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Abstract
In this paper, I tell the stories of Jewish survivors who made their way to their hometowns in
Poland and Slovakia between the fall of 1944 and summer 1948. I describe liberation by the
Soviet Army and attitudes toward the liberators in Poland and Slovakia. I ask what the
Jewish position was in the complex matrix of Polish-Russian relations in 1944 and 1945.
Then I follow the survivors during the first hours, days, and weeks after liberation. I
describe their pursuit of something to eat and wear and a place to sleep. Finally, I focus on
the journey home of Jewish survivors leaving for their hometowns in the hope of finding
living relatives and their homes intact. I look at all those experiences as a time of exchange
and confrontation between liberators and the liberated and among travelers on the road. I
argue that these encounters were not homogenously marked by violence, hatred, and mutual
resentment, but also by curiosity, solidarity, and indifference.

Keywords
Jewish history, Polish-Jewish relations, Slovak-Jewish relations, modern East European history, ethnic
studies, ethnic violence, post-1945 studies, Holocaust studies, social history.

The majority of work on Polish-Jewish relations after the Second World War focuses on the
familiar story of violence and emigration and posits a “natural” link between the two. The masternarrative is that as Jewish survivors returned after liberation, the local population “greeted” them with
antisemitism and violence.1 As a result, rebuilding Jewish individual and communal life in Poland was
impossible and emigration was inevitable.
In this paper, I want to add nuance and complexity to the prevailing narrative by placing
Poland in the context of Slovakia and by uncovering the heterogeneity of postwar experiences. As an
example, I tell the story of Jewish survivors who were not (only) victims or emigrants but liberated
returnees, travelers, and co-passengers. More specifically, I describe the daily relationships,
exchanges, and confrontations between liberators and the liberated and among travelers immediately
after the war. I argue that these encounters were not merely marked by violence, hatred, and mutual
resentment, but also by curiosity, solidarity, and indifference.

Soviet Liberation2
Although, de jure, the war ended only in May 1945, many residents of Poland and Slovakia
began their journey home as early as summer and fall 1944. Depending on the place of residence,
hiding, or confinement, the local populations experienced the end of the war at various times between
January 1944 and May 1945. As the Red Amy advanced from east to west across the country,
residents of eastern Poland were free as early as the summer of 1944 while hundreds of thousands of
others from territories further west had to wait almost a year, until April and May 1945. As a result,
there is no single narrative of liberation but rather hundreds of thousands of stories, each one having
its own dynamic and chronology. The stories presented in this paper cover the period between July
1944 and June 1946, which roughly coincides with the liberation of Poland (the districts of Kraków,
Lublin, and Kielce, among others) and Slovakia (the regions of Bratislava, Banská Bystrica, Nitra, and
Prešov), as well as the repatriation of Polish Jews from the Soviet Union.
On 3 January 1944, the Red Army crossed the eastern frontier of prewar Poland (near Sarny).
Henryk Grynberg has eloquently described their entry,
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The Russians came down the pitted clay highroad that went through village after village of which
only the chimneys remained. They came through villages of jutting chimneys, sounding the road
with long poles. They came on horsedrawn wagons, gun carriages, and slow, heavy tanks. Their
heads were shaved clean, their dirty forage caps shoved back rakishly. The wooden spoons they’d
made themselves stuck out from the soft creased tops of their boots. When they halted, they pulled
out those spoons and ate their soup and kasha with them, then wiped them on their pants and stuck
them back in their boot tops again. They advanced all day and all night, and all the next day again
until nightfall.3

On July 20-21, 1944, the Soviets crossed the river Bug (the present eastern border of Poland) and
advanced to the west towards what constitutes present-day Poland. In July and August 1944, the Red
Army liberated, among others, Lublin, Przemyśl, and Rzeszów – the major cities in southeastern
Poland. After reaching the suburbs of Warszawa in the midst of the uprising in August 1944, the Army
stopped to enable the Germans their final crackdown on the Polish military underground.4 In January
1945, the Soviets resumed their advance westward liberating Kielce (January 15), Warszawa (January
17), and Kraków (January 19). Throughout February and March, the Soviets entered most of the cities,
towns, and villages in central and northern Poland. On 6 May 1945, the city of Wrocław capitulated –
the final German bridgehead in Lower Silesia.5 The Nazi occupation of Poland was officially over.
In Slovakia, the Red Army broke into the country in November 1944 during the final days of
the Slovak national uprising. By December 1944, Romanian and Soviet troops had driven German
troops out of southern Slovakia. On 19 January 1945, the Red Army, accompanied by the First
Czechoslovak Army Corps, liberated eastern Slovakia including the main cities of Prešov and Košice.
Three months later, in March 1945, both armies took over the northwest and central regions including
the city of Banská Bystrica. On 1 April 1945, the Soviet and Czechoslovak military entered
Topoľčany and, three days later, Bratislava – today’s capital of Slovakia. The last days of April 1945,
when the Soviets conquered the remaining western parts of Slovakia, marked the final demise of the
Tiso regime. On 7 May 1945 (effective May 8), Nazi Germany capitulated and signed an
unconditional surrender in Reims, France. On 8 May 1945, the Slovak government-in-exile capitulated
to the US Army in Kremsmünster, Austria. The war was officially over.
It is a commonly held belief that during and after the war the overwhelming majority in Polish
society considered the Russians as bad as, if not worse than, the Germans.6 Sociologists investigating
the formation of national stereotypes and prejudices in today’s Poland suggest that the collective
memory of Polish-Russian history can explain anti-Russian and anti-Soviet sentiment among
contemporary Poles.7 The major historical events that have shaped the vision of Russia as the enemy
of Poles are the Soviet occupation of eastern Poland in 1939, the Katyń massacre in 1940, the postwar
communist takeover, and decades of Soviet political domination. All these events were experienced or
3
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learnt from the popular press, sermons, political speeches, and textbooks.8 The generation that came of
age in the 1930s and 1940s based their conception of the Soviet Union on the partitions of Poland
(which they did not experience) and the more recent Polish-Russian war of 1919-21 and the Soviet
occupation of September 1939 (both experienced first-hand).
What remains unclear is how widespread these views were among various strata of society
across the country in the mid 1940s. For example, how common among peasants in the Kraków
district was the knowledge that the NKVD had murdered Polish officers in Katyń and how influential
was this knowledge in shaping attitudes toward the Soviet liberators in 1944-45?9 Although this
subject needs more research, I speculate that the most recent events involving the Soviet Union and
the Russians were still in the process of being internalized by the general population at the time.
Knowledge of recent events and the translation of that knowledge into resentment was by no means
complete.10 The suffering at the hands of the Russians was still in the process of becoming the central
lens for the perception of Russia and the potential threat it posed.
Also, intensity of resentment depended on geographical location. In the eastern regions of
Poland, for example, the Red Army could not count on a warm welcome from the overwhelming
majority of Poles. For the most part, Poles in this area, having the Soviet occupation of the years 193941 fresh in their minds, perceived the Russian liberation as another military conquest. Noach Lasman,
a young Polish Jew, remembered that a desire for liberation by the western powers instead of the
Soviets was common in the town of Łosice (eastern Poland) in the summer of 1944. Lasman recalled
numerous conversations with local inhabitants who admitted that they had dreamt, unrealistically, of
the western allies liberating the country.11
The essays, written by farmers from across Poland for the competition Opis mojej wsi
(Description of my Village) in the spring and early summer of 1948, suggest that the further west the
more relieved and welcoming the local population was.12 While farmers from the Lublin province
appeared, by and large, skeptical (sometimes relieved but never enthusiastic) about the approaching
Soviets, their counterparts from the provinces of Kielce and Kraków often described “enthusiastic”
welcomes and general happiness accompanying the entry of Soviet soldiers.13 A farmer from the
province of Kielce wrote, “The day of 14 January 1945, was the day of liberation for my village. I,
with a few neighbors, welcomed with bread, salt, and vodka the first Soviet tank that was bringing us
freedom, liberty, and democracy.”14 Also, Lasman noted that the celebratory mood was particularly
evident in western Poland, which had been incorporated into the Reich in 1939. For example, in the
Łódź area “the population received the Russians as liberators without any ‘but’ …they were choked
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with freedom.”15 Even though the link between geography and responses to the Red Army needs more
research, it is safe to say that the liberators received welcomes contingent upon the residents’ recent
experiences. Those from the territories occupied by the Soviets in 1939-41 had reason to be
apprehensive of their liberators and thus restrained from “enthusiastic” celebration. In contrast,
inhabitants of the central and western provinces, having had no direct experience of Russian
occupation in the recent past, had no such restraints.
What was the Jewish position in this complex matrix of Polish-Russian relations at liberation
between 1944 and 1945? After all, Jewish responses to the Soviet advance in September 1939 had far
reaching consequences for Jewish safety in the eastern territories and greatly contributed to reinforcing
the belief in an alleged Jewish inclination toward communism and loyalty to the Soviet Union (and
thus disloyalty to Poland).16 During the liberation of 1944-45, the Jews had again the most to gain
from the Germans being driven out and who chased them away was insignificant. Lasman recalled that
for him and many other Jewish survivors,
[O]nly one question existed: when were the Germans going to be driven away from Poland. I had
no preferences as to who should do that in accordance with the principle “Whoever is first is best.”
I knew, of course, that the majority of the residents of Podlasie would want allies from the West
and the London government; however, my colleagues and I could not afford the luxury of
choosing liberators.17

After five years of Nazi occupation and terror, the image of approaching liberators, no matter in what
uniform, was intoxicating. Lasman recalled that
[O]n August 1, 1944, ten days after the declaration of the July Manifesto, the Red Army liberated
me. A handful of Jewish survivors welcomed the liberators with enthusiasm not because they were
Russians and not because they carried some ideas of brotherhood; the cause was prosaic: they
were the ones who saved our lives.18

In this context, one may assume that the Soviet liberation of 1944-45 and the Jewish reaction to the
Red Army further antagonized relations between Jews and non-Jews, as in September 1939. However,
I suggest that the behavior of Jewish survivors in 1944-45 did not have any considerable impact and
did not buttress the stereotype of a Jew-communist, even in the eastern territories of Poland. First,
there were virtually no Jews left in the area and those who survived could hardly “celebrate” anything
considering their physical and psychological condition. Their behavior was thus scarcely visible in the
public sphere. In most cases, individual Jewish survivors emerged in silence from wells, forests, from
behind walls and closets, basements, and attics, without the theatrical fanfare of liberation. The
moment of liberation did not entail picturesque Jewish crowds throwing flowers on Russian soldiers.
Instead, liberation took the form described by Wilhelm Dichter in his fictionalized
autobiography Koń Pana Boga (God’s Horse).19 For months, nine-year-old Wilhelm and his family
hid in a well, in the countryside near Borysław (prewar Poland, present Ukraine) – the city they had
lived in before the war. The following is a description of the moment of their liberation in the summer
of 1944,
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Russians approached. By night, through cracks in stones, we saw the sky flaring up. The Earth
roared and trembled so heavily that we were afraid of being covered up…. At noon Maks [a Pole
who had hidden them in the well] ran up. “Come out!” he screamed. “The Russians have come.”
“Ask him where they are,” mother whispered to Nusia [her sister]. “Where are they?” asked Nusia.
“Everywhere.” We started to remove the stones. Maks pulled us up. The wet eye of the well,
encircled by a stone shaft, looked straight into the sun.20

Second, in the atmosphere of general relief no Jewish demonstration of joy could antagonize
Poles at this point. After all, regardless of their feelings towards the Russians, Poles across the country
were relieved at seeing the withdrawal of the Germans in 1944-45 even if effected by the USSR. As I
have already shown, residents of central and western Poland in particular, mindful of the extreme antiPolish wartime policies, were as relieved by the Russian arrival as any Jewish survivor. Even in the
eastern provinces of postwar Poland, where the population was more cautious about the potential
political consequences of a Soviet liberation, the average Jewish response did not dramatically stand
out. Therefore, I argue that the mode of Jewish reaction to the Soviet advance during the 1944-45
campaign, in contrast to September 1939, had little or no effect on future ethnic relations in Poland.
Instead it was the prolonged presence of the Soviets and their military forces in the country that
triggered a far-reaching social and political transformation of ethnic relations.
By considering Polish and Slovak interaction with Russians and the Soviet state, on both the
individual and collective level, it is safe to say that in the late 1940s Poles were more prone to antiRussian sentiment than Slovaks. In Slovakia, the intellectual and discursive framework was overall
less conducive to russophobia and hence to accusations of Jewish loyalty to the Soviet Union. The
absence of previous Russian aggression, as well as their relative distance from the Soviet Union, left
Slovaks mostly neutral toward it at the end of the war. When the First Czechoslovak Army Corps
joined the Soviet military in its advance through Czechoslovakia, the alliance did not stir controversy
among Czechs and Slovaks.21 For the Slovaks, it was Hungary that occupied a similar place in national
rhetoric to Russia in the Polish collective memory. A millennium of Hungarian domination of
Slovakia and the Vienna Arbitration allocating Slovak territories to Hungary in 1938 contributed to the
rise of anti-Hungarian sentiment in postwar Slovakia.
Although it is difficult to estimate with certainty how the local population welcomed the
liberating forces in Slovakia and the Czech territories, both armies seem to have been given a “warm
welcome” much of the time. Josef Weiser, a young Slovak Jew (born in 1916 in the small village of
Pušovce in eastern Slovakia), a partisan in the Slovak national uprising, recalled the “enthusiastic”
welcome given to the Red Army by the local population in Žakarovce (eastern Slovakia). Without a
doubt exaggerated and colored by his political sentiments, the following fragment nevertheless
illustrates the mood in this particular village. Weiser described how on one morning the Red Army
entered Žakarovce and a swarm (roj) of people came down to the village and “there was already a gate
of honor…they had their own band there and bread, bacon, and so forth. So they welcomed them [the
Soviets]; simply and very cheerfully [they welcomed] these Soviets.”22

After Liberation
Once liberated, Jews, who survived in occupied Eastern Europe, spent the first hours of
freedom in pursuit of something to eat and wear and a place to sleep. Months, sometimes years, spent
20
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in concentration and death camps or literally under ground, in wells, holes, forests, and the like, left
survivors not only psychologically damaged but also physically wrecked.23 Jews and non-Jews, who
survived death, concentration, or labor camps, were all in terrible condition. A prisoner of
Theresienstadt, a concentration camp in Terezín (the northwestern Czech Republic), remembered how
just before the end of the war “all of [the inmates] had temperatures. They had diarrhea when they ate
even the smallest amount of food. They were covered with lice, and all of them were suspected of
having typhoid.”24 Survivors of Auschwitz were in even worse shape.25 Pictures, taken by the Soviets
on the day of liberation, show the Auschwitz inmates in a state of extreme emaciation; walking
skeletons with flesh covering their bones. These people needed the essentials; to eat, to wash
themselves, and to change out of their flea-infested rags.
Excruciating hunger, a daily reality for almost six years of the war, now led people to eat
anything they found or were offered. Cases of death from overeating were not uncommon right after
liberation.26 After years of hunger, empty stomachs could not handle the sudden intake of heavy food.
When well-intentioned benefactors fed survivors with too much food, it often ended in diarrhea at best
and death at worst. In this respect, Russians turned out to be “safer” liberators than Americans. While
the Russians could offer limited supplies like bread, canned meat, some tea, and cigarettes, Americans
brought all sorts of delicacies including salami, cheese, and real coffee. Most of the time, however, it
was not an excess but a shortage of food that was the problem for the survivors. Lasman, Halina
Birenbaum, and other survivors had similar memories of constant, miserable, and futile attempts to
appease hunger for weeks after the war.27
Clean clothing and shelter were the other major concerns in the first few hours or days after
liberation. The clothes of the survivors, who had hidden in forests or underground in wells or caves of
occupied Poland, were rotten, moldy, full of bugs, and in urgent need of replacement. Pasiaki (the
striped clothing of prisoners in Nazi concentration camps) were dirty and infested with lice and fleas.
Water, soap, and a clean bed became the commodities most in demand. If the liberators were Soviet,
hope for organized, institutional help was most often in vain. As a rule, Russian soldiers limited
liberation to opening the gates of a camp and providing the proverbial bread and butter. They also
made sure that most of the freed prisoners began to make their way back to their hometown as soon as
possible. Birenbaum recalled how after some time, equipped with “bread and meat,” Russians just
ordered all inmates to set off for home.28 The overwhelming majority of survivors and camp inmates
did not eat properly, wash, or change their clothes until they reached their hometown or a bigger city
with ad hoc organized aid.
Before that, they were left to their own resourcefulness in finding food, clothing, and shelter
among the local population. Jews who survived outside camps relied completely on the good will of
the local population in both Poland and Slovakia. Individuals who had rescued Jews by providing a
hiding place for weeks and months of occupation most likely continued helping during the first days
after liberation. For example, Chaim Weill’s rescuers in a small village near Banská Bystrica (central
Slovakia) offered him and his family a house in which to stay and recuperate until they could find
23
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something more permanent. Russians liberated Weill in February 1945, when he was just thirteen
years old. As a son of a religious family he was supposed to have celebrated his bar mitzvah a few
weeks after liberation. The non-Jewish family that had saved the Weills let them stay a couple of
months longer. They even made a small celebration for Chaim’s bar mitzvah; they cooked ham – the
most luxurious food they knew – which, obviously, Chaim’s family could not eat.29
Needless to say, not all survivors were that fortunate. A survivor’s postwar lot depended on
the character and motives of the person on which he or she had relied for help. If money had been the
prime motive, the rescued was most likely kicked out immediately after news of the end of the war
had reached the household. Not unusually, the reason for the demand that they leave the premises was
the owner’s fear of neighbors discovering that he or she helped a Jew. Michał Borwicz, director of the
Provincial Jewish Historical Commission in Kraków, recalled how after mentioning local righteous
gentiles by name, “many of those … came …with the accusation that by naming them we were
exposing them to unpleasant situations and even revenge.”30 As Joanna Michlic accurately observed,
this testimony illustrated the social isolation of rescuers and overall public disapproval for rescuing
Jews during and immediately after the war.31 Testimonies of Polish Jewish survivors indicate that the
overwhelming majority of them had negative experiences immediately after liberation when it came to
obtaining help from non-Jews.
Polish-Jewish relations during the Second World War has become one of the most contested
subjects of intensive research in America, Poland, and Israel over the last three decades.32 I agree with
those scholars who have suggested that the most hostile (open collaboration with Nazis, denunciations,
and murders) and the most empathic attitudes (rescuing activities) were the least common and on the
margins of “normal” social conduct.33 The majority, although witness to the unfolding genocide,
remained passive, silent observers of their Jewish neighbors’ fate. This passivity meant that the
average Pole refused when asked for bread or a place to stay overnight during and after the war.
For Slovak Jews, assessment of their state and their neighbors was even more problematic.34
The Slovak State, notorious for its antisemitic rhetoric and praxis, rounded up and transported Jews to
death camps in Poland and labor camps in Slovakia during the first two years of the war. The same
state, however, halted the deportations in 1942 saving thousands of Slovak Jews from inevitable death
in the gas chambers. The survivors found themselves protected by the very state that had launched a
vicious campaign against them. Meanwhile, the conspicuous involvement of ordinary Slovaks (e.g.,
the regular Slovak police, among others) in genocidal practices became one of the most painful
disappointments for Slovak Jews. In this respect, both Slovak and Polish Jewish survivors shared an
29
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aggravated sense of isolation and abandonment by their non-Jewish neighbors. In both Slovak and
Polish Jewish survivors’ eyes, people who resided outside ghetto walls, by and large, did nothing to
help those inside. After liberation, when both sides of the ghetto met, in the eyes of Jewish survivors it
was still hard to get help.
During the first hours and days after liberation, sharing bread or opening one’s stable for a
night or two, even though in most cases no longer a matter of life and death, still bore immense
consequences for the survivors’ mental composure and provided the basis for a future evaluation of
attitudes toward Jews. Unfortunately, the available data do not reveal how many doors opened when
survivors and former camp prisoners knocked to ask for food or clean clothes. Even though I am
unable to assess the character of these first encounters, I argue that the very moment of knocking
signified the beginning of a new process of remaking and renegotiating postwar ethnic relations. This
process was in full swing during the return journey home.

Journey Home
In the first few days after liberation, Jewish and non-Jewish camp inmates, Jewish survivors in
hiding or refuge, and, among others, discharged soldiers, all departed toward their hometowns, hoping
to find living relatives and their homes intact. Alice Braun, a twenty-one year old Jewish woman from
Michalovce in eastern Slovakia, set off on the road to her hometown because, as she said,
I just did not want to stay there [in Nachod in Bohemia, where she was liberated]. I knew I had
nothing at home. Because I imagined by the time that what I had seen meant my parents could not
be alive. But I went back home because I did not want to stay in Germany; I did not want to stay in
strange places. I went home just in case I might find someone there.35

This hope, against all odds, to find someone alive was the single most powerful motivation to go back
to the place where home had been before the war.
Jewish survivors on their homebound journey represented only a small fraction of the masses
of people in motion in postwar Eastern Europe.36 Between 1944 and 1947, movement within state
boundaries as well as across frontiers was a daily reality. Both in Poland and Slovakia, domestic
migration, interwoven with movement across state borders, became the dominant characteristic of the
landscape. In 1945 alone, approximately 1,117,000 prewar Polish citizens returned home from camps
in Germany and another 360,000 came from elsewhere in Europe.37 Kersten’s comment on Poland in
the years 1944-48 as a country of people in motion can equally be applied to postwar Slovakia.38 In
both countries, hundreds of thousands of Poles, Slovaks, Jews, Hungarians, Germans, and Ukrainians
crossed the borders from the east, west, north, and south on a daily basis. Small and large columns of
returnees from concentration and labor camps in Germany and Poland, from the Soviet gulag, or
military service, repatriates, exiles, and so-called displaced populations, marched through, making up
the postwar East European landscape.
As Kersten established, in the course of repatriation between 1945 and 1948, about 1.5 million
prewar Polish citizens were repatriated to Poland from the territory of the Third Reich (including

35
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POWs and prisoners of labor and concentration camps).39 Another staggering 1.2 million pre-1939
Polish citizens (including Jews) were officially “repatriated” to Poland from the eastern territories,
now annexed by the Soviet Union.40 Jerzy Kochanowski raised this number to 1.5 million after the
inclusion of all repatriates from the prewar Polish eastern territories, Siberia, and Central Asia in the
years 1944-48.41 Overall, almost three million people returned to Poland from the Soviet Union and
Germany as a result of forced repatriation as well as voluntary homebound movement.
By the end of 1947, thousands of Czechoslovak citizens had also returned voluntarily (mainly
from Germany) or had been forcefully transferred from the Soviet Union to Czechoslovakia. In June
1945, Czechoslovakia signed a treaty with the Soviet Union that authorized the cession of its eastern
province of the Subcarpathian Ukraine to the Soviets and agreed upon provisions for subsequent
population transfers. Of the projected population exchange of 50,000, approximately 27,000
Czechoslovak citizens were repatriated to Czechoslovakia by the end of 1947.42 Overall, between
141,000 and 161,000 Czechoslovak pre-1938 citizens (including Jews) returned to Czechoslovakia
after the war.43 Finally, in addition to the repatriation of citizens from abroad, the Polish and
Czechoslovak states carried out grand projects of demographic engineering, including forced
relocations and large-scale “ethnic cleansing,” which resulted in setting the populace of both countries
in motion.
Among the migrants and returnees were Polish and Slovak Jewish survivors. According to
Paul Glikson, at the beginning of January 1945, there were about 10,000 Jews in newly liberated
Poland.44 Until June 1945, about 61,000 Jews were registered in Poland, including 13,000 on active
military service.45 In the provincial and district Jewish committees, the number of registered Jews
reached 106,000 in January 1946 and peaked at 240,000 six months later in June 1946.46 This sudden
increase in numbers was the result of organized repatriation of Polish citizens from the Soviet Union
in the first half of 1946. By 1948, a total of approximately 175,000 Jews were repatriated from the
USSR to Poland.47
In Slovakia, the number of Jewish migrants was much smaller. As Robert Y. Büchler
estimated, about 11,000 Jews survived the war in the territory of Slovakia.48 Another 9,000 Slovak
Jews returned or were repatriated from Hungary and from camps in Germany, among other places.
Finally, approximately 10,000 Jews survived in the Magyar occupied territories, which now returned
to Slovakia. The peak of Jewish returnees in postwar Slovakia reached about 33,000.49
Returning Jewish survivors were not a uniform group.50 As I have already mentioned, those
Jews who had survived in occupied Poland and Slovakia – in camps, the countryside, monasteries, and
forests – were marked by extreme emaciation and a frightened demeanor. They were dressed in rags or
in striped prisoners’ clothes, and were almost always alone without any relatives. They clearly were
the most visible returnees on the road. In contrast, this was not true for Jewish repatriates from the
39
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Soviet Union who were generally in much better mental and physical condition. In July 1946, Jews
who had survived in Poland stepped out of their houses to stare at the survivors from the Soviet Union:
… They came, … to gaze on walking miracles – whole Jewish families, complete with fathers,
mothers, and children. In Poland, on liberation day, hardly more than a hundred Jewish families
stood intact. But here were Jewish families by the hundreds.51

Clearly, putting all returning Jews into the simple category of “Jewish survivors” obscures the
diversity of their experiences. The place and the character of survival contributed to the ways in which
these people experienced life after liberation and the ways in which they perceived themselves and
others. The nature of their journey home between the summers of 1944 and 1946 also depended on
these varying war-experiences.
Repatriates from the Soviet Union had organized transportation to Poland (special PUR
trains); some of them even had a place to sit on the train. But despite such “luxury” the train journey
was still a difficult one.52 The Dichter family’s train journey to Poland in December 1944, a part of the
repatriation from Ukraine, best illustrates the conditions of the railroad system in postwar Eastern
Europe. Their trip began late at night after the entire day of waiting for the train to fill up. From
Drohobycz (prewar Poland, present Ukraine), they traveled through Sambor, Chyrów, Malhowice,
Przemyśl, Radymno, Jarosław, and Przeworsk to Rzeszów (present southeastern Poland).53 The entire
journey, of more than 200 kilometers, lasted three nights and three days: stops lasting for hours;
sleeping in a seated position with dozens of other people around; urinating outdoors at train stops (in
the freezing cold); and the inevitable shrinking of food and water supplies, all contributed to the
obvious misery of the journey.
The Jews who survived the war outside the Soviet Union, used any means available to return
home. The overwhelming majority had no money to buy a seat on a wooden bench. Those without a
ticket were allowed to travel on top of the train or in open boxcars. For example, Joseph Kline’s trip
from Prague to Budapest on a train roof in late spring 1945 was a typical train journey home of a
penniless returnee,
So we all got on a train [on the roof] and we went to Budapest and on the same train we were all
traveling with her [one of Kline’s traveling companions] husband together and we didn’t know
that he was on the train because we were traveling [on a roof and the husband was inside]…Trains
were so packed, there were no scheduled trains. You just stayed at the station, when a train came
you got on it. You didn’t need any tickets; there were no conductors, there was nothing. There was
total havoc… we were on the roof because there was no room inside…54

Since a great section of the railroad system was destroyed, returnees could rarely make a
complete journey on a single train. Most often the returnees combined all available means of
transportation to get back home. They walked, hitchhiked, and took trains – whatever was available at
the time. Joseph S. Kalina, a Slovak Jew from Prešov, started his journey home from relatively close,
only 160 kilometers away, near Banská Bystrica.55 “A hungry, lice-ridden, one hundred pound
skeleton,” as he described himself, Kalina first walked until exhaustion. Then he stopped at the edge
of the road and pointed his thumb eastward,
Some rides lasted only a few miles; others took me from one village to another. On foot, I begged
for food, never coming up empty…When I came to a town that had a train service anywhere east, I
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got on board and took it as far as it went… At the end of the line I started walking and hitchhiking
again. The further east I went, away from the front, the fewer Russian vehicles there were. I
hitched rides from farmers and townspeople in their hay wagons and buggies.56

Janet Rogowsky had a similar recollection of joining a small group of people riding in a cart drawn by
two horses, “During the ten hour trip, we had to stop many times, to feed the horses and relax a while,
because our bodies were aching from our long ride on the rough roads.”57
Some returnees walked the entire journey home. Peter Cukor, a nine year old Hungarian Jew,
liberated by the Russians in Strasshof near Vienna, recalled traveling through Slovakia on the way
home to Hungary,
So here we [Peter, Peter’s mother, and two other members of his family] were, [after] years of the
concentration camps, no food, no clothing, or anything like that. And we’re moving in opposite
directions from two armies, you know, two armies are moving west, we are moving east and they
already use… the food, and all the resources of the land and we are trying to survive over there.
And it was terrible. First of all it was extremely traumatic to know that as we started walking
back… like the half an hour of walking…we got ourselves in the middle of bombing...58

Caught in the middle of fighting, Cukor’s mother became hysterical over the possibility of being killed
after the war was over.59 Fortunately, Peter and his family escaped the battlefield safely. Eventually, it
took them about two to three days to walk from Vienna (Austria) to Bratislava (western Slovakia).60
They walked very slowly. Peter’s mother had to carry him most of the time since he was too sick and
too weak to walk by himself. Peter recalled how, frail herself, she threw out a jar of jam because it was
too much for her to carry.
Similar stories of passengers walking, hitchhiking, riding carts, and “traveling on top of the
wagons or hanging from the steps…” of overcrowded trains, can be multiplied.61 They all testify to the
general chaos of the post-liberation period. If, as Kersten suggested, official statistical data left two to
three million migrants unregistered, we are left with the difficulty of visualizing an image of millions
of people moving from one place to another on a daily basis across Eastern Europe. I argue that in
such a context the typical life experience in 1944-46 was located not in physical buildings but on
roads, on trains, and in railway stations, turning these places into the focal spaces of human and ethnic
relations immediately after the war. It was there, on crowded roads, in crowded trains and railway
stations, where people lived for days before getting to their destination. By train, a 200-kilometer
journey could last three to four days. On foot, it could last weeks. I argue that human interactions
generated in such circumstances were not marked exclusively by fear and hatred, but also by
compassion, curiosity, or by utter indifference.
Railway stations, so often overlooked by historians, were fascinating places of human
interaction after liberation. After all, it was there, in crowded stations, where people lived for days
before departure and where they slept for nights, having no other place to go after arrival. It was there
that survivors found news about relatives, often reuniting with loved ones after years of separation. It
was there that aid institutions distributed supplies for returnees, repatriates, and deportees. Finally, it
was at the railway stations that political organizations welcomed travelers with leaflets promoting their
political and social programs. Lasman described how, after leaving the Polish Second Army in the
summer of 1945, he found himself homeless and spent the first two nights in the train station in Łódź.
There, he met a few Jewish boys who informed him where the Jewish committee was and suggested
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that, instead of going to the committee, he should go to the Zionist Ha-Shomer Ha-Tsair office.62
Birenbaum also described the railway station in Warszawa as a place of Zionist political agitation,
Activists of various Zionist parties, representatives of kibbutzim, awaited the returnees at railway
stations where they encouraged them to join their parties. Shortly after their [the returnees’]
leaving a train, they [the activists] told them that no Jews survived, that everything was devastated
and razed to the ground, and that various Polish gangs were hunting and killing the surviving
Jews.63

Also, Dichter’s most vivid memories from the beginning of the journey involved images of the railway
station surrounded by a cordon of soldiers supervising the repatriation process.64
Railway stations were not the only places of human interaction. Cukor recalled that, on their
way through the Austrian countryside, they knocked on the door of random farmhouses to get
something to eat. As a rule, the local population never failed to share food with them. Kalina had
similarly positive experience with Slovak farmers who provided food to all travelers and returnees,
“Farmers everywhere [in central Slovakia, between Banská Bystrica and Prešov], despite their
circumstances, had great empathy for their displaced countrymen. A few villages even set up outdoor
kitchens with produce available until dark.”65 Alice Braun’s account, however, contradicts Kalina’s
testimony,
In Nachod, I was liberated by the Russian army but I did not see the Russian army because I was
in private homes. You know the Czechs took us, Czechs were marvelous people. They were
wonderful, wonderful people. The Czechs, not the Slovaks. The Slovaks were hateful and they are
to this day… Czechs were marvelous, they fed us, they gave us clothing, everything. The moment
we crossed the border with Slovakia this is what we got: “There are more of you coming back than
left!” … This is what we got when we came in.66

Both testimonies, as any personal account, are highly impressionistic. However, they should not
be easily dismissed as unreliable sources. Although not credible enough to form evidence for
sentiments among Slovaks after liberation, they testify to the existing hopes and disillusionments
among Jewish survivors at the time. On the one hand, Braun and others, having personally suffered
antisemitism in Slovakia, translated this experience into a general opinion on every ordinary Slovak.
On the other hand, Kalina, who encountered kind and friendly gestures, was eager to think of his
observations as true for the entire Slovak population.
Kalina went even further in his narrative, claiming that among all returnees on the road,
regardless of their ethnicity, there was “an esprit” – a common spirit,
We had much in common: a shared national heritage, hunger, and suffering. War had driven most
of them from their homes, dispersed their families, and destroyed loved ones and friends.
Conversation was compassionate but not overly inquiring. Where are you from? Where did you
end up? Where are you going? People had been through enough; they didn’t want to hear any
more about travail.67

This actual or perceived common spirit among travelers – the solidarity in suffering beyond ethnic
boundaries – was a significant and unique dimension of the immediate individual postwar experience.
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People craved compassion after years of suffering and mistreatment; hence any gesture of sympathy
was welcomed with gratitude. The impression of solidarity created a sense of belonging to a large
group of people bonded by suffering and oblivious to ethnic differences.
It must be noted, however, that it was the concealed “Jewishness” of a traveler which enabled
compassion and solidarity. Kalina admitted that he avoided mentioning that he was a Jew because
“who knew what antisemitic resentments existed among the refugees. Even had I not been afraid to
say I was a Jew, I still would have been reluctant to do so. Living as a second-class citizen for so long,
my feeling of inferiority was ingrained.”68 Likewise, the Dichters did not “announce” their Jewishness
to co-passengers on the train, fearing a negative reaction. Dichter recalled how during the trip new
passengers greeted everyone with the Catholic “Praise the Lord!” Women sang religious hymns,
prayed out loud, and said the rosary. Dichter remembered one woman from near Tarnopol telling a
story of the UPA attacking her village, “They burnt everyone in the church – she said, returning to her
rosary.”69 Amid similar stories and prayers, nobody bothered the Dichters.
The Dichters, Kalina, and thousands of others were not harassed perhaps because they did not
disclose their origins or perhaps because they did not “look” Jewish, or perhaps and simply because
nobody cared as co-passengers were overwhelmed by their own discomfort and misery. In particular,
Jewish survivors like the Dichters – repatriates from the Soviet Union – were not very “visible” as far
as their physical appearance was concerned. They looked no more or less destitute than any other nonJewish traveler at the time. However, their fear that the passengers would have reacted differently
knowing their background, was not just a matter of personal anxiety. In reality, trains in Poland were
often the scenes of brutal attacks against Jewish passengers, especially in 1946.70 Murders on trains,
known as akcja pociągowa (train operation), were instances of postwar violence in which, as the
historian David Engel put it, “the primary criterion for selection was simply the fact of being
Jewish.”71 In these attacks, Jews, who had survived under Nazi occupation and who were the most
visible returnees on the road, were the most likely targets.

Conclusion
In this brief glimpse of Jewish liberation and the subsequent journey homeward, I wanted to
complicate the dominant narrative of the postwar history of Jews in Poland. I did this by highlighting
the heterogeneity of human encounters in the immediate aftermath of the war. Instead of focusing the
narrative exclusively on violence, I describe the moment of liberation, the post-liberation search for
food, shelter, and clothes, and, finally, the journey home as an integral part of the postwar story. In
such a narrative, violence remains an important but not an exclusive element. A close look at the daily
encounters among returnees demonstrates agencies other than that of a victim and renders human and
ethnic interaction more complicated than a simple narrative of violence and emigration suggests.
Focusing on specific stories is one way to complicate the picture. Another is to recognize
geographic location as crucial in determining social dynamics after the war. For example, the reactions
to the approaching Soviet Army varied not only between eastern Poland and western Slovakia, but
also between eastern, central, and western Poland, and between rural and urban settlements. The focus
on local contingencies breaks the homogenous narrative of the nation-state by revealing competing
patterns within the national framework.
Also, breaking up the category of “Jewish survivors” into subcategories of survivors under the
Nazis and in the Soviet Union illuminates multiple dimensions of social and ethnic interactions after
the war. Jews who survived the war under Nazi occupation and those who survived in the Soviet
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Union had different postwar experiences. Their “visibility” or “invisibility” was crucial in shaping
their postwar daily life. Those survivors who “looked” like everybody else had different experiences
than those who were “visibly Jewish.” The majority of the former were repatriates from the Soviet
Union. The latter were survivors in Poland and Slovakia.
Finally, a comparative perspective with Slovak Jewish survivors also helps to highlight the
complexity of postwar encounters since it reveals those aspects of the postwar period which remain
concealed or ambiguous when examined in the context of a single nation.
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