
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

by 

Rhiannon Keina Jones 

2016 

 

 



 

The Thesis Committee for Rhiannon Keina Jones 
Certifies that this is the approved version of the following thesis: 

 
 

Girls Interrupted: Family, Community, and Identity in the Aftermath 
of the Holocaust in Poland 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

APPROVED BY 
SUPERVISING COMMITTEE: 

 

 

 
Tatjana Lichtenstein 

Mary Neuburger 

 

  

Supervisor: 



 

Girls Interrupted: Family, Community, and Identity in the Aftermath 
of the Holocaust in Poland 

 

 

by 

Rhiannon Keina Jones, BA 

 

 

Thesis 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Arts 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 
May 2016  

 



 

 iv 

Abstract 

 

Girls Interrupted: Family, Community, and Identity in the Aftermath 
of the Holocaust in Poland 

 

Rhiannon Keina Jones, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Tatjana Lichtenstein 

 

This thesis examines eleven Polish Jewish women’s Holocaust memoirs, arguing 

that their Jewish identities were moored to family and community. Because Polish Jewish 

families and communities were largely destroyed during the war, and because of political 

and ethno-cultural considerations in postwar Poland, Polish Jewish women who desired to 

rebuild their lives in their homeland after the war were obliged to conceal or relinquish 

their ties to Jewish identity. Those who wished to reestablish their ties to Jewish culture 

and identity in the aftermath of the war were obliged to do so beyond the borders of Poland. 
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Introduction: Wartime Destruction and the Negotiation of Polish Jewish 
Identity in Postwar Poland 

In the chaos of the final denouement of the Second World War, Halina Nelken 

escaped from a forced march from Auschwitz, where she had been interned for the past 

year, and fled into the German countryside. Slowly, she made her way back – on foot, by 

wagon, and on trains – to her native Kraków. On the final leg of the journey by train from 

Częstochowa, Nelken finally catches sight of the city, “my native city, the dearest city in 

the whole world.” In her memoir she writes of her return, “Only now was I really home, 

even though I did not know whether that home existed or whom I should find there. 

Trembling with emotion, I got off the train, and through my tears I looked at the well-

known streets…Above the city floated the silvery sound of the trumpet from the tower of 

St. Mary’s Church, the same hejnał that had been played every hour since the thirteenth 

century…Everything was as it had been, the horse-driven carriages and the flower sellers 

and the hejnał welcomed me home!” To a man standing nearby, she exclaims joyfully, 

“‘I’m free, I’m home! I’m beginning my life!’”1 Nelken’s elated return stands in contrast 

to the experience of many Polish Jewish Holocaust survivors who – unable to envision 

possibilities of life in postwar Poland – fled their homeland in the aftermath of the war. As 

Nelken’s testimony demonstrates, after liberation clearly at least some Jewish refugees 

desired to return to their former places of living, to rebuild their homes and communities 

in their native towns and cities, and to see life reestablished the way it had been before the 

war. 

In her memoir, however, Nelken’s feelings of elation and hopefulness quickly give 

way to disillusionment as the reality of the war’s aftermath sets in. “Our home on 7 

Długosza Street was there, but my mother was not,” she writes. “Our apartment on the top 
                                                
1 Halina Nelken, And Yet, I Am Here! (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1999), 265. 
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floor was occupied by strangers who would not even let me in over the threshold to look 

at my own room.”2 With her family absent and her family’s former apartment now in the 

possession of unsympathetic newcomers, Nelken is in an important sense unable to 

“return” home after six long years of war. Unwilling to be discouraged, Nelken proves to 

be a resourceful refugee, finding work and making every effort to make a place for herself 

in the “new Poland” of the postwar era. In spite of these efforts, it quickly becomes clear 

to her that there is little room for Jewish survivors of the Holocaust in postwar Polish 

society. She writes a poem describing her experience of the war and of the new Poland, 

submitting it to Kraków’s main newspaper, but it is rejected out of hand. Recounting this 

scene in her memoir, she writes that the editor “read it and shook his head sadly. ‘It is 

terribly pessimistic,’ he said. ‘We are entering the period of joyfully rebuilding Poland and 

creating socialism. I’m sorry, I cannot publish such disillusioned and depressing work.’”3 

Expressing the social, cultural, and spiritual isolation that defined life in postwar Poland 

for Jewish Holocaust survivors, Nelken describes herself and her fellow refugees as 

“stand[ing] in life like naked stems of a leafless tree with cut-off branches.” She concludes 

unhappily, “Our survival does not make sense.”4 Nelken remained in Poland long enough 

to finish high school and obtain a degree at Jagiellonian University before emigrating in 

1958. 

In examining memoirs such as Nelken’s, I was interested above all in the 

intersection between identity (identities as women and as humans, as Jews and as Poles, as 

victims of genocidal persecution and as resilient survivors) and the ways in which these 

women conceived of the possibility or impossibility of rebuilding their life in postwar 

Poland. The memoirs reveal that these women’s Jewish identity was moored to family and 

                                                
2 Ibid., 267. 
3 Ibid., 269. 
4 Ibid. 
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community, which, as this thesis shows, were largely destroyed during the war. 

Furthermore, in the aftermath of the war, Jewish identity continued to be a deadly liability 

for many Jewish refugees in Poland. This is not to say that life in postwar Poland was 

impossible for Jews who wished to reestablish themselves there. Rather, I argue that 

postwar Polish society was inhospitable and even hostile to the notion that the Jews of 

Poland might ever regain what they had lost in their homeland. Jews who desired to remain 

in Poland after the war were obliged to conceal or relinquish their ties to Jewish identity. 

Those who wished to reestablish their ties to Jewish community and culture openly were 

ultimately forced to do so beyond the borders of Poland. 

Such an understanding of the postwar Jewish experience in Poland reveals that, in 

spite of myriad challenges, some Jewish survivors sought to rebuild their lives in Poland 

after the war. This thesis therefore resists accounts that describe the dominant experience 

of Jews in postwar Poland as one of fear, violence, or the emotional and psychological 

impossibility of rebuilding life in proximity to sites of mass death and destruction. Anna 

Cichopek-Gajraj calls for a narrative of Jewish Holocaust survivors in postwar Poland that 

goes “beyond violence” and that refuses to describe the emigration of Poland’s Jews from 

their homeland as inevitable. An approach to the period emphasizing attacks against Jews 

– and subsequently, Jews’ flight from Poland – is problematic because it both “reduces the 

diversity and multiplicity of Jewish experiences in postwar Poland to one aspect – 

antisemitism” and “disregards any identity other than that of a victim, an emigrant, or a 

perpetrator. In other words, it obscures the multiple ways in which Jews and non-Jews 

encountered each other.”5  

                                                
5 Anna Cichopek-Gajraj, Beyond Violence: Jewish Survivors in Poland and Slovakia, 1944-48 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 7. 
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Heeding Cichopek-Gajraj’s insistence on an approach to the period that looks 

beyond violence, this study seeks to complicate the experience of Polish Jews in the 

aftermath of war and genocide in Poland. I draw on eleven memoirs by Polish Jewish 

women who survived the Holocaust in Poland and in other parts of Europe. The memoirs’ 

dates of publication range from 1991 to 2011. With the exception of one that was originally 

written in Polish, all were written in English and published in North America or Great 

Britain. In selecting my sources, I chose Polish Jewish women who had survived the war 

as teenagers or as young women. Women who had survived the war as children, I felt, were 

not able to reflect on their experiences with the same degree of clarity as women who had 

already attained a certain age on the eve of the war. Additionally, because this project is 

primarily interested in women Holocaust survivors in the aftermath of the war, the memoirs 

that I selected had to extend beyond liberation in their narrative. 

Female Polish Jewish Holocaust survivors’ memoirs complicate our understanding 

of the Holocaust and its aftermath in Poland. In spite of the not insignificant resistance that 

this line of inquiry has provoked6, studies of women and gender in the Holocaust have 

contributed important insights into Jewish experiences of the Second World War. In the 

introduction to their groundbreaking volume on women and the Holocaust, Dalia Ofer and 

Lenore J. Weitzman identify a number of gender-based differences for victims of the 

Holocaust, including prewar patterns of socialization that determined gender roles of 

Jewish women and men; different abilities and knowledge of Jewish women and men that 

resulted from these patterns of socialization, which influenced their reactions under 

occupation; differences in the nature of harassment and persecution for Jewish women and 

men according to under German occupational law.7 Thus, prewar patterns of socialization 

                                                
6 Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman, “The Role of Gender in the Holocaust,” in Women in the Holocaust, 
ed. Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 13. 
7 Ibid., 1. 
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based on gender as well as wartime systems of persecution that advertently or inadvertently 

targeted women conditioned female victims’ experiences of German occupation and the 

Final Solution. 

To get at these experiences, I analyzed eleven survivor memoirs by Polish Jewish 

women. From an initial consideration, the use of this kind of testimony in a historical study 

of the Holocaust is potentially problematic. The memoirs that I examined in my study were 

written and published decades after the end of the Second World War, raising legitimate 

questions about the reliability of memories structured by narrative conventions as historical 

documents. The fact that the memoirs were predominantly written in English, a language 

other than their authors’ native tongue, might further complicate this issue.8 In her 

discussion of the critical study of gender in the Holocaust, Pascale Bos writes that survivor 

testimonies (by women and men) “do not allow us simple access to historical reality or 

‘objective’ history…Experience is both uniquely personal and positional, influenced by the 

different lenses and discourses through which we at different times understand and describe 

ourselves and the world.”9 Rather than questioning the use of survivor testimonies – such 

as memoirs – in historical accounts of the Holocaust, Bos goes on to claim that the memory 

and recounting of experiences in survivor testimonies is itself valuable to the study of 

gender and the Holocaust. According to this line of thinking, Jewish women and men 

experienced the occupation and the Final Solution in different ways. Their memories of the 

war were therefore inflected by this gender division, which is evident in the differing 

narrative strategies and thematic concerns of their written survivor testimonies.10 This 

                                                
8 Barbara Engelking, Holocaust and Memory: The Experience of the Holocaust and Its Consequences: An 
Investigation Based on Personal Narratives, ed. Gunnar S. Paulsson, trans. Emma Harris (London: 
Leicester University Press, 2001), 14-5. 
9 Pascale Bos, “Women and the Holocaust: Analyzing Gender Difference,” in Experience and Expression: 
Women, the Nazis, and the Holocaust, ed. Elisabeth R. Baer and Myrna Goldberg (Detroit: Wayne State 
University, 2003), 30. 
10 Ibid., 33. 
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study therefore considers the ways in which gender inflected the experience, memory, and 

narration of the Holocaust as demonstrated in the memoirs that I selected. 

In his discussion of gender and survivor testimonies, Lawrence Langer describes 

the structural constraints of accounts of the past that are informed by memory. “Holocaust 

testimony,” he writes, “is not a series of links in a chain whose pattern of connections can 

be easily traced, but a cycle of sparks erupting unpredictably from a darkened landscape, 

teasing the imagination toward illumination without ever offering it the steady ray of stable 

insight.” I tried to keep this in mind in my approach to the memoirs as I searched for the 

“delicate balance between gender and human identity, and the tension between personal 

and cultural origins of the self” that Langer describes as characterizing survivor 

testimonies.11 The experiences that I read about in the memoirs were above all those of 

individuals, and I have tried to remember Karen Auerbach’s estimation of one Polish 

Jewish woman’s actions in the immediate aftermath of the war as “rooted not in any clear-

cut decision but in the tide of mundane matters as life began anew: finding a place to sleep, 

looking for a job, meeting new friends.”12 Auerbach reminds us of yet another delicate 

balance to maintain in the consideration of survivor testimonies, between Holocaust 

survivors’ aspirations for their postwar lives (often formulated in response to their 

experience of escaping death as Jewish targets of the Final Solution) and the mundane 

circumstances that directed individuals’ choices in the aftermath of the war. 

Over half of the memoirists whose stories I follow initially chose to rebuild their 

lives in Poland in the aftermath of the war. Like Nelken, these women were describe 

entering the postwar period in Poland with resilient optimism for the future. “This was a 

                                                
11 Lawrence L. Langer, “Gendered Suffering? Women in Holocaust Testimonies,” in Women in the 
Holocaust, ed. Dalia Ofer and Lenore J. Weitzman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 360. 
12 Karen Auerbach, The House at Ujazdowskie 16: Jewish Families in Warsaw after the Holocaust 
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press), 29. 
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time of great enthusiasm in the emerging new, free Poland,” writes Karolina Jus of Kraków 

in her memoir. “One could feel in the air…the defeat of the Nazis. It was an atmosphere of 

hope, trust, and optimism.”13 As I show, however, these women found it necessary to 

accommodate themselves to a newly homogenous Polish society in the postwar period, a 

society that ultimately denied the specificity of the Jewish experience of the war.14 While 

their strategies for doing so varied, all ultimately embraced aspects of their identity that 

allowed them to assimilate into Polish society, at the same time concealing or even 

relinquishing their “Jewishness.” That such a transformation was necessary for Polish Jews 

in postwar Poland is evidenced by the fact that, while approximately 100,000 of them chose 

to remain in Poland after the war, most of the Jewish communal institutions and cultural 

organizations that had existed in the interwar period were never reestablished. Those that 

were revived were unable to regain the prominence and support that they had enjoyed 

before the war under a regime inhospitable to ethnic and cultural particularism. 

Additionally, Jewish individuals sought to hide their origins. Many of them chose not to 

register with Jewish refugee organizations in the aftermath of the war, Polonized their 

names, and passed as Polish Gentiles in the postwar period. 

Accounts of the Jewish experience in postwar Poland tend to emphasize survivors’ 

fear of anti-Jewish violence, the success of Jewish political organizations that pushed for 

the emigration of Jews from Poland, and the impossibility of rebuilding Jewish life in 

Poland after the trauma and destruction of the Holocaust.15 Seen in this light, the departure 

                                                
13 Andrzej and Karolina Jus, Our Journey in the Valley of Tears (Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 
208. 
14 Tara Zahra, The Lost Children: Reconstructing Europe’s Families after World War II (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2011), 243. 
15 Jan T. Gross, “A Tangled Web: Confronting Stereotypes Concerning Relations between Poles, Germans, 
Jews, and Communists,” in The Politics of Retribution in Europe: World War II and its Aftermath, ed. 
István Deák, Jan T. Gross, and Tony Judt (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 200), 105. 
Jan Gross, Fear: Anti-Semitism in Poland After Auschwitz (New York: Random House, 2006). Anna 
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of Jews from their homeland in the aftermath of the war seems inevitable. The number of 

those who chose to remain demonstrates that this was not the case, and it is heartening to 

see that, against the dominant narrative of fear and departure that characterizes many 

accounts of the postwar Polish Jewish experience, many Polish Jews were able to remain 

in their homeland, envisioning new possibilities for life there after the war. However, 

sentiments such as these, while revealing incredible strength of character and resolve in the 

aftermath of overwhelming tragedy, do not belie the fact that the Polish Jews, once a highly 

prominent minority, were invisible in postwar Poland. Effectively, one thousand years of 

Polish Jewish history had been erased from the Polish landscape, even if Polish Jews 

carried on their lives in postwar Poland. Furthermore, it is doubtful that the 100,000 Polish 

Jews who remained in Poland after the war would have concealed or relinquished their 

Jewish identity – whatever its character and extent in their prewar lives – so abruptly and 

decisively had the unique circumstances of the war and its aftermath not demanded this. 

In chapter 1, I examine the wartime fragmentation and destruction of Jewish 

families and communities, entities in which the memoirists’ relation to Jewish identity and 

heritage had been grounded. Chapter 2 looks at the memoirists’ wartime and postwar 

relations to Poles and Poland, as well as the further suppression of Jewish identity in Poland 

in the aftermath of the war. Chapter 3 explores the ways in which Polish Jewish women 

who remained in Poland were able to do so through ongoing negotiations between Jewish 

and Polish identity. Essentially, the thesis traces an arc from the memoirists’ prewar 

conceptions of their own identities as Polish Jews through the wartime strains on their 

affinities to Jewishness and to Polishness to their negotiation of Jewish and Polish identity 

in the ethnically and culturally homogenous “new Poland” of the postwar period. 

                                                
Bikont, The Crime and the Silence: Confronting the Massacre of Jews in Wartime Jedwabne (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2015).  
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The German Assault on the Jewish Family in Female Survivors’ 
Memoirs 

INTRODUCTION 

The occupation in Poland precipitated an unprecedented assault on domestic roles 

and gender relations in Jewish families and communities. This chapter traces the 

fragmentation and destruction of Jewish families, drawing upon the published memoirs of 

Janina Fischler-Martinho, Zosia Goldberg, and Betty Rich. Have You Seen My Little 

Sister? (1998), by Janina Fischler-Martinho, was published in English in Great Britain. 

Goldberg’s testimony, Running Through Fire (1991), was printed in English in the United 

States. Finally, Little Girl Lost (2011), by Betty Rich, was published in English in Canada. 

These sources were selected for their insights into Jewish families under occupation, as 

well as the construction of women Holocaust survivors’ memories of the war in memoirs. 

Memoirists most often focus on the role of the mother in portraying their family’s struggle 

to maintain its dignity and existence under occupation, in ghettos, and while facing 

deportation. Family relations during the war were more complicated than that however, 

and memoirs that describe the Jewish experience with a “grammar of heroism and 

martyrdom” are more revealing of survivors’ postwar remembrance of victims of genocide 

than they are of actual responses by Jewish parents and children to the Holocaust.16 The 

vast majority of Jewish families were unable to reconstruct themselves in the aftermath of 

the war, due to the murder of parents and children as well as the deterioration of relations 

between family members during the war. 

 

                                                
16 Lawrence Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1991), 162. 
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JEWISH MASCULINITY AND THE IMAGE OF THE HEROINE-MARTYR MOTHER 

The first blows to the Jewish family under occupation were made in the form of 

physical attacks on Jewish men as well as decrees that struck at the ability of male heads-

of-household to provide for their families.17 In her work on Jewish masculinity and the 

Holocaust, Anna-Madeleine Halkes Carey describes a period of “deconstruction” of Jewish 

men’s lives during the early stages of the occupation in Poland, which first saw male Jews 

deprived of their businesses and occupations, restricted in their movements, and forced to 

stay at home in order to avoid random acts of violence from German soldiers. Because of 

this total disruption in their careers, social lives, and ability to provide for their families, 

many Jewish men succumbed to apathy and depression in the early months of the war.18 

But beyond the initial blow to Jewish men’s livelihoods, what the memoirists recall 

with the greatest clarity is the random physical violence and sadism to which Jewish men 

were subjected by German soldiers during the first months of the war. “Almost from day 

one of the occupation, the Jew served as a means of sport, relaxation and a break in the 

daily tedium of barracks routine,” writes Janina Fischler-Martinho of Kraków, who lists 

the synagogue and cafes that assimilated Jewish men had frequented before the war as two 

places “in which amusement [for the Germans] was guaranteed to be found – without 

getting one’s gleaming boots muddy in the insalubrious Jewish Quarter.”19 Similarly, 

Goldberg writes that a German soldier abruptly hit her father in the face as he passed by 

on the sidewalk, and Rich describes how a group of Orthodox Jewish men were rounded 

up by in the street and made to pull each other’s beards by a group of German soldiers who 

                                                
17 Margaret Myers Feinstein, “Absent Fathers, Present Mothers: Images of Parenthood in Holocaust 
Survivor Narratives,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women’s Studies & Gender Issues 13 (2007): 161. 
18 Anna-Madeleine Halkes Carey, “Jewish Masculinity in the Holocaust” (PhD diss., Royal Holloway, 
University of London, 2014). 
19 Janina Fischler-Martinho, Have You Seen My Little Sister? (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 1998), 35. 
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were “laughing very loudly, having real fun.”20 Arguably, memoirists point to instances of 

German sadism and violence with greater outrage than to anti-Jewish legislation and 

economic injustices in depicting the debasement of Jewish men under occupation.  

The social and economic deconstruction of Jewish male identity during the 

occupation was exacerbated by conditions in ghettos, which further restricted opportunities 

for employment just as the crisis over food was fast becoming more acute. The loss of 

Jewish males’ professional status and income-earning opportunities in combination with 

the increasingly dire struggle to feed one’s family diminished fathers’ positions as heads-

of-household.21 Arguably more disastrous for Jewish men was impressment in forced labor 

brigades, in which workers were marched out of the ghetto away from homes and families, 

and subjected to deadly work assignments. Jewish males’ economic impotence as well as 

their physical absence, therefore, rendered ghetto households more vulnerable to collapse. 

To an ever greater extent, wives and daughters were called upon to make up the difference. 

In the Kraków Ghetto, for example, it is Fischler-Martinho’s mother Ewa whose earnings 

as a seamstress sustain the family while her father Henryk finds it more and more difficult 

to secure employment. Henryk is therefore reliant upon his wife as life under occupation 

wears on.22 This drawn-out erosion of Jewish men’s professional lives, economic 

independence, and identities as fathers and husbands – a crisis in Jewish male authority 

that was “seemingly endless but not necessarily catastrophic or terminal” – precluded the 

practice of strong masculine identity among Jewish men.23 

In contrast to the image of the weakened and depressed father or husband, mothers 

and wives are often depicted in Holocaust memoirs as heroically resourceful, self-

                                                
20 Zosia Goldberg, Running Through Fire (San Francisco: Mercury House, 2004), 15. Betty Rich, Little 
Girl Lost (Toronto: Azrieli Foundation, 2011), 37. 
21 Feinstein, “Absent Fathers,” 162. 
22 Fischler-Martinho, Little Sister, 41. 
23 Carey, “Jewish Masculinity,” 76. 
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sacrificing, and absolutely devoted to their children.24 In her analysis of men and women 

under occupation, Holocaust survivor and sociologist Nechama Tec argues that wives, 

mothers, and sisters, in their capacities as caretakers and nurturers, were better equipped 

than men to combat emotional and psychological stress under German rule. According to 

this reasoning, conditions of the occupation, particularly in ghettos, “gave women a chance 

to make the most of their traditional domestic and nurturing skills,” as wives, mothers, and 

daughters continued in their roles as cooks, cleaners, and caretakers in spite of food and 

material shortages. Moreover, the deprivations of war, Tec writes, “created a situation that 

suited women’s traditional nurturing roles,” allowing them to fulfill their empathic “need” 

to ease emotional burdens experienced by their families. Thus, Tec argues that German 

initiatives targeting Jewish men inadvertently elevated the status of women within Jewish 

families.25 

The supposed preeminence of female authority in Jewish households during the 

war is exemplified in Fischler-Martinho’s account of life under occupation. Ewa and her 

sisters exercise a newfound authority in the family when their three brothers implore the 

women to flee Kraków for the Russian-occupied territories to the east. “The three ladies 

declined the offer in one strong, unanimous voice which would brook no discussion,” she 

writes. “How could they, they asked, leave their home, their possessions, their life, and set 

out for the unknown?”26 Here in Fischler-Martinho’s estimation, the women’s decision to 

remain in Kraków is tied to home and household, the domain that they had overseen before 

the war and would continue to defend throughout the occupation. Fischler-Martinho’s 

memoir describes a more explicit transition from male to female authority within the family 

                                                
24 Nechama Tec, Resilience and Courage: Women, Men, and the Holocaust (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2003), 51-3. 
25 Ibid., 51. 
26 Fischler-Martinho., Little Sister, 44. 
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in detailing the experiences of her mother and father. In the pages following the initial 

shock of the occupation, the figure of Fischler-Martinho’s father gradually fades from the 

narrative. It is Ewa’s struggle to sustain and care for her family that structures the chapters 

detailing the family’s ghetto existence. “She kept herself and her family clean and neat; 

she washed, ironed and cooked,” Fischler-Martinho writes. “We, the children, helped as 

much as we could, but right up to the end she remained the family bread-winner. Her 

children looked to her to be fed.”27 Here Fischler-Martinho emphasizes her mother’s efforts 

– both as a homemaker and as a wage earner – as crucial to the family’s survival in the 

ghetto, while for the most part omitting an account of her father’s activities. 

Like Fischler-Martinho, Betty Rich, originally of Zduńska Wola in central Poland, 

writes that her father deteriorates into depression and poor health in the early stages of the 

occupation, as a victim of anti-Jewish legislation and German violence. Rich’s account of 

her parents under occupation is fragmented, however, since she leaves her family several 

months after the German invasion for the supposed safety of the Soviet-occupied territories 

to the east. In spite of the distance, Rich’s mother tries to protect and provide for her 

daughter from the family home in Zduńska Wola. She writes frequent letters and sends 

packages of food, money, and even medicine, expecting that they will somehow make their 

way to her daughter through the chaos of wartime Europe. “Do you at least have something 

to eat? Are you healthy?” Rich’s mother asks again and again in her postcards, which she 

frequently signs, “From me, your loving mother, who wants to see you as soon as possible.” 

She writes often to implore her daughter to return home, where at least they will be together 

again, always offering to send money for the journey.28 Always chiding Rich for not 

writing frequently enough, in her letter of December 19, 1940, Rich’s mother asks, “Who 

                                                
27 Ibid., 79. 
28 Letter of May 11, 1940. Rich, Little Girl Lost, 53-4. 
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can you tell about your worries and pains if not your mother? Who will listen more than 

your mother? …Did you at least get some warm clothing? Do you at least have enough to 

eat?”29 On February 18, 1941, with a mother’s anxious reproach, she asks, “What illness 

did you suffer from? Now I have that to worry about.”30 Rich’s father adds his signature to 

a few of the letters, but for the most part it is her relationship with her mother that Rich 

dwells upon, a relationship that comes to torment her. “I couldn’t help but realize how 

much pain I had caused [my family], especially my mother,” she writes of receiving the 

letters. “I never knew how much she loved me…Why hadn’t I been able to see it while I 

was at home? Why hadn’t she been able to put it into words then, as she did now?”31 While 

the war and its consequences prompt Rich to reexamine her relationship with her mother, 

she makes no mention of undertaking a similar analysis of her relationship with her father. 

This imbalance mirrors the general trend in Rich and Fischler-Martinho’s memoirs 

to emphasize their mothers while largely omitting their fathers from the narrative. Both 

Rich and Fischler-Martinho’s accounts detail their fathers’ outstanding personal qualities 

and professional activities in the years before the war. However, their fathers do not figure 

prominently in their their accounts of life under occupation except as victims of the German 

assault on Jewish males. Scholars have repeatedly pointed to the narrative of Jewish 

husbands’ and fathers’ decline and absence in memoirs of the war in Poland.32 It is 

questionable, however, whether the prevalence of this narrative points to an actual crisis of 

Jewish paternal authority during the Holocaust. “The origins of humiliation were often 

dissimilar for men and women, because womanhood and manhood were threatened in 

various ways,” writes Lawrence Langer of the supposed disparity between Jewish maternal 

                                                
29 Ibid., 70-1. 
30 Ibid., 75. 
31 Ibid., 55. 
32 Feinstein, “Absent Fathers,” 155. 



 

 15 

and paternal responses to occupation. “[However,] in the testimonies I have studied, I have 

found no evidence that mothers behaved or survived better than fathers.”33 In her work on 

depictions of parenthood in survivor accounts, Margaret Myers Feinstein argues that the 

decline or absence of Jewish fathers in Holocaust memoirs does not reflect an actual crisis 

of paternal authority, but rather patterns of gendered narrative construction. Women of the 

period, Feinstein writes, were “taught to view themselves as passive, romantic heroines,” 

and accordingly went on to “emphasize themes of home and hearth” in their accounts of 

the war – themes that likely drew upon their mothers’ daily activities more readily than 

those of their fathers.34 

Because Fischler-Martinho and Rich’s narratives are focused predominantly on the 

details of intimate, domestic dynamics in life under occupation, both tend to emphasize the 

role of their mothers over that of their fathers in their accounts of the war. At least one 

scholar has argued that women’s emphasis on the quotidian and the intimate are superior 

to “traditional male narratives.” “In women’s domestic perspectives,” Federica K. 

Clementi claims, “the truth of personal history enriches, reevaluates, and ultimately 

questions the Truth of History.”35 Such trumpetings of the virtues of women’s accounts, 

however, fail to consider the ways in which all testimonies, whether written or oral, are 

constructed by their creators. Feinstein describes the selection and arrangement of 

memories for a particular readership and publisher as well as the structuring of these 

memories within an organizational framework and literary tradition as steps in the process 

of craftsmanship that produces a memoir.36 It is in this light that readers should interpret 
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35 Clementi, Holocaust Mothers & Daughters: Family, History, and Trauma (Waltham, Massachusetts: 
Brandeis University Press) 2013. 
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narrative and character tropes – such as the decline of the Jewish father or the idealized 

figure of the Jewish mother – that figure again and again in Holocaust memoirs. 

In Fischler-Martinho’s memoir, her mother functions as an idealized symbol of life, 

hope, and continuity in defiance of the increasing hardships of ghetto life. In one scene, 

Fischler-Martinho describes catching sight of her mother and younger brother as they 

waited for her return from an errand. “Of all the images that my mind’s eye has preserved 

of that period of my life…the clearest, the most detailed and the most painful…[is that of] 

Mother and child – so plainly scarred by the Ghetto – standing in that cold, gray street, 

vulnerable and defenseless,” she writes. “The child is clinging to the mother for protection, 

but she is not able to offer it.”37 The image idealizes the figure of the mother and her child 

in its depiction of both the helplessness of mothers in the face of overwhelming adversity 

and deprivation, and the grief that accompanies such helplessness. Furthermore, in 

Holocaust memoirs the destruction of Jewish life is often demonstrated by the powerful 

image of the mother bereft of her children. In one such portrayal, Fischler-Martinho 

describes seeing her Aunt Josephine on the street of the Kraków ghetto, after the major 

deportations of the summer and fall of 1942 that took her children away. “She was first and 

foremost a wife and a mother,” Fischler-Martinho begins, emphasizing the existential 

proportions of the catastrophe that has befallen this woman in the loss of her husband and 

children. “Her husband, her family, her home had once been her life; she had never been 

trained to do anything else.” To accentuate the force of the tragedy that her Aunt Josephine 

has undergone, Fischler-Martinho describes astounding change wrought in Josephine’s 

physical appearance. “Aunt Josephine had been a comely woman in her day,” she writes. 

I looked at her now…and it struck me how much she had changed. Her hair, once 
very dark, fashionably bobbed and elegantly waved, had turned white, and she 
wore it scraped back in a straggly little bun. Her face was mottled with dark, 
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beetrooty patches, as if she were running a high temperature; she kept her lips 
pressed together hard, almost sucked in, no doubt, to choke back the scream rising 
in her throat. But it was the eyes, above all else, that bore testimony to the 
changes in her life. They had been large, sparkling green eyes. Their sparkle had 
long been extinguished. I had some idea of what was going through her mind; 
what had brought the unhealthy flush to her cheeks, the tautness to her 
mien…Although physically my aunt was with her labor group, I knew that her 
heart, her mind, her entire being were with her three children.38 

Here Fischler-Martinho conflates the destruction of Josephine’s children (and her 

identity as a mother) with the destruction of Josephine’s feminine beauty, signaling the 

totality of the German assault on her womanhood. Again, it should be emphasized that the 

depiction of the tragedy of the Jewish people through the image of the bereft mother is a 

literary choice, one that perhaps diminishes the suffering of Jewish fathers through their 

omission. In assessing the grief of mothers and fathers whose children were murdered in 

the Holocaust, “the ultimate sense of loss unites former victims in a violated world beyond 

gender,” Langer argues. “Given the unspeakable anguish with which all victims were 

burdened, it seems to me that nothing could be crueler or more callous than the attempt to 

dredge up from this landscape of universal destruction a mythology of comparative 

endurance that awards favor to one group of individuals over another.”39 

 

THE FAILING MOTHER, DEMORALIZATION, AND HEROISM AND MARTYRDOM IN 
HOLOCAUST MEMOIRS 

In depicting their experiences in memoirs and testimonies, women Holocaust 

survivors such as Fischler-Martinho seem to be almost obsessed with the image of the 

heroic, self-sacrificing mother. Fischler-Martinho’s devotion to the memory of her own 

mother seems to bolster David Patterson’s claim that “the Holocaust memoir’s 

remembrance of the mother is itself an act of love for the mother,” a love that reflects both 
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the mother’s struggle for her children under occupation as well as the memory of her 

prewar self as yet unmarked by the brutality of war.40 But this staunch idealization of 

mothers in some Holocaust memoirs ignores the testimony of other survivors who describe 

their mothers’ failure to protect and provide for their children under occupation. In her 

work on mother-daughter relationships in the Holocaust, Clementi describes the failing 

mother (mère défaillante) “who alternates among various personae” that traverse a 

spectrum of contradictory behavior, from the “guardian angel (whose presence ensures that 

as long as she is around, her daughter shall never fear for her life)” to the “irresponsible 

little girl (who provokes a response of exaggerated seriousness and responsibility on the 

part of the daughter, who suddenly sees herself as her mother’s mother or protector).”41 

The figure of the mère défaillante would seem to be exemplified in the memoir of 

Zosia Goldberg (of Warsaw), whose mother’s strength and resolve collapse in the early 

months of the war. While Fischler-Martinho’s mother is deported – perhaps before the 

strain of ghetto life had fully broken relations between her and her daughter – Goldberg 

manages to stay with her mother through the eradication of the Warsaw Ghetto and for 

months after living on the Aryan side, struggling to preserve a relationship that was rapidly 

begins to show the effects of life under a prolonged occupation.42 In the Warsaw Ghetto, 

with her father dead and her mother too terrified to leave the apartment, Goldberg becomes 

the principal breadwinner of her family. She uses her connections to secure a job at Café 

Sztuka, the posh establishment where world-famous pianist Wladyslaw Szpilman 

entertained the ghetto elite. The position is essential to Goldberg’s survival: she is able to 
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eat on the job and bring food home to her family.43 “Mother would stay in the house while 

I was the fighter, always looking for food, for a place to run to, a place to hide,” she writes 

of her family amidst the increasing chaos of the ghetto condemned. It is Goldberg who 

realizes the murderous significance of the German deportation actions, writing that, “I did 

not have for a moment the idea of staying and waiting to give myself up…But my mother 

did not believe what would happen. She thought I was nuts.”44 

In Goldberg’s account, the relationship between her and her mother quickly 

becomes contentious as Goldberg scrambles to save both of them from deportation while 

her mother becomes exhausted and apathetic. When the two escape a German raid on their 

apartment during a round-up for deportation, Goldberg’s mother is less than elated. 

Goldberg writes, “My mother said, ‘You did a good thing. Now we are on the street. You 

are a good daughter. Now what do we do?’ She was sarcastic, but I said, ‘Keep quiet and 

don’t talk.’”45 Fighting between them continues as Goldberg’s mother continues to berate 

her daughter for the loss of their home. “I was breaking my head, thinking,” Goldberg 

writes. “My mother was breaking my head, too. ‘Where do we go now? Do you want to 

sleep on the street?” Drawing on her connections, Goldberg is able to find work for both 

of them in a brush maker’s factory, securing them both coveted, death-delaying certificates 

of employment. At the factory, Goldberg works to fulfill both her and her mother’s quota 

as her mother is too exhausted to work.46 Goldberg’s constant efforts to protect her mother 

despite the extreme duress of ghetto life may have been unusual at a time when, she writes, 

“Children were not trying to save their parents. Parents were ballast for them, just like little 

children were ballast to the women.”47 
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The desertion of one’s parents or children that Goldberg alludes to is a symptom of 

what she terms “demoralization” among ghetto inhabitants. In her depiction of families and 

relationships in the ghetto, Goldberg links the disintegration of social mores to conditions 

in the ghetto, claiming that ghetto life was so “demoralizing” as to collapse prewar family 

norms. 

The conditions in the ghetto were so terrible, you have no idea. People hated each 
other. You understand, they were starving. They could kill each other for 
food…In the ghetto we were only worried about food, the cold, the sickness and 
the lice…We were so demoralized that people became disrespectful of each other. 
If a married man had a sweetheart, he brought her to his house, and the wife was 
lucky if he did not throw her out on the street. If he gave his wife food and a place 
to sleep on the floor, she was considered lucky.48 

The abandonment of prewar moral and social norms in the ghetto that Goldberg 

describes aligns with Barbara Engelking’s notion of the “switched off morality” of ghetto 

inhabitants. In her investigation of the experience of ghetto life, Engelking writes that, “the 

morality of wartime, of an exceptional time, had its own norms and rules of behavior, which 

were different from those typical of peace time.”49 The idea of a “switched off morality” 

entails that ghetto inhabitants were not inherently immoral individuals, but were simply 

unable under the duress of ghetto life to comply with standards of morality existing during 

times of peace. 

This understanding of the futility of moral life in the ghetto accords with Fischler-

Martinho’s insistence that prewar expectations of morality and behavior were irrational 

and unfeasible under occupation. To illustrate this point, she describes the disintegration 

of her relationship with her Aunt Regina in the summer of 1942. By demanding that the 

household maintain its former standards of “petit bourgeois respectability” – despite the 
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fact that the attainment and meaning of such standards are totally absurd after two years of 

life in the ghetto – her aunt, she writes, “was using a personal, pre-war yardstick in her 

evaluations and judgments – a yardstick which had no application whatsoever to our 

present plight. She clutched at straws in her brave, but, in the circumstances, meaningless 

attempts to hold her world together.”50 The result is a rapid breakdown in Fischler-

Martinho’s relationship with her aunt, whose constant demands to keep up the Fischler 

apartment she finds entirely unreasonable in the face of overwhelming exhaustion and 

deprivation. Scenes such as those that erupt between the exhausted Fischler-Martinho and 

her demanding aunt reveal that oftentimes tragedy arose not from families breaking up 

under occupation but from staying together. Fischler-Martinho’s frank account of the 

ongoing conflict between her and her aunt is consistent with Clementi’s description of 

female survivor writers who elect “not to follow the long-standing tradition of talking about 

victims of injustice in highly idealized terms.”51 

While Fischler-Martinho’s memory of her aunt is unambiguous, her accounts of 

her mother are more difficult to interpret. Throughout the narrative, she strives to depict 

Ewa as heroically resourceful and devoted to her children. Fischler-Martinho is unable to 

comfortably reconcile, however, the idealized image of her mother as impossibly capable 

with a linear depiction of her mother’s decline under the increasingly strenuous conditions 

of the ghetto. “Mamma was being eroded by the Ghetto, by our living conditions and by 

the desperate struggle to preserve a semblance of dignity; by the yoke of day-to-day 

existence…The effort took a terrible toll on her,” she admits, before going on to describe 

the improbable standard of life that her mother continued to maintain for her family.52 

When Fischler-Martinho describes her own augmented role in the family – she slips in and 
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out of the ghetto at enormous personal risk to deliver her mother’s piecework to German 

clients beyond the wall – the reader is left to infer that Fischler-Martinho’s mother is no 

longer able to fully shield her children from the dangerous realities of ghettoization. 

Increasingly, Fischler-Martinho volunteers (is called upon?) to put her own young life at 

risk. Her assessment of her new obligations within the family contradicts her usual 

insistence that, through her mother’s efforts, the clear-cut prewar division between mother 

and children’s roles was maintained. “I was fast becoming an old woman of eleven,” she 

writes of one foray beyond the ghetto walls, one of the last on which her mother 

accompanies her. “The more responsibility I took upon my shoulders, the better I 

understood how much I loved Mamma, how much I feared for her safety…I clutched her 

arm tightly; my own body was to be a fortress against the buffetings of the enemy.”53 Here, 

Fischler-Martinho describes a feeling of protectiveness towards her mother that borders on 

maternal, in a sense echoing Goldberg’s adopted responsibilities towards her own mother. 

Readers may wonder whether this reversal of the roles of parent and child is indicative of 

Ewa’s inability to care for her children according to her prewar standards. 

The inconsistency between Fischler-Martinho’s depiction of her mother as in 

control and unambiguously heroic with accounts of their relationship that suggest 

otherwise seem to indicate the author’s reluctance or inability to discuss her mother in the 

fullest candor. Langer writes that often survivor memoirists “cling to a grammar of heroism 

and martyrdom to protect the idea that the Nazi assault on the body and spirit of its victims 

did no fundamental damage to our cherished belief that, even in the most adverse 

circumstances, character is instinctively allied to the good.”54 Interestingly, this grammar 

of heroism and martyrdom that Langer identifies echoes Patterson’s essentialist conception 
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of the Holocaust memoir as “an act of love for the mother,” one that protects the memory 

of one’s parent even at the expense of historical truth. “The pain of Holocaust memories 

and survivors’ children’s desires to protect parents who were victimized kept many from 

admitting that some (all?) families were less than perfect,” Shulamit Reinharz writes. 

“Even if a survivor knew that, as human beings, their parents had flaws, their children were 

not going to be the ones to announce that fact.”55 Fischler-Martinho never identifies any 

flaws on her mother’s part, nor does she ever explicitly acknowledge that the occupation 

and its consequences have damaged Ewa’s ability to protect and provide for her children. 

Indeed, she seems to deploy the figure of Aunt Regina (a surrogate if inferior maternal 

figure to Fischler-Martinho after her mother’s deportation) in defense of Ewa, drawing a 

stark contrast between her heroine-martyr mother and her petty, unyielding aunt. Readers 

may wonder if the author might not have transplanted all failures and flaws to the one 

woman, leaving the other the untainted repository of virtue and strength. 

 

POSTWAR RECONSTRUCTION OF FAMILIES 

The longing to reconstruct families figured prominently in survivors’ immediate 

postwar plans. In their memoirs, survivors express strong desires to recreate the familial 

roles and dynamics that had constituted their prewar family arrangements. The initial 

barrier to the reconstruction of Jewish families in the aftermath of the war was the loss of 

family members in the Holocaust. For those who counted other survivors in their family, 

the physical separation of family members resulting from the mass movement of peoples 

across the European continent during the war proved to be a formidable and lasting 
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challenge.56 Ultimately, all Jewish families had been forced to break up during the war. 

Parents and their children were sundered apart either by early death or deportation, or 

elected to separate when they could no longer sustain the enormous effort required to keep 

together. Fischler-Martinho, for example, was separated from her parents when they were 

called up for deportation, while Goldberg chose to leave her mother after a difficult winter 

spent evading identification and capture on the Aryan side. Rich chooses to separate from 

her family only months after the Germans have arrived in her hometown, thus joining 

approximately 198,000 Jewish men and women who fled east shortly after the German 

invasion to seek refuge in the Soviet-occupied territories of the eastern borderlands.57 

Some survivors were able to reunite with other surviving family members in the 

aftermath of the war. Often they were aided in doing so by Jewish community organizations 

that sprang up across Poland in response to the needs of Holocaust survivors.58 Fischler-

Martinho writes that “almost within days of the Liberation, a Jewish Council [in Kraków] 

came into being,” offering support to Jewish survivors who “had crawled out of the 

woodwork.”59 She makes daily visits to the council building in hopes of discovering 

another survivor from her family. “Every time I went I found fresh lists on the walls and 

read them carefully time and again. Nobody.”60 At last in July, her older brother’s name 

appears on the list tacked up that day. Separated from him since the October 1942 

deportations that consumed the Kraków Ghetto, she is overjoyed to see that he is alive. “I 
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read that one line again and again – droplets of tears rolling quietly down my cheeks.”61 

Goldberg too is reunited with her mother through the efforts of a Jewish Socialist 

organization in Paris, where she has ended up as a refugee. She recounts the arrival of a 

letter from her mother in Warsaw. “I screamed so loud that all the neighbor’s ran to our 

apartment to find out if somebody had died,” she writes. “I was laughing and screaming 

and crying.”62 With the help of an American Jewish soldier from Brooklyn, she makes 

contact with distant relatives living in Manhattan. One of these relations travels to Europe 

and arranges for Goldberg’s mother to be brought to Paris as well as the Goldbergs’ 

eventual resettlement in America.63 

Euphoric reunions such as Fischler-Martinho’s and Goldberg’s obscure the fact that 

the overwhelming majority of Jews who experienced the Holocaust did not survive, and 

that many of those who did counted not a single other survivor among even their most 

distant relations in the aftermath of the war. Even in instances where multiple members of 

one family had survived, reunification in the chaos of liberation was far from simple.64 In 

the aftermath of the war, Jewish refugees reeled from the effects of war and genocide. 

Destitute, physically ravaged, and scattered across Europe, they faced many obstacles to 

the re-assembly of their families and communities. When family members did manage to 

make contact, they often found one another so altered by wartime trauma that they were 

unable to re-establish the affinity and closeness of their prewar relationships. Rich 

describes this inability to reconnect with former loved ones after getting in touch with her 

sister. “Her letters were very odd. I don’t want to use another word because at that point 
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there were so many encounters I couldn’t comprehend,” she writes. “My sister didn’t go 

into details about our family in her letters. All she told me was that she knew how everyone 

had perished, that she would give me the morbid details when we met. She never did – and 

I never wanted to know.”65 

Sadly, Goldberg too experiences this sense of rupture when she is reunited with her 

mother in Bordeaux just before sailing to America. Goldberg writes that if their mutual 

contact had not been standing with her, “I would never have recognized [my mother] at all, 

she was such a changed woman. She had become a very old woman, her face so wrinkled, 

so terrible. She looked so horrible. When she came over to me, she had not recognized me 

either. That was our meeting. She would come to America later. She spent one day with 

me. The next day I sailed without her.”66 This scene seems to accord with psychologist 

Gaby R. Glasswell’s work on mothers and daughters who survived the Holocaust, many of 

whom, she found, “experienced a complete rupture” in their relationship and “were unable 

to tolerate closeness again: the fear of being hurt by a new loss was to be avoided at all 

costs.”67 Goldberg’s memoir ends shortly after this encounter with her mother. She gives 

no indication that their relationship was ever repaired. 
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Collective Knowledge of the Holocaust, Postwar Anti-Jewish Violence, 
and the Departure of Polish Jews from Poland 

INTRODUCTION 

The Holocaust was conceived in the minds of the Germans. It seems absolutely 

clear that, without the German invasion and occupation of Poland – an occupation that 

eventually saw the annihilation of Polish Jewry as one of its chief aims – 3 million Polish 

Jews would not have been massacred on Polish soil in the mid-twentieth century. But the 

rapid and concerted departure of Polish Jews from their homeland in the years immediately 

following the end of the war cannot be entirely ascribed to the experience of wartime 

atrocities at the hands of the Germans. After all, the experience of the Holocaust did not 

precipitate a mass emigration of, for example, French Jews from France. Moreover, it is 

particularly revealing that, in the years following the war, tens of thousands of Polish Jews 

ended up in Germany, having undertaken enormous efforts to definitively leave Poland and 

resisting Allied efforts to send them back to their homeland.68 

This chapter traces the evolution of Polish Jews’ interpretation of and response to 

antisemitism and anti-Jewish violence from the interwar period through the war’s 

immediate aftermath. I argue that the “pogrom atmosphere” following the conclusion of 

the war was not without precedent in the centuries preceding the Second World War, during 

which anti-Jewish violence recurred in periodic cycles.69 The experience of the Holocaust 

drew a sharp division in the Polish Jewish community’s understanding of the meaning of 

antisemitism before and after the Second World War. Only after the war did the Polish 

Jewish community interpret Polish antisemitism as portending genocide. 

                                                
68 Atina Grossmann, Jews, Germans, and Allies: Close Encounters in Occupied Germany (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2007), 133. 
69 David Engel notes that by September 1945, foreign news services were reporting that a “pogrom 
atmosphere” had descended upon Poland. David Engel, “Patterns of Anti-Jewish Violence in Poland, 1944-
1946,” Yad Vashem Studies 26 (1998): 3. 



 

 28 

This chapter draws upon the memoirs of Irene Eber, Janina Fischler-Martinho, 

Zosia Goldberg, Clara Kramer, Betty Rich, and Blanca Rosenberg in order to trace Polish 

Jews’ knowledge and experiences of antisemitism and anti-Jewish violence before, during, 

and after the war. The Choice (2004), by Irene Eber, was published in English in the United 

States. Clara Kramer’s Clara’s War (2007) was also published in English in the United 

States. Finally, Blanca Rosenberg’s To Tell At Last (1993) was published in English in 

Canada. (Readers who wish to review Fischler-Martinho, Goldberg, and Rich should refer 

to chapter 1.) These sources were selected because of their insights into the ways in which 

Polish Jews were able to conceive of the possibility of Jewish life in Poland. All three 

memoirs support my argument that the evolution in the Polish Jewish response to 

antisemitism and anti-Jewish violence, both of which had existed on Polish soil for 

centuries, was brought about by two experiences of the Second World War. The first was 

Polish Jewry’s near-annihilation at the hands of German occupiers driven by an ideology 

of murderous political antisemitism. The second was the participation of Poles in the 

exploitation, looting, and massacre of their Jewish neighbors under occupation. In the years 

following the end of the war, from 1944 to 1946, survivors interpreted anti-Jewish violence 

in Poland as “one step removed from genocide.”70 Jewish life, they reasoned, was no longer 

possible in Poland. Accordingly, the future of the Jews in Poland dwindled as successive 

waves of emigration saw the departure of many Jews who had survived the war. 

 

POLISH JEWISH REACTIONS TO ANTISEMITISM IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD 

A discussion of Polish Jews’ knowledge of the Holocaust in the immediate 

aftermath of the Second World War should begin with an overview of what Polish Jews 
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knew before and during the war about the anti-Jewish intentions and actions of the would-

be perpetrators – German as well as Polish – of this massive crime. In his work on political 

antisemitism in interwar Germany and Poland, William W. Hagen writes that political 

antisemitism in both countries had risen to “levels of destructiveness unprecedented in 

modern history… in no other lands of modern Europe did the Jewish question in politics 

attain a more fateful significance than in Germany and Poland.”71 According to Jewish 

officials in the Polish government, in the years leading up to the war antisemitic sentiment 

existed in all strata of Polish society from the peasantry to the bourgeoisie and the 

intelligentsia.72 Hagen emphasizes the origins of anti-Jewish sentiment in interwar Poland 

as uniquely Polish, writing that the development of antisemitism in interwar Poland was 

not “belatedly traveling precisely the same road that political antisemitism in Germany 

followed.”73 Nevertheless, antisemitic movements in Poland and German informed one 

another. Some antisemites in the Polish government even pointed to the violence and 

crudity of political antisemitism in Germany, apparently hoping to minimize the severity 

of their own variations on anti-Jewish policies.74 Writing in 1934, one Polish Jewish 

journalist pronounced that, “There are many antisemites in Poland who feel that events in 

Germany are a legalization of their activities and they are no longer ashamed to be 

antisemites.”75 

Many Polish Jews were aware of the increasing brutality of anti-Jewish policies 

and sentiment in Germany in the years leading up to the war, from the moment of Hitler’s 
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ascension to power.76 A number of the memoirists confirm this. “Nazi propaganda was 

welcomed warmly in already antisemitic Poland,” writes Blanca Rosenberg of the years 

preceding the German invasion in her small town of Gorlice.77 Like Rosenberg, a number 

of the memoirists viewed the growth of political antisemitism in the years before the war 

as a transnational phenomenon, with anti-Jewish sentiment passing easily back and forth 

across the German-Polish border. Zosia Goldberg of Warsaw – who recalls seeing a French 

film showing the violence of the Nazis in Germany on the eve of the war78 – goes so far as 

to ascribe the increasing popularity of antisemitism among Poles in the 1930s to “the 

influence of Hitler…radiating and penetrating Poland.”79 Clara Kramer of Żółkiew writes 

that the German annexation of Austria precipitated the arrival of “over 200 [Austrian 

Jewish] refugee families” in her hometown, some of whom shared stories of “the nightmare 

they had left behind.” Refugees “told us how their synagogues were destroyed,” Kramer 

writes. “How Jews were beaten in the streets and how shops and businesses were looted. 

They were very clear about what Hitler meant for Jews.”80 

In spite of these reports, memoirists who were aware of anti-Jewish developments 

in interwar Germany vary in the extent to which they interpreted these developments as 

evidence of a direct threat to Polish Jews on the eve of the war. Betty Rich of Zduńska 

Wola, for example, writes that, “We had known about Hitler coming to power and the 

problems Jews were having in Germany, so we knew that heavy clouds were hanging over 

all of us.” Consequently, her family reacted very strongly to the outbreak of war between 
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Poland and Germany.81 It seems reasonable to conclude that Jews who were convinced of 

the particular threat to Polish Jewry inherent in the German invasion fled to the Soviet-

occupied eastern borderlands if able, as did Rich along with 198,000 other Polish Jews.82 

It goes without saying that no person of Jewish background would have remained in Poland 

following the German invasion had she or he foreseen the war’s tragic consequences for 

Polish Jewry. However, most of the memoirists write that they simply did not see in the 

vicious antisemitism of the Germans a deadly threat to themselves as Polish Jews. “We had 

been listening to the ranting speeches of Hitler on [grandfather’s] radio for years now,” 

Kramer writes of her family’s views of the Germans on the eve of the war. “Even though 

they could understand every word, Mama and Papa didn’t believe anyone that extreme 

could rule for very long. They were convinced that the German people would rise up and 

overthrow him…Despite the mounting antisemitism all across Europe, my parents didn’t 

believe that the tragedy of Nazi Germany would reach us in Żółkiew.”83 In the Kramers’ 

estimation before the war, state-sanctioned harassment of and violence against Jews was a 

German problem, one that would not extend across the European continent one day. 

Kramer’s recollection reveals a tension between knowledge of the brutality of German 

antisemitism and understandable disbelief that such brutality could ever result in the 

collective annihilation of Polish Jewry, a tension that would continue to influence Jewish 

responses to German atrocities throughout the war. 

More troubling to Polish Jews than developments in interwar Germany was the 

rapid growth of political antisemitism on Polish soil, the consequences of which are 

discussed explicitly by all of the memoirists who include the prewar era in their 
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testimonies. During the 1930s, Jews experienced social and economic hardships as a direct 

consequence of the growth of political antisemitism in Poland.84 Goldberg, for example, 

writes that her father was demoted from his position in the Polish government, which she 

ascribes to the influence of Hitler on Polish society.85 A number of memoirists allude to 

siblings or relatives who are motivated specifically by Polish antisemitism to emigrate in 

the years leading up to the war.86 Others, such as Rich, are moved to join Zionist political 

organizations by the belief that, because of Polish antisemitism, the future of Polish Jewry 

lay outside of Poland.87 As with the case of Polish Jews’ awareness of German 

antisemitism, none of the memoirists write that they harbored any suspicions that Polish 

antisemitism in the interwar period would lead to wartime massacres of Jews at the hands 

of their Polish neighbors. 

 

THE FINAL SOLUTION AND THE PARTICIPATION OF POLISH NEIGHBORS IN THE 
HOLOCAUST 

Of considerable debate in the literature on the Holocaust in Poland is when Polish 

Jews knew of the Final Solution, the Germans’ planned program of genocide for European 

Jewry. Rumors of the Einsatzgruppen’s activities in the east circulated in the Warsaw 

Ghetto from the autumn of 1941 on, and inhabitants first heard reports of deportations from 

Łódź to Chełmno in January 1942.88 Browning and Gutman note the considerable speed 

with which reports of gassing reached the Warsaw Ghetto, writing that the Jewish Council 
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received this information no less quickly than high-ranking German officials in Lublin and 

Berlin.89 Members of the Jewish Council privy to these reports, fearing that a mass panic 

in the ghetto that would incur a German massacre, did not officially disseminate knowledge 

of the death camps among the people whose interests they purported to serve. Ordinary 

ghetto inhabitants, therefore, were meant to believe the various fictions propagated by 

German deceit, even to the extent that they would board deportation trains ignorant of their 

hideous destination. Such was the experience of Halina Nelken, who was working as a 

forced laborer in the Grodno Ghetto when she was deported to an “unknown destination” 

in January 1943. Of her arrival on the ramp at Auschwitz, as she first caught sight of the 

camp’s name painted on a sign, she writes that, “Little did I know what that name would 

come to mean.”90 

Goldberg too professes her own ignorance of the meaning of the transports from 

the Warsaw Ghetto. “They were telling us that we were going to work in a camp,” she 

writes (without specifying whether “they” were Germans or the Jewish ghetto authorities.) 

“I did not know what was really happening to the Jews once they left on the trains. Only 

when I got to America after the war did I learn about the gassing.”91 Later, however, she 

indicates that she knew that deportations meant death, even if she was uncertain of the 

manner in which Jews were killed after boarding the transports.92 Goldberg’s partial 

knowledge of extermination was likely due to the considerable industry of rumors that 

flourished in the Warsaw Ghetto, continuously sowing anxiety and terror among ghetto 

inhabitants. Barbara Engelking writes that in the Warsaw Ghetto, “Chaos, lack of 

orientation about the world, and lack of a possibility of assessing the future created an 
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information gap which was entirely filled by rumor.”93 While Engelking claims that rumors 

served to bolster hope and reduce fear in the ghetto, from the memoirs it seems that the 

chief effect of rumors in Polish ghettos was to paralyze ghetto populations.94 Janina 

Fischler-Martinho describes the atmosphere in the Kraków Ghetto by the spring of 1942 

as “one of tremulous fear. Rumors were flying, thick and fast, in every direction,” she 

writes. “There were whispers in the air about registrations, selections, transportations, 

which, in the light of subsequent events, we did not really understand.”95  

Like Fischler-Martinho, Kramer struggles to assimilate the content of the rumors. 

She writes that reports of atrocities against Jews circulating throughout her hometown were 

“simply too horrible to believe or comprehend. Yet the truth was sitting before me, 

bloodied, terrified, broken.” She goes on to list accounts of German atrocities against Jews 

that reached her town in early 1942: “There was a death camp at Oświęcim [Auschwitz] a 

small town less than 150 kilometers northwest of us. A report on the radio claimed a million 

Jews had already been killed. Special SS death squads were murdering thousands of Jews 

at a time.”96 On the Warsaw Ghetto Jews’ reception of reports of gassing, Browning and 

Gutman write that, “in their heart of hearts, they refused to believe these rumors.”97 It was 

difficult for many to imagine that their daily struggle for life under occupation would lead 

to a nightmarish death. Thus, many carried on with little consideration of what lay beyond 

the immediate future, in a kind of willful concord with illusion. “We continued to trust and 

to believe,” Fischler-Martinho writes. “Nobody, that I knew, read or interpreted the 
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multitude of signs and indications around us correctly. How could they?”98 Throughout the 

first half of 1942, as the most extensive campaign of deportations from Polish ghettos was 

carried out, there existed among Jewish communities an unresolved tension between 

reports of the systematic extermination of Polish Jews and the unwillingness or inability to 

believe these reports. 

Polish Jews were absolutely certain, however, that the vast majority of their Polish 

neighbors were indifferent to or even participated in the misery visited upon Jews under 

occupation. Daniel Blatman notes that “shared hostility to the German invaders did not 

necessarily modify the [antisemitic] attitude of many Poles.”99 From the beginning of the 

war, Poles took part in acts of violence and harassment against their Jewish neighbors. 

They joined in deriding and humiliating Polish Jews, exploited them economically, and 

looted their property.100 In many instances, they refused support to and even denounced 

Jews on the run or in hiding. Furthermore, in certain communities Poles initiated wartime 

massacres of their Jewish neighbors without the assistance of German occupation 

authorities.101 Among Poland’s wartime leadership, there was decidedly little support for 

Polish Jews. In the underground movement, there existed “widespread hostility” towards 

Jews and their plight.102 Moreover, the London-based Polish government-in-exile proved 

alternately unable and unwilling to act on its Jewish citizens’ behalf. It was unable to make 

the Allies retaliate against Germany for crimes against its Jewish citizens, and it failed to 
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convince other governments to accept Polish Jewish refugees.103 Having received reports 

of the ongoing extermination of Polish Jews, the government-in-exile elected not to instruct 

the Polish underground to aid the Jews, arguing that the decision to do so should be left to 

commanders in Poland. The Polish leadership in London also decided against broadcasting 

by radio an appeal to the Polish people to help their Jewish neighbors.104 Consequently, 

there was no “atmosphere of popular support” for people who sheltered Jews. Those who 

did so “conducted their benevolent deeds in constant fear of being discovered, not only by 

the Germans.”105 

The ruthless behavior of some Poles towards their Jewish neighbors came as a 

shocking betrayal to Jews. Kramer describes her family’s bitter disappointment as local 

Poles voluntarily denounced Jews to German soldiers. “They would know us,” she writes. 

“Their children would be our classmates, their fathers would know our fathers, and their 

grandfathers would have known our grandfathers.” She goes on to conclude painfully, “I 

suppose, in the end, it made no difference if you were betrayed by a friend or an enemy.”106 

Goldberg escapes from the Warsaw Ghetto to pass on the Aryan side as a Polish gentile. 

Three times she is nearly denounced by acquaintances who recognize her from before the 

war.107 On one occasion, she witnesses a band of Polish youth casually hand over a Jewish 

girl to the Germans.108 She finds lodgings with an elderly Polish woman who makes no 

secret of her anti-Jewish feelings. “Her apartment was very close to the ghetto, just on the 

other side of the walls, and I could hear shooting in the ghetto all the time,” Goldberg 
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writes. “But the worst part was that this woman, such a nice woman with white hair who 

looked so beautiful and soft, would say, ‘Thank God, finally they are killing the Jews. We 

will get rid of them. There will be no more Jews.’”109 

The failure of Poles to assist Jews in hiding effectively condemned many of the 

latter to death. Jews hoping to survive the war “could not manage without the Poles,” writes 

Barbara Engelking. “They were condemned to suffer their neighbors’ charity, pity, 

decency, hatred, contempt or greed.”110 Kramer describes her family’s panic when, “out of 

all the [Poles] that my family knew and had helped for generations…only one agreed to 

help” the Kramers hide.111 Fischler-Martinho, having escaped from the Kraków Ghetto, 

goes to a Polish grocer who her family had known before the war. “He was busy serving 

behind the counter, but he noticed and recognized me instantly,” she writes. “When [the 

other customers] had gone, he came over…An expression of utter repugnance came over 

his face. He motioned, with his head, towards the door, as one might towards a filthy, 

importuning beggar or a mangy stray dog.”112 From the time of her escape from the ghetto 

in the summer of 1942 through the end of the war, Fischler-Martinho is forced to continue 

moving from farm to farm to evade recognition. This continuously exposes her to danger, 

as Poles not infrequently denounced Jews in hiding or passing as Gentiles to German 

authorities. 

The experience of Poles’ indifference and cruelty during the war was deeply 

embittering to Polish Jews, whose knowledge of antisemitism in interwar Polish society 

had not prepared them for their Polish neighbors’ participation in their annihilation. 

Survivor memoirists write with great pain of their betrayal by members of their community. 
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This is not to say that all Poles participated in the wartime destruction of Polish Jewry. 

Poland counts more citizens recognized by Yad Vashem as Righteous Among the Nations 

than any other nation because Polish Jews who survived the war counted upon the 

assistance of Poles to do so.113 This is demonstrated by the testimony of Irene Eber of 

Mielec, for example, who writes of the Polish family that hid her that, “I am alive because 

good people took pity on me.”114 However, as related in an earlier chapter, for months after 

the conclusion of the war Eber continues to pass as a Polish gentile out of fear of the 

violence of Poles. The majority experience of Polish Jews during the Holocaust saw Poles 

indifferent to, taking advantage of, or directly participating in the misery of their Jewish 

neighbors, an experience that survivors remember with rancor and sorrow. 

 

SURVIVOR COMMUNITIES AND COLLECTIVE KNOWLEDGE OF THE JEWISH TRAGEDY IN 
POLAND 

Upon liberation, those who had outlasted the Germans gradually emerged from 

camps, ghettos, and places of hiding, completely disoriented after years of war. “One by 

one we crawled out of the bunker and walked outside,” Kramer writes. “The Nazis were 

gone. We had survived, but there was so much fear in my body that it was an effort of will 

that took me out into the bright, overwhelming sunlight. We were all dazed and blinded by 

the light. There were spots in front of my eyes as I looked out at the surreal scene.”115 The 

image of the Kramer family blinking in the sun as they emerged from their wartime bunker 

is metaphoric of survivors’ larger struggle to orient themselves in the postwar world. 

“When the survivors came out of hiding, they had no idea what they would do the next 
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day,” writes Blatman. “Many were convinced that they were the last Jews alive or that 

almost no Jews remained in Poland or Europe.”116 Such was the case for Eber, who writes 

that, “Of all my family, I thought, I was the only one alive.117 Eber – who escaped from the 

Mielec Ghetto where her family was imprisoned, evaded recognition while passing as a 

Polish Catholic girl, and spent two years hidden in a chicken coop – describes a state of 

total confusion as she made her way to Kraków after liberation. “Obvious to me in my 

bewildered state in Kraków in the summer of 1945 was only that the Germans were 

defeated, the Russians had come, and I was alive,” she writes. “I cannot fit my account of 

hiding in a chicken coop and then emerging alive into a tidy, logically arranged sequence 

in order to explain how it was that I came to be in Kraków.”118 Eber’s inability to give a 

linear and comprehensive account of her wartime experiences reflects the extreme 

disorientation that conditions of the occupation effected. 

As many memoirists note, for those who had made it to the end of the war, liberation 

was a distressing opportunity to finally reflect on their experiences of wartime trauma. “As 

if for the first time,” writes Blanca Rosenberg of the respite afforded by Allied victory, 

“our minds became fully open to the ghetto pictures and smells accumulated over so many 

years; of unmarked graves; of air rancid with the smell of decomposing bodies; of 

suffocated, mutilated, martyred children.”119 Survivors struggled to right themselves in the 

aftermath of the war, a process that involved both coming to terms with the destruction of 

the war and often dealing with the same local Poles who had stood by during the wartime 

persecution of their Jewish neighbors. Describing the difficulty of the struggle to orient 
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oneself after liberation – a struggle layered with grief, disorder, and the constant effort to 

overcome physical and psychological exhaustion – Kramer writes, 

We didn’t know quite what to do with ourselves. We didn’t seem to be able to 
make a decision about anything. The world above ground was alien to us…Over 
the first two days of our freedom, through the numbness of grief and 
disorientation at living above ground, we slowly realized that we were human 
beings dressed in rags; that we had no shoes; that since the spinster sisters [to 
whom the Kramers entrusted their possessions before going into hiding] still 
looked Papa straight in the eye and told him everything we owned in the world 
had been stolen, we had nothing, nothing but some knives, forks, spoons and 
enamel plates, thin and worn towels and bedding. We wandered around the city 
scavenging what we could.120 

As Kramer’s testimony reveals, individual survivors’ efforts to both determine the 

extent of the war’s destruction and to recover from wartime trauma constituted a struggle 

that extended into the postwar period. 

Above all, survivors were anxious to discover the fate of family members, friends, 

and communities whose destruction they had not personally witnessed. This anxiety 

reveals that, in the immediate aftermath of the war, comprehensive knowledge among 

Polish Jews of the Holocaust – as a transnational program of genocide against European 

Jewry that had very nearly succeeded – was fragmentary. “I had, really, not the vaguest 

idea what had been done to the Jews, where, and on what scale,” writes Janina Fischler-

Martinho on her return to Kraków after the Soviet liberation. “I needed to possess a vast 

trove of knowledge to understand the circumstances, the reasons, the methods, the final 

tally of our tragedy, and I had none.”121 As Fischler-Martinho makes clear, immediate 

knowledge of the Holocaust was hampered by a lack of information among individual 

survivors. Most memoirists had been exposed to rumors of anti-Jewish actions during the 

war. Beyond these, however, survivors derived their initial knowledge of the Jewish 
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tragedy from the countless scenes of atrocity that they had personally witnessed, such as 

deportations from ghettos or gassings at camps. 

Survivor experiences of the war varied widely. At the end of the war, both 

Rosenberg and Goldberg were working as forced laborers in Germany. Rich had escaped 

to the Soviet Union as a refugee, and Eber was hiding in a chicken coop on a farm in central 

Poland. Because of this disparity among survivor experiences, as well as the isolation of 

Jews in ghettos, camps, and places of hiding, or as refugees in the USSR, many memoirists 

recall having only a myopic understanding of the Holocaust at war’s end. Rumors, 

therefore, continued to characterize the exchange of information in the immediate postwar 

period. “There was the floating soap that no one bought, because people believed that it 

was made from human fat, and we knew, of course, about Majdanek, which had been 

liberated in 1944 by the Russian army,” Eber writes.122 Extensive research has determined 

that the rumor of murdered Jews’ bodies to make soap is without basis, in spite of the 

ubiquity of the report across wartime Europe. However, Eber’s soap rumor demonstrates 

that by the end of the war, public knowledge of the camps – centered around grisly, 

sensational details – had nevertheless grasped at the reality of the Final Solution’s 

nightmarish horror. 

The assembly of comprehensive knowledge of the Holocaust accelerated as 

survivors – each with her own experience of the war – “crawled out of the woodwork” and 

gathered together under the auspices of the occupying Allied forces, in refugee and 

displaced persons’ camps, at newly organized Jewish councils or committees, and in major 

cities of origin such as Kraków, Łódź, Lublin, and Warsaw. 123 In her account of the weeks 

following the arrival of the Red Army, Clara Kramer describes how, “the survivors of our 
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town came out of their hiding places in the barns and the cellars; from living without shelter 

in the woods; from the pigsties, where my friends who owned the bus station company had 

spent weeks and weeks in frozen slush, their hands and feet frostbitten.”124 These men and 

women congregated at soup kitchens organized for refugees, at Jewish Committee offices, 

and, if possible, at the homes of other survivors’ who offered up their homes as meeting 

places for others who had outlasted the Nazis. Eber gives this description of the daily line 

at a soup kitchen organized for Jewish refugees in liberated Kraków: 

There were always fewer women than men (actually boys, puny and stunted, who 
had not grown up the way teenagers normally do). Everyone wore ill-fitting 
clothes, picked up here and there (‘organized,’ we called it), too short or too long, 
patched and never very clean. Some of the boys were boisterous and loud, others 
were withdrawn, with a faraway look in their eyes as if still seeing scenes for 
which there were as yet no words. Despite impatience and grumbling…the crowd 
was cheerful. They joked, told long stories, and sang songs. ‘Treblinka’ was my 
favorite, and I wrote down the words on scraps of paper.125 

As this scene demonstrates, ad hoc arrangements to aid Jewish refugees presented 

opportunities for survivors to share stories of their wartime experiences with one another, 

together compiling a collective experience of the war. Blanca Rosenberg passed the final 

years of the war in Germany but only came to learn the extent of Nazi horrors as a refugee 

in a displaced persons camp in Frankfurt. “When the war finally ended on May 9, we still 

had no direct knowledge of the suffering in the camps and labor factories,” she writes. “As 

people trickled into Frankfurt, we began to learn the grim details.”126 Betty Rich, who spent 

the war as a political prisoner and refugee in the Soviet Union, writes in her memoir that 

she returned to her native Łódź completely unaware of the catastrophe that had befallen 

the Jewish community. “My first bits of information came from [roommates], to be filled 

in by many more people in the weeks and months to come,” she says of her entry into 
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postwar Polish-Jewish society. “This was my first encounter with the word Holocaust.”127 

The exchange of wartime experiences among Polish Jews that Rich and others describe 

stands in direct contrast to the “myth of silence” that has described Holocaust survivors as 

unwilling to speak about what they had witnessed and endured during the war.128 

In her work on early initiatives to “collect and record” the Jewish experience of the 

Second World War, Laura Jockusch describes “surrounding societies’ indifference to the 

survivors’ experiences,” writing that, “the ‘strange silence’ about the Jewish tragedy that 

[documentation] activists in all countries sensed after the liberation came mainly from non-

Jews.”129 By contrast, Jewish survivors from across Europe undertook “urgent and 

indefatigable efforts…to chronicle, witness, and testify” immediately following the end of 

the war, organizing the first European Jewish Holocaust conference in December 1947.130 

Jockusch writes that women were especially active in Poland in these efforts to record and 

publicize survivors’ traumatic experiences of the war. Their motives for engaging in this 

difficult work stemmed from “their overt agenda as activists seeking to commemorate the 

dead; gain legal retribution, material restitution, and moral redress for survivors; promote 

political education to combat antisemitism and fascism and foster democratic values; and 

prepare a foundation for further historical scholarship.”131 Through their efforts to 

investigate, chronicle, and publicize, survivor-researchers were able to illuminate a great 
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deal of the tragedy that had taken place even if it would be years before academics would 

turn their attention to the Holocaust. 

According to their writings, a number of the memoirists took an interest in 

knowledge of the wartime fate of European Jewry that was both personal and intellectual. 

“I wanted to know as much as possible about what had happened to the European Jews, 

every detail,” writes Rich. “My pain grew with every new piece of information, but I had 

to know everything…I heard how people witnessed the world around them being virtually 

destroyed, thousands of people perishing daily. How should we grieve for them, for their 

suffering and their pain?”132 As Rich’s testimony demonstrates, intellectual interest in the 

Holocaust was intimately tied up with personal grief at the loss of family, community, and 

the social and cultural world of prewar Polish Jewry. As witnesses to genocide, Jewish 

survivors were unable to extract a “sterile” understanding of the Holocaust from their 

personal experiences of trauma. Right away, Polish Jewish women worried about the 

consequences of their terrible insights into the war. Having taken it upon herself to learn 

everything about the wartime fate of the Jews, Betty Rich concludes that “this new 

knowledge of the Holocaust was too wounding, too burning, so enormously 

devastating.”133  

 

LESSONS LEARNED: THE DEPARTURE OF POLISH JEWS FROM POLAND 

If the formation of survivor communities across Poland allowed for survivors to 

discuss their experiences of the war and the Holocaust, they also served to fill an emotional 

void that the wartime destruction of homes, families, and communities had created. In the 

aftermath of the war, Jewish refugees suffered from the pain of loneliness and grief, a pain 
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that eclipsed the joy and relief that the war’s end should have prompted. “The moment for 

which I had waited nearly six years had come – I had survived. How differently I had 

imagined its coming,” writes Fischler-Martinho. “I had won a victory, but a victory bereft 

of all glory, a victory tainted with the bitter taste of defeat…There was no one to share it 

with.”134 “I was not so thrilled with the peace,” says Klara Rosenfeld of Lwów. “I felt an 

inner emptiness. I had nobody to embrace and kiss, nobody whose homecoming I could 

look forward to.”135 The emptiness that Rosenfeld and others describe was both a symptom 

of the pain of loss and an expression of the apparent meaninglessness of survival. Writing 

later about the lonely return to her native Kraków, Nelken describes being overwhelmed 

by the tragic futility of the war. “Nothing mattered anymore. I had survived the war, but 

for what? For whom?” Nelken juxtaposes the fate of her family and community against the 

improbable existence of herself and the handful of other Polish Jews who survived the war. 

Unable to comprehend the meaning of their escape, she concludes simply that, “Our 

survival does not make sense.”136 

As communities of survivors coalesced, Jewish refugees were able to alleviate 

some of this pain. “Our house became a gathering place for all the survivors,” Kramer 

writes. “The 50 of us clung together as if we were in a life raft in the middle of the 

ocean.”137 Having regained their house, the Kramers declare it an unofficial meeting place 

for other Jewish refugees, many of whom are fellow natives of their town of Żółkiew. The 

gatherings there affirme the endurance of Jewish communal life in Poland in spite of war 

and genocide. “Despite the fact that we were 50 out of 5,000, we still felt like we were a 
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community,” Kramer writes. “We were still the Jews of Żółkiew.”138 Rosenberg recalls of 

her time in a displaced persons’ camp in Germany that, “A group of relatively young people 

had already gathered. Only a few knew each other…Some, like us, had survived on false 

identity papers. Others came from labor camps. There were maids and factory workers, 

and every so often we heard a cry of joy or disbelief.” She describes the warmth and 

affection that characterized this meeting: “Strangers instantly became friends. People 

embraced, kissed each other, or just held hands tightly.”139 

For many, the formation of survivor communities helped Jewish refugees to turn 

aside from grief and resume normal life, something that many survivors were desperate to 

do after years of terror and suffering.140 Stanislaw Krajewski argues that the period from 

1945 to 1949 was characterized by a “vibrant reconstruction” of Jewish communal life.141 

Accordingly, survivor memoirs describe parties, outings to movie theaters and dances, and 

above all, romantic ventures in the period immediately following liberation.142 Some 

survivors however found the resumption of normal life – which was, in the estimation of 

many, now charged with a desperate energy that had not existed before the war – 

inappropriate and even disturbing. “They all behaved so normally,” Rich writes 

disapprovingly. “They were well-dressed and in very good spirits. Joking, laughing. It 

seemed to me, in the weeks to come, that whenever I visited them there was a continuous 

                                                
138 Ibid., 311-2. 
139 Rosenberg, Tell At Last, 159. 
140 Shimon Redlich, Life in Transit: Jews in Postwar Lodz, 1945-1950, 58. 
141 Stanisław Krajewski, “The Impact of the Shoah on the Thinking of Contemporary Polish Jewry: A 
Personal Account,” in Contested Memories: Poles and Jews During the Holocaust and Its Aftermath, ed. 
Joshua Zimmerman (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 293. 
142 Atina Grossmann argues that the “desperate hypersexuality” and “drive for marriage and children” that 
overtook many Jewish survivors after liberation was a direct response to experience of death during the 
Holocaust. Grossmann, Close Encounters, 186. 



 

 47 

party going on, as though they didn’t want to remember anything and were trying to get 

the most out of every minute.”143 

Other survivors saw their ad hoc communities of refugees as fulfilling emotional 

and psychological as well as practical needs. “They came and went, crowding the small 

apartment, talking, forever talking about this or that person thought to be alive, seen last 

by someone in a forced march, in a train station, or now on the committee list of people 

known to be alive that was posted each day,” writes Eber. “They talked about leaving 

Poland, how to leave Russian-occupied Poland, how to reach the American zone, how to 

leave for Palestine; they were forever planning, and then just sitting there safe and 

comfortable among friends.”144 Eber’s recollection reveals that survivors gathered to find 

comfort and friendship but also to discuss the developing political situation in Poland, 

increasingly with the goal of emigration. To an ever greater extent in the aftermath of the 

war, Polish Jews who had survived the Holocaust desired to leave Poland. Lucjan 

Dobroszycki estimates that 275,000 Polish Jews returned to Poland at some point between 

the summer of 1944 and the spring of 1947.145 The Jewish population in Poland reached 

its postwar peak of approximately 230,000 individuals in the summer of 1946, following 

the mass repatriation of Polish Jewish refugees from the Soviet Union.146 Yet over the 

following three years, Jews continued to emigrate in successive waves from Poland. By 

mid-1947, fewer than 90,000 remained in the country.147 

With the defeat of the Germans, the war in Poland had finally come to an end. 

However, this did not portend an end to the suffering of Polish Jews. Shockingly, in the 
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aftermath of the Holocaust, Jews continued to be the victims of Polish brutality and 

violence. Between the end of the war and the cessation of anti-Jewish violence following 

the Kielce pogrom, between 600 and 1,500 Jews were murdered by Poles.148 David Engel 

writes that Jewish refugees were “subjected to deadly violence at Polish hands almost 

continuously (albeit with fluctuating intensity) ever since the first postwar Polish territories 

were wrested from the Nazi occupiers.”149 In the three years following the end of the war, 

anti-Jewish violence in postwar Poland had reached such a pitch that some Jewish leaders 

“argued that tackling the acute problem of providing protection to Jewish survivors was 

even more urgent than providing aid to Jewish children or camp survivors.”150 Some of the 

memoirists recall the fear with which they continued to regard their Polish (and, in the 

eastern borderlands, Ukrainian) neighbors after liberation. “We didn’t wander more than a 

few meters from our house,” Kramer writes. “The Nazis were gone, but the area was still 

filled with Ukrainians, marauders and bandits.” She writes that in the months following the 

end of the war, her family learned of “several pogroms where surviving Jews were brutally 

murdered.”151 Some Poles were angry to hear that any Jews had survived the war at all. 

Such was Goldberg’s experience upon meeting other Poles in a DP camp in Paris. “At 

first…I was so happy to be with Polish people,” she writes. “But right away, it was ‘Jewess’ 

here and ‘Jewess’ there, and, ‘To hell with the Jews.’ And, ‘She survived, and how come?’ 

They were ready to kill me. I grew scared.”152 She writes that in the aftermath of liberation, 

many Polish Jewish Holocaust survivors in Germany were afraid to identify themselves as 

such for fear that they would be murdered by Polish refugees.153 
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At the end of the war, Polish Jews had known for many years not to trust their 

Polish neighbors. The distrust that Jews harbored for Poles continued to influence Jews’ 

actions as they sought to rebuild their lives in the aftermath of the war. After liberation, 

Fischler-Martinho walks barefoot through the country to her native Kraków in the summer 

of 1944. She writes, “As I trudged along, I was mentally reviewing all our pre-war Aryan 

neighbors and acquaintances. On whom can I call? Whom can I trust? Who would be brave 

and good enough to help me?”154 Jewish refugees were bitter at the knowledge that Poles 

had participated in the looting of their property and the destruction of their families and 

communities. In her memoir, Rich visits her hometown one last time before leaving Poland 

for good. “I looked at the Polish people, young and old, and my pain very quickly returned,” 

she writes. “I knew only too well what part they had played in this hideous crime. I was 

convinced that they could have done it just as well on their own.”155 As Rich’s testimony 

reveals, the Holocaust had transformed Polish Jews’ expectations of their neighbors, 

fundamentally reshaping Jews’ attitudes towards antisemitism as well as their future in 

Poland.156 “The survivors, using the Holocaust as their reference, reacted to various anti-

Jewish excesses as one step removed from genocide,” writes Natalia Aleksiun. Thus it was 

the experience of the Final Solution in combination with postwar antisemitism in Poland 

that suggested to over one hundred thousand Polish Jews that their future lay outside of 

their homeland.157 

 

 

                                                
154 Fischler-Martinho, Little Sister, 258. 
155 Rich, Little Girl Lost, 137. 
156 Bożena Szaynok, “The Impact of the Holocaust on Jewish Attitudes in Postwar Poland,” in Contested 
Memories: Poles and Jews During the Holocaust and Its Aftermath, ed. Joshua Zimmerman (New 
Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 240. 
157 Aleksiun, “Jewish Responses,” 247, 256. 



 

 50 

Postwar Transformations of Polish-Jewish Women’s Identities 

INTRODUCTION 

After the overthrow of the German occupation in eastern Poland, Irene Eber 

crawled out of the chicken coop that she had hidden in for the last two years and made her 

way to Kraków, where she slowly recovered from the traumas of war and genocide. 

Waiting for a sign that someone from her family or village had survived, she spent every 

day wandering the city and admiring its beautiful, dilapidated architecture. Frequently, she 

would pause to rest outside of Saint Mary’s Basilica, a favorite stop on these daily 

excursions. “I often went inside, mingling with the peasant women, crossing myself at the 

entrance with consecrated water, then kneeling as I said an Our Father,” she wrote in her 

memoir of the wartime years. “I liked being in the splendid edifice, feasting my eyes on 

the rich sculpture, the paintings and the colorful stained-glass windows.”158 After her 

morning visitation, she would rest while waiting for the daily soup ration provided to 

Jewish refugees by the local Jewish Committee. “I sat and stared and let the sun warm my 

discolored, frostbitten toes in [my] oversized sandals, until it was time for my Polish 

Catholic half to rejoin the Jewish half at the soup kitchen.”159 

What should we make of Eber’s dual Jewish-Catholic identity in the aftermath of 

the Holocaust? And, contrary to the departure of many Polish Jewish survivors from their 

homeland in the postwar years, what should we make of Eber’s decision to remain in 

Poland? While Eber is able to contemplate a negotiation between Polish Jewish and Polish 

Gentile identity – her familiarity with the latter stems from her wartime experience of 

“passing on the Aryan side” as a Polish Gentile – in the initial aftermath of the war, she 

does not consider emigration from her homeland in search of Jewish life. Furthermore, 
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although the dominant narrative of Polish Jews in the postwar period describes their fear 

of and flight from anti-Jewish violence, as Eber’s testimony demonstrates, some Polish 

Jewish women clearly continued to envision the possibilities of life in Poland in spite of, 

or even because of, their wartime and postwar experiences. 

Anna Cichopek-Gajraj questions the centrality of fear in the postwar Polish Jewish 

experience, noting that, “Although 120,000 Jews left Poland after the most notorious 

pogrom in Kielce in July 1946, another 100,000 stayed.”160 In what ways did wartime and 

postwar experiences influence Polish Jews women’s decision to stay? What kind of young 

women did they have to become in order to put down roots in the new Poland of the postwar 

period? Did the choice to return to and remain in Poland, where Jewish life had for the 

most part been violently eradicated, suggest their removal from or severance with Jewish 

identity? Essentially, this paper is interested in these women’s effects of their wartime and 

postwar experiences on their identities as Poles, as Jews, and as women in the months and 

years that followed the end of the war. 

This chapter draws upon the published memoirs of three Polish Jewish women – 

Irene Eber, Karolina Jus, and Christine Winecki – whose writings describe the aftermath 

of the Holocaust. Jus’s testimony, Our Journey in the Valley of Tears (1991), was co-

written with her husband and published in English in Canada. Christine Winecki’s The Girl 

in the Check Coat (2007) was printed in English in Great Britain, after its translation from 

the Polish. (A Polish edition was never published.) (For a review of Irene Eber, please refer 

to chapter 2.) I chose these sources because I was interested in the gendered aspects of 

these women’s Jewish identity in the interwar period and of passing as Polish Gentiles 

during and after the war. All three memoirs demonstrate that these women’s Jewish 
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identities were strongly related to paternal authority and family tradition, which is not at 

all to say that Jewish identity was compulsory or repressive. On the contrary, each of the 

memoirists writes extensively on her profound sense of anguish and loss after the wartime 

destruction of her family and community. As the testimonies of these women demonstrate, 

the negotiation of Jewish identity in the aftermath of the war was informed by the postwar 

absence of Jewish life in Poland, the fear of anti-Jewish violence, and personal 

circumstances and aspirations. 

 

JEWISH COMMUNITY AND IDENTITY IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD 

Before the Second World War, Polish Jews constituted an important and vibrant 

segment of Polish society. In contrast to the postwar and contemporary periods in Polish 

history, interwar Poland was multiethnic, multireligious, and multilingustic. At the time, 

Poland’s Jewish population was second only to that of the Soviet Union; the census of 1931 

counted 3,113,933 Jews living on Polish soil, or nearly ten percent of the population.161 

Though Jews were legally considered one national group, “Jewish” as a category of identity 

encompassed a broad range of individuals whose commitment to Jewish communities and 

communal institutions, to the use of Yiddish or Hebrew, and to Judaism itself was highly 

variable. Anna Cichopek-Gajraj counts “a common biblical ancestry, history and memory, 

a national sense of belonging, devotion to one of the different strands of Judaism, as well 

as a secular cultural or communal identity” as elements that, to varying degrees, individuals 

were able to draw upon in the negotiation of Polish-Jewish identity in twentieth century 

Poland.162 
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In interwar Poland, a large majority of Jews remained attached to their religious 

identity and community institutions, as in the case of Irene Eber, whose hometown of 

Mielec was characterized by the kind of “peaceful coexistence” between Jews and Gentiles 

commonly attributed to prewar Polish rural communities. In her memoir of the Second 

World War, Eber describes her upbringing as Jewish and traditional, “centered around 

holidays with their special customs and foods, and the weekly Sabbath.”163 She recalls her 

Grandmother Mindel’s shop, which catered to Jews and Poles alike,164 as well as the 

orthodox Beit Ya’akov school she attended, “where instruction was confined to the Old 

Testament, selected commentaries, prayers, and large doses of Hebrew grammar.”165 

Although Eber remembers her prewar childhood fondly, with nostalgia for Poland’s lost 

rural Jews, she is quick to acknowledge the rigid traditionalism that ordered life for 

Mielec’s Jewish population. “At my age, this order was comforting,” she writes, “though I 

am sure today that to my older sister and others her age it may have been suffocating, as 

eventually it might have become for me had I grown older in Mielec.”166 Here Eber alludes 

to the religious and cultural conservatism, as well as the insularity from Polish society, that 

defined life for young women in rural, orthodox Jewish communities and stands in contrast 

with the personal agency that Eber assumed in her life after the war. 

In contrast to the traditionalism of Eber’s childhood community, a large segment 

of Polish Jewish society was comprised of highly assimilated families. They spoke Polish, 

were educated in Polish schools, and were largely indifferent to Jewish religious law. 

Sebastian Rejak describes these men and women as “non-religious – or, rather, ‘no-

religion’ – Jews: neither followers of Judaism nor of any of the Christian faiths, but still 
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unambiguously Jewish.” Furthermore, Polish Jews of this affiliation had successfully 

acculturated into Polish society and “came to be a significant influence on the development 

of the new Polish republic – on its political, economic and cultural life.”167 Such Jews are 

well represented in the recollections of Christine Winecki, whose family included leading 

members of Galician society for many decades, first under the auspices of the Austro-

Hungarian Empire and then under the Polish republic during the interwar period. The men 

in Winecki’s family traditionally served in the Austrian and Polish armies, though a 

number of them were successful attorneys and tradesmen in the prosperous city of 

Stanisławów. Winecki attended the local Polish school, whose curriculum included 

instruction in Catholic theology and prayer.168 In her memoir, Winecki seems indifferent 

to the question of religion; it is only while staying with a friend’s family, who also happen 

to be Jewish, that she first celebrates Passover as a teenager.169 Thus Winecki’s upbringing 

was defined by the ethnic and cultural diversity of prewar Stanisławów, as well as the 

relative affluence and prestige of her family. If she encountered any anti-Jewish prejudice 

during this time, she does not mention it in her memoir. 

Between the insular traditionalism that Eber describes and acculturation of the 

Winecki family was a wide spectrum of lived experience as Polish Jewish families 

negotiated the retention and relinquishment of Jewishness in interwar Poland. These 

negotiations were defined as much by Jewish families’ efforts to integrate (or not to 

integrate) into Polish society as by Polish efforts to exclude them. It seemed that there were 

limits, for Jews, to the possibility of assimilation. Alina Cała writes that, “Though this 

group [Jews] had lived in Poland since the country’s earliest days, it had never ceased to 
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be regarded as alien. Many other nationalities settling in Poland had melted away without 

a trace…The Jews were not permitted to do so even when they tried.”170 Constraints on 

Jews seeking to integrate into Polish society were apparent even to Jews who had already 

severed cultural or religious ties to Jewish community and felt themselves to be thoroughly 

Polish. This is evident in the case of Karolina Jus, who describes both sides of her family 

as including “distinguished members of the intelligentsia” in Kraków.171 “They were 

deeply attached to Polish culture and Polish literature, especially poetry, and were proud 

of the heroic history of the Poles,” Jus writes. “Their religion was Judaic; however, their 

national feelings were exactly the same as those of Poles whose religion was Catholic. 

They considered themselves Poles with a Judaic religion.”172 Throughout her memoir, Jus 

repeatedly refers to members of her family as “Poles of the Judaic faith.” 

If Jus’s sobriquet seems clumsily self-conscious, it in fact reflects the efforts of 

some assimilated Polish Jews, particularly those in intellectual circles, to bolster a new 

understanding of Polishness that would no longer exclude Jews. Brian Porter-Szücs writes 

that idealistic elites during the interwar period “dreamed of redefining the very concept of 

‘Polish’ so that the word would refer not to an ethnicity at all, but to an expansive identity 

that incorporated cultural diversity…In some circles it was popular to talk about ‘Poles of 

the Faith of Moses’ rather than ‘Jews,’ although that appellation never really caught on 

among the general public.”173 However, in the heady nationalism in the interwar period, 

appeals to re-stylize Polishness and Jewishness as cultural and not ethnic identities were 

largely drowned out by the din of strident nationalism. Proponents of Polish nationalism 
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frequently singled out Jews as their target, in a chorus of seemingly age-old Polish 

antisemitism. “I have grown up in a totally assimilated family, but I have grown up, at the 

same time, in the shadow of Polish antisemitism,” Jus explains to her husband in a scene 

from her memoir, describing the “ghetto benches” that relegated Jewish students to the 

back of lecture halls in Polish universities. “For many Poles, I am not a Pole, I am simply 

a Jewish girl, without the right to be called a Pole even by myself, with no right to feel like 

a Pole.”174 Polish Jews like Jus saw their own conceptions of identity challenged by a 

narrowly defined vision of Polishness predicated on the exclusion of ethnic and cultural 

Others. The resultant exclusion proved to be hugely disappointing for Jews who had hoped 

for greater parity in the new Polish republic of the interwar period. “The Polish 

intelligentsia of Judaic religion was disenchanted by a wave of anti-Semitism,” Jus writes 

of the years just before the war. “The anti-Semitic feelings weighed heavily on the soul of 

the majority of Polish Jews who were, at the bottom of their hearts, Polish foremost.”175 

 

WARTIME EXPERIENCES, “PASSING ON THE ARYAN SIDE,” AND JEWISH IDENTITY 

The war changed everything. By the time that Poland was liberated, the Jewish 

communities to which Eber, Winecki, and Jus had belonged were gone. Particularly 

noticeable in its absence was the life that young women such as Irene Eber had known, 

which had drawn upon centuries of Jewish tradition in Poland. Eber’s wartime experiences 

largely centered around witnessing this destruction. In her memoir, she recalls “Thursday 

market days, daily searches for food, Germans catching Jewish men for work, Jews being 

beaten and having their beards shaved” – in short, chaos that aimed at the total disruption 

of Jewish life in Mielec while the routine of life for its Polish community largely remained 
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intact.176 The sudden division between the Jews and Poles of Mielec – who Eber remembers 

shopping together in her grandmother’s store in the years leading up to the war – figures 

prominently in her account of the destruction of Mielec’s Jewish community. For example, 

in her description of the deportation of the Jews of Mielec on March 9, 1942, Eber writes 

that, 

All the Jews of Mielec were collected in the Large Market amid shouts and 
shooting…Young men were lined up – we didn’t know for what purpose at the 
time – old men were taken away, their bundles left behind in a pile. And others, 
we among them, were soon driven like an enormous herd of cattle along the road 
that cuts diagonally across the Large Market. Eyes behind lace curtains, half-
concealed faces behind closed windows, silently watched the moving, seething, 
running, stumbling dark-clad mass of people.177 

Eber’s account of the deportation is as much about the Jews who were rounded up 

and driven from Mielec as it is about their non-Jewish neighbors who silently witnessed 

this violence from their homes. Her memory of the wartime destruction of her community 

is linked to the inaction of Poles confronted with the persecution of their Jewish neighbors. 

In addition to the deportation action, which claimed the lives of most of Mielec’s 

Jews, the German occupation oversaw the cultural destruction of Jewish communities, such 

as Eber’s, as well as the breakdown of their social and familial underpinnings. Eber’s 

prewar upbringing was largely ordered around the community’s paternal religious order 

and its male leaders as well as the authority of her father in her home. In her memoir, 

Jewish traditionalism and paternal authority converge in the memory of her father’s singing 

and “the Yiddish tunes of which he knew an astonishing number.” Throughout her account 

of the occupation, her father’s voice continues to track the waning vigor of Mielec’s Jewish 

community. “One day Father stopped singing,” she writes of the ongoing dissolution – 
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through deportation and dispersal – of Mielec’s Jews. “I can’t remember if it was shortly 

before the end – the death and destruction of Jewish Mielec – or if it was even earlier.”178 

The absence of Jewish voices, her father’s prominent among them, continue to 

signal the catastrophic decline of Jewish life under occupation. Eber describes the various 

silences that overtake her family – her mother’s “apathetic stupor,” her sister’s typhoid 

lethargy – as they, feverish and starving, await deportation in the ghetto of Dębica. “Our 

family grew apart,” she writes, “as if we were creating distances among ourselves in 

preparation for the inevitable, as if each one of us in his or her own way turned inward to 

marshal the resources needed to somehow survive the next and final blow.”179 Silence is 

especially prominent during the High Holidays, which “came and went with none of us 

paying attention.” Eber notes that under occupation there are no prayers to mark the passing 

of Jewish holy days. “Observing holidays in the ghetto was forbidden,” she writes. “The 

past with its celebrations of life, community, and history was no more.”180 To the young 

Eber, witnessing the horrors of the ghetto and awaiting certain death, it is the hollowness 

of silence that signals the annihilation both of Jewish life and the lives of Jews. 

Eber’s escape from the fate of Mielec’s Jews is also linked to speech, language, and 

Jewish identity. When a Polish friend from before the war offers to hide one of the Ebers, 

it is Irene who goes since, of all her family, she “looked the least Jewish and spoke Polish 

fluently.” Hence Eber’s sudden rupture from her family is conflated with an articulation of 

Eber’s identity as receding from Jewishness and approaching Polishness. “Without a 

backward glance, without regret, with a coldness of heart about the fate of my family that 

I am ashamed of to this day, I climbed on the wagon and drove off with Korpantowa [the 
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Polish neighbor]…without guilt or sorrow, aware that staying meant certain death.”181 It is 

only later, in her memoir, that Eber describes her guilt at this rejection of her family – 

whose Jewish identity has consigned them all to death – in favor of her Polish rescuer. 

Later, having returned to her family in Dębica, Eber is confronted with the same dilemma; 

once again, the choice between life and death is construed as a choice between 

independence and family, Polishness and Jewishness. “In Dębica I ceased to listen to 

Father’s voice. I heard only my own, which clamored for life. My mind was made up: I 

would leave and I would leave alone. On my own I had a chance, I felt; someone might 

hide me.”182 Here again, Eber construes the decision to save her own life, by passing as a 

non-Jewish Pole, as a rejection of her Jewish, Yiddish-speaking family and of the paternal 

authority that orders it. 

As in the case of Irene Eber, the war challenges the Jewish identity of Karolina Jus, 

who repeatedly describes herself as an assimilated Polish Jew but in fact demonstrates a 

strong attachment to Jewish religious traditions. Shortly after the German invasion of 

Poland, she and her family flee to Soviet-occupied Lwów. There she meets Andrzej, a 

young Polish professor of medicine. He is Catholic but strongly condemns antisemitism.183 

The two marry in the summer of 1941, shortly after the Germans overrun the Soviets and 

occupy Lwów. In conjunction with her marriage, Jus also chooses to convert to Catholicism 

in the belief that this will protect her husband from persecution under German race laws 

that forbid marriages between Gentiles and Jews. “Showing that she followed the Judaic 

religion was not only dangerous for her, but for her future husband and his parents,” she 

writes. “She was sure that God would not see her as a traitor. She would simply 

communicate with God through another channel. It was not easy for Karolina to make this 
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decision and ask to be baptized.” For Jus, the decision to leave Judaism, to which she feels 

a profound and genuine attachment, is extremely difficult. Only by affirming the common 

origins of the Judaic and Christian religions is she able to come to terms with conversion. 

“My faith will be always in the same God, but the rites will be different,” she explains in a 

conversation with her husband in her memoir.184 

It is unclear why Jus chooses to convert. Since Nazi racial ideology conceived of 

Jews as a racial and not religious or cultural identity, conversion to Christianity was an 

ineffectual strategy for Jews seeking to evade persecution under German racial law. 

However, the ministers of the Church who assist Jus in her conversion and marriage to 

Andrzej prove to be extremely helpful in providing her with forged documents attesting to 

her Polish Catholic identity. Later, as the Germans draw closer to Lwów, a priest from this 

church offers to hide Jus’s parents and sister in a monastery. Jus herself is able to live 

quietly at her husband’s parents’ house, who are ready to vouch for the identity that appears 

on her new false documents.185 In this way, she escapes the fate of Polish Jews, including 

that of her family, who are killed in an anti-Jewish action in April 1942.186 Jus’s war 

experience is marked by the tragic loss of her family, although she herself is rarely at great 

personal risk. She writes in her memoir that she and her husband were able to find “a 

relatively quiet haven during the dangerous days of the Nazi occupation.”187 

It is interesting that Christine Winecki, who of the three is the least attached to 

Judaism or Jewishness in her prewar upbringing, is most drawn to Jewish identity during 

the war. Recalling the imposition of anti-Jewish laws in Stanisławów in the fall of 1941, 

Winecki describes the contrast between the legacy of her Jewish forebears, her own prewar 
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Polish Gentile identity, and her desire to overtly align herself with the Jewish community 

in defiance of the German occupation. She writes, 

My grandfather Gelehrter may have been one of the founding members of the 
progressive temple in Stanisławów, but Jewish holidays and tradition were not 
observed in our home. Every week at school I may have attended Jewish religious 
education classes but at the same time I took part in the daily Catholic morning 
prayer together with everyone else. When Marshal Jozef Pilsudski died my father 
cried, while I took part in the school church service. At Easter I painted eggs with 
Maryna and at Christmas made paper chains to decorate the tree. Despite the 
efforts of Mr. Segal [her Hebrew tutor], I never learnt to read or write Hebrew, 
but I knew all the carols by heart. That day, however I knew exactly where I 
belonged. From that day on, [no one] could dissuade me from wearing an 
armband with the Star of David, along with all the grown-ups.”188 

In a very short time, however, Jewish identity has become a deadly liability. In 

October 1941, 10,000 Jews of Stanisławów and neighboring villages are rounded up and 

murdered in town, at the Jewish cemetery.189 Fearing for her life, Winecki removes her 

armband and leaves town with a Ukrainian whom her aunt has sent to fetch her. She never 

sees her family again.190 

Winecki, like Jus and Eber, spends the remainder of the war “passing” as a non-

Jewish Pole. As in the case of Jus, a local vicar provides her with a birth certificate from 

the parish registry. “Thus disappeared Irena Wilder, born in Stanisławów, daughter of 

Oscar and Janina, of Jewish denomination, her place taken by Maria Wilska, female, aged 

11, daughter of Katarzyna (father unknown), of Roman Catholic faith,” she recites in her 

memoir.191 It is interesting to note how literally Winecki understands her transformation 

from Jew to Catholic. Polish Jews who survived the war by posing as Aryans often describe 

the assumption of Polish Gentile identity as an act transcending mere pretense. “I had to 
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concentrate on becoming someone else, and assume the role of a Polish girl who showed 

none of the fears of the Jew,” Eber writes. “I imagined being sent off by my Polish parents 

to visit an ailing grandmother, to help out in the house.”192 Eber asserts that only by 

“becoming someone else” was she able to master the excruciating fear of being caught, by 

which so many Jews passing as Aryans gave themselves away. “At any moment they could 

be betrayed by their own behavior – a nervous glance, head hung low or quick walk,” writes 

Winecki of Jews who were unable to control their fear of being discovered. 

As women, Winecki, Eber, and Jus were at an advantage in passing as Polish 

Gentiles. Lucjan Dobroszycki counts 3,452 women who survived the war in Poland by 

passing against 3,027 men. “It was considerably easier for women to pass as non-Jews, 

especially if they looked ‘right,’ meaning not too Jewish, spoke Polish well, and had ‘good’ 

Aryan ID cards,” he writes.193 Winecki also claims that “Women, especially those whose 

physical appearance and general demeanor conformed to the acceptable norm, had a much 

better chance of survival.”194 Conforming to norms of social behavior expected of women 

at the time actually helped women to keep a low profile vis-à-vis their Polish neighbors 

and thus incur a lesser risk of exposing themselves. On a train, for example, Jus is able to 

remain silent while her husband deals with the conductor and the Polish passengers seated 

around them.195 It is not unreasonable to speculate that Jewish men passing on the Aryan 

side would have been obliged to interact with Polish neighbors and German authorities 

more frequently than women, in encounters that would have put them at considerable risk 

of being discovered. 
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ANTI-JEWISH VIOLENCE, “PASSING,” AND JEWISH IDENTITY IN POSTWAR POLISH 
SOCIETY 

For Jews who had hoped that life would regain some semblance of normality after 

the war, the political situation in postwar Poland was extremely discouraging. In the years 

immediately following the Second World War, Poland was beset by violent civil conflict 

as the Communist regime brutally consolidated its grip on the country. During this time, 

Poles targeted Jews in waves of pogroms, at times with spurious claims that Jews were 

behind the Communist takeover of Poland. Moreover, the return of Jews to their former 

homes was threatening to Poles who had helped themselves to Jewish property after its 

owners had been rounded up and sent to camps and ghettos. Therefore, violence was a 

warning and reprisal against Jews seeking to reclaim their homes and belongings. 

As discussed in the second chapter of this thesis, for Polish Jews rebuilding their 

lives in the aftermath of the Holocaust, violence – and anti-Jewish sentiment in general – 

was beyond appalling. Fear of anti-Jewish sentiment and violence dictated that a number 

of Polish Jewish women who had passed as Polish Gentiles during the war retain these 

identities in the postwar period. This was not very difficult to do in the chaos of postwar 

Europe, and many Polish Jewish women were able to put an unusual opportunity for “self-

transformation” to their advantage. At a repatriation center in Prenzlau, Nina Kaleska 

simply lies about her age and hometown so that she will not be sent back to Poland; the 

American occupation authorities, unable to properly distinguish between Polish and Czech, 

graciously send her onto Prague.196 Winecki too is able to make minor adjustments to her 

fake documents to suit her postwar needs. “I kept the assumed name but altered the date of 

birth by adding almost three whole years,” she writes. “This turned me into a person of age 

and made it possible for me to seek employment.”197 Since state and international 
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authorities’ have no basis on which to disbelieve who Kaleska and Winecki say they are, 

both women are able to use this opportunity for self-reinvention in order to realize their 

postwar ambitions. 

Neither Kaleska nor Winecki describes concealment of her “true” identity as 

threatening to her conception of herself, and neither assumes Polish Gentile identity out of 

fear. But Polish Jews often cited fear of further anti-Jewish persecution – even after the 

war – as the motivating factor for continuing to pass as Polish Gentiles. Blanca Rosenberg 

writes that, “Though the war was over, many [refugees] continued to deny they were 

Jewish, even at the cost of support from Joint [and other international aid organizations]. 

They had learned their lesson too well.”198 Irene Eber was one such Jewish refugee who 

continued to use her Polish Gentile identity after the war out of fear of anti-Jewish 

sentiment. “I decided not to mention my being Jewish,” she writes. “And so it was that I 

became an orphaned relative, surnamed Orlovsky, charitably taken in by the family 

[Orlovsky]. I was a fourteen-year-old with long braids who spoke fluent, unaccented 

Polish.”199 As during the war years, the coherency of Eber’s surface-level Polish Gentile 

identity – stemming from her “Polish-looking” features as well as her facility with the 

Polish language – precludes anyone from asking too many questions about the details of 

her origins. 

“Altering” the details of one’s identity, in the manner of Kaleska, Winecki, and 

Eber, was commonplace in the chaos of the immediate postwar period. In her work on 

European refugees of the Second World War, Tara Zahra describes the massive “identity 

crisis” that enveloped the continent as Europeans, for myriad reasons, scrambled to revise 

who they had been before and during the war. “This identity crisis had quite literal 
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dimensions,” she writes, since “forged birth certificates, passports, and identity papers [had 

been] the currency of survival during the war.”200 For many, the ease of circumventing 

state and international authorities’ efforts to identify millions of displaced persons in the 

aftermath of the war presented “an enticing opportunity for reinvention.”201 This seems to 

have been the case with Kaleska and Winecki, both of whom instinctively understood the 

opportunity to reconfigure the basic elements of their identity – age, nationality, ethnicity 

– as an opportunity to shape their prospects in the aftermath of the war. Accordingly, this 

reinvention of self is decisive in the realization of their postwar plans: Kaleska is able to 

gradually make her way out of Soviet-dominated Central Europe to America as Winecki 

finds employment in Warsaw and integrates into postwar Polish society. 

It is fascinating how literally survivors sometimes understood the assumption of 

alternate identities in the postwar period. “In 1944, my new identity was perhaps not yet 

entirely comfortable,” Eber writes. “But as the months wore on, being a Polish Catholic 

orphan felt increasingly natural, like a well-worn pair of shoes, gradually molded to one’s 

feet.”202 Similarly, Winecki claims that the changes she made to her documents altered the 

way she perceived herself. “I felt like an adult,” she writes, “my childhood years long 

gone.”203 However, of the Polish-Jewish women’s memoirs that I read, the most prolonged 

meditation on identity confusion in the aftermath of the war is surely Eber’s. Reflecting on 

the incongruity between her experience of the war and the identity attributed to her by the 

documents in her possession at the end of the war, she writes, 

Who I was at war’s end in 1945 was not at all clear to me. Several documents 
from 1945 reveal the confusion. They attest to my health, attendance in school, 
permission to travel, and identity…each has slightly different information…the 
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place of birth is different in each case, and so is my name. Are the differences due 
to bureaucratic error, or did I supply contradictory information? On some papers I 
was in Theresienstadt, on others no place is stated. That I was hidden does not 
appear anywhere, that category of surviving did not exist as yet…At the age of 
fifteen I, therefore, had neither a definite name, age, nor place of birth, and was 
even unable to show clearly how I had managed to stay alive.204 

Who was Irene Eber in 1945? Eber’s self-interrogation attempts to respond not only 

to her immersion into the character of a Polish Catholic orphan but also to the extreme 

depersonalization that she underwent during the war, as everything that constituted her 

prewar identity – family and friends, home and personal property, Jewish Mielec – was 

violently obliterated. In the absence of the contours of her former world, the documents in 

Eber’s possession present a serious practical and epistemological challenge to the concept 

of her own identity, an identity increasingly molded by Polish Catholic Kraków, where she 

lived after the war. Eber describes the frequent trips she made to St. Mary’s church in 

Kraków, where she dutifully enacts the rites of the devout Catholic peasant women around 

her. She finds enormous comfort in the devotional atmosphere of the church and in the 

iconographic richness of its stained-glass windows and paintings. “Here were scenes not 

only from the lives of Jesus and the saints, but also from Genesis, the first book of the 

Bible, familiar to me from another life,” she writes. “I liked being among these devout 

Christians, being taken as one of them. I wasn’t pretending; I felt this is where I truly 

belonged. I saw myself as one of these Polish people, one of these religious believers, and 

this beautiful church was mine as much as theirs.”205 

The easy consonance that Eber finds between the traditions and symbols of her 

Jewish past and those of her new Polish Catholic surroundings echoes the process by which 

Jus is able to transfer her faith from a Judaic God to a Catholic one. Eber’s religious 

conversion is motivated by a desire to find a place in postwar Polish society; similarly, Jus 
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desires to strengthen her marriage by adopting her husband’s faith. For both, assimilation 

is characterized not by a radical rejection of Jewish identity, but by the consistencies that 

they identify between Polish Jewish and Polish Catholic identity. For Winecki too, the 

choice to integrate into postwar Polish society is informed by her circumstances as the sole 

survivor of the Holocaust in her family as well as her aspirations for a new life in the 

aftermath of the war. With her bourgeois, secular background, Winecki is able to blend 

fairly easily into postwar Polish society, even throwing herself into the “Entire nation 

rebuilds its capital” campaign in Warsaw.206 Thus, for all three women, assimilation and 

integration is more the product of personal circumstances during and after the war than of 

any radical or clear-cut decision that favors Catholic or secular identity over Jewishness. 

 

CONCLUSION 

What is striking in these memoirs is the resolve and energy with which Eber, 

Winecki, and Jus are able to commit themselves to rebuilding their lives in postwar Poland. 

In his work on postwar Łódź Jewry, Shimon Redlich describes Polish Holocaust survivors’ 

extraordinary ability to overcome wartime trauma. “The survivors shared feelings of loss 

and dislocation,” he writes. “Most, however, did not allow these deep-seated emotions to 

overwhelm their daily lives. Whether in their truncated families or within various social, 

political and ideological frameworks, they managed to cope with the difficulties of daily 

life and nurtured hopes for the future.”207 

However, for all Jews who sought to remain in Poland after the war, the project of 

integration into Polish society was in a certain sense abetted by the chasm that separated 

them from their Jewish past. Szaynok writes of “the small number of Jews, the lack of 
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means to rebuild Jewish life, and the wartime experience” that prompted Polish Jews in the 

postwar period to consign Jewish communal life in Poland to the past.208 The sheer 

depletion of the Jewish community during the war as well as suspicion of Poles’ role in the 

Holocaust was extremely alienating for many Jews who sought to begin life anew in 

postwar Poland.209 Furthermore, in contrast to the diversity of those living on Polish 

territory in the interwar period, Poland’s ethnic composition in the aftermath of the war 

was monolithically Polish; the annihilation of Jews in the Holocaust as well as the postwar 

expulsion of ethnic Germans and Ukrainians, and territorial concessions to the Soviet 

Union all contributed to the rapid homogenization of postwar Polish society, a society that 

reserved little room for cultural and ethnic Others.210 Faced with these enormous challenges 

to the rebuilding of Jewish life in Poland, most Polish Jews who sought to retain their 

Jewish identity emigrated to Israel and elsewhere. Accordingly, as the case of Eber 

especially demonstrates, Polish Jews’ layering of Gentile identity onto Jewish identity 

during and immediately after the war – and subsequently, the decision to assimilate into 

postwar Polish society – should be understood in the context of the wartime destruction of 

nearly everything, if not everything, that had constituted Jewish individuals’ identities 

before the war. 

The wartime and postwar experiences of Eber, Jus, and Winecki reveal that 

assimilation from Polish Jewish to Polish Catholic identity was a process of negotiated 

transformation. Each of these women’s decision to integrate more fully into Polish society 

was dependent not on the “strength” and character of her prewar Jewish identity but on a 

conscious response to her personal experience of the war and its consequences. In a certain 
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sense, the decisive break with the past that resulted from the Second World War presented 

these women with an unprecedented opportunity to determine their own identities that their 

age and gender – and the bonds of family and community – had not allowed them in the 

interwar period. Reflecting on the immeasurable change brought on by the war, Eber 

writes, “I often ask myself who I might have been then, what kind of person I might have 

become, had a way of life and a way of being not vanished so completely and suddenly.”211 

The experiences and choices of these women in the aftermath of the war demonstrate that 

some Polish Jewish Holocaust survivors were able to perceive the aftermath of the war not 

as an end but as a beginning. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis follows eleven Polish Jewish women from their young adulthoods in 

interwar Poland through their wartime experiences and into the aftermath of the Holocaust 

in Poland. I trace the intersection between these women’s identity (identities as women and 

as humans, as Jews and as Poles, as victims of genocidal persecution and as resilient 

survivors) and the ways in which these women conceived of the possibility or impossibility 

of rebuilding their life in postwar Poland. As the memoirs I examine show, some female 

Polish Holocaust survivors sought to rebuild their lives in Poland after the Second World 

War in spite of myriad challenges. 

Polish Jews on the eve of the war were a diverse minority in Poland. Accordingly, 

the memoirists who I follow related to their Jewish identity in different ways and to varying 

degrees. All of them, however, describe their Jewishness as being moored in family and 

community – entities that were largely destroyed during the war. The absence of families 

and communities among Polish Jewish female Holocaust survivors influenced these 

women’s actions and choices in the aftermath of war and genocide as they either sought to 

reestablish their ties to Jewishness or decided to conceal or relinquish these ties. 

Contrary to narratives that describe the dominant Jewish experience in postwar 

Poland as one of fear and violence, I argue that life was not impossible for Jewish 

Holocaust survivors who wished to reestablish themselves in their homeland after the war, 

and that the mass emigration of Polish Jewish Holocaust survivors from Poland in the 

aftermath of the war was not inevitable. Rather, a number of the Polish Jewish women 

whose memoirs I examine sought to rebuild their lives in Poland after the war. The 

experiences and choices of these women in the aftermath of the war demonstrate that some 

Polish Jewish Holocaust survivors were able to perceive the aftermath of the war not as an 

end but as a beginning. However, they describe a number of factors that influenced them 
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to conceal or relinquish their Jewish identity in postwar Polish society. These factors 

include the postwar absence of Jewish life in Poland and the fear of anti-Jewish violence 

as well as personal circumstances and aspirations that allowed them to find continuities 

between their Jewishness and Polishness. 

As this thesis shows, postwar Polish society was inhospitable and even hostile to 

the notion that the Jews of Poland might ever regain the communal institutions and cultural 

visibility that they had lost during the war. Jews who desired to remain in Poland after the 

war were obliged to conceal or relinquish their ties to Jewish identity. Those who wished 

to reestablish their ties to Jewish community and culture openly after the war were 

ultimately forced to do so beyond the borders of Poland. 
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