Memorial Day in Staszow

HEN Dr. Maciej Zarebski,

chairman of the Staszow (Po-
land) Cultural Association, intro-
duced me to the assembly at the
local high school, he described me
as “‘a native American whose cantor
father once sang in the synagogue
here, and whose grandfather carved
smoking pipes in a little shop in the
Market Square.”

Jack Goldfarb

I was at the school to inaugurate
an annual lecture in my parents’ an-
cestral shterl in memory of my 30
Staszow relatives who perished in
the Holocaust.

These memorial lectures followed
by open discussions are my attempt
to get the young people of Staszow
to share with me a remembrance of
their town’s vanished Jews. On the
eve of World War 11, Staszow had
5,000 Jews, comprising half of the
town’s population. Today there are
no known Jews living in that pictur-
esque rural town in southern Poland
- whose 400-year-old Jewish com-
munity had counted among its na-
tive sons the great cantor Yossele
Rosenblatt. The town’s Jews, along
with 2,000 other Jews from the area,
were confined to the ghetto the Ger-
mans established there in June 1942,
The following November 8, the Ger-
mans massacred several hundred of
those Jews and deported the rest to
the Belzec death camp.

This “Memorial Day” 1s to be ob-
served by the town’s two high schools
on or close to the November 8 anni-
versary. With the help of Zarebski, a
civicminded young physician, [ will
invite a historian, an eyewiiness or an
ordinary citizen to speak.

In my inaugural talk (in English,
translated by a Pole standing beside
me), I told the youngsters about
Staszow’s Righteous Gentiles —
“true Christians,” [ called them.
These include Maria Szczecinska, a
widowed railway clerk with five chil-
dren who, at risk to her own and her
family’s lives, hid 15 Jews in the
railroad station for two years.

But I pointed out that there were
townsfolk who betrayed, robbed and
even murdered their Jewish neighbors.

The high-school pupils and teach-
ers histened with rapt attention.

I wondered how often, it ever, this
subject had been publicly discussed.

I expressed my pain over the des-
ecration of the abandoned Jewish
cemetery, where my four grandpar-
ents and other forebears lie buried.
Especially anguishing, I said, was
the unmarked mass grave in a scrub-
covered hollow holding the more
than 500 Jews massacred on that
November 8. During the occupa-
tion, the Germans removed most

the tombstones for use as paving
blocks in the mudady Market Square.

I was deeply moved by the re-
sponses of the pupils to my question
what they thought could be done to
restore the cemetery.

“What would you like us to do?”
one boy asked.

“There ought to be a monument and
a protecting fence,” a girl suggested.

Another boy stood up. “We will
do somcthing about it,” he pledged.

For years | had contemplated
some practical way to memorialize
Staszow’s martyred Jews, including
my uncles, aunts and cousins whom
I never knew. I took on this duty as
a “‘descendant’”’ of Staszow, fortu-
nately born in America because my
restless parents had emigrated be-
fore the German scourge arrived.

As a child listening to the shted
yarns and reminiscences of my par-
ents and their landsleir gathered in
our home, I had secretly longed to
have been a part of their close-knit
little world. The vibrant Jewry of
Staszow had supported a spectrum
of credos from hassidic Orthodoxy
to radical political movements; so-
cial activities from orchestral con-
certs to soccer leagues, With joyous
occasions communally shared and
misfortunes lamented in common,
their society had taken pride in a
caring intimacy amidst poverty and
recurrent adversity.

Among the questions raised in the
discussion period was one by a 17-
year-old girl: “What do you think of
the accusation that the Poles ‘have
antisemitism in their blood?” ™’

I answered that Jews who had suf-
fered from antiscmitism in Poland
were understandably bitter, and would
probably always be so. But 1 said [
believe that condemning alt Poles is as
wrong as antisemitism itself.

Asked whether 1 was visiting Jew-
ish families in town, [ was aston-
ished at first. On sccond thought,
however, [ thought it might be a
good sign that people are not so
conscious of who is or isn’t a Jew,
and therefore the Christians of Stas-
zow were not aware that there are
no Jews living among them.

At the end of my address, whose
main point was that racism, intoler-
ance and ignorance had led to the
Holocaust, I received an ovation.

The writer is a New York-based free-
lance travel reporter.
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