
East European Politics and  
Societies and Cultures

Volume 37 Number 1
February 2023  249–271

© 2021 Sage Publications
https://doi.org/10.1177/08883254211005181

journals.sagepub.com/home/eep
hosted at

http://online.sagepub.com

Being “Local” in Eastern 
Slovakia:
Belonging in a Multiethnic Periphery
Hana Kubátová
Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic

Monika Vrzgulová
Institute of Ethnology and Social Anthropology, Slovak Academy of Sciences, 
Bratislava, Slovakia

Focusing on coexistence in towns and villages of the former Šariš Zemplín County dur-
ing World War II, our article exposes the shifting meanings assigned to belonging in 
what was a multiethnic borderland region and an economic periphery. Informed by 
works on community construction and meaning, we understand “locals” as being 
formed by diverse and at times conflicting social experiences that are nevertheless 
rooted in the same physical environment. We draw on late witness testimonies by Jewish 
survivors and Gentile neighbors to investigate the roles of public and private spaces in 
how a sense of community was revoked. Since the redrawing of boundaries was made 
into a public concern in the 1930s, the redefining of “locals” along ethnoreligious lines 
had a deep situational dimension, with local norms and experiences shaping the ousting 
of the Jews from what was historically a shared space. We conclude by discussing the 
theoretical and methodological implications of our research for writing integrated histo-
ries of the Holocaust, mindful of relationships between people, objects, but also places.
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Reflecting on his experiences as a Jew from a small eastern Slovak town during 
World War II, Michal Poriez was determined to have all the facts right.1 For 

most of his two-hour interview for the Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust 
Testimonies, Poriez remained composed, providing biographical data and carefully 
selecting words to describe events in the past. While downplaying his childhood 
experiences, noting “I am definitely not one of those who suffered the most, that is 
why I am here after all,” Poriez’s biography has all the elements of how the war 
transformed lives in the contested Slovak–Hungarian–Subcarpathian borderlands.

Michal Poriez was born 1937 in the small town of Sečovce (in Hungarian: 
Gálszécs) in eastern Slovakia, then part of Czechoslovakia.2 Not long after his birth, 
Slovakia and later Subcarpathian Rus received autonomy from Czechoslovakia 
(October–November 1938). Sečovce remained part of autonomous Slovakia. As a 
result of the First Vienna Award (2 November 1938) and the subsequent Hungarian 
occupation of southern Slovakia and southern parts of Subcarpathian Rus, the border 
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with Hungary shifted, catching Poriez, together with his mother and father, visiting 
his grandparents in (Veľký) Sevluš (in Ukrainian: Виноградів, in Hungarian: 
Nagyszőlős).3 Since the town came under Hungarian occupation, Michal Poriez’s 
family changed his name to Miklos Voloshtyuk.4 Living with false papers issued on 
a Ukrainian-sounding name, memorizing data about his made-up family members, 
crossing himself every time the church bells rang, “learning to pee publicly so that I 
would not reveal my identity,”5 Poriez survived the war first in (Veľký) Sevluš, later 
in Budapest, and eventually by hiding in the Hungarian countryside. The situation on 
the old and new borders between Slovakia and Hungary appears in Poriez’s testi-
mony, in which he frequently crossed from one side to the other to capture the entire 
story of his family in the Holocaust.

What seemed natural to Poriez—addressing his family story while being mindful 
of the shattering space—is still largely absent from historiography of the Holocaust 
in Slovakia.6 The same goes for biographical accounts, including oral and written 
testimonies, but also diaries and personal correspondence that allow scholars to cap-
ture not only the topography of a place, the physical environment, but also the “topol-
ogy, meaning the spatial relationships among objects, people, and places.”7 
Biographical accounts offer rare insights into the local dynamics of the Holocaust, 
helping us unwind social ties and relationships at the community level. Given the 
absence of a diary tradition in Slovakia because of high illiteracy rates, especially in 
eastern Slovakia,8 oral witness testimonies utilized here present a subjective, cultur-
ally coded, yet insightful source on spatial coexistence. With that said, how did 
Jewish and Gentile witnesses remember individual and group coexistence in eastern 
Slovakia in the context of World War II? And how did Jewish and Gentile witnesses 
narrate how orders given from above were processed and experienced on the ground?

Posing these research questions, our article strives for a twofold contribution. It 
expands on the role that public places, such as the main square, streets, markets, 
churches, and the border, and private places, especially homes, played in the 
Holocaust. Doing so, it gives further evidence as to why scholars of the Holocaust 
need to be cautious of physical place and social space. Whereas the recent social 
historical and geographical turns in Holocaust studies—as this special issue also 
demonstrates—have given rise to works that address, directly or indirectly, the ter-
ritoriality of the Holocaust, a number of spatial dimensions behind the plans and 
practices of Nazi perpetrators and their collaborators continue to be overlooked. By 
turning to community belonging as one that involves relations not only among indi-
viduals and groups but also places, this article suggests that much can be learned 
from “microgeographies of memory and emotions related to the complicated pres-
ence, in place, of a traumatic past.”9

Our article also makes a case for an integrated history of the Holocaust in general 
and in Slovakia in particular.10 Scholars of eastern Europe, including Omer Bartov, 
Natalia Aleksiun, and others, have demonstrated the communal, intimate character of 
the Holocaust in the East.11 Neighbors observed round-ups, heard shots from nearby 
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forests, and were present when Jews were robbed, beaten, and even murdered. The 
Holocaust in the East, wrote Bartov, took on a form of a “communal genocide,” 
while Aleksiun introduced the notion of “intimate violence,” when describing “hos-
tile encounters between former neighbors in which Jews were threatened, humili-
ated, robbed, betrayed, and murdered.”12 Whereas the war and genocide played out 
differently in East Central Europe, including in Slovakia, the lives of Jews and 
Gentiles were similarly intertwined. While a number of works have scrutinized the 
Slovak role in the Holocaust, the continued privileging of institutional materials 
divorces many of these considerations from paying closer attention to the communal 
context of this genocide. Turning to the often overlooked towns of eastern Slovakia, 
representing a geographical and economical periphery, our work underlines “that the 
Holocaust was not a monolithic, unitary phenomenon, but that the ways in which it 
unfolded on the ground in different locations varied considerably from place to 
place.”13 As the witness testimonies examined here indicate, the Holocaust in eastern 
Slovakia had its deep situational dimension, with local norms, experiences, and inter-
group relations shaping the ousting of Jews from what was historically a shared 
space.

As becomes clear, our examination of community belonging in eastern Slovakia 
during the Holocaust is built on the assumption that place plays a vital role in identity 
formation and socialization. Drawing on scholarship that argues that “the word 
neighbourhood has two general connotations: physical proximity to a given object of 
attention, and intimacy of association among people living in close proximity to one 
another,”14 we see community as produced in interactions and encounters with oth-
ers, objects, and places. Experiences stemming from living in the same environ-
ment—even if dramatically different and narrated through an ethnic or religious 
lens—play an essential role in the community’s formation.15 Indeed, as classic and 
new works of humanistic geographers, psychologists, and sociologists suggest, 
“people’s bonding with meaningful spaces represents a universal connection that 
fulfills fundamental human needs.”16 This being said, a sense of commonality must 
be learned, developed, and reaffirmed through social practice. Indeed, our rootedness 
in place is rarely conscious; it is during ruptures and changes, “when one’s sense of 
place is threatened that he or she becomes aware of it.”17

Taking the state of the art as a point of departure, we situate witness testimonies, 
such as that of Michal Poriez, at the center of our investigation into communal 
belonging in Slovakia during World War II. Our investigation is limited to the period 
of Slovakian “self-rule,” however conditional the term is, given the regime’s close 
ties to Nazi Germany. Focusing on the period between 1938/1939 and late summer 
of 1944, our analysis does not cover the 1944–1945 German occupation of Slovakia. 
We are particularly interested in group coexistence amid institutionalized anti-Jew-
ish persecution in towns and villages that once formed Šariš Zemplín County.18 This 
was the most ethnically diverse county in wartime Slovakia, counting approximately 
440,000 people in 1940, including majority Slovaks and minority Hungarians, Poles, 
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Czechs, and Ruthenians, and the largest Jewish (29,000 people or 6.5 percent of the 
population) and Roma population (12,000 people or 2.8 percent) in Slovakia.19

Our essay includes five parts. First, we expand on the source base of our article, 
consisting heavily of late witness oral testimonies, and specify our approach to oral 
history that links individual experiences to the shifting of social norms. Second, we 
elaborate on the state of the art with respect to the Holocaust in Slovakia. If this spe-
cial issue centers on the biographical turn in Holocaust studies, we explore why 
Slovak history writing continues to privilege institutional written sources and why 
this also means that it continues to rely on fixed identities. Third, providing historical 
context for our arguments, we outline the political turns that shaped eastern Slovakia 
during World War II. Fourth, leaning on oral history research and pointing to late 
witness testimonies, we expand on the concept of an emplaced sense of belonging 
and demonstrate how a physical place becomes a social space. We conclude by dis-
cussing the implications of our arguments for the study of coexistence in multiethnic 
communities in Slovakia and elsewhere.

Before we continue, a word about how we understand key concepts. Referring to 
a “place,” we understand a geographically defined locality that includes private and 
public arenas. A “space,” on the other hand, means a social category defined through 
the interactions of its inhabitants in a particular locality. That being said, “commu-
nity” lies at the intersection of a geographical “place” and a social “space.” We 
understand “locals” as formed by spatial and social correlates and by diverse, and at 
times conflicting, social experiences that are rooted in the same physical environ-
ment.20 As we show, these correlates form but also disrupt the category of “locals,” 
especially in times of profound social change. Last but not least, and again drawing 
on the introduction to this special issue, we define “peripheries” along both eco-
nomic and geographical lines, arguing together with historians Jan T. Gross and Irina 
Grudzińska Gross that “this periphery is situated at a focal point of Jewish fate dur-
ing the war, because the only way the Jews could have survived was with the assis-
tance of the local population.”21 Eastern Slovakia, as we also expand on later, offers 
a particularly pertinent example of the dialectical relationship between the “policies 
of the centre and the initiatives of the periphery” that was crucial to the unleashing of 
the Holocaust.22

Sources and Approaches: Individual Experiences  
Amid Shifting Social Norms

The bulk of our source base are testimonies, or late witness testimonies to be 
exact, given some fifty to sixty years after the Holocaust by Jewish survivors and 
their Gentile neighbors. Most of these accounts were collected in the 1990s by the 
USC Shoah Foundation Visual History Archive, the already mentioned Fortunoff 
Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies, and as part of other large-scale oral 
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history projects, including the ongoing United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
Oral History Documentation Project Crimes Against Civilian Populations during 
WWII: Victims, Witnesses, Collaborators, and Perpetrators. Most of the testimo-
nies we examined came from Jews and Gentiles whose hometowns remained on 
the Slovak side of the border after November 1938. While attempts to collect 
recollections were carried out by the Documentation Center for the Central Union 
of Jewish Communities in Bratislava (in Slovak: Židovská ústredná úradovňa pre 
Krajinu Slovenska) shortly after the liberation of Czechoslovakia in the spring of 
1945, most of what is left of the materials pertains to official documentation of the 
wartime Jewish Center (in Slovak: Ústredňa Židov). This being said, where avail-
able and useful, we point the reader to relevant early witness testimonies but also 
situational reports and other documentation.23

To fully capture the complexities of belonging in previously multiethnic settings, 
we also include accounts from those who found themselves, voluntarily or less so, on 
the Hungarian side. Whereas the new Slovak–Hungarian border in the east was 
clearly demarcated by the beginning of World War II, identifying testimonies of wit-
nesses from the former Šariš Zemplín County was not always easy. The mental world 
of the people of eastern Slovakia often exceeded the county’s boundaries (and 
Slovakia, Hungary, or Subcarpathian Rus, for that matter). Changing borders, but 
also migration, especially to North America,24 created ties across regions, countries, 
and continents. This essay does not allow us to dwell on the sense of belonging for 
those who left the region prior to 1939.

We treat biographical accounts, including testimonies, as qualitative, empirical 
information from the perspective of the witness. A number of authors, including 
Annette Wieviorka, Henry Greenspan, Stacey Zembrzycki, and Thomas Trezise, 
have demonstrated that by addressing his or her life story, witnesses reconstruct the 
social reality of a particular historical period or event.25 In their written or oral 
accounts, witnesses interpret the past for the interviewer, and eventual readers or 
listeners, while presenting themselves as social beings. What constitutes a source is 
thus also a construct. As oral historian Lynn Abrahams wrote concerning trauma, 
identity, and memory in oral history, “the interview itself is a means by which sub-
jectivity or the sense of self is constructed and reconstructed through the active pro-
cess of telling of memory stories.”26

Understanding oral history as “a creative, interactive methodology,” that involves 
the practice of doing, the practice of communicating with witnessing, and the deriv-
ing of the content,27 we work with the different layers of meanings captured in the 
testimonies. Drawing on available cultural constructions in public discourse and 
building on the knowledge that social norms affect intergroup relations,28 we expose 
how witnesses reflected on their experiences and link these with what we know of 
the broader structural changes in the country.29 Hence, which should be also made 
clear, our aim is not to reconstruct the events of World War II. Rather, we strive to 
“identify certain key patterns, strategies, and modes of behavior,”30 when it comes to 
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how individuals and groups defined themselves, defined others and the community 
they belonged to, and how they did so against the backdrop of the political turns of 
the 1930s. Considered a model ally of Nazi Germany, Slovakia’s leadership took an 
active role in inciting anti-Jewish sentiment, which resulted in the murder of two-
thirds of its prewar Jewish population. We investigate the communal redrawing of 
“locals” as a category in eastern Slovakia against the backdrop of authoritarian rule, 
as enabled by Nazi Germany but carried out by local elites, authorized by religious 
authorities, and as shown in our earlier works, largely backed by popular opinion.

State of the Art: Reinforcing Fixed Identities  
and Privileging Institutional Written Sources

There are many reasons why both biographies and topographies have yet to find 
their way into the official narrative of the Holocaust in Slovakia. With a few notable 
exemptions, the standard accounts still rely on “large” political events and “high-
profile” men as protagonists.31 In contrast to history-writing centered on macrolevel 
causes, events, and actors, testimonies challenge the way scholars apply categories 
of analysis to social reality, including the key category in this article: locals. Most 
books on the Holocaust in Slovakia, which are written in Slovak, include a set of 
linguistic disclosures. Authors typically start by explaining whether they understand 
Jewish inhabitants of Slovakia as a religious group (they will spell “jew” using low-
ercase; in Slovak: židia) or as an ethnic group (they will capitalize the first letter; 
Židia). Scholars often specify whether they use the expression “Jews of Slovakia” 
(which underlines the diverse ethnic affiliation of Jews in the country) or “Slovak 
Jews” (emphasizing civic principles) in their writing.32 Despite what could be read 
as a culturally sensitive approach, methodological nationalism prevails in history-
writing. By privileging written institutional materials authored by central authorities, 
scholars not only overlook Jewish voices but often also inadvertently replicate eth-
nic categorizations of the period. As a result, most works on the Holocaust confine 
what occurred inside the 1938–1939 Slovak–Hungarian border to the “Slovak” story 
of the Holocaust and relegate what took place beyond it to “Hungarian” accounts of 
events. What is more, until recently, the “Subcarpathian” story has been almost 
completely overlooked in the literature.33

Where is then the place for multiethnic regions of southern and eastern Slovakia? 
Where do contested territories, including the Slovak-Hungarian borderland, fit? 
Returning to Poriez’s testimony, the question also is to which narrative his life story 
belongs. Perhaps, to the “Slovak” one, because he strongly identified with the coun-
try. “Where I was born, here in Slovakia, the country I love, here in Slovakia, the 
country I did not leave, even though I had multiple opportunities and very good 
opportunities to do so,” said Poriez.34 Or, to the “Hungarian” account of events, 
given that he survived the war in occupied Sevluš and later in Budapest? Or, should 
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his life be integrated into the “Subcarpathian” story, since he shared his early war-
time experiences, living as Miklos Voloshtyuk, with his relatives in what is now 
Ukraine?

The way social historian Tim Cole problematizes the category of “the Jew” is use-
ful also for our work here. What Cole suggests, drawing on social science literature, 
is that rather than approaching the study of the Holocaust “with a set of assumptions 
as to what ‘Jew’ meant (and means), there is a need to recognize that the definition is 
both historically and geographically situated.”35 The same applies to other catego-
ries, including what it meant to be a “Slovak,” “Hungarian,” or “Subcarpathian.” 
Indeed, when approached from this perspective, testimonies, and Poriez’s account, 
for example, complicate the seemingly static understanding of groups but also bor-
ders and places in general.

We do not want to say that testimonies, in general, and those that challenge ethnic 
history-writing, are completely absent from the literature on the Holocaust in 
Slovakia. On the contrary, since the mid-1990s, a number of oral history projects 
have collected Jewish and Roma survivors’ testimonies. Recently, documentation 
projects have also sought to gather Gentile recollections. On the basis of these initia-
tives, a number of important editions of Holocaust testimonies have been published 
in the last three decades.36 Recently, Nadácia Milana Šimečku, the nongovernmental 
institution that had conducted, in cooperation with the Fortunoff Video Archive, the 
first (1995–1997) oral history project with Holocaust survivors in Slovakia, opened 
its archive to the public.37 In short, testimonies such as those scrutinized here have 
been made accessible in Slovakia both to scholars and larger audiences. Despite 
these developments, and in contrast to neighboring Poland, where historians eventu-
ally “proved open to the possibility of a radical broadening of the sources to include 
Jewish testimonies,”38 no similar biographical turn has occurred in Slovakia.

Ethnologists and sociologists have made use of testimonies, but historians remain 
reluctant to fully incorporate them as sources.39 The continued focus on political his-
tory that often comes with a positivist attack on witness accounts does not help either. 
Eduard Nižňanský, a prominent historian of the Holocaust in Slovakia, captured the 
usual objections, positioning the work of historians against that of cultural anthro-
pologists in a collection of documents on Jewish–Gentile relations.40 According to 
Nižňanský, historians should rely on hard evidence in the form of organizational 
documents, not on subjective recollections of witnesses. As a result, the collection 
completely overlooks Jewish voices. Skepticism toward testimonies is shared by 
some of the younger generation of Holocaust scholars in Slovakia. Ján Hlavinka’s 
excellent book on the Jews of Medzilaborce, a district with a Ruthenian majority in 
Šariš Zemplín County, rests on archival materials and the testimonies of Jewish wit-
nesses. In the introduction, Hlavinka, perhaps unconsciously, takes a shot at the very 
sources he uses. Given the unreliability of memory and the role of the psyche, writes 
Hlavinka, “testimonies need be approached with some critical distance, a dispropor-
tionately larger one than when examining written sources.”41 Of course, there are 
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reasons to be cautious when working with testimonies, and even more so with late 
witness testimonies.42 But there are also reasons to be cautious when working with 
any source, we would add.

Eastern Slovakia as a Multiethnic Space

A part of the Hungarian Kingdom until the establishment of Czechoslovakia in 
1918, eastern Slovakia was a melting pot of languages, religious affiliations, and 
traditions. Surrounded by Galicia in the North, Carpathian mountains in the East, 
and Hungary in the south, the territory was long inhabited by Slovaks, Hungarians, 
Poles, Ruthenians, who were often mistaken for Russians or Ukrainians, Czechs, 
Roma, and Jews.43 In the markets and streets, a mixture of Slovak, Hungarian, 
Czech, Ruthenian, Yiddish, and German could be heard, and inhabitants often 
switched between multiple languages. Regional dialects, such as the Šariš dialect or 
the Zemplín dialect, in which words from Hungarian and Polish are identifiable, also 
served as markers of identity.44 Leon Elmann, a Jewish witness from Sečovce, cap-
tured this multilingual reality when asked about what language locals spoke in his 
hometown: “It was called hutorácký dialect, a mixture originating from being close 
to the border; there was a little of Hungarian, little of Polish, a little of Ruthenian in 
it. It was a garbled Slovak, so to speak.”45 Similarly, Yiddish was enriched by ele-
ments from other languages of the region, and this linguistic influence was particu-
larly noticeable with respect to geographical names.46

Eastern Slovakia’s multiethnic character went hand in hand with religious plural-
ism, reflected in the proximity—usually a short walking distance—between Roman 
Catholic, Greek Catholic, and Protestant churches and Jewish synagogues. 
Newcomers from Galicia and the Carpathians brought with them not only different 
languages—Yiddish, Polish, and Ruthenian—but also new religious affiliations.47 
For instance, Hasidic settlements in eastern Slovakia resulted from the migration of 
Jews from Galicia, Podolia, and Volhynia during World War I.48 As a result, the 
world of Hassidic Jews “had not been separated by state borders. Places like 
Rymanów, Krosno and Korczyna, in present-day Poland, were as familiar to them as 
Stropkov [in Šariš Zemplín County], which was the home of the famous Stropkover 
Rebbe Menachem Mendl Halberstam in the first half of the twentieth century.”49 
Religious and social connections transcended the borders drawn after World War I.

It is not only eastern Slovakia’s heterogeneous population that makes it an inter-
esting place for investigating the continuities and transformations of group coexis-
tence. For a long time, eastern Slovakia and Šariš Zemplín County, in particular, was 
a social and economic periphery. Prior to 1945, eastern Slovakia was “characterized 
by chronic poverty, poor educational provision, agricultural dependence and emigra-
tion to North America.”50 Poor living conditions were exacerbated by high unem-
ployment, almost zero industry, unstable weather conditions, and inadequate soil 
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fertility, leaving the region and its people virtually dependent on assistance from the 
center, be it Budapest, Prague, Bratislava, or elsewhere.51 In 1918–1939 
Czechoslovakia, there was more migration to North America from Subcarpathian 
Rus than anywhere, and next was Šariš Zemplín County.52 Despite official warnings 
about the rise of unemployment in the United States, articles about the purportedly 
harsh lives of émigrés, and policies that outlawed any activities in favor of migration, 
large population movement continued until the early 1930s.53 This was especially the 
case with the majority community, which tended to leave the region in higher num-
bers. Emigration resulted in “multilayered family ties between people in Slovakia 
and those living in America.”54

By the interwar years, eastern Slovakia’s multiethnic character and poor living 
conditions were treated as mutually reinforcing. The Hlinka Slovak People’s Party 
(in Slovak: Hlinkova slovenská ľudová strana),55 a state party since 1939, became 
fixated on the “discrepancy” between “natural” (as if ethnic) and “political” (as if 
state) borders in eastern Slovakia.56 Jews and Hungarians were the first and most 
obvious suspects, given that both were charged with Magyarization efforts. The 
alleged “insufficiently developed national awareness of the Ruthenians” became 
problematized as well.57 Markers of ethnicity and religious affiliation were seen as 
intertwined; thus, Greek Catholics also started to be treated as not Slovak enough.58 
Soon, anyone who did not identify with the Roman Catholic Church had their loyalty 
questioned. While nationalist politics was certainly strong in interwar Czechoslovakia 
also, creating a homogenous (eastern) Slovakia became a political project for the 
1939–1945 authoritarian regime. Increasingly, for Slovakia’s new leaders, being 
Slovak meant being Aryan Christian, or better yet, Aryan Roman Catholic.

Even before the outbreak of World War II, propaganda addressed “many com-
plaints that the east of Slovakia thinks of itself as an orphan, neglected because of its 
distance from the capital.” Rather than wasting time with self-pity, as the party’s 
mouthpiece Slovák put it, youngsters in eastern Slovakia were urged to join the 
“national work,” and to be “the extended hands of our mother Bratislava.”59 Eastern 
Slovakia’s status as the least developed region was reluctantly yet officially acknowl-
edged. A consequence of Prague’s and later Bratislava’s policies,60 the Hlinka Party 
quickly found a scapegoat in “the Jew,” who was said to “maintain a malign influ-
ence on the environment in which he lives.”61 The country’s political and religious 
leaders, personified in the figure of President-Priest Tiso, used every opportunity to 
exaggerate the Jewish role in the economy and alleged that Jewish wealth came at the 
expense of the humble masses. Yet by every measure, the Jews of eastern Slovakia 
were among the region’s poorest.62

What needs to be stressed, however, is that in the peripheries of Slovakia, the 
central authorities were not the only actors with authority and power, as both testimo-
nies and situational reports underline.63 As also the official propaganda admitted, in 
the many villages and small towns, “the most influential individual was the priest, 
especially the Roman Catholic Priest,” and then the doctor, notary or official, and the 
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teacher.64 There are a number of things to take into account when speaking of the role 
of local elites in the Holocaust in Slovakia, and we will limit ourselves to making a 
point of the blending of authority and power at the communal level. Importantly, and 
as recent scholarship has demonstrated, with the exception of the higher executive 
positions, “there was no fundamental discontinuity when it comes to both ruling and 
non-ruling (societal) elites” in wartime Slovakia.65 The fact that many of the prewar 
elites stayed in place may explain their dependence on the regime.

A look at the local churches and local religious authorities would demonstrate our 
point here. Teachers and the clergy were communal authorities, looked up to for 
guidance even on societal attitudes toward the officially sanctioned “Jewish ques-
tion.” “Looking for an explanation, people came to the rectory asking, ‘Why is this 
happening, Father?’ or ‘Pastor, what is going on, what does this mean?’ And he 
explained it to them,” recalled Alžbeta Agáta Giloamová, describing the crucial role 
played by her father, Greek Catholic Priest Eduard Giloam, in rationalizing the 1942 
deportations of Jews from Slovakia.66 On the one hand, as an institution represented 
in Slovakia by the President-Priest Tiso, the church played its part in authorizing the 
ousting of Jews. On the other hand—and this is the case especially for the period of 
the Nazi occupation of Slovakia (August 1944–May 1945)—the hunted Jews sur-
vived the end of the war in attics, shelters, hay sheds, as well as “rectories, hidden 
behind the walls of convents and church orphanages whose sanctuary was at least 
partially respected by the occupying troops.”67

This being said, local elites enjoyed not only societal authority but often also 
actual political power. Agents of the national administration were responsible for 
carrying out the orders from above, maintaining significant control over discrimina-
tory policies in their districts and towns. Understanding the important role of the 
local elites, official places also reminded the local intelligence, including members 
of the local administration, of their responsibility vis-à-vis their communities and the 
regime as such.68

Public propaganda took various forms, from anti-Jewish signs hung on houses 
and shops owned by Jews to the publication of the journal Ľudové noviny, which 
was printed in the format of a poster for display on busy streets. Historian Marian 
Kaplan invoked the term “social death” to describe the “subjection, their excom-
munication from the ‘legitimate social or moral community,’ and their relegation to 
a perpetual state of dishonor,” in her work on German Jews in the 1930s.69 In war-
time Slovakia, the “social death” of Jews was carried out by advertising that pre-
sented anti-Jewish persecution as a social opportunity for the majority society. 
Various Aryanization policies, including confiscations, taking over Jewish busi-
ness, valuables, and land, and auctions of Jewish belongings, all took place while 
neighbors watched or actively participated in this robbery.70 The simultaneous pro-
cesses of deportations and robbery were illustrated at auctions that were held 
immediately after Jews were deported to avoid riots and satisfy popular lust for 
Jewish property.71 Jews, already loaded into carriages, often watched their non-
Jewish neighbors quarrel over the price of a household item that was in 
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their possession just minutes earlier. Aryanization laws and other discriminatory 
measures, alongside anti-Jewish propaganda fostered by secular and religious 
leaders, turned Jews into second-class citizens. In contrast to how propaganda por-
trayed Aryanization, the robbery of Jewish belongings did not elevate the standing 
of the majority society. On the contrary, as has been established, given the highly 
corrupt process which favored family and party connections over skills and quali-
fications, not in one case was the full liquidation price of the newly acquired Jewish 
business paid in full. By the end of the war, most Jewish business, many of which 
employed locals and paid taxes prior to Aryanization, were now bankrupt.72 The 
ousting of Jews from Slovak social and economic life culminated in the promulga-
tion of the Jewish Code (in Slovak: Židovský kódex) in September 1941, a series 
of laws that reinforced the already effective discrimination measures while newly 
defining Jews according to racial criteria.

Amid these crimes, the majority of the Slovaks living in the towns and villages of 
eastern Slovakia were thriving. Like the rest of the country, the economy was boom-
ing and the region’s persistent problem, unemployment, diminished.73 In the summer 
of 1939, Sečovce, for example, opened its first swimming pool, and held annual 
harvest celebrations that turned the little town into a county center.74 By early 1942, 
the town introduced public pavements, remodeled its main square and a nearby park, 
completed the construction of a new post office, and had enough funds to settle the 
town’s entire debts.75 Liquidated Jewish businesses created an economic advantage 
for their Gentile counterparts, and various discrimination measures enabled many 
majority Slovaks to climb the social ladder at a previously unimaginable pace. Their 
success was closely linked with the persecution of Jews. Even as the Gardista, a 
mouthpiece of the paramilitary Hlinka Guard (in Slovak: Hlinkova garda) praised 
“our enthusiastic people” for starting their own businesses, the Jews of eastern 
Slovakia were being deported.76 The first train carrying Jews was dispatched from 
Slovakia on 25 March 1942 and crossed the border with occupied Poland the day 
after. Thousands of young Jewish women and girls from Šariš Zemplín County were 
crowded onto the cattle cars. Between March and October 1942, in the first wave of 
deportations, 57,628 Jews from Slovakia were sent to their deaths at Auschwitz or to 
camps in the Lublin District.77

An Emplaced Sense of Belonging in Eastern Slovakia

Describing interactions between Jews and Gentiles in the first Czechoslovak 
Republic (1918–1939), witnesses, most of whom were children at the time, remem-
bered an atmosphere of tolerance and inclusion in their testimonies. Anna Baarová, 
who was a young Gentile girl when World War II broke out, recalled friendly 
encounters with Jews in (Veľká) Poľana, Subcarpathian Rus. In an interview  
conducted in 2014, Baarová mentioned that as a five-year-old, the only thing that 
distinguished Jews in Poľana was the Jewish star they were later forced to wear: “We 
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knew but did not make anything of the fact that they were Jews. We were Hungarians, 
they were Jews, so.”78 Jews were forced to wear identifying badges that represented 
official efforts to separate and oust them from the community, but Baarová, respond-
ing to the interviewer in Slovak while defining herself as Hungarian, recalled inter-
acting as children, not as members of antagonistic groups. When asked about the 
Jews in her hometown, Baarová immediately spoke about “one little boy and a girl” 
in her neighborhood, mentioning also their names. It was only when interrupted, and 
asked whether there were no other Jews living in her neighborhood, did she mention 
the larger Jewish community in the town’s center.79 Magda Hašíková, a Gentile 
female witness from Rokytov, in northern Šariš Zemplín County, claimed that Jews 
and Gentiles were all “yes, like Rokytcans. No, no, there were no disputes.”80 Masha 
Brasch, whose two grandfathers were orthodox rabbis, used the analogy of a family 
to capture relations in her native Trebišov, a town in the vicinity of Sečovce: “You 
felt like one family. Everybody knew you by the first name. Everybody said ‘hi’ to 
you.”81 In multiple interviews, Jewish and Gentile witnesses recalled how they 
played together, and at times quarreled and fought, on streets, parks, and in schools 
prior to 1939.82 Rarely did witnesses mention that they frequented Jewish (or 
Gentile) homes, and they all showed an awareness of the religious traditions that 
divided them. Whether altruistic or pragmatic, communal ties existed, and some 
continued for the duration of the war. Gentile witness testimonies included expres-
sions of sorrow when recalling how Jews were deported by “locals,” or when they 
left the region for good after the war. In her interview, Hašíková, for example, 
remembered how a Jewish neighbor came to say goodbye to her father as he was 
deported, and Alžbeta Agáta Giloamová, a native of Jakubany, recalled a sole survi-
vor from a neighboring Jewish family returning to their village after the war so that 
he could say his farewells before leaving for Palestine (Israel).83

These idealistic portrayals of prewar Jewish–Gentile relations can be explained in 
several ways. In small towns and villages, “members of a social group, an age group, 
or residents knew one another,” and when conflicts arose, they were “rather short 
episodes in the busy social life of the town. Everyday life, as well as special occa-
sions reflected the diversity of population.”84 Similar to historian Natalia Aleksiun’s 
summary of the situation in Borysław, eastern Galicia before the war,85 class rather 
than ethnicity or religious affiliation divided groups in eastern Slovakia in peacetime. 
Groups were predominately, if not exclusively, socio-economic clusters. Of course, 
social standing influenced how witnesses experienced and remembered Jewish–
Gentile coexistence, and witness narratives are to a large extent also ethnically deter-
mined.86 Yet there seemed to have been a shared understanding of community, as 
formed by individuals and groups with different (socio-economic, linguistic, reli-
gious, ethnic, or a combination of these) identification markers. While we acknowl-
edge that there is some degree of simplification in our observation, “otherness” was 
not perceived as an obstacle to being “a local,” even if integration was not fully 
achieved or desired. This rather inclusive approach to “community,” we argue, was 
fostered by the democratic character of the Czechoslovak Republic, which for the 
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most part impeded radical nationalism in the country. Many interviewees, including 
Simon Regenburg, a Jewish witness from Sečovce, acknowledged the role that lib-
eral democracy had played in shaping relations in his hometown: “It was a nice com-
munity, we had nice relations [with the Gentiles]. And we always played together, we 
used to go to the movies. . . . It was a beautiful life in Czechoslovakia, it was a beauti-
ful democratic country—and we had a very nice life there.”87

For Jews, inclusion in the community meant different things after the 1938–1939 
turn, and commonality was addressed in different ways in individual testimonies. For 
Felix Bergman, a Jew from Sečovce, inclusion was a subjective feeling of being 
“liked” by the people of his hometown: “I always had a good feeling because I was 
liked in Sečovce.”88 For others, being “one of the locals” was linked to being treated 
as such, and this involved action, however insignificant, done on behalf of Jewish 
inhabitants. Patrícia Rosenow, a Jewish witness from the town of Veškovce, today 
Veľké Kapušany, was sixteen years old when her hometown was annexed by Hungary 
in response to the 1938 First Vienna Award. The diplomatic dispute there went hand 
in hand with aggression against the Jews, and this was the case on both the Slovak 
and Hungarian sides of the border. Rosenow linked border changes to the transfor-
mation of interethnic relations in her oral testimony. Since her town had a Hungarian 
majority, the news that Veškovce would be annexed to Hungary was received enthu-
siastically by her Gentile neighbors. The festive gathering provided an opportunity 
for expressing popular attitudes:

When it was decided that the territory will belong to Hungary, [a group of] men from 
the village organized a march. A simple march like that. And of course, someone 
shouted in Hungarian, “Away with the Jews!” (Le a zsidókal!) but then another voice 
could be heard, saying, “That is not needed, that is not necessary!” In other words, be 
quiet with that.89

Collectively blamed for the loss of territories, somewhere between 3,500 and 
7,500 Jews were deported from Slovakia to the territory between the old and new 
Slovaki-Hungarian border in the winter of 1938.90 Zigmund Blau from Humenné 
was one of these deportees. Blau was only ten years old when transported, together 
with his family, to no-man’s land. Not long after their forcible ouster from their 
hometown, Blau’s family was able to return to Humenné, which remained part of 
Slovakia even after border shifts. Describing his return, Blau captured changes in 
interethnic relations that seemed to exceed his short absence:

In the fall of 1938, all Jews who came from Hungary or Poland, who did not have 
[Czechoslovak] citizenship, were taken away. We were right in the first batch and they 
moved us to the Hungarian border. . . . I remember my older brother had a duvet or two 
and we lived in a stack of straw. We lived for about ten or fourteen days basically on 
the border. There were many families, dozens and dozens there. Then a political agree-
ment was reached, and we returned home. We returned to our house but there was 
nothing. A spoon only. The neighbors took everything.91



262  East European Politics and Societies and Cultures

This testimony illustrates how the multiethnic villages and towns of eastern 
Slovakia became divided, physically and mentally. The looting of Blau’s home by 
his neighbors shows how public and private space overlapped, as well as the recipro-
cal links between political turns and the actions of individuals on the ground.

In the minds of many Jews, the border was a source of both anxiety and hope. 
Jews from borderland regions such as Šariš Zemplín County followed the political 
situation very closely. Attempting to make rational decisions in an irrational situa-
tion, Jews often crossed the border to Hungary (or Slovakia) to enhance their chance 
of survival. This was the case for Michal Poriez from Sečovce, whose testimony 
opened this essay. Poriez’s aunt and uncle migrated to Hungary not only to be close 
to family but also because they perceived the conditions in 1942 Slovakia as more 
life-threatening compared to Hungary at the time.92

While institutional written materials perceive the border as something static, 
within the testimonies, the new border is often depicted as a space of rather live, 
though of course secret, movement. What is more, to cross the border, Jews often had 
to rely on the help of local officials, including those working in customs, as was the 
case for Valér Fábry:

And in the evening, we were loaded [by the Hungarian gendarmes] on a truck. . . . And 
we came to the fields behind Uzhorod at night and there they took us out of those 
trucks, fired a few times in the air and [told us to go] in that direction. And that is how 
the first anabasis ended. We crossed the border illegally, of course, and not only us, 
there were a lot of people crossing, it was difficult, at night, in the winter, in the cold. 
And we arrived in the village of Vyšné Nemecké. Coincidentally, there were the finan-
ciers who served in the village where my mother worked. So, they allowed us to sleep 
there and advised us, they gave us some Czechoslovak money, we had something of 
our own, and so we got to Michalovce. We had relatives there.93

Marsha Brash, the youngest of eight children, had her oldest sister in Galanta, 
southern Slovakia, a region later occupied by Hungary, while a second sister, in 
Brno, in the Czech lands, escaped to the illusory safety of Slovakia following the 
German occupation and establishment of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.94 
Gentile witnesses on the Slovak side often recalled their Jewish neighbors making 
the difficult decision whether to send their children to stay with relatives in 
Hungary.95 In short, it makes more sense to examine the Holocaust in Šariš Zemplín 
County than to consider the “Slovak” or “Hungarian” course of events.

Escaping the little towns and villages examined here, where residents knew one 
another, to the anonymity of larger cities on the Hungarian side, most often Budapest, 
Jews feared the unfamiliar. Since survival increasingly depended on assistance from 
the majority society, Jewish witnesses often asked a similar question as Brasch did in 
her interview: “‘God, how I will make it here?’ I know no one.”96 Jews relied on con-
nections made in their hometowns, and in Brasch’s case, this meant even trusting 
those she was warned about by friends and relatives: “I was lucky that I met a boy in 
Budapest who was my neighbor in Trebišov. And everybody said, ‘Don’t talk to him. 
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He’s an informer.’ But to me, he gave me a place where I could stay and paid for the 
room. Gave me a little money, and that was it.”97

In their testimonies, Jewish survivors reflect on the changing relationships with 
their local neighbors, classmates, many of them friends. Elsa Dýmová, a twenty-
year-old Jewish woman, managed to avoid deportations from her native Prešov on 25 
March 1942. She decided to change places and go to the nearby town of Bardejov to 
visit her grandmother. Elsa Dýmová made a mistake, as she called it retrospectively, 
when she visited her old friend and her husband while in Bardejov:

So, I went to visit her, and I knew, of course, her husband, he was also a Prešov citizen. 
In the meantime, he became the commander of the Hlinka Guard, he also boasted to 
me that he was Greek Catholic, and the guards did not like Greek Catholics, but he 
managed to get in . . . then he went to escort me . . . to my grandmother’s door. . . . 
About nine o’clock, half past nine [in the evening], the gendarmes were banging on the 
door, open, open, . . . you have a Prešov woman here. . . . I ran through the back door 
into the garden . . . and I did not believe that he sent the gendarmes for me. . . . And in 
that tavern they got drunk and boasted that we were looking for . . . a Jew from Prešov 
who is hiding here. And the commander of the guard sent us there. So, it was confirmed 
that the commander of the guard sent them to look for me.98

The political turns of the 1930s and 1940s, including the rise of Adolf Hitler, the 
decline of democracy in Europe, the emergence of an authoritarian regime in 
Slovakia that merged fascism with Catholic principles, and the outbreak of World 
War II questioned the grounds for imperiled coexistence in the country. The intersec-
tion of public and private places was where the implications of state sponsored and 
religiously sanctioned persecution of Jews became visible. While anti-Jewish poli-
cies were introduced from the top-down, their execution had a deep communal 
dimension. To fully grasp the character of anti-Jewish exclusion in Šariš Zemplín 
County, we must keep in mind not only Aryanization policies that were propagated 
on behalf of the majority society but also the geographical layout of towns and vil-
lages in eastern Slovakia, where houses were typically built along one major road, 
with a square in the middle containing shops and churches. References to neighbors 
interacting “on the street,” but also topography in descriptions of looting and depor-
tations, underline the emplaced nature of excluding the Jews.99 This also applies to 
accounts of publicly awaited auctions of Jewish possessions.

Whereas Gentile witnesses understood that it was “our people” who took part in 
the robbery, only reluctantly did they vocalize personal involvement.100 When an 
interviewer asked Juraj Bukovský about his family’s personal involvement in rob-
bing the Jews: “Did you see anyone take things out of these Jewish homes?” He 
replied, “We did as well,” implying his family’s complicity.101 Actual fighting for 
Jewish belongings took place on the main street and square. Ján Kíriš, a Gentile wit-
ness from Sečovce, summarized how this was typically played out: “And then the 
auctions started, they opened the [Jewish] houses, they sold everything that was there 
. . . auction.”102
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Apart from the 1938 deportations, border changes, and widespread looting, 
another example of this interconnectedness were the 1942 deportations. Non-Jewish 
witnesses observed these while standing at the public space very close by or they 
watched such a situation secretly from their homes or yards. Bukovský discussed 
the layout of his hometown Sečovce, locating himself in the scene when recalling 
the deportations: “Down there, as I told you, we went out of . . . out of . . . out of, 
from where we worked, we went down the main street, the main street going to 
Michalovce, well, and there you could see it. It . . . the wagons.”103 Still, some 
Gentile witnesses seemed conflicted about the highly public nature of the physical 
removal of Jews. Kíriš, for instance, responded affirmatively when asked whether 
he saw the deportations firsthand: “Yes, we saw it, we saw. Of course. Because there 
were rumors that . . . that something is going to happen.” As part of the same inter-
view, only a few minutes later, Kíriš removed himself from the scene: “No, no, no, 
no. No, I don’t know if someone went [to watch the Jews being deported], or at least 
I am not aware of it because no one felt responsibility, you know? That you need . . 
. or what can be done. It is not that it is born in the head, what begins . . . I say, we 
went away, no one wanted to watch it.”104 Like most Gentile witnesses, Hana 
Burosová from Raslavice reiterated the public and publicized removal of “local” 
Jews: “They put them all in the synagogue. I saw how they took . . . to the station. 
Each one of them had a small piece of luggage, they had to leave the rest of their 
belongings behind. I saw this from our house as the third building from ours was the 
prayer house—the synagogue.”105 Peter Pustený’s recollections from Bardejov, a 
famous spa town known beyond the county, bring us back to the street that wit-
nesses identified as a place of interaction in the prewar period. Playing with a Jewish 
child on the street, not minding the ongoing deportations, Pustený recalled: “some-
one shouted that there is a Jew here.”106 The Jewish boy was grabbed and put on a 
transport leaving Bardejov that very day.

Conclusion

At the Slovak–Hungarian–Subcarpathian borderland and at the crossroads of 
migration patterns was Šariš Zemplín County. This was where individuals, groups, 
identities, and traditions intersected. The county was not only Slovakia’s most 
ethnically diverse region but also its most impoverished by any measure. With the 
establishment of the authoritarian Slovak Republic in March 1939, political and 
religious elites around the nationalist Hlinka Slovak People’s Party made a politi-
cal program of overturning the multiethnic character of the east, like elsewhere in 
the country. Tying multiethnicity with harsh economic conditions and arguing that 
the removal of the Jews would benefit majority Slovaks, socially and economi-
cally, Slovakia’s leaders could rely on popular support.

Building on relatively recent late witness testimonies of Jews and Gentiles, we 
highlighted the communal character of the removal of Jews from the redrawn 
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category of an ethnoreligious Slovak “community.” Whereas the exclusion of Jews 
from the landscape was orchestrated from above with the assistance of local elites, 
the “social death” of Jews was achieved in public displays, molded by local norms 
and experiences, with broad popular involvement. Streets, schools, the main square, 
the rectory, the border, and the home were public and private spaces where social 
bonds were fostered and broken. The life stories examined here show that being 
“local” in eastern Slovakia during World War II had a political dimension in the 
1930s, a geographical dimension amid border disputes and changes, and a societal 
dimension in which the life and death of Jews was entangled with the choices and 
actions of their Gentile neighbors.

We are convinced that placing biographical accounts at the center of analysis 
has at least three important theoretical and methodological implications. First, it 
allows historians to shift from fixed identities based on exclusionary religious and 
ethnic principles. Rather than defining Jews as either–or, either an ethnic (Židia) 
or religious (židia) group—as is typically done in Slovak scholarship—listening to 
witness testimonies enables us to approach the ways that individuals defined them-
selves and others, and how they perceived the dynamics between groups. Witness 
testimonies show that in multiethnic Šariš Zemplín County, like elsewhere in the 
borderland regions, group ties transcended political boundaries, and that these 
links should be acknowledged and integrated. Second, it enables us to avoid the 
urban bias prevalent in scholarship on the Holocaust in Slovakia, which typically 
focuses on elites and men as the protagonists of events. Tiso’s role and responsibil-
ity, like those of other political and religious leaders of the nondemocratic wartime 
regime, are not reduced here. Rather, life stories of individuals from multiethnic 
economic peripheries offer important sources to examine how dependent provinces 
such as Šariš Zemplín County imported ideas and values from the center. Third, 
biographical accounts complicate the often-reproduced division between “a 
Slovak” and “a Jewish” story of the war. Examining how coexistence played itself 
out, while taking into account political, territorial, and social turns on the ground, 
shows that the life stories of Michal Poriez and others are indeed “ours,” which 
helps us refine our understanding of how the Holocaust happened in eastern 
Slovakia.
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