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Abstract

This book concerns itself with the world of the Jewish intellectual in Poland
between the World Wars and during the Holocaust as reflected in the life
and writings of Dr. Izrael Milejkowski (1887-1943). Born in the small
town of Krewo, Milejkowski spent most of his life in Warsaw, where he
engaged in Jewish causes, foremost as a physician, but also as head of the
Jewish Physicians Organization in Poland (Z.L.R.P.). He was also an active
member of a number of health organizations such as TOZ—The Society for
Safeguarding the Health of the Jewish Population, and “BRIUS” (Yiddish
for “health”). Secondly, Dr. Milejkowski served as a member of the Warsaw
Community Board on behalf of “The Democratic Faction” (“ET LIVNOT”)
in addition to being a prolific publicist in the Warsaw daily Jewish press.
With the herding of the Jews into the ghetto in Warsaw during the Second
World War, Dr. Milejkowski presided over the sanitation and medicine
department for the Warsaw ghetto Judenrat and, in this capacity, also oversaw
the ghetto’s entire medical system. He supported the clandestine operations
of the faculty of medicine in the ghetto and initiated, directed, edited and
wrote the introduction to a research report on hunger and its effects on the
human body. Aware of the research’s scientific value and as evidence of the
horrendous condition of the Jews in the ghetto, and also presumably with the
hope of having the research serve as a memorial for the Jewish physicians,
and possibly himself, Milejkowski had the report smuggled to the Aryan side
during the final liquidation of the Warsaw ghetto in July 1943.
Milejkowski, a member of the Jewish-Polish intelligentsia, fought for
equal citizenship rights in his own country, took pride in his Jewish national
identity and acted heroically on behalf of the Jewish people. Yet, his story
has almost entirely vanished from the pages of history, despite his having left
a multitude of published texts, speeches and lectures in Yiddish and Polish.
This book, which can be defined as a preliminary work on his life, seeks to
reconstruct his character, worldview and activities, and in so doing asks larger
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questions about the Jewish and or Polish identity of his circle—the Jewish
intelligentsia between and during the World Wars. The book’s three main
parts accord with the three periods of Milejkowski’s life, telling his personal
story alongside the larger story of the Eastern European Jew in the late 19"
and beginning of the 20" century who migrated from the small town (shtetl)
to the big city. Part One covers the years from 1887 to 1923, and includes the
history of his family, his birth, and his studies until his demobilization from
the Polish Army after WWI. Part Two considers, the period between 1923
and 1939, the beginning of Milejkowski’s civilian life and of his professional,
social and political activity. It traces the development of his views and social
status through his visit to the Land of Israel in 1936 and attendance at the
First World Congress of Jewish Physicians, which yielded productive writing
regarding the visit and its consequential influence on his identity, up to his
return to Poland and activity there in the late 1930s. Part Three looks at the
years 1939 to 1943, the period of the German occupation and the Holocaust,
during which time Milejkowski acted as the head of the sanitation and
medicine department of the Warsaw ghetto Judenrat.

The book is based primarily on Milejkowski’s writings. Among these,
we can find numerous articles, which he published in contemporary Jewish
periodicals and professional medical journals in Polish and Yiddish. These
publications reveal his political and social perceptions regarding Jewish and
general issues. His speeches at medical congresses illustrate his ideology
and self-perception as a public servant and his professional and personal
identities. Documents from the last stage of his life, the Warsaw ghetto,
include the questionnaire he filled out for the ghetto’s underground archive,
“Oneg Shabbat,” and the introduction he wrote for the results of his hunger
study. All these reveal his sensitive nature, his historical understanding and
the transformations of his political views during his last years. Expanding on
Milejkowski’s own writings are archival materials about his and his family’s
history, memorial literature and sparing first-hand descriptions of him culled
from the diaries of his peers. All these together create a biography of a
man who left an important scientific and historical legacy, but was himself
practically expunged from the pages of research and history.
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This book examines the figure of Dr. Izrael Milejkowski in the context of
the diverse nature of the Warsaw Jewish Intelligencja against the background
of the historical events that swept over Jewish society and general Polish
society in the interwar period and the Holocaust. As such, the book sketches
the characteristic features of the Jewish intellectual in Poland in the relevant
period and the issues he faced. Milejkowski, a person of complex identity,
cannot be easily classified within the sharp divisions that defined the
Jewish elite in Poland in the interwar period—Orthodox, Zionist, Bundist,
or assimilated. He can only be placed in an intermediary sphere comprised
of components of the different positions: he was both a Polish patriot who
wished to integrate within his country and an active member of the Zionist
movement. He had confrontations with Agudat Yisrael, yet in times of crisis,
he joined hands with it as well as with other movements across the Jewish
spectrum. He spoke and wrote numerous languages, and his writing merged
rabbinic and world literature. Having a diverse nature was characteristic of
Milejkowski’s Jewish intellectual elite circle. However, it is important to
remember that while sharing a group consciousness, their political views
were not identical. Among their commonalities, however, were a significant
community presence reflected in public activity that included writing and
activity in community institutions and social organizations.

This research shows that the Jewish elite developed their public awareness
from several shared milestones: the establishment of the new Polish State,
military service in either the Russian or Polish Army, and university
attendance. The latter two inherently non-Jewish settings exposed them to
diverse ideologies, cultural influences and social perceptions, which shaped
their public consciousness and led many to aspire to combine their Polish and
Jewish identities.

In addition, this book attempts to outline Polish Jewry’s burning issues in
the interwar period: relations between the Diaspora and the Land of Israel;
between Poles and Jews; religious and assimilated Jews; as well as the status
of the Jewish physician; and internal community politics as reflected in Dr.
Izrael Milejkowski’s, public activity and political positions.
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