
 Vignette 

Shadows in the Dusk 

 
Peremyshl in 1942 was a busy city. It had always been a transportation hub but since the 

Molotov-Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact the pace had increased many folds.  With that treaty 

the river San became a frontier between the German and Soviet occupation forces of  Galicia and  

Peremyshl, or Przemysl to use its current Polish name, which sits on that river, was one of the 

major points where the Soviets delivered the grains they had obligated themselves to sell to 

Germany in that Pact.  The Soviets brought the grain to Przemysl in their wide gauge trains and 

the Germans carried it further west in their standard gauge wagons.  

 

The transfer of grains must have been quite a complex procedure. The Germans knew what the 

implications were of the different rail gauges as they prepared for their next move, operation 

Barbarossa, that is the invasion of Galicia, Ukraine, the Baltic States and Russia. In those 

preparations, the Nazis laid out plans for converting the wide tracks and adapting the Russian 

trains to the standard European rail width.  By summer in 1942, the marshalling fields of 

Przemysl were busy transporting equipment and men to the Eastern Front and workers and raw 

materials to Germany and Austria.  

 

When Rosalia Harasymchuk arrived in Przemysl in a truck loaded with young people who had 

been conscripted into slave labor, she did not see the activity in the railroad yards. But she heard 

the constant whistling of the trains and the Station master.  The sounds came at her quickly 

without warning or rhythm, shrill and yet imperative surrounded by a cacophony of voices 

snapping words in a language she did not understand but knew to be German. This was a very 

different world from her small village of Tryskyni she had left just a few hours before. The 

rooster did not crow in Przemysl. 

 

Rosalia saw more in the morning when the Nazi guards shepherded her group onto the train.   

But there was too much new to absorb.  She knew she couldn’t possibly remember any of it. So 

her attention turned to the Guards and her companions.  The guards were armed and some held 

dogs on leashes. It did not surprise her for that was common practice.  But she felt more 

comfortable observing her companions.  

 

They were young, like her and on edge, like her. Some feigned indifference and pretended to be 

composed, some cowered onto themselves like dried-up leaves, some were seeking friendship, 

but many were excited. Their situation was scary and yet full of new experiences that 

commanded their attention.  The Nazis had told them that if they obeyed orders and worked hard 

they had nothing to fear.  Most of them were willing to work hard but obeying orders was 

another matter. And to top it off, even that statement was not fully believable for the Nazis had 

lied to them before.  

 

Rosalia was put in a cattle wagon.  She climbed aboard, not knowing where she was going or 

how long a trip she was undertaking.  Hours later, when through the cracks of the planks she saw 

dusk had descended, she realized the train was slowing down to a stop.  The doors were opened 

and she jumped out, inhaling deeply the fresh air of the dark forest that surrounded the train. The 

tree line was no more than twenty feet away but the guards kept them close to the wagons.  She 



resigned herself to standing by the tracks and just looking through the woods for reassuring 

clues: were these woods just like the ones at home? Was there a forester who decided which 

trees to cut, which to spare?   Perhaps two foresters for the woods seemed to stretch beyond the 

horizons enveloping all of them in their long shadows. 

 

Suddenly, above the conversations she heard a muffled sound and before she recognized it for 

what it was she heard deafening shots that seemingly came from all directions all at once.  

Somebody gasped beside her. Somebody else pointed to a figure lying immobile face down, on 

the edge of the tree line, one of the young men riding a car behind her. By the time she spotted it, 

the body wasn’t even twitching. Several guards went to the prone man. One of them rolled the 

corpse over with a kick of his boot and bend down to get papers from his pockets. Together the 

guards scanned them quickly. All the young people who had witnessed the shooting knew that 

the guards would find at least an Identity Card and possibly a birth certificate, perhaps some 

school certificates or something personal like a note from a sweetheart. They waited in silence to 

be told what to do, expecting to dig a grave and be reprimanded for their comrade’s 

disobedience.  But nothing happened.  The guards signaled to the conscripts to embark back into 

the train, leaving the body for the nocturnal animals to feast on. It seemed to Rosalia that the 

value of the young man had been reduced to his ID-card which would be used to mark his death. 

Silently she followed the others back into her wagon.   

 

The following morning the train stopped again. When she disembarked it was to find out that she 

was going to work in a farm in Austria, milking a small herd of cows and tending to four horses 

and several pigs.  The farm was in the Klagenfurt district, in a peaceful hamlet where she would 

wake up at the sound of the crowing rooster.   

 

It was not home, but it was not foreign territory either. There were many Ukrainians in the region 

with whom she formed friendships and one, Mykhailo Magora, whom she married.  Mykhailo 

also worked on a farm and they continued to work on their separate farms until after the end of 

the war for Rosalia did not want to live in a Displaced Persons’ Camp.  Together, Mykhailo and 

Rosalia applied for immigration and were accepted by the United States.  

 

After they received their immigration papers, Mikhailo told Rosalia that they should destroy their 

papers from Ukraine and from the Third Reich.  Rosalia thought about it, images of tree shadows 

crowding her mind. She agreed.  The only documents she now has in her possession is her Green 

Card form the US Department of Justice and the Id she needs to take the COTA bus in Columbus 

in Ohio.     

 


