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Poland's Jews

A light flickers on
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The unexpected revival of an old-established community

IT TAKES ten Jews to form a minyan—the quorum for communal prayer. So how many are needed to stage a Jewish revival? Before the second world war, Polish Jews numbered around 3.5m, or some 10% of the total population. The Nazi Holocaust, followed by a later emigration encouraged by Communist anti-Semitism, has left just 10,000-odd.

Yet in the nick of time, just before the last generation of Holocaust survivors dies out, the Polish-Jewish world is showing signs of flickering back to life. A decade ago, Warsaw's Nozyk synagogue had a mainly elderly congregation, most of whom were educated in the glory days before the war. Today its services are dominated by young Poles with a keen interest in their roots. In October, the city of Cracow acquired a full-time rabbi for the first time since the war. From war veterans to students, Jews of all generations are producing newspapers, running societies and affirming their heritage. 

“There has been a mini-renaissance,” says Stanislaw Krajewski, a leading Warsaw Jew. One reason is young Poles' interest in researching family trees—a process that often reveals previously hidden Jewish origins. Karolina Kowalczyk, one of the 400 members of the Polish Union of Jewish Students, says she is an example. Brought up as a Christian, she embraced Judaism two years ago after her mother told her of the family's roots.

In one of Warsaw's historically Jewish neighbourhoods, a school that started barely a decade ago with just 18 pupils now has 240 of all ages. Two-thirds have Jewish roots. The curriculum includes Hebrew, the culture, history and ethics of Judaism—and how to observe the sabbath.

The Yiddish-speaking world of the shtetl and ghetto that once flourished in central Europe was mainly self-contained; but today's Polish Jews are closer to the social mainstream. The new popularity of Jewish-themed festivals, lectures, concerts and films is not just a sign of a reviving community. Many Polish gentiles are eager to learn more about a culture that marked their country so deeply.

Some harbour less benign feelings. Periodic outbreaks of anti-Semitic graffiti fuel suspicion among Jews outside Poland that the ghosts of the past still haunt the country's darker corners. And the vogue for investigation into the country's Jewish past has brought some jarring discoveries, such as the revelation in 2000 that the 1,600 Jews of the town of Jedwabne were burned alive by their Polish neighbours. Poles had long attributed this crime to the German occupiers, whose concentration camps murdered millions.

Mr Krajewski says that this news was a necessary shock. “A taboo has been removed, and the debate between Jews and other Poles is now of much higher quality than ever before.”

