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RETURN TO POLAND: THE JEWS IN LOWER SILESIA 1945-1950
Rita Nash

Until recently, the history of the Jews of Poland in the immediate post-war years has,
at best, been overlooked and at worst, neglected. It has rarely taken account of the
battered Jewish remnant striving to make sense of their losses and proactively
creating fresh opportunities for their lives. Using secondary English language sources,
in this brief account of the Jews in Lower Silesia from 1945 to 1950, | seek to
identify how the Polish Jews who were repatriated from the Soviet Union, together
with concentration camp survivors and those who came out of hiding and the forests,
made a valiant attempt to create a renewed Jewish presence in Poland.

Their decisions and activities were not made in isolation — the Jews were clearly a
minority and had to establish a delicate balance between the prevailing antisemitism
and anti-communism of the ethnic Polish population. Eventually, these forces
overwhelmed the astonishing progress the Jews had made in five short years and by
the end of 1950, many had left Poland for good. The two agendas of Polish
nationalism and Stalinisation ultimately delivered a mono-ethnic state in a country
where Jews had lived for a thousand years.

LIBERATION AND NEW OPPORTUNITIES

On 8th and 9th February 1945, the Soviet Red Army liberated several labour and
concentration camps which were situated in Lower Silesia, Germany. Most notable of
these was the Gross-Rosen system! which had a sub-camp called Sportschule
Langenbielau® situated in the fields of Bielawa, Pieszyce and Reichenbach
(Dzierzoniow).®> About 18,000 prisoners were released, among them around 10,000
Jews, 7,000 of whom drifted or were taken to the nearby Lower Silesian towns,
especially Dzierzoniow.

Many of the Silesian Germans,* fearful of the advancing Red Army, had already
fled towards the German heartland, vacating their homes, shops and farms. In
Dzierzoniow, the Jewish survivors formed the Committee for the Aid of Former Jewish
Camp Prisoners whose main aim was to provide food and shelter and organise the
physical recovery of the survivors. The committee contacted the Central Committee of
Jews (CKZP)® in Warsaw stating that they were alive and free and were developing a

1 Gross-Rosen was the German name for what is now known as Rogoznica. It was located about 53 km
west of Wroctaw and was initially an extension of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp until 1941 when
it became autonomous. A high percentage of the prisoners were women and Jews.

2 The prisoners were housed in the old buildings of the Bielawa summer camps, where, from 1935, there
was a sports school for young people from Hitlerjugend, hence the name Sportschule.

3 Reichenbach im Eulengebirge (meaning “at the foot of the Owl Mountains”) was originally part of the
Prussian Empire. After the Potsdam Agreement, the Polish name, Rychbach, was adopted until May 1946
when it was given a more Polish name, Dzierzonidw, in honour of the pioneering Polish priest and apiarist
Jan Dzierzon. In the interest of simplicity, | shall refer to the town as Dzierzoniéw from this point on
regardless of chronology unless the other names are used in a quote.

4 Lower Silesia was just one of the areas from which the Germans had fled. Other regions included
Masuria, Warmia and Upper Silesia, Southern East Prussia and Danzig.

5 A Temporary Central Committee of Polish Jews (TCKZP) was established in Lublin in 1944 when it was
realised that survivors would need systematic and organised assistance. In 1945, it moved to Warsaw and
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community. Joining them were individuals who, on hearing positive rumours about
Lower Silesia, had come out of hiding, the forests and other concentration camps.®
Some then left to return to their hometowns’ in search of family and friends, most
confronting the grim reality that their families, communities and homes were gone.
They were often ‘greeted’ with antisemitic taunts, violence and a refusal to return
property. In this demoralising atmosphere, they returned to Lower Silesia to settle
amongst people with similar experiences.

On 3™ June 1945, the CKZP sent Jakub Egit, a communist who had spent the war
years in Kazakhstan, Central Asia, and Yitzhak Zuckerman, a hero of the Warsaw
Ghetto Uprising and an avid Zionist,® to Lower Silesia to assess the possibilities for
Jewish life in post-war Poland. They spent three days inspecting the communities
established by the former prisoners and returned to Warsaw to meet with the CKzP
and Edward Ochab, the Minister of Public Administration. Egit and Zuckerman gave a
positive report on what they had seen.

Lower Silesia was attractive at many levels. Apart from the city of Wroctaw
(formerly Breslau), which lay in ruins, the region was peaceful and had been largely
untouched by the war. It was suitable for agriculture and had many functioning farms.
Coal mining was a significant industry and textile mills, foundries, breweries and
lumberyards were waiting to be revived. With the departure of the German population,
houses, farms and apartments, equipped with electricity and gas, furniture, bedlinen
and other household items, became available for allocation to incoming Poles and
Jews. Further, the anti-communist and/or antisemitic underground was not as active
in this new part of Poland as they were in the interior.’

The CKZzP prepared a memorandum entitled On the Settlement of Jews in Lower
Silesia which stressed that many Jewish concentration camp survivors had “found no
peace in their native towns and have returned to the place where the majority of their
comrades are. Lower Silesia has become their homeland. [... They] want to forget the
tragedy they went through and start a new creative life among friendly people who can
understand one another.”!® The memorandum contained a formal request for the Jews
to resettle permanently as Polish citizens in Lower Silesia and the Polish Council of
Ministers “adopted the resolution ‘On the Intensification of the Resettlement Action’
and gave their support to building a new Jewish life in this area.”'! Jakub Egit was

was renamed the Central Committee of Polish Jews (CKZP). “The Committee was to unite all reviving
Jewish political groups and supervise care and social help given to the survivors of the Holocaust, as well
as representing their interests to the Polish authorities. Their long-term goal was to rebuild Jewish life
in Poland.” Andrzej Zbikowski, “The Central Committee of Polish Jews.” Jewish Historical Institute.
Accessed 7™ February, 2021, https://www.jhi.pl/en/articles/central-committee-of-polish-jews,57.

6 1t is generally estimated that there were about 50,000 people in this group. However, statistics regarding
numbers of survivors, repatriates, refugees and settlers in post-war Poland is problematic with many
variations. This can be partially ascribed to imprecise record-keeping and differing methods of analysis.
For further discussions see: Dobroszycki, 1994; Edele, 2017; Friedla, 2017; llwicka, 2014; Kichelewski,
2015; Kijek, 2018; Litvak, 1991; Shlomi, 2001; Stankowski, 2014.

7 A sizeable proportion had already decided, knowing that there was nothing left of their previous lives, that
they would not return to their old homes and were keen to settle in the new territories from the beginning.

8 Zuckerman left for Palestine in 1947.

9 Katharina Friedla, “Experiences of Stigmatization, Discrimination and Exclusion: German-Jewish
Survivors in Wroctaw, 1945-1947,” Leo Baeck Institute Year Book no. 62 (London: Leo Baeck Institute,
2017), 100.

10 Friedla, “Experiences of Stigmatization, Discrimination and Exclusion,” 100.

1 Friedla, “Experiences of Stigmatization, Discrimination and Exclusion,”100.
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given the authority to build a new Jewish settlement'? and the Provincial Committee
of Lower Silesian Jews was established. While heartening, the response of the Polish
Council of Ministers was not entirely altruistic. They were aware of Stalin’s designs for
the German territory and that a possible 200,000 Polish Jews and many more Poles
would soon be returning to Poland from the Soviet Union as part of a developing
repatriation program.*

On 17" June 1945, the Provincial Committee of Lower Silesian Jews (WKZ) held
its first meeting in Dzierzoniow which was attended by fifty delegates from other
Lower Silesian towns where Jews had settled. Although WKZ headquarters moved to
Wroctaw in April 1946, Dzierzoniéw was and continued to be “the center of Polish
Jewry [...] a symbol of the bygone Jewish past in Poland. This is where the first
efforts to organize were undertaken, where the first decisions and guidelines to bring
together the Jews who survived the war originated.”*

To celebrate this important milestone, a concert featuring Jewish, Polish and
Russian songs and readings of works by Sholem Aleichem and |. L. Peretz was held in
Dzierzoniéw with performances by survivors (mainly from Sportschule). Jews had
always been great lovers of theatre and concerts and this first performance in the new
settlement was symbolic at several levels: it provided enjoyment and levity after all
the tragedy and hardship, permitted the survivors a few hours of escape and
demonstrated the possibility for a renewed cultural life in Poland.

NEW POLISH BORDERS
The proactive decisions of the Jewish survivors and the positive responses from the
CKZP and the Polish Council of Ministers did not occur in a geopolitical vacuum. The
Potsdam Agreement of July-August 1945 between the United Kingdom, the United
States and the Soviet Union formally ratified earlier agreements which established the
post-war geopolitical order and finalised the new European borders, especially those
of Poland. Stalin, who had the upper hand in the negotiations due to the Soviet
superiority over the Germans, made it clear that he expected to retain the eastern
borderlands he had gained in 1939 as a result of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. A way
had to be found to compensate Poland for this enormous loss of territory (about 52%
of Poland’s land mass).

After much debate,*® the eastern territories of Germany,'® as delineated by the
Oder-Neisse Line (based largely on the Oder and Neisse Rivers), were to be ceded to

6

12 In his autobiography Grand Illusion (Toronto, Canada: Lugus, 1991) Egit stated that Ochab said to him:
“You go to it and build a new Jewish life there.” Katharina Friedla, “A Naye Yidishe Heym in Nidershlezye”
[A New Jewish Home in Lower Silesial: Polish Shoah survivors in Wroctaw 1945-1949, A Case Study.”
SIMON - Shoah: Intervention, Methods, Documentation, (2014/1),
https://www.hsozkult.de/journal/id/z6ann-108752.

13 1t must be noted that the Jews were always going to be the minority in Lower Silesia. Poles who had
always lived in the region remained in place and other Poles affected by the war, including returned
soldiers, were also arriving thus raising questions about the future of Polish-Jewish relations.

14 “Delegates of the Lower Silesia Jewish Committees Meeting Protocol” in Anna Gruzlewska, Polska
Jerozolima 1945-1950: The Phenomenon of the Jewish Settlement in the County of Dzierzoniow/Polska
Jerozolima: Fenomen Zydowskiego Osiedla w Powiecie Dzierzoniowskim 1945-1950 (Dzierzoniéw, Poland:
Studio “Art in Design SOVA,” 2019), 7.

15 Kamil Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts: The Polonization of Lower Silesia and lts Jewish
Community 1945-50" in Jews and Germans in Eastern Europe: Shared and Comparative Histories, edited
by Tobias Grill (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2018), 236.
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Poland. These resource-rich lands were labelled the Western Borderlands or the
Recovered Territories, a term used to describe the territories of pre-war Germany that
were ‘returned to’ or ‘recovered by’ Poland after World War |l on the grounds that they
had been ruled by the Polish Piast!’ dynasty from the 10™ to the 14™ centuries and
therefore ‘belonged’ to Poland. To achieve this result, millions of German residents
would need to be expelled.’® The Potsdam Agreement asserted that the Polish
takeover was to include an “orderly and humane” transfer!® of the German inhabitants
of these areas.?® The expulsions proved to be neither orderly nor humane and the
Germans were evicted from their homes and expected to move to a Germany ill-
equipped to receive them.?! The Recovered Territories were then considered to be
‘empty.’ %2

With the underlying aim of turning Poland into a communist satellite, Stalin
understood that acceptance of the Polish takeover of the Recovered Territories,
despite the whole-hearted approval of the Poles, would be best legitimised when the
vacuum left by the departure of the Germans was ‘filled’ with Polish citizens. Stalin
had a ready-made cohort to address this need — hundreds of thousands of Polish
citizens, including up to 200,000 Jews, who were still residing in the Soviet Union as
a result of the flight from Nazi invasions and/or deportations.?®> Once a program to
repatriate these Polish citizens was established, they could then be sent to the
Recovered Territories.

There were many advantages to such a plan. Poland was in desperate need of
manpower to rebuild the country after the devastation caused by the war and the
mass arrival of so many people would be vital to this project. In relation to the Jews in
this group, since every incoming settler, Jew or not, would be new to the area, old
problems such as antisemitism might be circumvented and antagonisms caused by
the refusal of Poles to return Jewish property could be neutralised. The CKZzP
indicated that it was supportive of these plans while the PKWN,?* believing that the

16 The eastern territories were constituted by West Pomerania and Gdansk on the Baltic Sea, the Lubusz
Land (north of Silesia), Warmia and Mazuria, and the lands near Danzig. The biggest gain was Silesia, in
particular, Lower Silesia.

17 The Piast dynasty was the first historical ruling dynasty of Poland. It ruled for just under 400 years until
the death of King Casimir Il in 1370.

18 See Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 236.

19 ‘Transfer’ was one of the many euphemisms used for the post-war expulsions of ethnic groups. Others
included depolonisation, resettlement, population exchange and repatriation. In reality, these amounted to
what today we might call ethnic cleansing.

20 Germans were also expelled from Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania and Yugoslavia.

2l |t is estimated that around twelve million Germans were displaced and between half a million and one
million Germans perished during the expulsions due to starvation, disease and deleterious weather
conditions. R. M. Douglas, Orderly and Humane: The Expulsion of the Germans after the Second World
War (New Haven: Yale University Press), 2013.

22 Roberta Newman, “’A Place Where Polish-Jewish Relations Could Start Anew’: Interview with Kamil
Kijek,” YIVO Institute for Jewish Research (February 6, 2015) https://yivo.org/a-place-where-polish-jewish-
relations-could-start-anew-interview-with-kamil-kijek.

2 In 1940 and 1941, hundreds of thousands of Polish citizens, Jews included, had been deported, mostly
as ‘class enemies,” by the Soviet Union to labour and prison camps in the deep interior of Siberia and
Central Asia.

2 In July 1944, Stalin had proclaimed a new pro-communist regime, the Polish Committee of National
Liberation (PKWN), in opposition to the Sikorski-led government-in-exile headquartered in London. On 31
December 1944, the PKWN was reconstituted as the Provisional Government of the Republic of Poland
(RTRP) and was formally recognised by the Soviet Union in January 1945, even though the government-
in-exile was still officially recognised.
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Jews would be more favourably disposed towards a communist government,?®> would
therefore be able to fill key positions in the administration. Building a new Jewish
settlement on Polish soil®® could also counteract the pressure coming from the
Zionists for the returning Jews to ultimately settle in Palestine. Further, the return of
the Jews was viewed as a powerful propaganda opportunity, especially with
international Jewry since the very existence of the Jews proved that Nazi ideology had
failed and the reconstruction of a Jewish community in Poland was “proof of a new
democratic non-xenophobic Poland.”?’

JAKUB EGIT AND THE POLISH Y/SHUWV

Jakub Egit's goal was clear: transforming the former German territory into a Jewish
settlement was just retribution for the annihilation of Polish Jewry, a view that was
supported by two of the major political groups — the Bund?®® and Frakcja.*® Further,
Egit was a strategic thinker who had a background in leftist organisations, qualities
which would stand him in good stead as he steered the new Jewish settlement
forward. Jewish participation in rebuilding the newly acquired territories, would
contribute to the development of Jewish culture and provide a measure of autonomy.
Eager to create order in these new lands, the Polish government was initially
sympathetic to the Jewish cause and willing to support its aspirations.

With funds from the CKzP, “Egit set to work creating a Jewish refuge. [...] With
the prospect of thousands of Polish Jews soon to be repatriated from the Soviet Union
and counting those already in Lower Silesia, there would be a total of a quarter of a
million people which would constitute the centre of gravity of a new Polish Jewry. [...]
With intent, Egit called this a yishuv, the Hebrew word for settlement [ - ] Egit clearly
saw his work as an alternative to the Zionist project.“®" He considered himself to be
the champion and protector of the new settlement and “was responsible for what,
today, we call ‘public relations.” He popularized Lower Silesia in the international
press [...]1 and invited many famous people to visit.”** While some accused him of

2 Many Jews acknowledged that, despite the harsh conditions they experienced, they owed their lives to
their time in the Soviet Union. They also appreciated the legal, economic, social equality and protection
against violence provided by the government. Agnieszka llwicka, “Grand lllusion: The Phenomenon of
Jewish Life in Poland After the Holocaust in Lower Silesia,” The Person and the Challenges 4:2 (2014),
109.

% One year before the formal repatriation program of 6 July 1945, an agreement was signed between
PKWN and the Soviet Union whereby Poles and Jews would be resettled from the pre-war eastern areas of
Poland using the Curzon Line as the Soviet-Polish border. While these resettlements were labelled
‘repatriation,’ they were not part of the formal repatriation program.

7 Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 243.

2 Yishuv (Hebrew): has become a general term for Jewish settlement. Strictly speaking, Old Yishuv was
the term used by the Zionists to describe the Jewish community in pre-war Palestine; New Yishuv
describes the community after the establishment of the State of Israel.

2 Bund- Jewish socialist party in Poland which promoted the political, cultural and social autonomy of the
Jewish population and encouraged Jews to stay in Poland and rebuild Jewish life there instead of migrating
to Palestine/Israel.

30 Frakcja: the Jewish arm of the left-wing Polish Workers’ Party.

31 Robert L. Cohn, “Israel in Poland: A Forgotten Moment in Postwar History,” European Judaism, 44:2
(Autumn 2011), 71-72.

32 Agnieszka llwicka, “Grand lllusion,” 97-125.
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being a megalomaniac, Egit had unlimited energy, zeal and superior organisational
skills, qualities which were essential in the circumstances.*?

REPATRIATION FROM THE SOVIET UNION®*

An agreement between the governments of Poland and the Soviet Union to repatriate
the Polish Jews from the Soviet Union was signed in Moscow on 6™ July, 1945. The
agreement, formally titled The Polish-Soviet Commission for Matters of Evacuation of
Individuals of Polish or Jewish Nationality in Accordance with the Agreement of 6
July 1945, established the right for eligible Poles to regain their Polish citizenship®
and for “members of the Polish and Jewish nations to be evacuated to Poland.”** A
Polish-Soviet Commission representing the State Repatriation Office of the Soviet
Union (PUR) and the CKZP from Poland was authorised to determine the details,
dates and mechanisms of the repatriation process. The Commission was granted wide
freedoms by the Soviet government and financial aid from world Jewry began flowing
in to assist the process. Various conferences and meetings throughout the Soviet
Union were arranged during 1945 to explain eligibility requirements and conditions.
However, getting the word out, especially to the far reaches of the Soviet Union, was
an enormous task and many missed the deadline. The registration of those entitled to
repatriation was handled by the ZPP*® and vetted by the NKVD®® to prevent the
ineligible®® from leaving the Soviet Union.

Two phases of repatriation ensued: the first from December 1945 to January
1946 was an informal departure of about 30,000 Polish Jews most of whom were
operating under their own steam and included Polish soldiers in the Red Army and
orphans. The second phase, the major exodus, began in February and lasted till
July/August 1946 and saw the return of around 140,000 Polish Jews. The journeys
were long, tedious and difficult but there was an attempt, especially in the second
phase, to make the trips as comfortable as possible so that grateful travellers would
report on Stalin’s generosity to the Allies and international Jewry. It is estimated that
85-90% of all Polish Jewish refugees in the Soviet Union chose repatriation.*°

DZIERZONIOW: A UNIQUE DP TOWN

33 Other leading lights in the leadership of Lower Silesia were Abraham Rozenman, Jakub Leszcz, Yitshok
Turkow-Grudberg, and Ignacy Kuczynski.

34 Due to space restrictions, | can only briefly describe the repatriation program but it is a subject worthy of
further investigation.

35 Only those who could prove they were Polish citizens as of 17th September 1939 (when the Soviet
Union invaded eastern Poland) were eligible to return. This was a necessary step since many Jews had
automatically become Soviet citizens when the Soviet Union invaded Poland in 1939 or had opted to take
Soviet citizenship to prevent being deported to Siberia. In addition, many people had lost their
documentation (or it had been stolen) during their many arduous journeys making the eligibility process
more complicated.

36 This clause confirmed that the Jews of Poland were considered to be part of the Jewish nation.

37 ZPP: The Union of Polish Patriots in the USSR. It was formed in the Soviet Union in November, 1941
and was designed to take over many of the functions of the Polish government-in-exile.

3 NKVD: People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs was the forerunner of the KGB, the Committee for State
Security.

3 The ineligible included Russians, Belorussians, Ukrainians and Lithuanians.

40 The program officially ended in August 1946 but Jews continued to arrive until 1949. By the end of the
decade, around 230,700 Jews had returned to Poland from the Soviet Union constituting the largest group
of Jewish Holocaust survivors.
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The ‘empty’ German town became populated almost entirely by displaced persons,
many of them Jews for whom settling in Lower Silesia represented both a leap of faith
in the possibility of finding a new home and an attitude akin to ‘we have nothing left
to lose.” From the beginning, “Dzierzoniéw was a focal point of Jewish life. It formed,
together with the neighbouring towns [...] a ‘single organism,’ perceived as a Jewish
area of settlement,”*! where people could reunite with relatives and friends who had
survived. Failing that, they could begin their new life with people who had undergone
similar traumas, as one settler described: “Everyone was a repatriate, no one was
more established. We were all newcomers.”*?

By September 1945, the CKZP had registered*® 10,000 Jews in Lower Silesia. In
January 1946 there were 18,000 registered.** In February 1946, it was expected that
140,000 would arrive from the Soviet Union and be directed to lower Silesia.*> While
Jews also settled in £6dz, Szczecin and Krakéw, it was Dzierzoniéw that became the
vanguard of Jewish settlement in Lower Silesia. The town became a thriving, vibrant
haven and, at its peak, close to half of Dzierzoniéw’s 40,000 population were Jews —
the highest percentage of Jews relative to the whole population of any town in Poland.
This makes the town unique in Eastern Europe after the Holocaust and it became
known as ‘the Jerusalem of Lower Silesia’ or Polska Jerozolima (Polish Jerusalem)
although malicious Poles called it Zydbach (Jewtown), a more pejorative term.

In the early years, Lower Silesia and Dzierzoniow were visited by several notable
figures who were keen to report on how the Jews were managing their new lives. They
were pleasantly surprised, especially Yaacov Pat, General Secretary of the New York
Jewish Labor Committee. Pat had been dispirited by the situation of the Jews in other
parts of Poland, but after his visit to Dzierzoniéw in early 1946, he wrote in his 1947
memoir Ashes and Fire:

It was just before the Sabbath, on a Friday night when | drove into Richenbach [sic]. [...] |
was extremely surprised, it was like landing on a different planet. [...] Richenbach is a
beautiful town, as whole and rounded as a nut. The market square is clean, pleasant, intact.
Everywhere you turn you see Jews going about their business or standing in small clusters on
street corners. [...] Everything is peaceful and snug. Is this [a] dream or reality?4®

On the same visit, Pat observed 300 or so young Jewish men and women at a dance:

Today, after O$wiecim — a Jewish dance in the Cultural Center of Rychbach. Have these Jews
risen from the ashes? No, [...] they are real living Jews, [...] Holocaust survivors, women in
sleeveless dresses, their Auschwitz tattoos exposed, clinging tightly to men they had just met.
[...] Rychbach was the epicenter of a new Jewish world aborning in the shadow of German
forced labour camps. #7

41 Gruzlewska, Polska Jerozolima 1945-1950, 11.

42 H. Kichel in Gruzlewska, Polska Jerozolima 1945-1950, 41.

43 Registering was voluntary and an unknown number of Jews refused to register due to fear of antisemitic
attacks. Some who had married non-Jews or who had assumed false identities, decided to maintain their
non-Jewish persona. Further, people would register each time each time they moved to another town thus
boosting the numbers inaccurately.

44 Kamil Kijek, “Only Ashes? Jewish Visitors to the New Poland in 1946 and the Future of Polish Jewry.”
Journal of Modern European History, 20:1 (2022), 117.

4 Apart from Dzierzonidw, the other major towns designated for repatriates were Walbrzych, Legnica,
Niemcza, Pieszyce, Pilawa Gorna, Klodzko and Bielawa.

4 Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 241.

47 Bezalel Lavi, “The Community Which ‘Sat on the Suitcases,” Jewish History Quarterly, 2 (2017), 252.
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Joseph Tenenbaum, President of the World Federation of Polish Jews remarked on his
visit that “[...] in spite of the psychical suffering there was a feeling of security, a
feeling of ‘belonging.” Here, the Jews could rebuild a permanent home for Polish
Jews.”*® On visiting the countryside, Tenenbaum remarked: “I also encountered new
phenomena, prosperous Jewish farms and farmers. [...] Jewish maidens were milking
fat German cows, and Jewish farm boys were chasing German pigs.”*

FIRST STEPS AND THE CKZP

Since the new Polish government was concentrating on strengthening its hold on the
country, the Jews were largely left to their own devices. For the time being, it suited
the government and its Soviet masters for the Jews to populate the Recovered
Territories and contribute to developing the economy of the region. Once international
aid organisations such as JDC®® and ORT®! began operating and money began flowing
in, the CKZP set to work organising a naye leben, a Yiddish phrase meaning ‘a new
life’. The CKzZP was made up of representatives from most political parties and from
its inception had been assessing what the repatriates would require to re-establish
their lives.

A set of statutory goals was developed and included the provision of social
services, health care, education and vocational training, childcare (in particular
orphans), legal and emigration assistance, work cooperatives and promoting and
supporting Jewish culture and religion. Four major platforms - committees,
administrative departments, cooperatives and produktivizatzye®® — formed the
structure on which the CKZP could provide the fledgling Lower Silesian Jewish
communities with their needs. These platforms were an organic mix of ideology and
practicality, albeit within government sanctioned parameters.

THE COMMITTEES

The committees were essential to the organisation of life in Lower Silesia. Under the
umbrella of the Provincial Committee of Lower Silesian Jews chaired by Jakub Egit,
local branches were organised at the voivodeship (province), powiat (county) and town
levels. When the Provincial Committee moved to Wroctaw in 1946, a Jewish county
committee was established in Dzierzoniéw with local branches in nearby towns. The
committees were responsible for day-to-day needs such as housing, food supply,

48 Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 241.

4 Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 241.

%0 JDC: American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (also known as Joint or The Joint). Established in
1914, JDC provided financial support, distributed food, set up health care institutions and schools and
created interest free loan societies. JDC also provided services to the Jewish DP camps in Germany,
Austria and ltaly and assisted with transport costs for Jews emigrating to Israel and other countries.
Between 1945 and 1948, JDC raised $194 million to aid the survivors in Europe working with the US
Army, UNRAA and the CKZP.

51 ORT: The Russian Organisation for Rehabilitation Through Training, founded in 1880 in St. Petersburg.
Still operating, ORT is a global education network driven by Jewish values and promotes education and
training worldwide.

52 Produktivizatzye was first used in the 1880s in Russia to describe indigent Jews. The term always had
antisemitic overtones but was used more positively after World War 2. Katharina Friedla. “Stories of
Migration and Repatriation from the Soviet Union: Shifting Borders and Population Groups” in Our
Courage: Jews in Europe 1945-48, edited by Kata Bohus and Atina Grossman (Berlin: De
Gruyter/Judisches Museum Frankfurt, 2020), 101.

© 2022 Sydney Jewish Museum


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish

Musings: Sydney Jewish Museum Journal SYDNEGY JCGWISH MUSGUM

Vol. 1, No. 1 WHERE MISTORY HAS A VDICE
.1, No. 1.

health care and financial support. The practice of registering returning Jews,>® first
begun by the Sportschule prisoners, continued and committee offices became the
central place to find out if any family had survived the war.

The new arrivals were met at train stations by committee members and taken to
the various towns. They received food packages and money and children were looked
after while the parents got organised. Food, accommodation and health care were the
most pressing requirements and two public kitchens feeding 500 people operated in
Dzierzoniéw alone. Housing was allocated as described by M. Granot:

[we were led] to Marszalka Roli-Zymierskiego Street where there were many tall and beautiful
townhouses. [We were told] we could pick any apartment we wanted. The apartment looked
as if the owners had left only for a short while to do the shopping or to go for a walk. It was
equipped with everything, including dishes, bed linen, clothes, even some small change left
on the kitchen table.?*

As part of the recruiting drive to attract Jews to Lower Silesia, on 26" June 1945, the
CKZP, in its Yiddish language program broadcast on Polish State Radio, made the
following announcement which was a significant and timely step in attracting more
Jews to come to Lower Silesia: “In Lower Silesia today we have around 7,000 Jews
[...] They have manifested their great joy from the fact that after 700 years of German
rule Polish lands are finally going back to Poland and they decided to take part in the
reconstruction of these lands. They will work here, establish cooperatives,
factories.”® Throughout 1945 and the first half of 1946, there was a general sense
of hope and renewal as one settler explained:

Nearly everyone was a new settler, the land was rich, the houses were well built and
largely free for the taking and government backing combined with foreign aid promoted
rapid economic development. People who took over formerly German houses and farms
understood them as compensation for the property that they had lost to Poles [...] during
the war.5®

Initially, the committees were able to look after the early transports but they were
often overwhelmed in the second phase when mass influxes arrived almost daily. They
sometimes had to expand the number of towns available for the new arrivals and set
up new committees and facilities.

ADMINISTRATIVE DEPARTMENTS

Administrative departments were formed to implement the statutory goals developed
by the CKZP namely: Public Welfare (including health, mother/child and aged care),
Productivization, Culture and Propaganda, Information, and Legal Assistance and
Intervention.

Egit and his team were determined to ensure that orphans and the children of
survivors would have a bright and useful future. Providing education, good living
conditions and sound nutrition for children and teenagers was paramount in giving
these damaged, often sick, children a second chance at growing up strong and

53 The registrations became the Central File of Polish Jews which gathered information on survivors who
had returned to Poland from 1944 to 1947. This file is now in the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw.

5 Gruzlewska, Polska Jerozolima 1945-1950, 9.

% Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 238.

% Cohn, “Israel in Poland: A Forgotten Moment in Postwar History,” 73.
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becoming self-sufficient. To this end schools, children’s homes, créches, orphanages
and dormitories were established as quickly as possible. By autumn 1947, Lower
Silesia had twenty-two of the thirty-three Jewish schools in Poland, six of which were
Hebrew language schools. Most schools were secular and the language of instruction
was sometimes a source of contention exacerbated by a lack of books and materials in
either Yiddish or Hebrew. Eventually, Yiddish became the official language of
instruction for Jewish schools set up by the CKZP. A Jewish high school and a Jewish
musical school opened in Wroctaw in September, 1946 and April 1947 respectively
and by October 1947, the University of Wroctaw had enrolled seventy Jewish
students.

Dormant during the war, the Jewish Health Protection Organization (TOZ)*’ was re-
vitalised to address the major health issues of the community. Tuberculosis was rife
among former camp prisoners as well as those returning from Soviet labour camps.
Many were suffering from vitamin deficiency diseases caused by poor quality and
insufficient food and the privations of their time in labour camps as well as the return
journeys from the Soviet Union. Medical clinics were widely established in most
towns and TOZ took on a welfare role for needy families. It also developed education
programs to spread information about hygiene, nutrition and pregnancy. Aged care
was another facet of public welfare and facilities were developed for older survivors.

Cultural life began almost immediately and nearly every town had its own cultural
centre. Libraries, drama groups, chess clubs, orchestras and choirs were established
and lectures were regular events put on by entities such as the Jewish Historical
Institute, the Jewish Institute of Art, and the Jewish Pen Club. Film screenings
became more frequent and Yiddish newspapers began publication early on,
principally Dos Naye Leben (The New Life) and Niedershlezye (Lower Silesia) while
Yiddish Bukh (Yiddish Book) began publishing books in Yiddish. The main Jewish
theatre group was established in Dzierzoniéw and performed before enthusiastic
audiences in many localities. The first theatre for children was also established in
Dzierzoniow and there was a wide variety of sports clubs. Radio broadcasts in Yiddish
were aired regularly on Polish national radio, a service which kept settlers informed of
Jewish life elsewhere in Poland and internationally and were also another means of
making family search enquiries.

Jews had always been politically active and, despite the massive depletion of the
Jewish population, the new settlement was no different. The repatriates from the
Soviet Union formed the major impetus in political activism and Jews soon became
more visible in the government and communist bureaucracy. Unsurprisingly, the Poles
became resentful of this perceived favouritism.®® Political parties were broadly
grouped into Zionists, Bundists and Communists but within these were sub-groups®®
which, theoretically at least, operated within the committee structure. JDC financed
the major parties regardless of political orientation. Marches were regularly held for
events such as May Day and the anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. The
marches proved to be politically and socially popular.

57 TOZ was financed by JDC and private funders and had been operating since the 1920s. In 1942 it was
dissolved by order of German authorities but was re-established in October 1946 within the CKZP. In
1950, it was again dissolved by the communist authorities and its units were taken over by the Ministry of
Health.

58 See Ilwicka, “Grand lIllusion,” 106.

% The main sub-groups included Poale Zion-Left, Poale Zion Right, lhud, and Hashomer Hatzair.
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Religious life was relatively free from political battles especially when it came
under the Congregation of the Jewish Faith (KWM) in May 1945. The government
allowed freedom of worship and the Jews from Dzierzoniéw and other towns were able
to use the synagogue, the mikvah and the cemetery. Local rabbis from the main towns
regularly visited smaller towns and Hebrew schools and cheders were available. The
CKZP also funded the Historical Commissions®® which aimed to record oral
testimonies of survivors and collect any documentation pertaining to Nazi atrocities.®’

PRODUKTIVIZATZYE AND THE NEW TYPE OF JEW
“The idea of including Jews in the economic transformation of Poland in general and
Lower Silesia in particular, was extremely important in the shaping of this
community.”®? Central to this concept was the new type of Jew who was productive
and useful: the stereotype of the pre-war Polish Jew - the tailor, the cobbler and
religious fanatic unsuited to physical work - would no longer apply. Egit was
particularly proud of the “850 Jewish coal miners and the respect that they received
from their non-Jewish counterparts.”®

The new settlement in Lower Silesia had much to offer the modern Jewish miner,
train driver, farmer and factory worker and produktivizatzye was a major stimulus for
developing such Jewish workers.®* When Jakub Berman, vice-chair of the CKZP,
evaluated the work of the Lower Silesian Committees, including that of Dzierzonidw,
he remarked: “Everywhere one can see productive Jews, Jews busily engaged in
constructive work, [...] satisfied with their work; [...] one can also see how the
cultural life is vibrant and bustling and that is to the great credit of the
Committees.”®®

Produktivizatzye was also a fundamental element of the new economic policy of
the state and dovetailed with Egit's socialist philosophy. For those hoping to migrate
to Palestine/lsrael, produktivizatzye was an important factor in developing the
attitudes and skills needed for life on a kibbutz. There was hope too that
produktivizatzye might help minimise antisemitic bias by the Poles withessing Jewish
workers at non-traditional jobs.

COOPERATIVES®® — THE LIFEBLOOD OF LOWER SILESIA

The system of cooperatives was an indispensable vehicle for produktivizatzye as well
as a core element in the socialisation process of the emerging communist state. The
cooperative model was based on the concept of skilled professionals and artisans
working together and sharing expenses and profits. The first post-war cooperative was

0 The Historical Commission established branches throughout Poland and did much of its work in the DP
camps of the British and American zones. It also published the journal Fun Letzten Churban: Journal for
the History of the Jewish People During the Nazi Regime.

61 This process not only acknowledged survivors’ suffering but has provided researchers with rich source
material for decades.

62 Gruzlewska, Polska Jerozolima 1945-1950, 53.

63 Cohn, “Israel in Poland: A Forgotten Moment in Postwar History,” 74.

8 In addition, the establishment of creches, kindergartens and other childcare facilities enabled more
women to participate in the workforce.

65 Gruzlewska, Polska Jerozolima 1945-1950, 23.

6 Cooperatives in Poland had existed since the early nineteenth century. However, the post-war
cooperative was modelled on those in the Soviet Union and emphasised certain economic and social roles
as defined by the Communist Party and the government.
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formed in 1945 in the textiles and clothing industry. Ultimately, a total of 232
Jewish cooperatives were created in Poland, most of them in Lower Silesia.®” JDC
financed the establishment of many cooperatives and also partly funded
produktivizatzye in partnership with the Commissariat for the Productivization of the
Jewish® Population. The Bank for Rehabilitation operated as a cooperative credit
institution to provide low-interest loans.

As the repatriates began arriving, the number of cooperatives grew exponentially to
provide employment opportunities for the incoming workers. Many were lone survivors
of their families and were anxious to resume some semblance of normal life - having a
job meant that new social bonds could be formed and working for real wages provided
independence and a sense of achievement. In 1947, the cooperatives employed
6,000 Jewish workers doubling to 12,000 in 1949 which, together with their
families, could mean providing funds for over 20,000 people.®®

Collective farming was critical to developing the productive new Jewish worker.
Not only did farm work provide fresh food, it also helped prepare those who were
planning to go to Palestine/lsrael to live on the kibbutzim. In fact, by mid-1946
Lower Silesia boasted close to two hundred kibbutzim or Zionist collectives which
provided young members with a sense of purpose and togetherness as well as a home.
Shortages of equipment, seed and fertiliser and a lack of experience hindered
development at first, but international funding assisted dramatically.

Cooperatives and produktivizatzye worked hand in hand with ORT which organised
vocational training designed to provide skilled labour for office and textile work,
tailoring, hairdressing, baking, nursing, shoemaking, electrical and radio technician
work and childcare. Once training was completed, the cooperatives were immediately
able to offer jobs to the graduates. Training was particularly valuable to teenagers and
young adults whose education had been interrupted at a critical age while adults were
able to re-train if they wanted to change direction.

JEWISH AUTONOMY

The Manifesto of the Polish Committee of National Liberation (PKWN) of July 1944
had stated that “Jews [...] will be guaranteed the rebuilding of their existence and
legal and actual equality.”®® In fact, Poland was “the only state in the Soviet bloc [...]
to grant Jews liberty to organize an all-encompassing self-government [thus freeing]
the state administration from organizational duties related to providing food and
services [and associated costs] to the Holocaust survivors.”’® Such liberty
significantly enhanced the image of Poland in western countries. When foreign
agencies began supporting the Jewish endeavours the Polish government benefitted
from access to foreign currencies at the same time as ostensibly providing the Jews

67 Despite the desire to develop the 'new type of Jew’, the tailoring industry still dominated and became the
flagship industry of the Jewish cooperatives employing 45% of all eligible workers.

8 Jaff Schatz, The Generation: The Rise and Fall of the Jewish Communists of Poland (Berkeley & Los
Angeles, California: University of California Press, 1991), 231.

89 Piotr Witek, “Jewish Autonomy? The Jewish Community in Poland in the First Years After World War 11,”
July 20, 2018, accessed 15" November 2019, http://ohistorie.eu/2018/07/20/zydowska-autonomia-
spolecznosc-zydowska-w-polsce-w-pierwszych-latach-po-ii-wojnie-swiatowej/.

70 “The end of the short-lived Jewish autonomy in Poland,” POLIN: The Museum of the History of Polish
Jews, accessed 11" November, 2021, https://www.polin.pl/en/anniversary-TSKZ.
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with a level of independence from the government.”' Ultimately, however, any
autonomy the Jews were experiencing was not to last as it became increasingly clear
that the CKZP and the local committees were required to ‘toe the party line’ which
meant unwavering support for the communist regime.”?

Optimism about renewed Jewish life, was also “accompanied by a sense of
danger, temporariness and uncertainty [as symbolised by] guards posted at the
entrances to most Jewish institutions. The Jewish public lived in constant fear of
robbery, murder and anti-Jewish attacks.”’® There were many “restless spirits [... in]
the Polish Wild West”’* as the Recovered Territories came to be known and Jewish
militia began operating from the early days of the settlement.

ANTISEMITISN/ ZYDOKOMUNA”

“The Jewish repatriates were received officially by the regime with open arms, but the
vast majority of the Polish population greeted them with open hostility and
violence.”’® The Poles were disdainful of the Jews’ survival, some even welcoming the
returnees with exclamations such as “What! Still alive?!””” Endemic antisemitism had
not been tempered by knowledge of the concentration camps and mass murder. The
very existence of the Jews “reminded Poles of their wartime guilt [of] inaction,
approval and sometimes even complicity in persecution”’® while the blood libel myth
raised its ugly head in towns across the country.

The murder of Jews began immediately. For example, in ten days in June 1945,
forty Jews were killed randomly with pogroms occurring in Rzeszéw in June and
Krakéw in August while regular assaults took place in Dzierzonidéw.”® But the murders
"failed to provoke condemnation [and] were justified by claiming the Jews had
become a pillar of Communist rule and were cooperating with the Security Police.”®°
The so-called ‘Railway Campaign’ actively targeted Jewish passengers with brutal
attacks and murders. Malicious acts also occurred on the trains carrying repatriates
returning from the Soviet Union. In one particular case, the wagons carrying the

1 Kamil Kijek, “Reichenbach/Rychbach/ Dzierzoniéw: A Center for Jewish Life in a Period of Transition,
1945-19500" in Our Courage — Jews in Europe 194548, edited by Kata Bohus, Atina Grossmann, Werner
Hanak and Mirjam Wenzel (Berlin: De Gruyter Oldenbourg) 2020, 111.

72 Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 245-251.

73 Gruzlewska, Polska Jerozolima 1945-1950, 12.

74 Among these restless spirits were army deserters, the anti-communist underground and criminals from
Central Poland. Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 239-240.

5 Zydokomuna: Often translated as Judeo-Communism, a 20th century trope which ‘imagined collusion
between Jews and the Communist authorities.” Audrey Kichelewski, “To Stay or Go? Reconfigurations of
Jewish Life in Post-War Poland 1944-1947" in Seeking Peace in the Wake of War: Europe 1943-1947,
edited by Stefan-Ludwig Hoffman, Olivier Wieviorka, Sandrine Kott and Peter Romijn (Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University Press) 2015, 505.

76 Yosef Litvak, “Polish-Jewish Repatriates from the USSR” in Jews in Eastern Poland and the USSR,
1993-46, edited by Norman Davies and Antony Polonsky (London: Macmillan, 1991), 237.

7 This is the title of a monograph by Monika Rice about survivors returning to their hometowns: “What! Still
Alive? Jewish Survivors in Poland and Israel Remember Homecoming (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse
University Press), 2017.

78 Kichelewski, “To Stay or Go?” 193.

72 Between 1944 and 1947, hundreds of Jews were killed or wounded (exact numbers are not known but
vary from 1,500 to 2,000 in 200 to 300 assaults by their fellow Polish citizens in cities like Krakow,
Rzeszow, Lublin, Radom, and Czestochowa well as towns like Kielce.

8 Andzrej Zbikowski. “The Post-war Wave of Pogroms and Killings” in Jewish Presence in Absence: The
Aftermath of the Holocaust in Poland, 1944-2010, edited by Feliks Tych and Anna Adamczyk-Garbowska
(Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 2014), 68.
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Jewish passengers were uncoupled and shunted around for ten days on a journey that
normally took one day.

lydokomuna re-surfaced with greater force than ever and was compounded by
Polish resentment against the government for favouring the Jews. The belief in a
Jewish-communist ruling elite became more entrenched as Jews began occupying
important posts in the government and public service. The Poles considered that the
Jews were not sufficiently Polish and worse, were “co-responsible for establishing the
political system that threatened the Polish nation.”®" Antagonism between Poles and
Jews became even more virulent when the Poles refused to return property to their
returning Jewish owners. Living Jews “embodied the massive failure of character and
reason on the part of their Polish neighbours and constituted [...] both a reminder
and threat that they might need to account for themselves. [...] Each village in Poland
has its own contentious micro-economic history of the redistribution of Jewish
wealth.”®?

THE KIELCE POGROM AND ITS AFTERMATH
On 30" June, 1946, a referendum was conducted in Poland prior to the
parliamentary elections which had been stipulated at the Yalta Conference. “The aim
was to assess the mood of the public, but most importantly, to postpone the
parliamentary elections and try out methods of manipulating election results.”®?
Contrary to the Polish response, the Jews found it politic to vote in favour of all of the
three questions posed thus supporting the communist position. The pro-communist
bloc (made up of the Polish Workers' Party (PPR), the Socialist Party, the Democratic
Party, and the People's Party) was deemed to have won the referendum even though it
was widely known that the results were falsified (as were the parliamentary elections
ultimately held in January, 1947). 8

Polish anger at Jewish support was intense and several days after the referendum,
on 4™ July, a brutal attack on Jews took place in Kielce, a town midway between
Warsaw, Krakdéw and Lublin. The catalyst was the disappearance of an 8-year-old
Polish boy who, on his return, said he had been held in the basement of an apartment
block where a large number of Jews lived.8® The Jews were dragged out of the
building and for several hours were brutally beaten or shot by a crowd of Poles who
accused them of blood libel. Neither military nor civic authorities took action to
prevent the violence and forty-two Jews died with another eighty or so injured.

81 Alina Skibinska, “The Return of Jewish Holocaust Survivors and the Reaction of the Polish Population,”
in Jewish Presence in Absence: The Aftermath of the Holocaust in Poland, 1944-2010, edited by Feliks
Tych and Anna Adamczyk-Garbowska (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem 2014), 65.

8 Jan T.Gross, Fear: Antisemitism in Poland after Auschwitz: An Essay in Historical Interpretation (New
York: Random House, 2006), 248.

8 “Referendum 1946,” POLIN Virtual Shtetl. Accessed 121" December, 2021,
https://sztetl.org.pl/en/glossary/referendum-1946.

8 There is insufficient space in this article to examine the referendum of 1946 and the legislative election
of 1947 in this article. More can be found at “Referendum 1946,” Polin: Virtual Shtetl; "Rigged elections”
Tokarska-Bakir, 2020.

8 In a 1996 interview for a Polish documentary titled Henio (directed by Andrzej Mitosz,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=31_37jlazAk), Henryk Btaszczyk, the “kidnapped” boy, revealed that
his father had ordered him to claim that he had been at the “Jews' place” from 1 to 3 July 1946 when he
had, in fact, been staying with family friends in a Subcarpathian village. "Kielce Pogrom” POLIN:Virtual
Shtetl  Accessed 10" October 2021 https://sztetl.org.pl/en/towns/k/399-kielce/116-sites-of-
martyrdom/46870-kielce-pogrom.
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While the government condemned the violence, many Poles from all strata of
society, including the Catholic church hierarchy, sought excuses and justifications.
Nonetheless, the violence was both a tragically real and symbolic reminder of the
harsh reality of the “indigenous antisemitism”®® of the Poles and that Jewish survivors
found themselves trapped in the middle of a political struggle between Poles and
their Soviet rulers. Even the mass funeral for the victims engendered fury at both the
Jews and “Stalin’s emissaries”® when the prime minister commanded that local
Poles attend. The pogrom resonated throughout all of Europe and became the litmus
test for whether Jews could ever feel safe in Poland.®®

Following the funeral, tens of thousands of Jews, in fear and desperation,
searched for safety. Of the few available options, the best choice was the DP camps
in the American zones of occupied Germany and Austria where bricha was operating.
Bricha offered the Jews the possibility of reaching Palestine/lIsrael, the long-promised
Jewish homeland.®® Tacit government approval was given for the mass migration of
the remaining Jewish population, a response driven by a number of factors: the
government recognised the inexorable fact that the Polish hatred of Jews was
uncompromising and that the nationalists’ desire for an ethnically pure Poland was
unquenchable. It also hoped that, if the Jews were permitted to leave for Palestine, a

future Soviet-aligned Israel might be secured.’® Directives were issued to the Polish
border guards to allow the Jews to cross into Czechoslovakia which became the major
transit country.

The situation afterwards stabilised for a while but the bitter aftertaste of Kielce
and previous murders of Jews, signalled that Poland was still a cemetery and could
never be a permanent place for Jews to settle. “Before the pogrom, an average of one
thousand Jews crossed the Polish border illegally each month. In July, August and
September 1946 alone, over sixty thousand Jews left Poland”®' and about 60,000
remained in Lower Silesia. By September 1947, 180,000 Jews were living in the DP
camps of Germany, Austria and ltaly rising to between 250-300,000 by 1948.%? Jews
repatriated from the Soviet Union constituted approximately two thirds of the entire
Jewish DP population and 85% of these were Polish Jews.

1947 — THE YEAR OF STABILISATION
Despite the turmoil of Kielce and the mass departures, by autumn 1946 the rate of
Jewish emigration had slowed considerably. “The Provincial Committee [...] decided

8 Gross, “Fear,” 260.

87 August Grabski, “Jews and Political Life in Poland from 1944 to 1949” in Jewish Presence in Absence:
The Aftermath of the Holocaust in Poland, 1944-2010 edited by Feliks Tych and Anna Adamczyk-
Garbowska (Jerusalem: Yad Vashem, 2014), 200.

8 Such pogroms were not confined to Poland, however. As soon as the Jews started returning, antisemitic
violence occurred in countries adjoining Poland — Miskolc in Hungary, Kiev in Ukraine, Rubtsovsk in
Russia, small towns in Slovakia and in the capital Bratislava.

8 Around 140,000 Jews left Poland illegally via Zionist efforts between 1945 and 1947 while up to 50,000
left illegally under individual initiatives. See Natalia Aleksiun, “Jewish Responses to Antisemitism in
Poland” in Contested Memories: Poles and Jews During the Holocaust and its Aftermath, edited by Joshua
D. Zimmerman (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 256.

% This did not eventuate as the new State of Israel adopted a pro-western stance.

%1 Bozena Szaynok, “The Kielce Pogrom” in Jewish Virtual Library, accessed 3™ February, 2022.
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-kielce-pogrom.

9 Lucjan Dobroszycki, Survivors of the Holocaust in Poland: A Portrait Based on Jewish Community
Records 1944-1947 (Armonk, New York: M.E.Sharpe, 1994), 25-27.
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to concentrate its efforts upon assisting those communities that appeared to have a
reasonable chance of viability.”?® Life began to settle down for the Jews who
remained in Poland, especially those living in Dzierzoniéw. For the first time in a
decade, they found it possible to resume normal life. People married, began new
families and settled down to making a living while “Jewish schools, cooperatives, and
collective farms reached the peak of their development.”® Antisemitic episodes

seemed to lessen®® and in June 1947, the CKZP went ahead with a program to
celebrate the second anniversary of the establishment of the settlement. The main
celebrations were held in Dzierzoniéw (where over six thousand Jews still lived) and
Lower Silesia was lauded once again as the best chance for the renewal of Jewish life
in Poland.

One of the main anniversary events was the screening of a documentary film — Der
Yiddisher Yishev in Nidershlezye (The Jewish Settlement in Lower Silesia) made by
Natan Gross.®® Narrated in Yiddish, the film showcased how Jews could rise again
from the blood and tears of the Holocaust and participate in creating a new life. “The
film was presented to Jewish audiences in Poland in the summer of 1947, in the so-
called ‘year of stabilisation’” when for many it seemed that collective Jewish national
life, with a degree of cultural and social autonomy, had a bright future.”®’

Also in 1947, Jakub Egit published Tsu a Nay Lebn: Tsvay Yor Yidisher Yishev in
Nidershlezye (To a New Life: Two Years of a Yiddisher Yishuv in Lower Silesia) in
which he rejoiced in the achievements of the Jews and expressed his hope for an even
stronger future in Poland. However, by the time the film and Egit’s book became
public, many of the Jewish settlers were still leaving for the DP camps or they
remained but were waiting for visas for the USA, Canada or Australia, the most likely

destinations for emigration.’® Despite the relative peace and achievements of 1947,
Marek Liebhaber, editor of /bergang [Transition]’® saw the writing on the wall: “We

haven't betrayed Poland but Poland has betrayed us! [...] The glorious chapter of
Jewish history in the Polish diaspora has ended.”!® Liebhaber's outcry reflected a

choice that the Jews had to make: should they stay in a nusekh’®! Polyn’%? and live

% Hana Shlomi, Studies on the History of the Jewish Remnant in Poland, 1944-1950 (Tel Aviv, The Center
for the History of Polish Jewry, Tel Aviv University, 2001), 58.

% Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 243.

9 This was mainly due to an increased police presence rather than a change in attitude from the Poles.

% Natan Gross was the brother of Yoram Gross who settled in Australia and became a highly regarded
maker of animated films using stories of iconic Australian animals such as Blinky Bill and Dot and the
Kangaroo.

9 Kijek, “Aliens in the Lands of the Piasts,” 234.

% Waiting for visas was well described in the following anecdote: Samuel Schneiderman, a Polish-born
journalist who had emigrated to USA at the beginning of the war, visited Poland in 1946. Arriving in £6dz
just after attending the mass funeral in Kielce, Schneiderman had an encounter with a Jewish carpenter in
a cooperative workshop who wryly told him “Here we make chairs and benches [...] but in our homes we
sit on suitcases.” Cohn, “Israel in Poland: A Forgotten Moment in Postwar History,” 74.

9 |bergang was the Yiddish language organ of the Association of Polish Jews in Germany.

100 Stanislaw Krajewski, “Postwar Years, from 1944 to the Present” in Polin: 1000 Year History of Polish
Jews edited by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and Antony Polonsky (Warsaw: Museum of the History of
Polish Jews, 2014), 367.

101 Nuseh/nusekh: Yiddish/Hebrew for custom or rite. In the context of this article it means choosing to
remain in Poland as per the official ideology of the Jewish Communists in Poland. For further explanation
see Eliyana R. Adler, Survival on the Margins: Polish Jewish Refugees in the Wartime Soviet Union
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2020), 212-278.

192 Polyn/Polin: The Yiddish word for Poland.
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in the Polish way where “socialism would go hand in hand with national Jewish

culture™® or should they leave the yetsies'®® Polyn and emigrate to new lands.
Within a year or so, the decision became clearer.

STALINISM/STALINISATION

On 30™ January 1948, Solomon Mikhoels, a beloved actor and Director of the
Moscow State Yiddish Theater, was assassinated in Minsk.}%® Mikhoels was also chair
of the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee,'® an organisation formed by Stalin in
1941 to spread the word about Nazi atrocities and raise money in the west for the
Soviet war effort. The murder of Mikhoels proved to be the first major manifestation
of the coming clampdown on Jewish autonomy and, ultimately, Jewish life in Poland.

The legislative election, finally held in January 1947, was won by the
communists. In December, 1948, the Polish United Workers Party (PZPR) was
formed!®® and “set out on a radical, complete, and lasting transformation of Polish
society, with the USSR as its model. The years of Polish Stalinism thus began”'® a
process which included “putting an end to the institutional separatism of the Jewish
people in Poland.”!° and over the next two years, a series of anti-Jewish government
sanctioned actions were effected.

The Recovered Territories Exhibition, held in Wroclaw from July to October 1948,
was a giant public relations exercise, which aimed to demonstrate to the world that
the takeover of the Recovered Territories was not only morally right but also
economically essential. The industrial and economic developments of the territories
were showcased to demonstrate how far the territories had progressed after
languishing for too long under the Germans. However, the promised separate Jewish
pavilion in which Jakub Egit had intended to show off Jewish achievements in Lower
Silesia, had to be dismantled just before the exhibition’s opening under the orders of
the Wroctaw security chief who remarked: “Comrade Egit, you must think you are in
Israel. This would be a very appropriate pavilion for Tel Aviv, but this is Poland.”*!

103 Kijek, “Only Ashes?” 122.

104 Yetsies: Yiddish. A word usually used in conjunction with leaving Mitsrayim (Egypt) meaning leaving
Egypt in biblical times or, in this context, leaving Poland. (Adler, 2020, 212-278).

105 Mikhoels was on official theatre business at the time. Nominally, he was run over by a truck but, in
fact, his death was orchestrated by agents of the State Security Office.

106 Four other anti-fascist committees had been formed at the same time — women, scientists, young
people and Slavs. The Jewish committee was made up of some of the best-known writers and poets in the
Soviet Union. In 1943, they toured the USA, Canada, Mexico and England raising millions of dollars and in
the process connected with major figures such as Paul Robeson and Albert Einstein. Eventually, the
Jewish Committee came to be considered by Stalin to be a threat, especially after the declaration of the
State of Israel. The committee members were arrested later in 1948 and were “subjected to various forms
of torture, and all, except for one, ‘confessed’ to espionage, treason, and ‘bourgeois nationalism.”” “Jewish
Anti-Fascist Committee” in YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, accessed 23 August, 2020.
https://yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/jewish_anti-fascist_committee.

197 Like the referendum of 1946, the results of this election were heavily falsified in favour of the
communist parties.

108 |n December 1948, the Polish Socialist Party was forced to merge with the Communists to form the
Polish United Workers Party (PZPR). After one and a half years, the official party of the Polish government
became the United People’s Party and ruled Poland as a one-party state until 1990.

109 Schatz, “The Generation,” 141.

10 “The end of the short-lived Jewish autonomy in Poland,” POLIN: The Museum of the History of Polish
Jews. accessed 11" November, 2021, https://www.polin.pl/en/anniversary-TSKZ.

111 Cohn, “Israel in Poland: A Forgotten Moment in Postwar History,” 76.
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The Jewish pavilion was then incorporated into the general display — a clear indication
that Jewish autonomy was no longer viable.

Jakub Egit was accused of being a Jewish nationalist who was too close to foreign
Jewish elements such as JDC and was ousted from his position on the Provincial
Committee of Lower Silesian Jews.''? All Zionist and non-communist Jewish
organisations were abolished or nationalised including political parties,'*® theatres,
cooperatives and schools. JDC was ordered to cease activities in Poland and its
secretary-general was arrested''* as were many Zionist leaders. The Jewish press was
reduced to one newspaper, Folks Sztymie (Voice of the People), a communist
publication, and in August 1949, all religious organisations were replaced by the
Religious Association of Jewish Faith under government control. The Jews were
required to sever their membership of the World Jewish Congress, which they had only
recently joined.

In a final coup de grace, in 1950, the CKzZP and all other committees were
abolished and replaced by the Society of Socio-Cultural Jews in Poland (TSK2), its
real mission being to oversee the Jewish population and ensure its loyalty to the
state.’'® “All official Jewish life came under communist control.”*®

The Jews of Poland were caught in a melange of paradoxes. The necessity of
Jewish support for the ‘Polishness’ of the Recovered Territories (and therefore the
government) cancelled out their ability to continue cultural and political life as an
autonomous and pluralist community. The massive financial support provided by JDC
and other western, particularly American, Jewish organisations, so vital to post-war
Jewish rehabilitation, was also judged to be proof that the Jews were too closely
aligned with the west.'!’

The pluralism displayed by the Jewish community was interpreted as Jewish
nationalism and therefore was a threat to the Polish state. Following the declaration
of the State of Israel on 14™ May 1948, the Zionists accelerated their pressure on the
Jews to leave for Israel. Concomitantly, the Polish government no longer had the need
nor the desire to sanction Jewish nationalism on Polish soil. Further, the declaration
provided the Jews with a new pathway for emigration,'*® despite the ongoing battles
with an Arab world unwilling to accept the new state. In the post-war atmosphere,
other opportunities to emigrate began to open up, albeit haltingly, and Jews were
permitted to leave Poland!*® until the closure of all borders in December 1950.

112 Fgit was denied emigration to Israel and moved to Warsaw to work for Yiddish Bukh publishing house,
albeit under surveillance. In 1953, at the height of Stalin’s paranoia, Egit was interrogated and imprisoned
for seven months. He migrated to Canada in 1956 where he published his aptly titled autobiography Grand
lllusion in 1991. He died in Toronto in 1993.

113 As an example, the Bund was forced to join forces with the PZPR.

114 Jozef Gitler-Barski was accused of spying for the USA. He was freed after a few months.

115 TSKZ still operates today.

116 Kijek, “Reichenbach/Rychbach/ Dzierzoniow,” 112.

117 This idea is sometimes referred to as transnationalism whereby Jews considered “themselves and their
families as part of the world-Jewish community that extended across national borders [which included]
sending and receiving packages, financial and material help, and generally being connected to other
communities of the Jewish world on a daily basis.” Kijek, Reichenbach/Rychbach/ Dzierzoniéw,” 114.

118 For a short time, at least, the communist government facilitated this movement and 28,000 Jews
registered to leave after the State of Israel was proclaimed.

119 Jews were the only group permitted to emigrate from Poland - yet another cause for resentment
amongst the Poles.
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The ultimate contradiction was that, as the contribution of the Jews to the
economy of post-war Poland was increasingly recognised, its very success was a
harbinger of their demise as a force in Polish society. Jewish life in post-war Poland
was gradually being choked by the fast-developing Cold War and an increasingly
authoritarian government. The perception among many ordinary Poles that Jews were
favoured and disproportionately represented in key government positions added to a
strong sense of resentment which, combined with the inherent antisemitism of both
Soviet and Polish policymakers, rendered Jewish life in Poland increasingly
untenable. In short, the experience of the Holocaust, the decimation of ninety percent
of Polish Jewry, “the consolidation of Communist rule and the establishment of Israel
further prevented the revival of Jewish life after the Shoah.”!?°

Following the mass exodus after Kielce, two further waves of Jewish emigration
(1956-57) and (1968-69) rendered Poland almost completely free of Jews. “After a
millennial presence in these lands Jews [...] were finally driven out of Poland [...] and
Poland’s Communist rulers fulfilled the dream of Polish nationalists by bringing into
existence an ethnically pure state”'?! which exists to this day.

CONCLUSION

In just five short years the liberated and repatriated Jews who settled in Lower Silesia
after the war achieved remarkable successes. Having spent hard years in
concentration camps, hiding or exile in Siberia and Central Asia, they returned to
Poland only to find their families, homes and former lives destroyed. Yet, despite
these catastrophic losses, they set about creating a new life in new surroundings with
bravery, resilience, and hard work within a culture of support and shared experiences.

The town committees had worked tirelessly to provide survivors with all aspects of
their daily wellbeing and rehabilitation, especially the provision of food, clothing,
housing, and health care. The care and development of children, so crucial to the
future of the settlement, resulted in the establishment of creches, orphanages and
dormitories. The committees recognised that the education of so many young people
had been cruelly interrupted by the war, and so offered a broad variety of educational
options. In cooperation with agencies such as ORT, vocational training allowed
survivors to become economically independent and work cooperatives provided
structure and employment opportunities for the new Jewish worker. A vigorous
cultural life was vital to the Jewish psyche as exemplified by the theatres, concerts,
libraries, newspapers, books and films on offer while physical wellbeing was catered
for by numerous sports clubs. Legal assistance with returning children to their
families and claiming property became available and the establishment of the
registration system enabled people to search for family and friends.

At first, this plethora of grass-roots achievements contributed to a sense of hope
and renewal for the Jews in Poland. But, in the end, they were thwarted by ancient
hatreds and modern politics. The indelible stain of antisemitism could not be erased
and the brute power of a Stalinist state was too formidable to breach. Polska
Jerozolima, with all its promise, was over.

120 Bozena Szaynok. “The Impact of the Holocaust on Jewish Attitudes in Postwar Poland” in Contested
Memories: Poles and Jews During the Holocaust and its Aftermath edited by Joshua D. Zimmerman (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 246.

121 Gross, “Fear,” 243.
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“My dream of a new life for a resurrected, thriving Jewish community on the
ground of a democratic Poland was dead.”'?*> So wrote Jakub Egit in his
autobiography, Grand Illusion. These few words voiced the realisation that the fault-
lines between Poles and Jews were too deep and too old and that post-war geopolitics
was too powerful. The multiple closures of Jewish institutions during and after 1948
led to a rapidly escalating disquietude in the psyche of the Jews. “Dzierzoniéw’s
Jewish community [...] had lost the richness and uniqueness so vividly manifested in
the first postwar years.”'?® This largest group of Holocaust survivors, the She’erit
Hapletah,*?* the surviving remnant of the Jews of Poland dispersed — first to the DP
camps and then across the world. In the process, the story of their brave and hopeful
endeavour faded into obscurity. These people deserve our admiration and much more
recognition than they have received to date.

122 Jakub Egit, Grand lllusion. Toronto, Ontario: Lugus, 1991, 100.

123 Kijek, “Reichenbach/Rychbach/ Dzierzoniow,” 112.

124 She’erit Hapletah: (Hebrew) a biblical term meaning ‘the saved’ or ‘surviving remnant.” It can refer
generally to post-Holocaust surviving European Jews, but usually focuses on those who were escaping
post-war Polish anti-Semitism by fleeing to the DP camps of occupied Germany and Austria between 1945
and 1950.
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