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This Was Once My Family's Home

A Visit To Stopnica
by Edward Yutkowitz

Paoland had never been high on my list of
places to visit. In my mind's eye, it was a hleak
and barren land of peasant farmers eking out a
subsistencs living in a country whose past — and
possibly present — was filled with anti-Semitism
and the unceasing hostility of foreign invasion.
My grandfather bad come from the town of
Sropnica, but the only thing I knew about it was
that it was [located near Krakdw. ©On those
pocasions when [ pave Stopnica — o Sopnicz, as
I learmed it was called in Yiddizh — any thought,
[ envisionad a town from "Fiddler on the Roof," a
town of muddy, ratted roads, of houses with
thatched roofs, of poor Jows terrorized by
Cossacks. Besides, everyone in my family had
left Stopnica nearly 100 years ago.

Or so [ thought. Through mudimentary
penealopical research, 1 found my family name on
several 19th century documents from Siopnica.
But it was my discovery, in recent months, that
relatives lived in the town until the Helocaust, that
really inspired me to visit the land of my
ancestors.

I did a great deal of research, and lcarmed that
prior to World War 11, Stopnica was a town of
about 3,000, of whom about 7350 wers JTewish.
Some were killed in the early 1940s. In
Mevember 1942, the Wazis transported the rest of
Stopnica’s Jews — my relatives among them? —
to concentration camps. Most did not survive the
ar.

Friends and acquaintances — Jews and
gentiles alike — were apprehensive about my
journey. They assumed that a small town like
Stopnica would not have missed its Jewish
residents, and would not welcome  their
descendants coming back and asking questions,
At best, [ anticipated a poignant and difficult trip
threugh a backward land and a frightening history;
at worst, [ thought my life might be in danger.

The reality tumed out to be quite different.

The Internet proved iovaluable to the
preparation for my trip. Simple searches mrmed
wp & number of sites dedicated to Jewish
genealopy and history, Some of these, including
the Simon Weisenthal Center
(http:/fmotle.wiesenthal.org), provided
information on Stopnica, including its history and
varions spellings of its name.

From & wvariety of web sites, 1 obtained
information on hotels and Jewish history and
culturs  in Waresaw, FKrakdw, and Kicloe.
[nformation on the Jewish cemeteries in the town
is available on the LAJGS Cemetery Project pages
on the JewishGen website (www. jewishgen.org).

I knew that family members had belonged to
a landsmanschaft, the Stopnitzer Young Men's
Bencvolent Society, in Mew York City, but T did
not know if it still existed. An Intemnet search
tuned up the name of a Stopnitzer socicty in
Toronto. Members of that organization put me in
touch with members in Mew York City.

The members of the New York organization
were Holocaust survivors who knew liftle about
my grandfather's generation, but they did give me
personel accounts of the war vears, Moreowver,
they told me of two women with my family name
who survived the war, Through the Internet, [ was
able o confirm this information with the
Holocaust museum in Washington, D.C,

I determinad that ocne woman, Rose, was a
second cousin,. We chatted on the phone, but she
was skeptical of our relationship; just 4z I did not
know that my grandfather had left family in
Stopnica, she did not know that her grandfather
had five brothers — including my grandfather —
who had come to America bafore she was bom.
While she spoke openly about the war yvears, her
Iometewn of Stopnica held nothing but black
memories for her, and she did not give me her
blessings for my trip.
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However, a man from the Stopnitzer
orcanizaton knew of others who had retormed oo
visit Stopnice, While he himself would not visit
the town, he understood my curiosity o do so.
When we met, he also said | bore a striking
relationzhip to Rose's father, who must have been
about my age, 47, when she last saw him neariy &0
WEITS LED.

The maost valuable contact 1 made on the
Internet was Tomasz Kozlowski, & 41-vear-cld
science teacher at & universiey in Kizlee, Tom,
who had grown up and still had family in
Stopnica, sractously e-mailed me pictures of the
town — the first [, or anybody in my family, had
aver gegn — taken hoth before and after World
War I1.  After exchanging several e-mailz with
Tom, | revealed that [ was Jewish; knowing of
Stopnica’s Jewish past, he bad surmised as much,
He also offered to show me the town if T should
visit.

Tom and members of the Stopnitzer society
warmned me not to sxpect much evidence of Jewish
life in Stopnica. At the end of the war, the town
wis 2 smoldering meing though later rebuilt, i was
devoid then and forever of a Jewish community.

&till, my visit was a chance for me to walk the
same sireets, breathe the same air, perhaps see the
same sights, as my ancestors. [t was an
opportunity to imagine the bleakness of their lives
— and perhaps their joys,

LI

I began my frip in Warsaw, a city bath maore
sophisticated and more sterile than [ had expected.
The city was devastated during World War 11
Bome areas, sueh as the Old Town, were rebuilt
and look much as they must have before the War,
Other sections, including the Warsaw ghetto, are
compriscd largely of dilapidated high-rises built
during the Communist era.  Sites of Jewish
interest  are  prominently  marked;  several
restaurants have “Jewish” menus,

Thanks to contacts 1 made before T left Wewr
Yook City, T had the unique apportunity to meet
several members of the Warsaw Jewish
community, and to attend Simehat Torah services

in the one synagosue still operating in the city,
They gracicusly invited me 10 join other guests,
inchiding Russian, Canadian and Tsracli Jews, for
a kiddush aferwands.

Follewang a train ride through the surprisingly
picturasgue Polish countrvside, 1 met Tomasz in
Kielee, A nondeseript town, Kiclee is known in
Polish histery as the summer home of ihe Bishops
of Krakow. To Jews, the cily is notorions for
being the site of a pogrom in 1946, A well-
maintained sign, in English, Hebrew, and Polish,
marks the spot where the pogrom began.

Centrally located in the town, a Jarge former
synapogue, prominently marked as such, serves as
the repository for official records for the region.
One archivist, who spoke somc English, was
accustomed 10 inquiries from Jewish visitors.
Howewver, she pointed out that records from
Stopnica were held in the town of Pifczdw, and
that I would need permission from the central
archives in Warsaw to pain access 1o them. With
Tom's help, 1 was able to purchase a history of the
region, @ 272-page hook, in Polish, for the
equivalent of about five dollars.

During our drive to Stopnica, Tom was
curiows about Jewish attitudes toward Poles. Heis
a student of history, and knows quite 3 bit about
the Jewish people. However, he is defensive,
perhaps even resentful, about what he peresives as
2 mischaracterization of Polish  history and
character. While acknowledging the presence of
apti-Semitism in Poland, he doss not think i
unique, and believes that Foland has in fact been
the most tolerant of countries. He talked abont the
traumatized state of post-war Poland, and the
difficulty of two peoples — ftwo nations —
occupying the same land, and referred to a theony
that the pogrom in Eielee was inspired by
Communist authorities.

Tom’s Englizh is not perfect, and there didm't
scem to be malice o anything he said, Given, too,
ihat T was a guest in his car, there wers times when
T let remarks go without responding.

X % &
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Stopnica today 15 a bypical Trming village, A
Iarge church anchors one end of the town square.
In old pictures, the Town square Was & sparse open
space filled with marker stalls,  In November
1942 the Maxis gathered the Jaws of Stopnica in
this square for transport 10 concentration Camps.

Strect lfe on & summer day in S4opnica

Today the square is landscaped with tree-lined
piths, benches, and a kiosk seiling refreshments.
Shops surround the sguare: a fumiture store, a
grocery store. On o Monday afterncon in late-
June, middle-aged women carried home plastc
bage filled with fruits and vegetables. Young
lovers strolled arm in arm. Children played on the
gtreat.  Old people chatted in the shade of the
storefronts, Mone seemed to pay any attention to
the American Wourist taking pictures of them.

The Kozlowski home is a block from the
church. Mr. Kozlowski's Father bought the house
in 1935 from a Jewish family, the Wechslers, who
moved to South America. Tom and his brother
prews up in that house. Tom's father is a
veterininan, now retired; Tom's brother has taken
over the practice.

My first fow minutes in the Kozlowski home
were awkward, The family was gracious, but only
Tom spoke English. He suggested that [ ask his
father amvthing 1 wanted, but it was difficult 1o
know where 1o start. As a guest in their house, 1
did mat want to ask wouchy questions,

1 think they regarded me as a rather exatic
creatare — a representative of the Jewish people
— and, in fact, for awhile [ was actually
answering more questions than 1 was asking.

Tom's mother was particularly interested in my
views on Judaism and on Poland.  Tom later
cxpleined that his mother admires the Jewish
people. His father, on the other hand, is "neutral”™
on Jews, neither liking nor disliking them.

Perhaps not. But it was clear that Jewish life
in Stopnica had impressed Mr, Kozlowski, He s
70 vears old, and was enly a child when Foland
wis imvaded. Yet, as we talked, [ was struck by
his acute recallection of peeple and events from
his childhoeod, his memories net only of partisan
activity 2nd MNazi terror, but details of Jewish life
belore the war,

| don't know i they are representative of
Stopnica, but the past has had a strong impact on
the Kozlowski's lives. Sixty vears zpe, Mrs.
Kozlowski's [ather, a prominent eivic leader from
the nearby town of Szydowowies, was arrested
amd taken to Avschwitz.  As a child, M,
Kozlowski and his family hid in the catacombs
under the Church while Bussian and German
forces battled in the town. Tom said thet when he
arew up it was not uncommon for children to be
injurcd from ordnance remaining after the war.
On  occasion, too, Jewish  artifacts, like
eandelabeas, have been found, sometimes bidden
under the floerboards in older houses.

When we arrived, bMr. Kozlowski had been
doigz repairs on his house, and Tom had not
expected him to be able 1o spend much time with
me. Apparently, though, his father saw my visit as
a rather special event, and took me — and his sons
— on a tour of the town, %)

A typical sireet In Stopnlea
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Az we sirolled, Mr. Koslowski pointed out
houses in which he remembered Jewish tamilies
lived. At one site, he remembered some Jews
surreptitiously cblaining pock from the non-kosher
butcher who once worked therz. He was pleaszd
that | recognized the word "vatka," the Polish
waord for binicher.

I have heard that anti-Semitism flourizhed in
Stopnica. However, [ have also heard that Jews
and gentiles zengrally ot along on a day-to-day
basis, Tom's fathers recollections suggest that
there 15 some truth to the latter. At the site of one
building, for example, stood the Jewish bakery
froan which his mother bought bread.

et 1
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Some of the buildings in Stopnica are still pocked with

bollet holes from fipkting between Germon and Sovied
troops in WWIL

While bullet holes are still evident on some
old buildings, other buildings that had been
destroved have been rebuilt. On the tovwn squans,
where the synagogue once stood 15 now o
nondescript commercial building. The Mikvah
building still stands, bur has in recent yvears been
used as a slavghterhouse,

A street one block from the town squara, Mr.
Fozlowski pointed out, was once named afier
Barek Joselewicz, an officer in the Polish army.
When there was some confusion about the
spelling, Tom's brother made a point of locking it
up and writing it on & piece of paper for me, This
streel alse, Tom's father pointed out, fronted a
farm that belonged 1o a Jewish family.

Actarding 4o Mr, Fozlowski, this building was a
mikvah kelore the YWar. Since dhat time, il has served
a5 & slaughlerbouse.

From the [nternet, | had learned that there
were two Jewish cemeteries in Stopnica. Tom
knew of one. br. Kozlowski knaw of both,

[Ine iz located a short distance from the center
of town, adjacent to towers suspending electric
lings termineting in what looks hke a power
substation. The arca is not fenced off. Thers are
no headsiones, but broken rocks cover apparcnt
praves, M. Kozlowsks, his (wo sons, and [
walked quictly and respectfully througsh the high
grass stirring gently In the warm summer breeze.
[t was very sad and very peaceful, and I couldn't
help but wonder if we were walking among the
graves of my ancestors.

As a child, Mr. Kozlowski saw German
spldicrs excewte Jewish and Catholic men —
partisans, he said — in this cemetery. The
Cathelic widows, he said, had to pay for the
privilege of taking their loved ones to their own
cemetery.

Perhaps a mile away, another cemetery is
Iocated in @ flat grassy area adjacent to 2 brick
municipal garage. It is fenced off, but the
headstones are gone — used for paving stones, [
was later told by a member of the Stopnitzer
socicty. Mr. Koslowski deseribed the headstones
a3z "matzevah,” a Hebrew word [ hed never heard
before, Across the street from the cemetery 15 a
grist mill, which created a stir in the town when it
was built before the war by a lecal Jew.

e



Autumn 2000
e T

Kiplee-fadorm ST Sogrmrl Valume 4, Domber 4
—rrrenrs

-

[ am glad 1 visited Stopnica, if enly for being
better able now to imagine the lives of my
aneestors, My great grandfather Yehiel was a
carpenter, as was my grandfather, Abraham.
Perhaps they had a hand in building some of the
older houses in the town. My great-grandfather, |
have been told, played bass Middie m a church m
Stopnica, perhaps the very church that todzy
dominates the town. Maybe his music brought joy
to the great-grandparents of the very people who
watched me take pictures of their village,

[ think my wisit meant something to the
Kozlowski's as well, Tom said his father had
never talked so movingly or in such detail about
the war, and especially not aboul the Jews who
were sa much a part of Stopnica’s life in his carly
years. Before 1 left, the Rozlowski's gave me a
small book, published last year, contaming the
histery of the fown.

Frankly, | was also filled with gratitude that
my grandfather left Poland, Its history aside,
Stopnica is a very small town, Even after my
visit, 1 cznnot imagine being Jewish in such a
place. The trip allowed me to make connections
with a past that's swathed in shadows, a past filled
with pair. Yet I feel some sense of triumph, of
pride, that the descendants of peasants, of
carpenters and tailors, came to America and not
only survived, but prospered.

On the day [ left Europe, an agreement was
peached on restitution 1o Jewish Holocaust
survivors. The Tniernational Herald Tribune
repdried that there are 10,000 Jews in Poland.
Maybe. Given the numbers [ heard in Warsaw
and Krakdw, | am skeptical. Is there still anti-
Semitism? Undoubtedly. But 1 didn't see strong
evidence of it What 1 saw was a couniy
defensive about its past, and yet very much
looking forward o a bright and fres futurc.

There are no plagues in Stopnica for the Jews.
But neither is there a memorial to the "Polish”
vietims of Mazi terror, nor, for that matter, one far
wietime of the Communist authorities after the
war, [ suppose that for most people in Stopnica,
and for the hundreds of Stopnicas throughoul
Peland, time has simply moved on.

For survivors of the Helocavst, 1 have found,
my visit 1o Stopnica has stirred dark memenies —
and vet curiosity about the town's pregent state
and occupants, When | retumed, a member of the
Stopnitzer socicty called, curnious abouwt my
experience.  He confimmed many of Mr.
Kozlowski's memories. 1 also received a call from
my new-found cousin Rose, who now accepls my
visit and looks forwand to meeting me, curious. |
think, about my resemblance o her father.

My journal would not be complete without
mentioning my sty in Krakow, a ity [ found
neahing less than delightful. Virually unscathed
by the war, charming and sephisticated, it s not
yel overrun by tourists, and possesscs many siles
of imerest to Jewish travelers.

While [ have retumed to America, I'm not sure
my journey is over. I never did the genealogical
rezearch that initially inspired my trip, and expect
that [ will someday go back to complete it. Belore
then, 1 will alse have the histories of Kielee and
Stopnica translated. | expect, too, to keep in touch
with Tom Kozlowski; [ have many questions left
to ask his father. I also hope to speak in greater
depth to members of the Stopnitzer society, both
1o flesh out my undecstanding of Jewish life in
Poland, and 1o help ensure that the story of
Stopnica’s Jews is not forgotten.

Stopnica i still a farming com munity, mach a8 it was
when Jows made up the majosity of the town.
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Travel Tips For Visitors To Poland

For those plinning a trip to Poland, scme
advice: plan vour gepcalogical research well in
advance, and wisit the importtant zovernment
affices, particulacly in Warsaw, immediately wpon
artivil, Unfortunately, [ didn't,. One government
office was closed on the afternocn 1 wvisited.
Because [ odidn't get euthorization in Warsaw, 1
was unable o do peseaseh in the town of Pinczow,
where the records for Stopnica were held.'

Keep in mind that the Jewish communities of
Warsaw and Erakdw are observant, and Tewish
cultural orzanizations will be clozed on holidays
and early on Friday afternoons.

The Palish tourist office i Mew Yock was
very helpful, and sent me well-produced material
on travel in Poland, including a brochure of sites
of particular Jewish interest

It is prudent to carry travelers' checks, some
American money, a5 well as several ATM cards.
Mot all ATM machines in Poland take American
Express cards, Remarkably, the money exchange
at the Warsaw train station did not accept
American Express travelers' checks.

[ would not advise wandering alone, asking
questions and takingepictures, in mural villages.
For one thing, most people in small towns are not
conversant in English. Small towns evervwhers
resent intrusions, but the Poles may be particularly
sensitive to people coming to claim ancestral
property or raise ugly issues of the past. 1deally,
establish contzct with someone who can provide
vou with personal guidance. Hotels in Erakdw
may be able to provide English-speaking guides.

! This policy changed after July 3, 2000, “There is
no necessily (o abicain the permission of the Generl
Dirzctor of State Archives for forsigners wishing to
ree certain reconds 10 senealogical and property
matiers kapt in the stats archives. In such cases the
permission is given by the director of the cartam siae
archives”, %ee the PSA’s websits ai

<http:feiuw, warman.net plialfarchiwa'archiwakorzy
staniz.eng.himlz, [Ed]

[t is not abways easy to find lodeing in Kiglee
or Krakéw, Kiclee has only three hotels. The
Lysogory, conveniently located just across from
the train station, is plain, but clean, and has a2
resiaurant with 2 satisfactory menu., Hovwever, my
room did not have air-conditioning, and [ was kepl
avwake all night by the sound of teaffic. The
Exbud iz a modern hotel located outside of o,
Dezigned for business travelers, it has a bar, and a
restanrant With an exfensive menu, set in a sky-lit
atrivm. The hotel's phone system did not allow
access to AmericaCnline, and presumably ather
[nternet services, but [ was told that will soon
change, The staff at both hotels spoke English.

Krakdw 15 becoming an increasingly popular
destination for tourists and business groups. Large
hotels are often fully bocked, particularly on
weckends. However, a number of small hotels in
the old Jewish quarner cater to visitors searching
for their toors, At the Esther Hotel, for example,
a cab driver offered to take me o Stopnica. He
had a friend from the town, had taken other
Americans there, and knew where the cemeteries
were located. He wanted about 3100 for the day,
but this was negotiable. His English was passable
for sightsesing purposes, but 1'm not sure whether
he could have helped me o do any serious
transiation of documents.

Che American Jew took his Poligh roots so
seriously he decided o open a hatel just off
Szeroka, the main street in the Jewish quarter. In
fact, Alan Haberberg, whoze father lefi Krakdéw on
a "kinder transport,” a program to save Jewish
children of Poland, was determimed not mersly 1o
find his roots, but to establish a permanent
presence in Krakdw. He bought an old building
and spent four years removating it.  Open for
several months, the Hotel Eden is immaculate, and
boasts a bright, aftractive, and multilingual staff
that is eager to please. Mezuzahs adorn every
door, and every effort 15 made 1o provide Kaosher
food in the restaurant.

— Edward Yutkowitz



