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To my family


Wai-yee, Raz, Shira, and Rom


The rock of my existence and the fountain of my soul


And in memoriam


Yehudit (Szimer) Bartov, 1924–1998


Hanoch (Helfgott) Bartov, 1926–2016




I closed my eyes, so that I would not see the deaths of my brothers, my fellow townsmen, because of my bad habit to see my city and its slain, how they are tortured by their tormentors and how they are killed in wicked and cruel ways. And I closed my eyes for yet another reason, because when I close my eyes I become as it were master of the universe and see what I wish to see. And so I closed my eyes and called upon my city to stand before me, with all its inhabitants, with all its houses of prayer. I put every man in the place where he used to sit and where he studied and where his sons and sons-in-law and grandsons sat—for in my city everyone came to prayer.


—SHMUEL YOSEF AGNON, THE CITY WHOLE, 1973
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Note on Place and Personal Names



The region discussed in this book was populated by several ethnic groups and ruled over time by different regimes. As a result, the names of places and individuals may differ substantially depending on the language and time period. For the sake of consistency, I have generally used the Polish version of place names, since they were also officially used for most of the period covered by this book, while providing in parentheses the alternative (usually Ukrainian, at times German) version when first mentioned, and keeping the original version when citing documents. For this reason I have generally kept the name of Buczacz (Ukrainian: Buchach) in its Polish spelling. But where there exists a conventional English spelling for known places, such as Warsaw, I have preferred that to the Polish Warszawa. Many Ukrainian individuals appear in Polish documents with the Polish version of their names, but whenever the Ukrainian name was known I have chosen to use it. Words in Russian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, and Hebrew are transliterated more or less according to conventional transliteration rules, apart from those names and terms already known in English spelling. Thus Moscow and not Moskva, Kiev rather than Kyiv, Dniester instead of Dnister or Dnestr, and Dnieper rather than Dnepr or Dnipro. I have normally transliterated the guttural equivalent of “ch” in the Scottish word “loch” as “kh” for all these languages apart from where other conventions already apply. Thus Pinchas rather than Pinkhas, and cheder rather than kheder. I have left out the soft signs from transliterations of Ukrainian and Russian for ease of reading. With a few exceptions, titles of books and articles written in languages not using Roman letters have been translated.
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The author’s mother, grandmother, and sister in Tel Aviv, 1979.








MEMORIES OF CHILDHOOD
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The author’s mother as a child in Buczacz, late 1920s.





Tell me about your childhood,” I said.


We were standing in my mother’s kitchen in Tel Aviv. She was wearing a simple dress under a large apron. A diminutive, energetic woman, her still-ample curly hair dyed brownish-red, her face lined from the strong Middle Eastern sun and years of hardship. She was in her element in the large kitchen, the most important space in an apartment to which my parents had moved a quarter of a century earlier, just a couple of years before I left home and joined the army.


It was summer 1995, and she was making chicken soup. My seven-year-old son was playing next to us. Up to that day, I had never asked about her life in Eastern Poland, before her parents moved the family to Palestine in 1935. She was seventy-one. I was forty-one. I had only a vague idea of her youth. I turned on the tape recorder.


I was born in Kośmierzyn [Ukrainian: Kosmyryn], a little village on the banks of the Dniester River in Polish Podolia, which is now in Ukraine. All the inhabitants of the village were Ukrainian. My father’s father managed the estate of Graf [Count] Potocki’s widow there. He lived on the estate. There was a rather large house there. I don’t know how old I was at the time, perhaps four or five, so to me it appeared huge. It was a two-story house, and the grafina [countess], as she was called, lived there, along with the graf’s sister and their sons. There was a huge courtyard, horse stables, cowsheds, and a large barn. My grandfather lived in a single-story house. There were Grandfather and Grandmother and the sons. I was born in the village. Soon thereafter we moved to Potok Złoty. Then we moved to Buczacz.


Today Buczacz (pronounced “Buchach”) is a shabby post-Soviet backwater. Poor, derelict, depressed. In 1919 it had about thirteen thousand inhabitants. It currently has the same number. But its setting is enchanting: perched on several hills and intersected by a winding stream. Back when my mother lived there it was a quaint little town, and that’s how she remembered it. She retained only fragments of her past, not unlike the bits and pieces of languages from that world she had kept somewhere in her head—Yiddish, Polish, Ukrainian, German, and the Russian in which she would sing to me as a child. She gently pulled little strands of recollections and affectionately wove them into her own fabric of childhood. She had been a teacher for decades. She had a good, strong voice and enunciated every word clearly.


We all lived in one house with Grandfather. The house had two units; we lived in one unit, on the right, and in the left unit lived Grandfather and Grandmother and my father’s sister, who later married. The house was on a hill and was linked to the street by a stone staircase. And I remember the street—it led to the train station.


She never alluded to the fact that the street on which her house was located soon witnessed the deportation of thousands of the city’s Jews, who were led along it, humiliated and beaten, to that very same train station, whence they were transported in inhumanly crowded cattle cars to the Bełżec extermination camp. Of the family that stayed behind, both hers and my father’s, not a single member survived—all of them murdered. That too she didn’t speak about in such terms. But our conversation must have evoked deeply suppressed memories in her because not long after, my mother began speaking about taking a trip back to Buczacz.


It never happened. She died three years later.


That conversation with my mother made me want to learn more about my ancestors—how they lived and how they died. So I spent the next two decades searching. I traveled across three continents and nine countries. I dug through countless archives. At one in Lviv, I found a note from March 1935 concerning three men from Buczacz requesting permission to enter Palestine. One of the three names is that of Izrael Szimer, my maternal grandfather.
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Note from the Buczacz local branch of the Jewish Organization to the main office in Lwów on sending documents for immigration certificates for three men from Buczacz, including Izrael Szimer, the author’s grandfather. Source: Tsentralnyi derzhavnyi istorychnyi arkhiv, m. Lviv (Central State Historical Archives of Ukraine in Lviv, hereafter TsDIAL), fond 338, op. 1, spr. 240, p. 12, March 12, 1935.





I also discovered that the ship on which my mother and her family sailed to Palestine was launched in Glasgow in 1910. By the time it was scrapped in 1939, the Polonia had made 123 voyages between the Romanian port of Constanţa and Palestine, bringing thousands of Jews.1


But I didn’t find much more than that. I had set out on my quest too late. The people who could remember further back than my mother could were all dead. Some of the few remaining family photographs are inscribed and dated on the back, and at times I can identify a family resemblance, but no one is left to tell me anything about them. The moment to tap into the memories of the few who knew is long past.


Over those two decades, however, I did learn a great deal about the history of Buczacz and the catastrophe that befell it in World War II. I found a great many documents, mostly untouched since they were first deposited in dozens of archival collections, libraries, and other research institutions. I also identified scores of living survivors, as well as hundreds of written, audiotaped, and videotaped testimonies whose collection began even before the war ended and continued well into the 1990s. Personal diaries, eyewitness reports, judicial depositions, recorded testimonies, published and unpublished memoirs—all reflecting the manner in which each side understood itself and perceived others.


By letting those who lived that history lend their own words to the telling of it and providing accompanying photos, this book attempts to reconstruct the life of Buczacz in all its complexity and depict how the Polish, Ukrainian, and Jewish inhabitants of the town lived side by side for several centuries—weaving their separate tales of the past, articulating their distinctive understanding of the present, and making widely diverging plans for the future. Life in towns such as Buczacz was premised on constant interaction between different religious and ethnic communities. The Jews did not live segregated from the Christian population; the entire notion of a shtetl existing in some sort of splendid (or sordid) isolation is merely a figment of the Jewish literary and folkloristic imagination. That integration was what made the existence of such towns possible. It was also what made the genocide there, when it occurred, a communal event both cruel and intimate, filled with gratuitous violence and betrayal as well as flashes of altruism and kindness.


If I have learned anything from the story of Buczacz, it is that we are all merely one link in that fragile yet astonishingly resilient chain of generations, of fate and struggle, of which history’s relentless unfolding of events is made. Who we are, what we remember, how we raise our children, what we say and believe in and cherish and despise—these are the combined consequence of haphazard chance and human action, taken for reasons good and bad, deliberate and thoughtless, by us and by our ancestors. I may not have found out much about my family, but in a certain sense all history is family history. We all carry within us a deeply embedded fragment of memory, transmitted from one generation to the next, of those long centuries lived for better or for worse in what my mother called in Yiddish ek velt, that end of nowhere whence we came, like the fading echoes of a lost yet never entirely forgotten childhood.
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The author’s mother (front row on the left) about to board the ship to Palestine, 1935.








Chapter 1



THE GATHERING STORM
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Election rally in Buczacz, 1907. Jewish candidate Natan Birnbaum at center front; Shmuel Yosef Agnon wearing a white fedora in the crowd on the right. Source: The Nathan & Solomon Birnbaum Archives, Toronto.





Buczacz first appears in the chronicles of medieval Poland in 1260 as an estate belonging to the noble Buczacki clan, noted defenders of Poland’s eastern borderlands. In their prime, these early owners of Buczacz built a palatial wooden castle on a hill overlooking the village and river in the valley below. The sweeping landscapes of what the Poles call the kresy, or frontiers, have lodged themselves deep in the Polish romantic imagination. (The name of the ruling family, and hence the town’s name, was probably derived from the surrounding beech forests, or buczyny.) In 1882 Sadok Barącz, a Polish Dominican monk of Armenian origins who spent his entire life in the region, published a colorful history of Buczacz that has become a rich source of local fables and legends.


Buczacz, he wrote, was situated “on the frontiers of Podolia and Red Russia,” also known as Rus or Ruthenia, in “a green valley on a rocky base, divided into two parts by the narrow stream of the Strypa River. It is one of several charming, beautiful valleys in the region, richly endowed with capricious nature. The gloomy, ancient forests, the clear lakes, the wooded hills, the rich pastures, God’s holy might splendidly spread out: all can powerfully harness the Slavic soul seeking freedom and security.” The town was also directly on “the path of the Tatars,” but the warriors of that “brave family from Buczacz” defended it “with their own bodies” against raids by these “wild oppressors.” The Buczackis, Barącz assures us, “set an example to the knights of Rus and Podolia” by building “a defensive fort to protect the successful development of the town,” motivated by “the holy flame of love for the land and for their ancestors.” Whenever they heard “the terrifying sound of the enemy coming up from the dark valley,” these “military units materialized on their brave steeds—known throughout Poland—as if they had sprung out of the earth.” Horses from this region were “highly sought after, and one pointed at them with pride: Look! This is a horse raised in Buczacz.”1
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Buczacz in the early twentieth century. Source: Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Vienna (hereafter AT-OeSt) / Kriegsarchiv (hereafter KA), BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5839.





The Nobel Prize–winning writer Shmuel Yosef Agnon, who was born in Buczacz in 1887, also associated the town’s splendid physical setting with divine grace. In his posthumously published history of the town, The City Whole, he described Buczacz as “a city to which God has seemingly loaned some of His own land’s glory.” He envisioned it as a region of paradise, “situated upon mountains and hills,” surrounded by “forests thick with trees and bushes,” and nourished by a river that “flows within and around” it, by streams that “feed reeds and bushes and trees,” and by “good springs” that “abound with fresh water.” In Agnon’s telling of it, his city was founded by a caravan of Jews, whose “pure hearts yearned to go to the Land of Israel” but who found themselves instead in a place of “endless forests, filled with birds and animals and beasts.” There they encountered a band of “great and important noblemen,” who were “so astonished by their wisdom and their well spoken manner” that they invited the newcomers “to dwell with them.” Once the nobles “recognized that the Jews were their blessing,” they told them, “The whole land is wide open to you. . . . Dwell where you wish, and if you want to trade in it so much the better, for there is no one in this land who knows how to trade goods.” And so the Jews stayed; they “struck roots into the land, and built houses, and the nobility of the land liked and supported them, and the women were pregnant or with babies, and some had become exhausted and weak, and the elderly had aged a great deal and the journey would be hard for them.” There they “lacked for nothing in learning of the Torah and the knowledge of God and were secure in their wealth and honor and their faith and righteousness.”2


The events described in Agnon’s mythical account fit the historical context, for the creation of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1569 had facilitated the takeover of vast tracts of Eastern Europe and Ukraine. As Poland expanded to the east, the nobility invited Jews to develop towns, commerce, and manufacturing, offering them favorable leases and privileges. The oldest tombstone in Buczacz’s Jewish cemetery has been dated to 1587.


In 1612 the city was taken over by Stefan Potocki and remained the private property of this vastly rich and powerful Polish clan for a century and a half. Stefan had the foresight to convert the old wooden fortress into a formidable stone castle, protected by a complex of ramparts and trenches that enveloped the whole city. His son Jan, who inherited the city in 1631, saw the strength of the fortress repeatedly tested during the second half of the century.


By the mid-seventeenth century the 450,000 Jews of Poland constituted the single largest Jewish population in the world. But the colonization of these lands also caused mounting resentment among the local peasants and gentry, setting the background for the massive Cossack and peasant uprising of 1648. The destruction of Jewish communities was vividly described in Nathan Hanover’s eyewitness account, The Book of the Deep Mire (Sefer yeven metsula). Descriptions are so gory as to stretch credulity, yet they came to feature in people’s imagination as identifying marks of the past and as threats or models for the future. As Hanover wrote, the Jews “were martyred in strange and cruel and bitter deaths. . . . Some were skinned alive and their flesh was thrown to the dogs; some had their hands and feet chopped off, and were then thrown on the highway to be trampled by wagons and crushed by horses,” and “many were buried alive.” The most ghastly violence was directed at the most defenseless: “Infants were butchered in their mothers’ laps. Many children were torn apart like fish; they slashed the bellies of pregnant women and took out the fetus and struck their faces with it. They tore open the bellies of some women and placed live cats in them,” then “sewed up their bellies and cut off their hands so they would not be able to remove the live cats from their bellies.” In other cases they “skewered some children and roasted them over fire and brought them to their mothers to eat.”
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View of the castle in the early twentieth century. Source: ÖSA-KA.AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5840.





Hanover recounts several instances in which the Poles betrayed the Jews and handed them over to the rebels to save their own skin. In other instances, Jews fought shoulder to shoulder with Poles on city walls, yet even then their own townsmen at times eventually betrayed them. Hanover wrote, “We wandered from place to place in the towns and villages and we lay on the open streets and even there we could not find rest. We were robbed and crushed, despised and reviled.” In October 1648, having swelled with Jewish refugees from the east, Buczacz also came under siege by the Cossacks: “All the nobles and the Jews stood against them and shot at them with big guns and killed large numbers of the rabble and they could not conquer them.” But “thousands upon thousands of Jews fell victim” to “great epidemics and famine” in the region caused by the war.


Overall, anywhere between twenty thousand and fifty thousand Jews were slaughtered, a substantial percentage of the Jewish population in the eastern part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. The uprising ended in summer 1649 with the creation of a Cossack state from which Poles, Jews, and Jesuits were driven out; five years later the new state was merged with Muscovy, the rising power that became the Russian Empire.3


Buczacz was peaceful for the next couple of decades. The German tourist Ulrich von Werdum visited in February 1672. “This is a large and very amusing town, situated on mountains and valleys” and “surrounded by a stone wall,” he wrote. The city had “rather good houses, as well as three Roman Catholic churches, and a Russian monastery, now in the hands of the Dominicans. The Armenians also have a church there, and the Jews have a synagogue, as well as a beautiful cemetery, surrounded by a peculiar wall and planted with tall gay trees. The castle is built of stone as are its fortifications. It is situated on a mountain, below which the Strypa River flows, whose waters drive ten or twelve watermills that stand next to each other.” “This picturesque town,” continued von Werdum, “belongs to Lord Potocki” and “was completely burned down at the beginning of the Cossack uprising.” But “it has now been largely rebuilt, especially by the Jews, who are very numerous in this town, as they are in all of Podolia and Rus.”




[image: Image]

A melted seventeenth-century cannon in the Buczacz castle photographed in the early twentieth century. Source: ÖST-KA.AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5502.





Only a few months after von Werdum’s visit, a vast Ottoman army besieged Buczacz. Since the lord of the city, Jan Potocki, was away fighting the Ottomans elsewhere, the city submitted to the invaders after only a brief defense. All of Poland followed soon after. In October 1672 King Michał Wiśniowiecki and Sultan Mehmed IV met in Buczacz and signed a treaty in which Poland was forced to surrender much of its eastern territories to the Turks and pay a hefty yearly tribute to the sultan.4


In 1675 the Ottomans stormed Buczacz once more, despite preparations by Jan Potocki, who even invited representatives of the Jewish community to discuss the defense of Buczacz and appointed a special superintendent charged with defending the Jewish quarter. The Ottoman general Ibrahim Shyshman, also known as Abraham the Fat, swiftly overcame these defenses and torched the city. While the nobles and some city dwellers escaped into the castle, the Jewish inhabitants were stranded in front of the locked gates and, in Agnon’s words, “were slaughtered by the Turks like rams and sheep and their corpses found their graves in the bellies of wild animals and birds of prey.”


The castle managed to hold out until the arrival of an army commanded by King Jan III Sobieski of Poland. But the following year, defended this time by Stefan Potocki, Jan’s successor, the castle was finally seized. François-Paulin Dalairac, a French courtier of Sobieski’s, observed that the Ottoman troops had “accomplished a lasting destruction” of the town, “so severe that only debris remained from the walls and the towers, and from the buildings almost nothing could pass for more than a ruin.” As Stanisław Kowalski, a Polish author who lived in Buczacz during the interwar period, recalled in his memoirs, well over two centuries later local legend still maintained that the mighty castle had fallen only because of “the treachery of a woman.” Her ghost, it was said, “appears in the gate of the castle on Resurrection Day, weeping and repenting her sin of betrayal.”5


For the next few years, the Strypa River intersecting Buczacz served as the border between Poland and the Ottomans. But in 1683 King Sobieski finally liberated Buczacz. Writing his impressions of a visit the following year, Dalairac remarked that Buczacz, “once built of stone and surrounded from all sides by quadrilateral towers,” now contained mostly “ruined and partly burned buildings, and only a few wooden taverns with thatched roofs.” Once “a very considerable and well defended city” of such “vital strategic importance” that “the Sultan Mehmed IV himself came to its siege,” Buczacz had become a mere shadow of its former proud self. As for its inhabitants, Dalairac noted that “round the city a large number of orchards are situated next to a great many springs,” and “the peasants build their huts in accordance with the old Polish custom, next to the gate of the city and under the guns of the castle. Inside the city,” he stressed, “live only Jews and some Poles.”


Three centuries later Agnon observed that when they “returned to Buczacz” after the Turkish wars, the Jews “found the city desolate and their homes partly destroyed and partly occupied by gentiles. The synagogues and study houses had been uprooted and plowed and one could not tell where they had been.” But Potocki, the lord of Buczacz, gave them land to build a new synagogue “so that they would dwell in his city and be satisfied with their residence, because it was the tradition since the days of his earliest ancestors in Poland that any place where the Jews dwelled saw life.”


In 1699 Potocki reaffirmed and expanded the privileges granted by his predecessors to the Buczacz Jewish community, thereby creating the basis for Jewish life in the city until the Austrian annexation seven decades later. Jews were allowed to reside and pursue trade and commerce in Buczacz, to produce and sell alcoholic beverages, and to buy Christian homes; they were also protected from municipal courts by Potocki’s assertion of his role as sole arbiter in “petty and major crimes” by Jews, whereas internal community disputes were handled by the rabbinical court; and while market days on the Jewish Sabbath were prohibited, Jews were allowed to “use the path leading from the walls of the church and the house of the priest to their synagogue on the banks of the Strypa River.”6


In 1728 a massive stone edifice replaced the wooden synagogue on the riverbank. As was typical of “fortress synagogues” in this region, the building was designed to serve as a refuge for the community in times of war and violence, with walls up to fifteen feet thick; in order to prevent it from towering over nearby churches, its floor was dug well below street level. For Agnon it was the beating heart of the community: “As long as Buczacz existed, prayer in it never ceased.” Its opulently decorated interior was illuminated by twelve opaque windows and four bronze chandeliers, shedding light on the murals of flowers and angels, the two iron rams topped by metal palms on either side of the Torah ark, the marble bimah, or reader’s platform, at the center of the hall, and an array of other precious objects.
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The Great Synagogue and the Study House in 1921–22. Source: Beit Hatfutsot, Tel Aviv (Museum of the Jewish People, hereafter BH), 30544, 31266.
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The town’s most spectacular edifices were built by Stefan’s maverick son, Mikołaj Potocki, who started ruling in 1733. He funded the construction of the rococo city hall, the Basilian monastery, an adjacent two-story school, and a monastery church. Even more important, in 1754 Potocki provided an endowment for the Buczacz Collegium, the first secondary school in the city, which also provided housing, meals, and clothing to the students. Within fifteen years the school boasted 343 Greek Catholic and Roman Catholic students studying such fields as theology, history, geography, physics, Latin, and Greek. Jewish students were extremely rare, despite the growing presence of Jews in the city, who numbered over a thousand in 1765.7
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Early twentieth-century views of the Basilian monastery and the city hall. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5492, 5541.
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On October 3, 1772, as Barącz describes it, Mikołaj Potocki “watched sadly” as the Austrian “armed forces marched” into “his Buczacz.” The humiliation of occupation made the magnate “completely lose heart,” and the following year he handed over the ownership of Buczacz to his relative Jan Potocki. By the time Mikołaj died a decade later, the newly named province of Galicia, torn off from southeastern Poland and annexed by the Habsburg Empire, had undergone a radical transformation.8


With a total population of 2.6 million, the province was made up predominantly of serfs, along with 300,000 Christian town dwellers, 200,000 Jews, and 100,000 nobles. Buczacz was now located in Eastern Galicia, where Ruthenians formed the majority.


The new Austrian rulers sought to restrict the number of Jews in Galicia by imposing a “toleration tax” in 1773, which caused the deportation to Poland of those unable to pay it, as well as by demanding the payment of a fee for official permission to marry. But the authorities also believed that assimilated Jews could act as agents of Germanization; for this purpose, as of 1787 all Jews had to take German family names and the authority of Jewish religious leadership was subjected to centralized government control. The Austrians also tried to transform the socioeconomic condition of Galician Jews from a heavy concentration in trade and handicrafts to farming and agriculture by forbidding those not directly engaged in work on the land from leasing estates, mills, inns, taverns, and breweries. As a result, a third of the Jews in Galicia lost their livelihood and were compelled to move into towns and cities; this only increased Jewish poverty and highlighted their profile as inhabiting a narrow economic niche.
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Nationalities of the Habsburg Empire. Source: A.J.P. Taylor, The Habsburg Monarchy, 1809–1918 (Harmond Sworth, UK, 1985), 36–37.





Under the impact of the French Revolution, the Austrian government granted the Jews “the privileges and rights of other subjects,” but while Jews were allowed to practice their religion and restrictions on marriage were lifted, they were still subjected to the “toleration” and “meat” taxes, to which a tax on candles, essential for Jewish religious rites, was added. Most troubling for Orthodox Jews was the imposition of military service, since recruits could not practice their religious customs. Still, in the long run, thanks partly to evasion of taxes and restrictions, and partly because of greater consideration by the authorities, the dynamic toward equal status for Jews led to substantial improvement in their status.9


The governmental effort to bring the Jews into the modern world was particularly visible in education. In 1787 Naftali Herz Homberg, a maskil (supporter of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment) from Bohemia, was appointed superintendent of all German-Jewish schools in Galicia. Homberg established 107 “normal” public schools throughout the province, including the Jewish boys’ school in Buczacz that opened its doors in 1788. This radical educational reform aimed at creating a new generation of Jews, fluent in German and in proper Hebrew grammar, morally cultivated, and effectively trained to take up a productive trade. Attendance at the school in Buczacz increased from twenty-eight students in 1788 to two hundred in 1790, a clear sign of growing enthusiasm reflected in Galicia as a whole, where the number of students rose from six thousand to thirty thousand in the same two years.


The majority of Orthodox Jews in Galicia vehemently opposed this initiative, and Homberg’s educational system was eventually abolished; the school in Buczacz closed down in 1806. But advocacy for Jewish educational reform continued. The moderate Galician maskilim Mendel Lefin and his disciple Joseph Perl, for instance, envisioned adaptation of Jewish customs, laws, and identity to the changing world around them. In 1814 Perl founded his Israelite Free School in Tarnopol (Ukrainian: Ternopil), forty miles north of Buczacz, which provided elementary education to boys and girls, combining Jewish and general subjects taught in “purified German.” Perl’s proposals to institute vocational training were also rejected, and his call to eradicate Hasidic mysticism and obscurantism similarly fell on deaf ears. Perl concluded in 1838 that the popular belief that a Jew “engaged in any kind of non-Jewish knowledge abandons both the Torah and the commandments” caused the ignorant to “hate and pursue” reformed Jews “almost to their deaths.”10


In 1850 the maskil Moriz Bernstein published a pamphlet in Vienna ascribing Galician Jewry’s “dearth of culture,” “fanaticism,” “dogmatism,” “prejudices,” and “spiritual stunting” to their children’s education. At home, he wrote, children were told that religion was the product of “an endless series of forefathers,” creating in them “a slave mentality” that “dragged human liberty to the grave” and made for the “stark religious barriers that divide people into enemy neighbors and separate humanity into numerous species.” In the traditional cheder, the “filth and uncleanliness” of the classroom had a “most detrimental impact on the physical condition of the child.” The teachers, who “had no knowledge of the world, no social tact, and no understanding of life,” would “doggedly hammer the assigned weekly Biblical chapter into the poor child” and were “often very harsh.” Such schooling was the cause of “all the mental lethargy, all the nonsense and muddled faith, and often all the spiritual ossification, which then accompanied the youth into adult life.” Educated in this manner, lamented Bernstein, the ordinary Galician Jew was still “marked by his long caftan” and “grating jargon,” making “the circle of his cultivated neighbors almost inaccessible” to him. Only by learning “the language of the land” would the Jews of Galicia “feel reconciled with their nationality at home,” build “peaceful relations and even friendships with their neighbors,” and “gradually tear down the partition that separates them.”


Bernstein believed that the conundrum of the Jew’s existence “as a tolerated person” and a “foreigner,” who could naturally “have but little taste for any nation,” would be resolved by granting the Jews equal rights. Once they could engage in other professions, Bernstein argued, Jews would no longer have to face “the bitter, offensive allegations and vituperative slurs that heartlessly insult” their “sense of morality and rights” and “injure the Jew within them.” After all, “it is not the Jew who is a swindler, a usurer, as he is often called,” but the legal restrictions that compel him to become that “profit-seeking salesman” detested by his neighbors.11


Emancipation would finally come in 1867, with Emperor Franz Josef’s “constitution.” Jews were labeled a community of faith rather than one of the empire’s ethnic peoples; hence they could not declare Yiddish their “language of daily use,” since language determined nationality. Instead Jews had to declare another language and were counted as members of the nationality that spoke it. Initially the Austrians had hoped this would increase the number of Germans in Galicia, but by 1910 almost all Jews registered as speaking Polish.12


Emancipation fundamentally changed relations between Jews and their neighbors. In 1848, reeling from the impact of revolutions that swept across Europe, the Habsburg Empire had abolished serfdom in Galicia, and over the next two decades a new nation would emerge in the larger, more populous eastern part of the crown land. Early stirrings of Ruthenian nationalism had preceded the revolution of 1848, led by small groups of priests, seminarians, students, and intellectuals, but before abolition they could not count on popular support. In the aftermath of the revolution, and especially following further reforms in the 1860s, the peasant masses, as the saying went, awoke from their slumber.


Most of the former serfs remained wretchedly poor, illiterate, and the target of ruthless exploitation by landowners. Ruthenian peasants associated their landlords with Poles and associated merchants, traders, shopkeepers, and tavern owners with Jews. The Ukrainophiles—Narodovtsi, or populists—who propagated the notion of a distinct Ruthenian-Ukrainian nationality and language, articulated best the political implications of these socioeconomic realities; they also reached growing numbers of people as literacy gradually spread with the introduction of village schools and peasants began reading newspapers. Helped by the Habsburg Empire’s tolerant attitude toward nationalism, and by speaking directly to the peasants’ concerns in their own words, the Narodovtsi became increasingly dominant.


Emancipation’s lifting of restrictions on occupation and residence enabled Jews to return to the countryside just as rural Ruthenians were being nationalized through reading clubs and political rhetoric. Accompanied by the shift of the feudal system to a money economy, the growing presence and economic role of Jews in the villages created a popular sense of material exploitation and cultural decimation. Jewish moneylenders, shop and tavern keepers, cattle dealers, estate and mill leasers or owners were all presented as fleecing the ignorant peasants, tricking them into alcohol and tobacco addiction, lending them money at cutthroat rates, and retarding the development of a healthy Ruthenian nation. Indeed anti-Jewish comments in the new Ruthenian press soon surpassed attacks on Polish landlords.13


The Ruthenian newspaper Batkivshchyna (Fatherland), launched in 1879 by the national-populist Prosvita (Enlightenment) society, reflected such sentiments in a special section dedicated to reports by local activists in Galician villages and towns. One report spoke of “villages where out of a hundred households it is hard to find a single landed peasant who is not in debt—to the Jews, of course.” Another report asserted that once a peasant borrows money from a Jew he “can’t get the Jew off his back; he pays and works off the debt, but still ends up losing his land.” This also meant, one correspondent wrote, that “our own Ruthenian way of life is dying out; in its place, bad customs from the outside are being introduced.” The American etcher, lithographer, and writer Joseph Pennell shared the view that the Jews were destroying rural cultures, concluding from his European travels in 1892 that “the average Jew all over the southeastern part of the Continent is doing his best to crush out all artistic sense in the peasants by supplanting their really good handiwork with the vilest machine-made trash that he can procure.”14


The fact that in 1900 only 20,000 Ukrainians, compared to 280,000 Jews, were employed (or dependents of those employed) in commerce certainly played into the argument that, as one correspondent wrote, “in our land Jews have taken over commerce to such an extent that it seems no one else can have a store or state concession, only a Jew.” Rare reports of Ruthenian-owned businesses were a source of national pride; one peasant wrote gleefully that when a Jew entered a shop “and saw images of the saints on the walls, he became so frightened that he immediately fled.”


But the starkest symbol of alleged Jewish venality was the village tavern, perceived by Polish and Ukrainian nationalists as the cause of the peasants’ chronic alcoholism, indebtedness, and transfer of property to the Jews. Temperance movements often incorporated anti-Semitic rhetoric, and peasants learned to blame their own drunkenness on the Jews. One correspondent wrote, “You go into the tavern for tobacco, and the Jew . . . begins to praise his liquor and make fun of sobriety. . . . Before you know it, you’ve had one drink, then another.” Finally, the peasant “sells his boots for his liquor and pays double for whatever he drinks,” while “Iudka just puts his hands in his pockets, jingles his money, laughs and makes fun of the drunk.”


Traditional peasant perceptions of Jews were more ambivalent. Jews could be seen as the embodiment of the alien precisely because they were so omnipresent. And since they provided the link between the agricultural producers and the marketplace, Jews were also perceived as mediators between the insular rural environment and the treacherous external sphere beyond it, the realm of death and the devil, with whom Jews were often associated: both were believed to be essential if malign presences in the cycle of life. Since the peasants were also deeply religious, they simultaneously internalized the Christian view of the Jews as damned for having murdered Christ and blessed as the sole witnesses of the Passion. Similarly, while Galician peasants might share popular Jewish faith in the magical healing powers of wonder-rabbis and tzaddiks, they also feared the menacing aspect that such powers could allegedly assume.15


This complexity of the Jewish presence in the Galician peasant imagination was radically transformed under the impact of nationalism. As the very first issue of Batkivshchyna succinctly put it, Ruthenians in Galicia faced “two terrible enemies: one of them is the clever Jew, who sucks our blood and gnaws our flesh; the other is the haughty Pole, who is after both our body and soul.” Subsequent issues of the newspaper repeatedly resorted to anti-Semitic tropes, describing Jewish taverns as “a festering wound, which poisons and destroys our body; they corrupt the . . . soul of our village people . . . take away their property and drive them to criminality.” The solution was not pogroms, but a boycott of Jewish businesses: “Then we will not have to drive out the Jews, they will leave us of their own volition.” Similar sentiments were expressed by other newspapers; the Russophile Russkaya Rada warned that the influx of Jews would continue until “they have wrapped their spider’s web around the entire village” and using “vodka and money push the peasants off their ancestral land. . . . Once we were masters of our land, but today the Jew says: I am master here, this is my land!”16


Emancipation was replete with ironies. With serfdom abolished, the peasants could sell their property, but their farms were small to begin with, and as they kept dividing them among their heirs, they could no longer live from the land. In contrast, once emancipated, the Jews sought economic opportunities outside the crowded and wretchedly poor ghettos, and those who made good could now buy land from peasants whose only option was to sell their plot and seek other occupations. By 1902 some fifteen thousand Jews owned farms or estates in Galicia, not a high figure for a Jewish population of close to a million but much higher than ever before and especially jarring to Ruthenian nationalists, who saw this as amounting to a Jewish takeover of the province. On the eve of World War I Jews owned over 10 percent of the estates, constituted 20 percent of the landowners, and made up more than 50 percent of the property leaseholders in Galicia.17


As estate owners and agricultural managers, Jews conformed neither to the stereotype of shtetl dwellers nor to that of rootless revolutionaries or Zionist separatists; they often identified with Poland, a sentiment that was not fully or consistently reciprocated. Unfamiliar to most urban Jews, the universe of Jewish landowners resembled in some ways that of the Polish landlords. But there were striking differences as well. Jewish estates also provided ample opportunities for contacts with gentile farmworkers and villagers.


This forgotten way of life prior to World War I was recalled decades later by Oskar Kofler, born in 1897 on his family estate of Petlikowce (Ukrainian: Petlykivtsi), some ten miles north of Buczacz. Kofler’s great-grandfather had obtained the right to own land as early as 1837 in recognition of his services as a court Jew (Hofjude); his grandfather already owned a mansion in nearby Mogielnica (Ukrainian: Mohylnytsia), and his father, Salomon, bought the estate and manor house of Petlikowce. An efficient manager, Salomon also had good relations with the estate’s laborers and the Polish and Ukrainian villagers. But the staff on the estate “was almost exclusively” Jewish, and many other agricultural occupations, such as cattle and horse trading, as well as the grain market, were also “a near Jewish monopoly.” Kofler recalled spending his childhood playing with farm animals and reading German classics; he attended Polish-language public schools in Drohobycz (Ukrainian: Drohobych), while at home the family spoke Yiddish and Polish and communicated with villagers in Ruthenian. He described his father as both “areligious” and “fluent in Hebrew and thoroughly conversant with Jewish scriptures and rituals”; his mother kept a kosher kitchen, lit candles on the Sabbath and the holidays, and said all the blessings. On Passover his father “headed the prescribed Seder,” and on Yom Kippur he wore a white prayer shawl and yarmulke.18


Kofler took after his father and became similarly “areligious.” And while politically his family “had no doubt as to their ‘Polishness,’ ” he had fond memories of Ruthenian farmworkers. Generally his memoir depicts an ethnically mixed but quite harmonious social environment before 1914, not least “because the entire population spoke Ukrainian, mixed marriages were abundant, and no attention was paid whether one went to the Catholic or Greek Catholic church,” the custom being that “male children from mixed marriages were educated in the father’s denomination, the daughters in the mother’s.” To be sure, in retrospect Kofler was aware that “the animosity between the Poles and Ruthenians, which smoldered already since the end of the nineteenth century, became even more pronounced some years before the war.” But open conflict “erupted mainly in the larger cities, particularly in Lwów,” and “barely intruded into the more distant villages.”


Kofler also disagreed that all manor laborers lived “in wretchedness and degradation,” insisting that this “depended on the personality of the employer and his attitude toward people.” On Polish estates he did see a fair amount of hostility between farm laborers and landowners, not least because the latter did not maintain “permanent and direct contact with the people,” preferring to spend their time away in cities and spas. Conversely, his father’s relationship with the peasants was “exceptionally friendly” thanks to “his consideration, equanimity, fair treatment of anyone irrespective of his position, and his profound sense of justice.” With hindsight Kofler wondered how this “was really possible,” considering that “all these people knew very well that father was a Jew”; they must have been influenced by “prejudices picked up in church on the harmful role of Jewish leaseholders, which was supposedly the cause of all the peasantry’s calamities.” In part, perhaps, this had to do with his father’s “unusual personal qualities” as well as his “general outward appearance,” which was not “regarded as ‘typically Jewish.’ ” But Kofler also remembered that villagers helped a fellow Jewish farmer who looked like “a prototype of the conservative Jew” simply because they saw him as “a decent man.” Ultimately Kofler ascribed this behavior to the “incomparably higher moral standard of the people at the time” and to the fact that “generally there did not exist such deep-seated anti-Semitism” in prewar Eastern Galicia.


All this was wiped out in World War I, as Kofler was drafted and his parents were compelled to abandon the estate and move to Vienna. Anti-Jewish Polish land reform policies made sure they never got the estate back; his father died in 1927, wrote Kofler, “suffering and enduring the ruin of his life’s work.” In 1939 Kofler was called up again, this time to the Polish Army, and was soon taken prisoner by the Germans. His granddaughter, Ewa Koźmińska-Frejlak, who edited and introduced his memoir, comments acerbically, “The years he spent in captivity,” partly in the so-called Judenbarak (Jewish compound), “would require a separate discussion.” Kofler’s first wife and son as well as his mother and sister were murdered in 1942; his nephew died during deportation by the Soviets in 1941. After the war Kofler changed his name to the Polish-sounding Koźmiński and worked for two decades at the Polish Ministry of Shipping and Foreign Trade. There were always those, observes his granddaughter, who liked to “remind him of, and reproach him for, both his ‘Jewish’ and ‘class’ origins.”19
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The three decades that followed the destruction and erasure of pre-1914 Galician society belonged to the nationalists and ideologues, fanatics and zealots of a new breed, more willing to shed blood than to seek compromise, more determined to assert their hegemony than to preserve coexistence: impatient men with guns and bombs, often led by the half-educated and thirsting for a fight. But things did not start that way; before nationalism began to hate, it was also about education and enlightenment, material improvement, collective responsibility, and group identity. The path toward violence was neither foreseen nor inevitable.


Enlightenment meant different things to different people. The attempt to establish a Hebrew school in 1906–07 foundered when hostility from conservative religious circles compelled its director, Baruch Berkovich, to leave Buczacz after merely five years there. Jewish youths seeking public secondary education also faced many hurdles. Naftali Menatseach (originally Naftale Hertz Siegman) described being compelled to take the entrance examination for the gymnasium on the Jewish Sabbath, when Jews are not allowed to write, and, once accepted, having “to put on the ‘gentile’ uniform of the gymnasium and to cut off my short sidelocks”; he was also “fated to struggle with anti-Semitic teachers.” Raised in an isolated village with only a handful of Jewish families, Menatseach recalled his father reading to him a newspaper article about the First Zionist Congress of 1897, as well as the great impression a booklet from Odessa titled Chovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion) had made on him. He devoured many of the popular Zionist historical novels of the time and avidly followed the literary magazine Sifrei Sha’ashuim (Books of Delight), edited in Buczacz by Yitzhak Fernhof. Initially homeschooled by his father, Menatseach subsequently attended the modern elementary Jewish Baron Hirsch School before being admitted to the gymnasium.20


The percentage of Jewish students at the gymnasium rose from one-fifth in 1900 to one-third of the five hundred students in 1914. Over the same time, the number of Greek Catholics declined from one-third to one-fourth, and the Roman Catholic student body was only marginally larger than that of the Jews. The gymnasium’s pre-1914 annual reports contain many names of youths who sat side by side in the same classroom or passed each other in the school’s corridors before setting out on radically different, at times antagonistic paths: the historian and chronicler of the Warsaw Ghetto, Emanuel Ringelblum, denounced and murdered with his son in 1943; members of the “Nazi hunter” Simon Wiesenthal’s family; future Judenrat (Jewish council) member Bernhard Seifer, and future physician Max Anderman. There is something unsettling about seeing the normality of a school report composed three or four decades before so many of these families were murdered, deported, or dispersed. Yet this list of names hardly reflects the Polish and Roman Catholic gymnasium leadership’s perception of its pedagogical and political mission.21


Established and supported by the Austro-Hungarian regime in what turned out to have been its waning years, the school boasted a curriculum that exemplified the ideals of a classical humanistic education. Yet from its very inception, and despite the glaring fact that a growing proportion of the students were Jews and Ruthenians, this public institution viewed itself as a bastion of Polish nationalism. The vast majority of the teaching staff was Polish. In 1901, out of seventeen teachers only one was Ruthenian and one Jewish. Even in 1914, with a total faculty of twenty-eight, there were perhaps five Jewish and even fewer Ukrainian teachers, all the rest being Roman Catholic ethnic Poles.


The tone was already set during the consecration of the new public gymnasium in 1899. Numerous dignitaries attended the event, including the Polish governor of Galicia, the local landowner Count Emil Potocki, the Roman Catholic prelate Stanisław Gromnicki, the Greek Catholic parish priest Telakowski, and the town’s Jewish mayor, Bernard Stern. However, there was no Jewish religious representative. Following a service led by Gromnicki and a call by the governor for the gymnasium to “always produce brave people, who will act for the benefit of society and nation,” the gymnasium’s newly appointed director, Franciszek Zych, took the podium. Zych admonished his young audience “to repay the country” for their privileged education, resist “the world’s enticing amusements and entertainments,” and reject the “destructive doctrines of the era of materialism and the wild theories of revolution.” The students’ task was to bring “pride to your homeland,” which must be able to “count on more brave members and citizens ready to make sacrifices.” This homeland was made up of “our fraternal Polish and Ruthenian nations,” and the students had to remember that they were “sons of the same land” and not to “pay heed to false counselors who try to plant the venom of hatred into your young hearts.”
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The Buczacz gymnasium with the Basilian monastery and the ruins of the castle in the background during World War I. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 5534.





Zych’s idea of the homeland, then, was “historic” Poland, and the fraternity he advocated implied the submission of Galician Ruthenians to Polish rule; it was a vision that left no room for a separate Ukrainian state. As for the seventy-five Jewish students present in the audience, they merited not a single mention in the director’s speech and were not expected to share in the fraternity of nations he invoked.22


Not all Polish teachers bought into this hypernationalism. In an essay he wrote for the school’s annual report of 1906, the teacher Leon Kieroński forcefully argued that students should be taught to be open minded and clear eyed; the goal of education was to encourage curiosity, tolerance, rationality, and objectivity. The popular social Darwinist view of life as “a ruthless struggle for survival” should have “no place in a school that educates people in the spirit of humanitarianism.” The choice was stark: “Either we assume that society is right to be humanitarian,” or we “devise means of exterminating one another in the easiest possible way.” For that reason the greatest threat to the humanitarian ideal was the concept of a “national education” precisely because it transformed “this noble term” into “empty platitudes or chauvinism,” which merely “exacerbates national differences and causes strife and conflict.” Only education “in the spirit of humanitarianism” would allow patriotism to “blossom and yield noble, not wild, fruits.” Ultimately teachers should strive to educate their students in a spirit of “pure harmony” that eventually “leads to the same objective as the Christian idea.”23


The harmony Kieroński strove for was hardly reflected on the ground. Teofil Ostapowicz, who spent most of the first decade of the twentieth century as a student at the gymnasium, recalled that all five dormitories set up for poor students coming from the countryside were determined by denomination: Polish students were accommodated at the Głowacki and Mickiewicz dormitories; Ruthenians could apply for support from the “peasants’ stipend” or the “Ruthenian (Russophile) stipend”; and Jewish students were eligible for a “Jewish stipend” that paid full board and provided academic assistance to those struggling in class.24 For each of these groups, the school did serve as an incubator of future national elites, but its own orientation was exclusively Polish.


Most Jewish children still received only rudimentary schooling. Absenteeism and dropout rates remained very high, not least because of economic distress. While Jews were relatively better off than the peasants, and notwithstanding anti-Jewish claims to the contrary, apart from a thin crust of relatively affluent families, the vast majority of the Jews in Buczacz, as in the rest of Galicia, were poor; many of them left during those years in search of a better living across the Atlantic. Soon after arriving, the new immigrants set up self-help associations. The First Buczacz Benevolent Association, incorporated in 1892 in New York City, was established “to afford substantial assistance” to its members “and their families in cases of sickness and distress,” as well as to promote their “social, mental and moral welfare.” Seven years later this association was replaced by the Independent Buczaczer Congregation and Benevolent Association of the City of New York, two-thirds of whose principal members were already U.S. citizens. Two more associations of immigrants from Buczacz were founded in 1901 and 1904, both dedicated to helping the sick and the needy.


It took until 1911 for these immigrants to feel sufficiently secure economically to begin helping the community back in Buczacz. That year the Buczacz Relief Society of America was formed with the explicit “purpose of doing charity and relieving the distresses of the natives of the City of Buczacz” and helping “the students of the native schools whether in the City of Buczacz, Kingdom of Austria or any other place or country.” Helping others was a sign not just of growing economic security but also of integration into American society. In October 1918, eighteen months after the United States entered World War I, the new American Buczaczer Relief Society would announce proudly that all signatories of its application for registration were U.S. citizens and pledged that it would be “rendering financial aid and assistance to American citizens of Austrian birth who are now in the Naval or Military service of the United States Government.”25 The old Buczaczers had become patriotic Americans.
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Most of those who left never came back. But some did. They brought with them a hint of the outside world and the possibilities of a different existence, as well as books, newspaper subscriptions, ideas, and opinions. But they also found themselves irretrievably trapped in the drudgery and tedium of provincial life. Their children, growing up among those books and magazines, ideas and disillusionments, at times decided to act where the fathers had not: to transform not just their hometown but the entire world. Some became adventurous, reckless, and tragic figures: their high hopes were irreparably dashed, their firm beliefs betrayed, the world of their youth wiped out, and the one that replaced it turned out to be infinitely more cruel and cynical.


Fabius Nacht and his sons are a good example. Born in 1848 in a well-to-do religious family that had already come under the influence of the Haskalah, Fabius spoke German at home and attended the state gymnasium in Stanisławów (Ukrainian: Stanyslaviv), where the language of instruction was Polish. He had hoped to study mathematics at the University of Vienna, but since Jews were barred from teaching that subject, he chose medicine instead. Returning to Buczacz in 1879 as one of a handful of locals with a university degree, he established a private medical practice, dedicated himself wholeheartedly to his profession, and for a long time was the most prominent medical authority in Buczacz. His expertise was sorely needed: in 1894 the dismal hygienic conditions caused a cholera epidemic that claimed a thousand lives in the Buczacz district; twelve years later the local Yiddish-language weekly, Der jüdische Wecker (The Jewish Awakener), again warned that “typhus, German measles, diphtheria, and whooping cough” were “showing signs of becoming epidemics” in the city, and proposed “to clean the streets every morning, and not just once a week.”


In 1891 Fabius was appointed medical director of a newly built, modern hospital, a position he held until his retirement in 1925. Even after his retirement he maintained his private practice until his death in 1937. An obituary published in the Polish Socialist Party’s weekly the following year hailed Dr. Nacht for having “retained his passionate enthusiasm for the ideals of freedom, equality and fraternity throughout his life”; it also noted that his “desk was overflowing with piles of socialist newspapers and magazines of all shades and languages.” As his son Max explained decades later, in response to his encounter with “the reactionary, church-ridden Vienna regime,” Fabius had became a socialist.26


Nacht’s sons, Max and Siegfried, were raised as members of the first activist socialist generation in Buczacz. Agnon, who belonged to the same age group, recalled those heady early days of social mobilization. “An explosive new word is making the rounds in Buczacz and it is ‘socialism,’ ” he wrote. Suddenly people’s servants were declaring that “every person is his own master and does not belong to anyone else”; previously they “used to work from daybreak to midnight,” but now they “stop working after eight hours.” In the countryside “the socialists incited” the agricultural laborers to strike to demand “wages instead of being treated as beasts of burden.” In response “the government sent in soldiers to bring the workers back to the fields, but the socialists came and talked to the army until the government began to fear that the poison of socialism would also penetrate the soldiers’ hearts.” Many of these socialists, commented Agnon, were Jewish “sons of the wealthy who appeared not to lack for anything,” yet now every father feared that his son’s activism “would land him in prison or that he would marry the daughter of a worker.” Those who had thought that “Zionism is the worst of all upheavals in the world,” quipped Agnon, now “discovered that there are even greater upheavals” since Buczacz had become “a city of socialists.”27
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The Jewish hospital before World War I. Source: Postcard in author’s possession.





Of course Buczacz never actually became “a city of socialists.” But for a while the Nacht home was a hub of political ferment, “the meeting point for socialist youths of all nationalities,” as the doctor’s obituary put it. Siegfried Nacht, a volatile, restless youth, had been expelled in quick succession from the gymnasium in Buczacz and then from its equivalent in nearby Brzeżany (Ukrainian: Berezhany) for underground political activities, finally matriculating at his father’s alma mater in Stanisławów in 1895. With a degree in electrical engineering from the Technical University in Vienna, Siegfried’s Jewish background, socialist politics, and hot temper stood in the way of his finding a position. By the end of the century he had denounced Zionism, renounced his membership in the Jewish community of Vienna, turned against Austrian Social Democracy as nationalist and anti-Semitic, embraced anarchism, and moved to Berlin. But he did not stay there for long; he appears to have spent the next few years traveling, mostly on foot, from one revolutionary cell to another. In April 1903 Siegfried crossed into Gibraltar and was promptly arrested on suspicion of plotting to assassinate King Edward VII during his visit to the British territory. The fact that he carried a pistol did not help matters.
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Siegfried Nacht, 1903. Source: Schweizerisches Bundesarchiv BAR, Bern, E21#1000/131#9249.





The arrest made Siegfried a cause célèbre across the continent, igniting protests by the “Polish colony” in Paris and Ruthenian socialists in Vienna and prompting the establishment of a committee in London with such prominent members as the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin and the English philosopher Herbert Spencer. In Buczacz the news of Siegfried’s arrest and subsequent release for lack of evidence on May 5 transformed him, in the sarcastic words of his brother, from “the disgrace of the town” into “a national hero, the fame and pride of the place.” Depicted in the Polish press as “an engineer” and “an author” defended by “a former minister, a real countess,” and “an actual prince,” Siegfried was seen in Buczacz as a veritable “eighth wonder of the world, who had fortunately eluded the gallows.” Agnon also vividly recalled Siegfried’s triumphant, albeit ephemeral, return to his hometown, as he marched down the street “holding his head high like a prince, a black cape over his shoulders with its hem flowing down below his knees, a black hat on his head slightly tilted to one side, his moustache rolled upward and his beard descending in the shape of a half Star of David.” Accompanied by “beautiful maidens from the best families” and with “all the officials making way for him,” Siegfried “was walking as if” the whole city “belonged to him.” This must have been the best day of Siegfried’s life. In 1912 he emigrated to the United States, where his life does not seem to have amounted to much. But to this day he is remembered in anarchist circles as the author of the German-language pamphlet The Social General Strike, published under the pseudonym Arnold Roller in 1905.28
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By that time, such Jews as the Nacht brothers—active within the fold of radical politics, anarchism, and socialism—might no longer have been thought of as Jews, but as the cunning of history would have it, the very socialism that had facilitated their transformation came to be seen by other nationalists as a Jewish conspiracy. Nor did Jewish nationalism fare any better. Edward Dubanowicz’s study of the 1907 national parliamentary election campaign in Galicia sought to explain the troubling coalitions between Jews and Ukrainians against Polish candidates. In the past, he noted, “our traditional Polish attitude did not allow us to remind foreigners of their foreign origin”; now one had to concede that “Jewish separatism” had “acquired serious political significance.” As Dubanowicz saw it, in 1907 the Zionists had simply made “a cold and sly political calculation” intended “to inflame and feed the hatred of both allied parties,” namely the Jews and the Ukrainians, “for their alleged mutual oppressor, the Polish nation,” and to “wrest their co-religionist masses from Polish influence” in order “to gather their votes under the banner of Jewish identity.”


From a Polish perspective, all this meant was that while the Zionists were “elected by Ruthenian votes,” their presence in Parliament “weakened the numerical strength of the Polish representation in Vienna” and “increased the number of those who are presently the Polish nation’s most implacable enemies,” the Ruthenian nationalists. The naïve belief, concluded Dubanowicz acerbically, “that since it owes so much to the Polish nation . . . the vast majority of the Jewish population would be a loyal and sympathetic element within national politics, can no longer be sustained.” Instead “the idea of a separate Jewish political identity” had won over “the Jewish masses” and “directly positioned” them “against the Polish political interest.”29 In other words, Poland had been betrayed by its Jews and would never again be able to trust them to defend its national cause.


In fact the “Jewish masses” in Galicia had little reason to sympathize with Polish nationalism, which offered no solution to their main concern: the grinding poverty in which they were mired. Close to two-thirds of the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s Jews lived in Galicia, mostly in the eastern part, the vast majority of them in congested ghettos, with increasingly scarce economic resources. The tremendous obstacles faced by the Vienna-based Relief Association for the Destitute Jewish Population of Eastern Galicia, founded in 1901 and usually referred to as the Hilfsverein (Relief Association), in its attempts to alleviate this desperate economic situation, illustrate the sheer scale of the problem.


Lacking sufficient resources to establish an industrial base in Galicia, the Hilfsverein focused on training Jewish craftsmen in modern industrial technology. But the relatively few graduates of such courses in Vienna tended to “emigrate to America or to remain in western countries.” An attempt to create a network of cottage industries in Galicia, many based on specialized training for women, faltered when it was realized that it was necessary to “enable the student after a short period of training to make a living” with her newly acquired skills, “since the main goal is to deal with the hunger of the poverty-stricken population.” The plan to set up agricultural training also had to be revised when a study commissioned by the association in 1904 concluded that directing “many Jews to land cultivation could stimulate anti-Semitism because of the existing land hunger among Galician peasants.”30


The Ruthenian population in the Galician countryside was of course even poorer and, to the despair of Ukrainian nationalists, also suffered from an abysmally low literacy rate. In the Buczacz district in 1880, out of a total population of 50,000 people only 2,500 men and 1,400 women could read. In the villages, where the majority of Ruthenians as well as many Poles lived, things were far worse. Those seeking to gauge the sense of national identity among villagers therefore had to rely on parish priests as informants. This was especially the case with Ruthenians, since village teachers tended to be Polish. A questionnaire distributed in 1911 to several communities in the Buczacz district suggested that Polish cultural, political, and educational hegemony, as well as emigration by Ruthenians and colonization by Poles, had set off a process of Polonization at the turn of the century. At the same time, the very fact that such surveys were being conducted demonstrated that in a region where the majority still spoke Ruthenian (including many Roman Catholics possibly of Ruthenian ancestry), this dynamic was being reversed by Ukrainian nationalist activists.31


With the exception of the peasant strikes of 1902, which had more to do with economic grievances, national mobilization in the Buczacz district was quite peaceful. Kofler found it was mostly in the larger cities that ethnic tensions occasionally erupted into open conflict, as happened, for instance, during a demonstration by Ruthenian students over the use of Ukrainian at the University of Lemberg (Polish: Lwów; Ukrainian: Lviv) in 1907.32 But the potential for massive Polish-Ukrainian violence, which eventually erupted in the wake of World War I, was still lurking under the surface, suspended between conflicting narratives of past massacres and schemes for future radical “solutions.”


The Polish elite still hoped to assimilate Ruthenians into a future greater Poland, whereas the Ruthenians were too weak to push their own national agenda. The “Jewish question” appeared more amenable to a “solution,” not least because it was the only issue on which nationalist Poles and Ukrainians could agree. In a sense, the Jews clarified matters where they remained murky as far as conflict between their neighbors was concerned: where it was difficult to distinguish between Poles and Ukrainians, both agreed that the Jews were clearly different, and while Poles and Ukrainians might struggle over ownership of the land, both agreed that the Jews had no business owning it. In this sense, the Jews served as a perfect foil against which one could easily identify oneself.


Between 1848 and 1914 new opportunities for self-realization and collective liberation appeared to first open up and then to progressively close down again: the period began with the revolutions of 1848, known as “the spring of nations,” and ended up with mass death in World War I. History, as it subsequently happened, was not predetermined. The citizens of Buczacz, like those of many other towns in Galicia, had more choices than ever before or after. A new world was emerging, and the constraints of the old were falling away; tradition had weakened, religious faith was waning, authority was loosening its grip on family and society. Travel became easier, and people could go farther, change identities more easily, aspire to previously unthinkable goals, and embrace radical, exciting new worldviews. But as people began identifying themselves nationally and ideologically, they also looked at others through different eyes, distinguishing them not only by religion and ethnicity but also by whether their history gave them the right to continue living where they were. By the same token, those who bought into the nationalist discourse constrained their own horizons by determining who they were and where they belonged and what they could and should hope and struggle for. In this brave new world vast collectives were being transformed into communities of fate, whose history and future were determined by national affiliation; it was a fate from which others were excluded by definition, and yet one from whose repercussions there was no escape.


And so, in the last years before the war, all three ethnoreligious groups were turning inward, not only as they had done before, by simply ignoring each other, but in a more aggressive, resentful, accusatory manner, by perceiving their own hardships as a consequence of the other groups’ conduct or success and by viewing the rights of others as necessarily restricting their own. This was not a viable recipe for continued coexistence. The trigger was finally pulled in 1914.





Chapter 2



ENEMIES AT THEIR PLEASURE
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Bridge over the Strypa in World War I. Source: AT-OeStA/KA BS I WK Fronten Galizien, 13936.





In retrospect it was thought that such vast multiethnic empires as Austria-Hungary were doomed to be torn asunder from within by the competing forces of opposing nationalists. Yet precisely because of its heterogeneous nature, the empire found ways to negotiate with national movements and to diffuse the radical nationalism that emerged fully only after its demise. In towns such as Buczacz before 1914, nationalists were often preoccupied with such seemingly nonmilitant projects as the promotion of literacy and education, economic progress and folklore, hygiene and athletics. To be sure, a growing accumulation of resentment, fear, and hatred, born of socioeconomic, ideological, and religious differences, simmered behind the façade of a well-regulated society and a prodigious, albeit unwieldy, bureaucracy. In different circumstances, such tensions might have been channeled toward nonviolent accommodation and adjustment. It was World War I that completely changed the rules of the game.


Most people know much more about the war on the Western Front than in the East. But the fighting between the Russian Empire and the German and Austro-Hungarian Empires was extraordinarily brutal and costly and devastated vast tracts of Eastern Europe. Following its declaration of war on Russia on August 6, 1914, Austria-Hungary tried to confront the numerically superior Russian Army by launching a preemptive offensive into Russian Poland. In return, the Russians invaded Galicia, pushing the Austrians all the way to the Carpathians by late September. For the next nine months the Russians occupied all of Eastern Galicia. These battles cost the Austrian Northern Army well over a third of its original 900,000 men, with the Russians losing a fourth of the one million troops who had marched into battle on that sector of the front. Ethnic tensions and demoralization were prevalent in both imperial armies fighting in Galicia, while the heavy casualties made discipline another major concern. Much of the brutalization of the troops on both sides can be ascribed to the opposing armies’ weakened command systems, deficient training of recruits, and increasingly precarious logistics, quite apart from the horrendous bloodletting at the front.1


[image: Image]


Buczacz was swept into the carnage early on, when once again it found itself in the path of invading armies. Over the next six years it would be repeatedly conquered and occupied by one side or another, devastated by fighting, looting, wanton destruction, and ferocious violence. Eventually little was left of its former self but a memory of better times and mounting fear and rage, a lust for vengeance tempered only by the urge to return to an increasingly elusive normality.


We know about events in Buczacz throughout much of the war and its aftermath from the unpublished diary of Antoni Siewiński, the Polish principal of the boys’ school in Buczacz prior to World War I. Siewiński, who was born in 1858, had set out to “note down everything that occurred in Buczacz and its surroundings” just “as soon as the world war began.” And even though he lost and rewrote his diary twice during the war, it is a remarkable account by a perceptive though nationalist and anti-Semitic observer that reveals much about events in the city and about how they were viewed by the town’s Polish intelligentsia at the time.2
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Antoni Siewiński. Source: “Pamiętniki buczacko-jazłowieckie z czasów wojny wszechświatowej od roku 1914 do roku 1920,” Biblioteka Jagiellońska, Kraków, rkp. 7367.





Although Siewiński’s school had catered to a mixed population of 180 Jewish and 120 Roman and Greek Catholic students before World War I, and despite the preponderance of Jews among the city population, the principal’s view of Galicia as an inherently Polish land and of Buczacz as a bastion of Polish identity was unshakeable. Hence also his perception of the gymnasium, which all his sons had attended, as being charged with the task of forging “upright people and good patriots.” And yet, as Siewiński unhappily conceded, prewar Buczacz was dominated by Jews, who owned all the handsome stone houses in the city center with their numerous well-stocked stores. Conversely, the houses of the Poles and Ruthenians “were hidden in the outskirts.” Just as troubling was the fact that the Jews also controlled the local political scene: “the mayor of the city had always been a Jew,” as were almost all his officials. “Even in the gymnasium,” that fortress of patriotism, “there were several Jewish professors.” Such Jewish hegemony meant that anyone blaming a Jew for misdeeds “was immediately berated as an anti-Semite,” even when “everyone could see that the Jews had a hand in it.”3
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