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Reinscribing Schlesien as Śląsk
Memory and Mythology in a Postwar
German-Polish Borderland
Andrew Demshuk
The waves of ethnic cleansing in the 1930s and 1940s uprooted millions of
East-Central Europeans and forced them to make sense of new surroundings.
The Polish settlers who replaced over three million Germans in the borderland
of Silesia created a layered palimpsest of new, generally nationalized meanings on
an unfamiliar territory. After exploring how and why Polish leaders and settlers
reinscribed formerly German and Jewish sites of memory with Polish meanings,
this article investigates how, when former residents returned to visit their lost
homeland, both populations confronted the palimpsest’s conflicting layers and
unwittingly engaged in a transnational exchange of meanings.

On a June day in 1973, a German tourist in Wrocław pulled in at the
Hotel Monopol and reserved his favorite room: a clean suite on the second floor with an old parquet floor and a view of the neoclassical opera
house across the street. Hard times had hit the once-elegant establishment. Warm water was rare now. Leaks from most of the fixtures trickled
across the bathroom’s tile floor into a drain. And, most telling of all, he
observed “one more small thing: the old doorbell fixture on the door has
been coated over so thickly with colors that one can no longer read the
German words ‘butler, maid, house servant.’”1 In an otherwise neglected
room, this paint had been applied deliberately. Once among the classiest
hotels in the eastern German metropolis of Breslau, the Monopol now
served poorer clientele in Wrocław, Poland’s fourth-largest city. It was
structurally the same place, in the same town, but the expulsion of Breslau’s war-ravaged German population and the settlement of Poles eager
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Fig. 1. The Hotel Monopol in Wrocław in 2005. At this point in time, its internal and
external appearance had not changed markedly since the initial repairs after World War II.
Photo by author.

to erase the German heritage had transformed the Monopol and its city
into a stage on which different actors now led the performance. Upon
the earlier, Breslau stage, the tourist had played a prominent role as the
Fürst von Hatzfeldt, a prince whose family palace had been one of the
earliest neoclassical structures in Europe (1764), and whose baroque
country castle in Trachenberg (Żmigród) dated back to 1641. Twentyeight years after his expulsion, Hatzfeldt sought traces of a German past
in a landscape quite literally painted over with new, Polish meanings. Like
hundreds of thousands of other former residents of the German East, he
went to Poland’s West in search of his German Stadt but found himself
stranded in the foreign meanings of a Polish miasto.
From Karelia to Armenia, the twentieth century’s population shifts
brought about an upheaval in the meanings ascribed to physical spaces.
The Nazi genocide of Europe’s Jews, the expulsion of Poles from regions
annexed to the Soviet Union, the Polish communist regime’s forced
movement of Ukrainians from Polish Galicia into the annexed, formerly
German territories, and other brutal population policies uprooted, and to
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varying degrees eliminated, peoples whose ancestors had forged intimate
meanings in multiethnic homeland spaces for hundreds of years.2 Out of
this trauma, surviving former residents in exile and new settlers on the
land developed contrasting interpretations of the past, present and future
importance of churches, fields, stones, and even the buried dead. In the
wake of World War II, Breslau became Wrocław, the surrounding province
of Schlesien (Silesia) became Śląsk, and about 3.5 million largely Germanspeaking natives in Silesia were replaced by Polish settlers. The province of
Silesia is thus a historically valuable case study of a borderland in which,
relatively recently, the border itself has shifted, and most of the population
with it. According to Pierre Nora, the pressures of modernity have led real
milieus of memory to become replaced with shared and commemorative
lieux de mémoire, in which ties to the past are largely constructed and
performed.3 After the population shifts of 1945 and 1946, the malleability of these “spaces of memory” allowed them to become reused like
medieval parchment: new populations painted fresh inscriptions over the
old, creating layered meanings on the same spaces.4
This palimpsest reinscription of Polish Silesia and its legacy for Silesia’s former and present inhabitants forms the central focus of this essay.
On spaces that had been inscribed by a largely German cultural world for
seven hundred years, Polish communists, nationalists and clergy joined a
common campaign to invent and reinscribe “eternally” Polish meanings
for Silesia, often harkening back to the land’s medieval Piast heritage. The
diverse Polish settlers seldom believed the top-down mythology about
lands which they knew had been largely shaped by German-speaking
populations. For all this, after fleeing the Nazi-devastated Polish heartland
or suffering expulsion from the eastern kresy—the borderlands ceded to
the Soviet Union—they were anxious to undertake their own, grassroots
reinscription in order to build a livable home. When Germans later traveled
back to Silesia, both settlers and former residents confronted the palimpsest’s conflicting layers and, often unintentionally at first, engaged in a
transnational exchange of meanings. Depending upon the time of travel,
the chance to see the human face from the other side of Silesia’s history
had potential to enhance understanding, even acceptance, among Germans for what Silesia had become, and among Poles for what it had been.
The partitioned meaning of memory spaces explored here emerged
in the aftermath of a drastic watershed of events between 1938 and 1948,
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and the process of reinscription itself derived varied meanings depending
upon which region of the province is considered. For centuries, Silesia had
been a borderland: a crossroads of trade, a periphery to be conquered by
Polish, Czech, Habsburg and Prussian rulers, a realm of cultural meeting. As such, it has historically been a space in which local meanings are
especially colored by outside influences. By the early twentieth century,
nationalist mythologies had arisen in both Germany and partitioned
Poland to invent Silesia as an ancient “German” or “Polish” land. Each
mythology was a negative mirror of the other, a mutually exclusive depiction which anticipated the intolerance of the mid-century waves of ethnic
cleansing. For unlike the previous shifts in regime and passage of transborder trade, the experience of ethnic cleansing during and after World
War II altered the human substance of the population itself, remaking
the region in the ethnic-national image of its nationalist mythmakers (at
least on the surface).5
To begin, this essay briefly summarizes the history of population
migration and interethnic interchange in Silesia from the Middle Ages
through the early Cold War era. The second section explores how communist Poland’s leaders and scholars established the official narrative
of Silesia as the keystone in Poland’s so-called Ziemie Odzyskane, or
“recovered territories,” and so deliberately reinscribed German Schlesien
as Polish Śląsk.6 It was an ideology with roots in the wild dreams of a few
nineteenth-century Polish nationalists, but which few mainstream nationalists (let alone the Poles in the streets) had ever imagined possible. Pierre
Nora has observed that, even in national contexts free of ethnic cleansing,
official narrators seek to sweep away or homogenize the layered, intimate
meanings tied to spaces of memory to serve their own commemorative
agendas.7 In the wake of wartime and postwar ethnic cleansing, this
tendency had the capacity to become far more dramatic: because most
or all of the indigenous population had been extracted from the space in
question, historians and politicians were able to whitewash former meanings with little domestic opposition. Indeed, their work of forging new
meanings and cloaking them as ancient appeared all the more urgent in
the Cold War context, in which Poland’s leaders sought to prove that the
removed population had no right to return to intimate spaces that had,
they argued, never rightfully been theirs. Though Germans had built the
Hotel Monopol in 1892, in a city formed by a German cultural milieu
42
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since the thirteenth century, German inscriptions on the doorbells had to
be blotted out, for they had no place in a city that, according to the new
mythology, had simply forgotten its Polishness.
The third section examines the response of Polish settlers to their
leaders’ mythologizing and their struggle to find their bearings in Silesia in
the aftermath of war and their own displacement. Rather than the eternally
Polish Silesia promised in the propaganda, Polish settlers encountered the
ruins of a German province. As Padraic Kenney observes, Polish elites had
to invent the idea of a Polish Wrocław for the very reason that “in Polish
memory, the city barely existed before 1945; its meager Polish ties, stretching back to the medieval Piast dynasty, were unfamiliar to most. Nowhere
was there a feature one could recognize and call Polish without hesitation;
the city was German in form and content.”8 The sheer ubiquity of German memory spaces impeded settlers’ search for peace and livelihood after
recently suffering German-inflicted traumas. With even greater vigor than
the state demanded, they destroyed German elements or invented their
own meanings for them in order to fashion the very Polish Silesia that
their mythmakers claimed had always been there. Nevertheless, because
by their very actions they were consciously constructing the land’s palimpsest character, there remained awareness, even curiosity, about meanings
that had been there before, meanings that German visitors were uniquely
capable of unlocking for them.
It was into this context of Poland’s “recovered territories” that
German Silesians passed through as homesick tourists, bearing special knowledge of a former world just beneath the surface of a new reality known
intimately to Silesia’s new residents. I have taken the term “homesick
tourists” from Heimweh Tourismus, the German “tourism of homesickness,” in which Germans ethnically cleansed from the East have traveled
back to visit their lost homelands. Whether or not they saw themselves as
“tourists,” homesick tourists were engaging in a melancholy tour of sites
and surroundings in which they were as much outsiders as a Polish tourist
in East Berlin. The responses of both German visitors and the new Polish
residents were strongly influenced by the period in which the interchange
took place—whether in the late 1940s amid the German expulsion, in the
mid-1950s before reconstruction had proceeded in earnest, in the transitional period of reconstruction and generational change in the 1960s, or
after West Germany had recognized Poland’s western border through the
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Warsaw Treaty of 1970. To cover the greatest breadth of impressions, the
fourth section will proceed chronologically through travel experiences in
each of these periods. Early encounters in Silesia tended to reinforce to
Germans that, despite surface traces that remained, the idealized world
they remembered had died and was buried in 1945; but especially with
the passage of time, travel also exposed German nostalgia for the past to
the new meanings inscribed in Polish Śląsk. Simultaneously, Poles curious
about the former Schlesien gradually began to tap into German memories and interpretations of local spaces they now inhabited. Certainly the
motives and objectives of German homesick tourists and the Polish settlers
they encountered varied widely, and travel experiences seldom resulted
in an idyll of empathy between peoples recognizing their shared fate as
forcibly moved populations. Nevertheless, in this brief historical moment
when former residents were still alive in large numbers and capable of
crossing the border, transnational encounters in Silesia brought about
exchange, even understanding, between populations once estranged by
ethnic cleansing on the very landscapes that had come to bear palimpsest
meanings for both sides.

A brief history of silesia from schlesien to Śląsk
In general, Lower Silesia and the Silesian capital of Breslau had been
oriented toward a German cultural world since the German migrations
into the region which had followed the Mongol invasion of 1240. By the
nineteenth century, Breslau and the surrounding cities had become home
to a large and vibrant Jewish minority, most of which identified with the
German milieu and added to its cultural pluralism.9 After the German
elimination of the Jews and the Allied cession of Germany’s prewar eastern territories (including virtually all of Silesia) to Polish administration
through the 1945 Potsdam agreement, the former population was all but
gone, replaced by Polish settlers for whom Lower Silesia was an entirely
foreign land.10
Upper Silesia’s population was historically mixed and dominated by
a regional, dialect-speaking culture, which had taken on both Polish and
German characteristics and been referred to as Silesian, Schlonzok, or (less
kindly) Wasserpolnisch. German settlers migrated into Upper Silesia from
44

History & Memory, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2012)

Reinscribing Schlesien as Śląsk
the Middle Ages onward and controlled the establishment of industry
(most dense in the south and east). Polish-speaking workers flowed into
the industrial region during the nineteenth century from the Poznań area,
Galicia and the central Polish districts under Russian occupation. Some
of the native Upper Silesians (notably the Polish nationalist politician
Wojciech Korfanty) adopted a Polish orientation and even took the lead
in agitating for greater Polish awareness.11 Nonetheless, national identity
remained ambiguous for many of the inhabitants. Almost two-thirds of
Upper Silesians identified themselves as Polish in the 1910 census, but
then roughly the same number voted for Upper Silesia to remain with
Germany during the plebiscite of 1921, when the international community
forced the population to choose its national allegiance and partitioned
Upper Silesia between the German and Polish nation-states. Attempts to
classify the population continued during the interwar period, as hundreds
of thousands of Upper Silesians identified by their neighbors as part of
the Polish or German minorities faced persecution and migrated across
the border. Nationalist territorial claims and racist attacks increased on
both sides.12 In Polish Upper Silesia, clubs formed to commemorate
Polish “insurgent” attacks after the plebiscite and organize anti-German
demonstrations, while many “German” Upper Silesians lost their jobs and
status. In German Upper Silesia, clubs formed to commemorate German
Freikorps attacks after the plebiscite and defend Germany’s “bulwark” in
the East, while the Slavic-sounding town of Zabrze was renamed Hindenburg, effacing its Schlonzok roots in favor of a hero of the German nation.
Yet though many Upper Silesians did identity strongly with the German
or Polish sides in the interwar period, the majority felt local identity to be
far more important than declaring for either nation.13 Economic considerations, regional particularities and Catholicism remained the preferred
categories for identity.14
World War II and its aftermath witnessed the greatest persecution
of local particularism and triumph of national intolerance. Immediately
following their 1939 invasion of Poland, the Nazis arranged Volksliste to
“verify” some Upper Silesians as salvageable racial material and, conveniently, retain them as a continuous labor force for the region’s industrial
base (while expelling “Poles” into the Generalgouvernement). After the
Nazi retreat, the new Polish authorities inverted the Volksliste to retain
“autochthonous” Poles, many of whom had been German just weeks
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before. Thus, though many Upper Silesians had been killed or deported
into the German occupation zones by 1948, a very sizable, “autochthonous” population of both German-speaking and bilingual natives remained
as “evidence” of a supposedly “Polish” native population.15 Necessary for
the continued operation of the industrial machinery, they also served the
regime’s questionable allegation that Upper Silesia (and by extension all
of Silesia) had never lost its Polish character and should therefore remain a
part of Poland. For this reason, Polish settlers in Upper Silesia encountered
an indigenous population still operating the industrial infrastructure—tied
by memory and tradition to the spaces around them and retaining a more
complicated sense of ethnic identity. Due to persecution of their German
language and cultural traditions (especially during the Stalinist regime of
the early 1950s), many of these natives came to feel a stronger attachment
to distant West Germany, and hundreds of thousands emigrated there in
the 1950s and especially the 1970s. In contrast to their parents’ sustained
attachment to the German language and culture, Upper Silesian children
tended to adopt the Polish culture around them.
Despite their diverse backgrounds (to be explored later in this essay),
the Polish settlers who arrived in Silesia shared a recent history of extreme
suffering during the Nazi occupation. Surrounded by traces that reminded
them of the Germans who had oppressed them just months before, they
coped with their hardships in the immediate postwar context of forced
resettlement by adopting nationalist myths that they seldom believed.16
At the same time, Germans exiled in the West commemorated idealized
eastern spaces that they would steadily come to realize only existed in the
safe but ungraspable world of their memories.17 Regardless of the mutually
exclusive myths propagated by nationalist elites on both sides about “lost”
or “recovered” spaces, these partitioned meanings about the same land
had potential to merge back together when unsuspecting German-Silesian
visitors like the Fürst von Hatzfeldt penetrated the fresh border on the
Neisse river to visit palimpsest lands now inhabited by Polish residents.
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The invention and reinscription of silesia
as a “recovered territory”

With the removal of a native German population that had forged intimate
interpretations for local lieux de mémoire, Polish communist politicians,
nationalist scholars and Catholic clergy were unfettered in their drive to
invent and propagate an “eternally Polish” Śląsk on soils where the buried
dead had largely spoken German. It was an ironic marriage of convenience,
driven above all by the common Polish interest in retaining the new
territories amidst a Cold War climate wherein the West German regime
and its American and British supporters supported some form of border
revision at a future peace conference.18 In an attempt to reverse their
long-standing unpopularity in Poland, the communists hijacked populist,
nationalist anti-German rhetoric and preached the move west as a historic
opportunity to redress centuries of German transgressions. To achieve
the higher, common aim of weakening Germany permanently through
conquest of the “recovered territories,” most nationalists overcame their
traditional reservations and (rather than emigrate) put themselves at the
service of the communists. For all their disapproval of communism in
principle, much of the Polish clergy gave in to deep-seated anti-German
sentiment (dating back to the nineteenth-century Prussian Kulturkampf)
and regularly preached state mythologies about the “recovered territories” in sermons which, as Wrocław University Germanist Marek Zybura
observes, “could just as easily have come from a government propagandist.”19 Although the majority of the Polish reinscription of Silesia took
place in the immediate postwar years, the process continued through the
following decades. All along, official speeches and histories praised the
province’s ongoing transformation by invoking the myth that Poland had
recovered historic Polish lands.
Rhetoric about Poland’s need to “return” to its medieval Piast
borders stemmed from the nationalist “western idea” (my sl´ zachodnia)
which had germinated during the time of partition in the nineteenth century—the same era in which, as Brian Porter observes, Polish nationalism
had developed into a more exclusive “vehicle for the exertion of social
control and the establishment of mutually antagonistic identities.”20 This
platform found its ideological roots in the writings of Roman Dmowski
and his rightist National Democratic Party (Endecja). Already by 1912,
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Wacław Nałkowski went further than most of his rightist peers by explicitly
recommending that a resurrected Poland should have a border with Germany on the Oder and Neisse.21 It should be emphasized, however, that
the most extreme territorial demands (such as the annexation of Lower
Silesia and Breslau) made little sense to most nationalists (to say nothing
of the Polish public) until World War II, during which time Polish exiles’
territorial claims against Germany were constantly increasing in scope.22
From the end of World War II onward, the nationalist-Catholic
“western idea” became state doctrine under the communists, who rightly
saw it as an ideal way to strengthen their appeal with rightist forces that
had traditionally been hostile to them.23 As a high-profile example of the
communists’ adoption of the western idea, Communist Party Secretary
Władysław Gomułka declared in a 1946 Wrocław speech that the four
million Poles living in the ruins of formerly German cities were in fact
participating in a momentous “return as the lawful possessors of your
land, taking it in possession as your ancestral native soil.” Confronting
the historic German presence on the land, he added “the Germans could
Germanize this land through force and pressure, through centuries of
politics of denationalization and colonization, but there are no means
to Germanize history.”24 As Jewish émigré S. L. Schneiderman observed
during his 1946 return visit to Poland, the defense of Poland’s right to
Silesia was the regime’s most popular slogan.25 From the last months of
the war onward, the only major difference between communist territorial claims and those of the London government in exile involved the
kresy lost to the Soviet Union. Like the communists, Polish nationalists
in Western exile ceaselessly demanded the retention of Silesia, Pomerania
and Masuria, but they always added their insistence that the far-flung
eastern kresy be returned to Poland from the Soviet Union. In contrast,
the kresy were officially a taboo subject in communist Poland until the
end of the Cold War.26
Nationalist research institutes and scholarship embarked upon yet
more elaborate inventions of Poland’s “ancient” history in the west. The
West Institute (Instytut Zachodni) was founded in Poznań in 1945, followed by the Silesian Institutes in Opole and Katowice. Their purpose was
in continuity with interwar research societies, such as the Baltic Institute
in Toruń, which had pushed Polish national claims to western regions.
During World War II, exiled Polish scholars had expanded their histories
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of Poland’s eternal battle with the Teuton and its right to “recover”
spaces which Germans had “conquered” from the Polish nation, leading
to enlarged claims which even included entirely German cities like Breslau. An English-language volume for Western circulation published in
1947 by communist Poland’s leading nationalist scholars lamented that
Versailles had left Poland “a limbless trunk, surrounded by Germany”
and affirmed that, because “the power of contemporary Germany grew
up at the expense of Poland,” only “a strong Polish State with a western
orientation will become the most effective brake on German activities,
which are capable for the third time of bringing the world to disaster.”27
Geography and ancient history were said to ratify the new borders, since
allegedly “the original nucleus” of Poland, and even Slavic civilization
itself, had lain between the Vistula and Oder rivers, in the new western
territories.28 These ideas, rooted in prewar and wartime arguments, formed
the template for most later literature, which was actively propagated by
such dynamic organizations as the Association for the Development of
the Western Lands (TRZZ, Towarzystwo Rozwoju Ziem Zachodnich).29
Clergy played at least as crucial a role in inventing and disseminating
the “western idea.” Though the Catholic Church generally opposed the
communists, and though communist attacks on the church by the state
sharpened in 1947–56, the western idea nourished a noteworthy means
of coexistence between the Catholic Church and the communist state. As
Juliane Haubold-Stolle observes, the Catholic Church worked closely with
the communists to Polonize the “recovered territories,” for in their eyes
“the shift to the West was a chance to completely Catholicize regions that
had earlier been Protestant.”30 Even twenty years after the end of World
War II, the church in Poland was still completely at home with repeating
the state doctrine, which had never received Vatican approval. Primate
Stefan Wyszyński preached the western idea in the Wrocław cathedral:
Beloved, we read from stone relics, which in this cathedral are a sign
of the centuries. And these stone relics, marvelous signs of the past,
say: we were here, and we are here again. We have returned to the
ancestral house.... These stones call to us from the walls, these bones
that take their rest secure in the crypt speak to us from the earth in
our mother tongue.... When we listen to their words, when we look
at this Piast house of God, then we know that this is no German

49

Andrew Demshuk
inheritance. It is the Polish soul. It was never German and is not
German. It contains the traces of our royal Piast tribe. They speak
to the Polish people without commentary. We need no explanation.
We understand their testimony.31
Wyszyński and many others professed that the very stones spoke Polish;
reinscribing them with Polish meanings simply “restored” to them an
outward articulation of their true nature. This sermon was in continuity
with those of Wyszyński’s predecessor, August Cardinal Hlond, an Upper
Silesian native turned Polish patriot who had played the leading role in
ejecting the German clergy from the “recovered territories.” Pope John
Paul II himself emulated these words when he visited Silesia in 1983,
though he soon recognized the historical inaccuracies and delivered a
very different sermon in 1997.32 Of course, to retain a balanced picture,
one must also remember that many clergy members sought reconciliation with the Germans, culminating in the Polish and German bishops’
letters at the Second Vatican Council; spearheaded by Wrocław’s titular
archbishop Bolesław Kominek (also a native of Upper Silesia), they called
for mutual forgiveness.33 In the end, however, most clerics who settled in
the West collaborated with the nationalists and communists to reinscribe
the formerly German spaces with eternalized Polish national mythologies.
Reinscription was especially strong in the immediate postwar years,
when the German legacy most visibly challenged Polish claims. All German
inscriptions were to be removed, while German monuments and buildings
were to be “degermanized” or replaced with Polish ones. Many surviving
“Prussian” buildings in Wrocław and Legnica (formerly Liegnitz) were
disassembled so that their bricks could be shipped for the reconstruction of
Polish structures in Warsaw.34 Plunderers and grazing livestock devastated
Wrocław’s German cemeteries, until at last city authorities dissolved them
without public protest in the 1970s and used old tombstones to reinforce
ditches, pens in the city zoo and the stands in the city stadium.35 Though
the Jewish cemetery survived, even here, as documented in a 1958 photograph, the tombstone of Germany’s first Labor Party leader became
Polonized as the “Slav Jew” Ferdynand Lassalle, with Polish inscriptions
detailing the dates.36 By 1970, Polish tour books were documenting all of
the city’s prewar Jews as Poles.37 As Zbigniew Rowski reflected in a major
Katowice newspaper in 1949, Polonization was imperative, lest the youth
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become taken with the surrounding Prussian architectural legacy; they
“might lose the good taste inherited from their parents and succumb in
this manner to a certain Prussification. It is only natural that a Pole has
better taste than a German and incomparably greater artistic abilities.”38
Another prominent means of reinscribing Schlesien as Śląsk occurred
through applying (usually inventing) Polish nationalist names for German
towns, streets and landmarks. At times, the German designations were
of relatively recent origin: Breslau’s “Street of the SA” (renamed from
Kaiserwilhelmstraße by the Nazis) became Wrocław’s “Street of the Silesian Insurgents,” and the city of Hindenburg recovered its historic name
“Zabrze.” Usually, however, the German names had been in use for some
time, and the Polish names were either contrived without precedent or
derived from Latin forms that had been dead for centuries. The plaza in
Wrocław named for Prussian Napoleonic war hero Tauentzien became
KoŚciuszko Square. Grünberg became Zielona Góra (both meaning “green
mountain”), Bunzlau “returned” to its Slavic roots as Bolesławiec, and Kattowitz, having already become Polish Katowice after the partition of Upper
Silesia in 1921, was dubbed Stalinogród through the Stalinist years.39
That Polish officials routinely misspelled or confused the new names of
“eternally Polish” places testified all the more to their artificiality. Legnica
(Liegnitz) was called Lignica, Żagań (Sagan) was Zegan, Żary (Sorau)
was Żarów, Zgorzelec (Görlitz) was Zgorzelice, Nysa (Neisse) was Nisa,
Kłodzko (Glatz) was Kładzko, even Kłacko, and Lwówek (Löwenberg)
was confused with Lwów, a historic city in the kresy!40
To fashion a Polish Silesia allegedly buried by time, Polish leaders
applied imaginative reconstruction plans. In a 1946 article, city planner
Emil Kaliski framed Wrocław as a metropolis “that once was perhaps more
Polish than Krakow” and emphasized that reconstruction of its medieval
architecture would be proof of the city’s “Polish birth certificate,” which
through seven centuries of Germanization “has already faded, in some
parts it is not legible any more.” By such logic, Wrocław’s true, Piast
history had been buried under layers of a German city; it was to become
“the antithesis” of the former German Breslau, connected “with Warsaw,
Poznań, Lódż and Krakow in an indissoluble way.”41 While these plans
to “medievalize” the Silesian capital were not fully accepted, they did
affect the decision to focus limited postwar resources on restoring Gothic
churches as evidence of a Piast past. When Jan Zachwatowicz, head of the
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office for monument preservation and maintenance, laid out “programs
and principles of monument preservation” in 1946, they emphasized that
only “Polish” monuments were to be preserved. Likewise, Dr. Stanisław
Lorentz, director of the Warsaw National Museum and later an expert
for UNESCO, wrote in 1945: “we have neither reason to pity the monuments of German arrogance, nor the obligation to preserve them.”42 He
sustained this perspective for decades. At a 1963 historical preservation
conference in Williamsburg, Virginia, Lorentz told his largely credulous
American audience that “German authorities” had taken over “Wrocław”
in 1945 and ravaged it as the “Festung Breslau,” decimating a population falsely implied to have been Polish. Praising Polish work to uncover
the city’s Romanesque, “purely Polish” history, he assured his audience
that, “if any of the buildings [on the marketplace] were transformed in
the nineteenth or twentieth century, they now regained their previous
aspect. In cases where there was no documentation, the new buildings
were made to suit the surrounding architecture,” which had of course
been Polonized.43 In keeping with the general atmosphere, the leading
American architectural historian Turpin Bannister praised Lorentz’s “stirring account” in which the Polish people “consciously chose to recreate
their roots,” and he enjoined American preservationists to take the Polish
case as a model for how to deploy “carefully detailed historic data” in
implementing reconstruction. Only the German-Jewish historian George
Mosse critiqued Lorentz for failing to problematize Polish postwar
reconstruction projects, whose selectiveness “is related, of course, to the
didactic purpose, favoring the one past which, opposed to other pasts, the
present feels worth preserving or re-creating anew.”44 Even after Polish
politicians became less willing to destroy German monuments after 1956,
reinscription continued, as in the incident of a Wrocław baroque church’s
“re-Piastization” as a gothic structure in the 1970s.45
Regular ceremonies celebrated the “return” of “ancient Polish lands”
and the triumph over Germanness, most famously the “Exhibition of the
Recovered Lands” in Wrocław in the summer of 1948, by far one of the
largest propaganda shows in communist Poland’s history. Over the space
of three months, 1.5 million Poles visited the grounds of the monumental
Hall of the People (Hala Ludowa), designed as the largest dome in the
world only thirty-five years before by German architect Max Berg to celebrate German victory over the armies of Napoleon.46 Did ordinary Poles
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thronging about this monument truly believe that its stones had always
“spoken Polish”? Living in cities largely built during the preceding Bohemian, Habsburg, Prussian and post-unification periods (all tied strongly to
a German cultural milieu), did they accept myths about “recovered lands”?

Polish life in former german lands after nazism
A 1951 census catalogued 4.5 million Poles in the former German territories: 2.5 million from the devastated stretches of central Poland, and
the remainder from Poland’s broad eastern kresy, displaced person camps
in Germany, and as far afield as Yugoslavia.47 Because of their diverse
origins, the Polish settlers in Silesia comprised a far from homogenous
group, whose differing pasts influenced how they interpreted the unfamiliar
world around them. Those from just across Silesia’s border in Wielkopolska
(Great Poland) came from the core of the former Prussian partition of
Poland and had known German oppression for a much longer time. This
made them particularly aware of and hostile to the German heritage in
Silesia. In contrast, refugees from the kresy faced the bitter loss of their
homeland—a region that had once been part of the Habsburg and Russian
partitions of Poland and had thus experienced far less contact with German
nationalizing tendencies until the arrival of German armies during the First
and especially the Second World War. They arrived, filthy and starving, in
spaces already burned and plundered by Russians as well as Poles over the
preceding months.48 Nostalgia for the lost East and alarm at the contrast
of Silesia’s urbanized, modern appearance to the rural idyll of the kresy
played a large role for many of these refugees. They tied their goats to
the ruins of art nouveau department stores and dreamed of open plains
dotted with the thatched roofs of huts.49 As Stanisław Ciesielski observes,
the kresy lived on in the Polish imagination as a “bulwark” in the East
populated by “pioneers,” symbolizing an “especially important part of the
country, never to be renounced.” Not only the lower nobility (szlachta
zagrodowa), but also the Polish (and considerably Jewish) cultural and
scholarly metropolises Lwów (Lemberg, Lviv) and Wilno (Wilna, Vilnius)
symbolized the historic importance of the kresy.50
Of course, with two in three Poles uprooted by the end of the war,
the traumas of homesickness and loss far transcended settlers’ experi53
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ences in the former German territories. When a Polish socialist returned
from Siberia in 1946 and visited his childhood home in central Poland,
he lamented:
I did not meet a single familiar face. My house bears no resemblance
to what it was before, and my school has been destroyed. The names
of the streets and of the institutions have changed, even the colour
of the trams is different. I walked for a whole day looking for details
that I remembered—I found so few that I finally wondered if I had
really spent sixteen years of my life in this town. The members of
my family who survived, or the few friends who remain from this
period, all are hundreds of miles away, or else they have changed as
much as my town.51
In the end, it was the “frontier” atmosphere that differentiated the
unfamiliar spaces of Poland’s new Western Territories from Poland’s historic heartland; as Padraic Kenney has observed, far more than in other
regions of Poland, settlers in the new territories became a melting pot of
Poles from every corner of the interwar boundaries. To be sure, Wrocław
itself was a transitional city in which old regional attachments remained
more important than a common sense of Polishness. “The shopkeeper or
priest from the same district in Lwów province was more important than
the workmate from Poznań who spoke and acted differently.” Nevertheless, unity emerged from the sense that all were pioneers in the “Wild
West.” Amid a prevailing sense of division and uprootedness, communist
objectives toward building the frontier became a tangible means of creating structure and a sense of community.52
This frontier identity was particularly anti-German. The Nazi occupiers in Poland had decimated Polish spaces of memory and, through their
cruelty, sowed memories hostile to all things German. Looking back on
this time twenty years later in 1965, Polish bishops sought to explain the
immediate postwar sentiment to their German colleagues at the Second
Vatican Council: “Every German uniform, not only that of the SS, became
for all Poles both a nightmare and a reason to hate all Germans. Every
family in Poland had its dead to mourn. We recall Poland’s terrible night
not to reopen wounds which may not have yet healed, but only to point
out that one should try to understand us and our present way of thinking.”53 Small wonder that, whether violently resettled from the kresy or
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just seeking a better life out of the ruins in central Poland, settlers were
generally united in their distaste for the German artifacts they faced at
every turn and took solace in the idea that Silesia could be coated over
with a timeless Polish veneer. As Poznań West Institute scholar Zbigniew
Mazur reflects, “how can one live in a place full of German memorabilia,
in a place where one has more or less no clue about origins, creators and
history? How can one go into churches which still bear the remains of
Protestant decorations in the galleries and act as though one could feel
as at home as in Łuck, Sandomierz or even Poznań?”54
This sense of alienation led settlers to engage with surrounding
German traces in ways that strongly converged with the authorities’ and
intellectual elites’ intentions—even though settlers knew that Silesia was
not a “recovered territory.”55 Amid hard times in a land that felt foreign,
hostile and impermanent, they actively took part in making the mythology a physical reality around them, etching away German meanings and
forging new ones, trying to fashion some sense of home and seldom caring
that, in the process, the erasure of the German and Jewish past resulted
in the destruction of much cultural value.56 Even in cases where public
officials sought to prevent the destruction of medieval German script,
grassroots enthusiasm saw it done. Patterns of Polonization in multiethnic
Upper Silesia were outwardly similar to what was going on in the rest of
the province, save that here settlers also harassed much of the remaining
indigenous population, whose members still tended to possess at least
partial German identities. Although some Upper Silesians had previously
chosen a Polish identity (or elected one now), persecution pushed many
“autochthons” toward a greater sense of German identity at the same time
that settlers sought to forge a totally Polish Upper Silesia.57
For all their differing sites of origin, Silesia’s new inhabitants never
doubted that the land had been a part of Germany, as evinced by the
common saying of the time that their tenuous new possessions were “postGerman” (poniemieckie).58 As Mazur has shown, in some cases reinscription
was casual in nature; Polish settlers simply had different habits during
their free time and so left the yet-intact German parks and pubs to fall
into decay.59 At other times, disconnect with Germanness led directly to a
desire to make the space familiar and Polish, as when the former Poznań
student Joanna Konopińska expressed intense frustration with the German
house in Wrocław that she had come to inhabit in autumn 1945:
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I am sitting at the desk writing down my impressions, although it
would certainly be better if I started cleaning the flat instead. Cleaning and sweeping out this foreignness, this Germanness, which is
peeping out from every corner.... At present I am stumbling at every
turn onto things which belong to somebody else, which testify to
another life I know nothing about, which testify to the people who
built this house, who have been living here and who now, perhaps,
are not alive any more. How could one start a new life here? No
I can’t imagine that I will ever be able to say: This is my house.60
Only with time did some settlers start to feel more at home. In 1964,
bricklayer and amateur historian Feliks Kapes, born in Warsaw, traveled
to Brzeg (Brieg) in Silesia and was reported to have been taken aback by
an “optical illusion”: “I’m not in Warsaw’s old town: those two destroyed
tenant buildings are nothing less than fragments of a historical city named
Brzeg in the western territories.” From his attachment to a Polish aesthetic,
he developed a love for Polish Silesia.61
Ultimately, the mingling of Poles from so many regions in a new
space without its own distinct Polish regional identity produced a new
“Polish people.” As Michał Sapieha, the head of the State Repatriation
Office (PUR), reflected in summer 1945: “the goal of the settlement
action is to distribute the Polish population so that, following a mutual
influence, regional differences and provincial patriotism will disappear.”62
Rural Galicians from the lost kresy, bombed-out Warsawians, Poznanians
with a long history under German rule—pushed together, often uneasily,
into the same, alien space, they represented the new Poland as a whole, a
Poland ruled by communists. Omnipresent fear that the Germans would
not be content with such an enormous loss of territory encouraged the
populace to tacitly accept communism and support Poland’s alliance with
Moscow.63 In this light, West German recognition of the Oder-Neisse
border in 1970 sowed seeds for greater Polish opposition to the regime.
Already during Christmas in 1970, without fear that the Germans would
return without the communist regime’s protection, shipyard workers led
uprisings in formerly German, “eternally” Polish cities such as Szczecin and
Gdańsk to protest increased food prices—an event that forced Gomułka’s
resignation. This culminated in the rise of SolidarnoŚć just a few years
later in Gdańsk. It also helped Silesia’s Poles to feel at ease enough to
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begin exploring other, older meanings tied to the memory spaces around
them, meanings that the increasing number of German visitors after 1970
brought with them. Today’s Polish Silesians, most of them born on the
palimpsest forged by their parents and grandparents, have developed
a genuine sense of responsibility for the region and its deeper history,
something previous mythologies could never hope to inspire. Twentyfirst-century Wrocławians generally sense that their hometown is as Polish
as Warsaw, but with a German heritage that should be rediscovered.64

Transnational meetings on a shared homeland:
german travelers in polish silesia

Hundreds of German travel accounts demonstrate that, by the late 1950s,
an exchange of meanings had already begun between German travelers
and Polish settlers in the palimpsest spaces of Silesia: Germans experienced Silesia as a Polish space, while Poles privately ignored political
taboos forbidding discussion of the German past. This contradicts recent
claims that, before 1989, Germans had little interest in what happened
after Silesia “died” in 1945, just as Poles had little interest in the German
prehistory.65 From the mid-1950s Khrushchev thaw onward, the trickle
of West Germans traveling into the former homeland steadily increased,
expanding into a flood by the 1970s. The end of the Iron Curtain in
1989 summoned a final deluge of cross-border experiences at the same
time that Poles could speak under less pressure about the German past, in
this manner building on trends already underway through the preceding
forty-four years.
The first two years after the war witnessed frantic, painful interchange
between the departing Germans and the incoming Poles. With the land
still in flux, the two sides seldom had enough emotional space to exchange
meanings tied to charged spaces and experiences. During the first year,
settlers from central Poland in Lower Silesia generally assumed that their
stay would be temporary, and many went home when they failed to find
a new livelihood. As Kenney observes, “those who left Wrocław often
said they were returning ‘to Poland.’”66 While Poles tried to survive in an
alien world, Germans were shaken by personal experiences in their rapidly
changing, increasingly hostile homeland or heard about such experiences,
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which caused many to feel alienation from the physical spaces of Silesia
already in the immediate postwar years.67 Just before leaving his hometown
in 1948, a German Silesian wrote to former neighbors already in West
Germany: “When one goes through the streets of Steinau, one detects
immediately that the foreign people who dwell there have little interest in
caring for the streets and green spaces.... Cows graze about the graves of
the Protestant cemetery, and no one cares for the burial places. The crypts
are uncovered, and people search there for hidden treasures.” Alongside
this sense that former spaces of memory had been desecrated by uncaring
settlers, the Steinauer tried to empathize with his Polish neighbors, whom
he found to be equally discontent with the situation in Poland’s West:
“Most of them were also robbed of their former homeland (Heimat) by
the Russians and hope to see it again soon. Matters for them are just as
they are for us. They don’t feel right in a foreign land and sometimes
understand our situation of need better than our own countrymen.”68 In
the eyes of the Steinauer, Polish settlers in Silesia knew what it was to be
uprooted—and this meant he shared a closer bond with them than with
his ethnic “countrymen” who had spent their lives in West Germany.
If, for all the encroaching change, the Steinauer could still cling
to a vague hope that matters might yet be “set right” through a reverse
migration by both populations, he was part of a declining minority; an
overbearing sense of irreversible change in Silesia was being disseminated
rapidly, especially through religious circular letters, a key means through
which exiles kept in touch during the early postwar years. This was also
the case in Upper Silesia, where a far more substantial native population
had remained. As expelled pastor Leo Machinek warned his former flock
in his 1947 Christmas letter, despite the reconstruction of their church by
German-speaking Upper Silesians (Polish settlers had allegedly not played
a part), the cemetery was already overgrown and, to the dismay of any
farmer reading his report, “on the way from Leobschütz to the next village
last summer, people panicked: there was such a cloud of thistle seeds, it
was like a snowstorm.”69 Farmland tilled for generations was apparently
going back to nature, making it harder to reclaim with each passing year.
By March 1948, the remaining Germans in Upper Silesia were writing
to Machinek that Polish settlers were changing German inscriptions and
infusing the land with their culture, all of which deepened a sense of
alienation and yearning to leave. As he related to his flock: “In Silesia, an
58

History & Memory, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2012)

Reinscribing Schlesien as Śląsk
exacerbated campaign was waged to push aside the last traces of Germanness. Speaking a German word costs high fines. German-sounding family
names have to be Polonized. The struggle doesn’t even stop before the
dead in the graveyard. Gravestones with German inscriptions are knocked
down or coated over.” Because of this, his friends in Upper Silesia complained, “We are in the homeland but don’t feel at home.”70
German Silesians exiled in the West knew of the reinscription taking
place, knew that with each year Silesia conformed less and less to what
they remembered and was steadily transforming into a Polish world that
they could enter only as guests.71 After their legalization in May 1949,
West German expellee political groups constantly protested this reality
and demanded a physical return to the lost homeland. But for all of this
bluster, fewer and fewer expellees were contemplating a return to the physical homeland that had turned “foreign.” The trauma of ethnic cleansing
prompted them to retreat into cozy memories of past spaces and devote
their energies to preserving these memories for the next generation. As
a young Upper Silesian woman recounted in the late 1950s: “foreign
people live in our family house and in our village, but Schonowitz lives
in memory as it was when we were still happy children.”72 Through the
first two decades of the Cold War, the growing awareness of a division
between this idealized Silesia of memory and Silesia as it was transforming
in western Poland convinced an increasing number of expellees that they
could never return to live again in the East.73
By the late 1950s, the cauldron of moving populations in Silesia had
cooled and Warsaw relaxed some travel restrictions, enabling a few West
Germans to visit Silesia and witness how Poles lived there now. Despite the
short space of time, changes to the homeland were often extreme, leaving
just a few traces as markers referring to former spaces of memory. Travelers’
responses to the changes often relied upon age-old German bigotry about
a supposedly inherent Polish “backwardness,” summed up by the words
polnische Wirtschaft, the idea that Poles were lazy and chaotic, incapable
of ordering their affairs without German guidance. The persistence of this
racism in the writing of the time, much of it drawing on pre-Nazi roots,
is both widespread and disturbing. Changes in the old homeland were
very often seen as inferior—nonetheless, they were accepted as implicitly
irreversible, and this encouraged the desire to remember what had been
and ultimately (usually without first intending it) to learn what Silesia had
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become for its Polish residents. For most travelers, the discovery of the
Polish settlers’ human face proved an important step toward overcoming
much of the old bigotry.74
The word tourist seldom describes how these early travelers saw themselves.75 After finding himself imprisoned in August 1945 at age sixteen
for his role in a band of German insurgents, Gerhard Haupt suffered nine
years of malnourishment in a Polish cell and three years of forced labor
before he was finally granted permission to leave for West Germany in
1957. On his way through Lower Silesia, he stopped off in what had, in
another lifetime, been his home in Siegersdorf (Zebrzydowa), near Bunzlau
(Bolesławiec). Here, like most German travelers, he was overwhelmed
by dramatic changes from what he remembered. Everything was empty,
boarded-up and overgrown like a “a no-man’s land.... I saw homes turned
into animal stalls, collapsing fences, neglected fountains and ultimately
found that, of the many shops that Siegersdorf once had, only two are
still in service.”76 In place of Siegersdorf, he encountered a Polish village
whose name he misspelled and whose streets he found dead.
After this first shock, Haupt started to interact with Polish settlers,
who lived in the grim reality of Zebrzydowa and yearned to return home
to Yugoslavia.77 Here, the “dead” city acquired a human face: “These
are people with good hearts. Each welcomed me in a friendly way, many
complained of their suffering and that all the houses needed repair, but
the people lacked materials through which they could bring the decay into
order. Each of them yearns to go back to Yugoslavia and indulges us Germans in the return to the Heimat.” When he expressed horror to his new
associates at the overgrown, plundered cemeteries, “No one understood
my indignation. They shrugged their shoulders. ‘We don’t care about it,’
I heard, ‘who knows where we will eventually go.’” By the time Haupt
left that afternoon, he understood something of the Yugoslav Poles in
Zebrzydowa and why it was that their world so little resembled what he
remembered. When he wrote of his experience to his “beloved Heimat
community” from Bunzlau county in its West German newspaper, he
never called on them to demand Siegersdorf’s return, nor did he demonize
the poor souls who lived there now. For Haupt, claims about the former
Heimat made by expellee political leaders would have been simply absurd;
the Siegersdorf they had known was gone, real human beings lived in it as
it was, and, deploying an interpersonal notion of Heimat, he concluded
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with the hope that “these lines contribute to holding us together even
more firmly in the deepest places in our hearts.”78
At this point, one might justly inquire: to what extent can scholars
trust these German sources as a window into contemporary Polish life in
former German spaces? Is it not possible that travelers were documenting how Polish dissatisfaction was yielding desire for a reverse migration
in order to underpin the West German expellees’ political agenda for
territorial restitution? In response to this viewpoint, one must keep in
mind that travelers themselves repeatedly expressed exasperation with the
spaces they visited, a sense that there was no return to a homeland that
no longer existed. Had they truly desired border revision, would they not
have sought to portray the homeland as somehow salvageable? It should
not be strange that they empathized with Polish yearning for return to
memory spaces in Lwów or Wilno, because they also knew what it was
to lose spaces of memory. When they walked the once-intimate lands of
their former Heimat, the oppressive sense of change forced them to stop
and close their eyes, to imagine what it once had been and know that this
bygone (and idealized) world could not exist in the real world.
Amid accelerating reconstruction efforts during the early 1960s,
homesick tourists often found themselves surrounded by signs that Silesia
had become an integral economic and cultural player in postwar Poland,
inhabited by generations with ever fewer memories of childhood surroundings in prewar Poland. When a Lower Silesian returned with his family
to visit Lüben (Lubin) in September 1963, he was overwhelmed to find
his path into the city “almost impossible, because there were hardly any
streets left that had not been dug up. Construction equipment lay everywhere.” The cause, he learned, was the establishment of a new copper
mine, which had even necessitated the creation of new rail lines. When
they traveled to their old village nearby, they met the Poles who lived in
their old house—a different family from the one that had moved in before
their expulsion in 1947. “And the Poles who now live on our property
welcomed us quite warmly, fed us, and were visibly disappointed when
we couldn’t stay longer.” The experience proved so positive that they sent
for a translator, a neighbor who had lived for thirty years in Zittau (a city
now in East Germany), ensuring that the rest of their time there “could
be used for animated conversation.”79
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Because Upper Silesia was not as badly damaged in the war and
was still inhabited by an indigenous, often bilingual, minority, travelers
returning to this region in the 1960s tended to be particularly struck by
the inroads made by an ever more predominant Polish culture on those
who remained (autochthons whom they interpreted as “Germans,” though
historically their national identity had been uncertain).80 On a trip back
to Gleiwitz in 1960, a homesick tourist who had last seen his native town
before leaving as a Wehrmacht soldier was “shaken” by how the city now
bore “barely any similarity” to the image he had long treasured “in his
heart.” Applying the usual anti-Polish bigotry (that the town had become
“unclean” and “disordered”) without reference to the Cold War context (such as the fact that Poland was a much poorer country than West
Germany), he nonetheless recognized that “Gleiwitz is overwhelmingly
inhabited by Poles from the region around Lemberg [Lwów/Lviv], who
now give the city its character.” In the midst of his unflattering portrayal
of ruins and overgrown areas, his descriptions also included the construction of a technical university, the abundance of flowerbeds in the Polish
national colors (red and white) in parks apparently cared for, and the
construction of new apartment buildings. In the midst of this changing
Polish city, he only felt at home among the dwindling “German” population that still lived in the suburbs.81 Another visitor to Gleiwitz noted in
1963 that “there now exists hardly any hate anymore by the Poles against
the [Upper Silesian] Germans,” leading him to conclude that relations
between Germans and Poles in general had improved. At the same time,
however, he realized that the region was losing its remaining German
features. Interacting in German with friends who had remained in Upper
Silesia, he was told that Upper Silesian children spoke German only at
home—among their classmates and in the street “the German language is
being lost nonetheless.” In the face of the reality that the next generation
was integrating into a Polish cultural milieu, he could only hope (in vain)
that these children could still “think and feel as Germans.”82
West German travel experiences before 1970 were regularly distributed in expellee periodicals devoted to former regional homelands and
discussed at homeland gatherings; with the advent of better West GermanPolish relations after the 1970 Treaty of Warsaw, the sheer magnitude of
travel opportunities significantly expanded the chance for many thousands
of Silesians to experience the former homeland for themselves. A cursory
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Fig. 2. St. Vincent’s Church, Wrocław (1971). Photo by Hubert Wolff, courtesy of the
photographer.

look at a few representative cases from the many available published and
unpublished accounts reveals a significant rise in German awareness that the
former homeland was now part of Poland, home to real people struggling
to survive in the much changed world that had once been the travelers’
home. At the same time, Polish residents often encountered homesick
tourists as guests uniquely informed about what their new home had
once been; they proved particularly interested in discussing their present
livelihood as well as the difficult past. Shared histories of residency in
spaces with intimate meanings often led to the formation of friendships,
even long-term bonds.
While Polish guides, maps and officials preached Piast myths that
German Silesians never believed (though some non-Silesian German journalists were more credulous), travelers were usually willing to overlook
the Polish reinscription of German sites of memory if, in the end, the
Poles were willing to rebuild or repair German sites to their satisfaction,
because it gave them a sense that memory spaces from their past were
living on in the lives of other people. Like most returning Silesians, when
Hubert Wolff traveled to his birthplace, Wrocław, in 1971 (figure 2), he
was intolerant of anything smacking of “untruth.” Though a Polish tour
guide “alleged” with “pride” that the city hall had been totally rebuilt by
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the Poles, Wolff was assured from reports he had read that it had been
damaged only lightly. For all this, in the same line, he expressed particular
appreciation for the “love and care” which the Poles had put into rebuilding the central marketplace surrounding the town hall.83 Having visited her
Silesian hometown on multiple occasions, Dorothea Tscheschner praised
the Polish reconstruction of the castle in Brzeg (which her father, Brieg’s
pre-Nazi chief architect, had wanted restored as a Heimatmuseum), even
though the Poles had dedicated the castle to commemorating the Piast
princes who had once lived there.84
Heinrich Trierenberg, who by the end of the 1970s was regularly
visiting Wrocław (the birthplace of his entire family), likewise proved quick
to denounce nationalist overtones in reconstruction efforts which he,
nonetheless, found generally tasteful. Looking to the spires of the city’s
once-destroyed churches over the tops of modern structures on the New
Market (figure 3), he extolled how, though “their reconstruction took
place through a specific motivation, namely the Piast historical mythos,
whose objective cannot justify claims for [Polish] possession, the result
of the reconstruction is nonetheless pleasant.” So pleased was Trierenberg with Polish reconstruction of German sites of memory in Wrocław
that he produced a series of “before and after” images in his book and
applauded that “Here, as in numerous similar cases, something noteworthy
is achieved, perhaps more than in some German cities after the war. Even
those who mourn the loss of their homeland should recognize these efforts.
By jointly treasuring the worth of Breslau’s citizens’ splendid cultural
achievements, they could contribute to the reconciliation of the nations!”85
While homesick tourists tended to savor Polish efforts to reconstruct
German structures (albeit with Polish meanings), their most urgent
goal was to seek out and dwell upon each and every original trace that
remained from their own, highly personal pasts. Amid their search, the
transformation of past memory spaces reinforced for them that the physical world they had known was lost forever; at the same time, they could
not avoid encountering the region’s post-1945 history and inhabitants.
Here it is useful to return to the Fürst von Hatzfeldt, who checked out
of his dilapidated room at the Hotel Monopol on a bright morning in
June 1973 and set off with his wife for Trachenberg, the onetime seat of
his family’s princely estate. He came into town without any idea of what
remained, and the village itself, “which we had been most overjoyed to
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Fig. 3. The Wrocław New Market (1980). Photo by Heinrich Trierenberg, in idem, Heimat
Breslau: Bild einer deutschen Stadt im Spiegel der Geschichte. Bildband mit 216 Großfotos
(Mannheim: Adam Kraft Verlag, 1980), 240. Courtesy of Verlagshaus Würzberg.

see again, disappointed us greatly.” In place of the German Trachenberg
he imagined, buildings on the marketplace were falling down or gone
altogether, and on the eastern side, the Polish inhabitants had painted
over a cherished German inscription, “Gott segne das ehrbare Handwerk”
(God bless the respectable trade). In place of what he remembered as a
groomed and magnificent family estate, Hatzfeldt parked beside crumbling
walls inundated with what he claimed (in words tending toward old antiPolish slurs) “can only be designated now as a primeval forest (Urwald).”86
In some cases, homesick tourists anticipated the alienation they
would feel in Silesia and undertook the journey precisely because they felt it
would help them to find closure with loss. Before leaving for “old Silesia”
from West Germany in August 1974 with her siblings, in-laws, children
and a grandchild, Lise Gast worried about passports and border control,
the difficulties expected in navigating a country where she did not know
the language, and above all fear of the “shock” that was to come (Angst
vor der Erschütterung). In a meld of memories and present-day observations, Gast’s journal gave way to full lament when she first looked upon
her old home in Kamieniec Ząbkowicki (Camenz): “Oh Camenz, our
garden, our house! It still stood. Nevertheless, I stared at it and couldn’t
comprehend—and it was just the same for my sister. Before it was white,
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now it is black. Not a little gray, but really deep black, as though it were
painted over with coal. There was no little garden in front. Could that
really be our house?”87
As they sought out traces of the past, homesick tourists tended
at first to insulate their minds with psychological barriers which largely
disregarded the new Polish residents and meanings in Silesia. Whenever
possible, Wolff got out of official trip events dedicated to learning about
Poland so that he could hunt for traces of the old Breslau. When waiting
in the overgrown square outside his old church in Trachenberg, Hatzfeldt
found the Polish Pentecost Mass in progress to be a nuisance blocking
his entry into the town’s surviving architectural monument: “the pastor’s
housekeeper told us in poor German that the Mass would be over in half
an hour, but it lasted almost two more hours, during which we waited and
lost time.” Like many other travelers, he also became obsessed with salvaging a token “souvenir,” to physically extract whatever former meanings
were yet possible before it was too late. In his hunt for any trace from the
past on the hereditary grounds, eventually, “among all the ruins, by the
entry to the chapel from the house, we found that there was still a coat
of arms on the stone over the lintel, which we could not remember at all
because this entrance had been especially poorly lit. And this stone from
anno 1683 became our ‘souvenir’!”88 This old stone doorway, which had
contained so little meaning before, now became a last vestige so precious
that Hatzfeldt set to scheming about how he could possibly dismantle it.
Like Hatzfeldt, Gast had also been more interested at first in examining the traces of structures she valued in her memories. When she first
examined the façade of her grandfather’s office on the ground floor of his
stately home, she was overwhelmed with how it differed from her memories. Gazing on the three sandstone steps which led up to the front door,
she remembered how good they had smelt when they had been scrubbed
every Saturday. She stepped under the lintel which had once read “German house and German land, protect us God with your strong hand!”
Uncertain of what she would find, she entered the house, trembling at
the inner certainty that Polish strangers lived inside.89
In the end, an encounter with the present inhabitants was unavoidable, at times even irresistible, as homesick tourists like Gast put themselves
in situations where an encounter was all but certain. While touring the
ruins of his castle, Hatzfeldt was finally confronted by its new Polish resi66
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dent and, as in many other accounts, this finally brought the surrounding
inhabitants into the narrative as real actors in a contemporary environment
that had become their home. “As we climbed back down out of the ruins
and came onto the courtyard, a Pole came over carrying two milk cans.
He greeted us and said that he could speak German. I asked him where
he lived, to which he answered: in the horse stall.” Further conversation
between the former and present lords of Trachenberg revealed that the
Pole, a bricklayer from the Poznań region, had suffered imprisonment by
the Nazis in Westphalia and had come here, into this shocking poverty, to
find a new start. By the end of their discussion, the Pole (now humanized
with his own name, Casimir) admitted that he had known that Hatzfeldt
was the former owner, because people never came to inspect the overgrown
ruins, much less a stranger driving a sleek Western car. It was a friendly
exchange, remarkably candid, and it soon developed into collaboration
on the very subject of the German traces that surrounded them. When
Hatzfeldt suddenly happened upon the “bright idea” of asking whether
his new companion might dismantle the surviving entryway to extract
the precious keystone, Casimir agreed at once. When one considers how
much more materially privileged Silesia’s visiting former residents were
when compared to most settlers, it becomes all the more remarkable that
the Poles seldom hindered Germans from taking memory tokens with
them. They knew that the items would have greater meaning for the
Germans, and all they asked for in exchange was a story: they wanted to
know why these things had mattered. When Hatzfeldt returned the next
day “punctually at three in the afternoon at the Crown Gate, Casimir
stood there beaming and told us that he had broken off the stone with
the coat of arms!”90
Likewise, when Gast entered the state apartment building which
had once been her grandfather’s business and home, she met a German
woman who had married a Polish railway worker and become bilingual.
Through “Frau Lenz,” she met other Polish occupants: “confused, curious, compassionate.” They had come from Galicia, “swept here in the
great flood of peoples. They were also not at home here and yearned to
go back.”91 Like the Steinauer back in 1948, the shared fate of expulsion
bonded Gast and the Poles who had occupied her family home. But now,
over twenty years later, the Polish population had grown more used to
their new homes, while German memories of the lost land had become
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more distant. Silesia’s Galician settlers invited Gast and her fellow homesick
tourists over for coffee the next day as guests.
Like Gast’s new Polish acquaintances, Casimir took command of
Hatzfeldt’s visit by transforming himself into his host. Once they had the
stone secured under the hood of Hatzfeldt’s car, Casimir guided them to
the home of a “Frau Ponsa and Pawlak” in Radungen (Radziadz), who,
like Casimir, were very interested in hearing Hatzfeldt’s story. At the
newly built Ponsa homestead, “all at once, the Pawlak family, the pastor
and about twenty people burst into the room, as well as Mrs. Stelmaczek
from Neudorf. And we all had so much to say that we could have remained
there for hours.” The Polish hosts had also discovered another pair of
Germans touring the former homeland for the first time, two brothers
who now lived in the GDR. They shared their stories as well, after which
the pastor gave them all a tour of the village church and demonstrated that
here the German graves had not been exhumed.92 So it was that, for some
of the Poles in the Germans’ path, German visitors became translators of
past significances for the memory spaces they themselves were seeking to
interpret around them; they sought to help the Germans find healing in
their former homeland and learn about former meanings.
At the same time that encounters with the new inhabitants often
generated new friendships, they also forced homesick tourists to confront
the fact that the world they longed for only existed in their memories.
Throughout her coffee hour with the Galician settlers in her grandfather’s home in Kamieniec Ząbkowicki, Lise Gast felt caught between
fond memories of the rooms around her and the awareness that they now
belonged to someone else.
The people were very, very friendly. We were led into the room that
had once been the dining room. It had been partitioned into three
little rooms, which failed to convey the height and breadth that this
grand room had once possessed. The hour of return in “our” house,
something we had dreamed about for decades, isn’t clear in my
memory. I sat there as in a fever; only as in a blur and from a distance
could I see and hear what was going on around me. The people, the
Galicians, were really hospitable. They had set the table and brought
us coffee in high, narrow glasses, of which they seemed very proud.
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Though she drifted occasionally into feelings of distaste for the new
inhabitants, who had failed to keep up the garden or the beauty of the
house, she also knew such a thing would have been near impossible for
impoverished people who shared the house with seven other families. “In
the end,” she concluded,
we felt a strong bond with these poor people, which eliminated all
of the bitterness at the outset. They had been thrown around by life,
fate and war and lived constantly with the awareness that perhaps the
next day they would be brushed aside again to some other place. They
couldn’t do anything about the fact that things were as they were:
that we returned here as fleeting guests in our family home, guests
of people who are also homesick and would so love to go home.93
They parted “in Herzlichkeit,” and were even given irises to place on the
family grave.94
Monika Taubitz and her friend Eva had a similar experience when
they returned to the region around Kłodzko (Glatz) in 1972. They found
the Polish family living in Eva’s family home to be very welcoming (figures
4 and 5). Early hesitations gave way to an extended exchange of meanings,
and ultimately goods: Eva promised to send the Polish family’s daughter
the blue jeans she so wanted from the West, and the daughter in turn
bequeathed to Eva a small, blue stuffed animal from her childhood, which
had been in the bedroom “enthroned on a pile of pillows.”95
Ultimately, many homesick tourists came to hope that Poles would
also find meaning in what had once been and carry this forward as part of
a Polish Silesia. Whenever he found any surviving sculpture or structure,
Trierenberg praised its connection to a seven-century German history and
hoped that it would instill “Silesian” values of high culture and tolerance
in the “descendants” (Nachfahren), which could apply just as easily to the
Poles living within these Silesian spaces as to his own, German descendants
in West Germany.96 Because Wrocław could “no longer be addressed as
Breslau,” because most of his childhood sites had been destroyed, Wolff
concluded that there was much for the Poles “to build here in the coming
years.”97 When Gast bid her farewell to the Heimat, she felt certain that
it was a space its new residents would enjoy. When upon her return to
West Germany her old neighbors from Silesia inquired whether it might
have been better not to go and see how the Heimat had changed, she
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always answered with a strong “no”: through her journey, she had been
able to witness that the “gray coating” over Silesia was beginning to fade;
though the old Heimat held different meanings for its new inhabitants, it
was “slowly beginning to shine again, turning colorful and splendorous
as it once was, perhaps even more beautiful.” Having spent almost thirty
years “yearning and yearning to see it again,” the province remained her
spiritual possession, as well as something possessed now by its present
inhabitants on the other side of the border: “We carry our Heimat within
us and all who know her behind the borders will do just the same. Heimat
is something eternal, something which cannot be lost. We grasp it thankfully, if also with tears in our eyes. Doesn’t this offset all of the pain?”98
By sharing Silesia with its present inhabitants, she felt alleviated from the
pain of its physical loss.
Hatzfeldt had not hoped for an exchange with the Poles, but after
the fact, the encounter left the strongest impression of all: “in Radungen,
we had the most warm and friendly return experience (herzlichste Wiedersehen) of the entire trip, and we are very grateful to Casimir for taking it
into his own hands to invite us.”99 By the end of his first tour of Polish
Silesia, Hatzfeldt was referring to the old family estate as “Dominum
Schmiegrode,” a variation on the Polish name of Żmigród, and the Poles,
utterly absent before the appearance of Casimir, came to dominate his
account. He vowed that they would return and, rather than spend the night
again at the decaying Hotel Monopol, they would find accommodation
as “hunting guests” with the forest manager in a village near Żmigród, a
onetime German now married to a Pole and running a Polish inn for all
manner of visiting foreigners. Such a future opportunity for forging new
connections with the homeland would grant, he planned, “time to see
much more and attempt to further reconstruct an internal connection to
the old Heimat, even amid what are now heavy and bitter conditions.”100
Further travel had potential to alleviate the pain of loss and aid homesick
tourists in coming to understand the culture which had come to dominate
their old Heimat.
With the approaching extinction of the homesick tourists’ generation, the fleeting era of transnational exchange between Silesia’s former
and present residents closes rapidly. Already in 1978, Sigismund Freiherr
von Zedlitz predicted during his visit “home” to Liegnitz that, within
twenty years, the growing cooperation and interchange between Ger70
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Fig. 4. Eva at the house of her grandparents near Kłodzko (1972).
Photo courtesy of Monika Taubitz.

Fig. 5. The Kober family, Polish settlers who lived in the former house
of Eva’s grandparents (1972). Photo courtesy of Monika Taubitz.
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mans and Poles in Silesia would die out unless interest was instilled in
younger Germans.101 Seven years ago, Dorothea Tscheschner decreed
that this had in fact come to pass: those most capable of deciphering the
Silesian palimpsest’s fading German ink were vanishing from history at
the same time that the Polish mythology of “recovered lands” declined
and Polish-Silesian interest in the German past further increased.102 It is
not hard to understand the despair Germany’s last Silesians feel as they
witness the final dissipation of their memories. With the death of the Fürst
von Hatzfeldt and Lise Gast, the number of Germans that remember the
former elegance of the Hotel Monopol dwindled still further. By the time
the old art nouveau hotel opened its doors again in mid-2009 (after a
full renovation which gutted much of the building), the traces speaking
to the German past were yet fewer in number (figure 6). Today, German inscriptions no longer await discovery under painted switch panels,
and Germans visiting on business or vacation are not looking for them.
Without ties to the region, even most descendants of German Silesians
are largely ignorant of the region’s German past and dismiss Śląsk as just
another area of a Poland that few Germans should care to visit. Germans
are simply not Silesian anymore. Today’s Silesians are Polish, and they
take possession of their homeland’s layered history on their own terms.

Conclusion
Whether from the scattershot destruction from bombs and bombardment or the willful erasure of a hammer and chisel over a tombstone
inscription, the twentieth century transformed memory spaces across
Europe and beyond. It recast Polish-Jewish Lwów into Ukrainian Lviv,
German-Jewish Breslau into Polish Wrocław, Greek-Jewish Smyrna into
Turkish Izmir.103 It reinvented multiethnic cities as components within
“homogenous” nation-states. It weathered away the written and rewritten meanings that had existed before, and new populations painted fresh
palimpsest meanings in their place.
With the end of a brief era of engagement between Silesia’s past
and present inhabitants, and with the waning of the contrived, top-down
reinscription of Silesia as a “recovered territory,” the region has been
transitioning for the past few decades into a new amalgam, in which
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Fig. 6. The Hotel Monopol in 2009. Photo by author.

the Poles of Silesia interpret for themselves the fading texts beneath the
palimpsest reinscription. Certainly new top-down initiatives—conferences,
cultural centers and educational initiatives on both sides—seek to carry
on the “bridge” in large part constructed by the previous generation’s
exchange; but without German translators, the Poles of Silesia interpret
and possess the former German layer in the palimpsest for themselves, so
that the Silesian manuscript comes to resemble Polish texts with selective
German features. Before the war, Lower Silesian Bunzlau was known as
the Stadt des guten Tones, the “city of good clay.” Since the war, as the
last Bunzlauer in West Germany commemorated their pottery’s past,
Polish Bolesławiec continued and expanded the industry, to the point
that contemporary Polish-Americans, Western Europeans and even most
Germans have no awareness of this German heritage when they collect
Bolesławiec’s “Polish pottery” (figure 7). Indeed, the melding of former
German craft with Polish meanings has progressed so far that, next to
stands of Russian Lomonosov porcelain and Matrioshka dolls, the gift
shop at the Museum of Russian Art in South Minneapolis now sells a
wide assortment of Polish pottery from Bolesławiec, the ideal keepsake
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Fig. 7. Bunzlauer Ton, now Polish pottery from Bolesławiec. Photo by author.

for any visitor interested in buying “Slavic” artwork, even if it is written
over clays once molded by Germans.
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