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Running from the Soviets in WWII

By Dan McCarville
Lake Orion Review Staff Writer
Wednesday Jan 25, 1995

It's a story about surviving danger and death
that belongs in book form.

Olena Peretsky, an 85-year-old Oakland
Township resident who was born in the Ukraine, moved
around Europe during World War II to escape a certain
death at the hands of the Soviet Communists.

Her Memories of the war years and her family's
struggle to survive have been published in a book called,
“"Our Personal Collection," which includes stories from
other senior citizens in the area.

Peretsky's husband, Augustyn, was heavily
involved in the Ukraine independence movement and
when the Soviets turned back the Germans in 1944, the
family knew it was time to leave the Ukraine. If they
were captured by the Soviets, they would be considered
German collaborators and shot.

The Peretskys moved eastward in the Ukraine
from Lviv to Chortky in 1941 because they thought it
was safer thee after Germany took control of the
Ukraine. In Chortky they opened a hardware store.

Knowing that the Soviets were deporting judges
and doctors to Siberia, the Peretskys abruptly left
Chortky and headed toward Poland in early 1944,
Augustyn had a law education, and the family learned he
was on a list to go to Siberia.

Ten family members, including Olena's seven-
year-old daughter, Ania, were fortunate enough to catch
a westward train out of Chortky. Others weren't as
lucky.

"Many of our friends, who hesitated to leave, or
even went back from the station to get some forgotten
item, missed the 'last train' out and perished." Olena
wrote in the book.

After traveling through the Carpathian Mountains,
the family finally reached Krakow, Poland, where Olena
had previously attended he University of Krakow,
studying agricuiture. In Krakow, she shared a room
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with 16 other people. Life in Krakow meant dealing in
the black market for needed items. It also meant

bribing the German Gestapo. One time Olena and her

husband were caught after curfew, which meant death
or a trip to the concentration camp, but they bought
their freedom with jewelry and cigarettes.

"You lived with the fact that tomorrow might
be your last day, " Olena said. "You got used to it."

Olena, a Catholic, also witnessed firsthand the
persecution of the Jews by the Nazis. She would see
her Jewish neighbors taken away in the middle of the
night, or see guards return from the outskirts of the
city with trucks carrying only clothing.

With the Soviets advancing toward Krakow in
the summer of 1944, the Peretskys again were
forced to pick up and leave. Augustyn had some
connections from his hardware store and managed to
get a boxcar normally used to transport animals, and
the family headed to Graz, Austria.

They put a sign on the boxcar saying they
were laborers en route to Austria, as each occupied
country had to send laborers to Germany and
Austria. It was a dangerous tactic, but it worked,
and six days later they were in Graz, where they
stayed until April 1945,

"They were mystery trips," Olena said. "You
didn't know where you were going and you didn't
know how far you had to go to be safe. You had to
be positive and believe you were going to make it."

The rumble of Soviet tanks near Graz meant
it was time to leave. The family left Graz on an open
flatbed car and arrived in Schladming, a tourist town
in the Alps, a few days later. They stayed in an
abandoned school until the war ended in May 1945.

With not much food to eat in Schlaming, the
family got a break when the Allies bombed a supply
train, carrying peas to the front.

"For two months, we ate pea soup for
breakfast, lunch and dinner, " Peretsky wrote,

After the war ended, the Peretskys moved to
Munich, Germany to find a better life, as they were
afraid to return to the Ukraine.
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Four years later, in the summer of 1949, the family
crossed the Atlantic to come to the US. Augustyn
had an uncle living in Romulus who had moved to
the US in the 1920's.

They stayed with him for a while until
Augustyn got a job at'the Ford Motor Company's
River Rouge plant on the assembly line. He grew
tired of working on the line and opened a restaurant
on Detroit's west side before dying in 1971 of
pneumonia.

Meanwhile, Olena began working as a janitor
at a Ford plant in Detroit. In 1956, she took a job at
Henry Ford Hospital, where she spent the next 20
years working in the hematology and parasitology
departments before retiring in 1976.

Not one to stand still, Olena bought 40 acres
up north in Clare, which she farmed until four years
ago. She currently lives with her daughter and
spends three days per week taking part in activities
at the Lake Orion Senior Center and two days at a
senior center in Rochester.

"It's like working," Olena said. "I don't have
time to get older." 3

Olena returned to Poland two years ago for a
visit but was glad to come back to the US.

"My generation there is gone," Olena said.
"My family is-here. I never could be 100 percent
American or 100 percent old country citizen. 1 feel
sort of like I'm hanging in the air."

Trying to find time in Olena's busy schedule,
to talk about her book, wasn't easy. She was gone
for a few days to her farm in Clare and also visited
family in Chicago for the Orthodox Holidays.

"I have the traveler's bug," Olena said. "I
just pack my bag and go."

A curious nature has stayed with Olera
throughout her lifetime. She remembers a peasant
writer in the Ukraine who wrote about the bend in
the river,

"He wanted to know where the river was going,
what was farther down, " Olena said. "I am the same

way." i
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The War Years
By Olena Perecky
As Compiled by Leslie Allison and Others

[Editor's Note: Olena Perecky has told a revealing story
about her experiences in the Ukraine and Poland during
World Wars I and II. Through her eyes, we learn much
of the terrors of those who wished to avoid both the
Nazis and the Soviets and often found themselves
trapped in the middle. Space constraints have
necessitated extensive editing, and we can print only a
portion of her memoir. Olena's narrative begins in
1914, We join it in 1944. After three frightening years
as refugees under a Nazi regime, the family flees before
the Soviets because, as landowners, they fear
Communist persecution.]

Once again we packed our belongings to move
west, away from the front, Our decision was so abrupt
that wet laundry had to be packed! Only bare
necessities could be taken--family memorabilia,
photographs removed from albums to save space. We
also took whatever could be used for "bribe money"--silk
stockings, fabrics, cigarettes, jewelry, and anything we
could carry from our store. We also had some American
dollars. As we waited for any train going west, we said
"good bye" to our town, our homeland. At that moment
I wondered if I would ever see my home again.

We were a big family heading for the unknown--
my husband's parents, his sisters and brothers (my
husband was the oldest and felt responsible to save his
family), ancl our seven-year-old daughter, Ania. Leaving
their home, their land, all their belongings--everything
they had worked for and everything they knew--was
especially difficult for my husband's parents. My parents
stayed in Lviv since they felt, as did many people, that
the Soviet occupation would be temporary. I never saw
my parents again. I did not see my younger brother,
Leszek, for forty-five years until I visited Poland in 1987,

Without any idea of what the future held, we
were only hoping to survive from day to day. We, and
hundreds of other families hoping to reach some safe
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haven, waited at the railroad station for any train
heading west; eventually we hoped to reach Krakow,
Poland. Many of our friends who hesitated to leave, or
even went back from the station to get some forgotten
item, missed the "last train" out and perished.

The first train took us to Striy, a town in the
Carpathian Mountains. We waited at the railroad station,
hoping for another train west. Three more anxiety-
ridden layovers befell us in Drohobych, Sambir, and
Tarnov. On the fourth day (a distance that can now be
covered in six hours by car!) we finally reached our
destination, Krakow. Friends who had once shared our
hospitality offered theirs in return. Seventeen of us
shared one room.

We could not obtain a ration card (food was
rationed by the Germans) for fear of being discovered as
refugees. We had to deal on the black market to obtain
the most basic necessities. Never knowing what the
next day would bring, we made the best of the situation.
The 3:00 p.m. curfew was oppressive in our crowded
confines. We played games and told stories to pass
time and suppress grim reality. Those who violated
curfew, no matter what the reason, were sent to the
Auschwitz concentration camp, or, if they were lucky,
shipped to Germany as laborers.

Sometimes the confinement and heat were
intolerable; we did foolish things and were lucky to
survive. For instance, we discovered that a friend of
ours had access to Zakopany, a town in the Carpathian
Mountains that had been taken over by Germans and
was off limits to the local population. There were
restaurants, nightclubs, dance halls, and all sorts of
entertainment in the midst of the horrors of war. How
we longed for an evening out! My husband and 1 joined
another couple and sneaked into Zakopany in a truck
that carried day workers. What an incredible escape!
We had a wonderful time in the mountains, but on the
way home the Gestapo caught us. We could have been
shot on the spot or hauled off to a concentration-camp.
Our only hope was bribery. We shared a few drinks and
bought our freedom with jewelry and cigarettes. What
an expensive evening!




