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Witold who? Pilecki? —
Yes, Pi-lets-ki!

Everything changed when the German Wehrmacht invaded
Poland in 1939. Witold Pilecki was 38 years old at the start of the
Second World War. He gave up his regular life to fight against
the German occupiers. He allowed himself to be arrested and
transported to Auschwitz, where he organized a resistance net-
work. He was one of the first people to send reports about

the crimes committed in the concentration camp to the outside
world. He later took part in the Warsaw Uprising against the
Germans.

The victory over Hitler, however, did not result in freedom
for Central and Eastern Europe, but instead brought new
oppression. Pilecki took up the fight against the regime the
Soviet Union had installed in Poland. His recognition of the
criminal nature of both the Nazi and the communist regimes
proved clairvoyant. He courageously and decisively opposed
the two totalitarianisms that shaped the twentieth century.



Witold Pilecki

May 13, 1901 Pilecki was born in Olonets, Russia.
1910 The family moved to Vilnius.
November 1918 At the end of the First World War, Poland

was reestablished as an independent nation
after being partitioned for 123 years.

1922 Pilecki began studying art in Vilnius, but
had to stop due to lack of funds.

April 7,1931 Maria Ostrowska and Pilecki married.

September 19,1940___ Pilecki allowed himself to be arrested and
brought to Auschwitz.

April 26,1943 Pilecki escaped from Auschwitz.

August-September
1944 In the Warsaw Uprising, Pilecki fought
against the German occupation.

October 1944 Pilecki was captured and brought to the
prisoner-of-war camp in Murnau, Bavaria.

May 8-9, 1945 End of the Second World War

Summer 1945 Pilecki was stationed in Italy and composed
his report about Auschwitz there.

May 1947 The secret service of the communist regime
in Poland arrested Pilecki in Warsaw.

March 15, 1948 Pilecki was sentenced to death for
“spying for the West."”

May 25, 1948 Pilecki was executed.

1990 After the collapse of the communist

regime, Poland became democratic; Pilecki
was finally rehabilitated.
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Foreword

Wojciech Koztowski

For the past five years, the Pilecki Institute has been
a focal point for an international debate on history
in Berlin. It serves as a hub for exhibitions, educa-
tional programs, archival work, and discussions on
20"-century history and current challenges.

We aimed not only to present Polish history
and the Polish perspective on history in Berlin but
also to integrate ourselves into Berlin’s institutional
landscape, a goal we successfully achieved. We also
succeeded in introducing a broader range of per-
spectives on Eastern Europe to Berlin and present-
ing Polish history within a regional context. Russia’s
war against Ukraine, drawing upon totalitarian ide-
ology and practices reminiscent of the Stalinist era,
emphasizes the importance of engaging with history.
It highlights how such engagement enables us to ad-
dress present-day challenges faster and more effec-
tively.

Collaboration with the Bundesarchiv in archival
matters, educational partnerships with the Berlin
Senate, and numerous collaborations with German
academic institutions and NGOs have opened new
paths for Polish-German dialogue.

The permanent exhibition “Witold Pilecki: In
Resistance Against Hitler and Stalin” that we present
to you goes beyond showcasing the life of Witold
Pilecki. While it certainly honors his legacy, one of its
core messages is our conviction that Pilecki, with his
biography, should not only be regarded as a hero of
Polish history or the Polish struggle for freedom but

also be recognized as a part of the European pantheon
of memory.

The exhibition also emphasizes that Pilecki
wasn't acting alone. His efforts to establish a resist-
ance network at Auschwitz and relay intelligence
about the atrocities to the Allies were crucial compo-
nents of a larger initiative by the Polish underground
state and the Polish government-in-exile to expose
German crimes to the world.

The efforts of Pilecki and the Polish underground
state to convey the horror of the situation and mo-
bilize a response from the free world were only met
with partial success. We know from the archives that
although the Allies received reports based on Pilecki’s
information as early as December 1940, their reaction
to them was neither prompt nor adequate.

Pilecki’s narrative, therefore, encapsulates not
only the broader Polish resistance against Hitler and
Stalin but also serves as a universal tale of confront-
ing evil.

Warsaw / Berlin, September 2024




Three reflections on

Witold Pilecki

Hanna Radziejowska

1.

An inscription on the wall of Pawiak prison in War-
saw, where the Gestapo tortured Polish prisoners,
read: “It is easy to speak about Poland,; it is difficult
to work for her, even harder to die for her, and most
difficult to suffer”

Witold Pilecki’s story reminds us primarily of
the immense cost of liberty, democracy, and freedom
in Poland and Europe. Often, the values ascribed to
such concepts as patriotism, heroism, and the fight
for freedom are treated as something outdated, like
Gombrowicz’s ironic reflections on an individual’s
“greatness.” Statements such as “our grandparents
fought for our freedom” often sound trite to us today.
However, as Timothy Snyder stated, the future exists
only when our world is based on values — freedom,
democracy, justice —because they enable choices,
and decisions and choices imply the existence of a
future.

The mystery of the causes and effects of human
choices, the connections between the past and the
future, the history of making specific decisions and
the resulting moments of heroism (as in the case of
Pilecki) is not relegated exclusively to the past and ab-
stract mythology. Pilecki’s story cannot belong only to
the realm of memory culture, that is, the way in which
certain events are remembered. It should prompt us
to reflect on the essence of history —history that
matters precisely because of the values chosen and
the associated influence on our present and future.

Irecentlylistened to a debate in Kyiv with Ukrain-
ian soldiers who explained that they are fighting so
that their families, children, friends, and compatriots
never have to see what they are experiencing and can
be happy.

Today, as war rages in Europe, and civilians and
soldiers die every day, we also better understand
events from 8o years ago. We understand that our
grandparents said the same thing then as the Ukrain-
ian soldiers are saying now: their struggle and suf-
fering became the source of our freedom. The story
of Pilecki and his colleagues in the Home Army tells
a bitter truth that there is no price for freedom. Free-
dom is priceless because such is human life and suf-
fering. It should not be acceptable to reconcile with
the emptiness left by those who gave their lives to
defend it.

Thanks to such closeness to history, we discover
even more clearly how much Pilecki remains a part
of Polish and European heritage — the struggle for
freedom, democracy, truth, justice, and a free Poland.

2.

The exhibition uses Pilecki’s biography to discuss
the significance of bearing witness. Pilecki experi-
enced German crimes in occupied Warsaw and the
Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp, and was
fully aware that he had to remember everything to
later bear witness to the crimes and the essence of
both totalitarianisms. His reports, written after es-
caping from Auschwitz, are an excellent example of
this. His effort to remember and bear witness was the
result of a decision to act; to act in every situation and
regardless of circumstances, to not concede to evil
and to do everything to fight against it.

Both of the 20™ century’s totalitarian regimes —
Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia — fought against
memory and history. This is one of the reasons why
we in Poland started telling the story of our grand-
parents and the occupation so late. Communism

in Poland erased individual and social memory of
those who fought for a democratic state. That is why
Pilecki’s Report was first published in Poland in 2000,
and only ten years later in English and German. De-
mocracy is a space where the recovery of memory
takes place, and historical research becomes possible.
This exhibition is part of this broader process of the
democratic recovery of memory.

3.

The third reflection is connected to the second, and is
rather somber. Our exhibition depicts Witold Pilecki’s
effort to inform the world about German crimes, with
the ultimate goal of stopping them. Pilecki sends re-
quests for the bombing of Auschwitz, plans a pris-
oner uprising, collaborates with others to provide
information that the Polish government-in-exile
then publicizes, and tries to convince the Allies of
the need to punish the crimes. All without success.
In the exhibition, we see a shocking interview with
Jan Karski, who recounts his meeting with Roosevelt
and Churchill. Karski, an emissary of the Polish un-
derground state, recalls the reactions of both political
leaders of the free world to his information about the
Holocaust: “it is so terrible that no one will ever be-
lieve it”

In the exhibition, we witness the great effort of
the Polish state to make Western societies, elites, and
political classes aware via publications, conferences
organized by the government-in-exile, and initiatives
of the heinous crimes committed by the Germans.
Alongside these efforts, we see reactions, short ar-
ticles or even notes on the less significant interior
pages of the “Daily Telegraph” and “New York Times”.
Page 5, page 11. A reflection arises: such an obvious
crime, so much collected material, evidence, testi-
monies — and the world remained silent, making it
difficult to punish the criminals after the war. The so-
called “second guilt” of post-war Germany is its fail-
ure to punish the war criminals. Of all the German

workers at the colossal death factory at Auschwitz,
only five percent faced any justice.

Such unimaginable crimes! Let this be a warning
for us today when we witness Russian crimes in
Ukraine: we must not allow atrocities to go un-
punished, and peace must not be without justice.

ESSAY



Do we need heroes?

Mateusz Fatkowski

Why do we need heroes in our democracies? The
shortest attempt at an answer: by agreeing on
whether Witold Pilecki was a hero and why we rec-
ognize him as such, we also agree on our culture. By
defining a system of coordinates that determines
what heroism is and who our heroes are, we mutually
assure ourselves of the culture we want to live in.

However, heroism is difficult for the modern
individual to grasp and, for many, is somewhat at
odds with the spirit of mass democracy. At the same
time, democracies without heroes can quickly per-
ish. Ukraine’s defensive war after the Russian full-
scale invasion of February 2022 showed us this even
more clearly. Ordinary people have become heroes en
masse, although heroism by its very nature is not a
matter of the masses.

The attitude of the Ukrainian people was met with
admiration, but also provoked voices in the public de-
bate in Germany, such as that of social psychologist
Harald Welzer who responded with the statement
that he “preferred to live in post-heroic times”: “Per-
sonally, I experience very unpleasant feelings when
someone fights ‘bravely for their country’, when civil-
ians are asked to make Molotov cocktails for the pur-
poses of a private defense of their homeland, when
an aesthetic and rhetoric of war is celebrated that we
have not considered socially acceptable for decades. I
thought it was good to live in post-heroic times.“"

Not only the reactions to the war in Ukraine, but
also the somewhat older tensions surrounding the de-
sire to remove monuments to historical figures such
as the generals of the southern states in the United
States, as well as similar protests in Europe, show that
the idea of heroism still plays an important role in our

societies. We question the heroes of the past, but we
also fight for the memory of those who were previ-
ously erased from history. Dieter Thoma describes
how the attempt to rename Vienna's Heldenplatz
(Heroes’ Square) to “Platz der Demokratie” (Demo-
cracy Square) met with public protest.? Indeed,
democracy does not replace heroes, rather it is heroes
who are also needed in a democracy. The story of
Witold Pilecki makes a special case in this context.

Witold Pilecki was born in Karelia in 1901 and
took part in the Polish-Bolshevik War of 1920. Since
the Polish state defended its existence during this
war, Pilecki was able to enjoy two decades of family
happiness in a free country and to administer his
estate in Sukurcze. With the invasion of the German
Third Reich and the Soviet Union in September 1939,
a long and dangerous journey began for him, along
with a long separation from his wife and two children.

In mid-1940, Pilecki decided to try to get to the
Auschwitz concentration camp, which had just been
set up by the German occupiers. The decision was
taken under special conditions, characterized by great
uncertainty. The communication channels did not al-
ways work. The conspiracy structures were only just
emerging and the various groups had only just come
together. Under conspiratorial conditions, the exact
decisions about the courses of action that were con-
sidered feasible were not made at the top, but largely
from below. It was in these scattered underground
networks that the question “What is possible?” was
discussed. Pilecki undertook an almost death-defy-
ing mission — he was to gather information from the
then-newly established German camp at Auschwitz.
Of course, he did not have all the knowledge in 1940
that we have today, but the decision to voluntarily
go to the site of the raids in the Warsaw district of
Zoliborz on September 19, 1940, to allow himself to be
captured and taken to the camp was a heroic one — in
the most literal sense of the word.

Under the false name of Tomasz Serafiniski,
he managed to build up resistance networks in
Auschwitz under the most repressive conditions.
From December 1940 on, for over two years, he passed
on information that managed to reach Warsaw.
From there, this information reached the Allies in
London in messenger jackets and luggage on detours
through occupied Europe. Pilecki wanted to organize
an uprising of the prisoners in the camp and count-
ed on support for such resistance from outside. From
his position as a prisoner there, he asked for the
camp to be bombed. Through various middlemen, he
passed on information about the subsequent trans-
formations of Auschwitz, about the various stages of
the long and terrible experiments with death by the
camp’s creators. About the murder of Polish politi-
cal prisoners, about the gassing of Soviet prisoners
of war and finally about the place and method of the
mass extermination of European Jews. On April 26,
1943, Pilecki and his two comrades, Jan Redzej and
Edward Ciesielski, managed to escape Auschwitz.

He understood the role of the witness very well.
Immediately after his escape, he began writing a
comprehensive report on Auschwitz. He was briefly
reunited with his family: his wife Maria and his
young children Zofia and Andrzej. In August 1944,
he took part in the largest armed civil uprising of
the Second World War — the Warsaw Uprising. He
was then sent to a prisoner of war camp in Murnau.
When the camp was liberated by the American army,
he joined the Polish forces in the west, which were
stationed in Italy in 1945. He rewrote his account of
his experiences at Auschwitz. On October 19, 1945, in
San Giorgio in the Italian Abruzzo region, he handed
over the densely written 104 pages of “Report W” to
his superior, General Pelczynski, who took Pilecki’s
report with him to London. The manuscript ended
up in the London archives of the Polish Underground
Movement, but for decades no one was to read this
text.

Pilecki decided to return to Poland, where he had
left his wife and children and where communists had
meanwhile assumed power with the help of the Red
Army. He managed to visit and see the site of the for-
mer Auschwitz camp once again. As the communists
felt insecure about their legitimacy in Polish society,
they regarded Witold Pilecki and other Home Army
fighters as a threat. Exactly two years after the war —
on May 8, 1947 — Pilecki was arrested. He was then
sentenced to death in a show trial based on false ac-
cusations. The sentence was carried out in a Warsaw
prison on May 25, 1948, and the place of his burial
remains unknown to this day.

Seen from a temporal distance, it is startling that
Pilecki was made unable to attend the meetings of the
survivors at the very time when their efforts to pre-
serve the knowledge of what happened in Auschwitz
for future generations began. His voice could not be
heard loud and clear alongside the testimonies of
Primo Levi or Rudolf Vrba and Alfred Wetzler, for ex-
ample. In 1947, Primo Levi published his famous book
about his experiences in Auschwitz, and in Paris the
first of the major conferences took place at which the
survivors of Auschwitz came to speak and tell the
world what they had seen and experienced?. Pilecki
could not speak either then or in the subsequent de-
bates — as at this point he was already being tortured
in a Warsaw prison.

Pilecki’s torturers not only sentenced him to
death, but also imposed a sentence of silence on his
story. For decades, until the end of the Cold War,
Pilecki’s fate, his wartime past, his mission in
Auschwitz and his death in 1948 at the hands of the
communists were kept taboo. For along time, his story
remained unknown beyond a very close family cir-
cle in Poland and an equally small circle of military
officers in exile. Pilecki remained a taboo figure for
political reasons until 1989. The Cold War acted as a
kind of memory freezer. But even after the upheavals
of 1989, it still took a dozen years for Pilecki’s report,
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Do we need heroes?

his biography, his name and his face to really become
known to Poles, and only now are they becoming
known to the rest of the world. But why is this time
shift important here?

Heroes become such for us for several reasons: be-
cause they expose themselves to danger and because
they fight for a cause that is greater than themselves.
But heroes also need us — they need an audience of
sorts. Someone has to speak of their heroism, just
as Homer spoke of Achilles or Odysseus. The poets
decide what remains. There must be a community
that remembers this heroism.

Yet despite the heroic struggle of Ukrainians
against Russian aggression after 2022, we live in
times that seem less favorable to heroes and heroism.
This time shift, the time when the memory of Pilecki
was frozen by the Cold War, has led to his story being
perceived with a certain skepticism or distance. It is
seen as something distant, as part of a mere military
history, as an example of martyrdom or, in its exces-
sive war heroism, as unsuited to the era of capitalist
democracies. When we revive the memory of Pilecki
decades later, we encounter the anti-heroic affection
of modern societies. It is perhaps most evident in the
German debate, but can also be seen in Poland.*

Even if the word “courage” has a positive con-
notation in the public sphere, as in the discourse on
“civil courage”, “heroism” is already becoming some-
thing ambivalent. Civil courage or “everyday heroes”
are sometimes contrasted with the rather unpopless
popular heroism.® The critical approach to heroism in
our societies results in part from a re-assessment and
redirection of our attention from these heroes —the
warriors who later traditionally appeared on bronze
monuments — to, for example, the suffering of the
civilian population. Well, this brings us back to what
heroism is, and what Pilecki’s heroism was. It was
not his willingness to fight, but his ability to sacrifice
himself in the name of a greater and broader cause.
Not the blood on the sword, but the willingness to
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sacrifice himself for others, to sacrifice his own life —
this is what makes a hero.®

Pilecki’s story is also an example of the “democ-
ratization of heroism”: Pilecki is here not a leader,
not a general, not a “great fighter” Rather, he is part
of a larger picture, the Polish resistance movement
and the underground state. He is one of many partic-
ipants who took on a great responsibility. This story
is also about values: Heroism implies that one does
not act in one’s own interests, but precisely for the
common good.

Why and what for do we need heroes? By agreeing
on whether Pilecki was a hero and why we recognize
him as such, we also agree on our culture and on the
culture we want to live in. It is our political commu-
nity that sets the coordinate system that determines
what we define as heroism and who our heroes are.
And that works both ways. Remembering Pilecki and
others (including, of course, possible critical voices)
allows us to constantly calibrate this coordinate sys-
tem. “A hero is ultimately determined by the social
coordinate system that evaluates the deed and in this
way defines what heroism is [...] the selfsame action
that makes one a hero in one place can make him
a criminal or a fool in another, different coordinate
system.””?

Some people are bothered by the fact that hero-
ism is commemorated by state or public institutions
such as museums or schools. But a hero is always
socially (and politically) constructed. By calling some-
one a hero, we also reassure each other about our
culture and norms. About the norms that can define
such heroism.®

Do heroic acts affect us or do we only recognize
them in an abstract way? Regardless of how we
answer this question, heroes can also be important to
us insofar as they activate the ability in us to act. A
look into Pilecki’s biography can also mean a look into
ourselves. It can activate the initiative and the ability
to act in us, for example when we think of the ability

to report on war crimes, even in current wars. Heroes
can help us recognize ourselves in them and thus give
us the opportunity to take initiative and act.

Perhaps a convincing argument for the skep-
tics — representatives of the post-heroic strand in
the historical debate —will be the observation that
Pilecki’s heroism also represents brotherhood. For
Pilecki’s commitment is not only a story of individual
heroism, but also of brotherhood in the face of dan-
ger. In working together to build the resistance net-
work in Auschwitz, in the danger of escaping together
with Redzej and Ciesielski. By creating a team and a
sense of bonding based on trust and the shared expe-
rience of danger, Pilecki could echo the words of Jan
Strzelecki: “At the core of our existence was a com-
munity held together by a strong bond that can best
be described by the concept of brotherhood. This ex-
istence, which was lived under constant threat, with
the knowledge that we walked together on the edge of
life, that every encounter increased the likelihood of
final separation, opened up for us the meaning of the
word “community.”?

However, heroism remains difficult for the mod-
ern man to accept. Which is a good thing. Because
heroes embody virtues that strive for universality, but
in an extremely hyperbolic and therefore rare form.
Heroes shine and humanity does not shine; we ad-
mire heroes precisely because they do NOT embody
conventional human traits. In the first paragraphs of
this text, I outlined Pilecki’s biography as a journey
through monstrous countries, camps and prisons; as
a journey that was characterized by separation from
his family, by his return and also by various dilem-
mas. This is Odysseus. Odysseus embodies heroism,
but also the contradictions of humanity.

Around the time Pilecki was sentenced to death
and his story to silence, in 1947, the poet Tadeusz
Rézewicz wrote about his experiences of the occu-
pation: “I'm searching for a teacher and a master/
let him give me back my sight hearing and speech/
let him name objects and concepts again.” In the same
volume of poetry from 1947, Niepokdj, he added:
“I call out in a whisper: I am alive”.'® Witold Pilecki’s
story helps us to name certain things and concepts.
This is another reason why we need heroes, even in
post-heroic societies.

1 “Social psychologist Welzer warns of a new ‘aesthetics and rhetoric of war' in Germany", Stern, 16.3.2022,
www.stern.de/gesellschaft/ukraine-krieg---harald-welzer---nirgends-hoert-man--moment-mal---31701534.html.

2___Dieter Thoméa: Warum Demokratien Helden brauchen [Why do democracies need heros]. Ullstein, Berlin 2019, p. 9.

3___Laura Jockusch: Collect and Record! Jewish Holocaust Documentation in Early Postwar Europe. Oxford UP 2012.

4___"l wonder if we need heroes" - this phrase from the MP Krzysztof Mieszkowski's speech to the Culture Committee of the Polish

Sejm on July 4, 2024 sums up the discussion.

5___Joerg Lau: Pathos des Eigenssins. Zivilcourage und Heldentum [The Pathos of Self-Interest. Civil Courage and Heroism],

“Merkur” No. 724/725, September-October 2009, pp. 753-761.

6___Itis not the blood on his weapons that makes the warrior a hero, but his willingness to sacrifice himself in order to save others.
Herfried Muenkler, Heroische und postheroische Gesellschaften [Heroic and post-heroic societies], “Merkur" No. 700, 09/2007.

7___Christian Schneider: Wozu Helden? [Wherefore heroes?], “Mittelweg 36", 1/2009, p. 92.
8___Jan Philipp Reemtsma: Der Held, das Ich und das Wir [The Hero, the | and the We], “Mittelweg 36", August-September 2009, p. 13.
9___Jan Strzelecki: Préby swiadectwa [Attempts at a Testimony]. Warszawa 1974, p. 15.

10_Tadeusz Rézewicz, poems Saved (transl. into English by Joanna Trzeciak) and Chased (transl. into English by
Karolina Golimowska) from the volume Niepokdj [Anxiety], Krakow 1947.
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Discovering Pilecki

Jack Fairweather

I only heard of Witold Pilecki’s story by chance.

In 2011, I met a friend with whom I'd covered
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. We were trying to
make sense of what we'd witnessed. He had travelled
to Auschwitz and learned about Pilecki’s two-and-a-
half-year mission to the camp. The idea of resisting
the Nazis from the center of their greatest crime felt
shocking. I thought of the camp as the ultimate sym-
bol of suffering and victimhood. Who would volun-
tarily expose themselves to such horror, I wondered?
And what could such a man’s story tell me about con-
fronting evil today?

Then I discovered another remarkable fact about
Pilecki: next to nothing had been written about him
outside Poland. I managed to glean a little online. He
had gone on to fight Poland’s Communist regime at
the end of World War II, been captured, executed, and
all trace of his wartime record locked away in mili-
tary archives until the collapse of the Soviet Union.
It wasn'’t until 2012 that one of Pilecki’s reports was
finally translated into English. I remember eagerly
reading the report upon publication only to find it
deepening the mystery. Names were hidden to pro-
tect colleagues, events obscured or omitted. The re-
port left unanswered the crucial questions: What
happened to the intelligence he had risked his life in
Auschwitz to gather? Why were his calls for action
unheeded? How many lives might have been saved
had the world listened?
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This exhibition is based on the three years’ re-
search it took to answer these questions, which
formed the basis of my book The Volunteer. The story
you are about to discover is of the greatest historical
importance. Pilecki arrived in Auschwitz at its be-
ginning, when it served as a concentration camp for
Polish political prisoners and the majority of its in-
mates were ethnic Poles. He thus witnessed the steps
by which the Nazis conceived of and built their death
factory for Europe’s Jews. Pilecki was the first to alert
the world to the camp’s horrors through his smuggled
reports and the first to try and stop them. Three years
before Allied commanders publicly acknowledged the
camp's existence Pilecki was urging them to bomb it.

The facts presented here establish Pilecki’s role
as a first witness to the Holocaust in Auschwitz. But
the exhibition wouldn’t be complete without explain-
ing how he managed to carry out his mission. How do
you survive in a death camp? How do you build an un-
derground numbering over a thousand men without
being detected? How do you smuggle out to London
the Nazis’ greatest secrets? I could hazard some an-
swers here but I believe in that old maxim of writing
that it’s better to show, not tell. This exhibition gives
visitors the opportunity to immerse themselves in
Pilecki’s world, in the sights, sounds and objects that
he experienced. My hope is that by doing so we can
come closer to the man himself and his choices, and
shed some light on our own time. As a reporter I've
always been drawn to extremes — and I've found none
greater than Pilecki’s story of survival in Auschwitz.
It describes the worst we can do to each other, and
surprisingly, some of the best.

A note on our approach:

Pilecki’s story offers a radically different perspective
on Auschwitz. But it also presents a historical conun-
drum: namely that the main source for Pilecki’s story
is Pilecki himself. After his escape from Auschwitz in

April 1943, Pilecki wrote three reports about his ac-
tivities in the camp, along with a memoir of his early
life and several smaller texts. Historians traditionally
play down such testimony in favor of documentary
evidence and it is true that a personal perspective,
enormous suffering, and time can play on the human
memory. But we believe it’s a mistake to simply dis-
miss what historical actors noted down, be it during
the action or in hindsight. Like other historical re-
cords, their accounts must be put into relation with
other sources to test their accuracy.

For three years my research team and I coun-
ter-checked Pilecki’s own story with thousands of pag-
es of evidence from the testimonies of other witness-
es and secret or official documents from the archives.
My researchers Marta Goljan, Katarzyna Chizyriska
and Ingrid Pufahl spent three years consulting ma-
terial at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum,
Central Archives of Modern Records, Central Mili-
tary Archives, Institute of National Remembrance,
the Ossolineum, the Chronicle of Terror Archives at
the Pilecki Institute, the Polish Institute and Sikorski
Museum, the Polish Underground Movement Study
Trust, the National Archives in Kew, the Wiener Li-
brary, the National Archives in Washington, DC, the
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the FDR
Presidential Library, the Hoover Institution, the Yad
Vashem Archives, the Central Zionist Archives, the
German Federal Archives in Koblenz and Berlin, the
Swiss Federal Archives, the Archivum Helveto-Polon-
icum Foundation, and the International Committee
of the Red Cross Archives.

Whenever gaps remained, it was our great privi-
lege to be able to consult with Pilecki’s children An-
drzej and Zofia, his nephew Marek Ostrowski, and
those who had known Pilecki or shared his experienc-
es like Kazimierz Piechowski, Bohdan Walasek, Jerzy
Zakrzewski, Jerzy Bogusz, Janusz Walendzik, Miec-
zystaw Galuszka, Zofia Zuzalek, Jacek and Ryszard
Stupka, Jézefa Handzlik, Anna Czernicka, Stefan

Hahn, Mieczystaw Mastalerz, Kazimierz Albin and
Zofia Posmysz. I am grateful to the families of those
connected to Witold’s story for sharing their time,
memories and private papers: Maria and Szymon
Swietorzecki, Marek and Barbara Popiel, Yaninka Sal-
ski, Jarostaw Abramow-Newerly, Daniel Piechowski,
Jan Tereszczenko, Piotr Woyna-Orlewicz, Ewa Bialy,
Adam Wojtasiak, Zofia Wisniewska, Maria Serafiris-
ka-Domanska, Stanistaw Domaniski, Jan Dembinski,
Jan Jekielek, Krystyna Kleczar, Wiestaw Kleczar, Ka-
zimierz Kleczar, Andrzej Molin, the Stupka family, the
Kozusznik family, Krystyna Rybak, Robert Plotnicki,
Jacek Dubois, Bozena Stawiniska, Henryk Bleja, the
Harat family, Beata Ciesielska-Mrozewicz, Felicjan
Swierczyna, Piotr Wielopolski, the Mikusz family,
Krzysztof Nahlik, Jan Chciuk-Celt, Stefan Pagowski,
Tadeusz M. Pluzaniski, Marta Ortowska, Wanda Janta,
Ryszard Stagenalski and Stanistaw Mroz.

And what we found was that in almost all cases,
Pilecki’s story, as told by himself, stood the test. In-
deed, it’s a remarkable how much he got right, given
the conditions in which he wrote on the run or in hid-
ing. But should we really be surprised given his mis-
sion to speak truth in the face of evil?

“Nothing should be ‘overdone’, he writes in the
preface to one of his reports. “Even the smallest fib
would profane the memory of those fine people who
lost their lives there.”

Our hope is that with this exhibition we can finally
hear him.
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Poland before the
Second World War

The end of the First World War in 1918 sealed the fate of the
great powers of Europe. Tsarist Russia, Austria-Hungary,
and the German Empire ceased to exist. Poland had been
partitioned among these three empires for 123 years. Now,
after prolonged occupation and bitter struggles for libera-
tion, the country could be reestablished.

Poland faced enormous challenges: unifying three territo-
ries that had developed in very different ways, modernizing
the economy, and overcoming social tensions. Moreover,
poverty and illiteracy were widespread, the infrastructure
was decrepit, and authoritarian and nationalist tendencies
were on the rise. AlImost one-tenth of the population was
Jewish, one of the highest percentages in the world during
the interwar period.

The young nation, however, was dynamic. Its role models
were the Western democracies. The regained independence
led to a blossoming in art, culture, architecture, and science.
And a modern civil society with liberal forces also developed.
Witold Pilecki observed these changes very precisely. His
ancestors, members of the lower nobility, had already fought
for a free Poland. For their participation in an uprising
against Russia they had been exiled to Karelia on the Russian-
Finnish border. There, in tsarist Russia, Witold Pilecki was
born in 1901.
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Jewish life in Poland

Poland was a multicultural country.
According to a 1930 census, Poland'’s
population at the time was 14 percent
Ukrainian, 9 percent Jewish, 4 percent
German, and 3 percent Belorussian.
The world economic crisis exacerbated
social conflicts throughout the world
during the 1930s. In Poland as else-
where, nationalist and antisemitic ten-
dencies were on the rise. This led to
boycotts and the plundering of Jewish
businesses, to discrimination against
Jewish university students, and to
efforts to reduce the number of Jews
in various occupations. Violent attacks
on Jews also increased. All of this was
opposed especially by the socialist,
liberal, and agrarian parties.

Jewish life in Poland was extremely
diverse during this period. There were
numerous Jewish sports clubs, academ-
ic associations, rabbinical schools, and
libraries. Patriotic Jewish artists and
scholars were committed to the Polish
Republic. Representatives from Jewish
political parties had seats in the Polish
parliament.
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The Pilecki family

The family moved to Vilnius in 1910.

Even as an adolescent, Pilecki supported
Polish self-defense units during the
First World War. He also fought in the
Polish-Soviet war (1919 to 1921) that
arose from border disputes after Poland
had been re-established. Pilecki never
entirely left the army, participating in
reserve training almost every year.

After the death of his father in 1926,
Pilecki took over the family's indebted
country estate in Sukurcze and modern-
ized it. As estate manager, he was pro-
gressive and socially oriented. Pilecki
supported the tenant farmers and
established a cooperative with them that
guaranteed them better milk prices.

In 1931 Pilecki married Maria Ostrows-
ka, a teacher. The couple had a son
and, a year later, a daughter — Andrzej
and Zofia. Their family life was modern.
Pilecki was a devoted father, and Maria
continued to work as a teacher even
after the birth of the two children.

Despite his numerous responsibilities,
Pilecki also found time to write poems
and paint. A number of his paintings and
drawings have survived to the present
day.

Witold and Maria Pilecki
with their son Andrzej, 1933

The Pilecki family: Witold,
Maria, young Andrzej,
and his sister Zofia, 1934

Witold Pilecki and his son
Andrzej with their calves

all photos: Private collection
of the Pilecki family
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Another war,
another partition

Both the Soviet Union and the German Empire sought to
undermine the newly founded country. Poland was labeled
a “seasonal state”, one of limited duration and questionable
existence. The Nazis intensified this rhetoric beginning in
1938. Hitler and Stalin signed a nonaggression treaty on
August 23, 1939. A secret supplemental protocol outlined
how Poland and Eastern Europe would be divided between
the Soviet Union and Germany.

The two dictatorships invaded Poland in 1939. The German
Wehrmacht marched in from the west on September 1,
while the Soviet Union attacked from the east on September
17. Members of the Polish government fled to Romania and
were incarcerated there. Hitler sought to eradicate the
Polish nation and all Polish political, cultural, and religious
elites. His goal was to subjugate Poland completely to create
“new Lebensraum,” living space for Germans.

From the beginning, the German military conducted the
war with extreme brutality. The Polish civilian population
was virtually defenseless against the air raids of the German
Luftwaffe and the ruthless violence of German soldiers.
Faced with Germany's military superiority, Warsaw capitu-
lated on September 28 —not least to save the capital from
further destruction.
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Hundreds of thousands of people
left everything behind and tried

to escape the advancing troops.
Depending on their personal histo-
ries and their affiliations, they fled
across the country to the west or
the east.

Heinz Boesig, Max Ehlert, BArchiv
B1011-121-0008-27

5

“Actions carried out in the occupied Polish territories from September 1, 1939,

until now, to express resentment of atrocities committed by the Poles, are not to be

investigated as criminal acts.”

Amnesty decree following

the Polish campaign

German war crimes were respon-
sible for the deaths of tens of
thousands of people. In a secret
“amnesty decree” on October 4,
1939, Hitler guaranteed impunity
for the perpetrators.
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Julien Bryan and Kazimiera Mika,
September 13, 1939, near Warsaw
The photographer Julien Bryan
consoles 12-year-old Kazimiera Mika,
whose older sister was killed in a
German air raid. “While | was photo-
graphing the bodies, a little ten-
year-old [sic] girl came running up
and stood transfixed by one of the
dead. The woman was her older sister.
The child had never before seen
death and couldn't understand why
her sister would not speak to her.

... The child looked at us in bewilder-
ment. | threw my arm about her and
held her tightly, trying to comfort
her. She cried.”

USHMM, Washington

Attacks on the civilian population
Thousands of civilians were killed

in German air raids in September
1939. A photograph by the American
correspondent Julien Bryan became
a symbol of the German crimes. It
shows the twelve-year-old Kazimiera
Mika, stunned as she mourned her
sister.

USHMM, Washington
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Witold Pilecki as
a Polish officer

In August 1939, Poland mobilized one
million soldiers. One of these was Witold
Pilecki, who was deployed as the com-
mander of a unit of ninety reservists.
Thirty of them died in the fighting dur-
ing the first weeks of the War. After the
Polish military forces surrendered in
early October, Pilecki traveled to War-
saw, the center of the resistance to the
German occupation, to join the under-
ground.

Hundreds of thousands of Polish
families fled from the two advancing
enemy armies. The Red Army's invasion
of Poland also affected the Pilecki fami-
ly. Pilecki hoped that his wife Maria had
left the border region with their chil-
dren and been able to flee to her family
in Ostrow Mazowiecka near Warsaw.

22

Witold Pilecki leading a military
parade near Sukurcze, 1920s
Pilecki participated almost every
year in reserve exercises.

In April 1932 he organized reserve
duty training exercises in the Lidzki
district with cavalrymen who served
under the Polish forces as of 1937.

Private collection of the Pilecki family
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Soviet and German soldiers

talk at the demarcation line

in occupied Poland at the end

of September 1939

On September 28, 1939, the day
Warsaw surrendered, the German
Reich and the Soviet Union signed
a Boundary and Friendship Treaty.
It sealed the partition and renewed
the occupation of Poland. Soviet
and German soldiers conversing in
late September 1939 at the demar-
cation line in occupied Poland.

Getty Images

Hitler-Stalin Pact. Wonder how
long the honeymoon will last?
Contemporary cartoon on

the Hitler-Stalin Pact by Clifford
Berryman, Washington Star,
October 9, 1939

Library of Congress
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The Partition of Poland

The Soviet Union took the Polish terri-
tories east of the Bug River and the
German Reich occupied the remaining
Polish territory. The western part of
the annexed area was incorporated into
the German Reich by the Nazis, who
engaged in a brutal Germanization.
They deported and expelled hundreds
of thousands of Poles to make room
for German settlers. The eastern part
became the General Government, which
the Germans governed as a colony,
terrorizing and plundering the local
population.

Polish borders before 1939
German Reich

Polish territories controlled
by the German Reich

Polish territories annexed
by the Soviet Union

Soviet Union

Region of Vilnius granted to Lithuania
by the USSR on October 28, 1939

German-Soviet “border of interests”
(1939-1941)

Curzon Line (December 8, 1919)

0 100 km

LITHUANIA &

Baltic Sea
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Gdansk

B Sukurcze
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The German and

the Soviet occupation
of Poland

The end of military operations marked the beginning of
the terror against the Polish population. In many places
the Nazis forced Jews into ghettos. In the so-called
Intelligenzaktion (Intelligentsia Operation), the Germans
systematically arrested and murdered educated Poles
including physicians, teachers, and clergy. Education for
Poles was to be limited to the primary school level.
Institutions of higher learning and cultural facilities were
forced to close. According to Nazi ideology, Poles would
serve Germans in the future solely as a source of cheap
labor.

The Soviets introduced a “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat” in their occupied territory. They expropriated
large-scale estates and collectivized agriculture. They
also planned to eradicate the Polish nation and Polish
culture. They arrested countless Poles; hundreds of
thousands were deported to Siberia and Central Asia.

As an estate owner, Pilecki's wife Maria also feared
Soviet reprisals. She fled with her children from Sukurcze
to her mother in German-occupied Ostrow Mazowiecka,
where her husband had searched for them in vain several
months earlier.

£<4

Toppling the Adam Mickiewicz
Monument

The Mickiewicz Monument was
destroyed on August 17, 1940.
The Nazis wanted to eliminate
all symbols of the Polish culture
and nation.

Krakow National Archives




The German bombing
destroyed Warsaw

Families settled into the ruins
and had to beg for food.

USHMM, Washington

Ruins of a Catholic church
in Warsaw, after 1945
Many buildings of great
architectural and historical
value throughout Poland
were destroyed.

USHMM, Washington
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The Destruction of Warsaw

Warsaw, Poland's capital, was bombed
continuously for almost four weeks.

The Germans bombed hospitals, groups
of refugees on the streets, and historic-
ally significant buildings. Many thousands
of civilians were killed by the bombs and
artillery fire.

A Polish girl views the destruction

wrought by German air raids,
Warsaw 1939

USHMM, Washington
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The introduction of
a racial hierarchy by the
German occupiers

The Nazis established a brutal racial
hierarchy in Poland. Signs stating
“Only for Germans" were posted in
numerous buildings, public transporta-
tion, and restaurants. Many Poles lost
all their belongings. Jews were subject
to the most severe repressions. In
November 1940, the Germans evacuat-
ed parts of the center of Warsaw and
forcibly moved the Jewish population
there. The Warsaw Ghetto thus created
was soon completely overcrowded. It
became the largest detention camp in
Europe.

The occupiers exploited Polish
agriculture for the benefit of the
German military and German settlers.
This resulted in a shortage of food.
The Germans responded by rationing
food supplies: Poles received around

800 calories per day, Jews a maximum
of 500.
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“For Jews. For Non-Jews"

Virginia Holocaust Museum

“No entry for Poles!”
Sign at the entrance to a park in Poznan

NYPL

“Only for German passengers”
Sign on the streetcar line 8,

car no. 94 in occupied Krakow.
Strict racial segregation was
implemented almost everywhere
in German-occupied Poland.

NAC
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Food ration distribution table A wall topped with barbed wire
for Jews and Non-Jews (Poles) separated the “Jewish residential
from January to March 1941 district” (Warsaw Ghetto) from
Poles officially were allowed only the rest of the city

ca. 800 calories per day, Jews from
200 to a maximum of 500 calories.
They had to buy anything else illegally
at exorbitant prices. Germans were
allowed roughly 2,600 calories per day.

Ludwig Knobloch, BArchiy,
B1011-134-0791-29A

Staatsarchiv Warschau
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Announcement of November 10, 1941,
introducing the “Death penalty for
leaving the Jewish ghettos without
authorization”

Jews in Poland were very quickly
stripped of all rights. Anyone who
helped them risked the death penalty.
The Nazis also paid Polish collaborators,
so-called szmalcowniki, for betraying
hiding places of Jews.

IPN
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The Intelligentsia Operation
and the creation of the
Auschwitz concentration
camp

The Germans regarded the Polish intel-
ligentsia as the nucleus of resistance
to the occupation. In order to stem this
resistance, as early as the fall of 1939
they began fiercely opposing any form
of cultural independence in Poland.
They banned the free press and closed
libraries and educational facilities.
Already on the first day of the war,
the Nazis started systematically elimi-
nating the “leading Polish intellectual
elite.” By the summer of 1940, they had
arrested and murdered over 100,000
public figures—professors, lawyers, and
artists. Due to the overcrowded pris-
ons, SS leadership decided to create
the first concentration camp in the
occupied Polish territories, rebuilding
a former barracks in the town of
Oswiecim (Auschwitz). The first
transport of 728 prisoners arrived
in Auschwitz in June 1940.
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“It must be avoided that a Polish intelligentsia
tries to become the leading class. A low standard
of living must be maintained; we want only to
get labor from there.”

Hitler quotation from a meeting with Keitel
on October 17,1939

«

Looted art

German professors organized
the looting of the Polish cultural
heritage. The document lists the
artworks confiscated from the
National Museum and the King's
Palace in Warsaw.

BArchiv R52-11/275, K.5

The arrest of the professors
Painting, Mieczystaw Wqtorski

A lecture at Jagiellonian University
on November 6, 1939, was a trap.
The German security police arrest-
ed 180 Polish professors and three
students.

Archiwum UJ
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The top row shows civilian
photographs of the first Auschwitz
prisoners, who arrived in the camp
on June 14, 1940. Many of them
were students and members of
patriotic organizations that had
formed throughout the country

at the beginning of the German
occupation. The bottom row shows
their prisoner mug shots from the
spring of 1941.

APMA-B
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Fragments of record cards

of Gestapo prisoners arrested

on April 12,1940

Under the heading “occupation”
(Beruf), the entry “teacher” (Lehrer)
can be seen, next to which it is noted
that the prisoner was arrested
“during actions against the Polish
intelligentsia.”

IPN

Decuf: Gymnaklallehrer

Yurde im Zuge der sAktion gegen dile polnische Intel-
ligenz am 12.4.40 festgenommen.

BGeruf:
Lehrer

Wurde im Zuge der Aktion gegem die polnische Intel-

ligenz am 12.4.40 festgemommen.

B :
cout Gewerbeschullehrer

Furde im Zuge der Aktion gegen die polnische Intel-
ligenz am 12.4.40 festgenommen.
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German soldiers led more than
1,700 Poles into a forest near
the village of Palmiry and killed
them in a mass execution

NAC

40

The first transport of prisoners to
Auschwitz, June 14,1940, Tarnéw

APMA-B
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Resistance

In September 1939, a government-in-exile was established
as the legal successor to the imprisoned Polish government.
Its seat would be in London. The new prime minister was
Wiadystaw Sikorski, a general and former prime minister of
the Second Polish Republic with liberal and democratic
views. The government-in-exile functioned as the negotiat-
ing partner for the Allies. Its central goal was the liberation
of Poland.

In the meantime, formidable civilian and military organ-
izations formed underground in Poland. Despite ruthless
persecution by the Nazis, almost all political groups of the
prewar period established their own conspiratorial struc-
tures. Military groups soon united under the command of
the Home Army.

Polish resistance ensured the continuation of state
institutions. Schools and courts remained in operation
underground and even social welfare was continued. Large
numbers of Poles of all ages and social classes were active
underground at great personal risk. Thus, the largest
underground state in Europe developed. It was subordinate
to the government-in-exile in London and reported first-
hand from occupied Poland. Communication across occupied
Europe, however, was quite difficult.

Pilecki arrived in Warsaw in early November 1939 and
quickly joined the underground.
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“Hitler kaput”

With the battle cry “Hitler kaput”
(Hitler is finished) and a swastika
on a gallows, especially young boy
and girl scouts drew attention to
the existence and activities of the
underground.

FotoKarta

Main structure of the Polish
underground state, 1943

Archiwum UJ
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Pilecki in the military
resistance

Together with several officers and stu-
dents, Pilecki established an underground
cell on November 9, 1939. The highest-
ranking officer, Jan Wtodarkiewicz,
assumed the leadership. Pilecki was in
charge of recruiting new members for
the group, which was now called Tajna
Armia Polska (TAP) or Secret Polish Army.
Pilecki was well aware of the limited
influence of his military group. He pushed
to have it join the military underground,
which was later consolidated into the
Home Army. The government-in-exile
appointed Home Army commander-in-
chief General Stefan “Grot" Rowecki
to lead the military resis-tance for all of
Poland and to work for the liberation of
the country. At its peak, the Home Army
had 350,000 members.
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Stefan “Grot” Rowecki

Stefan Rowecki was commander-
in-chief of the Home Army. With
great organizational and political
prowess he was able to bring
many opposing groups together
in the underground army. He
was a loyal member of the Polish
government-in-exile. In 1944 he
was murdered in the Sachsenhausen
concentration camp.

PAP/CAF

Witold Pilecki and Jan Wiodarkiewicz
Radical nationalist groups in Poland
sought to exclude Jewish and oth-

er national and religious minorities.
Wiodarkiewicz also had a very narrow
definition of who belonged to the
Polish nation. Pilecki successfully op-
posed this. What counted for him were
patriotic commitment and willingness
to fight for a free Poland. He consid-
ered political convictions and religious
or national affiliation to be secondary.

IPN
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Civilian resistance

People from all segments of the
population joined the Polish under-
ground. They took up the struggle
for freedom and resisted the Nazis at
the workplace, in associations, as well
as together with friends and neigh-
bors. Many officials conscientiously
continued their prewar responsibili-
ties in the underground.

As members of the intelligentsia,
teachers were especially threatened.
The Nazis dismissed them from their
jobs, persecuted them, arrested them,
and even executed them. Despite this
grave peril, teachers organized illegal
instruction for their students that
often took place in a tense atmos-
phere of hushed whispers. Students
were also aware of the danger. Secret
instruction in occupied Poland was
nevertheless widespread and held at
all levels, from primary school to the
university.
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Teachers of the secret intermediate
and high school in Legionowo

Bronistaw Romanowska-Mazur

Secret biology instruction,
Krakow, 1943

Janusz Baster / Muzeum Krakowa

Secret Latin instruction, Krakow,
1943

Girls learned Latin and Biology in the
apartment of their teacher. The lessons
in the underground focused in partic-
ular on the subjects that were officially
banned: Polish, history, and geography.

Janusz Baster /Muzeum Krakowa
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Grund: Hat gesungen: Noch ist Polen nicht

Gryund: hat gesagt: Deultschland kann den

verloren.

Erieg nicht gewinnen

M. war Furierin in der poln.Wwiderst.Beweg. "ZWZ"
und wurde am 17,7,1542 fe-tpcnemmen. Der Vorgang

wirg von der Jeéapol.Xatlowitz verrveitet,

Wurage s 20.12.41. 1m Luge der AKTION gokel dle wen,
Urg."welier-EKaier® testwgencmmen. 3 . wurde in das

Kz .Auscnwitez eingelielert.

41/3¢cho

7, int um £28.,4.47 im ¥ sumchwitn verstaoroen,

Reasons to be arrested

Everyday life in occupied Poland
was extremely dangerous. Random
arrests were the order of the day.
Merely not being able to present
"good papers” (for “ethnic Ger-
mans” or with the note: “vital to the
war effort") was enough to be de-
ported to a camp or to forced labor
in Germany. In revenge for Polish
acts of resistance, the Nazis publicly
executed innocent hostages.

IPN
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“Reason: said that Germany could not win the war."

“Reason: sang ‘Poland is not yet lost.

“M. was a courier in the Polish resistance movement
ZWZ and was arrested on July 17, 1942. The case will be
handled by the State Police in Katowice.”

“Arrested on December 20, 1941, during an operation
against the secret organization ‘White Eagle.’

Z. was taken to the Auschwitz concentration camp.
Z. died in Auschwitz on April 28, 1942."

Witold Pilecki and his sister-in-law
Eleonora Ostrowska

Pilecki's contact for the reports

he smuggled out of the camp was
supposed to be his sister-in-law
Eleonora Ostrowska in Warsaw. In
order to protect her and his family,
Pilecki assumed the name of the
resistance fighter Tomasz Ser-
afinski.

Private collection of the Pilecki family

Pilecki's mission

The concentration camp in Auschwitz
began operations in June 1940. Initially,
only rumors of the unusually severe
treatment of prisoners in Auschwitz
reached the underground in Warsaw.
The Nazis had in the meantime impris-
oned several TAP members in Auschwitz.
The resistance group around Pilecki
planned to infiltrate the camp to gain
information about conditions there.
Witodarkiewicz proposed Pilecki for
this mission. He was to let himself be
arrested.

In the late summer of 1940, warnings
of impending mass arrests circulated in
Warsaw. The prisoners were apparently
to be taken to Auschwitz, although
it was also possible that the Nazis would
immediately execute them or deport
them to Germany to perform forced
labor. Pilecki allowed himself to be
arrested on September 19. He arrived
in Auschwitz three days later.
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Victims of a raid in the Zoliborz
district of Warsaw, 1941

Before the War, the district was
populated primarily by members
of the intelligentsia.

Muzeum Warszawy
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Pilecki as a withess
of the transformation
of Auschwitz

The name Auschwitz today stands for the industrialized mass
murder of European Jewry. The Germans established the
camp in the small town of Oswiegcim, initially as one of many
detention centers for Polish political prisoners. Many of
them survived the inhuman conditions of the concentration
camp for only a few weeks.

After the Wehrmacht invaded the Soviet Union on June
22,1941, the Germans deported tens of thousands of pris-
oners of war to Auschwitz. The camp was far too small for so
many people. Under extremely harsh conditions, the Nazis
then forced the prisoners there to build a huge new camp
in the neighboring village of Birkenau. As the Wehrmacht's
eastward advance stalled, however, the expected numbers
of Soviet soldiers were not taken prisoner. Shortly thereaf-
ter, the Nazis started deporting Jews from all over Europe
to Auschwitz. Most of them were killed in gas chambers right
after they arrived.

Witold Pilecki witnessed how the Germans transformed
the detention center in Auschwitz into a central stage of the
Holocaust. During the more than two-and-a-half years of his
imprisonment, he fought for the lives of his fellow prisoners
and established an underground network. Pilecki planned
an uprising to liberate the camp. To garner support for this,
he repeatedly smuggled information to Warsaw. His detailed
reports reflected the changes in the camp and the despera-
tion of the prisoners.




Surviving the inhumanity
of the camp

The prisoners were subject to the
random brutality of the SS. Starvation,
beatings, as well as hours of standing
at roll call in every kind of weather
were part of everyday life in the camp.
Polish Jews and clergy had it even
worse. They were directly assigned

to penal units, where the Nazis —
follow-ing their principle of “exter-
mination through work"” — forced
them to perform extremely hard labor.
Almost none of them survived the
tortures.

Pilecki quickly realized that the most
pressing issue was survival. The volun-
tary mission had become his life task:
he began building a network, as the
only way for a prisoner to survive was
in the protection of a group. For this
network Pilecki recruited trustworthy
men, including many he knew from
the Warsaw underground.

144

Gate to Auschwitz |, the main camp,
with the inscription “Arbeit macht frei”
(Work sets you free)

DPA/Picture Alliance
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“I consider this place in my story to be the
moment when I bade farewell to everything
I had hitherto known on this earth and
entered something seemingly no longer of it.”

“During the first years we had had roll call

three times a day. In addition to the other brutal,

though primitive, ways of finishing us off, the
roll calls with the extended punishment parades

were also a quiet way of finishing us off.”

KLAuschwitl
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Pilecki's mug shots
He puffed up his cheeks to alter
his appearance.

APMA-B
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Pilecki's Prisoner Registration Card
Pilecki ist unter falschem Namen in
Pilecki was registered in Auschwitz
under a false name. He had found

an identity card issued to Tomasz
Serafinski in an empty apartmentin
Warsaw and had used the document
to protect his family. Pilecki's escape
in 1943 was recorded on his prisoner
registration card.

APMA-B
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“Roll-call 1941/1942"

Wincenty Gawron

Oil painting, plywood, 87 x 105 cm,
USA 1964

The prisoners had to report to roll
call every morning and evening.
The SS often forced them to remain
standing at attention for hours,
even in the icy cold or sweltering
heat. After a day of hard labor

this was torture for the already
weakened prisoners. They did not
receive a piece of dry bread to eat
until after the roll call. Wincenty
Gawron was a good friend of Witold
Pilecki.

APMA-B
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Pilecki's call for the
bombing of Auschwitz

The conditions in the main camp
were catastrophic. The severe physi-
cal labor and the starvation led to
an enormously high mortality among
the prisoners. Like his fellow inmates,
Pilecki was extremely debilitated by
late October 1940. He saw only one
recourse: getting help from outside.
Pilecki smuggled out his first oral
report to the Warsaw underground
with the assistance of a released pris-
oner who memorized the contents.
The report detailed the conditions
in the camp and the magnitude of the
Nazis' crimes. Pilecki urged the under-
ground to convince the Allies to bomb
Auschwitz in order to allow the pris-
oners to escape. If they were to die in
the bombings, he argued, it would be
a deliverance given their situation.

»
PILECKI &

“Let none of you imagine that he will
ever leave this place alive. The rations

have been calculated so that you
will only survive six weeks. Anyone
who lives longer must be stealing,
and anyone stealing will be sent to
the penal company, where you won'’t
live very long.”

SS-Obersturmfihrer Fritz Seidler to the inmates,
cited from Pilecki's 1945 report
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“Nomogram of starvation"”, a study
on hunger and life expectancy in
Auschwitz by Hans Miinch, 1947

The food rations for the prisoners
were calculated extremely tightly and
barely sufficed for survival. Despite
the hard physical labor they hardly
received more than a thin soup and
bread, with virtually no meat or fat.
Former SS doctor Hans Miinch evalu-
ated and compiled the data after the
war.

APMA-B
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Forced labor,
cold weather, disease

Within a few months, the Auschwitz
main camp was hopelessly overcrowded.
The inmates were forced to build
additional prisoner barracks. They were
beaten by SS men as they unloaded
freight cars and carried heavy building
materials such as bricks, steel beams,
and pipes with their bare hands over
many kilometers to the camp.

In the fall the temperatures were
already icy cold. Pilecki and his fellow
prisoners were unprotected from the
weather. Their uniforms were flimsy
and some of them worked barefoot or
in wooden clogs. Pilecki realized that
he could only survive if he were assigned
to a workshop indoors. In December
1940, he managed to be sent to the
joinery.
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Construction work in the main camp
Prisoners building the camp kitchen.
The photograph was taken by the SS.

APMA-B

PILECKI f

“The main task was: To set up here
a military organization in order to:
keep up my comrades’ spirits [...J;
by organizing, whenever possible,
additional food and distributing clothes

amongst the members;

send information out of the camp;
and, as the crowning glory,
prepare our own detachments to
take over the camp.”

Forced labor for the Krupp Works
Prisoners put to work building the
Krupp Works (later Union Works)
near the main camp. The photo was
taken by the SS in 1942 or 1943.

APMA-B
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Laborindoors

Prisoners working in the camp
locksmiths' shop. The photograph
was taken by the SS.

APMA-B

“Hitherto, working in the fields, I had not worn a cap or socks.

Here, indoors in the warmth, irony of ironies, on the 8" I received socks...

and on the 15" of December — a cap.”
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Wiadystaw Dering

The Polish prisoner and physician Wtadystaw Dering worked as a
nurse in the prisoners'sick bay. Pilecki knew him from the Warsaw
underground. Dering saved the lives of many fellow prisoners. In the
summer of 1943, however, he participated in the human experiments
conducted by the SS doctors. Although he was never convicted

of war crimes due to insufficient evidence and through the support
of former prisoners, Dering remains a controversial figure to the
present day.

Euthanasia:
Murdering patients
in the sick bay

Archiwum UW

In 1941, after a hard winter, the camp
sick bay was overcrowded. The SS
exploited this situation. In the legal
vacuum of the camp, SS physicians were
free to conduct experiments in mass
murder. They found that the most
effective way to kill someone was a
phenol injection directly into the heart.
With this method, on some days they
murdered almost a hundred prisoners
who were unfit for work. They disguised
these murders as “mercy killing,” or
“euthanasia,” claiming they were allevi-
ating the suffering of the sick.

At this time, Pilecki was also seriously

ill. He survived in the sick bay only with “Injection into the heart by Block 28 in the main
the he|p of W}adys]-aw Dering' a trained SS doctor Josef Klehr” camp, prisoners' sick bay
Drawing by the former prisoner Block 28 was one of

hysician put to work as a camp nurse
phy P . P ! Mieczystaw Koscielniak, 1972 several sick bay blocks
who had been an important part of — for prisoners. The SS

Pilecki's network from the beginning. doctors did not have any
The sick bay became a center of the intention of caring for the

. . sick. There was virtually
underground. Pilecki thus also learned

T . no medicine. First and
how the indifferent act of letting foremost, the appearance

»
prisoners die in Auschwitz had evolved PILECKI & of adequate care was to
. . . « . .. . be given.
in the sick bay, which had become an They were being finished off with phenol -
experimental laboratory for deliberate 5 ew method. Thus did the image of Auschwitz APMAB
mass murder. change radically.”
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The first experiments
with Zyklon B

Hygienic conditions in the camp were
catastrophic. Disease spread quickly
in the overfilled, lice-infested prisoner
barracks. Instead of building sanitary
facilities, the SS deloused prisoners by
submerging them in tubs filled with a
chlorine solution. Their clothing was
treated with Zyklon B gas, a cheap and
fast-working pesticide.

The Nazis also experimented with

using Zyklon B to kill the many prisoners

of war who were brought to Auschwitz
after the invasion of the Soviet Union

in the summer of 1941. The first gassings

were carried out in September 1941.
Pilecki learned that 600 prisoners of
war and 250 sick Polish prisoners were
selected by camp physician Siegfried
Schwela and gassed to death in the
basement of a prisoner barracks. He
was greatly alarmed. Marian Dipont,
a Polish doctor put to work as a camp
nurse, was released from Auschwitz
on September 14, 1941. He memorized
Pilecki's report and subsequently

arrived in Warsaw with what was proba-

bly the first news of the mass killing
with poisonous gas.
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Siegfried Schwela

For fear of getting infected, the

SS reduced their contact with the
prisoners. But the prisoners placed
lice infected with typhus on the
jacket collars of SS men. The camp
doctor Siegfried Schwela, who was
responsible for the death of many
prisoners, presumably died from a
deliberately induced infection.

APMA-B
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“Eine Laus Dein Tod"

(A Louse Is Your Death)

The poster warned against lice,
which spread deadly diseases

such as typhus. The slogan could
be read all over in the German con-
centration camps. The epidemics
also threatened the SS guards.

APMA-B

67

1940—1943



The first gas chamber

Beginning in the fall of 1941, more and
more Soviet prisoners of war arrived in
Auschwitz. Pilecki observed Nazis lead-
ing approximately one thousand naked
prisoners of war to the crematorium.

He assumed they were being issued
underwear there. Later he learned that
the SS had gassed all of them to death
in the expansive crematorium of the
main camp. The Nazis had developed the
first gas chamber and could now murder
hundreds of people at once.

This new dimension of barbarism
strengthened Pilecki's conviction that
he had to demand a reaction from the
outside world. He was aware of how
risky his plan was. In November, he dis-
patched two messengers with addition-
al reports describing the mass murder
with gas and the expansion of the main
camp into neighboring Birkenau as a
new and enormous camp complex.
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Crematorium in the main camp
(Auschwitz 1)

The SS converted the mortuary of
the crematorium in the main camp
to a gas chamber. They could gas
several hundred people to death at
once in this room.

Zbigniew Klawender /APMA-B
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Soviet prisoners of war

The Germans murdered almost
15,000 Soviet prisoners of war
in Auschwitz.

APMA-B

piLEcki

“Our comrades working as Pflegers [nurses] who the
following day had to clear out the corpses said that
it was a terrible sight. ... They [those murdered] must
have been Bolshevik senior ranks judging by the
uniforms, from different formations, in which they
were gassed. This was the first effort there at gassing
using Prussic acid.”

- ' P
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The Auschwitz main camp
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2

Entry gate to the camp with the
words "Work Sets You Free"”

Gas chamber and crematorium
Prisoners' sick bay

“Treatment room" in Block 20,
where prisoners were killed with
phenol injections

“Death Block": Block 11 with

a “death wall" in the courtyard;

first gassing deaths

Section of train tracks where
prisoner transports were unloaded

Prisoners' kitchen

Camp commandant's office
Service buildings and workshops
Wall

Electrified double barbed
wire fence

Russian prisoner-of-war camp
(October 1941— March 1, 1942)

Guard towers

Execution sites outside the
camp enclosure (gravel pit)

»
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“I assumed at the time that they were

issuing these prisoners of war under-
wear and clothes, but did not know why
they were using for that purpose the
crematorium and the precious work
time in that factory, where our fellows,
working three shifts and round the
clock, could not keep up with burning

the remains of our fellow inmates.”

Map of the main camp

Prisoners were first gassed to death
as an experiment in a basement in
the main camp (E). The Nazis then
expanded this into mass killings and
set up the first gas chamber in the
main camp (B).

map: Christine Kitta
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The Auschwitz main camp
and the Birkenau extension

Map of the new Auschwitz- : A b : e e

Birkenau camp ; N N e T i WP A PR A i) Tind N _ M)
In early 1941, Himmler initiated TN SEEEEREEREEE | .. T L g i ey L i
the plans to expand the camp.

German companies such as

Krupp and IG Farben set up op-

erations nearby. They wanted

to take advantage of the many

prisoners that the German Reich

made available to them as slave

labor. The expansion was to cre-

ate space for 100,000 prisoners.

APMA-B
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Minutes of the

Wannsee Conference, page 6

The minutes of the Wannsee
Conference in January 1942 doc-
umented the organization of the
Holocaust. Eleven million Jews from
throughout Europe were to be
deported to the East. The goal was
their extermination. A simple table
lists the number of Jews in the
occupied countries.

PAAA Berlin, R 100857, BI. 171
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The genocide of the Jews

The Wannsee Conference - the meeting
on the “Final Solution to the Jewish
Question"-took place in Berlin on Janu-
ary 20, 1942. There had already been
systematic mass shootings of Jews since
the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union.
The conference now addressed techni-
cal and organizational questions about
how to efficiently murder the eleven
million Jews in Europe. The first mass
transports arrived in Auschwitz in the
spring of that year. In late April, the
Nazis sent mothers and children directly
to the gas chambers.

Pilecki's network expanded over
time into almost all of the work crews.
In this way he was able to quickly learn
what was going on in the camp. When he
heard about the escape plans of fellow
prisoners Stefan Bielecki and Wincenty
Gawron, he commissioned them to
sound the alarm in Warsaw: The Germans
were gassing children, the elderly,
and the sick immediately upon arrival,
and everyone else was forced to work
themselves to death.

piLEcki

“One wonders what the SS men were actually thinking.
There were a great many women and children in the

wagons. Sometimes the children were in cradles. They

were all to end their lives here together.”

The deportation of Jews from
Slovakia, Stropkov in Slovakia

In March and April 1942, young Jews
were deported to Majdanek and
Auschwitz; in May, entire families.
The photograph shows Tova Men-
del (with a headscarf) and Salomon
Findling (tall man behind Tova) and
their children Frederika, Helena,
Mikulas, and Israel. They were
deported from Stropkov, Slovakia,
on May 23, 1942. None of them
survived.

Yad Vashem
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The valuable “Canada”
warehouses in Auschwitz

Mountains of suitcases, shoes, and
suspenders from newly arrived Jewish
prisoners were taken to the tannery
and sorted there. The inmates who did
this frequently found jewelry and money
hidden in the leather goods. The SS
men collected these valuables for
themselves, although this was explicitly
forbidden. Whatever the SS missed,
the prisoners secretly appropriated
for themselves. By trading such items
for food, medications, and clothing,
they were able to significantly improve
their own living conditions. In this way
Pilecki—who had started working in
“Canada"—and his associates were also
physically in a better position to resist.
Pilecki's organization consisted of
approximately one thousand men. They
awaited orders from the Home Army
to begin a prisoner uprising in the camp.
Quasi-military plans for the liberation
of the camp had existed for some time.
Pilecki counted on the support of
the Allies and expected them to bomb
Auschwitz. However, he received
no response. Pilecki was unsure if his
reports had even made it through.
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“In theory, it was forbidden to have pro-
ducts from ‘Canada,’ let alone bring them
into the camp. There were constant
checks at the gates. Anyone caught with
something from ‘Canada’ went to the
bunker and rarely returned. However, the
level of risk in life in Auschwitz differed
from that in the outside world, and it was
always so great that it was nothing to risk
one’s life for some pleasing trifle.”

“Canada" in Auschwitz

Prisoners sorting the personal effects
of the new arrivals. The objects were
stored in an area that the prisoners
ironically referred to as “Canada,” since
that country symbolized wealth for
many of them. The photo was taken by
SS men in late May or early June 1944.

“Das Auschwitz-Album", Yad Vashem
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Escape plan

The SS learned from prisoners working
as informers about a secret Polish resist-
ance group in the concentration camp.
In March 1943, the Nazis began targe-
ting Polish prisoners—including many
of Pilecki's associates—to be murdered
or transferred to a different camp.
Resistance in Auschwitz now appeared
to Pilecki to be hopeless, all the more
because there had been no indications
from Warsaw in support of a prisoner
uprising. Pilecki decided to flee the camp.
With two other men, Jan Redzej and
Edward Ciesielski, Pilecki arranged a
transfer to work in a bakery outside the
camp. From there, the three men planned
to escape on the night of Easter Mon-
day — April 26, 1943 — as Pilecki believed
the SS guards were usually more careless
on holidays.

Map showing Witold Pilecki’s
escape route

map: Christine Kitta
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Bakery building

APMA-B
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Oswiecim

Auschwitz
concentration
camp

00000 mammesmmmmma.

Pilecki's way to work Pilecki's escape route

PILECKI f

“For some months now we had been
able to take over the camp on more or
less a daily basis. We awaited an order

“Lately I have had no instructions.
Now the German have shipped out
our best people with whom I've been

on the assumption that without one,
... we could not act simply for our own

working. Therefore, I'm going to
leave.’ Captain 159 looked at me in

benefit ... . We could not try such an
experiment without orders from [Home

some surprise and said: ‘Yes. I can
see that, but can one pick and choose

when one wants to come to

Army| High Command. But our hands
itched daily. ... We still had great hope

Auschwitz and when one wants to

that we would be able to play a part
as an organized element in an overall

coordinated operation.”

leave?’ I replied: ‘One can.”
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Reactions of the
outside world

The government-in-exile in London documented in
detail the crimes of the Germans and Soviets in occu-
pied Poland, gathering evidence through its under-
ground network and Polish diplomats abroad. The
exile government published books and eyewitness
reports, organized public exhibitions, and displayed
photo documents. The Allies were informed early on.

The first reports of the mass extermination of
Jews reached the Western world in 1942. The enor-
mous number of reported victims appeared implau-
sible to the Allies. In the United States and Western
Europe, little attention was paid to the fate of the
Jewish population in the territories of Eastern Europe
occupied by the Germans. Their own war efforts had
priority. Newspapers also published hardly anything
about the killing.

The evidence collected by Pilecki and his network
as well as by many other initiatives and organizations
could not arouse the Allies to action. Skepticism and
indifference prevailed. But the documents do prove
that the world was well aware of the crimes.

£<4

Wiadystaw Sikorski with Charles de Gaulle and

Winston Churchill at the presentation of a tank

The Polish armed forces in the West had almost 200,000
soldiers and provided significant support for Britain.

The pilots defended British air sovereignty and Polish ships
transported war materials and accompanied the convoys
from the United States. Polish soldiers fought on all front
lines, from Norway to Libya.

IWM




Churchill and Sikorski accom-
panied by high-ranking British
and Polish officials in the yard of
No. 10 Downing Street in London,
August 5, 1940

PISM
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“The prisoners beg the Polish Government, for the love

of God, to bombard these warehouses and end their
torment. Should they [the prisoners] die in the attack,
it would be a relief given the conditions. This is the
prisoners’ urgent and wellthought request by the wit-
ness of their torment.”

With these words, Stanistaw
Radziwitt summarized Pilecki's
request for the bombing of
Auschwitz. In addition to other
messages Rowecki had gathered
in Warsaw, in Geneva Radziwit
received the request via the Polish
agent Julia Lubomirska.

Pilecki's request reached London
Along an arduous and risky journey
clear across Nazi-occupied Europe,
reports from the Warsaw under-
ground reached Sikorski in London.
In a letter to Air Chief Marshal
Richard Peirse, commander-in-chief
of Britain's Bomber Command,
Sikorski's aide-de-camp summarized
the request for the camp to be
bombed.

National Archives Kew, London

>»

Reply to the request to have
Auschwitz bombed

Reply to the request to have
Auschwitz bombed Included in the
communication were Prime Minister
of the Polish government-in-exile in
London General Sikorski, his aide-
de-camp Stefan Zamoyski, head of
Bomber Command Air Chief Marshal
Richard Peirse, and the chief of

the British Air Staff Charles Portal.
Charles Portal wrote to Peirse,

“an attack on a polish concentration
camp at Oswiecim is an undesirable
diversion for our bomber force and
unlikely to achieve its purpose.”

National Archives Kew, London
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Polish G.H.Q. C: 0. PY. C
dubens Hotel, 1

SECIE,
J0tn, vDecember,19+0,

A few.days ugo the following report was received from
roland.
¢

"Yne prisoners oI the concentretion camy in Oswieci
implore for a bombing of the caup in the shortest possible
time.

'ne camp in Oswiecim is at present one ol the worst
orgeni.eu and most innucan concentration cemps.

I'he prisoners number many thousends (the figure is
estimated at 20,0000

i‘he ceaup is continually being enlerged. Conditions
there are incredible. 1t is a wopder how the prisoners
mangge Lo survive.

According to our inforwutions, it would uot be ailflicull
for a bomber to recch Oswiecim, for the river Vistula would
indicate the route. ‘he camp is located in the varrecks of
the former immigration office built auring the last war when
it contained repatriation offices. fhe whole caump is sur-
rounded by barbed wire with elc¢ctric current of high tension.
There are munition dumps of the Gestepo close to the camp '
which could by being exploded give the opportunity of escape
to hundreds of prisoners.

I'he prisoners implore the FYolish Govzernunent to have the
8amp bombed. The destruction of the electrified bearbed
wire, the ensuing panic and darkness prevailing, the chsances
of escape would be great. fhe local population will hide
them sna unelp them to leave iLhe neignbourhood. ‘he prisoners
are confidently awciting the dey when rFolish plene: Ifrom Great
Britein will eneble their escape. This is the prisoners
unanimous dewand to the rolish Government in London, '

1
L

; E O J',; I-
jmmander-in-Chief 2 E;
L the FPolish Army )
klUlC&
No. 46/4l 4th, January,l94l.
sir,

I heve been instructed by my Commander-in-Chief
to put before you the enclosed copy oI a report lately
received Irom a German Concentration Camp in Oswiecin
S.M. FPoland. It is yet another proof of the vital
importance etteched throughout the population of our
Country to the necessity and urgency ol erffective bomber
action of the K.A.F. over Folend,

In this specisal cuase it seems to be a duty to
comply with the demand of several thousend Yoles suff-
ering under rigojous conuitions, 4 successful result
should certasinly prove to be worth the effort. Genersal
Sikorskil attaches great iwmportence to this matter and
woula be very plessed if you kindly gave it your con-
sideration and sdvised him of your dsecision,

1 am, S5ir, your obedient servant,
{Siéneu)ﬁTE@iﬂ ZAMOYSKI.
Count Stefan Zamoyski,
- Ceptein. A.U.C.
Alr sgrshal Sir Hicherd E.C. feirse, K.C.B.,C.B.,D.5.0.,
Air Minisiry, : ,

Whitenall
-ﬂ'l‘
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L?lxﬁanuary, 134l ,
Dear u;thkdi "’,H’ 1;F%"q

I have received your letter dated 8th January
with enclosures from Zemoyski, the A.D.C. to General
sikorski,

1 think you will sgree lhat, apert from eny
politicel considerations, an attack on the Polish
concentration camp at Oswiecim is an undesirable
ulversion for our bomber force and unlikely to achieve
its purpose, ‘Phe weight of Dombs that could be
carried to a target at this daistance witih the limited
force aveileble, would be very unlikely to cause enough
deumage ,to enable prisoners to escape.

1 should be grateful if you would reply to

General Sikorski, expleining this to him.

Heedquarters, Bomber Coumuend,
Royel Air PForce,
cfo G.P.0. Hign Wycombe,
BUCLS.
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7 R o oo M ] Dot
Headouarters, :Zgif'i
Bamber Coamuand,
Royal Adr Foree,
¢/0 CuPs0,,

HICE YCQIEE, Bucks,

/ RIECE/DG/ 6. Eth, Jumary, 1941,

I enclose a copy of & letter I have had frem Zemoyski,
A«D.C. to Coneral Sikorski, in which a proposal is made that we
should attack a Fulish Concentration Cemp at OSVIECIM. I cannot
here assess the politicel value of such an expedition, but if yom
Judge it to be a desirable divorsion then ‘his is to let you know
that from the point of view of distance I could undertake it with
a anall Jellington force under suiteble moonlight conditions.

I feel pretly sure that when our Folish “ellington
Squadroms ave fully trained wo shall have a good desl of pressure
exerted upon us to let them undertake, fram time to time, attacks
on targets in Foland.

If your answor in the present caco is a nognative one,
perhaps you will lot me kmow what 1line you think I had best take
with Sikorski or you may, yourself, wish to hove & word with him,

{594} R E. C. PERs:

Air Chief Marshal Sir C.F.i. Yortal,
E.c'B- ,D - Sio- x'c. ’
My Mnistry, 5
King Charles Street,

5l

b}
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SLCRET . &Mﬂl, , - aﬁ PR - Hosdnwrters,
Bamber Command, QE Banber Comend,
m Air Force, (&} . hml iy Pam'
‘ \ &0 ColaOey * @' 0.0,
l HIGH 'YCQME., Bucks. ) MG VYCMEE, Duekn,
RECE/DG/ 6. 15the. Jamuary, 1941, 162Dy 560 158h, Jamwry, 1941,
ﬁ Ih\wmmwwmmmwumwmmmlmdn
/2—‘? ' to mo Yy Coptedn Count “smoyukd 4n Ms JotiorT0.46/41 duted the dth.
Js in rogard to il alir sttack of thoe Comcentration Cimp ot
g0 diseunsed It rd.th dr Chorles fortal,

Monmy thenks for your letter of the !2th. OSECEL I hsve ff"

i‘
pE
;_
d
4 1
i
k
E
‘

ettack on 05/1T°CIM 4z not

January in reply to mine sbout Genrral Sikorski's
1 ﬂmrﬂtnmmr‘wm mir bonber
yroposals I enclose for you a my reply gbr' 2 mmm
sary eamocmtraiion 4t is estimoted

to the CGenoral, thntm.nlihlrtopndﬂtﬂnﬁaﬂhﬂuxw'nmw
© take advantage of owery opportunity

MWWMHMW@“#&M“&V@WM The

; us to attock tarpets in oland

Sad) R, E. €. PEIRSE mmm annmhmp‘mmwm‘hm‘

Jecondly, oT cxperionce shows thit spormdisc atb.cks en

targeta such sa 957T°CHI vould bo very unlikely (o achicve the roowllt
?.8. @qu.akam uDlou. for shich it iz hoped = namely, the dectruction of burbed wire defonces
and 'n snumition dmp - in such manmer ss wuld pormdt the oscxo of
w&; ﬂ tho ‘ roture would meod Lo be
. extreanly acourste if sorious casualtics sore not to be caused mmongrt

o
i
;

the prisensrs thaaselves. Sueh accuragy cannot be gucrontoed.
RECP-
i I m oo sorzy to lnw to give you this anewer, dut I know you
mla,mumhmmm Mmmwmgmu
, of our bembey foreos on tie modm ob A = ex=ly to be cifotive
Adr Chief Warshal Sir C.F.\. Iortal, el - not ow - oo .
B — e y
sdr mw (DeptoOn! , Al /i
- King fhmoa Strnb,l ‘ bt &
! Aig u;utnoa“ 'Sgd) R
/ e - E. C- PE’ 3=
: 3 Told I‘ﬂx.l.'_;., . RSE
5 ~ ’_/ \ “ubens liotel
| - L TR
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Public Relations

The Polish government-in-exile published
books and eyewitness reports, organized
exhibitions, and presented photographic
documentation of the crimes of the Nazis
in Poland. The Allies long viewed Auschwitz
as an ordinary albeit brutal concentration
camp for Polish political prisoners. Sikorski
worked persistently to enlist support for
Poland. He was constantly on the move—
he met with Churchill and traveled to the
United States.

20 YEARS' PROCRESS WAS
NE_MOATH

Poland Exhibition

The exhibition was displayed in
Edinburgh on behalf of the Polish
government-in-exile in 1942/43.

PUMST

General Wiadystaw Sikorski's
visit to the United States in 1941

NAC
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The German invasion
of the Soviet Union:
The beginning of the
mass murder of Jews
in the East

The partition of Poland by Hitler and
Stalin led to brutal economic exploita-
tion as well as the deportation and
murder of countless Poles. When the
Germans subsequently invaded the
Soviet Union in June 1941, the alliances
shifted. Stalin joined the anti-Hitler
coalition. The British pushed the Polish
government-in-exile to resume diplo-
matic relations with the Soviet occupy-
ing power. This strategy made it almost
impossible for the exiled government
to draw the attention of the Allies to
Soviet crimes in Poland.

After the German Wehrmacht invad-
ed the Soviet Union, SS mobile killing
units or Einsatzgruppen carried out
mass shootings of the Jewish civilian
population with increasing frequency.
The government-in-exile learned about
these events in the East from various
sources. Allied and Polish cryptologists
had succeeded in breaking the Enigma
machine—the German cipher device —
which meant the Allies could eavesdrop
directly on secret German dispatches.

92

Signing of the Polish-Soviet
Agreement, July 30, 1941

Churchill pressured the Polish
government-in-exile to work to-
gether with the Soviet Union.
Sikorski, who was counting on
British support in restoring Polish
prewar borders, had to comply.
Poland thus involuntarily ended

up on the side of the Soviet Union,
which had been occupying Poland's
eastern territory since 1939.

From left to right:
Wiadystaw Sikorski, Anthony Eden,
Winston Churchill, and Iwan Maiski
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“In my opinion it is incorrect to describe Polish
information regarding German atrocities as
trustworthy. The Poles, and to a far greater extent

the Jews, tend to exaggerate German atrocities in
order to stoke us up.”

Victor Cavendish-Bentinck, British
diplomat and member of the Joint
Intelligence Committee during WWII

“..we had to be absolutely precise and very
cautious not to meet with the criticism that
we exaggerated.”

Edward Raczynski, Minister of Foreign
Affairs of the government-in-exile

94
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Massacre of Babyn Yar

In the Babyn Yar ravine near Kyiv,
the Nazis killed more than 33,000
Jews in mass executions on Sep-
tember 29 and 30, 1941. The SS men
searched through the mountains of
clothing left behind for valuables.
Historians estimate the total num-
ber of victims of the “Holocaust

by bullets” to be 1.5 to 2 million.
Despite the intercepted German
messages, British intelligence con-
sidered the report to be a “product
of Slav imaginations.” They treated
them as pure inventions, typical
war propaganda, as the British
themselves had circulated during
the First World War.

Hamburger Institut fir Sozialforschung

95

1940—1943



War crimes
must be punished

Sikorski urgently sought to secure
military support from the Allies as well
as their commitment to punish Nazi
atrocities after the war. To this end,
the government-in-exile published
The Black Book of Poland, a meticulous
documentation of German crimes in
Poland since the start of the war.
Under Sikorski's direction, the exile
governments of occupied European
countries met at St. James Palace in
London on January 13, 1942, to demand
that the perpetrators be tried in a
court of law after the war. The Decla-
ration of St. James Palace was a pre-
cursor to the Nuremberg trials, where
beginning in the fall of 1945 the major
war criminals were held accountable
for their actions during the war.
The Inter-Allied Commission on the
Punishment of War Crimes and the
United Nations War Crimes Commis-
sion (UNWCC) also had their origins
in this declaration.

96
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“I'This declaration,] on the one hand ... serves as a warning to all those

who oppress or help to oppress our civil populations by making them

clearly understand that there can be no crime without punishment;:

on the other, it gives a gleam of hope and comfort to all those millions

of men and women who, while still fulfilling their daily tasks in their

Occupied Fatherland, will henceforward know that punishment

awaits the enemy’s acts of violence, that there is no suffering without

redress.”

Sikorski's opening address at the Inter-
Allied St.James Conference on January 13,
1942

<«

The first page of the

St. James Declaration

The United States, Britain, and
the Soviet Union did not sign
the St. James Declaration. Many
Western Allies considered the
reports of German war crimes
to be exaggerated. In this phase,
however, disinterest and reluc-
tance to commit to expensive
obligations also predominated.

NLA
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The occupied countries

of Europe in 1942

The signatories of the Declaration .
of St. James's Palace included the 4
Free French National Committee B
and the governments-in-exile of the
following European countries occu-
pied by the German Reich: Belgium,
Greece, Yugoslavia, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands, Norway, Poland,
and Czechoslovakia. Britain, the
United States, and the Soviet Union Dublin ®
were among the participating guests. IRELAND

SWEDEN

A

Baltic Sea
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Kaliningrad
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Jan Karski

Jan Karski, Polish diplomat and
officer in the underground, was

a courier for the Home Army. He
smuggled himself into the Warsaw
Ghetto and a short time later re-
ported about the “Final Solution”
personally—as an eyewitness to the
Holocaust—to US President Franklin
D. Roosevelt. Karski's information
provided the basis for Raczynski's
note of December 10, 1942. Edward
Raczynski, foreign minister of the
government-in-exile, sent this initial
official report on the Holocaust

to the foreign ministers of all the
Allied countries. He confirmed “that
the German authorities aim with
systematic deliberation at the total
extermination of the Jewish popula-
tion of Poland.”

USHMM
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REFUBLIC OF POLAND

Ministry of Foaraign Affairs

THE MASS EXTERMINATION
of JEWS in
GERMAN OCCUPIED POLAND

NOTE
wddressed fo the Governments of the
United MNations on December 10th, 1942,
and other documents

Publizied ow bekalf of the Pofish
Ministry of Foreign Affsirs by

HUTCHINSON & OO (Publishess) LTD
LONDOX ;. NEW YORE : MELBODRNK
Priee: Threapansy Xt

44y

Raczynski's note of December 10,
1942

Official diplomatic memo from

the Polish government-in-exile to
the foreign ministers of the Allies

Library of Gdansk PAN

5

“Most recent reports present a horrifying picture of

the position to which the Jews in Poland have been
reduced. The new methods of mass slaughter applied
during the last few months confirm the fact that the
German authorities aim with systematic deliberation
at the total extermination of the Jewish population
of Poland and of the many thousands of Jews whom
the German authorities have deported to Poland
from Western and Central European countries and
from the German Reich itself.”

Edward Raczynski, Minister of Foreign Affairs
of the government-in-exile, December 10, 1942

iy i e 1 =
[CYPHER]. 04 DEPARTMENTAL Vo, 1s
FROM BERNE TO POREIGH QFFICE.
¥r. Norton, D. 4.48 p.m. August 10th, 1942,
No, 2851, R, 6.95 p.m. August 10th, 1943,
August 10th, 1843,
YIIVTY

Following from His Majesty's Consul General at Geneva Ho.
174 (Begins).

Following for Mr. S5.5. Silverman i.P., Chairman of British
Section, VWorld Jewish Congress Londen from lMr. Gerhart Riegner
Searetary of World Jewish Congress, Geneva,

[3‘5‘3.!'13]-

Received alarming report stating that, in the Fuehrer's !
Headguarters, a plan has been discussed, and is under considerationm,
according to which all Jews in comuntries occupied or eontrolled

by Germany mmbering 54 to 4 millions should, after deportation [
and coneentration in the Eazt, be at one blow exterminated |
in order to resolve, cnce and for all the Jewish quesiion fn *T
Europe. Aotion is reported to be planned for the autumn. Ways |
of exscution sre still being discussed includlg{, the use of

prussic acids Ve transmit % infermation with all the necessary }
reservation, as exactitude eannot be confirmed by us. Ow ]
informant is reported to have close comnexions with the highest |
Gernman authorities, and his reports are [](enemlly reliable.

Plesse inform and consult New York. (Ends].

[DmDIv]. |

The Riegner telegram to the

Foreign Ministry in London, 1942

The National Archives of the UK
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“Warsaw Fears Extermination”

The public learned of the Nazi atrocities
only through isolated reports. The inter-
national press generally mentioned the
mass murder of the Jews only in short
blurbs in the interior of the newspapers.

A 1942 article in The New York Times about
the liquidation of the Warsaw Ghetto ap-
peared on page 7, inconspicuous between
ordinary news and advertising.

The New York Times, July 29, 1942:
“"Warsaw Fears Extermination”, p. 7
» Transcript on p. 192

THE NEW YORK TIMES, WEDNESDAY, JULY 29,
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Evidence from many sources

Like Pilecki's network in Auschwitz,
other networks and organizations also
provided information about the begin-
ning Holocaust and sought to rouse the
world to action. One of these was the
Jewish workers' party, the Bund, which
was active in the Polish underground.
According to a Bund report from May
1942, the Nazis had already murdered
700,000 Polish Jews. Through this
report, Szmul Zygielbojm —a Jewish
member of the government-in-exile in
London—had early knowledge about
the dramatic situation in Poland. In late
1942, he urgently appealed to the world
to bring an end to the mass murder.
Gerhart Riegner of the Jewish World
Congress in Geneva was one of the
first people to warn the Allies about
the planned murder of “3%2 to 4 million"
Jews. The Allies regarded the so-called
Riegner telegram of August 1942 as a

“wild rumor, fueled by Jewish anxieties.”
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»

“Germans Murder 700.000 Jews

in Poland”

The article, which referred to

“the greatest massacre in the world's
history,” was published on page 5

of a six-page issue.

Daily Telegraph, 25 June 1942, p. 5
» Transcript on p. 192
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Emanuel Ringelblum (first on

the left) and Oneg Shabbat staff
member Rachel Auerbach with
Jewish writers and historians,
1930

The secret Oneg Shabbat archive
was started in the Warsaw Ghetto
under the leadership of historian
Emanuel Ringelblum. Ringelblum
and his resistance group collected
and secured documents and diaries
about the life and suffering of the
Jews in the Warsaw Ghetto, includ-
ing also reports by the few who
managed to successfully escape
from the Treblinka extermination
camp. The Bund report drew its
information from this Ringelblum
Archive.

YIVO

Sven Norrman (right), director

of the Polish branch of the
Swedish company ASEA.

This was the Warsaw seat of

the company prior to the war

The Swedish businessman Sven
Norrman worked as a courier for
the Polish underground. In Warsaw,
Rowecki passed the Bund report
on Nazi crimes in Poland on to him.
Thanks to Sweden's neutrality in the
Second World War, Norrman was
able to travel throughout Europe
unchecked. He smuggled the doc-
uments as microfilms via Stockholm
to the Polish government-in-exile
in London.

ABB

“The responsibility for the crime of the murder of the whole
Jewish nationality in Poland rests first of all on those who are
carrying it out, but indirectly it falls also upon the whole of
humanity, on the peoples of the Allied nations and on their
governments, who up to this day have not taken any real steps
to halt this crime.”

From Szmul Zygielbojm's
suicide note

Szmul Zygielbojm

Zygielbojm was one of two Jewish
members of the Polish govern-
ment-in-exile. He emphatically de-
manded public measures be taken
to end the mass murder of Euro-
pean Jews, “the greatest crime in
human history.” The inaction of the
Allies and the murder of his wife and
oldest son in the Warsaw Ghetto
left him in despair. He committed
suicide in May 1943.
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When the world learned
about Auschwitz

Reports about the Holocaust increased
during the fall of 1942. On November 25,
the influential newspaper The New York
Times for the first time mentioned the
Nazis' program “toward complete liquida-
tion" of Polish Jews, referring to “great
crematoriums” in Auschwitz, albeit buried
on page 10. Only on December 18, 1942,
did a report about the “cold-blooded
extermination” of Jews appear on the
front page of the newspaper. The New
York Times also published the actual text
of The Joint Declaration by Members of
the United Nations, a formal statement
to the world about the Holocaust, in
which twelve allied nations pledged to
prosecute the extermination of the
Jewish people. Newspapers around the
world published the declaration as well.
By that time at the latest, the world
was aware of the genocide of European
Jewry. Politicians could no longer claim
to know nothing about the “Final Solu-
tion." The mass deportations and the
killings, however, were not stopped. With
the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, the Jewish
population sent a signal in April 1943.
The Nazis, however, brutally suppressed
the uprising. The mass murder continued.
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“11 Allies Condemn Nazi War

on Jews"”

The New York Times, 18 December 1942, p. 1

» Transcript on p. 194
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“Himmler program kills Polish
Jews" and “Details reaching
Palestine”

News about the murder of the
Jewish population spread. Oswigcim
(the Polish name for Auschwitz)

was publicly referred to as the site

Uprising in the Warsaw Ghetto

Waffen SS soldiers leading captured Jews to the
assembly point for deportation. On April 19, 1943,
Jewish resistance fighters in the Warsaw Ghetto
waged an uprising. By that time, the Nazis had
already deported hundreds of thousands of Jews
to the Treblinka extermination camp and gassed
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Report crimes!

Publications of the Polish
government-in-exile

Rafat Rucinski

In September 1939, the Polish authorities became
aware of the particular nature of the violence in the
unfolding armed conflict. This was not just another
war aimed at shifting a specific border or capturing
a city. The goal of Germany’s invasion was the total
annihilation of the Polish state and the enslavement
of its citizens in line with Nazi ideology. To justify re-
pression in occupied Poland, the Germans embarked
on a wide-ranging propaganda campaign, reporting
alleged “Polish crimes” committed against the Ger-
man minority.

During the September 1939 campaign, the Pol-
ish government fled to Romania, where its members
were interned and effectively lost the ability to ex-
ercise power. President Ignacy Moscicki decided to
transfer power to representatives of the émigré Pol-
ish opposition in France, mainly represented by the
so-called Front Morges and members of the National
Party, Labor Party, Polish Socialist Party, and People’s
Party. The new Polish authorities, residing in Angers
and later in London after the fall of France, sought
to counter Nazi propaganda by seeking credible ac-
counts and documents from home that demonstrat-
ed violations of international law. For this purpose,
specialized units were established within the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs and the Government in autumn
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1939 to compile information flowing in from Poland.
These included the Social Department at the Presid-
ium of the Council of Ministers and the Ministers’
Committee for National Affairs. Utilizing this data,
the Ministry of Information undertook the fight on
an informational front. The gathered reports were
intended to serve as evidence in the future post-war
trials of perpetrators. Moreover, it was hoped that
credible source material would break British skepti-
cism towards reports of German atrocities.*

The publications examined at the exhibition rep-
resent only a small selection from over thirty titles
issued between 1940 and 1945 by the Ministry of In-
formation of the Polish government-in-exile. None-
theless, they effectively illustrate key moments when
the global public opinion gained and then expanded
its knowledge about the criminal activities of the
German Reich in the occupied territories.

The first publication issued by the émigré Polish
authorities was L'invasion allemande en Pologne, pre-
sented in Paris on 20 April 1940. An English version
entitled German invasion of Poland was published in
May of the same year. The publication presents the
course of the September campaign and the turmoil
faced by the civilian population through photographs
by Julien Bryan and eyewitness testimonies. At the
same time, employees of the Ministry of Information
worked on a series of publications under the Free Eu-
rope publishing house. Additional publications were
released in 1940, including German Atrocities in Po-
land and The Persecution of Jews in German-occupied
Poland. The first informed about the German cam-
paign known as the Intelligenzaktion: the annihila-
tion of culture and the Catholic Church through the
destruction of monuments, closing of churches, and
arrests of priests. The latter publication summarized
the occupier’s anti-Jewish legislation and reported
the first murders of Polish Jews, destruction of syna-
gogues,and extortion of ransom from Jewish commu-
nities by the occupying authorities. In early 1941, the

third volume in the “Free Europe Pamphlets” series
titled The Soviet Occupation of Poland was published.
The émigré authorities endeavored to address the
occupation of the Second Polish Republic’s eastern
territories by the Soviet Union until the outbreak of
the German-Soviet war and the signing of the Sikor-
ski-Mayski Pact. However, this was viewed unfavora-
bly by the British authorities, who saw the Soviets as
future allies against Hitler. The pamphlet contained
basic information about the situation of the civilian
population under Soviet occupation.?

The second group of publications presented at the
exhibition Witold Pilecki. In Resistance to Hitler and
Stalin is directly associated with the figure of Witold
Pilecki and his reporting on the German Nazi concen-
tration and extermination camp Auschwitz-Birkenau.
It should be noted that many of the reports sent by
Pilecki from Auschwitz cannot be conclusively identi-
fied, so it is not possible to precisely trace their influ-
ence on the shaping of the finalized notes, dispatches,
and publications that were broadly disseminated. In-
telligence data, including work by Witold Pilecki, went
through many intermediaries who used them to write
reports that landed on their superiors’ desks. Conse-
quently, it is extremely difficult to determine which
part of Pilecki’s reports reached beyond the camp to
Warsaw or was passed on to higher-ranking individu-
als in the Polish government-in-exile, and then to the
Allied governments. Nonetheless, due to the fact that
Witold Pilecki was the only known source of informa-
tion about the Auschwitz camp in its early existence
from 1940-41, it may be assumed that information on
this topic comes from Captain Pilecki’s reports.3

One of the first publications where information
about the Auschwitz concentration camp appeared is
an excerpt from a diplomatic note titled The German
occupation of Poland: Extract of note addressed to the
Governments of the Allied and Neutral Powers dated
3 May 1941. This note contained a document titled
“Obdz w Odwiecimiu” [“The Camp in Auschwitz”] pre-

pared by Stefan “Grot” Rowecki, commander of the
Union of Armed Struggle-Home Army (ZWZ-AK) in
Warsaw, probably based on information from Alek-
sander Wielopolski, a courier who cooperated with
Witold Pilecki. The publication contained fragments
of the ZWZ-AK commander’s report on Auschwitz
concerning daily life in the camp, high mortality rates
among prisoners, and the exceptional brutality of
the guards. Even at that early stage, Auschwitz was
known as an extremely harsh labor camp for Polish
political prisoners. Moreover, the publication con-
tained German acts detailing the violence of the oc-
cupation legal system and eyewitness accounts with
attached documentation.

A reprint of the report also appeared on Novem-
ber 15, 1941, in the press bulletin Polish Fortnightly
Review, a bi-weekly publication issued by the Polish
Ministry of Information. This bulletin was aimed at
the Western press. Editors could reprint information
and articles from it without the need to gain prior per-
mission.* The same issue also included reports on the
tragic living conditions in the Warsaw Ghetto. In the
issue from July 1,1942, also available at the exhibition,
the bulletin published information about the expan-
sion of the camp in Birkenau. There are also reports
about the gassing of Soviet prisoners of war, which
Witold Pilecki mentioned in his reports written after
escaping from the camp in April 1943. It is presumed
that this information might have come from him. The
report of the Polish Underground regarding experi-
ments with gas on Soviet prisoners of war reached
London through the Swedish courier Sven Norrman,
alias “Szirer”, in late 1941.

Another publication pertaining to the Auschwitz
concentration camp was The Black Book of Poland,
published in 1942 in London and New York. It was a
collection of documents, testimonies, eyewitness ac-
counts, and ministerial summaries describing and
illustrating with photographs Nazi crimes against
the Polish nation and war crimes in occupied Poland
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committed in just two years. These included massa-
cres, torture, expulsions, forced colonization, perse-
cutions, and destruction of cultural heritage. There
was also an extensive chapter on concentration
camps such as Auschwitz.

Two more publications in the exhibition deserve
attention. Stop Them Now — German Mass Murder of
Jews in Poland was published in December 1942 by
Szmul Zygielbojm, a Jewish politician and activist,
and member of the National Council. The publication
was based on reports from the Jewish organization
“Bund” in occupied Poland and accounts from oth-
er underground organizations. Zygielbojm sought to
draw the world’s attention to the extermination of
Jews in occupied Poland, which entered a new phase
with Operation Reinhardt — the industrial killing of
the Jewish population in the camps in Belzec, Tre-
blinka, and Sobibdr. Following Bund’s lead, Zygiel-
bojm cited what was then considered an incredible
figure of 700,000 murdered Polish Jews, which later
turned out to be true. As a protest against the world’s
inaction, Szmul Zygielbojm committed suicide on 12
May 1943, as the battles in the Warsaw Ghetto were
coming to an end.

The second publication, Story of a Secret State, is
associated with Jan Karski, a legendary courier and
emissary of the Polish Underground State. Having
witnessed the Holocaust firsthand, Karski plied the
Western Allies to help the Jewish people and Poland.
Despite his contacts with influential figures in the
West and meetings with President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt himself, he encountered a lack of interest
in the fate of Polish Jews. While in the USA in 1944, at
the behest of the émigré Polish authorities, he wrote
the book Story of a Secret State based on his personal
experiences. Karski described the struggle of the Pol-
ish Underground State against the occupier, his mis-
sions in the occupied country, and the extermination
of Jews. The book was published in the USA in 1944
and became a bestseller.
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The above publications were available to the av-
erage citizen in bookstores in Great Britain and the
USA. The Ministry of Information also distributed
them to leading politicians and figures in the West-
ern world. Moreover, diplomatic notes such as the
so-called “Raczyniski Note”s titled The Mass Extermi-
nation of Jews in German Occupied Poland from De-
cember 1942 were sent to representatives of allied
and neutral countries. The extent of the Polish gov-
ernment-in-exile’s action is evidenced by where we
find these publications today —in India, the United
States, and Australia.

The informational campaign led by the Polish
government-in-exile began in the autumn of 1939, but
only began to yield results in 1942. Polish intelligence
data, initially viewed by the British as unreliable®,
began to overcome skepticism over time in tandem
with information from MI6 sources. In St. James’ Pal-
ace in January 1942, a coalition of governments from
occupied states’ was formed under the chairmanship
of Prime Minister Wladystaw Sikorski. These govern-
ments became signatories to the first declaration on
the prosecution of German war criminals, a first step
towards ensuring post-war justice. Only on 17 De-
cember 1942, in the House of Commons, did the gov-
ernments of allied nations, including Great Britain
and the United States, which were not signatories to
the St. James Declaration, announce the joint United
Nations Declaration on the Persecution of Jews in re-
sponse to the “Raczynski Note”. These actions formed
the basis for the establishment of the United Nations
War Crimes Commission (UNWCC), responsible for
bringing German war criminals to justice after the
conflict.® Despite undeniable successes, the Polish
informational campaign was unable to exert suffi-
cient pressure on the Western Allies to utilize their
capability for direct military intervention against
concentration camps and halt the Holocaust.

These publications are the end result of a long
exchange of information that linked occupied Poland

with London during the Second World War. It is
worth remembering that they were the result of the
efforts of thousands of anonymous informants, cou-
riers, and members of the underground who obtained
and passed on information, risking what was most
valuable so that the free world could learn about the
tragedy unfolding in the occupied territories.

1 Dominika Uczkiewicz:, Problem odpowiedzialnosci karnej za zbrodnie wojenne w pracach rzqdu polskiego na emigracji
(1939-1945). Warszawa 2022.

2___ Ibidem, pp. 66-74.

3___ Adam Cyra: Rotmistrz Pilecki. Ochotnik do Auschwitz. Oswiecim 2000.

4___ David Engel:, In the Shadow of Auschwitz. The Polish Government-in-exile and the Jews, 1939—1942. London 1987, p. 172.
5__ The note was named for the then Minister of Foreign Affairs in the Polish government-in-exile, Edward Raczynski.

6___ In the words of Victor Cavendish-Bentinck, a British diplomat and member of the Joint Intelligence Committee: “In my opinion
itis incorrect to describe Polish information regarding German atrocities as trustworthy. The Poles, and to a far greater extent
the Jews, tend to exaggerate German atrocities in order to stoke us up.” National Archives, FO371/34551.

7__These were the governments of Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Yugoslavia,
and France libre. Among the invited guests who did not sign the declaration were representatives from the USA, the nations of
the British Commonwealth, the USSR and China.

8___ Michael Fleming: In the Shadow of the Holocaust. Poland, the United Nations War Crime Commission, and the Search for
Justice. Cambridge 2022.
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List of the 30 publications 1939-1945

Date 1939

Number of

Publications 1

Location Paris

Title Les Relations Polono-Allemandes

et Polono-Soviétique au Cours
de la Période 1933-1939: Recueil
de documents officiels
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1940

Paris/London

L'Invasion Allemande en Pologne

The German Invasion of Poland

Poland after One Year of War

German Atrocites in Poland:

Some Facts

(Introduction by James Louis Garvin/
Pamphlet 1)

The Persecution of Jews in German-
occupied Poland. 1940
(Introduction by David Mathew /
Pamphlet 2)

The Soviet Occupation of Poland.
1940

(Introduction by James Bingham
Morton /Pamphlet 3)

1941

London

Hlond, August, The Persecution
of the Catholic Church in Poland
(preface by Cardinal Hinsley)

The German Fifth Column in Poland

German Occupation of Poland:
Extract of Note Addressed to the
Governments of the Allied and
Neutral Powers on May 3

Slavery Under Hitler's New Order
(Introduction by Walter Citrine)

Poland and Danzig

Underground Poland Speaks:
Manifesto to the People of the World
(Introduced by Philip Noel-Baker)

Eastern Poland

A Worker's Day Under German
Occupation
(Introduced by Jim Griffiths)

1942

London

The German New Order in Poland

Bestiality... Unknown in any Previous Record of Human History

The Legal Position of Jews in Poland

The Martyrdom of Polish Professors

The Polish Spirit of Freedom

Unknown Europe (Introduced by Vernon Bartlett)

Stop Them Now: German Mass Murder of Jews in Poland

(Introduced by Josiah Wedgwood)

German Failures in Poland: Natural Obstacles to

Nazi Population Policy

Labour's Protest: German Atrocities in Poland and Czechoslovakia

Towards a New Poland: A Programme of the Polish
Underground Movement (Foreword by Arthur Greenwood;

Introduction by Jan Kwapinski)

The Mass Extermination of Jews in Occupied Poland:
Note Addressed ot the Governments of the United Nations
on 10 December 1942, and Other Documents

>»

1944—1945
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List of the 30 publications 1939-1945

Date 1943

Number of 3

Publications

Location London

Title

The Protestant Church in Poland

The Quest for German Blood:
Policy of Germanization in Poland

The Case of Henryk Erlich and
Victor Alter
(Foreword by Camille Huysmans)

18

1944

London/Boston

Justice Outlawed
(Foreword by Henry Slesser)

Story of a Secret State

About the Curzon Line and
other lines

1945

London

63 Days: The Story of the
Warsaw Rising

The Nazi Kultur in Poland

The Camp of Death

Democratic Poland Answers

How Warsaw Fell

Polish Labour Underground Press
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Nowy Wisnicz Koryznéwka
/\ The Germans still occupied most of Europe. German fami-

lies had been settled in the villages around the Auschwitz
Oswigeim concentration camp. The escape by Pilecki, Jan Redzej, and

j Edward Ciesielski was extremely dangerous. They had no
money, wore torn clothing, had shaved heads, and were
emaciated, making them readily recognizable as escapees
from Auschwitz. They knew that the authorities were looking
for them, although Pilecki was being sought under his false
name Tomasz Serafinski.

Pilecki and his companions fled through the forests
north to the Vistula and then along the river eastwards.
Their destination was an address they had from fellow
prisoner Edmund Zabawski: a safe house in Bochnia near
Krakow where relatives of Zabawski lived, more than a
hundred kilometers from Auschwitz. Zabawski himself was
then Pilecki's contact in Auschwitz.

The escape route

120



Auschwitz escapees in front of the
Koryznéwka house in Nowy Wisnicz,
summer of 1943

From left to right: Jan Redzej,

Witold Pilecki, Edward Ciesielski.

APMA-B
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Gestapo manhunt telegram
after Pilecki's escape

A total of 928 prisoners
attempted to escape from

Auschwitz. Only 221 succeeded.
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Resistance in freedom

In Bochnia, Pilecki made contact with
the underground. In the process, he
met Tomasz Serafiiski in a neighboring
village. Serafinski, of all people, was the
man whose papers he had taken before
being arrested in Warsaw. Pilecki had
been using Serafiiski's name in
Auschwitz to protect his own family.
The two men quickly came to trust
one another. Pilecki told Serafinski
about his plan to liberate the Auschwitz
concentration camp. Serafinski dis-
cussed this with the resistance in
Krakow. However, the atmosphere of
mistrust was widespread. The Germans
had infiltrated the Polish underground
and many of its members had been
arrested or were on the run. People
in the underground didn't believe
Serafinski and thought Pilecki was a
German agent. Pilecki was initially
refused forged papers that would have
allowed him to travel safely through
Poland.
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Mug shots of Edmund Zabawski in
the Auschwitz concentration camp
Through Zabawski's assistance,
Pilecki was able to stay in
Koryznoéwka. After Pilecki escaped,
Zabawski remained in Auschwitz

as his contact.

Drawing of Serafinski and Pilecki

Maria Serafinska-Domanska, Private collection

APMA-B
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Forged identity cards of Pilecki
To keep his true identity secret,
Pilecki had to change his alias often.
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The “real” Tomasz Serafinski,
ca. 1940

Maria Serafinska-Domanskat,
Private collection
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The safe house Koryznéwka

After escaping, Pilecki was able to
recuperate in Koryznéwka. It was
there that he wrote his first report.

Private collection of the Pilecki family
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Documenting the
crimes and planning
an uprising

Pilecki, Redzej, and Ciesielski now
understood how little the world knew
about the German crimes in Auschwitz.
For the Home Army in Warsaw, Pilecki
composed an initial report about the
structure and organization of the
resistance in the camp. He showed that
there was a sufficient number of
inmates ready to resist in Auschwitz.
Pilecki finally did receive forged papers
from Warsaw, but the Home Army
rejected his plans for an uprising.

The search for Pilecki led the
Gestapo to the real Tomasz Serafinski.
Fortunately for Serafinski, he did not
resemble the mug shots, but the situa-
tion became increasingly dangerous for
Pilecki. Nevertheless, with the help of
Zabawski's family he was able to send
encrypted messages to Auschwitz
about his plans for an uprising. The
contacts in the camp, however, advised
against a revolt. They argued that an
isolated operation would have little
chance of success and that the Germans
would respond with brutal reprisals.
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The first page of Pilecki's report,
written in June 1943 in Nowy Wisnicz
Ludmila Serafinska, Tomasz
Serafinski's wife, keeps the eleven-
page report, contrary to Pilecki's
instructions. The original is still
owned by the Serafinski family, a copy
is in the Auschwitz-Birkenau State
Museum. Pilecki wrote a more detail-
ed version in Warsaw in the fall of
1943.
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The Polish fight for
sovereignty

The German capitulation in Stalingrad in early 1943 marked
the turning point on the eastern front. After this, the Allies
anticipated a victory over Hitler and regarded the Soviet
Union as an equal partner. They could not afford a breach
with Stalin because of Polish interests. In late 1943, Churchill
and Roosevelt approved the ceding of eastern Poland to the
Soviet Union.

This jeopardized Poland’s right to exist. The Polish under-
ground increased its attacks on SS members and on German
businesses in preparation for a national uprising. The Home
Army wanted Warsaw to be liberated from the German
occupation before the Red Army marched in as the next
occupying power. This would require every available weapon.
The liberation of Auschwitz, as Pilecki had planned, was
inconceivable.

The Polish Home Army rose up on August 1, 1944. The
Germans, however, brutally suppressed the Warsaw Uprising
within two months. Pilecki took part in the fighting and was
arrested. He remained a German prisoner of war until the
end of the Second World War.




<«
Warsaw's city center, a group of

insurgents at Dabrowski Square,
October 1-2,1944

WUM

German soldiers at one of the
uncovered mass graves at Katyn,
April 1943

The discovery of mass graves in
Katyn, Russia, led to mutual recrim-
inations. The German and Soviet

sides accused each other of the
murder of more than 4,000 Polish
officers. Not until 1990 did the
Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev
assume responsibility for the crime.
The true extent of the massacre
finally became known at that time:
in 1940 the Soviet secret police
shot more than 21,000 Polish of-
ficers, police, and intellectuals.

PAP
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Burning portraits of
Adolf Hitler

WUM
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Pilecki's return
to Warsaw

Pilecki returned to Warsaw in August
1943, almost three years after his volun-
tary arrest. Large parts of the city had
been destroyed. The area of the War-
saw Ghetto was now a landscape of
ruins. During his internment, Pilecki had
avoided contact with his family to keep
them out of danger. Only at the very
beginning had he written to them to
tell them that “everything was just fine."
Pilecki felt obligated to remain in
Warsaw. In early 1944, he met Emil
Fieldorf and joined his anti-Soviet
underground cell. The work required
his full commitment. Pilecki pledged
to serve his country and made a deci-
sion once again for Poland and against
returning to his family.
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Witold and his wife Maria

Pilecki could not visit his family
living in Ostréow Mazowiecka
because Maria had to work as a
housekeeper for a German family.
They met in Pilecki's apartment

in Warsaw. He probably only met

his children once. He communicated
with his family primarily through
letters.

Private collection of the Pilecki family

Ruins of the Warsaw Ghetto

The area of the Warsaw Ghetto
became a desert of rubble in

the middle of the city. Only the
St. Augustine Church was spared.

DPA/Picture Alliance
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The Warsaw Uprising

As the Red Army advanced, fear of a
Soviet occupation grew in Poland. Sta-
lin's intentions were clear. The Home
Army sought to reconquer the Polish
capital from the Nazis before the Soviet
army arrived and challenged the coun-
try's independence.

The Warsaw Uprising against the
German occupation began on August 1,
1944. The Nazis retaliated brutally,
executing at least 40,000 bystanders
in the Warsaw district of Wola. Despite
superior German military strength,
the Polish population initially held its
ground. Pilecki was part of a small unit
that blockaded a major thoroughfare
and held off enemy tanks for almost
two weeks. Without Allied support,
however, the uprising collapsed after
two months. More than 160,000 Poles,
primarily civilians, died in the fighting.
Warsaw was completely destroyed.
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A group of insurgents relaxing
in the ruins of one of the
apartment buildings destroyed
in September 1939

WUM

Warsaw's city center, armed group
of insurgents, August 1944

WUM
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Pilecki's
complete report

While Pilecki was waiting in Italy

for new instructions from General
Anders, he used the months of
August and September 1945 to write
his most extensive eyewitness
report about his imprisonment in
Auschwitz. Maria Szelagowska,

an intelligence officer who had also
been interned in Murnau, helped
Pilecki with the paperwork and typed
the report. Pilecki's account pro-
vides very precise and personal in-
sights into the development of

the Auschwitz concentration camp
into an industrial killing complex.

In San Giorgio, a port town south
of Ancona, Pilecki turned over the
more than 100-page report to
General Tadeusz Petczynski for safe-
keeping. Petczynski took the report
with him to London.

General Anders approved Pilecki's
plan in September and commissioned
him to establish an underground
cell in Warsaw and to document com-
munist crimes in Poland. Together
with Maria Szelagowska, Pilecki
returned to Warsaw via occupied
Germany in October 1945.
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From left to right: Jan Mierzanowski,
Maria Szelaggowska, and Witold
Pilecki in Rome, summer of 1945

Private collection of the Pilecki family

»
PILECKI &

“I have been offered a commercial deal to publish this for big bucks
in America, but for the time being I have not decided to take this step
because I have not had the time to polish the style and also because
I would feel remorse at selling it for money. There have been others who
have wanted to get hold of it from me, but in my opinion the right thing
to do is to put this in your hands, General. Perhaps someone in London
might also find it interesting.”

Pilecki's cover letter to
Major General Tadeusz Petczynski
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General Anders’s army
against Stalin

The Germans arrested the insurgents of
the Warsaw Uprising. Pilecki was detained
in the Murnau prisoner-of-war camp in
southern Bavaria. As in Auschwitz, he was
registered there under a false name.

The Red Army took control of Warsaw
in January 1945. Stalin appointed com-
munists to head the new administration.
After Sikorski's death in 1943, the influ-
ence of Polish general Wiadystaw Anders
increased. “Anders's Army" had success-
fully fought against the Germans in ltaly.
Anders then called for resistance to the
Soviet's seizing power in Poland.

The United States Army liberated
the Murnau camp in late April 1945.
While many Poles were war-weary, Pilecki
wanted to continue fighting for Poland's
independence. He traveled to the Italian
city of Ancona in July to receive orders
from General Anders.
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“We want to continue to fight, but for

a free and independent Poland. Russia
has no right to our territory.... It broke
all agreements and has usurped these
lands through a treaty and an alliance
with Hitler. There are no Russians in this
territory. Aside from Poles there are only
Ukrainians and Belorussians. No one
asked them to whom they want to belong.
They are well aware that the elections
that took place in 1939 under the pressure
of the Soviet bayonet were pure farce.”

Quotation from Anders's diary

General Anders's protest to
Churchill

At the Yalta Conference in February
1945, Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin
agreed to partition Poland and cede
the eastern territories to the Sovi-
et Union. General Anders opposed
this arbitrary shifting of the Polish
borders and protested in vain to
Churchill. The western Allies were
willing to compromise with Stalin
and the Polish government-in-exile
had no say in the matter. Poland
became part of the Soviet sphere
of influence.

General Anders and

Winston Churchill

Winston Churchill (left) and General
Wiadystaw Anders (center) in Italy,
August 1944

NPG

The “Big Three”

Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin
(from left to right) at the

Yalta Conference, February 1945

PAP/DPA

Witold Pilecki in the Officers’
Camp VIl Ain Murnau

Pressured by the Polish govern-
ment-in-exile, the Western Allies
recognized the Polish Home Army
as an official part of the Allied
military forces. As a result, the
Germans had to view the captured
fighters as prisoners of war and
put them in POW camps rather
than shooting them immediately.

Private collection of the Pilecki family
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The new permanent

exhibition

A look behind the scenes

Vera Franke < Anka Bobczuk

The Pilecki Institute opened its doors in Berlin in
September 2019 with the exhibition The Volunteer:
Witold Pilecki and His Mission in Auschwitz. The ex-
hibition was developed by a Polish-American team
working with the curators Hanna Radziejowska and
Jack Fairweather, but it did not last long.

The subject of the exhibition was based on Jack
Fairweather’s book The Volunteer, a comprehensive,
detailed, and exciting report on Pilecki’s life and work.
The texts in this inaugural exhibition presented the
work in a condensed form but in fact they were never-
theless far too detailed. Also missing was a structure
that broke the information down into different chap-
ters that could be presented in separate rooms. The
setup onsite was more like a labyrinth whose rather
high walls were literally filled with text but offered
little orientation. The most important milestones in
Pilecki’s life were depicted in a steady stream incor-
porating individual highlights but without any in-
terruption. The original intention was to be as com-
prehensive as possible, not least because the Polish
perspective of the story is largely unknown in Ger-
many. An attractive design form was selected for the
challenging subject matter: alot of light and sound ef-
fects, contrasting colors, and scenographic elements
were to engage the audience emotionally and spur
enthusiasm for Witold Pilecki’s story. One installa-
tion was a hall of mirrors that staged the exhibition
in a particularly atmospheric albeit controversial
manner. Hanging from the ceiling were illuminated,
plastic human torsos wearing the clothing of concen-
tration camp prisoners. The bodies were multiplied
endlessly through the mirrors. Some visitors consid-
ered it a successful work of art; to others it seemed
inappropriately carnivalesque.
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Shortly after the exhibition opened, there were
already critical in-house discussions on the pres-
entation. Although the impressive production had
been praised by the media,' many visitors felt over-
whelmed by the exhibition. The complex intertwin-
ing narrative threads and the extremely orchestrated
implementation did not do justice to Witold Pilecki’s
story. While the sound and lighting effects could be
greatly reduced, the Covid pandemic forced the exhi-
bition to close in early 2020 in any case. The Pilecki
Institute team then had time to rethink the exhibition
design and render it more suited for a contemporary
German audience.

The exhibition concept and design were analyz-
ed in a workshop with designer Vera Franke that fo-
cused on the narrative structure, text hierarchies, and
how to deal with images, as well as on concrete points
such as the readability of the texts within the graph-
ic design. Some texts, for example, had been printed
directly onto the photographs and were almost im-
possible to read. Moreover, it was particularly appar-
ent that a text structure typically found in German
museums was missing. Such an orientation is usually
offered through the room texts, subtopic texts, and
image and exhibit descriptions. Whereas historical
exhibitions in Germany are often prepared in a seri-
ous, matter-of-fact tone, other countries aim instead
to emphasize emotions and tell what happened in a
more visual, cineastic style. They use effects such as
back-lighted surfaces, extreme image motifs, special
lighting effects or scenographic structures that ac-
centuate the subject matter, as was evident with the
illuminated bodies of prisoners or a forest made of
wooden strips.

As it turned out, it was necessary to thorough-
ly revamp the exhibition on Witold Pilecki in Berlin
to better address the visual habits and expectations
of the local target audience. This was conceived as
a permanent exhibition and led to the collaboration
between the assistant curator Anka Bobczuk and

The atmospheric staging of Pilecki's
escape with sounds and lighting effects
was not suitable for the new exhibition.

The hall of mirrors provoked a wide
variety of reactions. It was too
sensational for the new exhibition.

After Russia's invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, the Pilecki Institute
immediately became a central point of
contact for Ukrainian aid organizations.
In the rooms of the original exhibition,
the floor was marked with adhesive tape
so that the numerous relief supplies
could be sorted.

145

ESSAY



The new permanent exhibition. A look behind the scenes

Rafal Rucinski from the Pilecki Institute and external
support. This included Vera Franke from the Franke/
Steinert office for the structural work and project
management, the graphic artist Christine Kitta for
the new design, and editor Doris Schemmel for the
new version of the texts. The revision aimed to offer
a better presentation of the narrative of the curators
Hanna Radziejowska and Jack Fairweather, reworking
the content into individual, clearly recognizable exhi-
bition chapters.

It is always something of a balancing act to base
a historical exhibition on a biography. There is inevi-
tably the danger that far-reaching historical contexts
become compressed into a single life story. With the
new conception, the audience still definitely hears
the precise story of the life of Witold Pilecki, his
achievements and his courage, which is particularly
important as knowledge about him had been buried
for so long. However, the new exhibition sought nei-
ther to stylize him into a hero nor to downplay the
significance of his networks and supporters, because
his story — as no one knew better than Pilecki him-
self —was closely interwoven with those of many
other resistance fighters. Moreover, his life must be
viewed within the framework of complex historical
contexts that have been intensively researched. These
too have been given the necessary space in the new
exhibition.

Pilecki himself wrote a comprehensive report
on his time in Auschwitz as part of an underground
military operation. The report was so vivid and de-
scriptive — not least thanks to his dark humor - that
more space in the revised exhibition is dedicated to
this unique source, in particular for work with school
groups. His report now appears in the exhibition as
a series of quotations marked with a red pencil icon.

Against this background, the new exhibition fo-
cuses on the following questions: What did Pilecki
report from Auschwitz? What did he observe and
document? What information made it to the Polish
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government-in-exile in London and how did it get
there? How did the Allies respond to the reports?
In short, why exactly did Pilecki risk his life in the
Auschwitz concentration camp? In order to answer
these questions more precisely, the chapter on the Al-
lied reactions has been expanded. In this room, orig-
inal publications are exhibited that confirm the work
of the Polish government-in-exile. International news
clippings are also displayed that describe the public
reactions to the reports of atrocities committed in Po-
land by the Germans. More recent research has been
integrated into the revised exhibition. Another aspect
that has hitherto received insufficient attention in
Germany is the Polish perspective of the role played
by the Soviet Union in the Second World War. For Po-
land, the Red Army invasion in the eastern part of the
country, only a short time after the German invasion
in 1939, was disastrous. The situation changed very
little when the Soviet Union later joined the Allied
forces against Hitler and after the Allied victory in
1945, when the Soviets became the occupying power
in Poland. It was ultimately the Soviet Union that was
responsible for Pilecki’s execution.

The revamping of the exhibition utilized larger,
clearly structured rooms with a total of eleven chron-
ological chapters. Two storylines run parallel in the
two main rooms. This is indicated by a timeline and
graphically designed through reversed colors. Vis-
itors thus can follow both Pilecki’s path, on the one
hand, and the concurrent historical events, on the
other. In this way there are corresponding stories of
Pilecki’s life and of the outside world, for example:
“Pilecki in the Warsaw Underground” and “The Inva-
sion of the Wehrmacht in Warsaw.” And: “Pilecki in
Auschwitz” and “The Allied Reactions to the Reports
from Auschwitz.”

Within the individual chapters, room texts and
theme texts have been distinguished, primarily ty-
pographically. The exhibition texts have been sim-
plified and rewritten by Doris Schemmel in cogent

and concise language. Christine Kitta developed a
new structure for the entire graphic design, giving it
a clear form. The choice of images and exhibits has
been completely revised. An effort was made to se-
lect photographs that did not depict victims. Brutal,
gruesome photos used solely for effect have been re-
moved. For example, one image by the photographer
Julien Bryan shows a girl mourning her dead sister.
However moving and powerful this image might be,
we replaced it with a more documentary photograph
from the series in order to avoid any sensationalism.

Because the first exhibition had been displayed
for such a short time, a complete dismantling was
ruled out essentially for reasons of sustainability. The
main structures from the initial exhibition, walls of a
steel frame structure and aluminum Dibond panels,
were reused by covering the exhibition panels with
newly printed films.

The exhibition was expanded with several show-
cases for original objects and facsimiles. Especially the
work of the Polish government-in-exile is now better
documented. The exhibition has been augmented with
objects on loan from Poland’s Auschwitz-Birkenau
State Museum. Three media stations were created:
An extremely vivid, interactive application helps vis-
itors understand the activities of the network around
Witold Pilecki in Auschwitz more precisely. Another
station traces some of the routes of the couriers who
smuggled Pilecki’s reports out of the camp and addi-
tional materials can be viewed in a media archive. For
work with groups and school classes, there is now a
large worktable with chairs and a moveable box con-
taining panels on which the quotations and excerpts

from Pilecki’s report are printed. These serve as work
materials and a basis for discussion.

The collaboration has been an extremely produc-
tive albeit protracted process, as the renewed analysis
of this sensitive subject demanded comprehensive
and ambitious research that continued to raise new,
detailed questions. The revision process continued
over two years. Russia invaded Ukraine when the
team was close to completing the implementation
and the Pilecki Institute immediately became one of
the main contact points for Ukrainian relief organi-
zations. Due to a lack of space, the mountains of aid
materials —in particular medical supplies —were
stored amid the original exhibition, where they were
then picked up by trucks and brought to the crisis ar-
eas. The correlation between the information on the
exhibition panels and the current political situation
was disturbing. And now there is also a second, bru-
tal war in the Middle East. Both battlegrounds clearly
demonstrate how little we have learned from the past
and how necessary and crucial it is to continue to ex-
amine history.

The new exhibition Witold Pilecki: In Resistance
to Hitler and Stalin opened in September 2023. For at
least five years it will continue to tell Witold Pilecki’s
extraordinary story to its many visitors.

1__Jens Bisky: Freiwillig nach Auschwitz, 30. Juli 2020, Siiddeutsche Zeitung: www.sueddeutsche.de/kultur/
auschwitz-pilecki-museum-1.4983832?reduced=true (last accessed: 11 March 2024) and
Rolf Brockschmidt: Widerstandskdmpfer Pilecki: Der Mann, der freiwillig als Haftling nach Auschwitz ging, 22. Januar 2020,
Tagesspiegel: https://www.tagesspiegel.de/kultur/der-mann-der-freiwillig-als-haftling-nach-auschwitz-ging-4137451.html

(last accessed: 11 March 2024).
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The new permanent exhibition. A look behind the scenes

Clear colors and a clear layout make it
easier to access the complex Polish
(pre)history.

Pilecki's Auschwitz report has been given
more weight in the new exhibition. With
its straightforward tone, it provides an
undisguised insight into everyday life in
the concentration camp. Selected quotes
are particularly useful for working with
school classes.
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Each chapter of Pilecki's biography

is presented in a different color, but the
structure remains the same throughout
the exhibition, helping visitors to find
their way around.

The selection of photos was based on
strict criteria. Instead of creating

a voyeuristic atmosphere, the pictures
should document the narrative.

The heart of the exhibition juxtaposes

two narrative strands. The blue walls
document Pilecki's time in Auschwitz, while
the white walls show what happened in

the outside world.

149

ESSAY



The Memory of Witold Pilecki

During the Cold War

Barttomiej Kapica

In 2019, the European Parliament established 25 May
as the International Day of Heroes of the Fight Against
Totalitarianism. The date was not chosen randomly:
on 25 May 1948, Witold Pilecki —who had volun-
teered to be imprisoned at the German Auschwitz con-
centration camp — was murdered in the communist
prison on Rakowiecka Street in Warsaw. Therefore,
the Parliament not only paid homage to an unques-
tionable hero, but also symbolically restored his
memory to the entire continent, thus cementing the
experience of 20%™-century history between Western,
Central, and Eastern Europe.

The Second World War widened the gaps in per-
ception of the 20" century between various parts
of the European continent.! While the Soviet Union
occupied East-Central Europe, Western societies ex-
perienced postwar divisions. The communist move-
ment in both France and Italy could boast of particip-
ation in anti-German resistance (simultaneously
striving to erase all memory of its stance in the years
1939-1941, when the German-Soviet alliance was in
force), but its broad social support also resulted from
abject poverty and skillful perpetuation of the myth
of the Soviet Union as the conqueror of fascism. What
is more, the devastation of Europe combined with
aggressive Soviet politics required the involvement
of the United States and their participation in the
postwar reconstruction effort, reinforcing the bipolar
view of the world as divided into West and East.?

The emerging postwar order generated a lot of
discussion. The debate focused not only on the fu-
ture of Europe, but also on its character and identity.
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According to the dominant narrative, fascism and
Nazism had discredited all right-wing ideologies,
while communism offered a determined future,
which was supposedly materializing at the time in
Eastern and Central Europe. The past, in turn, called
for a reckoning. The communists provided an outlet
for emotions related to revenge, deliberately conflat-
ing independence activists who fought against the
German occupier with actual collaborators. The in-
tentional blurring of boundaries and the falsification
of reality served to protect the rule of terror, which
was all the easier because violence was prevalent
in Europe at the time.® Subjected to Sovietization,
East-Central Europe was “the other” Europe, barely
visible on the very edges of everyday life in the con-
tinent’s West.

It is therefore not surprising that Sovietization
did not raise intellectual objections in the West, and
that the decision to politically oppose the Soviet
Union was abandoned at the crucial moment in the
summer of 1944.# When Maurice Merleau-Ponty
wrote in 1947 that “In reality ‘Russian expansion’ in
Europe began one day at Stalingrad to end with the
war at Prague and on the frontiers of Yugoslavia. At
that time no one raised any objections,” he was mere-
ly constructing a narrative for a process that had al-
ready been concluded.® However, this disregard and
acquiescence did have a boundary —a geographical
one. As Merleau-Ponty cautiously observed, “If it
happens tomorrow that the U.S.S.R. threatens to in-
vade Europe and to set up in every country a govern-
ment of its choice, a different question would arise
and would have to be examined.”¢ In this discourse,
therefore, Europe was limited to the western parts
of the continent, and Merleau-Ponty simply gave ex-
pression to the prevailing sentiment. The separation
of Eastern Europe from its Western counterpart was
hardly noticed in the latter.’

Arthur Koestler’s bestselling novel Darkness at
Noon, which was published in 1945 and presented the

problem of communist trials to a wider audience in
the West, was equally unable to tear down the wall
of misunderstanding.® In this book, the victims are
subjugated by means of dialectics, not violence, and
their ranks are limited to communists who perished
in the Stalinist purges of the late 1930s.” Despite
Koestler’s undeniably uncompromising stance and
the campaign launched against his book by Moscow
and its subservient parties, paradoxically his take on
the subject found reflection in the policies of the lat-
ter. For obvious reasons, the most open and liberal
communist party in the West at the time, the Italian
Communist Party, was not interested in the systemic
violence of Soviet-imposed regimes in East-Central
Europe, and its attention was drawn to the political
trials only in the early 1950s, when they started tar-
geting the communists themselves. The Italian Com-
munist Party, however, was unable to move beyond
the Stalinist interpretation, which ascribed the blame
for launching the apparatus of violence to the malev-
olent American influence.” This dualistic discourse
legitimizing violence was to be an answer to the al-
leged equivalence between American and Soviet in-
fluence in Western and Eastern Europe, respectively.

It was in such a context that the trials of people
who actively opposed the loss of sovereignty — the
trials which were organized by communist author-
ities in the first years after the war in breach of all
principles of the rule of law—went unnoticed in
the West. At the time, the communists themselves
did not care to utilize the trials in their foreign pol-
icy, as they served a primarily internal role." Witold
Pilecki was arrested in 1947 and tried before a mili-
tary court; at the time these courts constituted “the
heart of darkness”, devouring hundreds of innocent
victims who were sentenced to death.” Subordinat-
ed to the communist authorities, the press did not
portray Pilecki’s heroic stance in its reports, and for
obvious reasons. Attempts were made to strip him
of basic dignity, and he was persistently denied the
title of soldier and officer.” He was falsely accused of
espionage.” With the help of secret services and the
censorship office, the communist authorities manip-
ulated the facts right from the beginning of the trial
until Pilecki was sentenced to death in mid-March
1948." These actions were the foundation of both the
political system created by the Soviets and the com-
munist politics of memory. On 25 May at 9.30 p.m.,
Pilecki was murdered with a shot to the back of the
head in the prison on Rakowiecka Street in Warsaw,
but both his death and the place of his burial — which,

despite various efforts since 1989, remains unknown
to this day — were withheld from the public. Amnesia
and violence were both integral to the building and
legitimization of the new regime.

Nevertheless, the memory of Witold Pilecki has
prevailed thanks to his family and those who shared
in his fate and ideas. For political reasons, however,
this memory could not be transplanted from the in-
dividual level into the social consciousness, as such
processes require institutional support. The political
and historical institutions of the time were preoccu-
pied with deprecating the wartime activities of the
underground movement affiliated with the Govern-
ment-in-Exile and creating the legend of the commu-
nist underground, among others by exaggerating its
merits.” The propaganda attacked the Home Army —
the largest underground resistance movement in
German-occupied countries —among others for its
alleged collaboration with the Third Reich and pas-
sivity, while former Home Army soldiers were per-
secuted and murdered. Since the memory of Pilecki
combined the activities of the Home Army during the
Second World War with the beginnings of communist
rule in Poland, his story was monitored, manipulat-
ed and silenced by the authorities, and only political
changes could alter this state of affairs.

The first cracks in the wall of silence appeared to-
wards the end of Stalinism, when the state lost its mo-
nopoly of historical narratives.” In the spring of 1956,
during the post-Stalinist “thaw”, columnists from a
critical youth weekly demanded “reaching out to the
people of the Home Army”, but this was to be limited
to their wartime activities, while their pro-independ-
ence fight after the introduction of communist rule
in Poland was to be passed over.” These attitudes,
however, made it possible to broach previously sup-
pressed topics. After the partial rehabilitation of the
Home Army, which resulted from grassroots pressure
on the temporarily weakened regime, Witold Pilecki
could be restored to public consciousness.” In 1957,
Kazimierz Moczarski — a former prisoner of the Sta-
linist regime who spent many years in the same cell
with the Nazi criminal Jiirgen Stroop, and whose fate
was a perfect illustration of the perversity and cyni-
cism of the communists — penned an article in which
he mentioned Witold Pilecki. Moczarski himself was
a Home Army soldier who was innocently sentenced
to death, though his death sentence was later com-
muted to a prison term. In his article, Moczarski
wrote about Pilecki’s activities at Auschwitz.? In re-
sponse, a short note was sent to the editorial board,
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in which the author expressed her thanks for reviv-
ing “the cherished memory of Tomek (the late Witold
Pilecki) who died such a tragic death.”* This enig-
matic mention was the only possible way — approved
by the censorship—to publicly refer to Witold
Pilecki’s life. The beginnings of the communist regime
in Poland could be presented solely as an epic tale of
general enthusiasm and rapid modernization, while
history — even in its retouched version — served to
legitimize the system.?

Although information about Witold Pilecki that
began surfacing in the 1960s pertained also to his
wartime activities, it was only in the late 1970s that
the subject could be discussed more comprehen-
sively. At the time, the memory of the Second World
War underwent a major reevaluation in Europe. The
origins of this phenomenon paradoxically justify
viewing “the Iron Curtain” more as a “semi-perme-
able membrane” than an impenetrable barrier.? For
it was in the Polish émigré circles in the West that
the story of Witold Pilecki was unearthed from the
archives, this thanks to the book of the Polish histo-
rian Jozef Garliniski on the Auschwitz underground
movement and the work of the British historian
Michael Foot — who was Garlinski’s friend — devoted
to Europe’s most courageous resistance fighters dur-
ing the Second World War.?* Although Garlinski’s
works were banned in Poland, Foot’s book was dis-
cussed in the national press, thus allowing the broad-
er public to learn about Pilecki’s heroism during the
war.?® Following these publications, the censorship
office demanded that all texts about Pilecki be sub-
mitted for approval “due to the controversies sur-
rounding Pilecki’s actions and the complexity of the
issue.”?¢ Interestingly, information about “Witold
Pilecki’s undoubtedly patriotic and even heroic stance
during the occupation” was crossed out from the cen-
sorship office’s internal documentation, which proves
that the interpretation adopted during the Stalinist
period was still in full force at the time.?

Nevertheless, despite the censors’ best efforts,
the late 1970s saw the emergence of an organized op-
position, which broadened the scope of freedom and
allowed for the circulation of knowledge that did not
have the imprimatur of the authorities. As a result,
Pilecki could be mentioned among others during a
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sermon delivered in one of the churches in the Old
Town of Warsaw on the anniversary of the Warsaw
Uprising on 1 August 1980.% The founding of “Soli-
darity” was a watershed moment for the Polish Peo-
ple’s Republic as far as the scope of freedom was
concerned. Although censorship was not abolished,
it was visibly curtailed, as evidenced in publications
devoted to Witold Pilecki, which had hitherto never
ventured beyond 1945. The author of a 1979 article
about Pilecki wrote that he had to end his story with
his hero being deported to a German POW camp af-
ter the fall of the Warsaw Uprising. In his new text,
the censors did not erase all mentions concerning
Pilecki’s postwar fates — which was definitely a nov-
el approach —but all the fragments pointing to the
injustice and criminality of Pilecki’s death sentence
were carefully pruned.? It was only after 1989 that
this subject could be openly discussed.

The collapse of communist rule in East-Central
Europe liberated the memory of Pilecki from political
control and supervision. In the meantime, the para-
digm of memory concerning the history of the 20%
century has undergone considerable change. United
Europe defined its mission as promoting the mem-
ory of the victims.* This meant the abandonment of
the previously dominant “grand narratives”, in which
the division into East and West constituted an insur-
mountable barrier. The tragic experience of people
who had faded into the background of these narra-
tives finally came to the fore; even in the 1970s it was
hardly present in the discourse in both the East and
the West.® These changes “unlocked” the memory of
Pilecki, while the virtues he embodied — the univer-
sality of truth-telling and the supreme value of human
life — became the established norm of liberal democ-
racy. Witold Pilecki symbolizes the values of contem-
porary Europe, which is now one and united.
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Memories of

Witold and Maria Pilecki

within the family

Krzysztof Kosior

Most of my knowledge about my great-grandfather
Witold comes from my grandmother Zofia, who pre-
served his memory for many years. Guarding these
memories became a sort of mission in her life. But
the first information I received was from my mother
when I was around 10 years old. It wasn’t much - just
on outline given in a rather matter-of-fact manner,
perhaps as encouragement to find out more. Of course,
I never met my great-grandfather, but over time, vis-
its to my great-grandmother Maria and grandmother
Zofia allowed me to build my own image of him.

The authorities of the People’s Republic of Poland
did not inform the family of his death. One day, after
the sentence was passed, his wife Maria tried to deliv-
er a food package to the prison on Rakowiecka Street
in Warsaw, where she was informed that “Pilecki is
not here, he’s gone!” The package was not accepted.

For many years, there was no information about
his fate. Great-grandmother Maria hoped that per-
haps he had been deported somewhere to Siberia
and would return one day. From the second half of
the 1970s, the family was sure that Witold had most
likely been murdered. Nevertheless, Maria lived in
hope until 1990 when the communist archives were
opened, and the document of his execution in May
1948 was found.

The memory of Witold lived on in the family, al-
though due to the threat of persecution, it was limit-
ed only to brief recollections within a narrow circle
until the late 1970s. My great-grandmother attached
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great importance to maintaining confidentiality.
Maria was an incredibly brave woman who had to
adapt without her husband to a new reality in a Po-
land under communist rule, with two young chil-
dren, and with the imposed stigma of being the “wife
of a traitor.”

My great-grandmother, Maria Pilecka née Os-
trowska, came from Ostréw Mazowiecka, born into
a family known for a large and thriving horticul-
tural and fruit-growing farm. Her father Konstanty
imported special varieties of roses from France and
other countries, among other things. She worked as a
teacher, which was regarded as ennobling the family.
I remember her as an elegant lady with impeccable
manners. She placed great importance in appear-
ance and propriety, she could speak beautifully and
interestingly. She worked at the municipal school in
Krupa, where she met Witold Pilecki, who lived near-
by in the manor house in Sukurcze. They started a
family, but the outbreak of war forced her to return to
her hometown of Ostréw.

After the war, Maria faced repression amid the
new realities of communist-ruled Poland. Wherever
she tried to find work, the stigma of being the “wife
of an enemy of the people” resulted in refusal of em-
ployment. It was a very difficult time for the family,
and in winter, it became dramatic. Grandmother Zo-
fiaremembered gathering pine cones in the forest for
fuel. The family survived thanks to Maria’s determi-
nation, the help of the family in Ostréw Mazowiecka,
and friendly neighbors who sometimes shared things
like a bucket of coal for fuel.

I think these experiences left a lasting mark on
Maria. After the attack on Poland from two sides by
Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, her flight with two
young children from the Vilnius region to Ostréw
Mazowiecka only succeeded on the second attempt.
The first attempt ended with their detention by the
Red Army and requisition of everything they had
with them. Then came years of poverty and hunger,

years of being separated from her husband, his ar-
rest, and subsequent persecution. And finally, the
moment Witold left. The trauma of those experi-
ences remained with Maria until the end of her life.
Nevertheless, she remained a very warm and brave
person. She became an educator to several genera-
tions of young people, always offering warmth and
good advice. Yet, in her heart, she certainly carried
the memory of persecution.

The years immediately following the death sen-
tence on Witold in 1948 were a period of existence
on the brink of poverty for Maria and her children.
The family’s situation improved only when Maria
was accepted for work at the “Ognisko” (“Hearth”)
Friendship Society for Homeless Children in Swid-
er near Warsaw, founded by Kazimierz Lisiecki. It
was a place full of often troubled youths, children
orphaned by the war and in need of support in the
post-war reality. Thanks to the hard work of the car-
egivers, many of these young people later achieved
great success. Maria initially helped with the daily
functioning of the Society and eventually became a
caregiver there.

Uncle Andrzej (Witold’s son) was studying and
living in a dormitory in Warsaw at that time. He
would visit his mother at the “Ognisko” in Swider
quite regularly. Andrzej’s sister, my Grandmother
Zofia, still lived in Ostréw Mazowiecka at that time.
After a while, Andrzej fell in love with Kazimierz’s
daughter, Barbara Lisiecka, and the feeling was mu-
tual. While at “Ognisko”, Zofia met Lech Optulowicz,
a ward and later a caregiver, who had lost his father
in the last days of the war during the sinking of the
SS Cap Arcona.

In those years, the communist system was ac-
tively developing its apparatus of repression. Any
activity considered “subversive” or inconsistent with
the accepted vision of history posed a real threat to
the repressed and their families. The terror of denun-
ciation and the fact that it was never known whether

one could trust a neighbor or acquaintance left a
mark of mistrust on society as a whole. At that time,
everyone feared the Security Office. A society deeply
affected by the cruel war was still being terrorized
even after the so-called “liberation.” Acts of mutual
support among people were all the more valuable,
and great secrets, passed on only to the most trusted,
were even more intriguing. These were shared in the
evening, whispered, and under oath. Both situations
became part of my family’s experience.

Witold’s brother Jerzy and his sisters Maria and
Wanda played an important role in preserving fami-
ly memories. The siblings kept a few mementos that
they managed to save, and Maria (whom they called
Musia) even wrote down the family history. The chil-
dren of Wanda and Jerzy continued this work after
their parents.

From later times, my mother Malgorzata remem-
bers that souvenirs and materials related to Witold
were kept by her mother, my grandmother Zofia.
These were stored in a chest of drawers where she
slept. That was still a time of fear, perhaps even a
certain psychosis, that at any moment the Securi-
ty Office might come and disrupt our lives. When
Malgorzata was about 12 years old, her mother first
told her about her grandfather under the categori-
cal condition of secrecy. No one was allowed to talk
about it, especially not at school!

This story remained exclusively oral history,
passed down within the family circle. It wasn’t until
1974 that the emigrant historian Jézef Garlinski pub-
lished the book Fighting Auschwitz in London. But the
Polish version of the book was still a long time com-
ing and was not published until the 1990s. Michael
Foot’s book Six faces of courage was published in 1978,
and included a profile of Witold Pilecki among oth-
ers. The translation of this book reaching the family
was a small breakthrough for the grandchildren, as
fragments of family memory were beginning to be
organized by recorded history.
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The first commemorations also began to appear in
the era of the Polish People’s Republic. The first white
plaque to appear in a public space was unveiled in
the late 1970s (though it remained somewhat hidden,
placed behind a figure of the Pensive Christ). It was
placed on the wall of St. Stanislaus Kostka Church, a
few hundred meters from Wojska Polskiego Avenue
in Warsaw, the place from which Witold Pilecki was
transported to Auschwitz. The family was present at
the unveiling, where an atmosphere of uncertainty
and conspiracy prevailed.

At the end of the 1970s, the first mention of Wi-
told appeared in the press. The author of the short
article became a victim of harassment and was fired
from his job. In December 1986, the Pilecki family re-
ceived the Star of Perseverance (known as the Zak-
roczym Star) from the hands of a chapter of former
chaplains of the Polish Army. If I'm not mistaken, it
was the first decoration awarded to Witold since the
end of the Second World War. Grandmother Zofia told
me that she remembered the ceremony well because
she went there full of fear and uncertainty, afraid she
would be detained by the Security Office.

In the late 1980s, Andrzej Kunert’s Stownik biogra-
ficzny konspiracji warszawskiej 1939-1944 [Biographi-
cal Dictionary of the Warsaw Conspiracy 1939-1944]
was published, becoming the first scientific publi-
cation containing a brief mention of Witold Pilecki.
A little later, Witold Pilecki posthumously received
further decorations: the Auschwitz Cross (1988), the
Warsaw Uprising Cross (1990), the Commander’s
Cross of the Order of Polonia Restituta (1995), and the
Order of the White Eagle (2006).

In 1990, one of Witold’s subordinates from the
Auschwitz conspiracy, Wincenty Gawron, arrived
from Chicago in the USA to design and fund a plaque
in the Garrison Church on Dluga Street in Warsaw.
I remember that the admiration for the fact that
“Finally it’s possible!” was mixed with embarrass-
ment about the incorrect date of Witold’s birth (1902).
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Wincenty Gawron relied on data he knew from the
camp conspiracy. Long discussions were provoked by
the subtitle “Volunteer at Auschwitz,” as many people
pointed out at that time that it sounded inappropriate
(volunteering to go to the camp), and that it should
rather be written “voluntary prisoner.” Today, years
later, I think “volunteer” is probably better received...

In 1992, Witold’s son, Andrzej, went to Sukurcze
and Krupa in present-day Belarus for the first time.
It turned out then that the country’s authorities
had made sure that no trace was left of the Pilecki
(Domeyko) house. The building was demolished,
even the foundations were dismantled, and the near-
by spring was filled in.

From the late 1990s and the beginning of the new
millennium, half a century after Witold Pilecki’s
death, his memory began to be institutionalized,
thanks in part to the historian Adam Cyra, curator
at the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum: his report was
published, and Witold became the patron of many
schools and streets.
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Auschwitz as the
symbol of the Holocaust

Soldiers of the Red Army liberated the Auschwitz concen-
tration camp on January 27, 1945. They found approxi-
mately 7,000 weak and completely emaciated survivors.

In Auschwitz alone, the Nazis had murdered more than

a million people from all over Europe.

Throughout the world, the name “Auschwitz"” has become
the symbol of the Holocaust. However, Auschwitz was only
one of thousands of Nazi camps. The Holocaust took place
at countless locations and it did not start with gassing
people to death. The Germans had already committed a mas-
sacre of Polish Jews when the war had just started in early
September 1939. Later the Nazis’ Einsatzgruppen murdered
between 1.5 and 2 million people in mass shootings, espe-
cially in the Baltic states, Belorussia, and Ukraine.

Despite Pilecki's unabated calls for a military operation
on the camp, he was unable to stop the killing. His determi-
nation from so early on has proved clairvoyant.

Thanks to an initiative of former Auschwitz prisoners,
the grounds of the concentration camp became a museum.
They worked to preserve the site in order to create a
monument for future generations. Pilecki himself visited
the former concentration camp in 1946, one year before
the museum opened.




<<

Liberation of the Auschwitz-
Birkenau concentration camp

on January 27, 1945

The photo was staged for Soviet
propaganda purposes. The Red
Army liberated only about 7,000
prisoners in the camp complex.
Many of them died soon after from
exhaustion. Shortly before libera-
tion, the SS had forced most of
the prisoners on death marches
westward.

Getty Images
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Main concentration camp
Death camp (built in 1941-42)
“Euthanasia” centers

Sites of mass murder

Main ghettos

Cities

International borders

German territorial borders
1939-1941

Borders of Poland 1922

Dimensions of the Holocaust

The Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration
and extermination camp has become
the symbol of the Holocaust, since most
of the Western European Jews were
murdered there. The Jewish diaspora
in the east were killed predominantly
in camps such as Belzec, Treblinka,

and Sobibor, or by operations of the
SS mobile killing units and the German
police. All told, the Nazi racial policies
took the lives of roughly six million
European Jews, three million of them
from Poland and two million from the
Soviet Union.

map: Peter Palm
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Poland after 1945

Poland could continue to exist
within its new borders and was not
ceded to the Soviet Union. Never-
theless, Stalin maintained absolute
power over Poland and installed a
totalitarian regime of terror. Poland
became a satellite of the Soviet
Union and, like many other coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe,
was behind the Iron Curtain.

map: Peter Palm
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Postwar Poland:

Displacement and

oppression

By the end of the Second World War almost six million Poles
had died, including three million Jews —-more than 90 percent
of the Jewish population in Poland. The Polish intelligentsia
had been decimated by a third. Hundreds of thousands of
people suffered lasting physical and psychological damage.
The material losses were equally massive: entire cities had
been destroyed along with the infrastructure and large
parts of the cultural heritage.

The defeat of Nazi Germany did not mean freedom and
independence for Poles. The victorious Allied forces -
the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union—redrew
the borders of Europe. The eastern half of Poland, including
important centers such as Lviv and Vilnius - where Pilecki
had grown up -fell to the Soviet Union. Lithuanians, Belo-
russians, and Ukrainians who lived in these border regions
now became citizens of the Soviet Union. As compensation,
Poland was given the eastern part of what had previously
been Germany. Millions of people were displaced as a con-
sequence of this shifting of borders. Poland was no longer
a multi-ethnic state.

In Warsaw, Stalin installed a government of Polish com-
munists loyal to Moscow. There were no free elections.
The new government persecuted the opposition and arrest-
ed tens of thousands of members of the underground.
Many were tortured and murdered. For Pilecki, the resist-
ance continued against the next totalitarian regime.




The secret police of the new
regime secretly monitored and
photographed people who visited
the graves of members of the
Home Army.

IPN
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Trial of the Sixteen in Moscow
Official NKVD photo from the
dossier of Leopold Okulicki, the last
commander-in-chief of the Home
Army, following his arrest in 1945.
At a meeting initiated by the Sovi-
ets, the Soviet secret service ar-
rested leading Polish underground
forces and took them to Moscow.

At a show trial, they were convicted
and given long prison sentences.

In a single blow, Stalin eliminated
the leaders of the democratic oppo-
sition in Poland.

TASS

The referendum and rigged
elections 1946/47

In 1946 the Polish communists
conducted a referendum. Under
the slogan “Three Times Yes"

they promoted approval of three
important economic and territorial
questions. The results were obvi-
ously falsified. The Communist
regime was now firmly in control
and the fate of Poland for the com-
ing decades was sealed.

PAP
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Resistance and
reconstruction in
communist Poland

Poland was in turmoil. Resistance
groups attacked members of the
regime installed by Stalin. Polish
society had been marked by war.
People were wearied, impoverished,
and starving. Their social structures
had been destroyed. Plundering
was a daily occurrence and diseases
such as typhus and dysentery
became widespread.

At the same time, Poles also
celebrated the end of the war and
sought a return to normality.
Hundreds of thousands of people
took part in the country'’s fresh
start. They cleared away the rubble
and helped rebuild factories,
schools, and hospitals.
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Women mourning the death of
family members at the funeral of
victims of the Kielce pogrom, 1946
On July 4, 1946, a mob from the city
of Kielce murdered forty Jews with
the help of Polish militiamen and
soldiers. Consequently, 10,000 Jews
who had survived the Holocaust left
Poland. Pilecki sent a report on the
pogrom in Kielce to the West.

USHMM

Polish agricultural losses

The war left deep scars in the coun-
tryside. As part of the so-called
"atonement measures,” the Germans
had burned hundreds of villages to
the ground and the residents were
either murdered or sent to a con
centration camp. Many fields laid
fallow because there was a shortage
of workers. Landmines and aban-
doned war materials posed a major
problem. The photo shows a farm-
house in eastern Poland, on the
territory of present-day Belarus or
Ukraine, which had been destroyed
during the German invasion in 1941.

AAN
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The reconstruction of Warsaw

Beginning in January 1945, there was a
steady influx of people to Warsaw. Family
members found each other in the ruins
of the capital, as did survivors of the war
and occupation. The communist rulers
rebuilt Warsaw with the goal of winning
over the Polish population for the idea
of socialism. They wanted everyone,
regardless of political stance, to be able
to identify with this patriotic project.

A woman painting a fence in
Warsaw's Old Town

Countless people participated in
the reconstruction of Warsaw.

NAC

A girl selling bread, Warsaw 1945
Trading quickly got going again, at
first from door to door and then
stands and market booths were set
up in surviving basements, as well
as provisional services and the first
stores and restaurants.

East News
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An improvised hairdresser’s salon
at the corner of Marszatkowska
and Wspélna Streets, Warsaw 1945

East News

A meal in ruins, probably
staged, Warsaw 1945

East News
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Pilecki’s trial and
death sentence

The underground continued its armed resistance against
the Polish communists. Drawing on the experience of his
previous resistance groups, Pilecki established a network
of surveillance and intelligence cells. Many of the members
Pilecki selected for these tasks were administrative staff

in the new government. In this way, he was able to document
the communists’ increasingly vicious treatment of the

Polish opposition and reported to General Anders on the
situation in Poland.

In early May 1947, members of the Polish secret police
arrested Pilecki and several of his comrades in arms. Pilecki
was interrogated and tortured almost daily for more than
a year. Under duress he signed preprepared confessions.

On March 15, %&g the regime sentencecﬂgﬁ&ckl to death

“in the name of the Republic of Pol . B, 4
sentence was carrled out. He was b
mass gravesloithe present day his m
been locat '

Witold Pilecki during’ = &
his show trial, 1948

NAC §



Pilecki's show trial

In March 1948, the state prosecutor
charged Pilecki with high treason.
For the communist leaders, Pilecki's
trial became a demonstration of
power — a show trial with a predeter-
mined sentence. The list of the
charges against Pilecki was long. He
was accused of being an “imperialist
agent” and a “Western spy.”

In addition to treason, he was also
charged with planning to assassinate
members of the secret police, the
use of forged documents, and the il-
legal possession of weapons. Pilecki
confessed to the illegal possession of
weapons and forged identification
papers.

However, he denied being a foreign
spy or having planned assassinations.
He insisted that he had never betray-
ed his fatherland.
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“After returning to my country,
I continued my work.”

MBP warizawa

10016

Warrant for Witold Pilecki's arrest

IPN

Warrant for the arrest of Maria
Szelagowska, Pilecki's comrade

in arms and resistance fighter for

the Home Army

Like Pilecki, Szelagowska was sentenced
to death in a show trial. “Due to her
sex" the death penalty was commuted
to life imprisonment. She remained in
prison until receiving amnesty in 1956.

IPN
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May Day parade in Warsaw

With portraits of Stalin and Polish
President Bolestaw Bierut, whose
postwar government was ex-
tremely repressive.
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"-' | '.\I

'L ,r-'c’F

" NIECH Z¥JE ANANGARDA Kl 2S¢ 5
PRZODUJACA SIEA ngosomczm
* POLSKA ZJEDNOCZONA PARTIA ROBOTNIZA




AWEED ey,
£ "‘""“'.,-.'“ e Yoy
mika w
Mrap, nea Tt patiul OAMO na fwicreniach

ROGER GAR

AUDY

Niedawno odwiedzil Polske czolowy francuski literat i polityk,
f [Roger Garaudy. Naplsal specjalnie dla ,Praekroju” artykul ilustru-
d§ liacy obecne polotenie politycrne Francil, kidry poniiej drukujemy.

1a 60 milionerdw, - kidrzy
trzymaja wtej chwili w swych
rekauch  losy USA. miniona
wojna  jest  najpreyjemniejoym
wapomnieniem: wyniesli = niej 52

z tej wojny nie tylke nle rrujno-
wanl, lecz z preemyslem rozwinig-
tym  dostawami wojennymi | ze
skarbeami pelnymi zlota. A mimo
1o s pelni troskl o przvsziodé! —
Zgromadzill u sieble prawie cale
zioto Europy, majs maszyny, zbo-
te, ale Europa.. nle ma za to czym
placié. Fobotnicy ameryknfscy nie
dzielili she =vskiem z kapitalista-
wige i oni nle majy =a oo Kon-
sumowad nagromadzonych w USA
bogactw. Oto jedno 2 nicbhezple-
czefistw  kapitaliomu:  bogactwa
ﬂ;]x‘:. sie whtm&ﬂ}:cvmllc] n:.w
I, MASY Precy COraz r=
deiej tracq do nich desiep | iy dro-
g£a obfitedé rasobdw rodzi w paf-
stwie kapitalistyeznym kryzys, Ka-
pitalizm  amorykafskl, znajdujger
sle w takie] windnle paradoksalne)
sytuacjl, jest zagrodony przez naj-
siraszniejszy 2 kryzysdw, Jest
w polodeniu deiecka, Ktdre w grae
+ lowarzyszami wygralo wszyst-
kic miedeiaki 1 teraz nie bedzle
moglo sie dalo} bawié, jedll nie po-
tycay miedsiakdw prregranym,
Stad obecna polityka USA: aby
unikngd kryzysu, Stany muszy |
cksportowad swole towary, ichy
jednak nabywey miell czym p]m‘lt:
muszy najpierw pokyezyd tym
brwcum plenigdzy. Plan Mnrllwlla
nie jest planem amerykanskie] po-
mocy Furople, lecz — ratunku a-
merykafiskiego kapitalizmu, kosz-
tem umgczonych naroddw Europy.
Hanklerzy europejscy | rzady sto-
jace no uslugach USA akceplufs
ocrywiicie ton plan. Cheae utrey-
maé  swoje praywileje  klasowe
w walee z ludem, muszy mieé o-
pickundw | dysponowal fandar-
mami. Nie ms juk Hitlera, ktéry
pelnit w crasie nhmuc}l abie te

176

mw-mq Wolikowym w War-
smawhe stanell ETRpY

mwmu
am
_‘_h---.m-umnuu;-xam::

W Warmawls  soetal nledawno  sdnaleziony
Henryks Batow-

e, sridsamisiacy

i Chibmim, ﬁ ohrasu

We Fn::]ci'll najbardzic) klmﬂ
mym preykladem nowego typu na-
rzedzia w gy USA, Leon

skofezywszy na ghulli-
tach — trar plan Marshalla jest &y
wym  dowodem wlellmdmzna!ﬂ
I ehrukl].ll’mkl.e] ofiarmodel USA

ie bedziemy kontrolowaé ich
:dnllcwmle przez ulegle nam

przez socjalistiw i chreeicijan-de-
maokraldw”,  wykonala  roxkax

Ilardr_rq amerykafiscy wydall na-
rozkar: wasz preemysl Kre-
;puje nasx eksport  Musicie ani-
ten wasz przemysl nao ko-
naszych manm“ = Wige
Leon Blum poplyngl do Washing-
tonu sprredad Byrnesowl !llrn fran-

millardy dolardw zyvaku. Wyszll wood,

mﬂrMHIWMthju
buriuazjs tych krajéw, wsplerana &

Z chwily, gdy to sie stalo, mi- &=

cuskl Odigd plckne noasze flmy
zosialy wygnane z naszych ekra-
ndvw priex  obrazy gengsterskie
z roimymi pin-up-girls” (Lpodnie-
eajgeyml  dziewezgtami™) z Hollv-
Polowa procownikdw filmu
francuskicgo. bedgcego drugim co
do wiclkode! preemysiem narodo-
wym, znalaeta sie na bruku, ale za
tg cene Kryiys w Hollywood zo-
stal chwilowo zadegnany!
Nastepnie przyszla kolej na prze-
mysl automobilowy: w paryskich
zakisdach  Citroena  pracowalo
w maju 1847 r. jeszcze 9000 robot-
nikdw, dzif pracufe juk tylke
5000, Ale tymezasern Ford 1 Ge-
neral Motors™ zainstalowall sie juk
w Polssy. Francuskl preomysl sa-
molotowy jest tak samo skazany
na dmierd po to, aby kapitalidel
nmerth’imy z tej branky miell
A pOrtowne.

To :11!! wazysiko: zagrotone jest
i nasze rolnictwo. Misjsea dia a-
mervkanskic] kulkurydzy, miejsca
dia win z Hismzpanii gen. Franco
{od chwili otwarcia granicy)
a niech zginie francugkie rolnic-
two | niech diabll wezms francu-
skie winnice!

Aby rostals ulstwionn ‘nwazja
USA nn Francje, trzeba lakie, by
przesial isinieé nasz drobny handel
1 ustapll mlem n'.-hwm domom.
LOWRTGWT oolsworth™.
Gaullistowslki praad.liwk']ul banku
Rotschilda w rzadzie Francli, mi-
nister skarbu Rend Mayer, robi co
maode, by prryiplessy¢ upadiosé
0,000 francuskich sklepdw. Wyco-
fanie z oblegu banknotdw 5.000-
frankowych zablokowalo oszcredno-
dol. wicdninkdw, prreznaczone na
whkup traktordw, cay koni. Konlecz-
ne po wojnle wyposatenie rolnic-
1.% mkh mmuwanci j:mcl'.‘r
k [ rierey zacierajs rece

wm!”;lmvwﬂuﬁd francuski
jednocey sle preeciwko polityce
zdrady narodowe), reprezentowane)
priez bankierdw bz ojczyzny, pra-
wmwyuh socjalistdw, MRE | gaul-

et e

wizysikie owce, coimy

W LATO ZIMNE

W Rumunii w lalo zimne
czaban mlodriutki zginal:

prosit oslatnim stowem:

wPochowajcie'mnie pod drzewem jodlawym;
poléicie mi kapelusz pod karkiem;

na jodle powieicie fujarke;

dajcie znak — piericiein — mojej niebodze...
A dokola jedly lej niech owce chodzg:

biale owce blitej, czame dalej,

KAZIMIERA ILEAKOWICZOWNA |

Uwaga: Caahan - oznacia pastacha.

NAROD FRANCUSKI W WALCE

listhw, Zeby sparalifowné prremyst
na korzydé imperiallzmu  amery-
kofskiego, Tind nase zastakowsd
uposaienia rebotnicze, Prolctariat
odpowiedzial najwichszym ze siraj-
kow, zmanych - historii Francii:
3 millany strajkujaeych! W niedaw-
nych wyborach delegatéw  kopald
C. G. T. (Konfederncja Ceneralna
Pracy) sdobyla 87% miejsc; socin-
listyeznl renegach, . Sila Pracy” |
syndykaty chreeseijanskie musialy
=g zadowollé 3.

Rolniey Irancuscy jednociy sie u
boku roboinkdw w  Komitetach
Obrony Rolnictwa, Mnois sle ko-
miteiy obrony handlu | rzemlosts.
Majstrowie | Inkynlerzy Iaczy sig
z robotnikami w komitetach obrony
filmu, preemysiu samochadowego 1
samolotowego, — Intelektualided jo-
dnocan sig w komitelach obrony my-
411 francuskie) preeciwio Ealewowl
piythkich amerykanskich {lustrowa-
nych magazynow | oglupiajpcrch
miesigeznikdw | Readers Digest™;
preeciwke przepojonym erolyzmen
romansom Millera, metafizyoe ,In-
telligence  Service” w  romansach
Kooestlera, z2a ktbryeh druk | papier
placi Bevin, aby latwia) zalewaly
Francle.

Na czele te] nowel walki o nie-
podlegioéé Francil stol partia ko-
munistycona lak samo, jak stalas za
czasdw han‘ebnego ukindu w Mo-
nachium § regdu w Vichy, Jest mo-
torem zjednoczenia wenystiich po-
stepowych sH Franchl. Lacky sig
= nig coraz Eeznleist liberatowle, jak
Julten Benda, czy katolicy, jak ¢
z . Postepowe] Unii Chreedcljad-
skle]”. Przygniatajgea wickspost
aareciu francusklego jesi po stronke
togo nasmoge nowego Jruchu oporu®,
tak jak byla wa cxasiw Pélaina,
A pewnl jesieimy naorego Twyels-
stwa tak samo, jak byliEmy w roku
1768, w roku 1848 § w roku 1844
Taryeciestwa Walnodel!

ROGER GARAUDY
R —
FRZELOZYL: Cf. KOMARNICKI

rarem je pasali'’,

»
PILECKI &

“I already feel very tired and would like

a quick end.”

Wydanie A%y

Cenu '\

Propozycja pa
radziecko-finskiego

odpowiada podstau;uwym interesom obu paﬂstw

Maskwa (P, Komentujac hﬂlﬁi x d:ul.n-
l mm.ﬁﬂmmm skitgo. ulm “"%m:ﬂhﬁc = e ﬁ

— 1k
v obu padksiw, Immw J
| maw w__n-;nr Mmmﬂ- misér- | Wil pracy mis s

<«

Press report about the trial of the
“paid agents of General Anders's
Intelligence Service”

From left to right:

Witold Pilecki (left) and Maria
Szelagowska (center)

Press report about the trial of the
“paid agents of General Anders's
Intelligence Service”

Second row (from left to right):
Witold Pilecki, Maria Szelagowska

Dziennik Zachodni

6 March, 1948, Issue 65 (1094), Year 4, p. 1.
The government-controlled media ex-

ploited Pilecki's case. They accused him
of being a member “of an espionage
group of General Anders,"” which they
claimed was threatening society and
the youth.

Przekroj
14 March 1948, Issue 153 (11/1948), p. 3.
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Pilecki's last contact
with his family

After the war Pilecki visited his family,
who were living outside of Warsaw.
He suggested that his wife take the
family to Italy to live in exile. Maria
Pilecka, however, refused. Pilecki had

difficulty reconnecting with his children.

Zofia was twelve and Andrzej fourteen
years old. After more than five years
of separation, they had become
estranged.

Prior to his arrest, Pilecki hardly saw
his family at all. Maria Pilecka was devas-
tated by the trial against her husband.
In the courtroom, she could see that
he had been tortured. All pleas for
clemency were denied. Not until 1990
did the family learn that the death
sentence had been carried out against
Pilecki on May 25, 1948. Zofia and
Andrzej have always been proud of their
father. They were never influenced by
the communist propaganda.
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Pilecki's children Zofia and Andrzej
in Sukurcze, 1936

Private collection of the Pilecki family
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Pilecki's letter to his son Andrzej,
1943/44

As a former art student, Pilecki was
a gifted illustrator. He painstakingly
illustrated his letters to his children
and filled them with useful advice.
Pilecki was a dedicated letter writer
and took Zofia and Andrzej seri-
ously. With a light touch he passed
on valuable knowledge, encouraged
them in their own endeavors, and
shared with them his love of nature.

Private collection of the Pilecki family
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1.

Take a board 2cm thick, 15cm wide, 25cm long.
[drawing] Make a small round opening in it through
punching a hole 10 cm from one end. [drawing] Then
cut a triangle in it with an ordinary saw [drawing].

A board prepared that way forms a small workshop
surface, which, when attached to a table with a screw,
makes it possible to do all kinds of sawing with a
fretsaw without ruining the table. It also allows you
to change direction (stitch) — [drawing] while working
on the inside of the round hole [drawing]. [The board]
is screwed to the table with screws [drawing] or with
one movable screw which does not break the table
and which can be unscrewed [drawing] [drawing]
FRETASAW [drawing], a saw blade [drawing] is at-
tached to the fretsaw with the teeth facing down [fig. ]
and not up.

When positioning the blade, its one end has
to be screwed firmly to the fretsaw near the handle,
and then — resting the handle against the chest, and
pressing the free arm of the fretsaw with the left
hand — you stretch and with the right hand screw the
other end of the blade into the free arm of the fretsaw
so that it is stiffly stretched —like a string in a guitar,
but not too tight — so that it doesn’t break [drawing].

2.

Using a fretsaw prepared in this way, you can
saw the outer contours of an object in a chipboard:

a shelf, a frame, a side of a box, or whatever you want
to saw along the lines of a drawing, drawn on the
chipboard from a pattern through a tracing paper —
as shown here [picture].

Then you file all the small and larger holes that
are inside the frame according to the same drawing.
To do this, in each particle of the chipboard (which
needs to be sawed and cut out to make a hole) you need
to make a hole with a crochet hook carefully so as not
to break the chipboard [drawing]. Then unscrew the
blade from one end, put (thread) the object to be sawn
(frame) from the chipboard on to the blade (through
the hole made with a crochet) and again screw the end
of the blade released for a moment to the fretsaw and
continue to saw all the holes that are drawn and placed
inside the frame, as well as the one large rectangular
shape for the placement of the photograph [drawing].
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In general, while performing this work you
have to saw calmly, evenly and nicely, so the saws
don’t break. You have to stay calm and move your hand
evenly, without pressing on the fretsaw so that the
positioning remains rather straight and only a little in-
clined [drawing], and not like that one here [drawing].
When the saw is moving steadily (not pressed down
too much) along the path of the pencil — you need to
keep blowing away the accumulated sawdust so that
you can clearly see the drawn line —and comes to a
spot where you need to turn more sharply or gently to
the right or left — you have to stop and, without entire-
ly pressing on the saw, continue to move faster in place
slowly turning the sawed out frame in the right direc-
tion with your left hand [drawing]. After all the outer
lines and inner parts have been filed out, the frame
should be cleaned with glass paper and a stem should
be attached to it. You can even put some varnish on it
[drawing].

When I was eight I used to make pretty boxes,
shelves and all kinds of frames for pictures, and in the
recent years, that skill, which is very pleasant by the
way, has proved very useful.

It is necessary to learn to saw calmly. Once
you let me know that you've understood and know how
to saw, I will send you nice projects, patterns to work
with.
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Pilecki's letter to his son Andrzej,
May 28, 1944

Private collection of the Pilecki family

184

Boy, I awfully regret that I cannot cuddle you
closely to my chest. You took my rhymed remarks to
your heart and probably even burst into tears. But as
becomes a knight, you are thanking me politely for
my letter. My poor puppy! I know that it is not all your
fault. You had other reasons not to write to me. You
should realize once and for all that parental remarks
even if unpleasant at times — ...

(I had parents myself and wondered some-
times: what do they want from me?) ... But at the end
everything I learned from my father and mother came
in very handy later on in life — more even than school.
It has prevented me from making bad mistakes in life.
You are unnecessarily so concerned about the pigeons.
I doubt if your wheat for them will mature. Just let the
sparrows from under the roof find out — they will pick
it out before it is ready. I kiss you warmly.
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Pilecki's letter to his daughter Zofia,
October 18, 1943

Private collection of the Pilecki family
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Dearest Zosierika! Your first letter to me made
me very happy. Andrzejek could also write to me,
in spite of his sick leg. After all a letter is written with
a hand, not aleg — one just needs to be more deter-
mined, but I suppose he’s going to write me next time.
I'm very happy to hear that you are such a [note at the
top: Thank you very much also for the flowers and for
the little pear tree] devoted housekeeper and that you
like to breed various animals and enjoy planting all
kinds of plants in the garden. I, too, like every worm,
every beetle, peas and beans and generally everything
that is alive — therefore, I am very pleased to see the
same qualities in you — my kids.

Andrzejek and I will certainly also find [note at the
top: “Burchel” — that is something that the world has
probably not yet heard of — it seems to be called like
that only in Ostréw] common preferences, once we talk
or write letters to one another. I wrote my last letter
to you as if you were adults — knowing that you will
not yet understand everything in it. I wrote therefore
about the most important things which you will un-
derstand later — one day. I wrote that we live in such
times, in which it is unknown whether I will be able to
still write to you when you are adults (and a letter
can be kept until then). Dear Zosierika! You have such
a nice hair and you want to have it cut. Try to keep it.
More patience! Thank you both for all the good wishes
you keep sending me, as well as for all the beautiful
pictures. I wish you good health, good luck at school
and more patience in accepting what Mommy or other
elders tell you.

I kiss you warmly. [note at the top: I'm sending
ribbons for Zosierika and stockings for Andrzejek].
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No mention of Pilecki

in postwar Poland

Pilecki's life story was suppressed for decades. The
communist regime determined what Poles were allowed
to memorialize. The Home Army and the government-in-
exile were rarely mentioned at official commemorations.
According to the interpretation of the ruling powers,
resistance in Auschwitz had been organized primarily by
communists. Other resistance groups—such as Pilecki's
network—were ignored.

After his death, Pilecki's written papers were locked
away in the state archives in Warsaw. The regime treated
his family as enemies of the state. Maria Pilecka withdrew
to an ecclesiastical orphanage, where she worked as a
cleaning woman.

After Stalin's death in 1953, there was also a phase in
Poland in which Stalinist repressions were eased. Pilecki'’s
daughter Zofia Pilecka-Optulowicz attempted at this
time to have her father rehabilitated. However, the redress
of state injustices did not succeed until the democratiza-
tion of Poland decades later. Pilecki was rehabilitated on
October 1, 1990.

Since that time, Witold Pilecki and his work have become
a part of Polish memory culture. Numerous streets and
schools today bear his name.

£< 4

Witold Pilecki with his dog
Neron on the steps of his estate
in Sukurcze; the two were in-
separable, 1930s

IPN
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“Only when one grasps the true horror of his fate
can one comprehend what the Second World War
in Europe was really about.”

Norman Davies about Witold Pilecki

Rediscovering
Pilecki

Pilecki repeatedly documented the crimes in Auschwitz.
Immediately after his escape from the camp, he completed
an initial brief report. Shortly thereafter he composed

a second report, Raport W, in Warsaw. He then wrote his
most extensive and significant report in Italy in the summer
of 1945.

This final report was sent to the Polish government-
in-exile in London via General Petczynski in San Georgio,
Italy. No one in London, however, was willing to publish
it. The Cold War suppressed issues of the recent past.

In 1974, Josef Garlinski, a Polish historian living in exile in
London, published Fighting Auschwitz, a book on resistance
in the Auschwitz concentration camp, which introduced
Pilecki to a wider audience. Garlinski's research was based
on Pilecki’s report as well as interviews with survivors.

The opening of Polish archives during the political
and social upheaval after 1989 made it possible for histo-
rian Adam Cyra and Pilecki's son Andrzej to review Pilecki's
papers. In 2000, Cyra published the first biography of
Witold Pilecki in Polish.

After British journalist Jack Fairweather happened
to learn of Pilecki's story, he began a long-term research
project, which resulted in his biography The Volunteer
detailing Pilecki's life. This exhibition is based on
Fairweather’s book.



Newspaper article transcript p. 102

Warsaw Fears
“Extermination”

The New York Times

Nazi authorities in Poland are planning to “extermi-
nate” the entire Warsaw ghetto, whose population
is estimated at 600,000 Jews, a Polish spokesman
asserted tonight on the basis of reliable reports from
the Continent. Preliminary notices have been post-
ed ordering the deportation of 6,000 Jews from the
Warsaw ghetto to the East, the spokesman said, and
“up to now two train-loads of Jews have departed
toward their doom without anything further being
heard from them.”

The spokesman said that a wave of despair and
suicides had swept the Warsaw ghetto at news of
the latest persecutions, which came after the dis-
closure that Heinrich Himmler, Nazi Gestapo chief,
had made a surprise visit to Poland for conversa-
tions with occupation officials. The spokesman
asserted that Gestapo agents killed all members of
the National Medical Council and other doctors and
patients, all Jews, inaraid on a council meeting in the
Warsaw ghetto.

It was believed that the Germans would deport
all Polish Jew officials from the ghetto first, taking
6,000 officials of the Jewish administration in
Warsaw and 2,000 policemen.The spokesman said
that out of 100,000 workers in the ghetto, between
70,000 and 80,000 were forced to work in Nazi work-
shops to pay German authorities for the meager
supplies of food sent into the ghetto.

Published July 29, 1942
© The New York Times
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Germans Murder
700,000 Jews in Poland

Traveling gas chambers

Daily Telegraph Reporter

More than 700,000 Polish Jews have been slaugh-
tered by the Germans in the greatest massacre in the
world’s history. In addition, a system of starvation is
being carried out in which the number of deaths, on
the admission of the Germans themselves, bids fair
to be almost as large. The most gruesome details of
mass killing, even to the use of poison gas, are re-
vealed in a report sent secretly to Mr. S. Zygielboim,
Jewish representative of the Polish National Council
in London, by an active group in Poland. It is strong-
ly felt that action should be taken to prevent Hitler
from carrying out his threat that five minutes before
the war ends, however it may end, he will exterminate
all Jews in Europe. It was the avowed intention of the
Germans from the early days of the war to extermi-
nate the Jewish population on Polish territory. In a
1940 New Year message, Gauleiter Greiser said that
the only use to be made of the Poles was as slaves for
Germany, but for the Jews, there was no future. This
extermination policy began in 1941 in Eastern Gali-
cia, and everywhere the procedure has been the same.
Men and boys between 14 and 60 have been driven
together into one place, usually a public square or
a cemetery, and there killed, either by knifing, ma-
chine-guns or grenades. They had to dig their own
graves beforehand.

HOSPITAL VICTIMS

Children in orphanages, pensioners in almshouses
and the sick in hospitals have been shot. Women have
been killed in the streets. In many places Jews were
deported to “unknown destinations” and killed in
neighboring woods. In Vilna, 50,000 Jews were mur-
dered in November. The total number slaughtered in
this district and around Lithuanian Kovno is 300,000.
Practically all the Jews in Zyrovice, Lachovice, Mira,

Kosov and other similar towns have been killed.
In Rovne the murders began early in November. In
three days and nights, nearly 15,000 men, women and
children were shot. Total deaths in other places have
been:

Lvov: 30,000
Stanislavov: 15,000
Slonin: 9,000
Hancedicze: 6,000
Tarnopol: 5,000
Brzezany: 4,000
Zlochov: 2,000
SLAUGHTER BY GAS

In November the slaughter of Jews by gas in the
Polish territories incorporated in the Reich also
began. A special van fitted as a gas chamber was
used into which were crowded 9o victims at a time.
The bodies were buried in special graves dug in the
Lubardski Forest. On an average 1,000 Jews were
gassed daily. In Chelmno from November last to
March 5,000 from four towns, together with 35,000
from the Lodz ghetto, and a number of gypsies, were
murdered this way. In February the extermination
of Jews started in the so-called General Govern-
ment, the eastern part of Poland, not incorporat-
ed in the Reich. The Gestapo paid daily visits to the
Jewish quarters and killed people systematically in
the streets and houses. In March 25,000 Jews were
deported from Lublin in sealed wagons for an “un-
known destination.” All trace of them has been lost.
About 3,000 more were put into barracks in a Lublin
suburb. Now there is not a single Jew there. In Cracow
during March 50 men on a proscribed list were shot
outside their homes. A similar number of men and
women were killed outside their street doors during
an arranged night of terror in the Warsaw ghetto. All
social groups in the ghetto were affected. More such
nights are expected.

19 IN A ROOM

The Warsaw ghetto, actually an extensive concentra-
tion camp, houses 600,000 Jews on an average of 19
to a room. Before the war, when the district had twice
as many houses, the total population was 130,000. All
children under five and all adults over 5o are refused
medical supplies. This means that only a minimum
of aid reaches the inside of the barrier to allay the
ravages of typhus and typhoid. According to statistics
issued in Poland by the German authorities, the num-
ber of funerals from the Warsaw ghetto rose from goo
in January 1941, to 5,620 in August. Statistics available
from secret sources in Poland show that during the
whole year there are no fewer than 76,000 funerals. A
large proportion of the deaths were due to starvation.
In the three years 1939-1941 the number of deaths in
Warsaw alone rose from 7,696 to 42,239. The Jewish
population of the ghetto had risen in that time from
375,000 to 407,000 through the influx of Jews deport-
ed from other provinces and countries. I understand
that the Polish Government intends to make the facts
in this report known to the British and Allied Govern-
ments.

Published by Daily Telegraph
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11 Allies Condemn
Nazi War on Jews

United Nations Issue Joint Declaration of Protest
on “Cold-Blooded Extermination”

Special to The New York Times
WASHINGTON, Dec. 17

Ajoint declaration by members of the United Nations
was issued today condemning Germany’s “bestial
policy of cold-blooded extermination” of Jews and
declaring that “such events can only strengthen
the resolve of all freedom-loving peoples to over-
throw the barbarous Hitlerite tyranny” The na-
tions reaffirmed “their solemn resolution to ensure
that those responsible for these crimes shall not
escape retribution and to press on with the neces-
sary practical measures to this end” The declara-
tion was issued simultaneously through the State
Department here and in London. It was subscribed
to by eleven nations, including the United States,
Britain and Russia, and also by the French National
Committee in London. The declaration referred par-
ticularly to the program as conducted in Poland and
to the barbarous forms it is taking.

TEXT OF DECLARATION

The attention of the Belgian, Czechoslovak, Greek,
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norwegian, Polish, Soviet,
United Kingdom, United States and Yugoslav Gov-
ernments and also of the French National Commit-
tee has been drawn to numerous reports from Europe
that the German authorities, not content with deny-
ing to persons of Jewish race in all the territories over
which their barbarous rule has been extended, the
most elementary human rights, are now carrying into
effect Hitler’s oft-repeated intention to exterminate
the Jewish people in Europe. From all the occupied
countries Jews are being transported in conditions of
appalling horror and brutality to Eastern Europe.
In Poland, which has been made the principal Nazi
slaughterhouse, the ghettos established by the
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German invader are being systematically emptied of
all Jews except a few highly skilled workers required
for war industries. None of those taken away are ever
heard of again. The able-bodied are slowly worked
to death in labor camps. The infirm are left to die of
exposure and starvation or are deliberately massa-
cred in mass executions. The number of victims of
these bloody cruelties is reckoned in many hundreds
of thousands of entirely innocent men, women and
children. The above-mentioned governments and the
French National Committee condemn in the strong-
est possible terms this bestial policy of cold-blooded
extermination. They declare that such events can only
strengthen the resolve of all freedom-loving peoples
to overthrow the barbarous Hitlerite tyranny. They
reaffirm their solemn resolution to insure that those
responsible for these crimes shall not escape retri-
bution, and to press on with the necessary practical
measures to this end.

PRELIMINARY STEPS TAKEN

The declaration had been forecast through diplomatic
conversations that had been conducted in recent
days looking to a joint denunciation of the persecu-
tion. The nations for some time have been assembling
evidence, sifting it, and exchanging it among one
another. Secretary of State Cordell Hull was asked to-
day what practical steps could be taken to reinforce
the protest. Statements have been made by President
Roosevelt and heads of other governments during
recent months, he replied, in regard to the develop-
ment of plans, and concrete progress to discover and
assemble all possible facts relating to these inhuman
acts together with the names of the guilty persons,
to the end that they may be apprehended at the ear-
liest possible opportunity, not later than the end of
the war, and properly dealt with. These undertakings,
he added, are being carried forward now. The mat-
ter has been active for months, not only with refer-
ence to Jews, but also to other innocent civilians who

have been the victims of reprisals and persecution.
President Roosevelt, in a statement on Oct. 25, 1941,
denounced the execution of innocent hostages. On
Jan. 13,1942, the representatives of nine governments
whose countries are under occupation issued a pro-
test in London and declared that those responsible
would be “handed over to justice and tried.” Subse-
quently the attention of Secretary Hull was formally
called to “the barbaric crimes against civilian pop-
ulations” in occupied countries through a commu-
nication from the governments of Belgium, Greece,
Luxembourg, Norway, The Netherlands, Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and the French National
Committee.

ROOSEVELT STATEMENTS RECALLED

President Roosevelt on Aug. 21, 1942, issued a state-
ment denouncing the persecutions and warning those
responsible that “the time will come when they shall
have to stand in courts of law in the very countries
which they are now oppressing and answer for their
acts.” In another statement, on Oct. 7,1942, President
Roosevelt advocated a United Nations Commission
for the Investigation of War Crimes for meting out
“just and sure punishment” to the “ringleaders re-
sponsible for the organized murder of thousands of
innocent persons and the commission of atrocities
which have violated every tenet of the Christian
faith.” And last week the President gave sympathetic
consideration to a proposal of a committee of Jewish
organizations in this country, headed by Rabbi
Stephen S. Wise, for a United States commission to
consider the persecution of the Jews and to act in
conjunction with the United Nations in the matter.

Published on 18 December 1942
© The New York Times
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Himmler Program
kills Polish Jews

Slaughter of 250,000 in Plan to Wipe Out
Half in Country This Year Is Reported

REGIME IN LONDON ACTS

Officials of Poland Publish Data -
Dr. Wise Gets Check Here by State Department

By JAMES MacDONALD
Special Cable to THE NEW YORK TIMES
LONDON, Nov. 24

Old persons, children, infants and cripples among the
Jewish population of Poland are being shot, killed by
various other methods or forced to undergo hardships
that inevitably cause death as a means of carrying out
an order by Heinrich Himmler, Nazi Gestapo chief,
that half the remaining Polish Jews must be extermi-
nated by the end of this year, according to a report
issued today by the Polish Government in London.

The report, some details of which have been print-
ed recently in Palestine newspapers, said the only
Jews being spared in Poland were the able-bodied
who could provide “slave labor” for the German war
effort.

The Polish authorities gave out statistics showing
that up to Oct. 1, about 250,000 Polish Jews had been
killed under the Himmler program, put into effect
this year.

As an instance of the rapidity with which the
Jewish population had been cut down, either by evac-
uation to the Nazi war factories, deaths from disease
or by liquidation, the Polish officials said only 40,000
October ration cards had been printed for the Jews in
the Warsaw ghetto, where the population last March
was 433,000. This had been a reduction from 130,000
ration cards in September for the Warsaw Jews.
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MASS KILLINGS IN FREIGHT CARS

Declaring that the Nazi program to reduce the
number of Jews in Poland by 50 per cent this year was
a “first step toward complete liquidation,” the report
said:

“The most ruthless methods are being applied.
The victims are either dragged out of their homes or
simply seized in the streets.

“The Germans have mobilized a special battalion
under the command of S.S. men and these are char-
acterized by their utter ruthlessness and inhumanity.
The victims when caught are driven to a square where
old people and cripples are selected, taken to a ceme-
tery and shot there.

“The remainder are loaded into goods trucks
[freight cars] at a rate of 150 to a truck that normally
holds forty. The floors of the trucks are covered with
a thick layer of lime or chlorine sprinkled with water.
The doors are sealed.

“Sometimes the train starts immediately on
being loaded. Sometimes it remains on a siding for
two days or even longer.

“The people are packed so tightly, that those who
die of suffocation remain in the crowd side by side
with those still living and with those slowly dying
from the fumes of the lime and chloride and from
lack of air, water and food.

“Wherever the trains arrive, half the people are
dead. Those surviving are sent to special camps at Tre-
blinka, Belzec and Sobibor [in Southeastern Poland].
Once there, the so-called settlers are mass-murdered.

FEW SURVIVE FOR LABOR BATTALIONS

“Only the young and relatively strong people are left
alive for they provide valuable slave labor for the Ger-
mans. However, the percentage of these is extreme-
ly small, for out of a total of about 250,000 resettled,
only about 4,000 have been sent to do auxiliary work
on the battle fronts.

“Neither children nor babies are spared. Orphans
from asylums and day nurseries are evacuated as
well. The director of the biggest Jewish orphanage
in Warsaw and well-known Polish writer Janusz Ko-
rczak, to whom the Germans had given permission to
remain in the ghetto, preferred to follow his charges
to death.

“Thus under the guise of resettlement in the east,
the mass murder of the Jewish population is taking
place”

The report remarked in connection with the data
showing the population of the Warsaw ghetto as
433,000 in March that, although there was extremely
high mortality there because of bad hygienic condi-
tions, starvation, executions and the like, the num-
ber in the ghetto had remained more or less stable
because Jews from other parts of Poland and from
Germany,Austria and the Netherlands had been taken
there.

Published by THE NEW YORK TIMES
(November 25%, 1942)
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Details Reaching Palestine

Wireless to THE NEW YORK TIMES
JERUSALEM, Nov. 24

Information received here of methods by which the
Germans in Poland are carrying out the slaughter of
Jews includes accounts of trainloads of adults and
children taken to great crematoriums at Oswiencim,
near Cracow.

Polish Christian workers have confirmed reports
that concrete buildings on the former Russian fron-
tiers are used by the German as gas chambers in
which thousands of Jews have been put to death.

All children aged 1 to 12 have been gathered from
large city ghettoes or towns and slain wholesale within
a few minutes by machine-gun fire. Similar massacre
of elderly Jews have occurred.

Any Jew put on forced labor who is on the sick list
for more than two days is taken out and shot as use-
less.

These deeds, it is stated, are part of a planned ac-
tion that Gestapo Chief Heinrich Himmler had pre-
pared and ordered to be carried out when he visited
Warsaw at the end of last June. Himmler appointed
a Vernichtungskommission or a destruction commis-
sion headed by a notorious Nazi thug named Feu. The
Mayor of the ghetto at Warsaw, Adam Czerniakow,
committed suicide during the Summer after the Ger-
mans ordered him to prepare a list for deportation.

Reports of the Himmler program that had been
brought here since then have been authenticated by
non-Jewish neutral persons who have visited Nazi-
occupied Eastern Europe.

Published by THE NEW YORK TIMES
(November 25%, 1942)
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Abbreviations

ABB

A-BSMA

APAM-B

Archiwum UJ

Archiwum UW

BArch

Corbis

DHI

Foto Karta

HIS

IPN

IWM

LC

Museum Warschau

Museum der Stadt Krakau

NAC

NLA

NYPL

NPG
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Asea Brown Boveri

Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum Archive

State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau (Panstwowe Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau)
Archives of the Jagiellonian University

University of Warsaw Archives
(Archiwum Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego)

Federal Archives
Corbis Stock Market images
German Historical Institute Warsaw

The KARTA Center Foundation Archive
(Archiwum Fotografii Osrodka KARTA)

The Hamburg Institute for Social Research

The Institute of National Remembrance Warsaw
(Instytut Pamigci Narodowej)

Imperial War Museum in London
Library of Congress
The Museum of Warsaw (Muzeum Warszawy)

Historical Museum of the City of Krakow
(Muzeum Historyczne Miasta Krakowa)

National Digital Archives
(Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe)

National Library of Australia
The New York Public Library

National Portrait Gallery

PAAA Berlin

PA

PA/DPA

PAN Biblioteka Gdarnska
PAP

PAP/CAF

PAP/DPA

PISM

POSK

PUMST

Staatsarchiv Warschau

TASS
USHMM, Washington
VHM
WUM

Yad Vashem, Jerusalem

YIVO

Private Collection

The Political Archive of the Federal Foreign Office
Picture Alliance

Picture Alliance / The German Press Agency

The Library of Gdansk (Gdansk Library PAN)
Polish Press Agency (Polska Agencja Prasowa S.A.)

Polish Press Agency

Polnische Presseagentur /The German Press Agency

The Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum, London

The Polish Social and Cultural Association
(Polski Osrodek Spoteczno-Kulturalny)

The Polish Underground Movement Study Trust in London

State Archive in Warsaw
(Archiwum Panstwowe m. st. Warszawy)

Russian News Agency

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
Virginia Holocaust Museum

Warsaw Uprising Museum

Yad Vashem - the Holocaust Heroes' and Martyrs'
Remembrance Authority

Institute for Jewish Research

Maria Serafinska-Domanska, Private Collection
Pilecki Family, Private Collection



“... the exhibition about Witold Pilecki impresses visitors
with its nuanced portrayal and helps German visitors in particular
to develop a deeper understanding of the Polish perspective
on two totalitarian systems of the 20t century.”
TAGESSPIEGEL

“It was one of the most courageous acts of the 20t century:
In 1940, Witold Pilecki smuggled himself into the Auschwitz concentration camp
to report about it. But the Allies did not believe him —
and the communists even labelled him a traitor.”
SPIEGEL

“If the story of Witold Pilecki were a novel, it would still be unbelievable:
In 1940, the Polish officer allowed the SS to arrest him and deport him to Auschwitz
so that he could suss out possible resistance.”
DEUTSCHLANDFUNK

“The new Pilecki Institute in Berlin is showing an impressive exhibition

about its namesake, a Polish patriot and resistance fighter.”
SUDDEUTSCHE ZEITUNG - JENS BISKY

“The story of the voluntary Auschwitz prisoner is also a story
of recognizing and naming a ‘crime without a name’.”

HANNA RADZIEJOWSKA

www.pileckiinstitut.de
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