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POLISH—JEWISH RELATIONSHIPS
DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR

The Warsaw Action and the attitude of the Polish populace

E. RINGELBLUM

This hitherto unpublished fragment of Ringelblum’s writings (end of
1943) has been made available to us through the courtesy of the Warsaw
Historical Institute.

When the July Action started, Poles in Warsaw were overheard accusing
the Jews of cowardice, though no aid was extended by Poles in arms or
ammunition, and only one leaflet of the PPS appeared calling the Jews to
arms. No warning was given by the Polish underground as to the true
destination of the expellees. German camouflage methods were excellent,
and Jews would not believe the few Treblinka escapees. The Jewish Fighting
Organisation’s propaganda for resistance was even taken to be a German
provocation trick. Had the Poles helped, with propaganda and arms, the
Germans would have paid dearly for their victory. In September the Jews
recognized how terrible their mistake had been. The ZOB now killed traitors
and Gestapo agents. The author then describes visits to bases of the two
fighting groups, the ZOB and the ZZW. Apart from these, unorganised
groups of Jews obtained arms as well. In the Action of January, 1943,
10,000 Jews were deported and 1000 killed on the spot. Resistance was
effective and the Poles, especially the underground press, compared the
January events favourably with the passivity of July-September, Between
January and April the ZOB became to all intents and purposes the internal
Ghetto Government. An interview with M. Anilewitz, the ZOB commander,
is recorded. On April 18th the author was an eye-witness of the battle in
Muranowska Street. Poles believed the Jews were helped by Soviet para-
chutists and ex-POWs. Stories about Jean d'Arc-type heroines, burning
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German tanks ete. were circulated in Warsaw. In fact, many of the fighters
were girls. American and British broadcasts (May 5th or 6th) appealed to
Poles to extend aid to the Jews. Some cooperation with the Polish under-
ground developed, arms were smuggled into the Ghetto and an official Polish
announcement extolled the Ghetto fighters. Clashes occured in the Polish
part of the ecity, caused by Jews crossing over from the Ghetto. The author
quotes a number of discussions overheard in trams and on the streets, most
of which tended to be extremely antisemitic, though mixed with awe at the
struggle going on. Many were glad that the Germans had “cleaned” Warsaw
of the Jews. Some expressed sympathy with the Jews. The underground
Press compared the fight with the epic of the Westerplatte or even called it
a “small Stalingrad”. As a result of German propaganda many Poles now
refused to take in Jews escaping from the Ghetto.

The author differentiates between pre-war Polish antisemitism, though it
had a Fascist complexion, and the brand imported by the Germans. The
Nazis saw in antisemitism the only bond between themselves and the con-
quered populace. German papers in the Polish language published racist
propaganda, in Cracow an antisemitic exhibition opened in September (1943).
The antidote in the shape of the Polish underground Press was weak indeed.
Only a few of Poland’s pre-war antisemites — mostly intellectuals — changed
their attitude towards the Jews during the war as a result of the German
mass-murder. The middle classes generally were glad to be rid of their old
competitors, and no help was extended to Jews as a rule. Milliards worth of
property, accumulated by Polish Jews over the centuries, passed into the
hands of “Aryans”. Many workers, too, refused to help, and yet on the whole
the Polish working class maintained a friendlier attitude and many Jews
found refuge in their homes. The author quotes a number of instances of
such rescues. Polish intelligentsia were also active in this respect, especially
when their own family was hit by the German plan to exterminate the
Polish intelligentsia. Among the railway workers many helped, and it was
they who warned the Jews about Treblinka; some of them passed information
between ghettoes. The attitude of the villagers depended on the atmosphere
in any area before the war. During the first years, too, it was easier to find
refuge in the villages, as the farmers needed additional labour. German
action later made the hiding of Jews seem very dangerous. Jewish partisans
in the Lublin area threatened farmers who gave up Jews to the Germans
with retaliation, and this helped. At the moment of writing it is very
difficult to find refuge in the countryside.

Polish clergy was always antisemitic, and the author quotes the anti-
semitic attitude of the Bishop of Cracow before the war. No action com-
parable to that of Dutch, Belgian or French Catholics occurred in Poland.
Some monasteries saved Jewish children, often for purposes of conversion,

Vi




and there were individual cases of a decent attitude. Generally speaking the
clergy did nothing. Efforts were made to save Jews converted to Catholicism,
who were given two churches and special privileges in the Warsaw ghetto
(their food rations were higher than those of Jewish children), but of course
the Nazis killed them just the same.

The Polish Sikorski Government published some declarations promising
equal rights to Jews after the war. Apart from that, in Poland, the under-
ground Government representatives did next te nothing, until April 1943, to
come to the aid of the Jewish citizens of Poland. Arms were denied to the
Jews, and so was any material or moral aid during the July-September 1942
Action and the January 1943 sequal. No hiding-places were provided by the
underground, and Jews who hid did so through their own private connec-
tions. An ineffectual committee composed of people of good intentions with
insufficient means at their disposal, the R.P.Z., was set up. Only in March
was a warning issued to blackmailers that they would be punished after the
war for their misdeeds. In April a call was finally issued to the Polish
populace to hide Jews. Jewish partisans were rejected by the Government
underground, sometimes killed, or driven to theft and robbery, Left-wing
partisans accepted Jews into their ranks, however. Jewish officers were not
accepted into the Government underground forces.

The author concludes that the Polish official circles did very little to
help the Jews in the hour of their greatest need,
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