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Golgotha in paradise: memory and martyrdom in a former 
Polish shtetl
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ABSTRACT  
This article examines how local complicity in the Holocaust is 
negotiated, silenced, and revealed through the spatial 
memoryscape of Rajgród, a small town in northeastern Poland 
where Poles participated in the murder of their Jewish neighbors 
in the summer of 1941. Using a microhistorical lens, it analyzes 
how knowledge, denial, and memory are inscribed in physical 
spaces and communal practices, rendering space a cultural text. 
Drawing on personal and municipal records and ethnographic 
fieldwork, the article shows how Catholicism, nationalism, and 
ritual symbolism shape collective remembrance and moral 
hierarchies of suffering in post-socialist Eastern Europe.
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Introduction

Two very different monuments were erected in recent years in Rajgród, a small town in 
northeastern Poland, not far from Jedwabne. The first one is a modest memorial located 
in the Jewish cemetery, in a forested area on the outskirts of town. There are no traces left 
of the cemetery, which was destroyed by order of the Germans during the Nazi occu
pation. Built in 2014, the memorial, a two-part matzevah-like stone slab forming the 
shape of a Star of David, is accompanied by a rectangular stone bearing a brief inscription 
about the life and death of the Jewish community that had once lived here. If one visits 
the place today, however, they will immediately notice that the symbolic headstone has 
been brutally vandalized and the traces of demolition are evident, leaving a broken void 
at its center. The other monument is located at the center of town, directly across from 
the Catholic church. It is known in town as ‘Golgotha’ (Golgota) and it features a massive 
replication of Calvary Hill which symbolically reconstructs the stations of the Via Dolor
osa, merging Christian and national iconography. At the center of the site, atop a mound, 
there is a massive cross with the figure of the suffering Christ.

Located only two kilometers apart, these two sites embody opposing narratives of local 
heritage and identity, as if bearing witness to two competing memories of victimhood 
and martyrdom. The stark contrast between the demolished Jewish memorial and the 
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carefully preserved Christian site symbolizes, in many ways, what is remembered – and 
what is not. Focusing on Rajgród, where Poles participated in the murder of their Jewish 
neighbors in 1941, shows how the knowledge, negation, and memory of the Jews’ 
wartime fate are being inscribed, negotiated, and contested through space and spatial 
practices. Adopting a micro level analysis and setting the contemporary memoryscape 
of one town as a departure point, this article elucidates the communal mechanisms 
through which local complicity in the Holocaust is being silenced and – at the same 
time – disclosed. In the absence of an open discussion of the Jews’ fate, a cultural analysis 
of space reveals much about the ways in which the past continues to infiltrate the present, 
particularly when dealing with a past which is buried under deep-rooted conspiracies of 
silence. Reading spaces as cultural texts and drawing on municipal records, local publi
cations, rare personal documents, and ethnographic research, this article offers a unique 
methodological channel to examine the societal aftermath of WWII in communist and 
post-communist Eastern-Europe, the ambivalent implications of participating in and 
witnessing the murder of Jews by their own neighbors, and the entanglement of nation
alism and Catholicism in the shaping of collective mechanisms of remembrance and 
denial.

Over the last 25 years, in the shadow of the Jedwabne affair, scholars have broadened 
our knowledge and understanding of the deadly violence in northeastern Poland in 1941, 
its social dynamics, aftermaths, and antecedents.1 This article turns the spotlight on one 
of the lesser-known pogroms, and its long-term consequences. It also shifts the focus 
from national-level debates on recent Polish-Jewish memory battles – often centered 
on ideological conflicts in media, cultural institutions, or official commemorative policies 
– to the granular, local dynamics of small communities implicated in the crimes.2 It 
reveals how communal denial, religious symbolism, and ritualized mythmaking actively 
reshape memory at the micro level, exposing the tensions between silenced histories and 
the material traces of violence embedded in everyday landscapes.

Historical background

Etymologically, Rajgród means ‘paradise city,’ and it is indeed a picturesque town, sur
rounded by lakes and forests. It is located in the Grajewo county, in the voivodeship of 
Podlaskie, close to Białystok and right on the historic border with Former East Prussia to 
the north. Some 1,600 people live today in this small urban-rural settlement, which – 
during the summer months – boasts many tourists, mainly from Poland, who stay in 
one of the several hotels on the lakeshore. The first Jews arrived at the royal town of 
Rajgród at the end of the sixteenth century but it was only at the beginning of the eight
eenth century that an established Jewish community emerged, with a synagogue and a 
cemetery.3 Following the partitions of Poland, the town was included in Prussia, but 
since 1815 it was part of Congress Poland, under the Russian empire. By then, the 
Jewish population formed the majority in town and towards the end of the century 
around 90 percent of the population was Jewish. Like in other shtetls, Jews lived in the 
center and were dominant in the local economy. Many of them were craftsmen, handlers 
and fishermen.4 The number of Jews declined due to massive emigration at the beginning 
of the twentieth century, mainly to North America, the impact of the First World War, 
which heavily affected Rajgród, and subsequent waves of emigration in the 1920s and 
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1930s (mainly to Palestine), caused by anti-Jewish violence and deteriorating economic 
conditions.5 On the eve of WWII some 750 Jews lived in Rajgród – around one third of 
the population.6 The interwar years were characterized by growing interethnic tensions 
and an antisemitic atmosphere.

Between 1939–1941 the town was included in the areas under Soviet occupation. 
During these two years, businesses, including Jewish, were nationalized and independent 
political and cultural associations were closed. As part of the Soviet repressions dozens of 
individuals and entire families, Jewish and non-Jewish, were deported deep into the 
Soviet Union, with many sent to Siberia.7 In wartime and later accounts recorded by 
Christian Poles, as well as in local publications, Jews are often described as sympathizers 
and collaborators with the Soviets and as oppressors of Poles,8 but apart from general and 
generic accusations there is no evidence to suggest that Jews showed more support to the 
Soviets than other groups or that Jews served in the Soviet institutions and security 
apparatus in significant numbers. In fact, it appears that the local functionaries in the 
Soviet administration and security apparatus were local Poles or Russians and Belarus
sians brought from outside.9

Following Operation Barbarossa in June 1941 the town was included in the adminis
trative unit Bezirk Bialystok. As in many towns in this area, the German invasion and the 
Soviet retreat were followed by anti-Jewish violence by the local non-Jewish population. 
In the first days after the Soviet retreat, a local militia was formed among Christian Poles 
and they began running things in town, which included robbing of Jewish property, 
beating up and humiliating Jews, and also executing Jews, as well as other people who 
were accused of serving the Soviets. Interestingly, the two main leaders of this militia 
were themselves part of the Soviet administration before June 1941.10 It was not until 
September that a permanent German presence would be established in Rajgród, and it 
was during that summer that the local de-facto Polish new elite, which included high 
school teachers, prewar policemen, a pharmacist and peasants, had a free reign to terror
ize the town’s Jews, while Germans would visit the town sporadically, mainly to supervise 
the situation. In one of those visits, probably between 29 June and 3 July, few Germans, 
two according to most accounts, arrived at Rajgród, and soon after the perpetrators 
began rounding-up dozens of Jewish men at the market square, where they were 
cruelly beaten and humiliated.11 According to postwar testimonies and investigations 
between 40–100 Jewish men were violently marched to the ‘Fir Tree Forest’ (Las 
Choinki), a small coniferous forest outside town, escorted by some 50 Rajgród residents 
and the Germans.12 In the meantime – similarly to other towns in the area – other Jews 
were beaten and murdered in their houses by local inhabitants who also took property 
and forced Jews to march in the streets, holding red banners and singing different 
songs.13 Polish eyewitnesses described how women were forced to run naked in the 
streets. Other accounts mention how local inhabitants, men and women, entered 
Jewish houses and emptied them. Those who attempted to run away were caught and 
beaten by the crowd.14 According to the postwar investigations there are conflicting 
accounts concerning what exactly happened in the forest and to what extent the 
Germans were involved, if at all, in the killing, and who took an active part in the shoot
ing. Some of the defendants testified that the Germans first shot two or three Jews and 
then handed the murder assignment over to the Poles, while others recalled that the 
execution began after one of the Germans asked who knows how to shoot and passed 
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on the rifles to the militia men, who executed the Jews. According to the investigation 
and to Polish eyewitnesses, those Jews who didn’t die from the shooting were beaten 
to death by the Poles with spades and axes. The latter also buried the victims under a 
thin layer of land.15

In the following lawless weeks, the Polish perpetrators continued to murder dozens of 
Jews in other places around the town, with permission of the Germans, mainly on a small 
hill outside town where they were forced to lie down and stabbed to death.16 At a certain 
point the Germans decided to put an end to this unregulated violence and established a 
permanent presence in town. They even dismissed the main leader of the militia from his 
position.17 A semi-open ghetto was established, to which the remaining Jews from 
Rajgród and nearby localities were deported, but Poles continued to take an active 
part in the persecution and supervision of the ghetto and rob Jewish property.18 Many 
Jews were taken to work in local farms and households of Polish families. The ghetto 
didn’t survive for long and already in November 1941 it was liquidated. Local peasants 
were ordered by the Germans to provide their carriages and transport the Jews to the 
ghetto in Grajewo.19 From there, all Jews were sent to the transit camp in Bogusze 
and from there they were deported in two transports to Treblinka and Auschwitz, 
where they were almost certainly all killed.20

Among Rajgród’s Jews who were deported from the ghetto, most likely nobody sur
vived. Few Jews managed to escape to the Soviet Union right after the German invasion 
in the summer of 1941, and a handful of Jews tried to find shelter in the villages nearby 
before the liquidation of the ghetto – probably only one of them survived. According to 
official records, only two Jews returned to Rajgród after the war.21 One of them was Lejb 
Lewintin, who heard from the townspeople the gruesome details of the murder of the 
Jews. He was also able to reclaim some of his family’s real-estate and sold them to his 
neighbors, before leaving Poland in 1948. In a matter of a couple of months after the 
war, the transfer of Jewish houses, shops, and movable property to non-Jewish hands 
was finalized, regulated, and received official approval. Some larger businesses and 
real-estate were nationalized or allocated to the local authority. As a local Polish 
woman later said, ‘Rajgród was built with Jewish gold.’22

The local involvement in the murder of the Jews and the looting of their property was 
known to all in town, as Lejb Lewintin discovered when talking to the townspeople after 
the war, and as the official investigations from the 1940s and 1950s clearly showed. 
Despite some discrepancies and conflicting versions in the investigation and trial 
materials – the picture that emerged was unequivocal and incriminating and revealed 
the extent of the local involvement in the destruction and dispossession of the Jewish 
community of Rajgród. This, however, didn’t guarantee that justice was made. Eventually 
only six Polish men were convicted of ‘collaboration’ with the Germans and served few 
years in prison.23 The leader of the militia was sentenced to 15 years in prison but in 1958 
his appeal was accepted, and the verdict was repealed. Another man, who had been sen
tenced to death, received amnesty.24 Some of those involved in the murder returned to 
their positions, and one of them even served on the local town council in the 1950s, as 
the representative of the teachers’ union. Alongside him in the local council served a 
man whose house was a local drinking hub where the leader of the militia came to 
drink right after the massacre in the forest. Another member of the town council 
served as the head of the city court during the German occupation.25
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While the local involvement in the murder of the Jews was no secret, soon after the 
war it was gradually buried under thick layers of silence, making sure that knowledge 
of what had happened during the war remained concealed.26 This dynamic was mani
fested already in the late 1950s, when several of the earlier witnesses changed their 
version of the events, leading to the acquittal of one of the principal perpetrators who 
appealed his previous sentence.27 A decade later, during a brief investigation of the 
West German legal authorities, local inhabitants displayed a uniform front and presented 
an account according to which only Germans murdered Jews in Rajgród.28 Among the 
witnesses in the renewed investigation in the late 1960s were those who, only a few 
years earlier, incriminated local Poles who were involved in the killings.29 Now, in the 
1960s they painted an entirely different picture in which Germans appeared in the role 
of the sole perpetrators. The denial of any Polish involvement in the murder of 
Rajgród Jews testified to the efficiency and cohesion of the local networks of silence 
that sanctioned any discussion of the fate of the Jews to remain within the boundaries 
of the community. It coincided with the official state policy and was part of the concen
trated attempts in the 1960s and 1970s to strengthen the national narrative around the 
notion of innocence and martyrdom of the Polish nation.30

However, while the memory of the Jews – and especially of the local involvement in 
their fate – was publicly silenced and remained taboo, traces of obscure knowledge in 
local folklore and private conversations attest to its persistence in communal memory. 
This was evident in the abundance of local legends about the mysterious, divine punish
ments said to have befallen the main participants in the pogrom – whose identities were 
no secret.31 Although it is not easy to talk to people about this topic, I heard two similar 
versions of these legends according to which none of the killers died a natural death.32

Expressing, perhaps, an implied moral condemnation, regret, self-exonerating 
remorse, or the stereotypical fear of the ‘vengeful Jews,’ these stories reveal a communal 
mechanism that both maintained the silencing of the crime and, at the same time, dis
closed its endurance in local consciousness.33

A grave in the forest

The story of the murder of Jews by Poles in Rajgród would perhaps have remained 
confined to the hushed circles of local folklore, had it not been for Halina Masztalerz 
– a high school teacher born in a village near Rajgród in 1932.34 In 1986, she began 
writing impassioned letters to local, district, and national authorities, as well as to 
Polish-Jewish organizations, in which she recounted what had happened in the 
summer of 1941 in the forest beside her family’s house. She was nine years old when 
she saw several dozen Jewish men being driven toward the forest while being beaten. 
‘The bandits leading them to death beat them brutally,’ she wrote, ‘and they were not 
Germans but Poles, residents of Rajgród.’ Later, she described how the Jews were mur
dered in a forest clearing and buried there. She heard the shots and learned from neigh
bors, who hid behind trees and witnessed the killing, what had occurred: ‘Their heads 
were slashed with spades and, half-dead, they were pushed into pits and buried. The 
ground groaned with the moans of suffocating people.’ Before the shooting, she recalled, 
one of the Jews tried to escape and reached her family’s backyard – which bordered the 
forest – asking her mother for a glass of water. Then one of the Polish perpetrators came 

HOLOCAUST STUDIES 5



running, tore a wooden beam from their fence, beat the man, and dragged him away to 
die.

According to her letters, the people living nearby knew the exact location of the grave. 
She herself remembered, as a child walking through the forest, seeing hands and other 
body parts protruding from the pit. She also recalled that when the killers returned 
from the forest, they rinsed the blood from their spades in the grass behind her 
family’s house and warned the nearby residents – including her parents – that if they 
spoke about what had happened, they would share the Jews’ fate. ‘That is why,’ she 
wrote, ‘only now, in 1986 – after my mother’s death – am I no longer afraid to talk 
about it.’35

In her dozens of letters, she provided additional details about the killings in the forest 
near her house, the Polish perpetrators, the fate of her Jewish friends, and the widespread 
looting of Jewish property. Her correspondence also illuminates the postwar atmosphere 
in Rajgród – an environment overshadowed by denial of the Jews’ murder, even though 
everyone knew who the perpetrators were and who had profited from Jewish belongings. 
The main purpose of her letters, however, was to protest what she called ‘the profanation’ 
of the Jews’ resting place and the ‘deliberate attempt to desecrate their memory’ (bezc
zeszczenie pamięci), and erase any trace of the crime.36 She wrote that for several years 
a carcass-disposal facility of the firm Bacutil had been operating directly on the site of 
the mass grave, destroying it as animal remains were mixed with human bones and 
the area became contaminated. In addition, the site had turned into Rajgród’s garbage 
dump: both the municipality and local residents discarded their waste there, causing irre
versible damage and further desecration. Now, she warned, the town had begun prepara
tory work to build a new waste-disposal and liquid-waste treatment station on the very 
same site. Such plans, she cautioned, would obliterate the last traces of the crime and the 
memory of the dead, and she accused the authorities of ignoring her repeated pleas.

Halina Masztalerz continued sending her urgent pleas to all possible addressees; the 
Council for the Protection of Struggle and Martyrdom Sites, state officials, and even to 
Łech Wałęsa, when he served as president at the beginning of the 1990s. She demanded 
not only that the contamination and profanation of the place be stopped, but also that it 
be recognized as a site of national martyrdom and a permanent monument be built there 
and even suggested that it would be donated by the inhabitants of Rajgród as an act of 
expiation, since ‘many Rajgród residents benefited from the Jews’ material possessions.’37

Despite her passionate pleas, the contamination of the area continued. Town and district 
officials argued that the waste facilities could not be relocated to another place and that 
they were essential to the local economy, refusing to support her initiative to erect a 
memorial there. One of the local officials who heard her pleas told her ironically that 
‘maybe a monument will be built – but from garbage.’38

Masztalerz often met with dismissive responses. Although she frequently wrote in her 
letters that many people were outraged by what was happening to the grave, she acted 
entirely on her own, without support. Nevertheless, her persistence and resourcefulness 
could not be ignored. Given the sensitivity of the letters’ content, the matter was trans
ferred to the inspection of voivodeship and state authorities, including the Main Com
mission for the Investigation of Nazi Crimes in Poland in 1987. Interestingly, the 
investigating committee didn’t directly confront Masztalerz’s version of the events, but 
simply stated that the Jews were murdered by the German occupiers – as opposed to 
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the findings of their predecessors a few decades earlier. While the latter admitted that ‘few 
dozen Jews were indeed killed’ in this particular forest, they nevertheless maintained that 
it was impossible to determine exactly where they are buried, ‘since wild animals dug up 
the grave and obliterated its outlines.’39

In subsequent years the disputed area was further destroyed, due to the activity of the 
dump yard and the infrastructure work for the opening of the new landfill. These debates 
unfolded as waste management became an increasingly urgent municipal concern. In 
town council discussions from the mid-1980s, officials warned about villages and 
forests around Rajgród where residents were dumping garbage illegally, creating 
serious hygienic and health hazards.40 As elsewhere in rural Poland, these sites were 
described as ‘wild dump yards’ (dzikie wysypiska) – informal dumping grounds in aban
doned lots or forest clearings. Among them, the ‘Fir Tree Forest’ (Las Choinki) was 
repeatedly mentioned.41 The call for a modern, centralized landfill became a recurring 
theme in council meetings, reflecting mounting frustration through the late 1990s. As 
Poland prepared to join the European Union and the region sought to attract Western 
tourists, concerns over hygiene, order, and aesthetics only amplified the ‘problem’ of 
the forest site. These debates inevitably intersected with the persistent pleas of Halina 
Masztalerz, who continued to demand commemoration of the Jewish victims and 
accused local leaders of concealing the crime by placing the new landfill over their 
graves. When, after years of bureaucratic delays, funds were finally allocated for a new 
landfill – near the old dump – the underlying tension surfaced openly. Town leaders 
insisted there was no alternative location, arguing that the grave lay elsewhere: some 
claimed it was deeper in the forest, others noted that gravel excavations in the 1980s 
had revealed no human remains, while still others maintained that the bodies had 
been buried in the Jewish cemetery two kilometers away.42

Masztalerz, who attended several council meetings, disputed these claims, presenting 
her own maps and arguing that the absence of remains resulted from decades of delib
erate contamination and destruction. Even without physical traces, she insisted, the 
site must be protected and commemorated.43 The mayor, accusing her of being ‘too 
emotional,’ promised to find other forms of commemoration but maintained that ‘this 
is one of the most important investments in our municipality.’ Regardless of the exact 
location of the killing site, he argued, moving the designated landfill elsewhere was 
simply impossible: the costs of preparing a new site and meeting environmental regu
lations would be too high.44 The implicit logic was clear – since the forest had long 
served as a dump, it was the most ‘rational’ place for the new one.

Where exactly were the Jewish victims shot and buried – and are there truly no traces 
left? Perhaps the more pertinent question is not the precise location of the grave but how 
this particular site became so closely linked with garbage, making it the ‘natural’ choice 
for yet another waste facility. How did it come to serve, officially and unofficially, as the 
town’s dump yard?

The persistent use of this forest site for waste disposal, and the repeated insistence on 
its designation as Rajgród’s permanent dump, set it apart from other ‘wild dumps.’ It 
appears, in a sense, to have been chosen as an ex-territorial, abjected space – ’a stinking 
reservoir for all sorts of waste [and] a poisoned rubbish dump,’ as Masztalerz described it. 
Even if residents and officials did not act with conscious intent, their practices are 
embedded in a broader communal pattern. Over time, habitual imitation has produced 
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a local tradition – a mimetic continuity that reinforces the site’s abject status. When asked 
why this particular place became a dump, locals simply replied, ‘It’s been like this for 
years.’ Such responses may suggest a tacit, unspoken recognition of the site’s negative 
aura – a collective accommodation to its charged presence, even if emptied of historical 
awareness.45

This dynamic is indicative of a larger, well-documented phenomenon. Across Eastern 
Europe, Jewish mass graves and other killing sites often became ‘marked’ through waste – 
a pattern that suggests a deeper logic at work and testifies to the ‘strong symbolic link 
between the treatment of the dead and the treatment of refuse.’46 In many places – 
some still visible today – the littering of such spaces has become ingrained in local folk
lore, functioning as a kind of negative material witness to the site’s unsettling history and 
dissonant atmosphere. In some cases, heaps of garbage remain the only physical markers 
of these locations, forming a rough, almost ‘natural’ boundary that sets them apart from 
their surroundings.47 While the aggressive nature of such littering practices may not stem 
from deliberate intent, their persistence suggests a deeper symbolic dimension. These 
repeated acts of dumping and defilement can be understood as forms of profanation – 
symbolic gestures that both negate and acknowledge the charged presence of the 
site.48 Through their recurring, almost ritual character, such practices desacralize the 
space, stripping it of historical or moral significance, yet at the same time mark it as dis
tinct, as a place set apart from its surroundings.

This theoretical framing illuminates the tension at the heart of Rajgród’s ‘grave in the 
forest.’ The site’s repeated contamination and official designation as a dumping ground 
can be read as a communal response – conscious or not – to its moral and historical 
charge: an attempt to neutralize, efface, or simply respond to its unsettling presence. 
Yet paradoxically, these very gestures of defilement make the place more conspicuous, 
reinscribing the memory they seek to suppress. Instead of negating unwanted history, 
they preserve its material outlines; instead of diminishing the traces of the past, they 
negatively demarcate them in space. A similar paradox unfolds at the discursive level: 
debates over the precise boundaries of the grave and the siting of new waste facilities, 
though framed in technical or administrative terms, likewise intensify the site’s presence. 
Through these discussions, the unspoken nucleus of the story – the repressed murder of 
the town’s Jews by their neighbors – returns to the surface.

When we grasp this peculiar dynamic, it becomes clear that the very uncertainty sur
rounding the exact location of the murder site and mass grave has only heightened its 
unsettling presence and ambivalent place in local consciousness, endowing it with a 
vague yet powerful, almost phantom-like existence. Precisely because it was neither 
here nor there, it came to be felt everywhere. The inability to determine where the 
Jews were shot and buried – or whether any human traces remain at all – seems to 
have ‘infected’ the entire forest with a sense of menace, to the point that the forest 
itself became synonymous, in local discourse and folklore, with the repressed memory 
of the Jews’ fate. Thus, for example, as part of the local legend about the cruel deaths 
inflicted on the perpetrators, people tell of the killer who crashed his motorcycle and 
died next to the forest – a story recounted as a form of divine poetic justice. In these 
retellings, the forest itself appears as a cursed space, haunted by its history.

When speaking with people in contemporary Rajgród, it became clear to me how 
deeply the forest has come to be associated with something antagonistic and ominous. 
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More than once, a casual conversation with passersby took an unexpected turn when I 
mentioned the name of the forest.49 During a friendly chat with a local restaurant 
owner about what to see and do in town, his cheerful demeanor abruptly changed 
when I said I wanted to visit the Fir Tree Forest. ‘Why do you want to go there?’ he 
asked suspiciously. ‘There’s nothing to see there.’ Another resident told a Polish journal
ist who asked if he knew where the forest was: ‘Everybody knows where it is, but nobody 
goes there – the mushrooms are all worm-eaten.’50

Discussions about locating Rajgród’s new landfill continued into the new millennium, 
as did Halina Masztalerz’s opposition. Eventually, in the early 2000s, the town abandoned 
its plan to place the new dump in the disputed forest and began looking for other sites. 
Although officially explained by technical and bureaucratic hurdles, the shift may also 
have been influenced by the Jedwabne debate of 2000-2001, which drew national and 
international attention to the 1941 pogroms in northeastern Poland. While local partici
pation in the murder of the Jews remained denied or unspoken, officials seemed to grasp 
the explosive potential of dealing too openly with the subject and quietly sought to 
resolve the matter of the grave, which was beginning to attract media interest.51 The 
site was never commemorated as Masztalerz had wished, but the old dump was gradually 
dismantled. Residents, however, kept throwing garbage there. In 2012, the local council 
formally banned dumping, fenced off the area, and posted signs warning of penalties – an 
indication of how strongly the place still invited waste.

Today, the section of forest believed to mark the 1941 massacre looks like an industrial 
wasteland: a scarred patch amid trees, enclosed by wire and broken concrete, heavy with 
neglect. Though ‘nobody goes there,’ as people often say, a few still do. Looking through 
the fence, one can see several large, fresh garbage bags scattered among the ruins (Figure 
1).

The memorial

The beginning of the 2000s marked a crucial moment in Poland’s public engagement 
with its Jewish past. A decade after the Jedwabne debate and several years after 
Poland’s 2004 entry into the European Union, Jewish culture and Holocaust memory 
had become key arenas for negotiating national identity and historical responsibility.52

As Poland opened itself to the world, the ‘rediscovery’ of Jewish history in towns and 
cities across the country brought together non-Jewish activists, emerging Jewish commu
nities, and descendants of Polish Jews abroad.53 Yet this renewed attention was never 
purely celebratory. In the lingering shadow of Jan Gross’s Neighbors, a new generation 
of scholars and public activists pressed for a reckoning with Polish antisemitism and 
wartime complicity – provoking a defensive backlash from conservative and nationalist 
circles intent on preserving the narrative of Polish innocence and sacrifice.

The aftershocks of Neighbors were also felt in towns in the vicinity of Jedwabne, 
among them Rajgród.54 In May 2001, amid national and international debates, the 
editor of the local newspaper – and the town’s unofficial historian – published a long 
piece titled ‘Neighbors in Rajgród.’ While he did not deny that local inhabitants had par
ticipated in the murder, abuse, and looting of Jewish property, he was careful to stress 
that some Jews had collaborated with the Soviets between 1939 and 1941. He concluded: 
‘We should never rush to general and unequivocal conclusions. Not all Jews from 
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Rajgród collaborated with the NKWD and betrayed Poles. Not all Poles – residents of 
Rajgród – murdered Jews. Only the Germans are responsible for the Holocaust, and 
those Poles who murdered Jews succumbed to the savagery of those bestial times.’55

Despite its apologetic tone, the article represented the first public acknowledgment of 
Rajgród’s involvement in the murder of its Jews, breaking a long-standing local 
silence. In subsequent issues of the local paper, several readers expressed satisfaction 
that people were finally ‘trying to come to terms with their difficult history.’ One contri
butor even shared an excerpt from his father’s wartime diary, describing Rajgród resi
dents as ‘degenerates’ and ‘scoundrels’ who had helped the Germans kill the Jews and 
plunder their property.56 These tentative gestures of acknowledgment marked a subtle 
shift in local memory, though one that remained fragile and easily unsettled.

All through this period, public discourse around the wartime killings remained tense. 
In 2011, ten years after President Kwaśniewski’s apology at the new Jedwabne memorial, 
the site was vandalized with swastikas and the slogans ‘I am not sorry for Jedwabne’ and 
‘They burned fast.’ Acts like this, encouraged by the growing populist right, underscored 
how sensitive the question of local participation in the Holocaust still was. Within this 
climate, descendants of Rajgród Jews from around the world started an initiative to com
memorate the Jewish community – which until then had not been memorialized in any 
way in the town. The group, consisting mainly of Israeli and American second-gener
ation descendants of Jews whose parents emigrated from Rajgród before the Holocaust, 
came up with a plan to erect a monument at the site of the completely erased Jewish cem
etery, on the outskirts of town. Neither the town nor district authorities were involved in 
the project; since the area of the cemetery is not owned by the town but rather by the 
Forest Authority, the former’s approval to erect the memorial was not needed. The 
design of the memorial and the funding were provided solely by outside actors – the 

Figure 1. The location of the mass grave in the Fir Tree Forest (Las Choinki). Photograph by the author.
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group of Jewish descendants and the Warsaw-based Foundation for the Preservation of 
Jewish Heritage, the artist who created it was Israeli, and even the stone used to carve the 
memorial was a Jerusalem stone which was shipped to Poland by sea from Israel. The 
memorial consisted of two parts which are intersected in the middle by a gap, creating 
the shape of a Star of David. Next to it, there is a stone column with texts in Polish, 
English and Hebrew, providing historical background on the life and destruction of 
the Jewish community (Figure 2).

Conscious of the risks of controversy, the initiators of the project chose the wording of 
the inscription with particular care: ‘In July 1941, the Germans established a ghetto to 
which all Jews were confined. During this period approximately one hundred Jews 
were murdered in Rajgród.’ Although town and district leaders were not initially 
involved, they eventually joined the memorial’s inauguration on September 18, 2014. 
The ceremony brought together Polish-Jewish activists from the region, representatives 
of the Jewish community in Warsaw – including Chief Rabbi Michael Schudrich – a few 
local residents, and descendants of Rajgród’s Jews from abroad. Speakers emphasized the 
importance of commemorating the Jews, recognizing their contribution to the town’s 
development, and recalling Polish-Jewish coexistence. One descendant described 
Rajgród as ‘a model of a town where Poles and Jews lived side by side,’ while another 
recalled his father’s pride in calling it ‘our town.’ Polish officials spoke empathetically 
about the victims. ‘It is with great regret that such a fate befell them,’ lamented a repre
sentative of the Forest Authority. A district official added: ‘By reaching into the past, we 
are better able to grasp and look into the future. Given what is happening today, it is all 
the more necessary to return to the past and talk about it.’57

Yet participants were careful not to probe too deeply. Throughout the event, no one – 
neither Poles nor Jews – mentioned or even hinted at the participation of local inhabi
tants in the murder of the town’s Jews. From the speeches, it seemed as though Poles 
and Jews had lived peacefully together for centuries until the Germans arrived and 

Figure 2. The memorial in the Jewish cemetery. Photograph by the author.
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annihilated the community. The atmosphere was one of empathy and shared mourning; 
the memorial’s unveiling was celebrated as both a moral gesture toward the town’s 
former Jewish residents and a hopeful step toward the future.

Despite the harmonious and optimistic atmosphere during the inauguration, only 
three months later the memorial was brutally attacked; the upper part of the symbolic 
headstone was smashed and devastated, leaving a large asymmetrical void in its 
middle, violently rupturing the Star of David. It wasn’t clear who committed the devas
tation, and due to lack of evidence the police investigation was discontinued. The local 
authority renounced responsibility for the memorial, arguing that it was located 
outside the municipal jurisdiction and that they could not guarantee the safety of the 
monument nor find the resources for its renovation. The prevailing explanation in 
town was that those responsible for the act were young hooligans from outside of 
Rajgród, but the nature and level of devastation of the memorial – a solid stone slab – 
shows the determination of the perpetrators, who had to come specifically to the location 
of the memorial and arrive prepared with the appropriate heavy tools to cause such sub
stantial damage.58

Several months after the devastation, the memorial was partly renovated, through the 
efforts of the Foundation for the Preservation of Jewish Heritage, only to be destroyed 
again a few months later. After the second devastation the memorial’ initiators came 
to the conclusion that it would make no sense to renovate it again – since in its location 
it would probably be vandalized again. During the discussions, the idea of relocating the 
monument to the town center was raised, justified by the argument that it would be easier 
to protect it there; however, no further steps were taken. In the meantime, in May 2016 
the memorial became yet again an object of profanation after it was sprayed with anti
semitic slurs. This time, the police argued that the perpetrator was arrested – a 16- 
year-old boy who escaped from a nearby juvenile correction facility.59 The town made 
sure to remove the graffiti but not long afterwards the memorial suffered additional 
damage in an apparent attempt to set it on fire. Locals with whom I spoke told me 
about other attempts to demolish the memorial, in one of them a car deliberately 
smashed the stone but failed to break it (Figure 3).

The repetitive attempts to vandalize and destroy the monument in the Jewish ceme
tery render them a kind of ritualistic act, which discloses the extent to which the mem
orial is ‘taken seriously’ by the profaners – hence the concentrated efforts at obliterating 
the memory it represents. Whether or not the perpetrators are merely ‘young hooligans,’ 
they seem to adhere to the cultural pattern that characterizes the phenomenon of dese
cration of Jewish cemeteries after the Holocaust, which – according to Gertrud Koch – is 
‘a politics of (non)remembrance, which consists not only in disturbing the rest of the 
dead-as-enemies, but also in destroying the iconic representation system of their grave
stones and graveyards.’60 But there seems to be something more to it in this particular 
case. Given what we know about the fate of Rajgród Jews and about the rooted communal 
mechanisms that governed the silencing of the pogrom, the recursive devastation of the 
memorial is perhaps yet another spatial manifestation of denial and symbolic violence 
which aims to obfuscate any trace of the past, in the most physical sense. As one 
former inhabitant who returns to his hometown every summer told me angrily: ‘The 
murderers tried to destroy the grave in the forest, and now their descendants are 
trying to destroy the monument.’ Just as the contamination of the mass grave in the 
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forest paradoxically reaffirms the powerful presence of the obliterated object, there seems 
to be a similar dynamic at work here. The ongoing attempt to demolish the symbolic 
trace of the town’s Jews invertedly achieves the opposite goal and perpetuates the 
memory of deadly violence and the undeniability of the past which is concurrently 
being disavowed.

The meaning of Holocaust memorials, as James Young argued, is determined not 
merely by its creators’ intentions but by its reception and the relationship it maintains 
with its locale.61 The afterlife of the memorial in the Jewish cemetery of Rajgród 
appears to demonstrate this point. The ongoing attempts to demolish the monument 
in the cemetery do not necessarily prove the failure of commemoration. Rather, it nega
tively ‘commemorates’ the unsettling and antagonizing nature of the memory of the Jews 
in Rajgród.

Golgotha

A day before the unveiling of the Jewish cemetery memorial, on September 17, 2014, the 
town marked the 75th anniversary of the Soviet invasion of Poland. The date – known in 
Poland as the International Day of the Siberian Deportee (Światowy Dzień Sybiraka) – 
was established in 2004 by former deportees and embraced by nationalist and anti-com
munist circles, highlighting Polish suffering under Soviet rule, especially that of Christian 
Poles deported to Siberia. In Rajgród, as every year, the anniversary was observed with a 
Via Dolorosa procession to the nearby Golgotha site, where participants carried a 
wooden cross through fourteen stations. Inaugurated in 2010 with great fanfare, the 
grandiose ‘Golgotha of Rajgród,’ or ‘Rajgród’s Calvary,’ is among the newest and most 
striking calvary hills in Poland. Its stations form a semicircle around a central hill 

Figure 3. The demolished memorial in the Jewish cemetery. Photograph by the author.
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depicting Christ on the cross, flanked by Mary, the mother of Jesus, and St. John the 
Apostle. Below the cross, an altar bears a relief of the crowned Polish eagle and the 
engraved dates of key events in the national calendar (Figure 4).

The initiative to build the local Golgotha came from the town’s parish, which raised 
funds from congregants and received support from the local authorities. Though some 
residents criticized the project’s extravagance and questioned why such a small town 
needed a sanctuary of this kind, it soon became a source of pride and a regional 
center of Catholic life – hosting pilgrimages, ceremonies, and patriotic commemora
tions.62 Constructing sacred replicas of Jerusalem’s Golgotha has a long tradition in 
Poland. Yet while most calvaries date back centuries, newer ones blend Christian 
imagery of Christ’s martyrdom with narratives of Polish sacrifice and suffering – reflect
ing the Church’s enduring role in shaping national identity.63 According to the local 
priest who initiated the project, the idea emerged in the summer of 2001 during a 
meeting with regional church leaders.64

It was clear from the outset that the project was not purely religious. As its founder 
explained, ‘I would like our Golgotha to have both a religious and patriotic character.’65

Soon after its inauguration in 2010, the site hosted a Way of the Cross procession on Sep
tember 17 – the anniversary of the Soviet invasion of Poland. The cross was carried 
between stations by scouts, students, teachers, officials, foresters, and parish groups. At 
each stop, after brief prayers, participants read texts about Polish suffering under 
Soviet rule, forming what organizers described as a ‘catechesis of the Polish Golgotha 
of the East’ (Golgota Wschodu).66

The religiously charged term ‘Golgotha of the East’ is dense with symbolic and histori
cal meaning. By fusing the Passion of Christ with the suffering of the Polish nation under 
Soviet and communist rule, it became a central motif in nationalist-Catholic 

Figure 4. The Golgotha of Rajgród. Photograph by the author.
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commemorative discourse after 1989 – aligning the martyrological reading of Poland’s 
twentieth-century fate with anti-communist sentiment.67 The term titles numerous lit
erary works, journals, educational programs, historical exhibitions, semi-academic 
studies, memorial events, and sacral sites – all dedicated to commemorating Polish 
suffering under the Soviets, particularly the deportations to Siberia, the terror of the 
Gulag, and the Katyn massacre.68 It functions not only as a powerful metaphor but 
also as an official commemorative category, enshrined in a 2008 parliamentary resolution 
honoring the victims of Golgotha of the East.69

Images of Golgotha, the Via Dolorosa, and the Crucifixion have long been part of the 
Polish national imagination, serving as central representational figures of national 
suffering and grounding the Christian-patriotic conception of Polish messianic victim
hood.70 Since the fall of communism, however, imagery of the Crucifixion has increas
ingly been reframed through a nationalist lens, assuming a growingly central role in 
the political imagination and the commemoration of modern Polish history – particu
larly the Second World War and its aftermath.71 In Polish Catholic circles since 1945, 
the motif of Golgotha was also used to frame and interpret the Holocaust and the 
Jewish fate – a Christian martyrological vocabulary carrying complex and often conflict
ing implications, expressing both appropriation and exclusion, as well as inclusion and 
recognition.72 But in recent decades, invoking the Passion and the Cross in relation to 
the Holocaust has taken on an increasingly exclusive tone, often serving as a means of 
‘Polonizing’ the Holocaust by ‘reclaiming’ sites associated with the Jewish fate and recast
ing Jewish victimhood as Polish martyrdom.73 The use of the Cross, in this regard, is not 
only a declaration of faith but a performative act redefining spaces linked to the Jewish 
fate as sites of Polish suffering.74 More than merely instrumentalizing religious symbols 
to serve a nationalist agenda, this discourse re-sacralizes them as national symbols, using 
them as mnemonic shields in the battle over who constitutes the ultimate innocent 
victim.75 This tendency is evident, for example, in the Passion processions held at sites 
identified with Jewish mass murder – such as Birkenau, Sobibór, Treblinka, and Majda
nek – where participants carry wooden crosses to honor the martyrdom of Catholic Poles 
during the Second World War. The site of Treblinka also features a permanent ‘Via 
Dolorosa’ installation whose stations lead visitors to the place where mostly Jewish pris
oners were executed, now dotted with hundreds of crosses that render it a ‘Christian 
Golgotha.’76

A similar symbolic logic shapes the post-communist notion of the ‘Golgotha of the 
East’ (Golgota Wschodu), referring to the suffering of Poles under Soviet rule. Here 
too, the martyrological language of the Crucifixion turns the story of persecution into 
our story – the collective drama of Polish-Catholic suffering and redemption – implying, 
through the very figure of Christ, a claim to the ultimate status of the innocent victim. 
While Polish Jews also suffered under Soviet terror, this symbolic field centers almost 
exclusively on Christian Poles and forms part of the broader endeavor of the ‘Holocaus
tisation’ of the Polish fate.77 Framing the Polish martyrdom under the Soviets in terms of 
the Passion can therefore be understood as a way of reinstating Catholic-Polish victim
hood by ‘dethroning’ the Holocaust from its paradigmatic memory of persecution, driven 
by a feeling of historical deprivation. ‘Hitler and his monstrous crimes have already been 
tried and condemned,’ we read in a text by the conservative Catholic Radio Maryja, 
‘[and] Stalin and the communist system, guilty of the deaths of millions of victims, 
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including hundreds of thousands of Poles, remained unpunished. … We call this vastness 
of monstrous Bolshevik evil the Golgotha of the East.’78

This metaphor harbors yet another layer: since the martyred victim is, by definition, 
immaculately innocent, any attempt to undermine the moral integrity or innocence of 
the Polish nation – viewed as the ‘Christ of Nations’ – must therefore be rejected and 
denied.79 Such a narrative recenters Polish suffering while displacing the memory of 
the Holocaust and blocking any reflection on Polish participation in anti-Jewish violence. 
Pushed further, the ‘Golgotha of the East’ trope may even imply a moral logic for such 
violence: it draws on the traditional Christian notion of Jewish suffering as divine punish
ment for betraying Christ, now reconfigured through the widespread belief that Jews col
laborated with the Soviets and thus betrayed the Poles. Within this symbolic field, denial 
and justification coexist paradoxically – the refusal to acknowledge Polish participation 
overlaps with its rationalization as an act of righteous retaliation. As a local saying 
common in postwar Rajgród put it: ‘Nothing happened. The Jews betrayed the Poles, 
and the Poles killed the Jews.’80

This paradoxical logic of denial and justification operates within a broader cultural 
and political field in post-socialist Poland. Rooted in what Kate Korycki calls the ‘mythi
cal conflation of Jewishness and communism,’ it ensures that any discussion of commu
nist crimes inevitably turns into an accusation against the ‘Jew-as-essential-communist,’ 
a pattern that intensified after the Jedwabne debate.81 It thus sustains the dissonance 
whereby ‘nothing happened,’ and yet what did happen is cast as a just act of revenge. 
This very logic, as Elżbieta Janicka argues, is embodied in the modern Polish Golgotha, 
which enacts the phantom of Żydokomuna and thereby reactivates ‘an instrument of 
rationalization and moral legitimization’ of crimes committed against Jews by Poles.82

Seen from this perspective, framing the Polish wartime experience through the prism 
of Golgotha not only supersedes the Jewish victims but also operates as a coded reversal 
of moral positions – obliquely shifting the boundaries between those imagined as victims 
and those imagined as perpetrators.

But to what extent is this layered narrative of suffering and redemption invested in 
Rajgród’s Via Dolorosa? How do the town’s inhabitants themselves make sense of 
their local Golgotha amid the broader ‘competition’ of Polish and Jewish martyrologies 
and the unsettling wartime past? For most of those I spoke with, the Golgotha is 
woven naturally into Rajgród’s ritual geography – a new yet familiar element of Catholic 
life. At the same time, it is viewed as a site of patriotic significance, a link so self-evident 
that few even reflect on it. Regular wartime commemorations held there reinforce this 
dual identity, merging religious devotion and national memory into a single moral 
framework. The moment of its appearance is perhaps not accidental. Rajgród’s Golgotha 
emerged precisely when both national and local martyrdom narratives were being 
unsettled by renewed scrutiny of Polish involvement in Holocaust-era violence. It 
entered the commemorative landscape at a moment of moral uncertainty, offering a 
means to reaffirm communal identity under the sign of Catholic suffering – absorbing 
rather than confronting the tension between faith, nation, and memory as it played 
out across the local townscape.

Rather than being imposed from outside, the association between Golgotha and Raj
gród’s uneasy past emerges intermittently within local talk. In online exchanges and 
casual conversations, Golgotha surfaced in reflections on the town’s history and 
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uneasy moral inheritance. One anonymous commenter in an internet discussion wrote: 
‘After the war, on the site where the corpses of the Jews murdered in Rajgród were buried, 
a depository for animal bones was established. There is silence over those buried there. 
Stations of the Cross are being built – but not in the places where they should stand.’83

Another man, born in Rajgród, voiced similar unease, remarking bitterly that the funds 
used to maintain the Golgotha might be better spent protecting the memorial at the 
Jewish cemetery from further destruction.84 Such statements are rare, yet precisely for 
that reason they are revealing. As the founders of the Italian microhistory school 
remind us, such limited and marginal voices act as ‘indicators of meaning which can 
potentially assume general dimensions’ – offering crucial clues to what is otherwise 
unspoken and exploring what is censured or concealed.85 They show that the local Gol
gotha, though cast as a religious site, functions within a broader moral economy of com
memoration – pulled into the same contested field of martyrdom and memory that 
shapes Poland’s postwar landscape, where national narratives are reworked within the 
micro-spatial drama of the town. In a landscape saturated with images of the Crucifixion 
– where faith and history remain deeply intertwined – any monument to suffering inevi
tably becomes part of this struggle over meaning. As Halina Masztalerz, herself a devout 
Catholic, remarked with quiet irony about Rajgród’s Golgotha: ‘They should have added 
another station – in memory of the Jews murdered here in the forest.’

Conclusion

Analyzing the concept of ‘Battlefield of Memory’ in the context of Polish-Jewish 
relations, Sławomir Kapralski writes: 

The conflict over the landscape does not stop when one of the competing groups is no longer 
in the competition but turns into a passive conflict of memories. … In such a situation, the 
memory of the group that perished and its material representations can be manipulated in 
an unrestricted way by those who remained. Landscape preserves what the group wants to 
remember; that which the group wants to forget is destroyed, neglected or preserved in a 
distorted way.86

If we examine the contemporary townscape of Rajgród as a ‘Battlefield of Memory’ we 
might see how the desecrated memorial in the Jewish cemetery, the phantom mass 
grave in the forest, and the local Golgotha maintain a relational proximity and mirror 
each other. Placing them together on the same ‘symbolic axis’ shows a clear hierarchy 
that dictates which monument should be preserved and which should be destroyed, 
and, accordingly, which historical memory must be remembered, and which must be for
gotten or erased. But it also seems to show the persistent presence of those troubling epi
sodes from the past, whose negation discloses their power. Placing these three sites on the 
same triadic nexus, and analyzing their place in the local discourse, allows us to ponder to 
what extent these different material metonyms are locked in a dialectical interplay over 
the memory of what had happened here in the summer of 1941.

Seen from this perspective, the ambivalent and multilayered association of the mass 
grave in the forest with waste and garbage, and the spectral ambience it continuously 
radiates, are in a way transformed into a repeating vandalism of the monument in the 
Jewish cemetery. This dynamic, which seems to amplify the presence of the disputed 
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object, perhaps receives symbolic expression in the local reenactment of Golgotha, with 
its religious and historical overtones. Thus, the communal forces that maintained the 
conspiracy of silence over the murder of the Jews by their neighbors, and sustained 
the negation of history, continue to bolster the community’s sense of innocence by 
reclaiming the role of the victim and recasting the local story of martyrdom. Yet in 
doing so, they also reveal the fragility of this hermetic narrative – the crack through 
which the repressed story endures, creating the potential for telling and retelling alterna
tive versions of the past.
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