When pro-Soviet Jews spread rumours that Polish officers shot at Soviet soldiers from the bell tower of 

the Dominican church in Tarnopol, the Soviets opened fire and set the church ablaze causing serious 

damage to the building and its contents. Clergy from the monastery were arrested and almost shot as a 

result of this false denunciation. Upon examination, however, the tower was found to be locked shut and 

there was no trace of any activity there. The Soviets, nevertheless, encouraged townspeople to plunder the 

monastery.
394

 

   A number of prominent Poles were arrested in Germak·wka near Borszcz·w: the police commander 

StyczyŒski, the principal of the public school Gayr·w, the mill owners Muller (husband and wife), and a 

few other families, all of whom were taken away without a trace. The list of Polish victims was prepared in 

the home of a Jew named Raabe.
395

 

   At the beginning of October 1939, the NKVD arrested around ten Poles in Goğog·ry near Zğocz·w, 

among them Pigurniak, Holik and Rucki, based on lists prepared by local Jews and Ukrainians appointed to 

to village council and militia.
396

 

   On the eve of the Soviet invasion, armed Jews attacked the railway workers in Stanisğaw·w in order to 

seize control of the train station. When the Soviets arrived in the city, Jewish houses were decorated with 

red flags and banners bearing slogans like ñLong Live Wise Stalin.ò A militia made up mostly of Jews and 

Ukrainians patrolled the town.
397

 Leon Rosenthal, the chief of the Red militia, was particularly active in 
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carrying out arrests of Poles.
398

 Local Jews staged a mobile show with effigies mocking prewar Polish 

leaders. The spectacle attracted a large Jewish rabble which chanted anti-Polish slogans.
399

 

   In nearby Dolina, the NKVD, accompanied by two local Jews known to the Poles, descended on a home 

to arrest young Polish men who belonged to Polish patriotic organizations. One of the young Poles was 

killed in the local jail; the others were deported to Siberia.
400

 In Sokoğ·w, about 30 young Poles who were 

members of the rifleman association (Strzelce) were arrested towards the end of 1939 based on a list 

prepared by a local Jew who worked for the NKVD in Stryj. They were imprisoned in Stryj and then 

deported to a labour camp in the Soviet interior, never to be heard of again.
401

 

   Tadeusz Hajda, a teacher of Polish at the King Kazimierz JagielloŒczyk High School in Koğomyja, was 

arrested by Jewish collaborators and handed over to the NKVD shortly after the entry of the Soviets. Luck 

was with him because he was freed from prison because of a petition signed by Poles, Ukrainians and 

German colonists, though banished to a remote village school.
402

 (Frequent acts of solidarity such as this 

belie the much repeated and exaggerated claim of open hostility among these various groups in interwar 

Poland.) A Polish policeman named WyŨykiewicz was not so fortunate. A Jew fingered him to a Ukrainian 

mob who smashed his skull.
403

 

   In Kağusz, the invading Soviet army was greeted boisterously 
 

by entire throngs of the Jewish community who called out [in Russian], ñOur people are coming.ò They bore 

red armbands on their sleeves and bountiful bouquets of flowers which they threw on the vehicles; they 

embraced the tanks with their bodies. And these were Jews who we knew had property and shopsé Polish 

children began to be discriminated against by Jewish children who yelled, ñOy vey, whereôs your Poland?ò 

The sons of our Jewish neighbours, Itzek and Munio Haber, called to us, ñLook, look. Sigit, sigit. A Polish 

officer is riding on his white horse.ò 

   And thus immediately began the cleansing of the Polish population. Jews with red armbands, as 

representatives of the authorities, started to liquidate the Polish police, post offices, and above all took care of 

the military officers and soldiers. The officers were deported; those who defended themselves were shot. 

Polish soldiers who tried to escape to Romania over the Carpathians were killed.404 

 

   In GwoŦdziec, Jews and Ukrainians decorated the bridge to the town to greet the Red Army. They flocked 

to meetings organized by the Soviets to slander the Poles and flooded the Soviet authorities with 

denunciations of all sorts.
405

 Communist fighting squads composed of Jews and Ukrainians roamed the 

streets terrorizing the Polish population and entered the Catholic church to search for arms. A Jewish mob 

set upon and beat a Polish woman as she left church and screamed at her, ñYour time is over; ours is just 

beginning. Stop praying here.ò A few days later, at night, a group of masked Poles met up with the Jewish 

hoodlums in some dark alleys and gave them a good thrashing. Jewish harassment subsided somewhat after 

that.
406

 

                                                           
398

 Krakowiecki, KsiŃŨka o Koğymie, 15. 

 
399

 A. & J. Wiszniowski, letter, Gğos Polski (Toronto), May 24, 1996. 

 
400

 Ibid. 

401
 Na RubieŨy, no. 80 (2005): 36. 

 
402

 Account of Andrzej Hajda, quoted in Nowak, Przemilczane zbrodnie, 150. 

 
403

 Account of Zygmunt WyŨykiewicz (in the authorôs possession). 

 
404

 Account of Janina Dğugosz-Adamowska, quoted in Nowak, Przemilczane zbrodnie, 119ï20. 

 
405

 J. Rokicka, ñByğo sobie takie miasteczko na Pokuciu,ò Semper Fidelis (Wrocğaw), no. 5 (22) September-October 

1994: 31. 

 
406

 Bronisğaw Terpin, Przegrani zwyciňzcy: Odyseja Ũoğnierza polskiego Drugiego Korpusu (London, Ontario: n.p., 

1989), 12ï13. 

 



 107 

   When three Soviet tanks from Koğomyja descended on a company of Polish state police and border 

guards in Delatyn, local Jews and Ukrainians helped to disarm the Poles.
407

 Among those apprehended and 

disarmed outside of Delatyn, with the help of the Red militia consisting of Jews and Ukrainians, was J·zef 

Dutka, a senior police officer from Myszyn. Dutka was imprisoned in Koğomyja together with other Polish 

policemen and executed in Stanisğaw·w on October 20, 1939.
408 

   In Sambor, the Jews who entered the Red militia roamed the town searching for Polish officials. Many of 

them were arrested and executed.
409

 Those who managed to hide out for a time, like police commissioner 

Bryl from Horodenka, were denounced by local Jews and Ukrainian nationalists.
410

 

   In Drohobycz, the local militia, made up of Jews and Ukrainians, carried out inspections and drew up lists 

of those to be arrested and deported. Together with the NKVD they arrested Bronisğaw Naja, the 

commander of the Polish state police in nearby Schodnica.
411

 Hesio Josefsberg became the propaganda 

chief at the town hall.
412

 In October 1939, two NKVD men, a Ukrainian and a Jew, came to arrest Michağ 

Piechowicz, the former mayor of Drohobycz, who was not heard of since.
413

 

   Jewish and Ukrainian Communists hunted down Polish policemen and civil servants in the vicinity of 

B·brka and handed them over to the NKVD. Szklanny, local commander of the Polish State Police, was 

murdered near the brickyard by the NKVD and two Jewish Communists, Kahane from Podhorodyszcze and 

Rod Majorek from B·brka.
414

 

   Abraham Sterzer, a Jewish doctor from Lw·w, recalled: 
 

When the Red Army marched into [Eastern Galicia], the Jews behaved as if Messiah had arrived. They 

flocked to sign up for various communist-front organizations, joined the NKVD secret police.415 

 

   Adolf Folkmann recalled: 
 

Workers councils were introduced in all factories and workshops, and a civilian militia was organized. The 

members of this militia were chiefly workers and young Jews.416 
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   On September 26
th
, Leon Kozğowski, a former minister in the Polish government, was taken by Soviet 

officers from the museum on Plac Mariacki, where he was installed temporarily, to the NKVD premises on 

Sapieha Street. 
 

The officers who arrested me engaged me in a conversation, a sort of interrogation, and stated that people like 

me, enemies of the people, the Soviet system destroys and puts out of action. One of them pointed out that he 

was a Jew and that I should remember well that it was a Jew who had arrested me and that he, a Jew, would 

be the cause of my eventual destruction which would inevitably occur. é 

   My cell became overcrowded by the next day. Twelve people were placed in it on a bare wooden floor. é 

The vast majority of prisoners were, of course, Poles. There was an army officer, a police inspector, a 

uniformed lieutenant from the reserves who was a lawyer by profession from Ğ·dŦ, a judge of the district 

court, a railway worker, a student from the Polytechnic University, and a student from the Higher School of 

Foreign Trade. A similar make-up of people, as I later learned, was found in the other cells: judges, 

policemen, captured army officers, social activists, workers, students. All of them, like I, had been arrested 

based on denunciations by Communists, for the most part Jews.417 

 

   Toward the end of September 1939, Zygmunt Winter, a Jewish colleague from high school days, brought 

the NKVD to apprehend Zdzisğaw Zakrzewski, an activist in the All-Poland Youth organization at the 

Lw·w Polytechnic University. Not finding him at home, the NKVD arrested Zakrzewskiôs father, Wilhelm, 

an officer of the Polish state police, who was soon executed. Zakrzewskiôs mother and sister were later 

deported to Kazakhstan, where his mother perished. Zdzisğaw Zakrzewski, together with a group of 

colleagues who made their way to the Polish army in France, had several run-ins with armed revolutionary 

committees composed of Jews and Ukrainians in Jagielnica and a village near śniatyn from which they 

managed to extricate themselves.
418

 

   Edward Trznadel, a Polish official who had taken refuge in Lw·w, was apprehended by some Jewish 

communists from Olkusz. They took him to the commissariat and denounced him as their persecutor. 

Fortunately for Trznadel, after being interrogated, he was released.
419

 Ironically, Trznadel had been on 

good terms with the Jewish community in Olkusz, where he served as deputy county supervisor (starosta) 

and was even called on to mediate disputes within that community.
420

 

   There are numerous similar examples from Lw·w, where Poles continued to be arrested throughout the 

Soviet occupation.
421

 A Polish woman saw her husband, a doctor of gentry origin, killed in their home by 

Jews.
422

 In the fall of 1940, Stanisğaw Schultz, a 40-year-old Pole who had been excused from active 

military service for health reasons, was denounced as a Polish officer by a Jewish neighbour. He was exiled 

to hard labour in eastern Siberia and was not heard of again.
423

 Michağ Byczyszyn was arrested on the street 
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in 1941 by Jewish communists.
424

 Jewish students of Professor Zdzisğaw ŧygulski advised him that he had 

been spared in their denunciation of their fellow Polish students, alleged ñanti-Semites.ò ŧygulski thereby 

escaped arrest by the NKVD.
425

 A Jew from LeŨajsk who made his way to Sieniawa immediately took 

advantage of his new position to strike at his political foes: 
 

We arrived in Sienawa [sic], the closest town to us. As soon as I arrived, I was employed by the Russians in 

the government offices. There I found Manek Gadola, one of the prime founders of the anti-Semitic Andak 

[Endek] movement. I took a bit of revenge on him when I assigned him to the task of cleaning the streets of 

the town.
426

 

 

   Many accounts also identify Jews acting as jailers and interrogators throughout Eastern Poland already 

during these early days of the occupation, in towns like R·wne, Wğodzimierz WoğyŒski, Hrubiesz·w, 

Grodno, Lw·w, August·w, and others.
427

 Witold SŃgajğğo, an officer in the Polish navy who was caught by 
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the Soviet invasion of Eastern Poland, recalled that ñnearly every commissarò he had the misfortune to 

meet was a Jew.
428

 

   Kazimierz BŃczyŒski, a Polish soldier who was arrested and held in a camp near Stanisğaw·w in 

southeastern Poland, recalled: ñOur guard was a Jew, which was not unusual as the Jews co-operated with 

the Russians.ò
429

 A Pole imprisoned in Koğomyja recalls: 
 

In a cell for six people they packed thirty-six people. By a strange coincidence Wğadek [Wğadysğaw Traczuk] 

found himself in the company of policemen from his town of GwoŦdziec. Among them were Zalewski, 

Wolno, Gosztyğa and Klincza. Seeing the emaciated Wğadek, one of them gave him a little bread and another 

a spoonful of soup. They were thus able to nourish him somewhat. These policemen were interrogated every 

night. After their ordeal they returned to their cell staggering on their feet, all mangled and bloody. Jews and 

Ukrainians whom we recognized often passed down the corridors. They would stop in front of the cell, point 

at someone with their finger, and tell the NKVD officer who accompanied them, ñThatôs the one.ò After such 

a visit the fingered victim was treated especially badly. Zalewski and Klincza were beaten the most. é Few 

of them managed to leave that prison alive.430 

  

   Wiesğaw KarpiŒski, who was held in the Zamarstynowska prison in Lw·w after his arrest in October 

1939 for belonging to a ñsecret counterrevolutionaryò organization, recalled the collaboration of some of 

his fellow inmates: 
 

One, a hunchback by the name of Rapaport, was a Trotskyite; the other a bundist (follower of the Jewish 

Socialist Party). é 

   At first Rapaport was in great solidarity with other prisoners and viewed the Soviets as our common enemy. 

As time went by he must have changed his mind and asked the guards to take him to see the interrogators. He 

was taken out a few times and finally announced that he had come to terms with his captors. As a communist, 

even if of a different sort, he was empowered to introduce a communist regime into our cell. The inmates 

with a working class background were to use the beds and have other privileges, while the inmates of 

bourgeois origin were to sleep on the floor and do all the menial tasks. He threatened us with dire 

consequences in case of noncompliance. His friend the Bundist was very reluctant to join but he did. We not 

only ignored his strutting but also denounced him as a commie bootlicker. é There were no dire 

consequences.
431

 

 

   An Englishwoman who was living in Poland and happened to arrive in Wilno in October 1939, where she 

found temporary lodging for payment in a building owned by a Jew, penned her impressions shortly after 

witnessing these events. Although prone to generalizationsðas are most Holocaust accounts for that 

matter, her status as an impartial observer of a dark reality that was unfolding before her eyes is beyond 

question. 
 

As a class, the Jews went over wholesale to the Bolsheviks. In Wilno and elsewhere the worst type of Jew 

turned informer overnight. Thousands of the same Jews who had counted on the Polish Army to save them 

from Hitler arrived as refugees from the German Occupation and proceeded to sell the Poles in the Russian 

Occupation like hot cakes. Even the G.P.U. [State Political Administration] agents whom they guided from 

house to house expressed contempt for these self-appointed jackals. Many Jewish individuals must have felt 

the same, only painfully and deeply. Nevertheless, the truth remains that within the Russian Occupation the 

patriotôs worst enemy at this time was his Jewish fellow citizen. The Bolshevik regime, the Jews thought, 

meant power for themselves. In the towns and even in the villages é the local Committee and the militia, 

supposed to represent the entire community, began to be made up entirely from this renegade and 

revolutionary Jewish element. How it has been since, I do not know. I think it likely that their day is already 

over. 
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   Our landlord himself said very little. He was a good sort of man, and he hated the upstart type of Jew as 

only Jews can. We were fairly secure from a surprise so long as we lodged with him. No Jewish houses were 

searched. The house-to-house searches went on every night, from curfew (at six oôclock by Polish time, eight 

oôclock by the new time taken from Moscow) until the lifting of curfew in the early morning. The loot taken 

was human beings. Four or five long trains of prisoners left every day for Russia. Others remained on the 

railway sidings indefinitely, until it was almost impossible to distinguish between the living and the dead. As 

long afterwards as the beginning of December, a Lithuanian official told me of the appalling truck-loads of 

victims they had found still there when they took over the city, and still there in December; and of the Soviet 

indifference and apathy, more than genuine sadism, before facts of this kind. Lithuanian intervention did not 

interest them either. Somebody, some day, was going to go into the matter. In the meantime a few dozen 

victims more or lessðthey could not imagine why the Lithuanians even troubled to ask questions. For all I 

know those trucks are still standing on the sidings. The first convoys were taken from among what were 

called the political suspects. That meant, without exception, every Pole who had administered the Code. 

Judges, magistrates, and every other member of the legal profession, down to the lawyersô clerks. It included 

any private citizen who had ever sat on a jury to try a member of the Communist party. Every Pole who had 

in any way stood for national leadership in the town. Every Pole whose scientific, literary or other labour had 

been in a national direction.All these had figured under the label of Political Suspects or Patriots on lists 

drawn up long before the Red Armies passed the frontiers. Gaps in the lists were filled up by the informers. 

By the time we arrived in the town, it was the turn of the professions and the skilled trades. Doctors, dentists, 

engineers and, after them, mechanics and artisans. Any skilled manual labourer, even a locksmith or a zinc-

cutter, was needed for the interior of Russia, where skilled labour is absolutely lacking. A population of one 

hundred and eighty million cannot produce, under its present regime, even the artisans it needs. It cannot, 

apparently, produce even cabbage. The thunderstruck inhabitants of Wilno saw the departure of cabbages, 

worn brooms, wooden tables, trestles, and rough plank flooring torn out of barracks and institutions, for 

Moscow. The Russian uniform was poorer and shoddier than the poorest garments the townspeople, anxious 

not to show themselves in wool and furs, could muster. The soldiers, while they were still allowed to talk 

with us, exclaimed, admired, and exclaimed again at the riches of a provincial town in reality never rich; 

beautiful but frugal, ruined and beginning to be famished. All their wonderings and exclamations had a single 

theme. How could these things be possible in a capitalist state? The capitalist state, they had always been 

told, consisted of a bourgeois minority and a people of slaves. On the contrary, they now saw with their own 

eyes a country in which every citizen was a bourgeois. Our doctors, our learned professions, they said, do not 

live like a doorkeeper lives here. A few, who dared, passionately uttered: They have lied to us! At the same 

time, with the profoundest melancholy, they realized how far-reaching for themselves would be the 

consequences of their having perceived the lie: We shall never return to our homes, they said; we will never 

be allowed to cross our own frontiers again. Either we will be shot, or it will be Siberia, in chains. They will 

not dare to let us tell what we have seen. They did not realize yet that there was a third solution of their 

problem. That arrangements had already been made for them to keep eternal silence in Finland. One other 

thing had also been certain. Once the Baltic countries had accepted servitude, the Finns would be attacked 

and would defend themselves. 

   Officers read and wrote with difficulty. An engineer described his own studies: óFirst I went to the village 

school for three years. After that they sent me to the township and put me through a mangle in the 

Polytechnic for two more.ô Many of them had never seen watches before. They tested unknown things by 

0putting them in their mouths, like children. Face creams out of tubes were not so bad. Coloured cakes of 

soap made them angry by lathering on their tongues and having an unexpected taste. At a performance of a 

propaganda play commanded at the theatre, women Commissars turned up in nightdresses of artificial silk 

tricot, bought in the town, which they had supposed to be evening gowns. The audience was quite unable to 

control its laughter. A police charge could not have stopped it. The Russians had sense enough to realize that 

laughter is a weapon too. The mortified Commissars were obliged to retire. Until they did the performance 

simply could not go on. Soldiers appeared in the villages demanding civilian clothes: when the time comes, 

they said to the peasants, we will go together against Moscow. The most curious and most startling thing the 

townspeople observed was that some of them, passing before a church, furtively made the sign of the cross. 

This was not the generation which hated Christ. It was, we had supposed, the generation which did not even 

know Him. When he asked them what they meant, they said: óIn our homes the old people have told us 

secretly about this Man, and shown us His Sign.ô 

   The Russo-Lithuanian agreement was announced. A little later it was ratified. Wilno was to be handed over 

by the 16th of October [1939]. The Lithuanian Government broadcast their intention to maintain friendly 

relations with the Poles under their jurisdiction é The young woman in the Consulate was radiant. The Jews 

were crestfallen. The White Russians were furious. The few thousand Lithuanians living in Wilno almost 

burst with importance. The Poles were not asked what they felt, and there was nothing left to them except to 

feel. The Russians, I daresay, laughed. At any rate, up to the 16th and for another eleven days after it their 

armoured cars rumbled through the streets all night and stood outside the shops, the University and the Banks 

all day. When Wilno was handed over, it was as empty as a cracked nutshell. Even the radio station had been 
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blown up and the scrap taken away. The Lithuanian Army waited humbly at the frontier, cooling its heels. 

When they were at last allowed in, there was hardly a seat or a table left in the barracks they took over. Even 

the floors had been ripped up. Metal knobs and finger-plates and locks were taken even from private 

apartments. Typewriters from offices. Money out of tills. The entire bag of tricks, including the gas burners 

and the revolving chairs, from the laboratory of the University. After the 16th a good deal of doubt even 

began to be expressed as to whether the Russians had ever intended to hand the city over at all.432 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

Anti-Polish and Anti-Christian Agitation, 

Vandalism and Looting 
 

   Despite the claims of equal treatment of all nationalities, the Soviet Union excelled in persecuting various 

groups on ethnic grounds. The first nationality to be targeted in the 1930s was the Polish minority in Soviet 

Ukraine and Soviet Belorussia who were arrested en masse and deported to the Soviet interior. Ten of 

thousands of Poles perished during that ordeal. With the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact the Soviet 

press adopted a pro-Nazi point of view and embarked on an anti-Polish propaganda campaign which soon 

turned into an all-out policy of combating not only Polish institutions, schools, and organizations, but 

indeed all manifestations of Polishness.
433

 

   Hitlerôs speeches berating Poland and the Poles were quoted extensively. Virtually every issue of each 

major Soviet Russian newspaper ran at least one hostile article, with a height of thirty-nine such articles 

and poems in Pravda on September 19, 1939, two days after the Soviet invasion of Poland. But not only 

did the Soviet press appeal to, and thus perpetuate, centuries-old nationalistic hatreds, it gave a clear signal 

to the local Russian-speaking authorities to condone or encourage violence against Poles. This official 

sanctioning of violence, combined with the prewar grievances of the minorities, made Poles into 

scapegoats.
434

 

   The Soviet press encouraged hatred of ñPoland of the Pans,ò ñPolish gentry,ò or simply ñPoles,ò while 

ignoring the fact that the government of the second republic had abolished all titles of nobility. As historian 

Ewa M. Thompson explains, 
 

The connotations of the word pan in Russian indicate that the press was referring not only to social class but 

also, and primarily, to nationality and to Polish social manners traditionally perceived by Russians as 

pretentious and excessively rooted. In regard to this assortment of Polish targets, an abusive vocabulary was 

used in articles, poems, and stories written by Russians of otherwise spotless reputations. Things Polish were 

vilified é Poland was presented as a place where a small group of Polish nobles brutalized millions of 

Belorussians, Ukrainians, and Jews. Gentlemenôs [Pansô] Poland became a term of abuse and a synonym for 

all that was wrong with the conquered territories. ... Witnesses of the horrors of Polish rule wrote their 

testimonials for newspapers, and Hitlerôs allegations about Poland were approvingly quoted.435 

 

   Broad cross-sections of Jewish society joined in this anti-Polish campaign which took on a highly 

ritualized format: 
 

On 30 September [1939] Finansovaia gazeta reported that during such festivities [of ñliberationò from the 

oppression of the Polish overlords] in the city of Biağystok, ña 20-year-old house painter Goldkorn é 

proposed that a telegram with thanks be sent to Comrade Stalin.ò On 20 September Pravda described ña 

meeting of the intelligentsiaò in the town of Sğonim é In this town of under 20,000, 750 members of the 

local intelligentsia were said to have attended this meeting, among them ñDrs. Weiss and Kovarskiiò who 

gave anti-Polish speeches. On 13 October in Pravda, G. Rylkin ridiculed Tomasz Kapituğko, former head of a 

labor union in Biağystok, only because Kapituğko was Polish. On 20 October in Pravda A. Erlikh spoke of 

ñwestern Belorussia that had been tortured by Poles.ò On 29 September 1939 Pravda published a testimonial 

by a Mr. Prager about his stay in a ñPolish concentration camp.ò On 10 March 1940 Pravda published an 

article entitled óLetters from western parts of Ukraine and Belorussia,ô which stated that an American Jewish 
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daily published in New York in Yiddish had issued a special supplement containing letters from persons in 

Soviet-occupied Poland. An inhabitant of Grodno is said to have written the following to his brother in the 

United States: óDear brother: Now we are free. We have jobs and try to forget the terrible life in Poland in the 

past.ô é The prominence given by the Soviet papers to Jewish names in the descriptions could hardly be 

accidental [though they were likely representative of the prominence of that groupðM.P.] é436 

 

   Numerous accounts found throughout this compilation attest to the frequency with which derogatory 

statements about Poland and Poles were made in public, especially at meetings and rallies. Anti-Polish 

agitation was also prevalent in private settings where spontaneous outbursts were the order of the day in the 

early period.
437

 As one Jewish witness reported, ñAs for the Jews, they took revenge on Poles sometimes in 

a very nasty way; the expression óYour time is overô was not only much used, but, by and large, 

overused.ò
438

 Even religious Jews could use the prevailing political climate to disparage Poles with 

impunity about such things as their non-kosher diet and their Catholic beliefs.
439

 The tone, after all, was set 

by the occupiers themselves, as witnessed in the following scene described by a Jew from Zğocz·w: 
 

Particularly obnoxious was the behavior of the Russian adolescents, sons and daughters of the Russian 

ñaristocracy,ò higher party members or senior military officers, who strutted about drunk, using loud and 

obscene language, taunting people who spoke Polish.440 

 

   The first interwar politician to come out publicly in support of the German-Soviet partition of Poland was 

Jakub Wygodski, a Zionist leader and former deputy to Polandôs Seym (Parliament), who would later head 

the cityôs Jewish council. Wygodski stated in an interview published on September 18, 1939, that ñthe 

majority of the Jewish community expresses its satisfaction at the fact that the Lithuanians have entered 

Wilno,ò an opinion seconded by Benjamin Bursztejn, another local Zionist activist.
441

 Examples of other 

forms of anti-Polish and anti-Catholic activities carried out by Jews abound. 

   As in the case of Wielkie Oczy, a village near Lubacz·w noted earlier,
442

 Jewish youths who joined the 

komsomol roamed the vicinity of Skidel near Grodno destroying Catholic roadside shrines.
443

 Near 
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Ğysk·w, south of Woğkowysk, a roadside cross was knocked over and the figure of the crucified Jesus was 

removed.
444

 Jews demolished the statue of St. John adorning a pond in Naliboki near Stoğpce, and threw it 

into the water.
445

 

   In WoğoŨyn, a Jew who prepared the market square for the erection of a statue of Stalin detonated a large 

cross that stood in the way. Jewish Communists by the name of Schmarka Itzkovich and Yishaiau Rubin 

removed religious banners from the Catholic church in Wiszniew, affixed red flags to the poles, and 

paraded with them across town to the market square. There they stood at the head of the committee that 

welcomed the Red Army and its officers with bread and salt.
446  

   A group of young Jews hurled rocks at the Carmelite monastery In WiŜniowiec, Volhynia, smashing the 

historic stained-glass windows of the church.
447

 The local Communist militia, comprised of Jews and 

Ukrainians, desecrated portraits in the Catholic bishopôs residence in Ğuck by poking out the eyes with 

bayonets.
448

 

   Jews attempted unsuccessfully to seize the Catholic chapel in the colony of Szemiot·wka near KobryŒ.
449

 

Shortly after the Soviet entry a civilian mob of about 100 people, almost all of them Jews, armed with 

pistols and bearing red armbands, stormed into the seminary in PiŒsk and stole all the possessions in that 

complex of buildings. The priests and clerics were rounded up and forced into the courtyard and threatened 

with execution as enemies of the Communist regime. A Soviet patrol, drawn there by the commotion, 

liberated the priests from their frenzied captors.
450 

(The Soviets were not, of course, opposed to oppressing 

the clergyðthat had after all killed off tens of thousands of Christian clergymen since the Revolutionðbut 

it way they who would decide when the time was right to strike, and not their overzealous lackeys.) 

Elsewhere in that town Polish women locked themselves in a church to prevent Jewish policemen from 

desecrating it.
451

 

   A group of Jews, composed of both men and women, invaded the Catholic church and rectory in Ğomazy 

near Biağa Podlaska. They destroyed liturgical robes, religious artefacts and church records.
452

 In 
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Jedwabne, a local harness maker and Communist sympathizer by the name of Yakov Katz defecated in 

front of the church door (though not in front of the synagogue), and mocked the ñstupid Polacksò for 

building a church that became an outhouse.
453

 There is no information that the synagogues in these towns 

was profaned by Jews (or Poles), so clearly the assaults on the Catholic churches had an ethno-religious 

dimension.
 

   In świsğocz, the newly appointed Jewish mayor, Weiner, carried out an inspection of the Catholic church 

and rectory and demanded that the priest open the tabernacle. The Catholic nuns were removed from the 

childrenôs shelter and an uncouth Jewish who despised Poles and Cztholics was placed in charge.
454

 In 

UŜciğug, on the Bug River, in Volhynia, local Jews organized a pro-atheist spectacle in which a horse was 

dressed in Christian liturgical vestments and paraded around town.
455

 The wife of the head of the 

revolutionary committee, Klara Kohn, also an ardent Communist herself, evicted the nuns who worked in 

the hospital in śniatyn, closed the chapel and discarded the religious artificacts in it.
456

 

   It should be noted that Soviet soldiers did not take part in these sacrilegious displays. They appear to have 

been an entirely local initiative directed at the Catholic Church. They mirrored the actions carried out by 

the Nazis in German-occupied Poland. There too the Germans destroyed countless Catholic churches, 

shrines and monuments and German soldiers, dressed in clerical robes and carrying banners and other 

religious artefacts, conducted mock processions.
457

 There is no record of similar assaults on synagogues 

and rabbis in the Soviet zone.
458

 When a Jewish Communist called for destruction of the Catholic Church in 

Marijampolǟ, Lithuania, the reaction of the Catholic peasants assembled at the rally was pointedly on mark:  
 

during one of the rallies in Mariampole [Marijampolǟ], a Communist hotshot, of Jewish origin, prposed a 

project of amazing daring ñThe time has finally arrived when we have to start to exterminate superstition and 

estroy prejudice. I make a motion to destroy the church in Mariampole.ò 

   There was silence as if in a cemetery. A peasant arose to second the motion: ñWE agree, Comrade. 

Prejudice must be destroyed. But, you see, the Catholic Church is very large. We have to gain experience in 

blowing up buildings. Your synagogue is a smaller building. I propose a motion: Let us begin to exterminate 

superstition by blowing up your synagogue.ò 

   Laughter and applause filled the room.459 

 

In total, some 60 Polish Catholic priests were murdered or deported to the Gulag during the Soviet 

occupation.
460

 One regional NKVD report from September 1940 states that, unlike Catholic priests, the 

activities of rabbis were not being monitored.
461
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   Bishop Franciszek Barda of PrzemyŜl reported in November 1939 that his chancery had been taken over 

as a dwelling place for Jews and that some Jewish women had attempted to occupy the episcopal residence 

where the auxiliary bishop and several priests resided.
462

 In ŧ·ğkiew, militiamen, most of them Jews, 

expropriated a monastery in order to house Jewish refugees from the German zone.
463

 Jews held dances in 

the Franciscan monastery in Hanacz·w near PrzemyŜlany which were boycotted by the Poles.
464

 The 

rectory in Baturyn near Moğodeczno was occupied by a Jew who was the director of a state alcohol 

distillery.
465 

   A committee consisting of Jewish Communists was put in charge of the schools of the Benedictine and 

Ursuline Orders in Lw·w; they implemented the new atheistic curriculum bereft of references to Polish 

history.
466

 A Jew by the name of Schnellig was appointed the ñdirectorò of the Catholic seminary in Lw·w. 

Schnellig oversaw the confiscation of the furnishings of Bishop Eugeniusz Baziak, who had to leave the 

building, and summoned the militia to invigilate all activities at the seminary. Schnellig took every 

opportunity to mock Poland and the Poles. He even ordered the Franciscan Sisters of the Family of Mary 

(Marian Sisters), who ran a nearby nursery school, to issue sacramental wine to the children for lunch.
467

 

Another Jew, who had completed his rabbinical studies, frequently stood watch outside the seminary 

church and attempted to engage the clerics in conversation about religion. This Jew was very malicious and 

aggressive and ridiculed the Catholic faith.
468

 

   Student delegations were convoked to a theatre in Lw·w on October 15, 1939 and informed that religious 

instruction and prayers were being banned at schools and crucifixes would be removed. Jewish delegates 

raised cheers in honour of Stalin and the Communist Party and started to sing the Internationale. When 

Polish students intoned the hymns ñWe Want Godò (ñMy chcemy Bogaò) and ñWe Will Not Forsake This 
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Landò (ñNie rzucim ziemiò) in protest, a scuffle broke out. As a result, many of the Polish students were 

arrested.
469

 

   Before the sham referendum held in the Fall of 1939 to secure the populaceôs approval to the 

incorporation of the southeastern Borderlands into the Ukrainian SSR, trucks decorated with red flags, 

banners and placards, and full of mostly Jewish youths boisterously singing songs praising the Soviet 

Union and maligning Poland and Poles, circulated throughout Lw·w.
470

 

   Jewish teachers took charge of the orphanage of the Sisters Servants of the Blessed Virgin Mary of the 

Immaculate Conception in Biğka Szlachecka near Lw·w, and ardently preached atheism to the children.
471

 

Young Jews distributed anti-religious leaflets during Catholic religious services.
472

 (Jewish and Ukrainian 

enforcers were ruthless in collecting food quotas from farmers.
473

) 

   The Christmas season presented an opportunity for a Jewish teacher in DeraŦne near Kostopol to tear 

religious medallions off the necks of Christian children and to forbid them from wearing them.
474

 

   In the election of the student self-government at a high school in Brasğaw, one of the candidates, the 

daughter of a well-to-do Jew who owned a large food store, portrayed herself as the child of a poor labourer 

who had to endure hunger, poverty and persecution by the Polish authorities for her Communist beliefs and 

Jewish origin.
475

 

   On February 22, 1940, a group of school children in Borysğaw started singing the Polish religious hymn 

ñBoŨe, coŜ Polskňò [ñGod, who protected Polandò], instead of the Internationale. This led to the arrest of 

Monsignor Andrzej Osikowicz, who was eventially released after interventions by the Polish population. A 

group of Jewish Communist supporters broke into the Catholic church, desecrated it and seized religious 

artifacts. A m°l®e broke out with a group of enraged Catholics in which six Jews culprits were injured.
476

 

   Many of the newly appointed teachers, who became ardent supporters of the Soviet regime, were local 

Jews whose educational and pedagogical qualifications were often rather poor. However, the principals of 

many schools were Jews who had been brought in from the Soviet Union; they were committed ideologues 

without exception.
477 

   A similar atmosphere prevailed in community centres. A young Pole recalled a visit he paid to the local 

Peopleôs Home in Zambr·w in the summer of 1940, where festivities were going on to mark a Bolshevik 

holiday. Most of those in attendance were young Jews, who boisterously sang revolutionary songs 

maligning ñPolish pansò. One of the young Poles intoned a Polish patriotic song which silenced the room. 

The young Poles quickly ran off, but one of them was summoned to the selsovet the next day to answer for 
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