CHAPTER 6

The Voice of Your Brother’s Blood

Reconstructing Genocide on the Local Level

OMER BAarTOV

And God said to Cain: Where is Abel your brother? And he said: I
don’t know; am I my brother’s keeper?
And He said:What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood
is crying to me from the ground.

—Genesis, 4:9-10

Most people think of the Holocaust as an event of industrial killing, symbolized
by Auschwitz: a vast undertaking of streamlined, anonymous mass murder. In
fact, half of the total victims of what the Nazis called the “Final Solution of the
Jewish question” did not die in extermination camps; they were killed in their
own homes and streets, cemeteries and synagogues, in nearby hills, forests, and
ravines. The killing was neither anonymous nor streamlined: the murderers of-
ten knew their victims by name and saw them face to face just before they shot
them; their deaths were bloody, gruesome, and accompanied by many instances
of gratuitous cruelty. The killers were not only German police and SS, or only
Germans of any description, but also members of other ethnic groups from
the victims’ own regions and towns, often people they had known for years as
classmates and colleagues and neighbors. There was nothing secret about these
events: they were public, routine spectacles in which everyone played one role
or another."'

Perpetrator behavior is often explained as the consequence of dehuman-
ization: the obstacle to the killing of innocents is removed by perceiving them
as nonhuman.? This view of mass murder allows us to avoid any discussion of

Notes for this section begin on page 124,
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the ghastly encounter between the killers and the killed, clearing the way for
detached analyses of decision making and the logistics of genocide. I have never
bought into this argument. But in order to examine its veracity, I decided to
investigate the Holocaust in an entirely different way—not from the prism of
Berlin, and not strictly through the eyes of either one side or another. Instead, 1
chose to reconstruct the event in its entirety as it occurred in a single site.

Selecting the site had to do with its representative value and the availabil-
ity of sources. Eventually I picked a town whose name was familiar to me but
about which I knew very little. Buczacz, located in interwar eastern Poland and
now in western Ukraine, was the birthplace of Nobel Prize Laureate Shmuel
Yosef Agnon, whose stories I had studied in school in Israel.* It was also, as it
happens, my mother’s hometown, although I had no intention of writing a
family history. I was intrigued, however, by the notion of writing a biography
of a town, a history through the eyes of the protagonists; in this sense my per-
sonal link to Buczacz clearly motivated me. The tension between analytical
detachment and empathetic understanding was therefore built into my research
project from its very origins.

No fewer than sixty thousand Jews were murdered in the area of Buczacz
and Czortkow, a nearby town in which the Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei
or Sipo) outpost charged with this task was based. Accompanied by mistresses

and wives, children, and parents who came to enjoy the rural surroundings,

“

° . - £

Figure 6.1. Members of the Sipo outpost in Czortkow, taken in 1942-43, General-
landesarchiv (GLA) Karlsruhe, 309 Zugang 2001, 42-871, photograph no. 26.
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these twenty to thirty policemen led a comfortable existence, captured in hun-
dreds of photographs kept in West German court archives.

They were ably assisted by up to 350 Ukrainian auxiliary policemen (or-
ganized in Schutzmannschaft or Schuma units), along with local German and
Ukrainian gendarmes, as well as Jewish policemen recruited into the so-called
Ordnungsdienst and paid by the Jewish Council (Judenrat).

From the local perspective, the Holocaust in Buczacz was a series of ex-
tremely violent roundups—referred to as Aktionen or ak¢je—assuming at times
the character of communal massacres. About half of the approximately ten
thousand victims were transported by train to the BelZzec extermination camp,
where they were gassed; the other half were killed in situ. This reflected the fate
of the five hundred thousand Jews who were living in the entire region, known
as Eastern Galicia before World War I and designated as Distrikt Galizien by
the occupying Germans in 1941: about two hundred fifty thousand Jews were
gassed in Belzec, while the rest were shot next to where they lived. Most of
this massive bloodletting was accomplished within eighteen months in an area
measuring less than half the size of the state of New York.*

For the Jews, Buczacz was a shtetl, as were many other similar towns in
Eastern Europe. But the notion of a shtetl as a purely Jewish town was in truth
a figment of Jewish lore rather than a reflection of historical reality. The quaint
shtetl featured in Marc Chagall’s paintings and the stories of Sholem Aleichem
never actually existed.” The highest ratio of Jewish inhabitants in Buczacz dur-
ing the modern era was reached in the second part of the nineteenth century,
when Jews constituted over two-thirds of the town’s population, the rest being
Poles and Ukrainians. By the eve of World War I, massive emigration caused
by growing poverty, as well as increasing numbers of Christian town dwell-
ers, had diminished the ratio of Jewish inhabitants to somewhat over half of
the total.” This was a characteristic pattern throughout Eastern Galicia, where
rural Ukrainians constituted the majority of the population, while Poles and—
especially in the smaller and mid-sized urban settlements—Jews dominated the
towns and cities.”

This mix of populations meant that the German genocide of the Jews took
place within a complex and increasingly volatile web of ethnic, religious, polit-
ical, and national affiliations. In implementing the “Final Solution™ throughout
Europe, the Germans adapted with terrifying agility to vastly different local
circumstances. Yet these circumstances largely determined the manner, speed,
and scope of the killing, as well as its effects on the rest of the population.” In
studying the Holocaust on the local level, we discover that the category of
bystanders becomes meaningless. When an invading power joins forces with
local elements to murder a segment of the population, there are only degrees
of engagement, ranging from full cooperation to utter rejection. Within that
context we can identify a prevalent gray zone: some who hide the persecuted
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also denounce them; some of the killers also shelter potential victims; some of
the collaborators turn to resistance. Claims of indifference or passivity appear
absurd, unless they encompass watching one’s neighbors being shot, and then
taking over their property.

The Germans marched into lands with a long history of both coexistence
and conflict. That history had little to do with the occupiers, yet by necessity
it played a part in the implementation of genocide. Even before World War I,
Galicia had been a site of contestation between Poles and Ukrainians, whose
origins can be traced back to the 1600s. Four centuries of Jewish settlement in
the area also left a legacy of often uneasy relations and occasional outbursts of
violence. The conduct of all local protagonists during World War II was there-
fore in some measure governed by collective memories and acquired percep-
tions and norms of behavior.

Buczacz allows exploration into the deep roots of local genocide. We can
reconstruct mass murder in a single site and examine competing postwar narra-
tives in judicial discourse, memory, and commemoration. Such a study is a col-
lective “biography,” in that it allows generations of Buczacz residents to speak
out. To be sure, this is a schizophrenic “biography,” since these voices from the
past often speak in very different registers about themselves and their neighbors.
But it is also a representative “biography,” because it stands for an entire universe
of similar towns and regions in Europe’s eastern borderlands, a world that was
wiped out and forgotten.” The interest in that world cannot reside only in the
manner and causes of its destruction. It was rich and varied by its own right.
We know so little of it because the voices of its inhabitants have been silenced.
By letting them speak again, a careful, in-depth local study can exemplify the
richness of what had been lost even as it investigates the reasons for the disaster.
To the extent that we can conjure Buczacz back to life, the tragedy of its assas-
sination is better comprehended. It is difficult to mourn a life one never knew;
it is harder to accept the loss of a life intimately shared.

The final eruption of external and fraternal violence in World War Il seemed
to many both shocking and inevitable. But that is reading history backward. To
be sure, there had been much prior talk in nationalist as well as technocratic
circles about the need for the “unmixing” of incompatible peoples, creeds, or
races.'"” But no one in 1941 could have anticipated the scale and horror of what
came to pass. Still, the question must be asked: why did such unprecedented
and gruesome violence seem at the same time to be a natural outcome of past
events? Was this “a problem from hell,” as was said about the genocide in 1990s
Yugoslavia, an expression of endemic, unstoppable violence?'' Were the various
cthnic groups just waiting for the right moment to leap at each other’s throats?
This view is as inaccurate of Slobodan Milosevié’s Yugoslavia as it is of towns
such as Buczacz in the 1940s. It implies that some societies are just prone to
violence and there is little that more civilized nations can do about it. The fact
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is that while there was indeed an internal potential for violence, it was triggered
by outside invaders, often representatives of those very same self-proclaimed
higher civilizations, whose goals, determined independently from the peoples
they occupied, could only be achieved by sword and blood.

The province that came to be called Galicia following the Austrian an-
nexation of southeast Poland in 1772 had not experienced major outbreaks of
violence since the early eighteenth century and remained relatively calm until
World War I."* And yet, when the Germans arrived on the scene in July 1941,
they needed to do very little, at times nothing at all, to incite violence.”™ This
shift from coexistence to conflict can be understood in part through a detailed
local history that traces the roots of this precarious interethnic balance from
the very foundations of a town such as Buczacz in the late Middle Ages to
its final destruction as a multiethnic community in World War II. In doing so,
this local history re-creates the widely diverging narratives of the past told by
Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews throughout the intervening centuries. These starkly
different stories about the town they shared were not necessarily antagonistic;
often cach group simply ignored the others as it wove its own tales of history
and myth, memory and legend. Yet the ever present and powerful underlying
assertion of cultural, spiritual, and material difference did end up creating a
sense of an essential and unbridgeable divide between the groups.

Concentrating on a single town makes it possible to use a wide variety of
sources in order to re-create its evolving social and cultural fabric over time
and then to zoom further in and meticulously reconstruct the violent events
of its final destruction in all their complexity. One might have expected only
a thin documentary record and cven fewer individual accounts for this re-
mote Galician town. In fact, official documentation by the Austrian, Polish,
and Nazi regimes is plentiful, albeit riddled with prejudice and political bias.
Early “voices” of the town’s residents come from local histories and tourist
accounts, collections of tales and legends, several diaries and memoirs, works
of fiction and journalism—all reflecting their writers’ individual and collective
religious, social, ethnic and ideological perspectives. As we enter the town’s final
agony, official documentation thins out and the voices of its people multiply
a hundredfold, becoming ever more desperate, shrill, and tortured. Polish resi-
dents deported by the Soviets in 1939—41 deposited valuable testimonies now
stored at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University. A few diaries by Jews
and Christians have been retrieved from archives or private hands. Hundreds
of testimonies given by Jewish survivors from as early as 1944 to as late as the
1990s were found at the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw, Yad Vashem in
Jerusalem, the Fortunoff Archive at Yale University, the United States Holo-
caust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC, and the Shoah Foundation at
the University of Southern California. The records of West German trials of
former Nazis, as well as judicial documentation from East Germany, Poland,
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and the Soviet Union, contain vast amounts of information on individuals’
involvement. Interviews with current and former residents of Buczacz; pub-
lished accounts and memoirs, and not least, the remarkable memorial book of
Buczacz—all of these provide us with a cacophony of voices that must now
be finally orchestrated into a single narrative, filled with contradictions, holes,
and unanswered questions, to be sure,and yet richer than anything we have had
until now."

Some voices reach us with force and clarity from the even more distant,
opaque past. Natan Hanover’s The Abyss of Despair,a vivid eyewitness account of
the devastation wrought by Bohdan Khmelnitsky and his Cossacks in the 1648
uprising against Polish rule, tells of the Polish and Jewish citizens of Buczacz
fighting side-by-side on the city’s walls.'® The German tourist Ulrich von Wer-
dum, who visited Buczacz in 1672, wrote that despite the town’s destruction by
Ottoman troops, Buczacz had “been largely rebuilt, especially by the Jews, who

are very numerous in this town.” '

That year the Peace of Buczacz was signed
under the giant linden tree on a hill overlooking the town—where it still
stands—between the Turkish Sultan and the Polish King. But only four years
later the French traveler Frangois-Paulin Dalairac reported that following more
fighting, “the Turks [had] accomplished a lasting destruction™ of Buczacz."”

Yet the town was rebuilt once again. When Dalairac returned in 1684, he
observed that the Ruthenian peasants had put up their shacks “next to the gate
of the city and under the guns of the castle,” while within the walls “live only
Jews and some Poles.”"™ This was to remain the demographic and occupational
pattern for the next two hundred years. The eighteenth century witnessed a
period of peace and prosperity. Ruled by the immensely rich and notoriously
eccentric Mikolaj Potocki—a patron of religion and the arts, a womanizer, a
drinker, and a brawler—Buczacz gained its impressive town hall and monas-
tery. It also experienced the arbitrary power of a grand Polish magnate: as the
poet Zygmunt Krasinski wrote, Potocki “shot women on trees and baked Jews
alive"

Much of what we know about the early history of Buczacz comes from an
account published in 1882 by the priest and historian Sadok Baracz, a fanatical
Roman Catholic and devoted chronicler of Armenian origin.*’ Many of the
documents he cites were subsequently destroyed. Another ardent collector was
the writer Agnon, whose sprawling posthumous account of Buczacz overflows
with tales of Hasidic rabbis and traitorous followers of the “false Messiah™ Sab-
betai Zvi. Agnon’s eighteenth-century Buczacz seems to have nothing in com-
mon with that of Baracz save for their identical location.*!

The Jewish Enlightenment, or Haskalah, which promoted modern edu-
cation and social integration, promised to facilitate greater Jewish-Christian
interaction.” And, indeed, some maskilim from Buczacz ended up as university-
trained scholars, assimilationists, or Zionists.” But in the course of the nine-
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teenth century, as nationalism began to infiltrate people’s lives, it also intro-
duced new criteria for distinguishing between one group and another. By the
late 1800s the central question was: to whom does the town, the region, the
state, naturally and by right belong? As Poles and Ukrainians grappled with
cach other over ownership of Galicia, the Jews, who could only shift alliances
from one group to another, found themselves in an increasingly precarious
no-man’s-land.

Until World War I, the Habsburg Empire managed relations between ethnic-
national groups in Galicia relatively effectively; heated rhetoric rarely transformed
into physical violence. Instead, nationalism pushed for greater literacy and stim-
ulated cultural activities, political engagement, and economic progress. All this
changed dramatically in the Great War and the national-ideological struggles
that followed it. Little has been written on the effect of the fighting in the East
on such ethnically mixed communities as Buczacz. The devastation was on a
scale not seen since the seventeenth century. Tens of thousands of soldiers were
killed in close proximity to Buczacz, which was occupied twice by the Russians
and remained close to the front for much of the war.

The Russian occupation also brought with it murderous pogroms. The un-
published diary of Antoni Siewinski, headmaster of the boys’ school in Buczacz
and an antisemitic Polish nationalist, provides an unparalleled, albeit deeply
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Figure 6.2. A position of the Russian Army near Buczacz, 1916, Central State Cine-
PhotoPhono Archives of Ukraine (TsDKFFA): 0-184874.
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biased, view of his town under the first Russian occupation.® Just as Siewinski
fled in the face of the second Russian offensive of summer 1916, the Russian
Jewish soldier Aba Lev arrived in Buczacz on the heels of a victorious Cossack
unit. The town, he wrote, presented a “terrifying picture of destruction, vandal-
ism, and cruelty.” He went on to describe the gruesome consequences of the
pogrom that had just occurred there.” The author, playwright, and ethnogra-
pher, S. Ansky (Shloyme Zanvl Rappoport), remembered today mostly for his
play The Dybbuk, visited Buczacz in early 1917. As he wrote in his extensive
account of the Russian occupation, passing through “scores of large avenues”
in Buczacz that had been “destroyed and burned down,” he was stuck by the
“tragic scene of the dead city"* Rare surviving Austrian and Russian docu-
ments and photographs of wartime Buczacz confirm these impressions.”

The end of World War I did not bring peace to Galicia. As the Austro-
Hungarian Empire collapsed, Ukrainians and Poles began fighting over the
province.”™ In the course of the conflict, which the Poles quickly won, nu-
merous Ukrainian atrocities against Polish civilians were widely reported.”
Meanwhile a series of Polish pogroms against Jewish communities prompted
the establishment of two international commissions of inquiry. Much of the
anti-Jewish violence was linked to allegations that the Jews were taking the
wrong side in the conflict, not taking any side at all, or professing Zionism.
Whichever it was, the Jews clearly did not fit into the Polish or Ukrainian vi-
sions of a new nation-state.*’

Figure 6.3. Bridge over the Strypa River in wartime Buczacz. Osterreichisches Staatsar-
chiv (OSA) / Kriegsarchiv (KA): 6500AT-OeStA/KA BS Portraits L 1,“Bildersammlung,.”
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Figure 6.4. Infectious Discases Hospital, Buczacz, 1917. Dr. Etel Zeigermacher, pri-
vate collection, with permission. I would like to thank Dr. Etel Zeigermacher’s son,
of Melbourne, Australia, for providing me with the photos of the hospital where his

mother served as a medical doctor in Russian-occupied Buczacz during World War 1.

Following yet another war, this one between Poland and Soviet Russia
over the postwar boundaries of the two states, these national, ideological, and
interethnic conflicts left a bitter legacy of resentment, suspicion, and rage.”
Ukrainian hopes to set up an independent state had been dashed as they found
themselves under Polish rule; Polish attempts to colonize the region were met
with violent Ukrainian resistance, which led to even more oppressive policies;
and Jewish aspirations to integrate into Poland encountered popular and official
opposition. By the 1930s, the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN),
established in 1929, was becoming increasingly radicalized, not least under the
influence of Nazi Germany;™ the Polish authorities were instituting antisemitic
measures;”* and growing numbers of young Jews drifted toward socialism and
Zionism.™

A mass of police reports, political pamphlets, personal letters and diaries,
and postwar memoirs reflects some of these trends in Buczacz.® The town re-
mained politically and culturally vibrant throughout the interwar period. It had
far more restaurants and hotels, cafés, and bars than one can find there today.™
Such figures as the historian of the Warsaw Ghetto, Emanuel Ringelblum, and
the “Nazi hunter” Simon Wiesenthal began their lives there.”” Yet the mood
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was growing darker. Agnon, who visited Buczacz in 1930, saw a Jewish com-
munity in decline.”™ Many were leaving. Communist party cells were the only
spaces where all three ethnic groups interacted without hindrance, but they
had their own violent potential.” Many younger Ukrainians were joining the
OUN;some of them would later show up on lists of the Schuma auxiliary po-
lice units recruited by the Germans. Postwar investigations and trials show them
as participating in the murder of their Jewish and Polish neighbors.*

When the Soviets took over Galicia in 1939, a brief moment of exhila-
ration and hope was followed by two years of political terror and economic
collapse. Driven by suspicion of enemy nationalities, social classes, and integral
nationalists, the Soviets deported tens of thousands of Poles, Jews, and Ukrai-
nians. This was oppression on an entirely new scale, followed by the mass exe-
cution of mostly Ukrainian political prisoners, just as the Germans attacked in
late June 1941.*" These state-ordered murders greatly exacerbated interethnic
animosity and played into the hands of the invading Nazis, who were quick
to blame them on the Jews while posing as liberators from so-called Judeo-
Bolshevism. The ensuing massacres of Jewish populations can be traced back
directly to Soviet policies and Nazi propaganda, though their deeper origins
stretch back at least to World War 1.%

As anti-Jewish violence became a daily routine in German-occupied
Buczacz, this community of increasingly fragile coexistence was transformed
into a community of genocide. Not all protagonists conformed to the roles as-
signed to them in conventional accounts: if many younger members of prewar
Ukrainian nationalist organizations became direct participants in Nazi extermi-
nation policies, some older conservative Ukrainian political and religious lead-
ers tried to prevent the violence.”” While prewar Polish elites had supported
the exclusion of Jews, they appear to have been more likely to shelter Jews or
at least to sympathize with them than either their Ukrainian neighbors or Poles
in the Polish heartland, not least because they also became targets of violence
and ethnic cleansing. Conversely, Ukrainians sheltering Jews could also be seen
by patriotic neighbors, local priests, and OUN sympathizers or members as
betraying the national cause of creating a Pole- and Jew-free Ukraine." If many
peasants clearly took part in the killing, some poor peasants living on isolated
farms hid Jews for little or no compensation.” Finally, while the Germans tar-
geted Jews as a group, the Buczacz Jewish Council and police were notorious
for their corruption and despised as tools of the Gestapo.* Yet several Jewish
police officers eventually joined the resistance.”

Between fall 1942 and summer 1943 the vast majority of the Jews of
Buczacz and the surrounding towns and villages were murdered. Most of the
killing occurred during four roundups organized by Sipo personnel from Czort-
kow and accomplished with ample local assistance. Mass shootings occurred
primarily in two sites on either side of the town—the Fedor Hill, behind the
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magnificent Greek Catholic Basilian Monastery, and the Baszty Hill, where the
ancient Jewish cemetery was located. The last Aktion in June 1943 targeted the
town’s Jewish police, some of whose members fought back and escaped to the
forest.™ Survivors of these massacres were mostly either hidden by local villag-
ers or employed in the few remaining labor camps and farms scattered around
this region.

Then, in spring 1944, the territories surrounding Buczacz erupted into a
wave of horrific and increasingly chaotic violence. The German Wehrmacht,
forced to retreat from parts of Eastern Galicia in March, counterattacked the
following month and drove back the Red Army. Buczacz was again under Ger-
man rule. Of the approximately eight hundred Jewish survivors who had come
out of hiding after the first liberation, only a hundred were still alive when
the Red Army returned in July 1944, In the intervening months, this remote
region of Eastern Europe became the scene of mayhem and devastation, cru-
elty and suffering, a last frenzied upheaval after three years of total war and
genocide. The Czortkéw Sipo outpost and its Ukrainian auxiliaries continued
to hunt down and murder Jews until it was finally dismantled in early 1944."
As the Gestapo vacated the scene, some local German officials, along with
commanders of retreating combat units, actually protected the remnants of the
Jewish population from local militias and roaming bandits, disbanded Ukrainian
auxiliary police, and murderous villagers.

Throughout this period, even as the Red Army and Wehrmacht were
slaughtering each other, the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA)—the military
arm of the more radical faction of OUN led by Stepan Bandera—which had
alrcady carried out a vast cthnic-cleansing operation against the Poles in the
neighboring province of Volhynia, engaged in similarly bloody actions in Gali-
cia; any surviving Jews the UPA encountered were also murdered.® Here, too,
the retreating Germans helped save the Poles of the castern territories, loading
them into trains heading toward the relative safety of Poland’s heartland. When
the Soviets finally broke through the German lines in July, they launched a
massive liquidation operation geared to uproot military and political Ukrainian
nationalist organizations seen as collaborators with the “German fascists™ and
opponents of Soviet power.” What the Jews perceived as liberation many Ukrai-
nians saw as reoccupation. The soil of Eastern Galicia was soaked in blood. But
who spilled the blood and for what reason has remained for many decades open
to interpretation, obfuscation, and distortion.

Very little has been written on the fate of Eastern Galicia’s few remaining
Jews during these last months of German occupation and early period of So-
viet rule in Poland’s former eastern territories. While historians have begun to
examine the ethnic cleansing of the Poles and the repression of the OUN-UPA
by the Red Army and NKVD (Soviet secret police), histories of the Holocaust,

including works focused on this region, have not devoted much attention to
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these crucial months.** The main reason for this seems to be that lack of official
documentation and a reluctance to rely on personal testimonies have combined
to deter historians from this task: most German documents were destroyed;
Soviet records were inaccessible for many decades, are not always easy to come
by even today, and are not particularly reliable; and documents and pamphlets
by Polish and Ukrainian underground organizations, scattered in numerous
archival holdings, provide only fragmented and highly partisan information.

And yet, for the few survivors of the mass murder of the Jews in this region,
it was precisely these last months of the occupation that remained seared most
deeply in their minds. It determined to a large extent the manner in which they
remembered, and the perspective from which they told their Holocaust expe-
rience as a whole. These Jewish narratives of murder and survival are not only
missing from mainstream Holocaust historiography, but also differ profoundly
from those related by Ukrainians and Poles. From this perspective we can say
that quite apart from the different manner in which the events were actually
experienced by these different protagonists, the divergence in their subsequent
telling and historical reconstruction has contributed to the ongoing memory
wars, ranging from political rhetoric to scholarly disputes.®

The fact of the matter is that we actually possess numerous eyewitness
reports, in diaries, letters, postwar testimonies and written accounts, as well as
in judicial records and memoirs. These personal perspectives offer an extraor-
dinarily rich source of information on the entire war, complementing official
records and enabling us to sketch a detailed picture of genocide on the local
level. Historians have underused these accounts, viewing them as both too
subjective and too painful. This has greatly impoverished our understanding
of crucial aspects of World War II and the Holocaust. These are reports from
hell on earth, where there was little room for pity and forgiveness. Yet they also
contain moments of sacrifice, compassion, and humanness by members of the
local population as well as, remarkably, some German military and administra-
tive personnel.

In June 1943 the Germans declared Buczacz and the surrounding towns
and villages Judenrein, or clean of Jews. All Jews not employed on the few re-
maining agricultural farms and labor camps could be shot on sight. Many hid
in peasants’ homes, barns, and sheds. “They had to pay a lot of money to the
peasants who were hiding them,” wrote Eliasz Chalfen, aged seventeen, in a tes-
timony he deposited in the Displaced Persons camp of Leipheim, Germany in
November 1947: “Those peasants went to town and shopped as they had never
done before ... This made things easy for the Ukrainian bandits, who went ...
straight to the houses that had been pointed out to them as hiding Jews, and
easily found their hiding places ... [and] would immediately execute them in
the yard of the house. Denouncing Jews at that time reached unprecedented
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levels; the peasants themselves began murdering and chasing them out ...
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Ester Grintal, aged eighteen at the time, recalled in 1997 that when “the
Ukrainian militia passed through™ the forced-labor farm where she worked,
she would “hide in the toilet and count the shots knowing by that how many
people were killed.” Later, “Cossacks and others who had collaborated with the
Germans” appeared in the area and “began murdering” the Jews: “They did not
have enough guns so they hanged people, or killed them with axes, etc. They
came to our camp with some collaborators from the village. They locked [us
up] in an empty barn ... They began beating us ... They shot a line of people
with one bullet ... but the bullet didn’t reach me. Again [ was put in a line, and
again the bullet didn’t kill me. So they began killing people with knives. [ was
stabbed three times."*

The German army doctor who treated Grintal a few days later reportedly
said: “What did the Ukrainian swine do to you?”** We cannot say precisely
who those Ukrainians were. From Grintal’s description it appears that in her
specific case they belonged to units that had fought alongside the Germans.
Many testimonies refer to the Banderowcy or Banderivtsy, the common Polish
and Ukrainian designation for the men of OUN-UPA derived from the name
of their leader, Bandera. At times this term was confused with the common
German description of partisans and resistance fighters as bandits. But in 1943,
the OUN, which had previously collaborated with the Germans, was turning
against them, even as it saw the approaching Soviets as its real enemy. The ranks
of the UPA were filled with men who had previously served as policemen or in
Schuma units in German uniforms and had participated in the mass murder of
the Jews. Subsequently Ukrainians who had served in the Waffen-SS Division
“Galicia,” crushed by the Red Army in summer 1944, also joined the UPA.
And then there were also real bandits and brutalized peasants who exploited
the chaos in the region to loot, rape, extort money, and murder, for whom the
Jews were simply the easiest targets.’’

Pity and empathy were rare, though not entirely extinct, sentiments during
those dark times; they stood out precisely because they were no longer expected.
More often, cruelty and betrayal dominated the experience of the hunted. Arie
Klonicki wrote in his diary in 1943:“The hatred of the immediate surround-
ings ... knows no boundaries. Millions of Jews have been slaughtered and it is
not yet satiated!™* He and his wife, who were hiding in the fields not far from
Buczacz, were denounced and murdered shortly thereafter. Joachim Mincer
recorded in his diary that in nearby Tlumacz, a series of “executions took place
in the prison yard. The perpetrators,” he stressed, “were mainly Ukrainian po-
licemen as well as members of the [German] criminal police,” and “the main
perpetrator was an individual by the name of Bandrowski,” who “liked to
shoot Jews on the street.” Bandrowski“shot the sister of [ Judenrat member] Dr.
Szpitzer in her yard.” She, in turn, “had been denounced by young Kolewicz,
a worker of the electric factory.” This same “Kolewicz also shot Friedl Haber,
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while his friend Sytnik shot the young fourteen-year-old daughter of the Wei-
schler family.”* Mincer himself was killed in 1943. Yoel Katz, seventeen at the
end of the war, vividly recalled many years later how the peasants surrounded
his camp, shouting: “All the children out, we are going to kill you!” Some were
killed with axes; others put in a row and shot with a single bullet. He stresses:
“The Germans who came from the front protected us from the Ukrainians
until the Russians arrived.”"

Conflicting memories of rescue and betrayal reflect the chaos and vagaries
of fortune at the time. Edzia Spielberg-Flitman, liberated at the age of fourteen,
recalled that in early July 1941 her aunt and cousins were axed to death by a
group of Ukrainian villagers, including the children’s female teacher, just after
the Red Army pulled out and before the Germans arrived. But toward the end
of the occupation she was hidden with her mother and brother by a “poor
farmer with a wife and four children.” The peasant woman said to them, “It
doesn’t matter how long it takes, we will share our bread and potatoes with you.”
Yet the peasant who hid Edzia’s relatives nearby betrayed them, and they were
murdered by Ukrainian policemen. Later Edzia worked as a washerwoman for
a German army unit, but was denounced as a Jew by a Ukrainian workmate.
Instead of killing them, the German commander escorted Edzia and her family
to the Soviet lines, saying: “I hope you all live well.” She recalled that “the Ukrai-
nians ... were worse than the Germans,” not least because in her estimation, 80

percent” of her family “were killed by the Ukrainians who were our friends.””"

By that time, spring—summer 1944, most of the Jews of Galicia had al-
ready been murdered. But without these personal perspectives, we would have
known close to nothing about this period. In 1948 Mojzesz Szpigicel, aged
forty-nine, testified that in January 1944 Ukrainian militiamen had murdered
most of the surviving 120 Jews on the farm where he worked, including his
14-year-old son: “It is important to state,” he emphasized, “that this killing was
not a German action, that it was performed by Ukrainian policemen and ban-
dits.” Most survivors of that massacre were butchered in yet another bandit
attack.*The child orphans,” reported Szpigiel, were “stacked up in a pile,” while
other victims were “lying with open guts.” The local German administrator, a
certain Vathie, had tried to protect his workers. When he left, “the Jews car-
nestly cried.” But his replacement, a young German army officer, is said by
Szpigiel to have promised them: “As long as [ am here, nothing will happen to
vou.”*> We do not know the name of this particular officer; our only source of
information about him comes from the Jews he saved. A few hundred survivors
converged on the town of Tlusty, near Buczacz, where the officer was stationed,
until the Red Army arrived.

Personal testimonies and interviews, many given only recently, and some
by surviving elderly Christian eyewitnesses, further add to this picture. In 2003
the ethnic Polish resident of Buczacz, Julija Mykhailivna Trembach, recalled the
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German “crimes against the Jews ... how they buried them alive ... and how
those people dug their own graves.” She had a front-row view: “From the street
where I lived ... T could see how the ground was moving over the people who
were still not dead.” The ethnic Ukrainian Maria Mykhailivna Khvostenko
remembered looking out of her classroom window in Buczacz and seeing “a
crowd going around the municipal hall toward the bridge,” surrounded by
“gendarmes with dogs, Gestapo and police with six-pointed stars [i.e., mem-
bers of the Jewish Ornungdienst],” who were “hurrying it toward the” killing
site: “There were women, men, old people and young—our schoolmates and
friends.” From “the fall of 1942 to the end of 1943, Khvostenko reports, the
Germans “conducted roundups” with terrifying regularity.“They would arrive

e

on Thursday evening” and “‘work’ all night, and the next morning as we hur-
ried to school we could see ... corpses of women, men and children lying on
the road.” The Germans “would throw [infants| from balconies onto the paved
road ... they were lying in the mud with smashed heads and spattered brains ...
We could hear machine-gun fire” from the killing site.”

For some of those not targeted, genocide proved profitable. The Ukrainian
gymnasium teacherViktor Petrykevych wrote in his unpublished diary in Jan-
uary 1944 that, while most people in Buczacz were experiencing “unprece-
dented destitution ... some people ... who before the war were earning very
little, make fortunes, gaining more money than they would have ever dreamed
of in the past.” The source of this new wealth soon became clear: as the Red

‘

Army came closer, many “merchants, craftsmen, and so forth, who were living

in houses that had formerly belonged to the Jews ... began moving out ...
They anticipate Jewish revenge.”*

To be sure, there was no Jewish revenge. The few Jews who returned to
Buczacz following its recapture by the Soviets left soon thereafter. According
to some accounts, they were all living in one building for fear of attacks by their
neighbors. This was a violent time: reports of killings of Jews either by OUN-
UPA fighters or local bandits continued for months after the liberation. No one
cared much about the survivors, let alone the dead.” In the area of Buczacz, as
in vast tracts of Eastern Europe more generally, much of the population did not
perceive the Red Army’s return as liberation, and quite often considered the
Soviet repression of local nationalists—who had previously collaborated with
the German authorities in the hopes of furthering their own particular agen-
das—as precisely that much-feared Jewish revenge, which Jews may well have
hoped for but were in fact in no position to exact. The association between
Jews and Communists, labeled in Poland as zydokomuna, combined with the
much more material worry that returning Jews might claim back their property
from the locals who had moved in, both explains the continued anti-Jewish
violence and the divergent memory and historiography of the postwar era in

-
7

Eastern Europe.”
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And thus, the final phase in the transformation of Buczacz into a homo-
gencous community came with the return of the Soviets. Thanks to a wealth
of hitherto inaccessible documents, it is now possible to reconstruct the liqui-
dation and deportation policies by the Soviet authorities in 1944-49."" While
large numbers of Ukrainian fighters, along with their families, were sent to
Gulags or exiled to Kazakhstan, most of the surviving Poles were sent to Poland
in a vast Polish-Ukrainian population exchange. The brutalization of the war
years also left its marks. Investigations of the genocide of the Jews often cul-
minated in summary justice. As Jewish survivor Rene Zuroff recalled in 1995
about events in Buczacz:

There were also hangings of collaborators in the municipality. People, both Jews
and Christians, would tell who the collaborators were and these collaborators
would be rounded up and hanged in the town square. I was a little girl and we
would go for our entertainment to the hangings and we were totally happy to
go to our daily hangings of the horrible collaborators—who mutilated their vie-
tims. We saw them strung up and urinating and I'd be in heaven. My mother
would come and drag me away and I begged to have my daily entertainment.
There was none of all these trials with witnesses, one would say,“He did it, string
him up!™”

The inhabitants of contemporary Buczacz are former Ukrainian residents
and their descendants, villagers who moved into town after the war, and ethnic
Ukrainians deported from Poland. Most know very little about their town’s
past. The Communists had subsumed the genocide of the Jews under a gen-
eral narrative of Soviet martyrdom and heroism.” The new Western Ukrainian
authorities have resurrected the nationalists of World War II as heroic figures,
neglecting to mention their role in the destruction of their Polish and Jewish
neighbors. Thus the fate of the Jews has remained outside the official historical
narrative.

The survivors and exiles, however, never forgot their hometown: com-
munities of memory around the world preserved their separate narratives and
passed them on to their children. A memorial association in Wroclaw has pub-
lished a stream of personal accounts by Polish survivors.”" Ivan Bobyk, who
was the Ukrainian mayor of Buczacz during the German occupation and, for
obvious reasons, left the town before the Soviets arrived, put together a memo-
rial book narrating the history of the town and the region from the Ukrainian
perspective.”” Conversely, the Jewish memorial book edited by Yisrael Cohen
contains much valuable historical scholarship and personal testimonies but has
almost nothing to say about the Christian inhabitants of the town.™

Material remains and sites of commemoration similarly reflect these split
and often-conflicting memories. On the Fedor Hill in Buczacz, where thou-
sands of Jews were murdered, a large memorial to Ukrainian freedom fighters
has been erected.
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Figure 6.5. UPA memorial on Fedor Hill, taken in 2006 by Sofia Grachova.

On another hill, next to the famous linden tree, a new statute of Ukrainian

nationalist leader Stepan Bandera overlooks the town.

Figure 6.6. Bandera monument in Buczacz, taken in 2008 by Omer Bartov.
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There are no memorials to the Polish population, although Buczacz is filled
with edifices constructed under Polish (and Habsburg) rule. But the Roman
Catholic church was renovated by Father Ludwik Rutyna, who returned from
decades of exile in Poland. Before his death in 2010 he had succeeded in mak-
ing it into a modest new center of Roman Catholicism in a predominantly
Greek Catholic region.

Jewish life has not revived in Buczacz, and attempts to commemorate the
victims have been largely unsuccessful. A memorial put up by survivors in the
Jewish cemetery immediately after the liberation was removed by the Soviet

authorities.
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Figure 6.7. Jewish cemetery monument, 1944.Yad Vashem Archives, item 10247954,
photo 10002/1

A small memorial stone to the victims on the Fedor Hill, which lay broken
on the forest floor for decades, was put up again some years ago but remains
unmarked and difficult to find, as are the mass graves for some five thousand
Jews surrounding it.

A new and unassuming memorial in the Jewish cemetery is hidden from
view and already crumbling. No information about the Jews of Buczacz is
available in the town, save for a few photos of Agnon in the local museum. A
plaque put up next to the author’s former house does not mention his Jewish
identity.

Thus the history of Buczacz and its demise must be sought elsewhere.
Dozens of archives in Russia, Ukraine, Austria, Germany, France, Britain, the
United States, and Israel contain vast amounts of information written in nine
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Figure 6.9. New Jewish cemetery memorial, taken in 2007 by Omer Bartov.
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languages on this little borderland town. As noted above, German court records
provide especially rich materials on the period of the Holocaust, as do the hun-
dreds of written, audiotaped, and videotaped testimonies by survivors, stored
in Poland, the United States, and Israel. Finally, interviews with scores of local
Ukrainians, exiled Poles, and surviving Jews constitute an especially valuable
source for reconstructing the fraught interethnic relations and the daily life of
genocide in Buczacz.

In 1995 I interviewed my mother about her hometown. For the first time
she spoke about her childhood, and that conversation set me off on this long
journey. We had planned to visit Buczacz together; she had not been there since
leaving it at the age of eleven in 1935. But not long after the interview she fell
ill and passed away in 1998. When [ finally reached Buczacz, I was glad that
my mother had not seen the erasure of memory so blatantly displayed there.
But I am sorry that she, and so many other people with whom I spoke over
the years about the town they loved, and who recalled cherished memories
of childhood in a prewar world that scemed, from a distance, to have been an
era of innocence on the eve of destruction, will no longer be able to read the
much-delayed book I am finally completing. I dedicate it to their memory.
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