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The importance of Eastern Europe as the site of genocide in World
War II has only come into focus in the last few decades, especially fol-
lowing the collapse of the communist system.! In the intervening years
many scholarly works have appeared on various aspects of violence in
what has been described as “the lands between,” “the bloodlands,” or
the “shatterzone of empires.”? Some studies took the long view, examin-
ing the formation of states, nations, and ideologies in a region that had
been ruled for extensive periods by vast, multiethnic and multi-religious
empires, which then splintered into often belligerent and unstable nation
states with significant ethnic and religious minorities.® Other scholars
concentrated on national histories, whether of majority or minority
nations, and national struggles for self-assertion or survival in a century
marked by unprecedented violence.* Still other scholars chose to under-
take local studies, examining coexistence and violence in specific regions
or towns, and highlighting the extraordinary demographic, cultural,
social, and political transformations that occurred there, invariably to
the detriment of their previous rich diversity.® Looking at the more
recent past and our own time, a number of studies have examined the
politics of memory in a region whose heavy reliance on history as an
anchor of identity was matched by a remarkable facility to erase vast
chunks of the past from its practices of education, commemoration,
and political discourse.® Finally, and at times reaching into their own
personal recollections and family traumas, some authors have delved
into the lost and, at times, regained memories of a vanished world.”
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Map 0.1 Galicia in a changing
Europe: a. as part of Austria-
Hungary, 1914; b. under
German occupation, as part of
the General Government, 1942;
c. divided between Poland and
Ukraine, present-day.
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My own recent contributions to this rich scholarship have been in
two areas. In 2007, while conducting research for a monograph on the
town of Buczacz, now located in West Ukraine and previously part of
interwar Poland and pre-1914 Austria-Hungary, I published a study on
the politics of memory in the region. Surveying the history of several
cities and towns in what was known before World War I as Eastern
Galicia, I briefly described their thriving, if increasingly fraught,
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Introduction 3

interethnic communities prior to 1939; the violence, both external and
internal, that eradicated these towns’ Jewish populations and subjected
their Polish inhabitants to ethnic cleansing during World War II; the
silence over that rich past and its violent termination that descended
on the region, whose population had become by then almost exclusively
Ukrainian, following its absorption into the Soviet Union; and, finally,
the post-Soviet politics of memory in independent Ukraine’s western
regions, which both glorified the freedom fighters previously vilified by
the Soviet authorities, and denied or ignored these same resurrected
national heroes’ collaboration with the Nazis in the mass murder of the
Jews and, following their own agenda, their concerted effort to expel the
Polish population from what they hoped to remake into an independent,
Jew- and Pole-free Ukraine.?

As 1 traveled in West Ukraine/Eastern Galicia in the 2000s, I was
struck by the abandonment and neglect of the remnants of a Jewish
civilization that had existed and thrived in the region for four centuries.
Ruined synagogues, some of them empty shells in which little forests
had grown or local garbage was dumped; Jewish cemeteries, many of
whose more useable tombstones had been carted off and where cows and
goats led by local children were grazing; unmarked mass graves that
surrounded each of these towns, where vast numbers of their previous
Jewish inhabitants had been dumped during the German occupation;
and an almost total absence of commemoration or any kind of local
memory of these communities and their destruction, let alone of their
neighbors’ participation in the genocide, compounded by newly erected
local memorials, at times built directly on or near Jewish cemeteries
and sites of mass shootings, to the martyrs of the Ukrainian struggle
for liberation.?

Erased: Vanishing Traces of Jewish Galicia in Present-Day Ukraine,
the book I wrote on the region’s politics of memory, was largely about
a void: it spoke of emptied spaces, forgetting of the past, and covering
up misdeeds; in other words, it was literally about Galicia’s depopu-
lation and West Ukraine’s amnesia. But as noted above, Erased was
conceived while I was researching a very different study, whose very
goal was in fact to repopulate one Galician site, the town of Buczacz,
in order to understand the dynamics of relations in a single interethnic
community.’® The case of Buczacz, I argued, was representative not
only of the reality of life in Galicia as a whole, but also in many ways
of hundreds of towns throughout the vast swath of Europe’s eastern
borderlands, stretching from the Baltic to the Balkans. Specifically, the
recently published Anatomy of a Genocide: The Life and Death of a Town
Called Buczacz, was an attempt to reconstruct, on the local level, how a
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4 Voices on War and Genocide

community of Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews, who had lived side-by-side
since the 1500s, ended up turning against its own members, whereby
neighbors, colleagues, and friends took part in denouncing, rounding
up, deporting, and massacring each other, in actions both orchestrated
by foreign invaders and locally initiated.

Several insights I gained from researching the monograph on Buczacz
are especially pertinent to the present volume. First, it quickly became
clear to me that one cannot grasp the dynamic of interethnic rela-
tions by beginning at the end, that is, when the killing actually starts.
Rather, one has to go back in time in order to find when interethnic
relations began to deteriorate and living together, which had been seen
for centuries as the only possible way of life, appeared to increasing
numbers of people as unbearable and unacceptable, thereby facilitating,
first rhetorically and then through violent action, the transformation of
a community of coexistence into a community of genocide. As I argue,
this process began with the rise of nationalism in Galicia in the latter
part of the nineteenth century, whereby Polish nationalists presented
themselves as carrying out a civilizing mission geared to transform
Ruthenians (as they preferred to call Galician Ukrainians in order to
differentiate them from their brethren in Russian-ruled Ukraine) into
Poles; Ukrainians presented themselves as the indigenous population
colonized, enserfed, exploited, and brutalized by the Poles and their
Jewish lackeys, and both groups agreed that in the distinct, future
nation states they aspired to create there would be no room for Jews.

This increasingly violent rhetoric did not translate into physical
violence until the outbreak of World War 1. But as the second relevant
insight of Anatomy of a Genocide demonstrates, the extraordinary vio-
lence of the war, both in terms of remarkably bloody battles between
multiethnic armies, and as expressed in widespread brutality against
civilian populations, and especially against Jews by the invading Russian
armies, transformed people’s perceptions of each other and of what they
perceived as the boundaries of ethics, morality, and law. Moreover, the
Great War in this region did not end in 1918 but transmuted into a
brutal civil war between Poles and Ukrainians over control of Eastern
Galicia, accompanied by many massacres of local Christian civilians as
well as anti-Jewish pogroms by both sides. Hence the central point to be
made here is that we cannot comprehend events two decades later under
Soviet and German rule without taking into account that the license for
internecine bloodshed and brutality had already been given in World
War I and its aftermath and that the experience of living through those
years of mayhem had a profound impact on the youngsters of the time,
those who became the activists of the 1930s and 1940s.
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Introduction 5

Perhaps the most important and pertinent insight I gained from
researching Anatomy of a Genocide was that in trying to understand
the changing dynamics of an interethnic local community, one must
literally listen to voices of its members and strive to see and present
reality through their own eyes. What these eyes saw was in large part
ethnically determined, in that Galician Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews
perceived the same reality very differently (and have continued to do
so many decades after the demise of that world); at the same time,
each individual also had his and her own unique perception of events
and twist on reality. In writing the book, I tried to eschew imposing
my understanding of the logic of events and then merely illustrate it
through selective citations from personal accounts; instead, I wanted
to let those first-person accounts, especially in the latter parts of the
period, speak for themselves, even if admittedly I could not avoid ulti-
mately orchestrating them in order to fit this cacophony of voices into
the framework of a readable text of reasonable proportions.

To some extent, as I wrote elsewhere,!! this methodology rejected the
convention practiced in particular by many historians of the Holocaust,
namely, that eyewitness testimonies and other personal accounts had to
be treated with great circumspection because of their alleged “subjec-
tive” nature; and that consequently, archival documents, albeit usually
produced by the perpetrators, must be preferred thanks to their sup-
posed greater “objectivity” and accuracy, certainly as far as dates and
geographical locations were concerned.!? My own view, which has been
further strengthened since writing the book, was that in reconstructing
events in a small community or region, especially at times of crisis, it
was essential to listen to all protagonists, both because that enables us
to gain a richer, three-dimensional picture of events that are seen rad-
ically differently by particular groups and individuals, and because so
much of what actually occurs, as well as how such occurrences are expe-
rienced, was entirely missing from the official documentation favored in
conventional historiography.

And yet, as I hinted above, it remained very difficult to give per-
sonal accounts their due place in a monograph that encompassed a
long historical period and relied on hundreds of first-person accounts,
be they letters, diaries, postwar testimonies, courtroom depositions,
interviews, or memoirs. Indeed, I was torn between wanting to let
these witnesses tell the reader more about their experience as a whole,
thereby making them into complete individuals rather that illustrative
and often disembodied voices, on the one hand; and, on the other hand,
the need to produce an accessible text that would respond especially to
the Jewish witnesses’ demand that we historians tell their often chaotic
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Introduction 7

and seemingly unbelievable stories, juxtaposed with their neighbors’
no less traumatized and at times contradictory accounts, rather than
choose the orderly, bureaucratic, and essentially deceptive accounts of
the organizers of genocide.

It is for this reason that I was glad to have the opportunity to pub-
lish three extensive and previously unknown accounts from Buczacz
covering events there in both world wars. It should be emphasized
that these are particularly rare and therefore highly valuable accounts
that give us a personal glimpse into the daily life of a Galician town
at times of crisis from three very distinct perspectives. While I have
somewhat abridged them, mostly taking out sections that would be
of lesser interest to the reader, they remain substantial, detailed, and
insightful accounts. Each account provides us with a very personal
narrative of the events experienced, including sufficient information
for us to familiarize ourselves with the writer’s character and personal
circumstances. As we get to know these writers, we therefore not
only follow the events they describe but also empathize with their
fate and acquire an intimate knowledge of their opinions, prejudices,
hopes, and disillusionments. In other words, the three authors allow
us to observe a world far removed and very different from our own
through a unique personal prism, thereby enabling us to understand
how people not much unlike ourselves responded to mass violence and
destruction.

A few lines from these accounts are cited in Anatomy of a Genocide;
but as will become clear from reading this volume, there is a vast
difference between limited selections from such narratives and reading
them in full. All three writers intended their accounts to be read by
others, and took care to compose them as records of what they had
seen, as articulate ruminations on their personal experiences, emo-
tions, and views, and as accusations of those they perceived as the
makers, facilitators, and beneficiaries of the catastrophes that befell
their town. These three voices, therefore, are both manifestly personal
and representative of larger communities of fate and experience; they
tell us much that we would otherwise not know and provide us with
very different views and perspectives of those events we thought we
knew. The authors wanted us to read their accounts, yet for many
decades their meticulously written narratives remained unknown and
unread. To my mind they remain valuable today not only because
they shed light on a murky past but also because they highlight the
importance of first-person history and enlighten us as to the experience
of individual human beings in times of crisis.
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8 Voices on War and Genocide

The first account is by the teacher and school principal Antoni
Siewiriski. Born in 1858, Siewiriski was a Polish patriot and nationalist,
a dedicated teacher, a keen observer, proud and loving father to his four
sons, a faithful Roman Catholic, and an antisemite. As he explains in the
opening of his diary, he began writing it when World War I broke out, by
which time he was fifty-six years old. Both the original manuscript and
the one that followed it were lost or destroyed, but Siewiriski did not give
up, and the final manuscript, parts of which were reconstructions of the
original and other parts written in real time, provides an unparalleled
picture of a Galician town under the Russian occupation of 1914-15
and under Ukrainian rule in 1918-19. Deposited in a Polish manuscript
collection, presumably by Siewiriski’s sons following his death on the
eve of World War II, the account remained unread, collecting dust for
many decades. If we know far less about events on the eastern front
than on the western front of the Great War, we similarly know much less
about what happened in these parts of Eastern Europe in World War I
than during World War II. Most especially, what we lack are detailed
accounts of how things transpired on the local level, of the kind offered
by Siewiriski.

Possibly the only competitor, which has only recently been translated
into English, albeit in a much-abridged version, is the extensive account
of the fate of the Jews in Poland, Galicia, and Bukovina (a province
just south of Galicia) under the Russian occupation by the author, play-
wright, and ethnographer S. An-sky. Remembered today mostly for his
play “The Dybbuk,” An-sky recorded his experiences as he followed the
Russian armies occupying these regions and tried to help the devas-
tated Jewish communities there in a Russian-language diary. After the
war he rewrote and expanded the diary into a multivolume account in
Yiddish, which was soon thereafter translated into Hebrew. But while
his account remains of great value, it provides largely a bird’s-eye view
by an outsider coming from Russia, rather than an insider’s account
of events as they unfolded in a single town, which is precisely what
Siewinski gives us.!® Indeed, reading Siewiriski’s account of events in
Buczacz, we conclude that the manner in which World War I and the
Polish-Ukrainian War that followed were experienced by the local popu-
lation constituted a crucial precondition to people’s subsequent conduct
in Buczacz, as in many other towns in the region, in the decades that
followed, not least under the Soviet and German occupations of 1939-41
and 1941-44, and most specifically during the genocide of the Jews and
the ethnic cleansing of the Poles.

Siewiniski had very clear opinions about his Buczacz, the role that
Poles, Jews, and Ukrainians played in it, as well as its place in Polish

Voices on War and Genocide
Three Accounts of the World Wars in a Galician Town
Edited and with an Introduction by Omer Bartov

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/BartovVoices
Not for resale



Introduction 9

history and its necessary and inevitable future. For him, the Jews were
always amalign influence. Although he repeatedly asserts that there were
some highly admirable individuals among them, he just as often stresses
that the exception only proves the rule. And while he similarly believes
that the Jews could and would be transformed, were they to take up the
Roman Catholic faith and become part of the Polish nation, he does not
expect that to happen. As for the Ruthenians, or pseudo-Ukrainians, as
he calls them especially during the civil war of 1918-19, Siewinski firmly
believes that they are a sister nation that belongs by ethnicity, religion,
and history to the greater Poland of which he dreams, a sort of reenact-
ment of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth that had ceased to exist
at the end of the eighteenth century.!* For Siewinski, as for many other
nationalist Poles of his generation as well as their sons, World War I was
not at all about preserving the Austro-Hungarian Empire, to which he
bitterly referred as one of the “ignominious partition powers.” Rather,
it was about reestablishing Poland. For this reason, too, he detested the
Jews, since they were in fact the only group in Galicia that hoped to
preserve the empire, rightly fearing that the nation states that might
inherit its territories would be much less tolerant of them as a stateless
national minority.*

Siewiniski lived to see the success of Polish nationalism in resurrect-
ing the Polish state and taking over Eastern Galicia despite the fact
that its majority Ukrainian population vehemently opposed Polish rule.
But he was also aware that the six years of mayhem in the region had
brutalized people, not least the youth, and looked to the future with a
fair amount of trepidation. Perhaps fortunately for him, he did not live
to see the end of Polish rule in Buczacz and the destruction of Polish
presence in Galicia in World War II.

One of the men who fought for his own national cause rather than the
survival of the empire in World War I, and then served in the ranks of
the Ukrainian Galician Army that fought against the Poles, was Viktor
Petrykevych, the author of the second account. Born in Drohobycz
(Ukrainian: Drohobych, 170 km west of Buczacz), in 1883, Petrykevych
spent most of his life as a teacher of Latin, German, and Ukrainian.
After the war and a period of internment in Czechoslovakia, he served
for a few years as the principal of a private Ukrainian gymnasium in
Czortkéw (Ukrainian: Chortkiv), where he also married and had two
children. In the late 1920s Petrykevych took up a teaching position in
the state gymnasium of Buczacz (Ukrainian: Buchach, 36 km west of
Czortkow). He bought a house and intended to spend the rest of his life
there, but in 1938 the Polish authorities transferred him to a teaching
position in the bigger city of Stanistawéw (Ukrainian: Stanyslaviv, now
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10 Voices on War and Genocide

Ivano-Frankivsk). It was there that he experienced the outbreak of
World War II and decided to write a diary. Just like Siewiriski, he was
fifty-six years old at the time.

Similarly to his Polish counterpart, Petrykevych was a patriot and a
nationalist; he perceived Poland as a colonizer of Ukrainian lands and
had a poor opinion of Jews, whom he saw as enthusiastic facilitators of
Bolshevik rule. Yet he too was a keen and critical observer of the events
he experienced during the war and in its aftermath. His diary, which,
following his death in 1956, remained in his son Bohdan’s possession, is
an especially valuable document, since such extensive accounts of Soviet
and German rule in Galicia by members of the local Ukrainian intelli-
gentsia are exceedingly rare. Petrykevych describes in detail the entry
of the Red Army and the establishment of Soviet rule in Stanistawow
in September 1939, as Poland was divided between the USSR and Nazi
Germany according to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Delighted about
the end of Polish rule, Petrykevych, over time, grew increasingly criti-
cal of the new Bolshevik masters, both for pedagogical-ideological and
material reasons, as is reflected in his entries on the organization of
fake elections meant to legitimize Soviet rule as well as his frequent
references to the growing impoverishment of the population.

Petrykevych’s presumably more critical comments on Soviet power
were deemed too dangerous by his son when he came into possession
of the diary and were torn out. Similarly, the entries covering the first
months of German rule in the region were also seen as too compromising,
likely because of Petrykevych’s enthusiasm about the end of Soviet rule
as well as his initial participation in the local Ukrainian administration.
Hence, we are missing the parts of the diary describing events between
early July 1940 and late June 1941, as well as between 5 July and the
end of 1941. As Viktor’s son Bohdan recalled in 2006, Petrykevych was
dismissed from his teaching position in Stanistawéw in the second half
of 1940. He then moved back with his family to their house in Buczacz
but was unable to secure a position in the town and had to earn his
living teaching in the nearby town of Jaztowiec (Ukrainian: Yazlovets,
17 km south of Buczacz). In early July 1941 Buczacz was taken over by
the invading German forces, and Petrykevych was appointed director of
the district education department by the short-lived Ukrainian nation-
alist administration in Buczacz. By October this self-rule apparatus
was dissolved by the Germans and Petrykevych was relegated to the
position of an ordinary schoolteacher in Buczacz without any further
engagement in local politics.!®

The bulk of Petrykevych’s diary is devoted to the entire period of
German rule in Buczacz, while the latter parts depict his rather wretched
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Introduction 11

postwar life under the reinstalled Soviet administration in the town
of Kotomyja (Ukrainian: Kolomyya, 75 km southwest of Buczacz)—to
which his family evacuated in mid-March 1944—until his death at the
age of seventy-three. What is remarkable about this diary is that it pro-
vides an almost day-by-day account of an older Ukrainian nationalist’s
view of the extermination of the Jews, the lives of the Christian pop-
ulation of the town, and the Polish-Ukrainian conflict toward the end
of German rule. Although Petrykevych does not devote a great deal of
space to the mass murder of his Jewish neighbors, and does not express
particular glee about their fate, he appears remarkably detached and
hardly empathic. He is also quite worried about the continued presence
of Jews in the town and its vicinity even after it is declared ‘Judenrein”
(clean of Jews) and wryly notes that the inhabitants expect ‘Jewish
revenge” once the Soviets return, thereby reflecting the notion that
Jews and communists are synonymous. Conversely, Petrykevych both
increasingly bemoans the material circumstances of such civil servants
as himself and the general privations entailed in living ever closer to the
front, and, at the same time, harshly criticizes those who profit from
the suffering of others, not least from the property of the Jews and the
job and business opportunities created by their murder. Finally, as a
veteran nationalist fighter, Petrykevych is loath to criticize the massa-
cres of Polish civilians in the ethnic cleansing operations conducted by
Ukrainian militias in 1944, but eventually concedes that both sides have
descended to barbarism.

Just as Petrykevych is ambivalent about the first period of Soviet rule
from 1939 to 1941, because it liberated Ukrainians from Polish rule and
united them with their brethren in Soviet Ukraine, on the one hand, but
on the other hand imposed an ideologically rigid and economically inef-
ficient system on the population, he remains similarly ambivalent about
the benefits and failures of postwar Soviet rule. What his diary lacks
entirely is any sense of regret, remorse, or grief about the murder of
the Jews and the “removal” of the Poles from West Ukraine. Like many
other Ukrainians of his generation, who recalled the injustices of Polish
rule in the interwar period and the suppression of Ukrainian national
aspirations, and who had internalized strong antisemitic sentiments,
Petrykevych was glad to be finally living in an ethnically homogeneous
land, even if his own postwar daily existence was quite miserable in
this devastated region. He suffered from the severe lack of even the
most elementary food items and was troubled by the imposition of the
Russian language to the detriment of Ukrainian. Yet he could also look
forward with some hope to the eventual recovery of Ukrainian cul-
ture and identity. From this perspective, while this diary is unique, the
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12 Voices on War and Genocide

sentiments it expresses during and after the war can be said to reflect
those of a significant proportion of Petrykevych’s generation, as well as
younger cohorts of Ukrainian patriots.

The third account is similarly singular, even as it provides an entirely
different picture of events in Buczacz under German rule. Its author, the
radio technician Moshe Wizinger, was twenty-one years old when the
Germans marched into his hometown of Buczacz in 1941. At the time he
was living with his mother and younger brother in a small house on the
outskirts of the town, near the Christian cemetery on the slopes of Fedor
Hill, which eventually became a main killing site of Jews. Wizinger’s
older brother and sister had already immigrated to Palestine, and he
too was inclined toward Zionism. A tough and resourceful young man,
obviously also with some literary aspirations but lacking the higher
education of Siewinski and Petrykevych, Wizinger gives us a vivid and
colorful description of Jewish life under German rule in Buczacz until
the city was declared ‘Judenrein” in June 1943, following the mass
murder of most of its Jewish inhabitants.

In the second, fascinating part of his account, Wizinger depicts a
world that we rarely hear about in Jewish testimonies and memoirs from
this region. After his mother and brother are murdered, Wizinger, along
with a few other surviving young Jews, joins a local Polish resistance
group, which fights both the Germans and Ukrainian collaborators and
militias, and subsequently joins forces with a Soviet partisan formation
operating in the area. Eventually the leader of the Polish resistance
group is killed (by a local ethnic German), and only Wizinger and a
few other Jews survive to see the first liberation of Buczacz in March
1944. Buczacz was in fact reoccupied by the Germans a couple of weeks
later, and only taken over again by the Red Army in July, by which
time most of the original eight hundred survivors were murdered, but
Wizinger apparently retreated with the Soviets in April and later fought
in a Polish formation during the last phases of the war. He sought to
immigrate to Palestine in 1947, but the ship on which he was traveling
was intercepted by the British and he found himself incarcerated in an
internment camp in Cyprus for several months before finally reaching
his destination. It was during that period of enforced detention that he
wrote his account, based on notes he had written and preserved during
the war.

Several aspects of this account stand out. First, even as he is hunted
down as a Jew, Wizinger always relies on various Christian friends
and helpers, both Polish and Ukrainian, whom he not only trusts
but who, on a number of occasions, literally save him. He appears to
interact with local non-Jews freely, both in Polish and in Ukrainian;
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Introduction 13

he has no dietary restrictions and often mentions eating pork; and
he never shies away from a fight and other types of violence, be it
against the Jewish police, which he despises (even as he is obviously
connected to the Jewish council), local Christians, Ukrainian police,
or, when the occasion presents itself, Germans. Second, from the very
beginning of the German occupation, Wizinger is engaged in various
forms of resistance, together with his band of friends, most of whom
are Zionists, and along with non-Jewish locals. Most importantly in
this early phase, he builds a radio with which they can listen to news
from the outside, which they then disseminate among the population
to boost their morale.

Third, Wizinger consistently distinguishes between both Jews and
Christians that can be trusted and are behaving as decently as they can
under the circumstances, and those who collaborate with the Germans
or act brutally and greedily of their own accord. In many ways then,
Wizinger represents a local community of young working-class Jews
(including both Zionists and communists), not all completely secular (he
celebrates the Sabbath with his mother and brother) but able to easily
overcome religious restrictions for reasons of survival, who respond to
the calamity of German occupation with energy and determination, and
repeatedly find men and women, Jewish and Christian, who help and
at times participate in small acts of resistance and desperate attempts
at survival.

This is not to say that Wizinger shies away from condemning the
general indifference of the Christian population and the collaboration of
some, especially Ukrainian policemen, in the mass murder of the Jews.
He also eventually almost succumbs to despair when one of his Christian
friends refuses to offer him shelter, just after his brother is murdered
in the last roundup. But in what is perhaps the most remarkable part
of this account, once Wizinger joins the Polish resistance group, the
relations he depicts there between Jews and non-Jews, at the height
of the Holocaust, in their forest hideout, and during perilous partisan
operations, are not merely utilitarian or comradely but nothing short
of deep mutual compassion and love. In this small band of brothers
and sisters, they are all dedicated to the cause of revenge, retribution,
and liberation from German rule, and most of all, to each other. And
in the process, not least thanks to the encouragement of his admired
Polish leader, Wizinger is transformed from a desperate young man
hunted down as one of the last survivors of his community into a fierce,
long-bearded, merciless partisan. And yet, after all the power and the
glory of the resistance, Wizinger ends his account by acknowledging,
just before the Soviet tanks roll in, that he and the few other starving
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Jewish comrades hiding in a cave next to their murdered town are the
“last of a dying nation.”

It is my hope that these three extended accounts of the violent events
in one Eastern European town during the first half of the twentieth
century, will provide readers with a greater understanding of the com-
plexity and nuances of communal relations at times of war and genocide.
First-person narratives suffer from the limitations of subjectivity: they
tell us how specific individuals saw and experienced the tiny segment
of a historical event in which they played a role. But this is also their
strength, since they draw us in and help us empathize with the histor-
ical actors in a manner that historical studies often fail to accomplish.
These three men saw the same world and each other through different
eyes, and readers may well have more sympathy with one view than
with another. But the study of history is not simply an undertaking
in establishing what happened, or in taking sides as to who was right
and who was wrong, who tells the truth and who lies. It is, ultimately,
about understanding human motivation: why people acted as they did
at other times and under different circumstances. Such understanding
also helps us decipher the world in which we live and may dispel the
fog of prejudice, opinion, media representations, and political bias that
cloud our vision. Just as we might have all found ourselves in a little
town like Buczacz had we been born at another time and place, so too
our own neighborhoods, towns, cities, and countries may at some point,
perhaps not so far from today, be transformed into sites of violence and
social disintegration. Reading the accounts of Siewiriski, Petrykevych,
and Wizinger about their own struggles with chaos and mayhem should
help prepare us for what may be in store for our own communities
sooner than we would like to believe.
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