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Thus, prima facie, all this looks like elaborate nonsense, but when many people, without having been manipulated, begin to talk nonsense, and if intelligent people are among them, there is usually more involved than just nonsense.
—HANNAH ARENDT, “Personal Responsibility Under Dictatorship”
On April 30, 1997 . . . Rwandan television showed footage of a man who confessed to having been among a party of génocidaires who had killed seventeen schoolgirls and a sixty-two-year-old Belgian nun at a boarding school in Gisenyi two nights earlier. It was a second such attack on a school in a month; the first time, sixteen students were killed and twenty injured in Kibuye. The prisoner on television explained that the massacre was part of a Hutu Power “liberation” campaign. . . . During [this] attack on the school in Gisenyi, teenage girls who had been roused from their sleep were ordered to separate themselves—Hutus from Tutsis. But the students had refused. At both schools, the girls said they were simply Rwandans, so they were beaten and shot indiscriminately.
—PHILIP GOUREVITCH, We Wish to Inform You  That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed with Our Families

INTRODUCTION
The origin of this book, as is so often the case, is in another book. Years ago I read a volume of documents edited by Miriam Hochberg-Maria[image: image]ska, a wartime member of an organization called [image: image]egota, which on behalf of the Polish underground was helping Jews hiding from Nazi persecution. Hochberg-Maria[image: image]ska was Jewish but she had what at the time were known as “good” looks, which meant that she could pass for an ethnic Pole. She worked in the Krakow branch of [image: image]egota, and was very courageous.1
After the war, she traveled all around Poland on behalf of the Central Committee of Polish Jews, also a risky business then, to look for Jewish children who had been placed with Polish families. Many of these children had been orphaned, or relatives who had miraculously survived the war did not quite know where to look for them. This was one of many important tasks at the time for the remnants of Polish Jewry—to retrieve its surviving dispersed and lost youth.
Hochberg-Maria[image: image]ska was instrumental in this effort and soon published a slender book describing the fate of a few children and their rescuers.2 In the introduction to this volume she noted that several courageous Poles who had saved Jewish children declined to have their identities revealed in print. Presumably to clear up the matter, she then wrote a sentence that completely threw me off: “I don’t know if anyone living outside Poland will understand and accept the fact that saving a life of a defenseless child pursued by murderers can bring the rescuer shame or unpleasant consequences.”3
I was living in Poland at the time, and this certainly did not make any sense to me. Why would those who would later be honored as the Righteous Among Nations not want their role as rescuers of Jews to be known?1 Why were they afraid to be recognized for what they had done in their own communities? Since then, having read a number of memoirs by rescued Jews, I have come to realize that it was a ubiquitous phenomenon.
Perhaps the best-known episode of this sort can be found in Marcel Reich-Ranicki’s memoirs. For decades now one of Germany’s most influential literary critics, with an acerbic wit and erudition both admired and feared by the greatest of German writers, Reich-Ranicki as a boy moved from Poland to Germany only to be sent back in the forced expulsion of Polish Jews by the Nazis in 1938. He spent the early war years in the Warsaw ghetto, working for a time as a translator for the chairman of the Judenrat. He then hid, together with his wife, on the so-called Aryan side.
The relevant fragment of his bestselling memoirs, describing a moment after liberation, goes as follows: “We were about to leave when Bolek said: ‘I have a drop of vodka here, let’s drink a little glass.’ I could sense that he had something else to say to us.” Reich-Ranicki thus sets up the farewell scene, when he and his wife were leaving the apartment of the Polish couple who had saved their lives. “He was speaking slowly and seriously. ‘I implore you, don’t tell anyone that you were with us. I know this nation. They would never forgive us for sheltering two Jews.’ Genia remained silent. I deliberated for a long time as to whether I should quote this frightening remark here. But, on the other hand, we have never forgotten that it was two Poles to whom we owe our lives—Bolek and Genia.”4
Personal documents from the period leave no doubt that this same realization came as a shock to numerous survivors, while fear together with tangible persecution marred the lives of many rescuers after the war. “In conclusion of my story,” writes Dr. Henryk Stecki, “I also want to mention that after I returned to Krakow, some 2–3 weeks following my departure from the village where I stayed last, it became known that I was a Jew. Already after this area got liberated I was threatened there with death, and the good, innocent [“Bogu ducha winni”] people who gave me shelter were threatened with flogging and having their house set on fire.”5
Regina Almowa’s husband served as an officer in the Polish army before the war. After an Aktion in Przemy[image: image]l she found herself in desperate straits.2 “All acquaintances and good friends completely failed me,” she writes in her deposition before the Jewish Historical Commission after the war. “[I]n the end I remembered the family of my husband’s commanding officer and I was kept there for about 10 days. The younger lady probably would have kept me longer, but her mother was very nervous, so I decided that I must leave their house. I will always keep a recollection of this woman, but I will not mention her name because under the present circumstances I would risk exposing her to contempt from her compatriots. I find this all the time to be the case that people who saved the Jews do not want their fellow citizens to know about it.”6
In the Memorial Book of the Ostrołeka Jews, a righteous Gentile named Przechodzie[image: image] is commemorated with gratitude by the Holcman sisters. “He really helped us a lot, until peasants from nearby villages started to persecute him, called him ‘a Jewish knave,’ cursed him, and even threw stones at him,” they wrote. “After the liberation we found out that he was murdered.”7
An ethnographer who conducted almost two hundred interviews in the 1970s and 1980s with Polish villagers for her study about the image of the Jew in Polish folk culture never had any difficulty drawing people out on the subject.
The exception was the village of Mulawicze. In several successive homes I was received coldly when I asked the first question. When I got to the house of the village administrator, for a long time I carried on a general conversation with him until finally, after breaking the ice, I got to the point. Even here I encountered incomprehensible resistance, but in the end I managed to start the interview. At a certain moment the respondent said: “During the war, this boy with three fingers missing walked around the village; people helped him, and thanks to this he survived the war. . . .” Following this, in the greatest secrecy he revealed to me the name of his neighbor who had concealed a Jewish boy. . . . This woman, illiterate, living in poverty, saddled with four children and a sick husband who died shortly after, unhesitatingly took on her shoulders a risk which could have cost the lives of her entire family. The entire village . . . took responsibility for his survival. The village administrator gave warnings of visits by the Germans, who were stationed in the village school. Thanks to this collective effort the boy survived the war. What is most surprising in this whole matter is the concealing of this event to that day. In a certain sense, Mulawicze had still not ceased to conceal “Wintluk.”8 3
Why did Poles who assisted their Jewish neighbors in a time of mortal peril become social outcasts in their own communities after the war? Why would a remote village fearfully conceal its wartime rescue of a Jewish orphan? Whence anti-Semitism in Poland “after Auschwitz”? This book, in essence, should be viewed as an attempt to answer such questions.
I write here a narrowly focused story, and my subject is circumscribed. It is framed by the Holocaust and Communism, two landmarks of Eastern European Jewish experience. The latter serves as a boundary not solely because events described here take place while Communists were consolidating their rule over Eastern Europe, but also because local attitudes toward the Jews were refracted through the prism of the putative relationship between Jews and Communism. Indeed, the still dominant interpretation of postwar anti-Semitism in Poland attributes it to Jewish responsibility for the “Sovietization” of the country. Customarily this line of argument is referred to as “Judeo-Communism,” or [image: image]ydokomuna.
What I am about to tell in Fear involves overturning strongly held stereotypes and peeling off layers of prejudice. Wartime and postwar anti-Semitism in Poland has never been examined for what it was, but has always been conflated in the minds of Jews and Poles alike with something else, and conveniently deproblematized. In a well-known quip by the onetime Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir, Poles suck anti-Jewish hatred with their mothers’ milk. In the Polish Catholic imagination, Jews are God-killers, they use the blood of Christian children for matzo, and they are also Communist. Both views are untenable in the light of common sense or empirical evidence. But to challenge and examine them in order to acquire a better understanding of postwar antiSemitism, one has to move carefully.
The nature of prejudice is to make unwarranted totalizing claims, whereas understanding advances through elucidation of careful distinctions. These are directly opposed mental exercises. And if one tries to argue prejudice away by the usual procedure of testing hypotheses (that is, by pointing to alternative explanations, or false deductions, or limitations in the empirical evidence) one enters a kind of discourse where the prejudice’s basic premise is already accepted. Instead of naming the bad faith from which the prejudice sprouted, we end up framing the argument, half-apologetically, as if we granted that the prejudicial claim were empirically derived. Yet simply to identify bad faith underlying a prejudice does not explain it away, either.
Since we cannot hope to find a direct way out of a tangled web of layered fictions and facts in a single push, I wondered what could be the best manner to present my inquiry. The answer emerged in the process of writing—as a circuitous effort of successive approximations. When trying to take apart a pile of elements that are loose yet wedged against one another, one may not produce a persuasive “either-or” story laid out in a chronological sequence. Instead, we must poke the pile repeatedly from many directions and at different angles, or else important residue will always remain. What I offer here, therefore, is not diachronic but analytical history. I go back and forth in time over different aspects of events bearing on understanding the phenomenon of postwar antiSemitism in Poland. The flow of events is marked and distinct in the book, but it is also refracted in successive attempts to problematize issues from a perspective that is slightly but constantly changing. Furthermore, the text is in dialogic relationship with the footnotes, sometimes closing off and sometimes opening up alternative interpretive vistas.
I want readers turning the pages to experience from time to time a sense of discomfort. It is all to the good to feel compelled occasionally to go through a page or a chapter over again, querying the soundness of argument or the clarity of exposition, or else to move forward briskly in order to read in a rush what comes next, just to see if what so far has appeared odd and fragmented could possibly make sense as the story unfolds. I think it does in the end. But this is not a “nice” story and we should not be smoothly eased into it. I would not know how to lead anyone gently through it, anyway.
In what follows I make an effort to disentangle anti-Semitism in Poland after Auschwitz from various phenomena with which it has been conflated. I describe it in the dual context of the Holocaust and the imposition of Communist rule on Eastern and Central Europe. At the risk of running ahead of myself, let me simply assert here what emerges in the conclusion of the book by way, I believe, of a comprehensively documented story: it was widespread collusion in the Nazi-driven plunder, spoliation, and eventual murder of the Jews that generated Polish antiSemitism after the war, not the alleged postwar Jewish collusion in the imposition of Communism on the Poles. Far from championing Jewish “interests” of any kind, the Communist authorities in Poland ignored the suffering of Poland’s Jewish citizens at the hands of their neighbors both during and after the war. The Communist Party aimed to distance and insulate itself as much as it could from the “Jewish question” in order to gain a modicum of legitimacy in the eyes of the Polish population, and adopted what at best can be described as an attitude of benign neglect in matters Jewish. When Stalin’s increasingly aggressive anti-Semitism factored in, the implicit social contract between Communist authorities and the newly subjugated Polish society—that they mutually benefited from considering the wartime fate of Polish Jews a nonissue; that they would not scrutinize what exactly happened to the Jews during the war; and that they would encourage and facilitate departure from the country by the remainder of Polish Jewry—became a given. My sense is that this was an implicit “give” for the “take” of power, which the Communists grabbed at the Soviet Union’s and their own behest.
Here follows a quick guide to the organization of the book. In the first chapter, my intent is to convey the sense of betrayal widely shared among the Poles as a result of the experience of the Second World War and its political aftermath. In the chapter’s closing pages, readers will find a narrative encapsulating the main events leading to the subjugation of the Polish society by the Communist Party, and turning the country into a satellite of the Soviet Union against the will of the majority of the Poles.
In chapter 2, I discuss a wide range of anti-Jewish practices in postwar Poland, including the commodification of Jews resulting from wartime plunder. I further argue that not only society at large but also the administrative apparatus and the judiciary in Communist Party–dominated Poland manifested what must be recognized as institutionalized anti-Semitism.
In chapter 3, I present a detailed description of the most violent anti-Semitic episode in postwar Europe (certainly, the culmination of anti-Jewish violence in Poland at the time)—the pogrom in Kielce. In chapter 4, I discuss reactions to the pogrom among various milieus of the Polish population, while all along drawing observations concerning the place of Jews in the moral economy of postwar Polish society.
In chapter 5, I reflect on how the Holocaust and the behavior of the lower strata of Polish society toward the Jews has been registered in the collective consciousness of Polish intelligentsia.
In chapter 6, I sketch the historical antecedents of a belief widely held by Poland’s population and its historians, that Jews have a special affinity for Communism. I examine the resulting notion of “Judeo-Communism” ([image: image]ydokomuna) in its applicability to the interwar period, and the framing of the so-called Jewish question by Stalin and the Soviet Communist Party during the war and immediately thereafter. Finally, I examine the myth of Judeo-Communism and how it related to political practices of the Communist regime in Poland in the immediate postwar period. And in my conclusions I attempt to pull together various interpretive strands elucidated earlier in the book.

1
POLAND ABANDONED
WARS IN EUROPE have simultaneously been periods of social revolutions, and the Second World War is a good case in point.1 Indeed, one could argue that in Eastern Europe the entire decade from 1939 to 1948—despite the clear divide of 1945, which saw the defeat of the Third Reich—was one continuous epoch of radical transformation toward a totalitarian model of society, imposed first by the Nazis and then by the Soviets.2
While the war, it is true, had an enormous impact on every European society, producing both a new map of Europe and a new paradigm of European politics, Poland’s case was unique among the belligerent countries because of the scale of devastation and upheaval under the impact of Nazi occupation from 1939 until 1945 (supplemented by the Soviet annexation of eastern Poland from September 1939 until June 1941).4 As a result of the war, the country suffered an unprecedented demographic catastrophe. It lost its minorities—Jews in the Holocaust, and Ukrainians and Germans following border shifts and population movements after the war. A third of its urban residents were missing at war’s end. Poland’s elites in all walks of life were wiped out. More than half of its lawyers were no more, along with two fifths of its medical doctors and one third of its university professors and Roman Catholic clergy. It lost its choice civil servants, army officers, and sportsmen. Several million people were displaced, either because they were deported, or because their domiciles were destroyed, or because the frontiers were changed. Somewhere between 4.5 million and 5 million Polish citizens lost their lives during the war (including 3 million Polish Jews), and several million more experienced imprisonment, slave labor, or forced resettlement.5 The scale of material devastation matched the volume of population loss and trauma. Virtually every family in Poland was victimized in one way or another, and many catastrophically.
Particular devastation was suffered by Poland’s Jews, an ancient community that was physically destroyed as a result of the war. No more than 10 percent survived the Nazi onslaught—some in German camps, some hiding among Gentile neighbors, most in the Soviet interior, where they fled or had been deported earlier by the Soviet secret police. While half of Poland’s prewar territory was under Soviet control from mid-September 1939 through June 1941, a direct result of collaboration between Hitler and Stalin at the time, more than one million Polish Jews (out of the total of approximately 3.5 million) lived in the Soviet zone. Some 100,000 to 120,000 Jews were deported in 1940–1941 and forcibly settled in the Soviet interior, as part of broader repressive measures aiming at Sovietization of this area. It was the irony of Jewish fate that being subjected to Soviet repression had saved many Jews from death at the hands of the Nazis. In Polish historiography, the Jewish fate was usually presented as a separate story from that of the rest of Polish society. There was a kernel of truth in this approach, since the Nazis did indeed single out Jews for “special treatment,” but it conveniently enabled historians to pass in silence over the complex phenomenon of interaction between Polish Jews and their non-Jewish neighbors throughout the period of German occupation. Polish neighbors had witnessed up close the extermination of the Jews, and they often availed themselves of the opportunities afforded by their attendant spoliation. The story of this opportunistic complicity with the Nazis is only now being told in Poland, and I plot it into the narrative as we go along since it provides a crucial background for understanding postwar anti-Semitism.3
The Underground State
Despite the violence of foreign invaders, it will be noted in the historical annals that Polish society confronted the horrors of the Soviet and Nazi occupations with heroism and resilience. According to Nazi racial doctrine, Poles were considered “subhuman” (Untermenschen). Unlike the Jews, however, the Poles were not scheduled for extermination but were relegated in the Nazi vision of the “New Order” in Europe to the status of slaves fit only for utilization as physical labor. In response to policies of occupation that denied them rights and material resources necessary for survival, Polish society mounted the most formidable and complex resistance movement that the Nazis had to face anywhere in occupied Europe.
In addition to an underground military organization, the Home Army (Armia Krajowa, AK), which at its peak boasted over 300,000 sworn-in members, an elaborate network of institutions was set up in occupied Poland, which together came to be known as the Underground State (Pa[image: image]stwo Podziemne). This “state” included clandestine versions of prewar political parties and a shadow government administration (Delegatura) headed by a representative of the legal Polish government-in-exile, which resided first in Angers and then, after the defeat of France in 1940, in London. A skeleton parliament functioned in the underground, bringing together representatives of the four main political parties—the National Democratic Party, the Peasant Party, the Polish Socialist Party, and the Labor Party, liberal in outlook—who regularly consulted with one another and the government delegate. Political leaders, the government, and the army command in London maintained contact with the home country through a clandestine network of couriers and radio operators.
The Underground State was funded by the government-in-exile, from London. Apart from supplying secret military and political organizations, this money was also used to sustain civil society, including, for example, an illegal school system, a welfare network, and an organization, [image: image]egota, that was set up in 1942 in order to aid Jews who were hiding from the Nazis. More than 2,000 underground newspapers and magazines were put out in Poland at one time or another during the occupation. Several made only an ephemeral appearance, with limited circulation, but others were published continuously for a number of years. The most important weekly of the Home Army, the  Information Bulletin (Biuletyn Informacyjny), reached a hefty circulation of 43,000 copies. During the period of its most intense activity, the Warsaw office of the Bureau of Information and Propaganda of the Home Army used five tons of paper monthly.4
Henri Michel, the doyen of French historians of the resistance, could hardly be suspected of playing to a domestic audience when he concluded that the Polish underground had enjoyed a strength and a scope unparalleled in Europe.5 The story first became known in the English-speaking world when one of the most courageous couriers of the underground, Jan Karski (who brought direct evidence to Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt that the Nazis were exterminating European Jewry), wrote his slightly fictionalized Story of a Secret State.6 It became a bestseller soon after its publication, by Houghton Mifflin, during the winter of 1944–45.6
The Underground State was the product of a broad mobilization of societal energies. It came about as a result of myriad individual initiatives, which were then institutionalized and put in a broader organizational framework. One could have expected that such a remarkable collective achievement would provide a good foundation for postwar reconstruction. But it was not to be. As a by-product of Great Power politics and the division of postwar Europe into spheres of influence, all the efforts and sacrifice that had gone into the creation of this contested realm, this civil society that had defied a ruthless regime of occupation, were soon dismissed as a misguided and wrongheaded enterprise. Once Poland had been liberated by the Red Army in 1944–45, any earlier association with the so-called London underground was labeled a stigma and a liability by the emergent Communist organizers of the public order. Soon after liberation the Home Army was portrayed in propaganda posters as “a spittle-bespattered dwarf of reactionary forces” (“AK—zapluty karzeł reakcji”) and its veterans had to either hide their past or else risk arrest, internment, censure, or humiliation.7 How did this situation—which led to a pervasive sense of historical injustice among a significant majority of the Polish population—come about?


Discovery of the Katy[image: image] Mass Graves
In the concluding stages of the Second World War, the Germans were being pushed out of Poland by the rapid advance of the Red Army. For the leaders of Poland’s Underground State, this was far from a desirable outcome. The Soviet Communists were regarded as the historic enemies of Polish independence. Twice since the October Revolution of 1917, they had asserted their ambitions of westward expansion in military terms. In 1920, the course of the Polish-Soviet war “miraculously” turned at the outskirts of Warsaw, with fighting continuing until the eventual peace treaty of Riga.8 And in 1939, the Red Army invaded Poland in collusion with Hitler, resulting in Soviet occupation of approximately half of Poland until June 1941. When Nazi Germany launched its assault on the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941 and the USSR finally joined the Allied cause, the Polish government-in-exile renewed diplomatic relations with the USSR.
The Soviet Union initially buckled before the onslaught of the Nazi war machine and welcomed all the assistance and friends it could muster. A period of intense Polish-Soviet engagement ensued. A treaty was signed between the two governments, and several hundred thousand Polish citizens were “amnestied” in the Soviet Union. A welfare network was established in the USSR to provide for the needs of destitute Polish citizens just released from labor camps and forced settlement in the Soviet interior. At designated assembly points, able-bodied men could join units of a new Polish army, which the Soviets agreed would be formed on their territory.9
But as the fortunes of war gradually turned and as the Soviet Union proved a formidable member of the anti-Nazi coalition, Churchill and Roosevelt developed an ever greater sympathy with Soviet territorial claims and security guarantees in postwar Europe. During their Big Three meeting with Joseph Stalin in Teheran late in 1943, they agreed that after the war the Soviet Union’s border could be moved far to the west, at Poland’s expense, roughly to the Curzon Line. In this manner, without consulting or informing the Polish government-in-exile in London, they sanctioned a territorial expansion reminiscent of what the Soviet Union had acquired as a result of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact in 1939.
As an emboldened Stalin began to maneuver for a postwar settlement that would eventually lead to the Communist subjugation of Eastern Europe, Polish-Soviet relations soured. Indeed, the deterioration had begun even before the Teheran conference. In the spring of 1943, the USSR severed diplomatic relations with the Polish government following the discovery of mass graves in Katy[image: image].
Back in 1941 and 1942, when the Polish army was being organized in the Soviet Union by General Władysław Anders,10 Polish authorities could not locate thousands of officers who had served in the eastern part of the country during the September 1939 campaign and who had been taken prisoner by the Soviets. Polish envoys repeatedly asked the Soviet authorities to find these men and release them promptly, if only because they were needed to staff the newly created military units, but to no avail. All traces of several thousand men—many identified by already released colleagues or by family members with whom they had corresponded briefly from captivity—vanished around the spring of 1940. In one of the most absurd and cynical dialogues of the war, Prime Minister Sikorski, most amicably received on his first visit to the Kremlin by Joseph Stalin, got the Soviet leader visibly concerned about the fate of the missing men. In the end, after Sikorski’s repeated inquiries concerning their whereabouts, Stalin feigned incredulity that not everybody had been freed despite the amnesty decreed by the Soviet government. When Sikorski insisted that he had a list of several thousand officers who had been held in captivity by the Red Army and had not been released, Stalin replied, “It is impossible. They must have escaped.” “Where could they escape?” demanded a surprised General Anders. “Well, perhaps to Manchuria,” retorted Stalin without missing a beat.7
Then, in the early spring of 1943, in the vicinity of a little hamlet called Katy[image: image], inside a former Soviet secret police (NKVD) compound, a German communications unit disinterred from a mass grave the remains of executed Polish officers. They had been buried in uniform, many with bullet holes in the back of their skulls, and personal documents and letters from home stuffed in their pockets. It is now known that on March 5, 1940, the Soviet Politburo had issued an order to have these men executed. Stalin’s signature, together with those of Molotov, Voroshilov, and Mikoyan, appears on the document.8 On the basis of this decision, 21,857 people (some 15,000 of them POWs) were put to death. Of this number, 4,421 were executed and buried in the mass grave at Katy[image: image]. The story remained a closely held secret by the Soviet leadership, which denied any complicity in the crime until April 1990, when President Mikhail Gorbachev made a tacit admission of Soviet responsibility. Finally, on October 14, 1992, President Boris Yeltsin passed copies of the 1940 Politburo decision to the Polish president, Lech Wałesa.
Back in 1943, the Nazis used the discovery as a scoop in their anti-Bolshevik propaganda campaign. The Polish government-in-exile called on the International Red Cross to appoint a commission to carry out an exhumation and to issue an expert opinion about when, and therefore by whom, the crime had been committed. But no one really doubted that for once the Nazi regime was telling the truth. The Soviet government, which all along decried the purported German discovery as a hoax contrived by the Germans to mask their own war crimes, broke off diplomatic relations with Poland on April 25, 1943.
From that point on, the Soviets played an intricate game in order both to change postwar Polish frontiers and to install a regime in Poland to their own liking. On the one hand, they used diplomacy and the Big Three consultative process to achieve the desired results. On the other hand, they carefully scripted the moves of the Communist-sponsored underground in Poland.
The Destruction of Warsaw
The most ruthless and telling expression of Stalin’s determination to subjugate Poland and destroy patriotic opposition to Communist rule after the war was his refusal to assist the Warsaw insurgents in the summer of 1944. The Home Army launched the Warsaw Uprising (as the episode is called in Polish historiography) on August 1, 1944. It followed a period of German rout by a months-long Soviet offensive. Columns of disheveled German soldiers and civilians had streamed through Warsaw’s streets for weeks. The sound of guns from the approaching Russian front could be heard in the city. The rank-and-file of the Home Army was itching for a fight. As the front line got nearer to the Vistula River, the Home Army command was anxious to liberate the capital city before the Soviets could enter it in pursuit of the Nazis.11
Without coordinating the move with the Soviets, the Home Army began the insurrection. Warsaw’s insurgents foresaw a combat of a few days’ duration. By then, however, the Wehrmacht was already regrouping to organize a line of defense along the river. As the Soviets halted their advance, the insurgents were left to battle the Germans for almost two months. The Red Army, poised across the Vistula, let the Germans slaughter Home Army soldiers and civilian inhabitants of the city alike. Almost a quarter of a million people perished in the hostilities. The flower of Poland’s anti-Nazi underground movement was killed, and the city was reduced to a pile of rubble.
In the initial stages of the uprising, the Soviets pretended that nothing of significance was going on in the city. Later, when the fact of the combat in Warsaw could no longer be denied, Stalin refused landing rights to Allied airplanes flying supply missions from bases in Italy— several hundred miles over enemy territory—to the beleaguered city. Winston Churchill’s memoirs capture the story in dramatic detail. On August 14, Churchill sent a telegram to his foreign secretary, Anthony Eden: “It will cause the Russians much annoyance if the suggestion that the Polish patriots in Warsaw were deserted gets afoot, but they can easily prevent it by operations well within their power. It certainly is very curious that at the moment when the Underground Army has revolted, the Russian armies should have halted their offensive against Warsaw and withdrawn some distance. For them to send in all the quantities of machine-guns and ammunition required by the Poles for their heroic fight would involve only a flight of 100 miles. I have been talking to [Air Marshal] Slessor, trying to send all possible assistance from here. But what have the Russians done? I think it would be better if you sent a message to Stalin through Molotov referring to the implications that are afoot in many quarters and requesting that the Russians should send all the help they can.”
Two days later, on August 16, the American ambassador was called in to the Soviet Foreign Ministry by Molotov’s deputy, Andrei Vyshinsky, who “explain[ed] that he wished to avoid the possibility of misunderstanding, [and] read out the following astonishing statement: ‘The Soviet Government cannot of course object to English or American aircraft dropping arms in the region of Warsaw, since this is an American and British affair. But they decidedly object to American or British aircraft, after dropping arms in the region of Warsaw, landing on Soviet territory, since the Soviet Government do not wish to associate themselves either directly or indirectly with the adventure in Warsaw.’”9
Churchill was livid, exchanging messages with Roosevelt on this subject every day. But neither man was prepared to challenge Stalin and take a decisive stand. In his memoirs, the American diplomat and historian George Kennan identified the Soviet response toward the Warsaw Uprising as a critical event that more than anything that occurred to that point, brought the Western governments face to face with what they were up against in Stalin’s Polish policy. For if the inactivity of the Red Army forces as they sat, passive, on the other side of the river and watched the slaughter by the Germans of the Polish heroes of the rebellion was not yet eloquent enough as an expression of the Soviet attitude, then the insolent denial by Stalin and Molotov to Ambassador Harriman of permission for use of the American shuttle base in the Ukraine to facilitate the dropping of arms and supplies to the beleaguered Poles . . . left no room for misunderstanding. I was personally not present at this fateful meeting with Stalin and Molotov; but I can recall the appearance of the ambassador and General Deane as they returned, in the wee hours of the night, shattered by the experience. There was no doubt in any of our minds as to the implications of the position the Soviet leaders had taken. This was a gauntlet thrown down, in a spirit of malicious glee, before the Western powers. What it was meant to imply was: “We intend to have Poland, lock, stock, and barrel. We don’t care a fig for those Polish underground fighters who have not accepted Communist authority. To us, they are no better than the Germans; and if they and the Germans slaughter each other off, so much the better.” . . . It has been my opinion, ever since, that this was the moment when, if ever, there should have been a full-fledged and realistic political showdown with the Soviet leaders.12

The “Lublin Poles,” or the Soviet Politics of the Faits Accomplis
Soon after the Red Army, in pursuit of the withdrawing Germans, crossed the prewar Polish-Soviet border in early January 1944, the Polish government-in-exile could no longer assert its authority over the liberated areas of Poland. The Soviets kept arresting locally based Home Army units and networks of the Government Delegate’s administrative apparatus as the front moved westward. Soviet-sponsored organizations, the National Council for the Country (Krajowa Rada Narodowa, KRN) soon followed by the Polish Committee of National Liberation (Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego, PKWN), were given a free hand to fill the power vacuum and appoint their own administration.
The KRN was established by the underground Polish Communist Party on December 31, 1943. This was the first in a series of institutions duplicating the London-affiliated Underground State and, allegedly, representing a broad spectrum of Polish society. In reality it was a “Potemkin village,” a national council entirely controlled by the Communist Party.13 Several months later, on July 20, 1944, the PKWN was established in Moscow and the Soviets authorized it to organize the administration of the liberated Polish territories.
The independence of Communist-ruled Poland dates symbolically from July 22, 1944. In the “Polish People’s Republic,” the most important national holiday was celebrated in commemoration of the “July 22 Manifesto” (or “July Manifesto”), issued by the PKWN in the city of Lublin and proclaiming the country’s independence.14 On December 31, 1944, the National Council transformed the PKWN into a provisional government, which was immediately recognized by the Soviet Union. In this manner a series of faits accomplis was produced in Poland while the legitimate government was still far away in London.
Ever since the Red Army’s entry into Polish territory, the Communist Party had a virtual monopoly on the use of coercion necessary to impose political order. Initially the Soviet security services, the NKVD, bore the brunt of ferreting out and neutralizing the remnants of the London government–affiliated underground. Some 60,000 people were arrested by the NKVD before the summer of 1945 and up to 20,000 Home Army soldiers were deported into the Soviet camps.10 In time, by 1944–45, a homegrown Polish apparatus of public security began to take over these responsibilities. It was first called the Resort of Public Security, but was soon relabeled the Ministry of Public Security (Ministerstwo Bezpiecze[image: image]stwa Publicznego, MBP).15
The western Allies kept pressuring the Polish government in London to seek accommodation with the Soviets and with the Polish Communists whom the Soviets championed. Facts on the ground could no longer be ignored. On January 17, 1945, the Red Army began its final push to Berlin, crossed the Vistula River in force, and liberated Warsaw. The Yalta Conference was held three weeks later, in early February, with Churchill, Stalin, and Roosevelt in attendance. As Anthony Eden wrote in his memoirs, it was decided there to put an end to the intolerable situation “with the Russians recognizing one Polish Government in Lublin and ourselves another in London.”11 The Americans and the British insisted on the formation of a new provisional government, which in addition to the so-called Lublin Poles would also include Stanisław Mikołajczyk, the Peasant Party leader from London, as well as other “moderate” Polish politicians from abroad. Such an interim government would then be entrusted with organizing, as soon as possible, free elections in Poland.16

The Symbolism of “Yalta”
“This war is not as in the past,” Stalin told a young Yugoslav communist leader, Milovan Djilas, in 1945; “whoever occupies a territory also imposes his own social system.... It cannot be otherwise.”12 And much like its tragic fate in 1939, the postwar destiny of Poland was also decided by outside powers.
Western leaders had few illusions concerning Stalin’s intentions toward Eastern Europe. Indeed, they recognized the Soviet Union’s security interests in the area as legitimate, and granted Stalin the prerogative of ensuring that local regimes did not include politicians hostile to the USSR. But with this caveat, Roosevelt and Churchill wanted to believe that their efforts to bring freedom to Eastern Europe were not in vain. Both statesmen also had an audience at home that needed to be persuaded of the same. In just such a moment of wishful thinking (I’d like to believe it was not pure cynicism) Churchill addressed the House of Commons on February 27, 1945, upon his return from Yalta: “The impression I brought back from the Crimea, and from all my other contacts, is that Marshal Stalin and the Soviet leaders wish to live in honourable friendship and equality with the Western democracies. I feel also that their word is their bond. I know of no Government which stands to its obligations, even in its own despite, more solidly than the Russian Soviet Government. I decline absolutely to embark here on a discussion about Russian good faith.”13 17
In all fairness, the discussions over the fate of Poland proved very difficult. “The Polish question” occupied most of the agenda of the Yalta Conference, was brought up at seven out of eight of its plenary meetings, and is remembered as the most difficult and time-consuming subject by many participants who later wrote important memoirs.18 Great Britain went to war over Poland, which was its oldest and most faithful ally. It was a matter of British honor—as Churchill repeatedly stated and was in turn reminded of during subsequent debate on the Polish question in the House of Commons—to ensure freedom and sovereignty for Poland in the postwar world.
Even though final arrangements concerning Poland’s postwar boundaries and government were worked out also at meetings held in Teheran and in Potsdam, for the Poles, as a puzzled young British journalist discovered almost four decades after the events, “Yalta” remained the shorthand symbolic point of reference. “When I first came to Poland I kept hearing a very strange word. ‘Yowta,’ my new acquaintances sighed, ‘yowta!,’ and conversation ebbed into melancholy silence. Did ‘yowta’ mean fate, I wondered, was it an expression like ‘that’s life’?”
“‘Yalta’ (Polish pronunciation ‘yowta’) is where the story of Solidarity begins,” writes Timothy Garton Ash in the introduction to his brilliant report on the birth, during the summer of 1980, of the Solidarity movement that eventually, ten years later, brought the downfall of Communism in Eastern Europe. “‘Yalta’ for the Poles means that, after their army had been the first to resist Hitler, after Britain had gone to war in defense of Poland’s independence and Polish servicemen had fought courageously in defense of Britain after some six million of their compatriots (one in every five citizens of the pre-war Polish Republic) had died in the war— after all this, their country was delivered up by their western allies, Britain and America, into the famously tender care of ‘Uncle Joe’ Stalin.”14 19
The unwillingness of the Polish government-in-exile to make an accommodation with Stalin’s demands finally wore out the country’s Western allies. Prime Minister Stanisław Mikołajczyk, more amenable to the requirements of postwar Realpolitik than his cabinet colleagues, resigned his position on November 24, 1944.20 By April, under Churchill’s prodding, he was already prepared to return to Poland as a leader of an independent Peasant Party. In June, he was negotiating in Moscow the composition of a “Provisional Government of National Unity,” in which a handful of politicians from London would be given portfolios.
The agreement concluded on June 23, 1945, was signed under a bad omen—two days after Mikołajczyk’s colleagues, the sixteen leaders of the Polish underground, were tried and sentenced in Moscow to long prison terms.21 But the symbolism of the trial served only as a background to a message communicated to Mikołajczyk directly: that he was going back to Poland at the sufferance of the Communists, to be the window dressing for a show they intended to run as they pleased. In a moment of candor during negotiations leading to the establishment of the Provisional Government of National Unity, the Polish Communist leader Władysław Gomułka put it succinctly and without equivocation: “You can shout all you want that blood of the Polish nation is being spilled, that NKVD rules Poland, but this will not turn us back from our path, władzy raz zdobytej nie oddamy nigdy”—“Once we have taken power, we will never give it up.”15
Mikołajczyk’s Peasant Party (which adopted the name Polish Peasant Party [Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, PSL]) was given 55 seats in the provisional parliament, the KRN, numbering 288 deputies altogether, while Mikołajczyk himself was named second deputy prime minister and the minister of agriculture and land reform. Another of his party colleagues, Władysław Kiernik, got the Ministry of Public Administration. But the real power in the state and a real source of patronage in the countryside were located somewhere else, outside the prerogatives of ministries headed by Peasant Party politicians. The Ministry of Public Security, taken firmly in hand by the Communist Stanisław Radkiewicz, was the enforcement arm of the state, independent of the Ministry of Public Administration. Land redistribution that truly benefited recipients (an urgent social problem in Poland, where poverty in the countryside and demand for land reform were among the most salient issues of the interwar period) was carried out primarily in the so-called incorporated territories, the western part of Poland, which before the war had belonged to Germany. A separate Ministry of Incorporated Territories had been established for the purpose of supervising integration of this area with the rest of the country, and the first secretary of the Communist Party (the PPR), Władysław Gomułka, was in charge of it. By 1949 peasants had received from the state over 6 million hectares of land (4.4 million in the newly incorporated territories), distributed to enlarge some 250,000 small individual holdings and create 800,000 new family farms.16
On June 27, 1945, Stanisław Mikołajczyk returned to Warsaw to a tumultuous reception. On July 5, the United States, Great Britain, and France officially recognized the Provisional Government of National Unity. As provided for in stipulations of the Yalta Conference, the Provisional Government was supposed to hold within a year “free and unfettered elections” in Poland. Mikołajczyk bargained that the United States and Britain would be able to hold Stalin to his promise and extract the fulfillment of this commitment.
From then on, the Communist takeover developed as a three-pronged offensive. In the first place it aimed at the destruction, primarily through police terror, of the post–Home Army network of illegal organizations. Second, the Communists maneuvered to crush the legal opposition, the PSL, through propaganda, manipulation of the electoral process, and direct physical intimidation. And third, they strove to render ever more groups in society dependent on the state, in which all power, in time, was monopolized by the Communist Party.
“On May 18 Stalin publicly denied that the arrested Polish leaders had even been invited to Moscow, and asserted that they were mere ‘diversionists’ who would be dealt with according to ‘a law similar to the British Defence of the Realm Act.’ The Soviet Government refused to move from this position. Nothing more was heard of the victims of this trap until the case against them opened on June 18. It was conducted in the usual Communist manner. The prisoners were accused of subversion, terrorism, and espionage, and all except one admitted wholly or in part the charges against them. Thirteen were found guilty, and sentenced to terms of imprisonment ranging from four months to ten years, and three were acquitted. This was in fact the judicial liquidation of the leadership of the Polish Underground which had fought so heroically against Hitler. The rank and file had already died in the ruins of Warsaw” (Churchill, Triumph and Tragedy, pp. 497–98).

The Decommissioning of the London-Affiliated Underground
On January 19, 1945, two days after Warsaw was liberated by the Red Army, the Home Army was dissolved. We will not fight against the Soviets, its commanding general, Leopold Okulicki, said in his last order to AK soldiers, but we will never accept Soviet domination of Poland, either: “I am giving you the last order. Conduct your further work and activity in the spirit of regaining state independence and so as to safeguard the Polish population from annihilation. Try to act as leaders for the Nation and in the spirit of implementing Polish independence. In this activity each of you must be his own commander. . . . [E]mpowered to do so by the President of the Polish Republic, I release you from your oath and dissolve the ranks of the Home Army.” Okulicki was soon arrested by the Soviet secret service; he died in a Soviet prison following conviction in the infamous “Trial of the Sixteen” in Moscow.
By that time, the entire organizational framework of the underground—in the best of circumstances highly decentralized, fluid, and dependent on local conditions and personal relationships—had fallen apart. The Central Command of the Home Army, decimated during the Warsaw Uprising and itself hunted by the Soviet secret police and by the security services of the Communist-dominated Polish state, tried to decommission its members, streamlining their return to civilian life under a regime they were alienated from. Leaders of the underground feared that many Home Army soldiers would continue clandestine activities on their own, or follow the lead of the right-wing splinter groups that opted for sabotage and armed struggle against the nascent Communist regime.17
The Home Army went through a series of organizational transformations and name changes (Nie; Delegatura Sił Zbrojnych; Wolno[image: image][image: image] i Niezawisło[image: image][image: image]), scaling down and redirecting its main focus from armed resistance to civilian, propaganda-oriented work. Colonel Jan Rzepecki, commanding officer of the AK’s influential Bureau of Information and Propaganda (BiP) during the war, was appointed delegate of armed forces and became the chairman (prezes) of the AK successor group Liberty and Independence (Wolno[image: image][image: image] i Niezawisło[image: image][image: image]; WiN) in September 1945. He was a brilliant officer and intellectual, liberal and left-leaning in his political outlook, who had assembled in BiP an outstanding group of colleagues. Now he faced the impossible task of converting a clandestine military organization into a civilian opposition movement, which couldn’t be legalized and which counted among its most important tasks the reining in of the most radical forms of opposition to the new regime.
There was no ready-made formula for what a successor organization to the Home Army should be or how it ought to act. How to prevent the radicalization of opposition to Poland’s nascent new regime, so that young people would not waste their lives in hopeless armed struggle that would rapidly demoralize any “outlaws” who chose to remain “in the forest”?18 After five years of brutalizing and incapacitating occupation everyone yearned to resume normal work, a professional life, an interrupted education. People wanted to rebuild destroyed homes, communities, and institutions, and to pick up and go on with their personal lives; of this, the postwar baby boom was ample proof.
Rzepecki understood that a successor organization to the Home Army could not work against the desire for normalization, even though the AK’s enemies, the Communists, were assuming overall control of this process. Thus, all that remained for the AK’s successor organization was to wait until political circumstances changed, either because of a decisive falling-out between the United States/Britain and Stalin (some thought that a war between the Western democracies and the USSR was inevitable), or because the Polish Communists would have to bow to the results of the upcoming “free and unfettered” elections provided for in the Yalta agreement. In the meantime—that is, until the United States went to war with the USSR (which mercifully never came to pass) or until the Communists allowed free elections in Poland (which never came to pass, either)—the lives of hundreds of thousands of young patriotic men and women were at stake. Rzepecki did his best to steer them away from a head-on collision with the new regime, but he could devise no clear formula to show the way.
The rank and file of the Home Army fell victim, as it were, to superior forces of history and had to confront a predicament not of their own making. Clearly this was a fate they did not deserve. One can see a reflection of these powerful dilemmas in a moving address Rzepecki gave to former soldiers of the Home Army on July 24, 1945, the long and short of which can be summarized in one sentence from Okulicki’s last order back in January: from now on, “you are your own commanders.”22 This was a phrase later identified by Home Army veterans as an appropriate epitaph for their destiny in postwar Poland.
Not surprisingly such advice, albeit well-meaning, could not stem the tide of chaos nor put a stop to individual dramas. Nor could it rein in various hotheads, misfits, and self-serving opportunists who committed deeds they portrayed as the actions of bona fide underground cells. A secret bulletin of the Polish Interior Ministry describing illegal antistate organizations active in the years 1944–1956 lists fifty-two “armed groups” called “AK” all over Poland, and an additional twenty-eight “AK” entries under a separate category of “illegal youth organizations.” Some had as few as four members, some several dozen. Altogether about 1,700 illegal organizations bearing different names are enumerated in the bulletin’s alphabetical index.19 The two letters “AK,” in short, appeared on many a leaflet issued by enterprising individuals and were likewise liberally flaunted by the Communist secret police which attributed to the Home Army many a deed committed by impromptu, desperate, rogue, or criminal groups or individuals.
In November 1945, Rzepecki was arrested. The secret police had penetrated various cells of the organization. They seemed to know everything about his activity. He promptly made up his mind that further clandestine activity by the WiN was senseless, and agreed to cooperate with the authorities on the condition that his subordinates who willingly renounced clandestine work would not be punished.

Monopolization of Power by the Communist Party
The immediate postwar years were a period of social upheaval on a monumental scale, which rendered ever more segments of the population dependent on the state. Up to 7 million Germans had either fled or been deported from the newly incorporated territories in the west. Half a million Ukrainians were sent to the Soviet Union by mid-1946, and another 150,000 were resettled internally in 1947. More than a million Poles were repatriated by the end of 1946 from the border areas incorporated into the Soviet Socialist Republics of Ukraine, Lithuania, and Belorussia, while another quarter million returned from the Soviet interior (more than half of this last group were Polish Jews). In 1945–46, 2 million people settled in the new western provinces, and by 1950, 6 million people were living there. As stated earlier, the Communist leader, Władysław Gomułka, was in charge of the ministry supervising settlement in the west, a bountiful source of patronage to his party. With land reform benefiting landless and land-hungry peasants decreed by the state; with expropriation of industrial, banking, commercial, and real estate private property turning the state into the largest employer; with legislation imposing full state control over welfare, education, media, health services, and every other organization—the etatization of society was in full swing. The Communists merely had to be sure to expand their monopoly control over all levers of power in the state. And this they did.
The most intricate aspect of the political endgame involved taking control of the electoral process, whose purity, in theory, was guaranteed by the Western powers qua signatories of the Yalta agreements. The PPR—the Communist Party—knew that it did not have enough social support to win an open and honest electoral contest. Free elections held in Hungary in September 1945 gave an absolute majority (57 percent) to the Smallholders Party, anti-Communists representing the peasants; the results in Poland, given the personal popularity enjoyed by Mikołajczyk, would have been even more lopsided. So, as the first step in dealing with this problem, the Communist-dominated National Council (the KRN) proposed to hold a “referendum” instead, and thereby postpone the elections.
The referendum held on June 30, 1946, was crafted to show that the Polish population approved in their broad outlines the changes in boundaries and regime brought about at the end of the war. Three questions were put to a yes-or-no vote and the government mounted an aggressive propaganda campaign urging a “Three times yes” (Trzy razy “Tak”) vote to indicate support for the direction in which the Communist Party was leading the country.
“The Referendum ballot”—I am quoting from Stanisław Mikołajczyk’s important book The Rape of Poland —“contained three deceitfully chosen questions. The wording was innocent enough: (1) Are you in favor of the abolishment of the Senate? (2) Are you for making permanent, through the future Constitution, the economic system instituted by the land reform and nationalization of the basic industries, with maintenance of the rights of private enterprise? (3) Are you for the Polish Western frontiers as fixed on the Baltic and the Oder and Neisse? Examining these, we of the Peasant Party felt we might use the first question as a weapon for a gigantic demonstration against the police state. . . . We decided to vote ‘No’ on the first question. . . . The Polish Peasant Party slogan became, ‘If you vote “Yes” on the first question, you are giving a vote of confidence to the police methods of the Provisional Government.’”20
The “Three times yes” propaganda was accompanied by intimidation and thwarting of the Peasant Party’s campaign efforts. Arthur Bliss Lane recalled that “the Peasant Party had to resort to word of mouth to advise its members of party policy.”21 But in the end a massive government-organized fraud occurred when counting the ballots. A specialized group of NKVD officers came to Poland to orchestrate falsification of some 6,000 protocols from electoral commissions. Documents found in the archives half a century later show that 25 percent of voters answered “yes” to the first question, 44 percent to the second question, and 68 percent to the third. But official results published by the government almost two weeks after the referendum announced that 68 percent of the voters answered “yes” to the first question, 77 percent to the second, and 91 percent to the third.22 23
It was in this period of heightened political tension, when mobilization for and against the government was carried out all over the country by the regime and its legal opposition, and when intimidation and manipulation of the public was resorted to with particular intensity, that the most deadly episode of anti-Jewish violence in postwar Poland took place. On July 4, 1946, several dozen people were killed in a pogrom of Jews in the town of Kielce. Ambassador Bliss Lane called chapter 16 of his memoirs “Referendum and Pogrom,” implicitly linking the two events, which occurred only four days apart. Anti-Communist commentaries explicitly linked the Kielce pogrom and the referendum, attributing the assault on the Jews to a deliberate Communist provocation. Allegedly, it aimed to divert the world’s attention from the true results of the referendum and the rigged vote count.
Such claims, however, have no basis in historical evidence.23 On the other hand, the referendum certainly provided a good practice run for the Communist authorities on how to prepare and organize elections. It also showed that the Communists effectively controlled the state apparatus and could deploy it to serve their own particularistic ends.
The date for the elections was set for January 19, 1947. Using the façade of “blocs” or “united fronts” that they effectively controlled was at the time still the favorite political strategy of East European Communists. And in August, on the initiative of the Polish Socialist Party (PPS), allied with the Communists, Mikołajczyk was solicited to enter into such an electoral “bloc” with all the other “progressive” parties in Poland. Participants in the bloc would draw up one list of candidates, with mandates apportioned between parties according to an agreed-upon formula. Instead of competitive elections, the public would thus effectively be invited to participate in a plebiscite, lending legitimacy to a coalition agreed upon in advance by the politicians.
In the August negotiations, the PSL was offered 25 percent of the seats in the new parliament, as much as the Communist Party, the PPR, would retain. The remaining 50 percent were to be distributed among the Socialist Party (22 percent); a pro-Communist splinter of the Peasant Party called the Stronnictwo Ludowe (12 percent); the pro-Communist Stronnictwo Demokratyczne, or Democratic Party (8 percent); and a pro-Mikołajczyk Stronnictwo Pracy, or Christian Labor Party (also 8 percent). Aware that his share of electoral support was far greater, and that the badly outnumbered PSL could not count on parliamentary support of critical members of the PPS, Mikołajczyk requested a 40 percent share of parliamentary seats as his price for joining the bloc. The negotiations soon collapsed.
The Communists then pulled out all the stops in a vicious and intense electoral campaign. Scores of Peasant Party activists were murdered in unexplained circumstances. One hundred sixty-two candidates from PSL lists, and thousands of local organizers, were arrested under various pretexts. Half a million citizens, PSL sympathizers, were struck from lists of eligible voters. In ten electoral districts—out of fifty-two nationwide—PSL lists were arbitrarily invalidated by the electoral commission, which was controlled by the Communists. Such intimidation went on until election day, when state employees and factory workers arrived at polling stations in organized columns to vote openly for “list number 3” of the government bloc. And in the end, the vote count was carried out by methods well honed during the referendum.
When all the votes were “counted,” electoral protests filed (and dismissed), and results tabulated, the PSL and its allied Christian Labor Party got 10 percent of the mandates. Mikołajczyk resigned from the cabinet the day the results were officially announced.
From then on the official opposition, the PSL, was fair game for the repressive apparatus of the state and for government propaganda. Mikołajczyk vividly describes “the tightening vise” in a chapter of his memoirs under this title. He stood his ground for several months, speaking out in the parliament and shoring up the weakening spirit of his supporters. But the writing on the wall could no longer be ignored as intimidation, arrests, and trials of Peasant Party leaders multiplied. In September 1947, a conference of nine countries’ Communist parties was held in Szklarska Poreba in Poland, marking the tightening of the vise throughout the entire Soviet bloc. Stalin’s main ideologist, Andrei Zhdanov, set the course in a tough speech. From now on, East European Communists were no longer interested in hiding behind a façade of coalition. They went on to impose a monopoly of power through the undisguised hegemony of one-party regimes.24
In mid-October, Mikołajczyk, apprised of his imminent arrest, contacted the American embassy. On October 21—together with two other leading activists, Stefan Korbo[image: image]ski and Kazimierz Bagi[image: image]ski, and the two men’s wives—he was spirited out of the country.24 
Over the next year, the Communist Party consolidated its monopoly over various milieus and cultural institutions. A series of political trials of regime opponents was held. The Communist Party itself executed a sharp turn, casting off First Secretary Władysław Gomułka in a dramatic September 1948 plenary meeting of the Central Committee, and replacing him with Bolesław Bierut. Gomułka was accused of “nationalist deviation,” of advocating “a national road to socialism”; from now on only “one road” to socialism, emulating the Soviet experience, was politically correct. Symbolically the consolidation of Stalinism in Poland may be dated to mid-December 1948, when the PPR and the PPS held a Unity Congress that yielded the Polish United Workers Party (Polska Zjednoczona Partia Robotnicza, PZPR). The Communists thus swallowed the historical Socialist Party and went on to rule the country, claiming to be the unique representatives of the working class, for the next forty years.

The Landscape After the Battle
In fulfillment of years’ worth of dreams, the nightmare of Nazi occupation lifted in Poland during the winter and spring of 1944–45. To be sure, this Poland was a different country: reduced in size by one sixth, moved westward (with 47 percent of its prewar territory now incorporated into the Soviet Union and close to one third acquired at the expense of prewar Germany), with nearly a fifth of the population dead as a result of the war. The end of the war did not bring the return of social peace and political stability. By the time a Stalinist regime was firmly established in 1948, the country had experienced massive population movements, a social revolution, and monopolization of political power by the Communist Party. Separated from these events by the Cold War and decades of competition between the Soviet Bloc and the West, we may think in hindsight that the Communist takeover of Poland in 1945 was a foregone conclusion. And perhaps it was. But it required time and skills to be implemented, and there were always actors involved in the process who bet on and worked for alternative outcomes, against heavy odds.
Memoirs and diaries from the period record outpourings of vital energy and enthusiasm that somehow overcame the loss and mourning due to war’s devastation. But the pure joy of liberation was laced for many with a sense of betrayal. Why did their sacrifice on behalf of a common cause count for nothing now? Powerful symbols and heroic deeds were publicly ridiculed. Institutional rewards were withheld from those who only yesterday, in the general estimation, had been the most deserving. It was very easy for ordinary people to make a contribution, since literally everything needed to be rebuilt, repaired, or constructed anew, and yet many Poles didn’t quite know what to do with themselves.
The Communists went on to practice a new kind of totalitarian politics in postwar Eastern Europe. Little wonder that political actors in Poland were unable to find an effective response, when the most powerful men in the world proved unable to restrain Stalin’s ambitions to subjugate the area. Wrote Churchill to Marshal Stalin on April 29, 1945:
After all, we have joined with you, largely on my original initiative, early in 1944, in proclaiming the Polish-Russian frontier which you desired, namely, the Curzon Line, including Lvov for Russia. We think you ought to meet us with regard to the other half of the policy which you equally with us have proclaimed, namely, the sovereignty, independence, and freedom of Poland, provided it is a Poland friendly to Russia. . . . There is not much comfort in looking into a future where you and the countries you dominate, plus the Communist Parties in many other States, are all drawn up on one side, and those who rally to the English-speaking nations and their associates or Dominions are on the other.25
But the Communists were not prepared to meet anybody halfway. They didn’t care about symbols, or about giving comfort to their erstwhile allies. They wanted a monopoly of power in Eastern and Central Europe. Stalin wanted a change of frontiers and complete dominion over Poland, as well as of other countries in Eastern Europe liberated by the Red Army. And he engineered the takeover by a combination of ruthlessness, cunning diplomacy, and clever politics pursued by local Communist parties.26
The Communist Party successfully outmaneuvered and subdued the legal opposition, the Peasant Party under the leadership of Stanisław Mikołajczyk; prevailed against the overwhelming weight of public opinion, which viewed Communism as an alien ideology; and overpowered the Catholic church, which ruled the hearts and minds of the Polish people. The new government pursued a comprehensive program of industrial and agricultural reforms while coping with the daunting tasks of reconstruction. It also had to follow policy changes emanating from Moscow, while embroiled in internal factional and personal conflicts. Tensions within Communist parties all over Eastern Europe would soon bring a wave of arrests and purge trials imitating the earlier “Great Terror” in the Soviet Union. As Eastern Europe was entering its own period of high Stalinism, Communist activists could feel embattled, indeed endangered, in more ways than one. What about the Jews in the context of postwar Polish politics, then? The rest of the book is devoted to a discussion of this very problem. But before we immerse ourselves in the subject we may find it useful to keep the following in mind.
As stated earlier, over 90 percent of the 3½ million Jews who lived in Poland before the war were killed during the Holocaust. The Jewish population of postwar Poland peaked briefly at around 200,000 in the summer of 1946—a small minority in a country of over 20 million at the time—and then promptly declined in a wave of rapid outmigration.25 Anti-Jewish violence, which claimed somewhere between 500 and 1,500 lives during those years, also does not appear numerically out of scale. This was a period of civil war in Poland, and the Communist camp alone mourned the loss of 15,000 dead.26 Since the Communist authorities gave as good as they got, the combined toll—made up of anti-Communists, ethnic Germans who were being resettled by the millions from the western portions of the country, and Ukrainians whose national aspirations were being crushed in the eastern voivodeships by a combined force of Soviet and Polish security detachments—ran into several tens of thousands of victims. Not surprisingly, anti-Jewish hostility in postwar Poland was not on the forefront of anyone’s agenda but the Jews’.
For it is only in hindsight that the general public, as well as historians, have identified the Holocaust as a theme of universal and central significance for the self-understanding of Western civilization. We should remember that the experience of European Jews during the war, or immediately thereafter, was not a subject promptly taken up either by the public or by historiographies of host societies anywhere on the Continent.27
But even at this time, when people were busy putting their personal and professional lives back together from scraps while the material and political worlds they knew lay in ruins, the upper crust of Polish intelligentsia reacted with horror and disbelief to manifestations of popular anti-Semitism. Theirs was a cri de coeur in response, especially, to the Krakow (August 1945) and Kielce (July 1946) pogroms, which I describe later. They saw with clarity that anti-Semitism in Poland after Auschwitz signaled a moral failure which touched some core of the collective being. “No longer an economic issue, it is no longer a political issue either,” wrote Wincenty Bednarczuk in one of the most important political-literary weeklies of the time,  Odrodzenie, on September 9, 1945, one month after the pogrom in Krakow. “It is a moral problem pure and simple. Today it is not a question of saving the Jews from misery and death, it is a problem of saving the Poles from moral misery and spiritual death.”27
These voices soon petered out, submerged on one side by the deep freeze of Stalinism, which stifled all discussion, and on the other by lack of similar concerns among the general public. When most Jews had fled Poland, the Holocaust became a nonsubject in Polish historiography, while “the Jews” became a lingering obsession in Polish political life— like a severed limb, radiating pain throughout the body long after it had been lost.28
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