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INTRODUCTION

Auschwitz: History, Place and People. An Academic Guide to the Camp Com-
plex provides the academic community, educators, and the general public 
with a collection of succinct texts about important topics related to the 
Auschwitz camp complex. As the title indicates, the book focuses on his-
tory, people, and place. It presents research conducted over recent dec-
ades by historians of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, while at the 
same time demonstrating the importance of new historical studies and 
multidisciplinary contemporary approaches, such as gender studies, the 
spatial turn, and digital humanities. 

Prepared with academically-oriented readers in mind, this book can 
also serve as a guide for Museum visitors who would like to take a deep-
er dive into topics covered by guided tours. It is accompanied by an inte-
grated website with additional materials, including projects prepared by 
students from the University of British Columbia (UBC) who worked with 
researchers and educators during the seminar “Witnessing Auschwitz.” 

Auschwitz: History, Place and People and the multimedia education-
al projects posted on the website are the culmination of several years 
of cooperation between Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and UBC. 
Since 2014, UBC students have been traveling to the Museum as part of 
a month-long trip to Poland during which they study the Holocaust. Two 
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of the four weeks are spent at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. 
While there, students participate in lectures, study tours, discussion pan-
els, workshops, and consultations that lead to research projects on topics 
related to the Auschwitz camp complex. The projects are conducted un-
der the guidance of UBC and Auschwitz-Birkenau faculty and researchers. 

As the students delve into the history of Auschwitz, they often find 
themselves asking: Is the Holocaust just another history topic? In seek-
ing the answer to this question, they begin to understand that in addi-
tion to the study of the past, the study of the Holocaust also offers social 
and moral lessons of global and contemporary importance. However, in 
order for students to be able to say that they study history so that it does 
not repeat itself, the study of Auschwitz has to be rooted in deep histor-
ical knowledge and facts. Only then do Holocaust Studies become an 
integral part of civic education and the prevention of genocide. In con-
versation with students, it becomes clear to us, as scholars and educa-
tors, that this awareness is all the more important as mis/representations 
proliferate in popular culture and as the distance between the historical 
events and today grows. 

Students of each consecutive “Witnessing Auschwitz” cohort remind 
us over and over again that without its historical past and the knowl-
edge of what happened there, the place where the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
Museum is located would be like many others. But it is the history of 
place, deciphered from documents and memories, that gives the space 
of the Auschwitz camp complex unparalleled significance. When the first 
group of students from the University of British Columbia came to the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in 2014, the space of the camp com-
plex turned out to be an important teacher and educational platform that 
allowed for a hands-on, experientially-driven, academic endeavor. The stu-
dents’ experiences demonstrated that historical facts and survivors’ sto-
ries acquire special meaning and importance when victims’ memories and 
the space inform each other. One of the most important lessons of the 
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seminar has been that space provides a unique and unparalleled context 
for students’ research. The space supports a subliminal learning that en-
riches more traditional forms of studying. The historical knowledge with 
which students engage gives the space meaning; but no amount of read-
ing and lectures can give students the visceral experience of walking from 
the ramp to the killing sites.

Studying the past in the authentic place is a multilevel process involv-
ing both intellectual work and emotional reactions, as well as constant in-
teractions between the imagined and the real (or actual). In this process, 
students come to understand that history as a discipline is concerned 
with sorting out fact from fiction and creating an image of events that is 
as accurate as possible. In the case of the Auschwitz camp complex, the 
scarce documentation makes recreating history difficult, and many groups 
of victims were unable to leave testimonies about their camp experiences. 
It is the space of the camp that made, and continues to make, available 
numerous historical facts that are of crucial importance. And the space 
helps us understand that our knowledge of Auschwitz is far from com-
plete. This is the context in which Auschwitz: History, Place and People, 
and the student projects on its accompanying website, have developed. 

Like most visitors, UBC students come to the Auschwitz Museum with 
prior knowledge that is conditioned and framed by their national histo-
ries, by their family backgrounds, and by social discourses circulating in 
their countries and communities. All of these factors are reflected in the 
topics of their research projects that are published on this book’s accom-
panying website. Furthermore, the questions posed by students during 
various editions of the seminar have inspired the researchers and educa-
tors of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum to address recurrent themes 
and areas of student interest in the essays presented here. 

In putting together this volume, we have not attempted to create 
a comprehensive collection of texts that covers all (or even the most im-
portant) aspects of the camp complex. Rather, the goal of this collection 
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is to focus on themes and topics that have evoked deep interest among 
Canadian students with multicultural backgrounds and who sometimes 
have their own personal or family experiences of genocide. Each chapter 
is devoted to a specific aspect or theme, and each chapter can be read as 
a “stand alone” text. But we encourage our readers to engage with the en-
tire book. No aspect of Auschwitz history can be isolated or disconnect-
ed from the entirety of the camp. Thus, for example, while there seems 
to be only one chapter specifically devoted to Jews, Jewish experiences 
are an integral part of every chapter in this book because Jews were the 
largest group of victims in Auschwitz. 

On their part, students have worked on projects in the digital human-
ities that enrich the academic essays and help map the knowledge that 
is presented in book form. New technologies allow for different ways of 

“traveling” between the topics. Each essay published in the book is accom-
panied on the book’s website by various multimedia projects prepared by 
students. These include short essays, lectures, maps, discussion prompts, 
and an extended bibliography. Our readers can engage separately with 
each of the two parts of the project—the book or the website; but expe-
rienced together, they show that knowledge thrives in conversation. In 
the case of this project, it is a conversation between continents, genera-
tions, languages, and a variety of media and platforms. All of us—both 
students and faculty—are researchers. And by presenting our work, we 
invite our readers to join us in our academic journey through Auschwitz. 

* * *

Auschwitz: History, Place, and People and its website would not be possible 
without the dedication and sacrifice of each and every person involved. 
We would like to express our special gratitude to the students for engag-
ing in the study of Auschwitz and the Holocaust, and for serving as “proxy 
witnesses” by channeling their passion to educate others. Their curiosity 
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and stamina inspired us to work on these essays. We are also grateful for 
the support of UBC Arts Research Abroad, UBC Go Global, and the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Poland. 

This book has been completed in record time. Our families, friends, 
and co-workers deserve special words of gratitude for their patience and 
understanding. Completing this book would not have been possible with-
out the assistance of Aja Jade Beattie, who has also supported all consec-
utive groups of Witnessing Auschwitz students. We are also grateful to 
Marek Stankiewicz for his generous support of the seminar and its stu-
dents over the years. He has shared his ideas and professional experience 
on any number of occasions and has helped with this project in particu-
lar. Many colleagues have contributed time, effort, and expertise as well. 
While we cannot name everybody, there is one person without whom 
this book would not have been completed in such a short time. Jadwiga 
Pinderska-Lech’s encouragement, positive attitude, and professionalism 
were essential to the completion of this project. 

Last, but not least, we would like to thank our readers. It is your en-
gagement with this book and the accompanying website that will carry 
the history of the place and the people into the future. 
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The Principles of Nazi Racial 
Policies in Occupied Poland

Setting the Scene for Nazi Germany and World War II
The policies and trajectory of Nazi Germany’s rise and the eventual out-
break of World War II had its roots in earlier events, namely, World War 
I (1914-1918). Germany had played a key role in initiating the Great War 
as part of its pursuit to politically dominate Europe, if not the world. 
However, World War I ended in defeat for Germany with an enormous 
number of human losses. And Germany’s hopes for political dominance 
were dashed with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919. The 
Treaty challenged German society’s perception of itself as a political, mil-
itary, and economic world leader. According to the Treaty, the German 
army was reduced to a hundred thousand armed forces (Reichswehr), de-
void of heavy artillery, air force, and tanks. Germany was also supposed 
to pay the victors of the Great War high compensation for the damage 
it had caused. What more, entirely counter to its expansionist and colo-
nial ambitions, Germany was forced to return two border provinces to 
France and even larger territories in the east to a newly reconstituted, in-
dependent Poland. 
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All of this had significant social and psychological consequences for 
German society. Many Germans concluded that the restrictions imposed 
by the Treaty of Versailles were the result of an international conspiracy, 
not so much to establish a new postwar order as to incapacitate Germa-
ny and push the country into a secondary position among the Europe-
an powers. In this situation, many Germans viewed the post-World War 
I parliamentary democracy, called the Weimar Republic (1919-1933), as 
imposed on Germany by the Allies. Some sectors of German society re-
sponded to this new democratic system with hostility, reluctance, or—at 
best—resignation. 

The mood in 1920s Germany was bleakest among the masses of sol-
diers demobilized after World War I. Instead of being awarded military 
honors, these soldiers often faced poverty and unemployment, particu-
larly if they suffered from permanent war-related injuries. They had a lot 
of expectations from the new government, which seemed to treat them 
as a social burden. This led to political polarization. Some soldiers, for 
example, eagerly expected the monarchy to return, though this was im-
possible at the time. At the other end of the political spectrum, some sol-
diers supported communism. Still others suspected the communists of 
contributing to the military defeat of Germany in World War I through 
revolutionary activities. 

These were just some of the factors that led many of Germany’s World 
War I veterans to respond to the speeches of one Corporal Adolf Hitler, 
whose political career began as a street agitator. Hitler spoke to these vet-
erans, as well as many other Germans, in a straightforward and accessi-
ble way, addressing their doubts and insecurities. 

But Hitler’s appeal was not the only factor in his and the Nazi Party’s 
eventual rise to power. The Nazis came to power in Germany because their 
program appealed to many sectors of society at a time when the demo-
cratic system was stalemated and the Great Depression caused many Ger-
mans to look for a radical solution to the nation’s problems.
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The Beginnings of Nazi Germany: Hitler Rises to Power 
Adolf Hitler, who became chancellor of Germany in January 1933, held 
(in part) traditional, populist, right-wing, nationalist, political views. As 
leader of the Nazi Party, he promoted the German concept of a nation-
al community (Volksgemeinschaft) centered around a charismatic leader 
(Führer), who would focus all the strengths of the nation on attaining Ger-
man imperial dominance. Any German who opposed the will of the leader 
was considered a traitor deserving punishment, isolation, and “re-edu-
cation” in, for example, concentration camps. According to Hitler, after 
fighting internal opposition, the time would come to rebuild Germany’s 
prewar position as an economic and military global power. Then, with-
in the borders of the new Third Reich, all lands inhabited by ethnic Ger-
mans (including Austria, Alsace, Lorraine, the Sudetenland, and, most of 
all, western Poland) were to be united, either through political pressure 
and threats of force or by triggering local wars. Germany’s ultimate goal 
was to obtain “living space” (Lebensraum) in the East, or in other words, 
to seize huge territories and intensively settle these regions with Ger-
mans. All this would give Germany the status of a superpower and allow 
it to rule over the world.

In addition to Hitler’s “traditional” imperial-like plans, the Nazis also 
propagated views that were entirely beyond the canon of the instruments 
of politics pursued thus far by imperial colonial powers. If at the turn of 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the typical European still readi-
ly accepted the concept of his spiritual and cultural superiority over peo-
ples living in colonies, then in this same European’s eyes, fellow nations 
of the white race that professed Christianity—and to some extent em-
braced a common heritage rooted in antiquity—were not contemptible. 
This meant that, for example, mixed marriages were allowed and that the 
descendants of immigrants, especially of the second or third generation, 
were considered citizens. Hitler, on the other hand, unreservedly applied 
the ideas of a vulgar biological racism in his political activities. This came 
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with significant and practical consequences. Following Hitler’s thinking, 
the Germans had the right to be proud of their cultural achievements by 
the mere fact that these achievements were the result of German work 
and effort. Therefore, a German vegetable seller, construction worker or 
shoemaker should feel superior to a Polish or Russian university profes-
sor. Moreover, the German superman (in the Nietzschean sense) was nat-
urally predestined to take over and lead the masses of Slavic subhumans.

In their rhetoric, the Nazis often depicted a racially perfect German 
as a tall, blue-eyed, fair-haired Nordic. It was rarely noted, however, that 
there were many Germans who did not meet these criteria and who were 
short, brown-eyed, and/or dark-haired. These supposedly anatomical de-
fects were usually explained as the result of Germans mixing with peo-
ple of lower races in the distant past. However, this was not supposed to 
matter very much in the grander scheme of things: German blood was 
always dominant. In fact, the perceived admixture of Germanic blood to 
a nation played a significant role in the Nazi view of other nations and 
influenced Nazi German politics. For example, the achievements of the 
Anglo-Saxons were appreciated by the Nazis, while the Anglo-Saxon dis-
like of the Germans was explained away by Jews exerting too much in-
fluence on the British establishment.

Antisemitism in the Nazi Worldview
In the Nazi worldview, Jews always played a destructive and demonic role. 
Nazi logic worked as follows: If people of other races were simply less gift-
ed and less intelligent than the Germans, then cunning was the domi-
nant characteristic of the Jews, a characteristic which allowed them to 
succeed in the world. Thus, according to this view, Jews were all the more 
dangerous because they could imperceptibly gain the trust of kind, un-
suspecting Germans. By being communists, Jews supposedly sought to 
gain power by destroying traditional society. By being industrialists and 
bankers, they supposedly tried to rob the Germans of the fruits of their 
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labor by clever fraud. Moreover, according to the Nazi worldview, Jews 
were seedbeds of moral plague, authors of degenerate art, and propaga-
tors of pornography and other such debase forms of expression, there-
by contaminating German culture. In fact, it was difficult to find an area 
of life that, according to the Nazis, could not and would not be threat-
ened by the Jews.

In the early 1930s, many people in Germany saw Hitler’s antisemitism 
only as a means of mobilizing the far-right electorate before the election. 
They considered his anti-Jewish pronouncements as political rhetoric and 
believed that after taking power, the Nazis would set aside their antise-
mitic program as economically harmful. Soon, however, it became clear 
that Hitler’s prejudice against Jews was a very serious matter. This was 
evidenced by a series of decrees passed already in 1933. These laws and 
decrees deprived Jews of the right to work as teachers, lawyers, profes-
sors, doctors, or civil servants. According to the Nuremberg Laws issued 
in 1935, Jews were forbidden to marry “Aryan” Germans and their civil 
rights were limited. Three years later, a government-organized nationwide 
pogrom of Jews (Kristallnacht) took place in Germany and the large-scale 
robbery of Jewish property began for the first time.

In the absence of a free press, independent parties, and community 
organizations—and with police pressure on those Germans who dared to 
help or simply just express compassion for Jews—it is difficult to judge 
how prevalent antisemitism was throughout German society. There is no 
doubt, however, that the massive propaganda campaign organized by the 
Nazi regime eventually had the desired effect. In addition, many Germans 
benefited greatly from discriminating against Jews. These benefits ranged 
from newly vacated clerical positions to professional advancement into po-
sitions previously held by Jews; from the elimination of competition posed 
by Jewish-owned companies to the takeover of Jewish-owned property 
or apartments. The “dislike” of Jews was psychologically easier to accept, 
since the persecution was intensified gradually. Each subsequent stage of 
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discrimination and anti-Jewish policies and practices were incrementally 
imposed and seemed only slightly more intense than the previous ones.

The Nazi vision of “solving the Jewish question” was also an evolution-
ary process. Initially, Hitler seemed confident that it would be possible to 
get rid of the Jews by forcing them to emigrate. Fearing the intensifica-
tion of persecution, and faced with administrative pressure applied in the 
years 1933-1939, more than half of the approximately 500,000 Jews liv-
ing in Germany emigrated. This number would certainly have been much 
higher if destination countries did not introduce various types of immi-
gration restrictions and quotas.1 Nevertheless, if some initial successes 
of the forced-emigration policy seemed to give Nazi leaders hope that al-
most all Jews would leave Germany in the foreseeable future, the Nazi 
German territorial expansion of 1938-1939 made such expectations un-
realistic. With the annexation of Austria and Bohemia, and especially the 
incorporation and annexation of parts of Poland where two million Jews 
lived, the Jewish population of the expanded Reich increased dramatically. 
Therefore, in order to take the first step toward “getting rid of the Jews,” 
Reinhard Heydrich, the head of the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA), 
implemented new guidelines for Einsatzgruppen commanders. On Sep-
tember 21, 1939, he ordered the concentration of the Jewish population 
in separate districts of larger cities (i.e., in ghettos). There, Jews were to 
remain in isolation until steps could be taken toward achieving the “ulti-
mate goal”: making Germany free of Jews. How this ultimate goal was to 
be achieved, however, had not yet been determined. Early on, the Nazi 
Germans intended to deport the Jewish population to a French colony 
on the island of Madagascar, or—as a temporary solution—at least ex-
pel them to areas on the outskirts of the Nazi empire.

 1 This was the case, for example, in the United States and particularly the United Kingdom, which 
administered Mandatory Palestine.
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The Outbreak of War and Nazi Policies in Occupied Poland
The question of how to treat Poles, however, became a more immedi-
ate priority for the authorities of the Third Reich on September 1, 1939, 
when Germany invaded Poland. The outbreak of the war was in no way 
caused by the diplomatic conflict over the Free City of Gdańsk, as the 
Germans purported. From at least the spring of 1939, it was clear not 
only to the Poles, but also to the British and the French, that Hitler’s re-
al goal was to seize Poland and that no concessions could stop him from 
doing so. In such a situation, the Poles decided to fight, counting on the 
help of their Western allies.

The Polish army fiercely resisted the German army but was unable 
to stop the invasion. By the end of September 1939, Germany occupied 
much of Poland. Germans unleashed terror on the Polish population by 
burning down villages and bombing defenseless cities—both an integral 
part of new German war tactics. There were also other factors that im-
pacted the degree and harshness of the crimes committed by the Ger-
mans against the Poles. From the beginning of World War II, the Germans 
were convinced that it was necessary to immediately physically eliminate 
any Pole who promoted the revival of Poland after World War I by active-
ly fighting against Germany. This policy was particularly enforced in ter-
ritories annexed to the Reich and where the ethnic composition of the 
population included a high number of self-proclaimed ethnic Germans 
(Volksdeutsche). As early as May 1939 (meaning even before the war), Ger-
man policing institutions2 initiated proscription lists (Sonderfahndungs-
buch) that were ultimately prepared by ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche) 
living in Poland. These lists consisted of over 61,000 names of Poles who 
were to be arrested or shot immediately after the German invasion. In 

 2 These lists were initiated, in particular, by the Gestapo (Geheime Staatspolizei, “secret state po-
lice”) and the SD (Sicherheitsdienst), which was the intelligence service of the SS. The SS (Schutz-
staffel) was an elite paramilitary organization of the Nazi Party. For additional definitions of 
these and other terms related to World War II and Nazi Germany, see the accompanying website.
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addition, some patriotic Poles who dared to speak publicly with hostility 
to or about the Germans (and were thus considered to be anti-German) 
were also arrested, sometimes on the basis of trivial or fabricated charges. 
These Poles were also sent to prisons and concentration camps or executed.

By the end of September and the beginning of October, the Germans 
launched large-scale operations in Poland against the Polish intelligent-
sia (teachers, artists, state officials, Catholic priests, and political activists 
ranging from socialists to nationalists). The Sonderaktion Krakau (special 
operation Kraków) of November 6, 1939, became a symbol of such meas-
ures. On that day, professors from various institutions of higher education 
in Kraków were summoned to Jagiellonian University (the oldest Polish 
university) for what was supposed to be a lecture opening the new aca-
demic year. Upon arrival, however, the professors were all arrested and 
deported to the concentration camp KL Sachsenhausen in Oranienburg, 
Germany. The same types of repressions were applied by the Germans in 
other areas of occupied Poland. For example, the Intelligenzaktion and Un-
ternehmen Tannenberg were anti-Polish operations unleashed in areas in-
corporated directly into the Third Reich. Shortly thereafter, the Germans 
unleashed the “Extraordinary Pacification Operation” (Außerordentliche 
Befriedungsaktion abbreviated as AB-Aktion) in the so-called General Gov-
ernment for Occupied Polish Lands (Generalgouvernement für die besetz-
ten polnischen Gebiete).3 It should be emphasized that these operations 
were not related to actual or factual threats posed by the Polish resist-
ance movement, which was only just beginning to emerge in Poland. At 
this time, the underground was still weak and had only a minimal num-
ber of weapons. Gradually, however, the arrests began to involve more 
and more members of the underground. Nonetheless, people continued 

 3 After Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, Nazi German authorities divided the oc-
cupied Polish territories into various administrative zones or regions. The western territories 
were incorporated directly into the Third Reich, while the other German-occupied parts of pre-
war Poland constituted a separate administrative unit called by the Germans the General Gov-
ernment (Generalgouvernement).
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to engage in activities that the Germans considered conspiratorial. Such 
activities included listening to news broadcasts by Radio London,4 read-
ing illegally printed newspapers,5 or participating in underground edu-
cation and teaching.6 German policies in occupied Poland included harsh 
repercussions and punishments for acts committed against Germans 
(Reichsdeutsche and Volksdeutsche, alike).7  Killing a German, for exam-
ple, resulted in immediate revenge and often led to the shooting of doz-
ens of Polish hostages being held for the purpose of retaliation. This is 
why the main Polish underground organization, the Home Army (Armia 
Krajowa, AK), initially discouraged its members from engaging in mili-
tary-like acts or activities. Despite the bloody repressions, however, more 
and more partisan groups assassinated Gestapo and police officers, de-
stroyed railroads, and attacked isolated gendarmerie posts. The pinnacle 
of Polish resistance against the Germans began on August 1, 1944, when 
the Poles waged an uprising in Warsaw. The revolt, however, ended two 
months later in defeat and included mass executions of the civilian pop-
ulation by the Germans.

Nazi German Policies Towards Poles and Polish Jews
When assessing German policy towards Poles, there is only one constant: 
the persistent use of terror. No attempts were made to win over even 
a small part of Polish society, nor were attempts made to form any sort 
of collaborationist government, such as was the case in France or Nor-
way. Until the very end of the German occupation of Poland during World 
War II, Poles did not know what the Nazis’ intentions were for the future 

 4 Radio receivers were confiscated by order of the German authorities.
 5 The Polish language press printed under German control only served propaganda purposes.
 6 Polish secondary schools and institutions of higher education were closed in the General Govern-

ment. In the areas incorporated into the Third Reich, even elementary schools for Polish children 
were closed.

 7  Reichsdeutsche were born in Germany to German families. Volksdeutsche, or so-called “ethnic 
Germans,” were Nazi supporters claiming their German citizenship through (sometimes par-
tial) ancestry. They were born outside of Germany.
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or what would to happen to them after the end of a war which the Ger-
mans were convinced they would win. Heinrich Himmler shed some light 
on this subject in a speech on October 14, 1943. He said:

For us, the end of the war will mean an open road to the East, the cre-

ation of the Germanic Reich one way or another… the bringing in of 

thirty million human beings of our blood, so that during our lifetime 

we shall be a people of 120 million Germanic souls. That means that 

we shall be the sole decisive power in Europe. That means that we can 

approach peace willingly for the first twenty years to rebuild and spread 

out our villages8 and towns, and to push the borders of our German 

race 500 kilometers to the East.9 

These intentions were included in the more detailed Generalplan Ost (“Gen-
eral Plan for the East”) prepared in 1939-1941 under the auspices of 
Himmler and the Reich Security Main Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt, 
RSHA). This plan assumed that the Germans would deport about twenty 
million Poles to Siberia, leaving behind about 3-4 million as forced laborers 
who would perform particularly hard physical labor. The land obtained in 
this way was to be transferred to German peasants, who were to be grad-
ually settled around the “base areas” (Stützpunkte) scattered throughout 
the territory of the General Government.10 There is no doubt, therefore, 
that the German plan was ultimately for Poles to disappear from these 
areas, be deprived of their own leadership, and—once deported to the 
East—vegetate (meaning, die) on the outskirts of the German empire.

 8 This meant that some German peasants were to be settled in the East, while the remaining ones 
were to receive larger farms in Germany.

 9 From Heinrich Himmler’s “Speech to Commanders of the Wehrmacht in Bad-Schachen” on Octo-
ber 14, 1943. 

 10 One such base area was the area of Zamość, where between November 1942 and March 1943, 
around 51,000 Polish peasants were displaced and 13,000 German colonists were brought in their 
place. Some of these Poles were later deported to KL Auschwitz.
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To some extent, these plans were initially similar to the orders given 
by the German authorities regarding Jews living in Poland. The initial de-
portation actions in the winter of 1940 from the territories incorporated 
into the Reich pertained to the entire Polish population, regardless of eth-
nicity or religion.11 Also, special legal provisions issued at the time were 
directed against both of these nationalities (including, first and foremost, 

“The Decree on Criminal Law against Poles and Jews in the Eastern Ter-
ritories”).12 Nevertheless, from the beginning of the occupation, the ad-
ministrative practices of the German authorities left no doubt that Jews 
were to be subjected to particularly brutal discrimination. Their freedom 
of movement was restricted. They were ordered to wear the Star of David 
on their outermost layer of clothing. Forced tributes were imposed. De-
posits in bank accounts were confiscated. Jewish-owned businesses were 
liquidated. And Jews were forced to perform compulsory labor. Soon af-
ter the ghettos were established,13 the Jewish people concentrated in the 
ghettos faced a truly dramatic and traumatic situation. Since the German 
authorities considered the ghettos to be a temporary phase before Jews 
were to be deported to an as-of-yet undetermined place, they showed no 
interest in providing food for the inhabitants of the ghettos. The Germans 
argued that Jews allegedly still had considerable funds and wealth with 
which they could buy food for themselves. This soon resulted in a famine 
that killed tens of thousands of people forced to live in the ghettos. The 
only reaction on the part of the Germans, however, was to declare the 
ghettos a closed zone due to the threat of a typhus epidemic.

With time, however, it turned out that it was impossible to maintain 
the existing state of affairs. If the ghettos were to continue, Jews had to 

 11 Although, for example, in Greater Poland, efforts were made to first obtain land for German set-
tlers. Paradoxically, these displacements were primarily of Polish farmers, not Jews.

 12 The official name of the decree was Verordnung über die Strafrechtspflege gegen Polen und Juden in 
den eingegliederten Ostgebieten vom 4. Dezember 1941 (RGBl. 1941 I 759 ff).

 13 The largest ghettos were in Łódź (called Litzmannstadt, in German) and Warsaw. The Litzmann-
stadt ghetto was established in April 1940. The Warsaw ghetto was established in October 1940.
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be exploited for productive work. Therefore, the newly appointed ghet-
to administrators— starting with Hans Biebow in Łódź, and Heinz Au-
erswald and Max Bischof in Warsaw— established numerous crafts and 
industrial workshops, where clothing, footwear, brushes, carpentry, and 
furrier products were produced mainly for the needs of the German army. 
Some of the proceeds from the workshops were paid to the workers in the 
form of very modest salaries. Also, some Jewish self-governments (Jud-
enräte) used these funds to maintain soup kitchens for the poor. None-
theless, the food supply to the ghettos was far from sufficient for many 
months. It was lower than the promised “prison standards.” Furthermore, 
there was a particularly acute lack of fuel in the winter. It was not until 
the spring of 1942 that employment and production in the workshops 
increased significantly and that the situation slightly improved. In the 
first half of the year, the value of “exports” from the ghetto in Warsaw 
more than tripled. Considering the above, it follows that orders issued 
at the time to liquidate the ghettos were not a reaction to the spread of 
infectious diseases or any other threats. Rather, they were based on ide-
ology and the basic premise that the Jewish population should be killed. 

Crimes Against Jews in Occupied Territories
Mass crimes against Jews began almost immediately after the Wehrmacht 
entered the eastern part of prewar Poland that had been occupied by the 
Soviet Union. Already in the late summer of 1941, members of the Ein-
satzgruppen14 carried out executions on captured Jews of every age, be 
they men, women, or children. However, decisions regarding how Jews 
would be killed in areas occupied by Germany were made far more gradu-
ally. These decisions culminated in the most important order, which con-
cerned building the first death camp with stationary gas chambers in Belzec 

 14 Later, these included executions carried out by members of auxiliary police units recruited from 
among local Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Latvian populations.
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(October 1941). From then on, it was clear what methods the Nazis would 
use to carry out what they called “The Final Solution to the Jewish Ques-
tion.” All that was now needed was to prepare a general schedule of depor-
tations, discuss logistics,15 and draw up a detailed plan for the transports.

The earliest systematic killings of Jews were perpetrated in the death 
camp located in Kulmhof (Chełmno on the Ner) beginning in December 
1941. Most of those killed in Kulmhof were Polish Jews from the Reichs-
gau Wartheland. Almost immediately, however, the intensity of murders 
at Kulmhof was surpassed by the murders being perpetrated in two camps 
established as part of Operation Reinhardt (Aktion Reinhardt) in the Lu-
blin district of the General Government: namely, in Belzec (beginning in 
March 1942) and Sobibor (beginning in May 1942). In July 1942, the 
largest Operation Reinhardt camp was opened in Treblinka. By the end of 
1942, over 700,000 Jews, mainly from the ghetto in Warsaw, were mur-
dered in Treblinka. The Nazis began by sending the elderly, the sick, chil-
dren, and the unemployed to their deaths. This gave those who had not 
been deported by the Nazi Germans a false sense of security. Soon, how-
ever, Jews who were able to work were also assigned to transports. Fur-
thermore, the workshops where they had been working until now were 
liquidated. Thus, it became more and more obvious that the German au-
thorities intended to kill all Jews, without exception, regardless of their 
efficacy as a workforce that could contribute to the German war economy.

Jews reacted to this threat in a variety of ways: from passively submit-
ting to German orders, to attempting to escape from ghettos, to putting 
up active resistance. But none of these strategies had much impact on 
their fate. For example, putting up active resistance was futile and most-
ly symbolic. Armed struggle against the powerfully armed German forc-
es was simply a demonstration of resistance and an attempt to retaliate 
against the Germans. Similarly, escaping from ghettos was associated with 

 15 Logistics were discussed at the Wannsee Conference on January 20, 1942.



– 26 –

Piotr Setkiewicz

great risk followed by the hazards of life “on the Aryan side” (meaning 
life outside ghetto walls, in constant fear of blackmailers, and—most of-
ten—without assistance from a not-always-sympathetic, frightened, and 
terrorized Polish population). As a result, the greatest number of Polish 
Jews who survived the war and the occupation were those who managed 
to escape deep into the Soviet Union.16 

The Number of Victims
Historians estimate that, in total, about three million Polish Jews died 
during World War II as a result of Nazi policies and practices. This number 
is calculated using data from the 1931 Polish census adjusted for popu-
lation fluctuations for the year 1939 and then subtracting the estimated 
number of Jewish survivors who had been Polish citizens before the war. 
It is much more difficult, however, using the same statistical methods de-
scribed above, to determine the number of non-Jewish Poles who were 
victims of the Nazis. This is because 1) the territory of the Polish state 
was shifted west by about 300 kilometers per the Yalta Agreement signed 
in February 1945; and 2) there was mass displacement and migration to 
and from Poland in the postwar period. Furthermore, the first postwar 
population census in Poland was not conducted until 1950. In 2006–2009 
there were attempts to calculate the number of victims based on official 
(albeit imprecise) statistical data; this population study turned out to be 
inconclusive.17 Currently, it is assumed that approximately 1.8-2 million 
ethnic Poles were murdered by the German occupiers; however, this es-
timate may be too high. If we calculate the number of Polish victims by 
adding together documented deaths under various circumstance (i.e., Pol-
ish soldiers killed in combat, Polish concentration camp prisoners, Polish 

 16 It is estimated that between 40,000 and 50,000 Jews survived the war in Poland. Some of these 
Jews had a so-called “Aryan appearance” and carried forged identity papers. Others were hidden by 
Poles. 

 17 As stated by the project manager, Professor Tomasz Szarota (Nowa Trybuna Opolska, interview 
from August 28, 2009).
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civilians shot in mass executions such as during the Warsaw uprising), we 
may have a more realistic estimate of the total number of Polish victims. 
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Polish “Political Prisoners”  
in Auschwitz: 1940-1945

Preface
German policy toward Poles1 in occupied Poland was essentially twofold. 
On the one hand, the aim was to physically eliminate all potential “hos-
tile elements” of Polish society. On the other hand, and equally impor-
tant, was the goal to terrorize the rest of the Polish population through 
mass arrests and deportations to concentration camps. In part, these 
methods complemented one another. Incarceration in a camp very of-
ten resulted in death, or at the very least, kept detainees isolated from 
society (sometimes for many years) and therefore unable to “harm the 
Reich.” Whereas in Germany before the outbreak of war, German prison-
ers had been systematically released from concentration camps such as 
Dachau, it was obvious from the start that the Nazi authorities, who were 
certain they would win the war, had no intention of liquidating camps 
for Poles and that Polish prisoners would eventually be killed or—at the 
very least—deported. Deportation destinations included various types 

 1 In this article, the term “Poles” refers to people who were identified by the Nazi system as ethnical-
ly Polish and not Jewish. 
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of “reservations” (“Polenlagers”) and the western parts of Siberia as out-
lined in the Generalplan Ost.

KL Auschwitz: The Early Years2 
Germans began to send Poles to concentration camps in Germany as “po-
litical prisoners” at the end of 1939, in particular to KL Sachsenhausen. 
But due to a large number of arrests, the Germans decided to create an ad-
ditional large camp for the occupied eastern territories. By April 30, 1940, 
they decided that KL Auschwitz would serve as such a camp (Hauptlager). 
This location was probably chosen because of the prewar barracks at the 
site, which almost immediately offered a ready-made camp to accommo-
date a large number of prisoners. A month later, German authorities de-
cided that 30,000 prisoners were to be held in this camp.

The first political prisoners sent to KL Auschwitz were Poles from the 
prison in Tarnów. On June 14, 1940, at 3:00 pm, 728 Polish political pris-
oners were brought to Auschwitz with others soon to follow.3 By the be-
ginning of 1941, the number of prisoners exceeded 6,000 and the blocks 
of the camp became increasingly overcrowded. At this time, there were 
no bunks in the blocks. Thus, prisoners slept in incredibly crowded con-
ditions on the floors lined with a layer of straw or straw-filled mattresses. 
To fit in the rooms, they had to lie on their sides.4 If a prisoner went to the 
latrine at night, he usually could not find enough space to lie back down 
when he returned. In such cases, the block elder (Blockälteste) or room el-
der (Stubendienst) beat the prisoners with sticks until the prisoners who 

 2 Franciszek Piper refers to these early years as the “Polish period” of the camp. See Franciszek 
Piper, “The Political and Racist Principles of the Nazi Policy of Extermination and Their Reali-
zation at KL Auschwitz,” in Auschwitz: Nazi Death Camp, eds. Franciszek Piper and Teresa Świe-
bocka (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 1996), 5, 11-20. See p. 5 specifically. 

 3 Three hundred thirteen prisoners arrived from prisons in Wiśnicz on June 20, followed by prison-
ers from many smaller transports that arrived from Silesia (beginning on June 22); from Kraków 
(on July 18); and from two large transports from Warsaw (on August 15 and September 22).

 4 The capacity of the camp increased significantly at the end of March 1941, when three-level bunks 
were installed.
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were lying on the floor squeezed together enough to make space for their 
fellow prisoner who had just returned from the latrine.

The prisoners were treated savagely from the very first moment they 
arrived in the camp. In their accounts and memoirs, survivors often write 
about being brutally beaten by SS men and kapos, a fact confirmed by 
available German documentation. There are also indications that pris-
oners were sometimes beaten to death with sticks or shot while making 
their way from the railway ramp to the camp (a distance of about 300 
meters). We need only refer to camp records to calculate the difference 
between the number of people deported to the camp and the number of 
prisoners who were actually registered there. Later, when undergoing so-
called quarantine, prisoners had to perform strenuous and absurd exer-
cises, such as crawling, frog jumping, repeatedly falling to the ground and 
then quickly standing up, or running in circles, among other such point-
less physical activity. Often, Poles did not understand the commands 
given in German, which infuriated the SS men supervising these “exer-
cises.” The targets of German aggression were, in particular, people who 
appeared to be intelligent (for example, they wore eyeglasses), as well as 
elderly or infirm people.

Prisoners were also beaten for any number of behaviors deemed by 
German authorities in the camp as “infractions.” For example, not stand-
ing in a perfectly straight line during roll-calls was reason enough to be 
punished. Beatings were also given inside the blocks or barracks when 
a prisoner’s behavior displeased a block elder. The most abusive beatings, 
however, happened while performing slave labor, when prisoners had 
to work “on the run” (“im Laufschritt”) as they were carrying bricks or 
concrete fence posts, or as they were digging drainage ditches or build-
ing foundations. Most often, prisoners were beaten for no apparent rea-
son at all, other than to force them to maximize their efforts. All this, 
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combined with grossly insufficient food rations5 and primitive sanitary 
conditions, meant that prisoners began to die in large numbers after on-
ly a short time in the camp.

As soon as Polish prisoners arrived in Auschwitz, Hauptsturmführer 
Karl Fritzsch (deputy commander of the SS in KL Auschwitz) informed 
them that there was no chance of surviving in the camp for more than 
three months. Jews who arrived together with Poles as “political prison-
ers-Jews” were given no longer than two weeks to survive.6 In fact, based 
on available documentation, the few Jews7 who arrived in Auschwitz in 
this early period of the camp were all killed or died very quickly. 

As Fritzsch stated, many of the Polish prisoners died within the 
first weeks or months of being in the camp. Nonetheless, there were 
Poles—even from among those who arrived on the first transports to KL 
Auschwitz—who survived in the camp until the end of the war and who 
were eventually referred to as “old numbers.” Most of these long-term 
Auschwitz survivors had arrived when they were young and thus more re-
sistant to the extreme conditions in the camp. Also, they had been lucky 
enough to have been assigned to “good kommandos” early on in their im-
prisonment. These assignments were often related to the early stages of 
organizing and building the camp and included working in the camp car-
pentry shop (and other workshops), kitchens, warehouses, or the infir-
mary (as orderlies). Those prisoners who arrived at the camp later were 
mostly assigned by the SS to heavy, murderous construction work.

 5 The food issued to prisoners, although sometimes apparently sufficient in quantity, was of extreme-
ly low quality: the dark bread had a large admixture of bran, the potatoes were often rotten, the meat 
came from dead or sick animals, and the soup was actually just a broth made of turnips. Such food 
resulted in numerous cases of severe poisoning of the digestive system, leading to uncontrolled def-
ecation, rapid starvation of the body, and death. Progressive physical exhaustion and vitamin defi-
ciency also caused prisoners to die from common infections, such as a cold that often turned into 
pneumonia. As it turned out, a prisoner in Auschwitz could also die of scabies or a barely visible cut.

 6 In order to reflect the different experiences of various groups of prisoners, the author refers here 
to categories and classifications used by the German authorities. 

 7 During this period, there were very few Jews in the camp (less than one percent of all Jews regis-
tered as prisoners in Auschwitz throughout the history of the camp’s operation).



– 33 –

Polish “Political Prisoners” in Auschwitz: 1940-1945

The mortality rate among prisoners during the early period of camp 
operations was very high. For example, on February 2, 1941, camp com-
mandant Rudolf Höss reported that the prisoner population in Auschwitz 
was about 6,000; however, by that time over 10,000 prisoner numbers 
had already been issued. Even if we take into account the few prisoners 
who were transferred to other camps, or those prisoners who may have 
been released during the first months of the camps existence, it is safe 
to estimate that over 3,000 Polish prisoners died in Auschwitz by Feb-
ruary 1941.8 

The death rate of prisoners also varied between transports. For ex-
ample, about half of the prisoners from the first transport from Tarnów 
survived the camp, but there were other transports from which no one, 
or almost no one, survived.9 We do not know what factors contributed 
to these differences.

Despite considerable gaps in the preserved records, it is possible to es-
timate quite accurately the number of Poles delivered to and imprisoned 
in KL Auschwitz. This is especially true of prisoners from transports sent 
to the camp from larger prisons located both in the territory of the Gen-
eral Government and in Polish lands incorporated into the Third Reich. 
The available documents show that in the first two years of the camp’s 
existence, Poles were brought to the camp at irregular intervals. There 
were some months when the number of inmates exceeded 2,000. And in 
April 1941, the number of Polish prisoners reached its peak of 4,000. But 

 8 According to a report from the resistance movement dated November 1940, the number of deaths 
in Auschwitz was estimated at 20 to 25 percent (that is 1,300-1,600 deaths). In April 1941, 6,800 
of 12,000 prisoners were registered in the camp. Similar conclusions proving the rapidly increas-
ing mortality rate in the winter of 1940/1941 can also be drawn from the number of registration 
photos of prisoners that were taken at the end of February and into the early spring of 1941. Six-
ty to seventy percent of prisoners brought to the camp by the end of December 1940 were photo-
graphed. 

 9 For example, no one survived from the transport of 20 prisoners brought from Tarnów on Decem-
ber 27, 1940; of the 26 prisoners on the transport from Kraków, only 2 survived; of the 81 prison-
ers brought on February 26, 1941, from Tarnów, only 7 prisoners survived; and so on.
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there were also those months during the first two years of the camp’s op-
erations, when only a few hundred prisoners were brought to the camp. 

The statistics for 1942, and especially for 1943, show yet another 
change. During this time, there was a steady and clear upward trend in 
the number of Polish prisoners arriving at Auschwitz. This suggests that 
the German police authorities gradually organized a more efficient system 
of transferring inmates from various prisons to KL Auschwitz. Howev-
er, at the beginning of 1944, the number of Poles deported to the camp 
sharply decreased. During the spring and early summer of that year, as 
few as 400-600 prisoners arrived per month. This was the result of an 
order issued by the SS authorities on December 24, 1943, pursuant to 
which Polish prisoners, for the most part, were no longer to be sent to 
KL Auschwitz and KL Lublin (Majdanek). Rather, Polish prisoners were 
to be sent to KL Gross-Rosen and other concentration camps in Ger-
many. In fact, by 1944, Auschwitz ceased to be the main concentration 
camp (Hauptlager) for holding Polish political prisoners. The only excep-
tion was in the wake of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising when Polish civilians 
were transported there from Warsaw. 

In 1942, Auschwitz also became a camp to which women were trans-
ported and the above observations also apply to Polish female prison-
ers. Most of the Polish women who were incarcerated in Auschwitz were 
brought in 1943; after this time, their numbers dropped to about a hun-
dred per month in the spring and early summer of 1944. There was, how-
ever, a sharp increase in the number of Polish female prisoners in August 
and September of that year because of the large transports following the 
Warsaw Uprising that fall.

The Demographics of Polish Prisoners in Auschwitz
As the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum digitizes its archives, new re-
search possibilities have opened up. One of the newest areas of research 
focuses on identifying the social backgrounds of Polish prisoners in 
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Auschwitz. In the first months of the camp’s existence, there were many 
prisoners who were young men and older boys. But the average age of 
deported Poles increased over time. The majority of Poles in Auschwitz 
were between the ages of twenty and forty; thus, they were slightly old-
er than the average age of Jewish prisoners.10 A few of the oldest Polish 
prisoners of Auschwitz were born in the 1860s (that is, they were almost 
ninety years old). The youngest were infants, children born in the camp. 
Among the Poles, there was also a fairly large group of small children, 
mostly from the Zamość region and from among those transported to 
the camp as a result of the Warsaw Uprising.11 

The professional profile of Polish prisoners of Auschwitz is difficult to 
assess, because some prisoners falsely declared that they were manual lab-
orers or craftsmen while they were being registered in the camp. Knowing 
that the SS treated those from “intellectual” professions very harshly, Pol-
ish prisoner functionaries who registered new prisoners (Schreiber) quite 
often tried to help newcomers during the camp registration process by 
entering false data in their files, even if the newly arrived prisoners pro-
tested. Thanks to postwar cooperation of survivors’ families, the Museum 
has been able to correct some of this information; however, much of this 
data has still not been verified. Nevertheless, the statistics clearly show 
that fewer people from the intelligentsia were deported to Auschwitz than 
previously assumed, and that the arrests and deportations targeted vir-
tually all strata of Polish society. 

Based on preserved documentation, we are able to determine, at least 
partially, the number of Polish prisoners detained in KL Auschwitz at var-
ious times of its operation. At the beginning of February 1941, there were 
about 6,000 prisoners at the camp. Among these prisoners, there were 

 10 This was because in mid-1942, the SS started systematically selecting Jewish prisoners at the 
ramp, sending those unable to work to the gas chambers.

 11 There were no small Jewish children in the camp, with the exception of those that the SS doctor 
Josef Mengele selected for his pseudo-scientific medical experiments, as well as a few Jewish chil-
dren from labor camps evacuated in the summer of 1944.
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about 200 Germans, probably around 100 Jews, and the rest—around 
5,700—were Poles. Based on the reports of the camp resistance move-
ment, it is possible to approximate the population of the camp for the 
remaining months of 1941. Beginning in April, the population of the 
camp increased by about 4,000, bringing the total number of prisoners 
to about 10,000. However, due to the increasing death rate, the number 
of prisoners in the camp remained more or less the same until Decem-
ber 1941 (about 8,000-9,000).

More accurate data is available for the period from January 1942 to 
January 1943. This was a particularly important period in the history of KL 
Auschwitz. Beginning in March 1942, the SS started sending huge trans-
ports of Jews to the camp and the number of Jewish prisoners grew rap-
idly. By the end of July 1942, the number of Jewish prisoners exceeded 
the number of Polish prisoners for the first time. However, at the begin-
ning of September, attempts by SS doctors to combat the typhus epidemic 
through mass selections to the gas chambers resulted in a sharp decrease 
in the number of Jewish prisoners. The number of Poles at this time de-
creased by almost a thousand. As a result, over the next two months, 
Poles again became the largest national group among those prisoners 
registered in the camp.

Similar fluctuations in daily numbers were recorded in the women’s 
camp (Frauenkonzentrationslager, FKL). There, rapid drops in the number 
of female Jewish prisoners resulting from selections to the gas chambers 
took place at least from the beginning of September 1942. The number 
of Polish women remained fairly stable, at around a thousand. At the be-
ginning of December, subsequent selections caused a dramatic drop in 
the total number of female prisoners in the camp. This made the Polish 
and Jewish female populations of the camp practically equal in number.

In January 1943, the number of Poles in Auschwitz increased signif-
icantly. This was due to successive transports from Kraków and Radom. 
However, at the beginning of March, the number dropped yet again and 
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just as sharply. This change was the result of Polish prisoners being trans-
ferred to Sachsenhausen, Flossenbürg, Neuengamme, Gross-Rosen, and 
Buchenwald. At the end of April, there were only 6,816 Poles in the men’s 
camp. In June, July, and August there were about 8,000. In the fall of 
1943, the number of Polish prisoners rose again because there was a gen-
eral decrease in the death rate among prisoners. In addition, there were 
large transports of detainees to the camp in October. According to reports 
prepared by the camp resistance movement, on January 20, 1944, there 
were 8,317 Poles in Auschwitz I alone. There were probably as many in 
Birkenau, Monowitz, and the sub-camps.

Based on archival documents, we have precise data on the number of 
Polish prisoners in KL Auschwitz for August 21, 1944, after civilians ar-
rived on the first large transport from Warsaw following the 1944 upris-
ing. At that time, there was a total of 18,672 Polish men and women in 
Auschwitz:

— 3,934 men in the main camp;
— 5,772 men in Birkenau;
— 1,624 in Monowitz and sub-camps;
— 7,342 in the women’s camp (FKL). 

Additional transports from Warsaw undoubtedly contributed to the in-
crease in the total number of Polish prisoners in the camp. That Septem-
ber, the number of Polish prisoners exceeded 20,000 by a considerable 
amount for the first time in the history of KL Auschwitz.

At the same time, the SS authorities continued the systematic transfer 
of Poles to camps in Germany, which had already started in late summer 
of that year. As a result, in January 1945 there were only about 300 Poles 
in Monowitz (not including the sub-camps), while in the main camp and 
Birkenau there were 1,208 men and an unknown number of women. It 
should therefore be assumed that in the evacuation columns on January 
17/18, 1945, there were only a few Polish men and women.
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Conclusion
Poles were present in KL Auschwitz from the very first months of the 
camp’s operation in 1940 until the camp was liberated in 1945. This 
meant that Polish prisoner-survivors (particularly men) witnessed var-
ious phases and periods of Auschwitz’s operations, a fact reflected in 
their accounts and testimonies. Few (if any) Jewish or Romani prisoners 
survived Auschwitz long enough to have such a long-term view of camp 
life. Furthermore, some Polish prisoners who survived multiple years in 
Auschwitz witnessed the evolution of Nazi policy toward both Poles and 
Jews as it was interpreted “on the ground” by local German authorities. 
Based on prisoner accounts and other documentation, we know that dur-
ing the early years of Auschwitz’s operation Poles were treated particular-
ly brutally. We also know that the mortality rate among these early Polish 
prisoners was extremely high. 

But as Nazi policy evolved throughout the war, the German authori-
ties increasingly saw Poles as a source of labor for the German war econ-
omy. This also impacted and changed Poles’ experiences in Auschwitz. In 
their accounts and testimonies, some Polish prisoners wrote that their 
situation improved to some extent beginning in the spring of 1942 when 
large transports of Jews arrived in Auschwitz and when the SS concen-
trated their violence and brutality on these new prisoners. SS records 
on the mortality rate of prisoners in the camp confirm this observation. 
From the spring of 1942, the number of deaths among Polish prison-
ers was clearly lower than among Jews registered in the camp. And by 
1943/1944, Poles’ situation in the camp was significantly better than 
it had been during the first two years of the camp’s operation. Further-
more, for various reasons, it was also arguably better than the situation 
of many other (non-German) prisoners, especially that of Jews. Begin-
ning in the fall of 1943, Poles were no longer selected for the gas cham-
bers and they were allowed to supplement official starvation-level food 
rations with parcels from their families. Though some accounts mention 
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Poles mercifully sharing food and other items they had received with fel-
low prisoners, including Jews, such instances were probably quite rare.12

In 1944, Poles constituted only about one fifth of the total number 
of prisoners and—apart from transports brought from Warsaw after the 
1944 uprising—they were mostly “veterans” or “old numbers” who had 
managed to survive in Auschwitz thanks to luck and perhaps cleverness. 
Some of them had managed to survive the worst periods in the camp be-
cause they had jobs in so-called “good kommandos.” 

Polish “old numbers” often sought to demonstrate that they had not 
succumbed to German abuse and had defied the system. They sought to 
deprive Germans of a feeling of satisfaction through (sometimes subtle) 
gestures of resistance. For example, after his escape from Auschwitz, Cap-
tain Witold Pilecki13 wrote the following in his mid-1943 report:

Our unit has 500 [members], all workshop workers: healthy, strong and, 

when possible, cheerful…mostly we’re camp veterans—we walk with 

a strong step, we pass by a group of camp authorities, whose faces and 

 12 The history of Auschwitz and its prisoners resulted in multilayered divisions and chasms between 
Polish and Jewish memories of the camp. Memoirs of Polish prisoners describe the early years of 
Auschwitz as a hell impossible to survive. Jewish experiences of Auschwitz recorded in memoirs, 
however, begin much later and focus on the loss of family members during selections on the ramp, 
inhumane treatment in the camp, and the omnipresent death of Jews who were constantly arriv-
ing during the last years of the camp’s operation. While Poles recorded in their accounts and tes-
timonies experiences that reflected the entire time of the camp’s operation, Jewish memory of 
the camp is—to a large extent—unrecorded. There are no memoirs by those Jews who were im-
prisoned and killed in the early years of the camp. There are no testimonies of those who walked 
straight from the ramp to the gas chambers and who were never registered as having ever even 
been at Auschwitz.

 13 Captain Witold Pilecki was the founder of the first underground organization in KL Auschwitz 
and the author of numerous secret messages sent to the Home Army Headquarters in Warsaw. 
After escaping from the camp in April 1943, he wrote a comprehensive report describing the ter-
ror of the SS and the mass crimes being committed at KL Auschwitz to persuade the Polish under-
ground and Allied states to intervene on behalf of the prisoners. After the suppression of the War-
saw Uprising (1944), Pilecki was imprisoned in Germany until 1945. After the war, he returned to 
communist Poland. In 1947, he was arrested by the communist authorities because of his under-
ground activities on behalf of the Polish government-in-exile. He was sentenced to death in a show 
trial and executed in 1948. 
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eyes show traces of amusement caused by an unhappy column that 

marched by earlier. The strong march of our friends, most of whom be-

long to our five-member groups,14 wipes the smile off the tyrants’ faces.15

This defiance on the part of “old numbers” was commonly misread by 
other prisoners, who interpreted these acts of resistance as a sign that 
the “old numbers” were unaffected by camp conditions or enjoyed a priv-
ileged status. 

***

The archival record indicates that the total percentage of deaths among 
the 140,000 Poles deported to KL Auschwitz was around 50 percent. To 
understand this statistic, it is important to remember that a significant 
proportion of Poles died during the first two years of KL Auschwitz’s op-
eration between 1940 and the spring of 1942. The mortality rate among 
Poles was lower in the later years of the camp’s operation. The number of 
Poles who were killed or who died as a result of maltreatment includes 
about 4,000 police prisoners (Polizeihäftlinge, “remand prisoners”) never 
registered in the camp (i.e., those sent from the Katowice Gestapo head-
quarters to Auschwitz for trial and execution).16 It also includes another 
approximately 6,000 Poles (“hostages” or “partisans”17) who were killed 
immediately after being brought to the camp, either by shooting or by 

 14 The phrase “our five-member groups” refers to the underground organization in Auschwitz found-
ed by Pilecki. It was organized into cells of five prisoners per cell.

 15 Excerpt from the “W” report by Captain Witold Pilecki written in mid-1943 after escaping from 
KL Auschwitz. 

 16 Polizeihäftlinge were temporarily placed in block 11 and stayed there for several weeks until their 
trial.

 17 These “hostages” were Poles who were taken to the camp only for the purpose of immediate 
execution. The estimate is based on Franciszek Piper’s calculations. See Franciszek Piper, Ilu 
ludzi zginęło w  KL Auschwitz: liczba ofiar w  świetle źródeł i  badań 1945-1990 (Oświęcim: Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 1992). 
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being included among groups of Jews sent to the gas chambers. They too 
were never registered as prisoners at Auschwitz.

Many others died after being transferred or evacuated from KL 
Auschwitz to concentration camps in Germany. The fate of Poles who 
survived multiple years in Auschwitz before being evacuated to other 
camps and eventually ending up in KL Neuengamme was particular-
ly tragic. Just a few days before the end of war, Neuengamme camp au-
thorities loaded these prisoners as part of a larger group of 7,000 onto 
two ships, the “Cap Arcona” and the “Thielbeck.” Both ships were mistak-
enly attacked by Royal Air Force fighters on May 3 and sunk in the Bay 
of Lübeck. German rescue crews made no attempt to save the prisoners 
and only a few of these prisoners managed to swim ashore and survive.
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The Role of Auschwitz in the Holocaust

As a primary place of mass murder of European Jews, Auschwitz has come 
to symbolize the entirety of the Holocaust. It is often mentioned together 
with the three Operation Reinhardt death camps located in German-occu-
pied Poland: Belzec, Sobibor, and Treblinka.1 Listing these four camps to-
gether is justified for several reasons. In all of these camps, deported Jews 
were killed en masse in gas chambers, buried in mass graves, and cremat-
ed. Apart from this, however, there were many differences between these 
sites of mass murder. Only in Auschwitz were new arriving Jews subject 
to selections. This meant that while numerous people were selected to be 
immediately killed in the gas chambers, some people were kept alive as 
prisoners and used for slave labor on a large scale. Furthermore, the Jews 
killed by Germans in the Operation Reinhardt camps were mainly Polish 
Jews, while those killed in Auschwitz were most often from other Ger-
man-occupied European countries. Finally, Auschwitz operated for over 
a year longer than the Operation Reinhardt camps and became the main 
site of the mass murder of Jews beginning in the early spring of 1943.

 1 The Operation Reinhardt camps were located in the General Government (Generalgouver-
nement). 
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The First Jews in KL Auschwitz
In many books about the Holocaust, KL Auschwitz is associated with the 
murder of Jews beginning in March 1942 when large transports from 
Slovakia and France were sent to the camp. However, few authors note 
that around 250-300 Jews already arrived in Auschwitz along with Pol-
ish political prisoners as early as 1940, including on the first transports 
from Tarnów (12-14), Wiśnicz (10), and other prisons in southern or 
central Poland.

Very early on, the Jews brought to KL Auschwitz on these transports 
fell victim to the inhumane conditions that the SS supervisors created in 
the camp. During “welcome speeches” given by Lagerführer Karl Fritzsch 
to newcomers, prisoners learned that Jews from the recently-arrived 
transport had “no right” to live longer than two weeks. These words were 
not just an empty threat. Although all prisoners during this period were 
forced to perform senseless and exhausting physical exercises, so-called 

“sport,” Jews (and Catholic priests) were the main targets of SS men’s at-
tention and anger. They were also often subjected to harassment, becom-
ing the object of mockery because of their traditional or religious clothing 
(before they were issued striped uniforms) or because of words and ges-
tures they employed that indicated appeals to God. SS men would sepa-
rate them from other prisoners and order them to perform particularly 
humiliating work (such as cleaning latrines).

Two months after arriving at the camp, the first Jewish prisoners in 
Auschwitz were placed in block 2. Later, they were moved to the second 
floor of block 3 and housed together with Poles accused of helping the 
first camp escapee, Tadeusz Wiejowski. Finally, all of these prisoners were 
moved to the first floor and part of the second floor in block 11. Together, 
these prisoners made up the so-called penal company (Strafkompanie, SK). 
While Poles were incarcerated in the SK for alleged offenses committed in 
the camp, Jews were put in the SK solely because of their Jewish origins.



– 45 –

The Role of Auschwitz in the Holocaust

Prisoners in the penal company were subject to strict rigor and as-
signed to perform the most strenuous and difficult jobs in the camp. They 
had to pull huge, tremendously heavy rollers used for leveling the surface 
of camp roads. They were forced to carry concrete fence posts and to ex-
tract gravel in nearby pits.2 The work was carried out in truly murderous 
conditions. Prisoners, who were constantly beaten with sticks, pushed 
wheelbarrows filled with gravel at a pace referred to as “on the run” (“im 
Laufschritt”). If a prisoner stumbled or fell from exhaustion and did not 
immediately get up, they were beaten unconscious or to death. Extant 
documents show that practically all the Jews brought to the camp be-
tween 1940 and early autumn 1941 were immediately sent to the penal 
company in block 11. Most likely, they all died there. 

In the first half of 1941, approximately 330 Jews were sent to Auschwitz. 
As was the case the previous year, they arrived along with Poles (approx-
imately 7,000). It should be assumed that all of these Jews died. Some 
were systematically killed in the penal company. The rest—between 170 
to 180 people—were probably killed on June 23, 1941, when the camp 
commandant ordered prisoner functionaries to “get rid of all Jews” as 
a way of marking the German attack on the Soviet Union (“Operation 
Barbarossa”). As a result, hellish scenes took place in the penal company. 
Kapos and their deputies ran around the gravel pits with sticks and mer-
cilessly beat all the Jews who tried to avoid their blows. Based on avail-
able archival records, any Jew who was still alive in the camp before this 
massacre, did not survive. 

Prior to mid-1941, most Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz were from Po-
land. However, beginning in the middle of 1941, Jews from other coun-
tries began to arrive in transports to KL Auschwitz for the first time. Most 
of these Jewish people were brought from the Protectorate of Bohemia 
and Moravia, especially from Brno which at the time seemed to be the 

 2 There were at least four such gravel pits on the grounds of the Auschwitz camp complex.
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regional deportation center for Czech Jews. Also, larger groups of Jew-
ish prisoners were sent from Prague and Opole, and smaller groups ar-
rived from Vienna, Wrocław (Breslau), and several other German towns. 

The SS files from this period provide enough data to accurately esti-
mate the number of deportees to Auschwitz and how long they survived 
in the camp. For example, on July 24, there were forty-five Jewish pris-
oners brought to the camp, eighteen of whom died in fewer than 11 days. 
The remaining twenty-seven survived no more than 35 days. Together, 
the average time of survival for prisoners from this group was fewer than 
12 days. For fifty-one Jews brought to Auschwitz on July 30, the average 
survival rate in the camp was 18 days. This means that the Jews deport-
ed to KL Auschwitz that July survived, on average, just over two weeks 
(15 days). The mortality rate among Jews brought to the camp in August 
was similar or even higher. Thus, based on archival records, it can be con-
cluded that the SS men literally carried out the recommendation articu-
lated by Lagerführer Fritzsch in his aforementioned “welcome speeches.”

This situation began to change slowly in the late fall of 1941 when in-
dividual Jews were registered in the camp hospital logbook for the first 
time. At this time, the death rate among Jews dropped to below 50 per-
cent a month. The reason for this higher rate of survival was possibly an 
increased need for manpower to build a new, larger camp in Birkenau. 
From this time forward, the SS formed numerous additional work kom-
mandos consisting not only of Soviet prisoners of war, but also Jewish 
prisoners whom SS men tried to “spare” from death a little longer. The 
mortality rate among prisoners decreased even more in January and Feb-
ruary 1942, when most of the construction work in the camp was paused 
due to severe frosts. Nevertheless, in March, with the onset of warmer 
weather and the resumption of work, the situation returned “to normal,” 
i.e., the number of deaths among Jewish prisoners and other prisoner 
groups significantly increased.
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Altogether, between 2,000 and 2,100 Jews were brought to the camp 
in the period from June 1940 to the end of March 1942 before the first 
mass transports of Jews were sent to KL Auschwitz. Of this number, al-
most 90 percent of the people perished. There are no extant SS docu-
ments from this period containing explicit orders to treat Jewish prisoners 
with special brutality. Therefore, it should be assumed that this murder-
ous treatment mainly stemmed from indoctrinated mid-level SS person-
nel who saw Jews as eternal enemies of Germany and racially worthless 

“subhumans.” In addition, we can assume that senior officers of the camp 
management tacitly consented or even openly approved such murderous 
acts and behaviors.

The Gas Chambers
The Germans committed murder using poisonous gas in KL Auschwitz 
for the first time on September 3-5, 1941.3 Over a three-day period, they 
killed 600 Soviet prisoners of war and about 250 sick prisoners4 using the 
poisonous gas Zyklon B. This crime took place in the cellars of block 11. 
However, using these cellars was inconvenient for the SS because other 
prisoners housed in the block had to be moved during the killing opera-
tion. Thus, the morgue next to crematorium I was converted into a gas 
chamber at the end of September. Those killed in this location were Sovi-
et prisoners, mainly so-called commissars who were selected from Wehr-
macht POW camps and brought to Auschwitz for execution. Also, based 
on SS men’s testimonies and former prisoner accounts, we know that 
at the beginning of 1942 several small transports of Jews were killed in 
this gas chamber. These Jews had probably been sent to forced labor in 

 3 The Germans had been experimenting with using poison gas for murder since the spring of 1939, 
when they targeted German children with disabilities. 

 4 Based on entries in the record book of hospital block 28, the sick prisoners were Poles.
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Organization Schmelt5 labor camps in Silesia, where they became too ill 
or exhausted to work and were selected for death in Auschwitz. 

However, the utility of the gas chamber at crematorium I was limited 
by the efficiency of the furnaces installed. Initially, there were two fur-
naces with the capacity to burn 200 bodies a day. Later, a third furnace 
was added and the total capacity increased to 340. Thus, the SS only used 
this gas chamber when killing a smaller number of people. In the event 
that a larger transport of Jews arrived in Auschwitz for extermination, 
the corpses of prisoners who died or were murdered in the camp were 
not cremated for two or three days.

Therefore, in March 1942, on orders from the camp commandant Ru-
dolf Höss, a residential house that had belonged to a now-displaced Pol-
ish family was selected for conversion into a gas chamber (the so-called 
bunker I). This house was located on the edge of the forest in the village 
of Brzezinka (called Birkenau in German). Converting the house into 
a gas chamber6 was completed by March 23, when probably several hun-
dred Jews were murdered there. It is not entirely clear what procedures 
were used by the SS men to commit the first murders at this site. What 
we do know, however, is that the SS men chose a dozen or so men from 
among the Jews brought to this location and ordered them to place the 
corpses that had been removed from the bunker into a mass grave. The 
mass grave was either dug by the selected deportees or it had been pre-
pared before their arrival. These Jewish men were then transported to 
the Auschwitz camp and killed with phenol injections.

It has also not been possible to determine with certainty what moti-
vated camp authorities to create a mass killing site in Birkenau. One rea-
son could have been that the SS needed an additional facility to continue 

 5 SS-Brigadeführer Albrecht Schmelt was the director of a  network of over ninety forced labor 
camps in Silesia, where a total of about 50,000 Jews and 1,000 Poles were imprisoned.

 6 The construction work included bricking up the windows, creating openings in the walls for pour-
ing Zyklon B granules through them, and inserting a strong door.
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killing Jews who were no longer able to work in labor camps located in 
Silesia. Another theory is that in March 1942, Höss was informed about 
the intention to murder the children, elderly, and people with disabilities 
who were on the first “family transports” arriving from Slovakia. However, 
Höss was probably notified earlier than in March of the intention to send 
Slovak Jews (most of whom were unfit to work) to the camp. In this case, 
commissioning the first gas bunker in Birkenau already in March 1942 
would be a sign that the SS was preparing to commit mass murder in ad-
vance. Furthermore, the murder of a transport of Polish Jews at the end 
of the month may have been an attempt to test the effectiveness of the 
new gas chamber. If this was the case, the new gas chamber’s efficacy did 
not fully satisfy Höss. A month later the first Sonderkommando, whose 
members were selected from among prisoners, was established in Birkenau. 
Höss apparently decided that selecting a burial kommando from among 
the newly arrived men was impractical. Rather, better results would be 
achieved by appointing a group of people already familiar with the nature 
of the work and for whom emptying the gas chamber of corpses would 
not be a psychological shock because they would not have to be bury-
ing their relatives and friends from the same transport. Based on extant 
documents, it is also clear that the first Sonderkommando worked at the 
end of April to carry out further construction work on the gas chamber.7 

The tenth transport of Jews from Slovakia (transport number Da 84) 
left Žilina on April 29, 1942. It consisted of 1,004 people. Of this num-
ber, only 723 were issued camp numbers: 423 men and 300 women. Ac-
cording to witness accounts, the SS men conducted the first selection in 
the history of KL Auschwitz on that day. They separated mothers with 
small children (281 people in total) from the other newly arrived vic-
tims under the assumption that neither these mothers nor their children 

 7 The Sonderkommando received an allocation of lime and cement, probably to pour a concrete floor 
in the gas chamber. This information indicates that the gas chamber, or rather the two chambers 
built in bunker I and separated by a partition wall, were not completed at that time.
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would be useful as a labor force. The women and children were tempo-
rarily placed in a block and within a short period of time sent to the gas 
chamber to be murdered. 

While all mothers with young children from among those on the Žili-
na transport were killed shortly after their arrival at the camp, many old-
er men from this transport were admitted and registered. One of them 
was eighty-three years old, while eleven of them were over seventy, even 
though it was clear that these men were unfit for labor. Presumably, at 
this time, the SS commandant’s office did not have instructions or guide-
lines from their superiors on how to conduct selections of Jews from in-
coming transports. However, over time they adopted new solutions and 
approaches for carrying out selections. As a result, the SS men adjusted 
the selection process during subsequent transports and sent mothers 
with children and all elderly people straight to their deaths.

Other protocols geared toward efficiency were also adopted over time. 
Initially, there were only a few prisoners operating the furnaces in crema-
torium I of the main camp. These prisoners were called “stokers” (Heiz-
er). However, when hundreds of people from incoming transports began 
to be killed in the gas chamber at Auschwitz I, the SS sent a dozen or so 
Jews (called the “Fischlkommando”) to assist with the cremation process. 
Thanks to the account of Filip Müller, the only surviving member of this 
group, we know that Jews were initially led from the ramp straight to the 
interior of the gas chamber. This, however, caused difficulties because the 
Fischlkommando could not remove clothes from the stiff corpses. There-
fore, when subsequent transports arrived at Auschwitz, those sentenced 
to death were ordered to undress in the yard located in front of the en-
trance to the gas chamber. The fence surrounding this yard was initially 
see-through, but it was soon replaced with a more durable one made of 
concrete slabs. Nevertheless, further complications arose that required 
a solution. Sensing the worst, these first groups of Jews refused to enter 
the gas chamber and had to be herded into it by force. To mitigate their 
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resistance, SS officers began to deliver short speeches, assuring the new-
ly arrived victims that after bathing and being disinfected, they would 
be taken to the camp where warm food awaited them. Additionally, once 
the people were in the gas chamber, the SS started to run the engines of 
nearby cars. In this way, they drowned out the screams of those being 
murdered in case there were passersby within earshot. Almost all these 
protocols were later applied in Birkenau when Jews were killed in the gas 
chambers of bunker I and II (which were put into use in early July 1942).

At the beginning of 1942, the process of concentrating Jews in the 
ghettos of German-occupied Poland was basically complete. In the west-
ern part (the regions directly incorporated into the Reich), there were two 
main areas where the Jewish population was concentrated. One was in 
the Litzmannstadt ghetto in Greater Poland (Warthegau). The other was 
a series of smaller ghettos scattered across the Province of Upper Silesia 
(Provinz Oberschlesien), mostly in the central part of the Dąbrowa Basin 
(Sosnowiec, Czeladź, Będzin, Dąbrowa Górnicza). During this period, the 
German administration began to gradually liquidate the ghettos. 

In December 1941, the first killing center (called Kulmhof, located in 
Chełmno on the Ner) was established in Greater Poland. Jews whom the 
SS considered unproductive and as constituting a burden on the German 
food supply system were transported there from the ghettos. Initially, 
there was no equivalent to the Kulmhof camp in the Upper Silesian prov-
ince. Nevertheless, the local German authorities (primarily the officials 
of the Gestapo office in Katowice and the Sosnowiec headquarters of Or-
ganization Schmelt) already knew that it was possible to send Jews to KL 
Auschwitz for mass killing. There were two gas chambers there, as well as 
prepared methods for conducting mass cremations and burials of corpses. 
In this regard, discussions with commandant Höss probably took place 
in early spring 1942. That April, lists of deportees were drawn up in the 
ghettos. The actual displacement action began on May 12. By the end of 
August, about 30,000 Jews were transported from the Zagłębie ghettos 
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to their death in KL Auschwitz.8 Jews brought in these transports did not 
undergo selection; all of them were killed immediately upon arrival at the 
camp, mainly in the gas chambers of bunker I in Birkenau. However, due 
to the limited capacity of this gas chamber, some of those sent to death 
were taken to the Auschwitz main camp and murdered in the gas chamber 
next to crematorium I. Later, their bodies were brought to mass graves at 
the edge of the forest in Birkenau and buried there.

As transports of Jews to Auschwitz intensified, a second, provisional 
gas chamber (bunker II or the “Little White House”) was constructed at 
the beginning of July 1942. In the spring of 1943, four large gas cham-
bers and crematoria were commissioned in Birkenau to replace the provi-
sional gas chambers. Nonetheless, these new facilities were not sufficient 
to cremate the large number of Hungarian Jews that were to be murdered 
there a year later. Therefore, the gas chambers in bunker II were reopened 
and large cremation pits were dug nearby.

Jewish Prisoners of KL Auschwitz (1942-1944)
In extant SS documents, it is very difficult to find any mention of an or-
der or directive indicating the intention to treat Jews at KL Auschwitz in 
a particularly inferior way. The camp documents generally refer to “pris-
oners” (Häftlinge), all of whom were to be bound by the same rules of 
procedure. Out of 429 written orders from the highest-ranking officers 
(commanders of various parts of the Auschwitz camp complex, the SS 
garrison, and the commander of the guard crew), only Höss’s successor, 
commandant Arthur Liebehenschel, noted that Jews should be treated 
differently than other prisoners. In January 1944, he observed that Jew-
ish women were working as office workers in heated rooms, while “Aryan” 
prisoners (particularly Reichsdeutsche) worked in external commandos 

 8 This is the only period in the history of Auschwitz when the SS carried out the mass murder of 
Jews in the same way as in the Operation Reinhardt camps.
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(Aussenkommandos) performing heavy road construction. He recommend-
ed that hard physical labor should be performed by Jews and that the rea-
soning behind this should be “self-explanatory” (meaning that SS men 
should not have to receive special instructions on how to treat Jews). In-
deed, Jewish women prisoners who spoke fluent German and had expe-
rience working in an office were assigned to many departments of the 
camp administration. However, it is doubtful that German women were 
assigned to perform heavy construction work with the exception of per-
haps a very few. As a rule, every German prisoner (even the least compe-
tent one) could count on having a less demanding function in Auschwitz 
as a kapo assistant, block assistant, or the like.

In official correspondences, however, there were efforts to distinguish 
“Aryans” from Jews even when prisoners were mentioned in very gener-
al terms. Jews were usually written about negatively. For example, they 
were described as less productive workers, suggesting that they should 
be replaced with other prisoners. Nevertheless, such racist, antisemitic 
prejudices appear much less frequently in SS documents than might be 
expected. References to Jews as prisoners of the camp appear more of-
ten in the files of companies who used them for labor in nearby industrial 
plants (mines, steel mills). In practice and for a variety of reasons, Jews 
were the ones sent to local sub-camps (especially in 1944) and constitut-
ed the main part of the prisoner labor force there. First, Himmler believed 
that Jews should be moved from the camps within the borders of the “Old 
Reich” to the east, that is, primarily to Auschwitz. Second, when German 
companies increased their demand for prisoner labor from KL Auschwitz 
beginning in the spring of 1943, Jews (who had been brought in mass 
transports) were available in large numbers. Third, members of the camp 
commandant’s office probably believed that Polish prisoners in secluded 
facilities would be able to establish illegal and strictly forbidden contacts 
with the local population. They concluded that this would be more diffi-
cult for Jewish prisoners, most of whom did not know Polish. Regardless 
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of the reason, in the summer of 1944, Jews were the dominant national 
group in the KL Auschwitz sub-camps. 

The SS probably placed many Jews in sub-camps believing that the work 
there was harder than in the camp complex. However, this was only true in 
the case of coal mines or the SS quarry in Goleszów (Golleschau). In fact, 
the conditions for prisoners in some sub-camps were significantly better 
than the conditions faced by construction kommandos in Auschwitz or 
in Birkenau. Prisoners in some sub-camps worked in closed factory halls 
under a roof rather than in the open air. There, they operated machines 
(instead of performing hard physical labor); slept in heated rooms (rath-
er than unheated barracks); and used the factory baths (rather than the 
unsanitary, communal camp latrines). 

Camp BIIb in Birkenau for Jews from the Ghetto in Terezín  
(Theresienstadt)
During a conference in Wannsee on January 20, 1942, the head of the Re-
ich Security Main Office (RSHA), Reinhard Heydrich, announced that all 
Jews in the Reich over the age of sixty-five should be sent to the ghetto 
for the elderly in Terezín (Theresienstadt), where they would be allowed 
to die a natural death. He later included Jewish war veterans on this list, 
as well as famous Jews (writers, scientists, and artists) whose sudden dis-
appearance or death might have resulted in the intervention of citizens 
from neutral countries. 

Theresienstadt, located in a former Austrian fortress in Czech lands, 
was supposed to serve as a model ghetto. It was also to serve Nazi prop-
aganda by countering rumors about the “alleged ill-treatment of Jews” by 
the German authorities. Contrary to these intentions, infectious diseas-
es and a high mortality rate quickly developed in Terezín due to hunger 
and difficult living conditions. In order to relieve overcrowding in Ther-
esienstadt, ghetto inhabitants were deported to the East. At the end of 
January 1943, the SS began transporting Jews from Theresienstadt to be 
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killed in KL Auschwitz. The Jews brought to Auschwitz in these trans-
ports, mainly Czech and German, were selected for the gas chambers. The 
few survivors were registered and imprisoned in the camp.

The makers of the “model ghetto” understood, however, that the Jews 
staying there were aware of the uncertain fate awaiting the deportees. 
They were also afraid that information about killings and the reality of 
killing centers might find its way into the foreign press. Therefore, about 
5,000 Jews deported in two transports on September 8 and 9, 1943, did 
not undergo selection upon arrival. Instead, they were sent to barracks 
in Birkenau sector BIIb, which had just been put to use. Entire families 
were placed in one sector, although the men were quartered separately 
from the women and children. As an exception to the rule, these pris-
oners were allowed to send letters to their relatives and friends who re-
mained in Theresienstadt. These correspondences were, of course, strictly 
censored and had to contain solely reassuring news. 

In October 1943, several hundred Jews were deported from Denmark 
to Theresienstadt. The Danish Red Cross became interested in their fate 
and issued a series of appeals and requests on their behalf. After some 
hesitation, Himmler finally agreed that the Danish Red Cross would be al-
lowed to visit the ghetto, which was to be appropriately “beautified” (Stadt-
verschönerungsaktion) for the occasion. This had a direct impact on the 
fate of the Terezín Jews in Auschwitz. It became clear that they would be 
held in BIIb at least until the preparations to receive Red Cross delegates 
in the ghetto were completed. In mid-December 1943, two more trans-
ports from Theresienstadt were brought to Birkenau, which increased the 
population of the BIIb camp to over 9,000. Eventually, hunger and terri-
ble hygienic conditions increased the death rate in camp BIIb. More and 
more prisoners became sick or extremely exhausted. Therefore, at the be-
ginning of March 1944, the SS authorities conducted a general selection. 
As a result, about 4,000 people were sent to their deaths in the gas cham-
bers. In May 1944, the number of Jews held in BIIb increased when Jews 
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from subsequent transports from Theresienstadt were placed there. The 
population of this sector now reached its highest number: 11,500 people. 

This situation, however, did not last long. All work aimed at improving 
the image of the Theresienstadt ghetto was successfully completed. On 
June 23, 1944, three delegates from the Red Cross visited Terezín. From 
the SS point of view, the visit was a success. Thus, the existence of a sep-
arate camp in Birkenau designated for Jews from Theresienstadt lost its 
raison d’être. On July 11-12, 1944, a final selection was carried out in sec-
tor BIIb. About 3,000 men and women were sent to other camps and the 
remaining 7,000 Jews were murdered in the gas chambers.

Transit Camps for Jews in Birkenau 
The idea of   establishing transit camps (Durchgangslager) in Birkenau arose 
in the spring of 1944 with the prospect of deporting about 700,000 Jews 
from Hungary to the Reich. Previously, the government in Budapest had 
been resisting deportations for a long time. Ultimately, however, regent 
Miklós Horthy did not oppose German demands and agreed to start the 
deportation. From the very beginning, it was obvious to the SS organ-
izers of the deportations (the so-called Sondereinsatzkommando led by 
Adolf Eichmann) that among these Jews there would be many potential 
workers who would be valuable for the war economy. It was also clear that 
there would also be many sick people, women with young children, and 
elderly, who allegedly constituted an unnecessary burden on the German 
authorities. Therefore, the German authorities considered it advisable to 
subject the Jews from Hungary, like others before them, to selections. 
All those unable to work would be murdered. The only solution available 
was to send the transports of Hungarian Jews to KL Auschwitz, the only 
death camp to still have large gas chambers and crematoria at that time.

The killing of these Jews did not solve all of the SS men’s problems, 
however. While the nearby industrial plants in Upper Silesia had sig-
naled the need to increase the number of prisoner laborers, they were 
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not ready (nor did they need) to absorb and productively use over a hun-
dred thousand new workers. For this reason, as many Jews as possible 
were selected to be systematically transferred to other camps and facto-
ries located deep within the Third Reich. Because their stay in Auschwitz 
was to be short-lived and limited to a dozen or so weeks, the SS comman-
dant’s office decided not to carry out the cumbersome registration pro-
cedures usually undertaken for newly arrived prisoners, a process which 
included tattooing numbers and issuing striped clothes. These prisoners 
did, however, have to stay in separate parts of the camp and were isolat-
ed from other prisoners.

Between mid-May and the beginning of July 1944, the Germans man-
aged to transport about 420,000 Jews from Hungary to KL Auschwitz. 
Most of these Jews were murdered in the gas chambers immediately af-
ter arrival, while the remaining 100,000 were systematically placed in 
transit camps (sector BIIc, and parts of sectors BIIe and BIII). As predict-
ed by the SS, the men selected for work were usually transported from 
Auschwitz after only a few weeks, while women, whose labor was in less 
demand, sometimes stayed in Birkenau for many months. The living con-
ditions in the transit camps for women were catastrophic, even by Birk-
enau standards. Due to a lack of bunks, prisoners slept in the barracks 
directly on the clay floor. They had no running water. They were perpet-
ually dirty. And they wore torn clothes. Not surprisingly, therefore, the 
mortality rate among these female prisoners was very high, exacerbated 
by the continual rounds of selections to the gas chambers.

Evacuation and Liberation
In mid-1944, in the face of Soviet armed forces approaching from the 
east, the SS authorities decided first to suspend the expansion of the 
camp and then to gradually evacuate KL Auschwitz. Transports of pris-
oners began to be sent by rail to camps in the Old Reich. These transports 
mainly consisted of Poles because partisan groups in German-occupied 
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Poland had increased their activity and because of the outbreak of the 
Warsaw Uprising in August 1944. Jews, however, were kept in the camp 
as long as possible. In August, many transports from the last large ghetto, 
the Litzmannstadt ghetto in Łódź, arrived in KL Auschwitz. At this time, 
Auschwitz also served as a killing center for Jewish prisoners from con-
centration camps in Germany who were deemed too exhausted to work 
(the so-called Rücktransporte).9

As a result, in January 1945, Jews constituted a significant majority 
in the Auschwitz and Birkenau camps. Therefore, the evacuation of pris-
oners on foot, which began on January 17, included mainly Jews. These 
prisoners were forced to march along the roads to Wodzisław and Gliwice. 
On the way, they were exposed to death from fatigue, hypothermia, and 
bullets fired by SS guards.

In total, it is estimated that 1,100,000 Jews were deported to Auschwitz. 
Only 200,000 of these Jews were ever registered in the camp and given 
camp numbers. About one million of these Jews died in Auschwitz.10 Of 
this one million, it is estimated that 900,000 were killed in the gas cham-
bers immediately upon arrival.
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The Sonderkommando in Auschwitz 
and the Revolt of October 7, 19441

Historically, the German term “Sonderkommando” referred to units that 
carried out assignments of a police nature. These assignments were often 
classified and related to executions and mass murders. Under the Nazis, 
the meaning of the term changed and was used to refer to those men who 
worked in the gas chambers and crematoria, although the specifics varied 
between different camps. In death camps, “Sonderkommando” most often 
referred to execution subunits of SS camp garrisons responsible for mass 
killings, such as the SS-Sonderkommando in Treblinka. In KL Auschwitz, 
however, the term “Sonderkommando” referred to a work unit made up 
of prisoners—not SS men—who staffed the gas chambers, crematoria, 
and cremation pyres in Auschwitz II (Birkenau). There was also a small 
group of prisoners (called “Heizerkommando” or crematorium komman-
do) who worked in the crematorium of Auschwitz I, which operated from 
September 1940 to July 1943, and had a relatively small capacity (up to 

 1 This essay is based on Igor Bartosik’s study Świadkowie z dna piekła. Historia Sonderkommando 
w KL Auschwitz (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2021). Editorial abbreviations 
by Aja Jade Beattie and Anja Nowak have been made with the author’s consent.
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340 bodies a day). Initially, this work unit consisted of a few Poles who 
were ordered to burn corpses in furnaces. It was only in late spring 1942 
when the SS began to kill large groups of Jews in the gas chamber that 
several Jewish prisoners were assigned to assist. This group was called 
the “Fischlkommando.” When the gas chambers in Birkenau became op-
erational, the SS stopped using the crematorium in Auschwitz I and the 
prisoners who worked there were transferred to Birkenau. There, they car-
ried out tasks similar to those they had carried out in crematorium I.2 SS 
men selected and coerced prisoners for this labor detail under the threat 
of immediate execution. Though these prisoners assisted the SS with the 
work being done in the gas chambers and crematoria, they were not di-
rectly involved in the killing.

In Auschwitz I, Polish prisoners operating the crematorium slept in 
block 15, while Jews were confined to the closed cellars of block 11. In 
Birkenau, the Sonderkommando prisoners lived in separate, closed-off 
barracks in the vicinity of crematoria II through V. From the spring of 
1942, they lived in barrack 2 in sector BIb; beginning in July 1943, they 
lived in barrack 13 in sector BIId. Then, in the summer of 1944, the Ger-
mans moved their living quarters to the attics of crematorium II and III 
and to the undressing room of crematorium IV, which by then was no 
longer in operation. The prisoners of the Sonderkommando were given 
certain privileges. In his memoir, Miklós Nyiszli, a prisoner-doctor who 
worked as a pathologist in crematorium II, recalls that the Sonderkom-
mando members were “well-fed and wore civilian clothes.”3 With the cre-
matoria located at the far end of the camp and deliberately hidden from 
view, the rest of the camp rarely saw the Sonderkommando, with only 

 2 Among these prisoners was Filip Müller, who describes his experiences in the memoir Eyewit-
ness Auschwitz: Three Years in the Gas Chambers (1979). Another was Stanisław Jankowski (Alter 
Feinsilber), whose report was published by the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in Amidst 
a Nightmare of Crime (1973). 

 3 See, in particular, chapter VI in Miklós Nyiszli, I Was Dr. Mengele’s Assistant, trans. Witold Zbi-
rohowski-Kościa (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2017).
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a few exceptions. For example, they were seen while picking up food or 
during repair work carried out by prisoners. Contact with members of the 
Sonderkommando was also maintained clandestinely. 

There is a common myth that the SS killed prisoners who were select-
ed for the Sonderkommando every three months and replaced them with 
new prisoners who had just arrived at the camp. Research conducted by 
the Research Center of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum does not 
support this claim, even though it has been repeatedly published in nu-
merous texts, including memoirs and other firsthand accounts.

The Beginnings of the Sonderkommando in Auschwitz
The SS carried out the first mass killing of prisoners in Auschwitz I (main 
camp) in September 1941. They used Zyklon B released in a gas chamber 
set up in the basement of prisoner block 11 (the so-called “death block”). 
Three weeks later, the Germans converted a morgue that was next to the 
crematorium into a gas chamber. This gas chamber was used until De-
cember 1942 to kill Soviet prisoners of war (POWs) and sick prisoners; 
later it was also used to kill Jews who had recently arrived in the camp 
on transports. In July 1943, the Germans stopped using the crematori-
um in Auschwitz I for at least two reasons. First, its capacity was limited. 
Second, it was difficult to keep its operations hidden because it was locat-
ed about thirty meters from the nearest block where the prisoners lived 
and about 200 meters from a road along which civilians traveled on a dai-
ly basis. Thus, in the spring and early summer of 1942, the Germans con-
verted two residential houses into makeshift gas chambers. These houses 
were located on the edge of the forest next to the former village Brzezin-
ka (Birkenau) and are referred to in German documentation as “bunker I” 
and “bunker II.”4 At this time, the Birkenau camp, which was construct-

 4 The two houses were located at the outer northwestern edge of the Birkenau camp, outside of the 
camp’s fence. The Germans converted the houses into gas chambers by tearing down the internal 
walls, walling up the windows, installing airtight doors, and reinforcing the ceilings. The SS began 
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ed in 1942, was not yet equipped with industrial crematoria; thus, the 
bodies of people murdered in bunkers I and II were buried in mass graves.

The first gas chambers near Birkenau were not initially staffed by a work 
unit permanently assigned to them. At first, all of the necessary work 
was done by a group of the strongest men selected from among newly ar-
rived prisoners. After these prisoners finished their gruesome work, the 
SS transported them to the camp hospital in Auschwitz I (main camp). 
There, the SS medical staff followed SS doctors’ orders and killed them by 
injecting phenol into their hearts. 

Germans abandoned the practice of using newly arrived prisoners for 
this work and then murdering them relatively quickly. According to extant 
documents, the SS in Auschwitz established permanent kommandos by 
April 1942 to help with the operation of the death sites. Henceforth, these 
groups were called “Sonderkommando” or “special kommando.” When 
a transport arrived, members were usually selected on the ramp from 
among the strongest Jewish male prisoners between the ages of twenty 
and forty. Their duties included digging mass graves; transporting corps-
es to burial places; cleaning the gas chambers; and other auxiliary or sup-
port tasks. From about mid-1942 onwards, the Sonderkommando were 
additionally responsible for cutting the hair of murdered women. The SS 
then sold this hair to textile factories. The members of the Sonderkom-
mando also collected clothing that had been left in the barrack-changing 
rooms located next to the gas chambers by people who had been gassed. 

Around August 18-20, 1942, members of the Sonderkommando were 
ordered to dig up mass graves and burn the corpses of the murdered vic-
tims on cremation pyres. The number of prisoners of the Sonderkom-
mando continually grew in correlation to the growing number of Jews 

using these gas chambers on March 23, 1942, and shortly after July 8, 1942, respectively. Due 
to their outward appearance—red brick in the case of bunker I and white plastered exterior walls 
in the case of bunker II—prisoners called these structures the “Little Red House” and the “Little 
White House.”
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transported to the death camp. By the fall of 1942, there were around 400 
people in the Sonderkommando. In December of that year, for reasons that 
still remain unclear, the SS decided to kill all members of the Sonderkom-
mando.5 This was the only time in the history of KL Auschwitz that all of 
the prisoners who belonged to this special kommando were killed at once.

The Sonderkommando and Crematoria II-V in Birkenau 
In the spring of 1943, the SS put four new crematoria with gas chambers 
into operation on the premises of Birkenau (crematoria II-V).6 Crematoria 
II and III were located at the south-western edge of the camp, at the far 
end of sectors BI and BII, respectively. They were constructed almost iden-
tically, equipped with underground gas chambers and undressing rooms. 
In 1944, during the deportation of the Hungarian Jews to Auschwitz, 
a new ramp was built inside the Birkenau camp. The ramp led right up to 
these two crematoria that were positioned to the left and right sides of 
the train tracks, opposite from one another. This layout further stream-
lined the killing process.7 

Crematoria IV and V were located at the north-western edge of the 
camp, next to the so-called Central Sauna Building8 and the Effektenlager,9 

 5 In early December, after the removal and incineration of corpses from mass graves was completed, 
prisoners from among the Sonderkommando feared that they would soon be killed because they 
would no longer be needed. A few of them tried to escape, which—in turn—caused anxiety among 
the SS men who were afraid of a rebellion or mass escape. 

 6 Construction of the new crematoria and gas chambers began in the summer of 1942. They were 
put into operation in quick succession in the spring of 1943: crematorium IV on March 22, crema-
torium II on March 31, crematorium V on April 4, and crematorium III on June 25. The SS then 
discontinued the use of bunker I and bunker II. While the first was dismantled (most likely, as ex-
tant documents suggest, in February of 1944), the SS used the second one again during the depor-
tations of Hungarian Jews in May of 1944.

 7 There were at least three ramps in Auschwitz. For more information, see this chapter on the ac-
companying website. 

 8 To learn more about the “Central Sauna,” see “Plundering of Jewish Property in Auschwitz” on the 
accompanying website. 

 9 To learn more about “Kanada,” see “Plundering of Jewish Property in Auschwitz” on the accompa-
nying website.
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just behind sectors BII and BIII.10 The gas chambers and undressing rooms 
of crematoria IV and V were above ground. Each crematorium in Birkenau 
was surrounded by its own barbed wire fence. The buildings had entranc-
es that were separate from the rest of the camp and were shielded from 
view by rows of willow trees and branches fastened to the wire fences. 

To man the newly built installations, the SS further expanded the new 
Sonderkommando in mid-1943 to around 400 prisoners. The morbid tasks 
of the Sonderkommando took a heavy toll on its members. Some of them 
became apathetic and indifferent and abandoned their fight for survival 
within the first few days or weeks of this assignment. The SS killed those 
who succumbed to such apathy. In February 1944, due to the decreasing 
number of Jews being brought to KL Auschwitz, such a large Sonderkom-
mando was no longer needed. The SS sent 227 prisoners from the Sonder-
kommando under reinforced escort to KL Lublin (Majdanek), where they 
were immediately killed. To hide the truth from the remaining members 
of the special kommando, the camp administration deported these pris-
oners under the guise of being transferred to work elsewhere. Neverthe-
less, the remaining members of the Sonderkommando learned what had 
happened to their fellow prisoners only a few weeks later. Transports of 
Soviet POWs who had worked in the crematoria and gas chambers in KL 
Lublin (which was being evacuated) began to arrive at Auschwitz. Since 
these Soviet POWs were assigned to undertake the same type of work 
in Birkenau as they had been doing in KL Lublin, they brought news of 
the fate of the Sonderkommando’s murdered colleagues. Generally, those 
who worked at killing sites knew they had next to no chance of ever leav-
ing the camp alive. 

In May 1944, the SS again increased the Sonderkommando to almost 
870 prisoners in anticipation of the large-scale deportations and mass 
murder of the Hungarian Jews. The Sonderkommando worked day and 

 10 Sector BIII was called “Meksyk” by prisoners. It was a camp extension that was never completed.
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night at the three active mass killing facilities.11 Even with the cremato-
ria functioning at full capacity, the Germans were unable to burn all the 
corpses of those who had been gassed. Therefore, the SS put back into 
operation one of the makeshift gas chambers (bunker II) that had been 
used earlier in 1942 and 1943. They also re-dug nearby pits for burn-
ing corpses. When mass killing began to slow down in early September 
1944, the Sonderkommando was reduced in size once again. The first 
Sonderkommando members selected to be killed had worked in the afore-
mentioned makeshift gas chamber (bunker II) and had attended to the 
cremation pyres that summer. Under the guise of transferring them to 
another camp, the SS took the selected prisoners around September 23, 
1944. In truth, however, the SS killed these prisoners using Zyklon B in 
a room that, until then, had been used for disinfecting clothing; this was 
a room in the camp warehouses near Auschwitz I which prisoners called 

“Kanada I.” In an attempt to hide the murder of these prisoners from the 
remaining members of the Sonderkommando, SS men transported the 
corpses of those killed to crematorium III. There, SS men burned the corps-
es, telling the Sonderkommando that the corpses belonged to Germans 
who were casualties of a bombardment. After the SS men left, members 
of the Sonderkommando found remains of personal items belonging to 
those Sonderkommando members who had been murdered. Those who 
remained alive understood what had really happened. 

The Resistance Movement and the Sonderkommando
For a number of months, prisoners in the Sonderkommando had been 
preparing to attempt an armed revolt. The prisoners suspected that the SS 
might kill them before they could be liberated by the Soviet armed forc-
es, which were moving ever closer. Forming an underground movement, 
however, was a very difficult task, especially given the complexities of 

 11 Crematorium IV had broken down in 1943 and was no longer in use.
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maintaining contact between prisoners and the need to build trust with 
other prisoners from across the camp. Despite this, a clandestine move-
ment within the Sonderkommando began to emerge in the fall of 1943. It 
was organized primarily by prisoners from the former territories of eastern 
Poland (namely, by Załmen Gradowski, Lejb Langfus, Załmen Lewental,12 
and Szlomo and Abraham Dragon13), as well as by prisoners who came in 
transports from France in the spring of 1943 (notably Jankiel Handels-
man and Josef Dorębus14). By establishing illegal contacts with the camp-
wide resistance movement, they managed to acquire some explosives. 

Three Jewish women, Ella Gärtner, Estera Wajcblum, and Regina Sa-
firsztajn, worked in the Union munitions factory located not far from 
Auschwitz I. They stole gunpowder and impact fuses produced there and 
smuggled them into the camp. A fourth female prisoner, Róża Robota, 
helped to pass the gunpowder on to others. Prisoners were thereby able 
to make somewhere between a dozen and a few dozen primitive grenades 
by filling empty food cans with gunpowder and sharp objects that were 
supposed to intensify their striking power. They sealed them up using 
plaster and also added fuses. In addition, the Sonderkommando collect-
ed knives, short axes, containers with flammable liquids, and scissors for 
cutting through metal. These items were easy to hide and could be useful 
during a possible revolt. 

The prisoners of the Sonderkommando thought that the chances of 
successfully starting a battle and being rescued could improve significantly 

 12 All three men were likely killed during the Sonderkommando revolt or shortly after. Gradowski, 
Langfus, and Lewental were among those prisoners who recorded their experiences in secret notes 
buried on the premises of the crematoria.

 13 The two brothers, Szlomo and Abraham Dragon, survived the camp and later immigrated to 
Israel. They were interviewed by Gideon Greif for his book Wir weinten tränenlos...Augenzeu-
genberichte des jüdischen ‘Sonderkommandos’ in Auschwitz (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschen-
buch, 1995).

 14 Jankiel Handelsman and Josef Dorębus were both members of the communist party and had 
fought in the Spanish Civil War. They were experienced and skilled in handling weapons and con-
structing explosives. Dorębus was killed during the Sonderkommando revolt; Handelsman was 
likely murdered by the Germans in October 1944.
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if a general uprising broke out in the camp. From the start, however, the 
plan for a revolt was exceedingly risky and only held the possibility of sav-
ing a small number of people.

In another act of resistance, members of the Sonderkommando wrote 
secret notes in which they documented events that they had witnessed, 
described the essential facts of what they saw happening in the camp, and 
even analyzed their own emotions. They buried these notes on the prem-
ises of the crematoria.15 They also clandestinely took rare photographs 
documenting SS crimes.16 With the help of the camp resistance move-
ment, these photographs were smuggled out of the camp and delivered 
to members of the Polish Home Army (Armia Krajowa, AK).

In the summer of 1944, the Sonderkommando decided to act, believ-
ing that Soviet troops were nearing Auschwitz.17 Prisoners in both the 
Sonderkommando and the camp resistance coordinated final prepara-
tions for the start of an attack on SS guards. The revolt was most likely 
to take place at the end of July 1944; however, the lack of extant docu-
ments makes it impossible to determine the expected date with certain-
ty. According to Załmen Lewental, a member of the Sonderkommando 
assigned to crematorium III, the planned operation was called off in the 
last moment. Lewental’s notes, found after the war, make it possible to 
approximately recreate the basic elements of the plan. In the late after-
noon, when the SS guards from the night shift were heading to the tow-
ers located immediately next to the crematoria, they were to be attacked 
by members of the Sonderkommando. After combining forces, the pris-
oners—now armed with weapons acquired from the guards who had been 

 15 Members of the Sonderkommando hid the notes they had written in glass bottles, jars, and metal 
cans. For more information, see the extended footnote on the accompanying website.

 16 Four photographs were taken by Alex (Alberto Errera), Abram and Shlomo Dragon, and Stanisław 
Jankowski (Alter Feinsilber) with the help of Dawid Szmulewski. For more information, see the ac-
companying website.

 17 In reality, these troops were still over 200 kilometers away, on the banks of the Vistula (Wisła) and 
San Rivers.
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killed—were supposed to enter into specific sections of the camp where 
they would be joined by members of the camp resistance movement. 
The insurgents would target one guardhouse after another, attacking SS 
men and destroying their posts. The insurgents’ core aims included cut-
ting through the camp fence, setting fire to the barracks, and destroying 
the crematorium equipment. With historical hindsight, more compre-
hensive knowledge, and a better understanding of the situation in the 
camp at the time, we know that this plan did not stand a chance of suc-
ceeding. Although this planned revolt never happened (for reasons that 
are still unknown due to many conflicting accounts of events), the plan 
exposed, among others, Jakub Kamiński, who was one of the leaders of 
the clandestine movement in the Sonderkommando. As a result, the SS 
executed him. Nevertheless, unbeknownst to the SS, prisoners still re-
tained hidden weapons.

The leaders of the Sonderkommando were hesitant to act on the above 
outlined plan, even when the Germans selected the first 200 prisoners to 
be supposedly transported to another camp in the latter half of Septem-
ber. Although the underground movement was still planning on a gen-
eral revolt in the beginning of October, it was the announcement of yet 
another selection—this time of another 300 Sonderkommando prison-
ers who were to be allegedly sent on another transport—that ultimate-
ly spurred the Sonderkommando to revolt. Tensions had been building 
since October 6, the day before the revolt broke out. They were caused 
by a violent incident between a Soviet POW and an SS man. The SS used 
this as an opportunity to get rid of the entire group of POWs who had 
been particularly difficult to control. They informed the prisoners that 
the POWs would be among those leaving the camp on the next transport.

The Sonderkommando Revolt: Crematoria IV and V 
On the morning of October 7, the prisoners in the Sonderkommando 
learned that a transport of 300 Sonderkommando prisoners was to leave 
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at noon. At around 1:00 pm on the premises of crematoria IV and V, the 
Germans called all members of the Sonderkommando to assemble at the 
square located in front of the defunct crematorium IV. SS men began to 
read out numbers and ordered the selected members of the Sonderkom-
mando to step aside. During this process, one of the prisoners who had 
likely been selected for the transport attacked a guard with a hammer. 
The SS men opened fire on all the prisoners using rifles and submachine 
guns. Trying to get out of range, most members of the Sonderkomman-
do ran toward the entrance gate of the crematorium courtyard. Others, 
whose escape path was most likely cut off at this point, retreated in the 
direction of crematorium IV and set fire to it. Per earlier agreements 
among the Sonderkommando, setting fire to the crematorium was a sig-
nal to commence action. The blaze spread quickly and the fire transferred 
to the wooden rooftop. 

The SS men summoned the fire brigade, which was made up of pris-
oners from the main camp (Auschwitz I, located about three kilometers 
from Birkenau). The fire brigade arrived at the crematorium yard only 
to find dozens of bloodied corpses of prisoners whom the SS had shot. 
A prisoner named Mieczysław Zakrzewski who operated the water pump 
pretended that the pump was not working. In this way, he hoped to delay 
putting out the fire. Eventually, however, he gave in to the increasingly 
agitated SS and started the motor.18 After the firemen had extinguished 
the fire, the SS forced the remaining Sonderkommando prisoners into 
the part of the gas chamber that was not damaged by fire. Next, the SS 
led members of the Sonderkommando outside in groups of ten, ordered 
them to lie down on the ground in the square in front of the crematorium, 
and killed each one with a single bullet to the head. Only a small group 

 18 For more detailed information on the role of the fire brigade, see Sara Brewster’s “The Feuer-
wehrkommando of Auschwitz-Birkenau” in The More I Know, The Less I Understand, eds. Boże-
na Karwowska and Anja Nowak (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2017), 65-78. 
Brewster stresses that the members of the fire brigade were the only outside witnesses to the 
Sonderkommando revolt. 
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of prisoners was spared. Those who successfully hid themselves during 
these events also managed to survive.

The Sonderkommando Revolt: Crematoria II and III
When the roll call was announced on the premises of crematoria IV and 
V, it had been impossible for those members of the Sonderkommando in 
crematoria II and III (which were about 500 meters away) to comprehend 
what was happening. Trees and buildings in the sectors located between 
the crematoria blocked their view. Only when the prisoners heard shots 
and saw the growing cloud of smoke over the burning building did they 
begin to make sense of the events unfolding near crematorium IV. It was 
around 1:30 pm when additional SS forces began to approach crematoria 
II and III, most likely to secure the area. Soviet POWs, who thought the 
approaching SS men were coming to gather prisoners for the announced 
deportation, reacted. At that moment, members of the Sonderkomman-
do who were cremating victims’ corpses in crematorium II knifed a Ger-
man kapo, Karl Toepfer, and pushed him into the burning furnace. Those 
prisoners who were still in crematorium II attempted to lure the SS men 
who operated the crematorium into the building in order to kill them. 
The SS men were already on alert, however, and the prisoners’ attempts 
were to no avail. 

The prisoners then gathered the items they had hidden earlier to help 
them escape. When the SS units approached the entrance gate on the 
premises of the crematoria, a group of around eighty members of the 
Sonderkommando from crematorium II fled the building through the 
backdoor. After climbing the wooden masking fence, they headed in the 
direction of the camp fence. Using the scissors they had hidden earlier, 
they cut through the barbed wire fence that surrounded the crematori-
um and headed south. As they exited the camp, they also cut through the 
fence of the neighboring section of the camp, section BIb (the women’s 
camp or FKL), so that the female prisoners might escape. Although the 
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majority of the members of the Sonderkommando abandoned the build-
ing, a few remained on the premises of crematorium II. Most likely, these 
were three prisoners who belonged to the leadership of the clandestine 
movement. They stayed inside the furnace hall and tried to carry out the 
plan to blow up the crematorium equipment in order to make it unusa-
ble. Before they had a chance to ignite the explosives, however, SS men 
showed up and captured these prisoners.19 

The prisoners in crematorium III, which was right next to crematori-
um II, were completely disoriented. They tried to establish contact with 
fellow prisoners a hundred meters away, on the other side of the camp 
road. They sent signals through the attic windows of the crematorium, 
which served as their living quarters in the beginning of the summer in 
1944. But there was no response. By then, it was unlikely anyone was left 
in crematorium II. Some of the prisoners from crematorium III reached 
for the scissors and axes that had been hidden earlier, preparing to at-
tack the guards. Near the side entrance to the basement of the building, 
one of the Soviet POWs who had been working there, along with Szlomo 
Venezia,20 among others, lay in wait. However, at the last moment, Lem-
ke Pliszko—a member of the Sonderkommando and a prisoner function-
ary—gave a categorical order to remain in place and not undertake further 
action. The staff of crematorium III complied with this order. 

The prisoners who managed to escape from crematorium II chose to 
go southward once they were on the other side of the fence. We have to 
assume that they knew the camp was surrounded by an isolated zone 
controlled by the SS. They also most certainly knew that the main camp, 

 19 There were also prisoner-doctors who remained on site. Working in the autopsy room located 
in crematorium II, they conducted autopsies on camp victims whom SS doctor, Josef Mengele, 
had selected. Among these prisoner-doctors was Miklós Nyiszli, the author of the well-known 
memoir, I was Dr. Mengele’s Assistant. The sudden change in the course of events took these doc-
tors completely by surprise and they did not manage to join the escapees. 

 20 Szlomo Venezia was one of the few members of the Sonderkommando to survive. After liber-
ation, he settled in Italy. His memoirs were published under the title Inside the Gas Chambers: 
Eight Months in the Sonderkommando of Auschwitz (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2009).
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Auschwitz I, was located to the east, and that the zone was blocked by 
the Vistula River to the west. An escape north was out of the question, as 
they would have had to first go around the west side of the entire camp 
in Birkenau, which was guarded by numerous SS men. It is possible that 
the prisoners of the Sonderkommando counted on finding shelter in the 
Silesian Beskid mountains located over twenty kilometers to the south. 
However, there were guard posts along what was called the grosse Posten-
kette (large guard chain) that blocked this escape route. 

These posts were part of a system of guard towers that supervised 
the area of the camp during the day when the prisoner labor komman-
dos would leave the tightly guarded territory that was enclosed by ce-
ment posts and barbed wire. The escapees found themselves precisely 
between these two areas. This was also where, next to crematorium II, 
there was a “Kläranlage” (sewage treatment plant) that was supposed to 
serve section BI. One of the prisoners who worked in this sewage plant, 
Meier Pliszko, joined the Sonderkommando.21 To continue their escape, 
the prisoners had to neutralize a post that was part of the grosse Posten-
kette. However, when the guard saw them, Pliszko panicked, abandoned 
his post, and lost his weapon. 

The guard posts nearby tried to hold the prisoners back and opened 
fire, but the distance made it difficult for the SS men to shoot effective-
ly. Just as a few dozen escapees made it through the camp fence, the SS 
garrison was put on high alert. Reinforcements were pulled from the bar-
racks and local police stations were alerted to the mass escape of prisoners. 
The escapees most likely moved in the direction of the village Harmęże, 
from which Polish inhabitants had been expelled so that the SS could 
convert it into a camp agricultural farm where prisoners endured hard 
labor. A number of poultry farms and a few fish farming ponds were also 

 21 Pliszko was the brother of the prisoner functionary Lemke, who kept those working in crematori-
um III from revolting.
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located nearby. As the prisoners approached them, they ran into a three-
man SS patrol, whom they killed with knives. The ponds surrounding the 
area blocked further escape, however. Most likely, SS men in approaching 
trucks with search units discovered the prisoners and killed them with 
automatic weapons.

After counting all the prisoners, the SS men concluded that 450 of the 
almost 660 members of the Sonderkommando were killed during the re-
volt. The SS garrison lost three people. Four prisoners were missing. The 
SS reported them by telephone to the local German police stations, and 
the police in turn posted a wanted notice for the missing prisoners. The 
next day, a telegram was sent to all the Gestapo posts informing them of 
the events and the necessity of conducting searches for the escaped pris-
oners. The prisoners listed in the telegram were: Aleksander Schenkaren-
ko (one of the Soviet POWs), Mosze Sobotko, Meier Pliszko (who was 
not actually a member of the Sonderkommando, but joined the escape), 
and Karl Toepfer. The telegram explained that Toepfer was probably killed 
during the revolt, but that his body had not been found. 

News of the revolt spread widely among the prisoners in Auschwitz. 
The camp resistance movement, not yet knowing all the details of what 
happened, sent a report outside the camp about the revolt and the es-
capes of Sonderkommando prisoners. The statistics in this report regard-
ing the number of escapees and the losses suffered by the SS were grossly 
inaccurate. The number of escapees listed was in the hundreds, while 
the number of SS men killed was given in the dozens. Local cells of the 
Home Army (the underground Polish resistance movement) appealed to 
subordinates on October 10 to provide any and all possible assistance to 
the escaped prisoners. This was a complicated task, however, given that 
searches for the escapees were being conducted and that probably a sig-
nificant number of the escapees were non-Polish speaking prisoners. The 
only known information regarding the outcome of the escapes is provid-
ed in postwar memoirs of Sonderkommando members, who write about 
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the Soviet POW who escaped but was then captured, brought back to 
Birkenau, and killed on the premises of the crematoria. 

Based on the camp layout, prisoners of Birkenau would not have been 
able to witness the revolt. Therefore, we cannot learn much about these 
events from most survivor memoirs.

Repressions
The SS saw the revolt as confirmation that a clandestine organization or 
group existed among the Sonderkommando prisoners. Thus, repressions 
continued. Furthering their suspicions, the SS found some of the unused 
grenades on dead escapees from the camp and on the three prisoners who 
were captured in crematorium II while trying to destroy the furnaces. Af-
ter inspecting detonated explosives and identifying the type of material 
used to construct the grenades, the SS men from the camp Gestapo de-
termined that all evidence pointed to the Union munitions factory. Three 
days later, all remaining Soviet POWs, as well as several other prisoners 
who were suspected of participating in the plot, were locked up in camp 
jail cells located in block 11. Among those taken to block 11 were the four 
female prisoners involved in securing and smuggling explosives for the 
Sonderkommando. All of those arrested were subjected to detailed inves-
tigations. We do not know what happened to the men. They were most 
likely killed under torture. However, we do know that the female prison-
ers were hanged on January 6, 1945, during the last public execution of 
prisoners conducted on the premises of KL Auschwitz. 

Postscript 
In the aftermath of the revolt, Lewental jotted down these bitter words: 
“There was no one left to live with, worse yet, there was no one left to die 
with.”

Although the prisoners did not achieve their desired goal—after all, 
the escape failed and key crematoria equipment was not destroyed—the 
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Sonderkommando prisoners’ resistance remains significant. Their revolt 
was the largest organized action against SS supervisors in the history of 
KL Auschwitz. It resulted in the killing of SS men and significant damage 
to a camp facility. Moreover, by documenting the Nazi crimes and bury-
ing notes and other evidence on the grounds around the crematoria, the 
prisoners of the Sonderkommando gave testimony to experiences and 
events in KL Auschwitz that would have otherwise gone untold.
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The Fate of Soviet POWs  
in Auschwitz

On September 1, 1939, Nazi Germany started World War II by attacking 
Poland. Sixteen days later, the Soviet Union invaded Poland from the east 
in accordance with the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, an agreement signed 
by Germany and the Soviet Union on August 23, 1939. However, less 
than two years later, the Third Reich broke off cooperation with the So-
viet Union. On June 22, 1941, the German army launched an attack on 
its former ally. Even before the invasion, the leaders of the Third Reich 
had determined that the destruction of the Soviet state and communism 
would be one of the goals of the war. This included the annihilation of all 
those who promoted communism, including political commissars from 
the Red Army (the armed forces of the Soviet Union). To this end, the 
German Armed Forces High Command (Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, 
OKW) and the head of the Reich Security Main Office (Reichssicherheit-
shauptamt, RSHA) issued a series of instructions and orders. One of the 
most important documents was the so-called Commissar Order (Kom-
missarbefehl) issued by the OKW on June 6, 1941. Commissars were po-
litical officers of the Red Army who educated soldiers in the communist 
spirit and ensured that commanders’ decisions aligned with commu-
nist doctrine. The OKW order treated the Soviet commissars as “the true 
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pillars of resistance,” who represented a danger to the security of German 
troops. Consequently, the OKW ordered the liquidation of those commis-
sars who were already on the battlefield. Commissars caught in the rear of 
the front were to be turned over to the Security Police (Sicherheitspolizei, 
Sipo) and the SS Security Service (Sicherheitsdienst, SD).1

Almost 1.5 million Soviet soldiers were taken prisoner and sent to 
camps during German military operations between June 21 and the end 
of August 1941.2 The military and SS authorities were aware that there 
were political commissars and communist activists among these cap-
tives and thus issued orders to find and liquidate them. One of these or-
ders was Operational Order No. 8 (Einsatzbefehl Nr. 8). Issued on July 
17, 1941, by the head of the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA) Reinhard 
Heydrich, this order included guidelines for sending Sipo and SD units in-
to the POW camps to find Red Army political commissars; party activists 
at various levels; leading figures in Soviet administrative and economic 
institutions; members of the Soviet intelligentsia; all Jews; and all who 
were known as instigators or fanatical communists. Heydrich indicated 
that the executions should not be carried out in the POW camps or sur-
rounding areas, most likely so as not to alarm the other prisoners. On 
July 21, he issued Operational Order No. 9 (Einsatzbefehl Nr. 9), which 
detailed orders to kill them in the nearest concentration camps.3 One of 
these camps was Auschwitz.

 1 See Rotarmisten in Deutscher Hand. Dokumente zu Gefangschaft, Repatriierung und Rehabilitierung 
sowjetischer Soldaten des Zweiten Weltkrieges, eds. Rüdiger Overmans, Andreas Hilger, and Pavel 
Polian (Paderborn-Munich-Vienna-Zurich: Brill Schoningh, 2012), 318-321. An English trans-
lation of the document is available as “Directives for the Treatment of Political Commissars 
[Commissar Order] (June 6, 1941),” https://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_
id=1548 (accessed July 22, 2021). 

 2 Rotarmisten, 864.
 3 Rotarmisten, 331-340.
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The First Groups of Soviet POWs to be Killed at KL Auschwitz 
The SS brought the first group of around 200 to 300 Soviet POWs to 
Auschwitz presumably in July 1941, but did not register them in the 
camp. The POWs were put in block 11 (which was isolated from other 
parts of the camp) and worked every day in the gravel pit next to the “Ar-
beit macht frei” gate. Kapos brutally beat these prisoners; and when the 
POWs were near death, the SS would shoot them. Within a short time, 
all of these prisoners were dead. Additional groups of POWs (commis-
sars) arrived in Auschwitz during the following weeks.4 These POWs were 
transported by night and killed in the yard of block 11 or in a gravel pit 
located a hundred meters west of the camp. 

On the night of September 3, 1941, the SS killed another group of 
Soviet POWs (around 600 commissars)5 by experimenting with Zyk-
lon B. Up to that point, Zyklon B had been used in the camp for disin-
fecting garments. Earlier that day, SS physicians had selected about 250 
sick Polish prisoners from the hospital and placed them in the cellars of 
block 11. Late that evening, a group of POWs arrived in trucks. SS men 
placed them in the cells alongside the Poles. According to some witness-
es, the window frames along the ground of the block had been removed 
and the cellar windows were boarded up, except for square openings cut 
into the middle of each board. SS men poured Zyklon B granules through 
these openings, blocked them with more boards, and then covered up 
the windows with dirt.6 By the afternoon of September 4, all the Polish 
prisoners and Soviet POWs were dead. During the following two nights, 

 4 Because of a lack of sources, the number of POWs brought to the camp during this period cannot 
be determined.

 5 Danuta Czech, Auschwitz Chronicle, 1939-1945, trans. Barbara Harshav, et. al. (New York: Hen-
ry Holt, 1990), 85-88.

 6 Archive of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum (Archiwum Państwowego Muzeum Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau; hereafter, APMA-B), Memoirs Collection, vol. 75, p. 292, memoirs of former 
prisoners Czesław Sowul and Karol Żeglicki. In their testimonies, prisoners gave different descrip-
tions of how the SS men administered the Zyklon B. Some stated that after donning gas masks, SS 
men scattered Zyklon B into the cells. According to other prisoners, the SS men threw the granules 
through the open cell doors and then quickly closed them.
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prisoners were selected by the SS to remove the corpses from the cellar 
and transport them to the crematorium. It took several days to burn the 
corpses. This was the first time Germans used gas at Auschwitz to com-
mit mass murder.

Probably in late September 1941, another group of around 900 POWs 
(commissars) was also killed with Zyklon B. This time, the SS murdered 
them in the building of the camp crematorium because, as camp com-
mandant Rudolf Höss put it, “the use of block 11 for this purpose caused 
too much trouble.”7 The POWs were led into the morgue. SS men then 
poured granules of Zyklon B through holes in the roof. Once the POWs 
were killed, their corpses were burned in the crematorium furnaces. In 
the following weeks, successive groups of Soviet POWs were brought to 
Auschwitz and murdered in the building of the crematorium. Due to a lack 
of sources, it is difficult to estimate the exact number of Soviet POWs 
killed by the Germans during this period.

In the autumn of 1941, the SS sent Soviet POWs not only to KL 
Auschwitz, but also to Mauthausen, Neuengamme, Flossenbürg, Buch-
enwald, Gross-Rosen, Sachsenhausen, and Lublin concentration camps. 
In the early phase of the war with the Soviet Union, the authorities of the 
Third Reich did not intend to use Soviet POWs as slave labor, since the 
SS perceived them as ideological enemies who had to be destroyed. But 
as early as the autumn of 1941, the SS began using the Soviet POWs as 
a workforce, even though camps were not ready to accommodate tens of 
thousands of captured Soviet soldiers.

The Camp for Soviet POWs in KL Auschwitz 
In the second half of September 1941, KL Auschwitz authorities sepa-
rated part of the camp into a compound for Soviet POWs. Reichsführer 

 7 Höss, Rudolf, “Autobiography of Rudolf Höss,” in KL Auschwitz Seen by the SS, trans. Constan-
tine FitzGibbon, eds. Jadwiga Bezwińska and Danuta Czech (New York: H. Fertig, 1994), 71.
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SS Heinrich Himmler decided to take over a large group of Soviet POWs 
from the Wehrmacht and transfer them to KL Auschwitz and KL Lublin 
(Majdanek). In Auschwitz, the POWs were to build for themselves a POW 
camp on the fields of the village Brzezinka, whose residents had been 
expelled.8 In September, the SS had planned to transfer 60,000 POWs 
to KL Auschwitz; however, this target number increased to 125,000 by 
October. By all indications, the POWs were supposed to be assigned to 
work at the construction sites of the chemical plant built by the IG Far-
ben company or in future military equipment and ammunition factories, 
as well as in model villages for German settlers, barracks for a motorized 
SS regiment, and so on.9 

The SS set up a separate processing or registration point for the ar-
riving Soviet POWs in a barrack surrounded by barbed wire. This area 
was just outside the construction yard (Bauhof), several hundred meters 
northwest of the camp (probably in the place that would eventually be-
come Kanada I). The registration point, located near the railroad siding, 
was surrounded by a barbed-wire fence and several provisional guard 
towers. Within the fence there was a barrack, wooden benches, and dis-
infectant liquid in a container or barrel large enough for a person to sub-
merge.10 The compound for Soviet POWs in Auschwitz was comprised of 
nine blocks located to the left of the “Arbeit macht frei” gate. Seven of 
these blocks were one story (blocks 1-2, 12-14, and 22-23) and two of 
them were two stories (blocks 3 and 24). The blocks were separated from 
the rest of the camp with an electrified barbed wire fence. A provisional 

 8 See the chapter “The Exploitation of Labor and the Expansion of the Auschwitz Camp” in this vol-
ume.

 9 Piotr Setkiewicz, The Histories of Auschwitz IG Farben Werk Camps 1941-1945 (Oświęcim: Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2008), 177, 207-209.

 10 APMA-B. Statements Collection, vol. 27, p. 124, account by former prisoner Edward Hertig; vol. 
71, p. 90, account by former prisoner Karol Czyszczoń; vol. 71, p. 198, account by former POW 
Stanisław Aleksandrowicz; vol. 73, p. 241, account by former prisoner Czesław Nadolski; Mem-
oirs Collection, vol. 58, p. 88, memoirs by former prisoner Lucjan Sobieraj; vol. 196, pp. 141-142, 
memoirs by former prisoner Jan Karcz.
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hospital was located in block 1. Block 24 housed the scribes’ office (chan-
cellery), as well as rooms for prisoner functionaries. The remaining blocks 
served as quarters for the POWs. The commandant of the POW camp was 
SS-Obersturmführer Fritz Seidler. The kapo, block elder, and room super-
visors were mostly German criminal prisoners. 

In October 1941, six mass transports with nearly 10,000 Soviet POWs 
arrived in KL Auschwitz. Another seventy-eight Soviet POWs arrived on 
November 15, 1941, and ninety-six more arrived on February 8, 1942.11 
Upon arrival, the POWs had to completely undress in the reception center 
and undergo disinfection by submerging themselves in the disinfectant 
liquid, despite the cold outdoor temperatures. Next, in groups of a hun-
dred, they had to march naked into the camp. Their uniforms were tak-
en for disinfection. Later, they were issued uniforms with the letters “SU” 
(the abbreviation for Sowjetunion, the German term for the Soviet Union) 
painted in yellow on their jackets and trousers. Inside the compound they 
were assigned to blocks. They then went through the registration process 
on the ground floor of block 24. Registration involved filling out a pris-
oner personal information form with detailed data.12 

During registration, POWs received new numbers from a series created 
especially for them. These numbers were stamped on strips of cloth that 
the POWs had to sew onto their uniforms, specifically on the left side of 
their jacket at chest level and on the right leg of their trousers. However, 
sometimes the POWs exchanged their worn-out jackets or trousers for 
better or newer clothing of deceased comrades. This made it difficult to de-
termine the identities of the POWs. The camp administration solved this 

 11 APMA-B. Card file of Soviet POWs. See also Jacek Lachendro, Soviet Prisoners of War in Aus-
chwitz, Voices of Memory 11, trans. William Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Mu-
seum, 2016), 15.

 12 In addition to the usual forms, POW personal cards were also filled out. These cards contained only 
basic personal data about the prisoners. A third form was filled out and sent to the Armed Forces 
Information Service at the German Armed Forces High Command (OKW) in Berlin.
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problem by tattooing the numbers onto the prisoners.13 Soviet POWs were 
the first group in KL Auschwitz to be tattooed with evidentiary numbers. 

In camp documentation, the SS often referred to the Soviet POWs as 
“Russians” (Russen) or by the acronyms RKG, RK, or R, meaning “Rus-
sian prisoner of war” (Russischer Kriegsgefangene). However, in addition 
to a large number of ethnic Russians among the Soviet POWs, there were 
also Ukrainians, Belarusians, men from the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
as well as Poles from the eastern part of Poland that had been occupied 
by the Soviet Union since September 1939. 

Extremely unfavorable living and working conditions hastened the 
deaths of the POWs. This led to a high mortality rate that, in theory, un-
dermined the goal of using the POWs as a labor force. Nonetheless, the 
camp commandants made no effort to improve the living conditions 
and health of the POWs. They were convinced that the “supply” of Sovi-
et soldiers taken captive by the Wehrmacht was inexhaustible.14 At the 
moment of their arrival, most of the POWs were already in a state of ex-
treme physical exhaustion. Some had been on long forced marches or 
had been traveling on transports by train for many days. They had ei-
ther scanty, low-calorie provisions or no food at all. They were kept for 
long periods outdoors without shelter and in catastrophic sanitary con-
ditions. Upon arrival, not all of them were able to work on the construc-
tion of the Birkenau camp. 

But those POWs deemed fit for labor felled trees, removed tree stumps, 
leveled and drained the ground, and built roads and foundations for 

 13 The Soviet POWs were tattooed on the left breast with the use of a metal stamp fitted with mov-
able metal blocks and needles forming the digits. The needles were almost one centimeter long. 
Next, using a rag, ink was rubbed into the wounds formed by the impact of the stamp. From spring 
1942 onwards, tattoos were made using a needle dipped that was attached to a pen holder and 
dipped in ink.

 14 See Christian Streit, Keine Kameraden. Die Wehrmacht und die sowjetischen Kriegsgefangenen 
1941-1945 (Bonn: Verlag J.H.W. Dietz Nachf, 1991), 221-223. See also Wiesław Marczyk, Jeń-
cy radzieccy w  niewoli Wehrmachtu na ziemiach polskich w  latach 1941-1945 (Opole: Centralne 
Muzeum Jeńców Wojennych w Łambinowicach-Opolu, 1987), 67-72, 100-102.
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barracks. They also demolished the houses left behind by the inhabit-
ants of nearby villages who had been expelled in the spring of 1941. They 
dug gravel, transported construction materials, unloaded freight cars, and 
stored potatoes and beets in root clamps. Such work was oftentimes per-
formed in harsh weather conditions without appropriate clothing and ac-
companied by constant harassment and beatings from kapos and SS men. 
Such conditions hastened many of their deaths. Trucks or horse-drawn 
wagons filled with the bodies of POWs who had died or been killed at the 
work sites were driven back to the camp almost daily. The corpses were 
dumped near block 24. At the end of the day during the evening roll call, 
the block leaders added them to the count of live prisoners from their bar-
racks. When the roll call ended, the bodies were carried to the hospital. 
There, the deaths were recorded in the so-called “death book” (Totenbuch).

Soviet POWs lived in extremely overcrowded quarters. Initially there 
were 1,200 to 1,300 men in a single one-story block. Later, after a second 
story had been added, these blocks usually held from 600 to 700 pris-
oners. The POWs slept on three-tier bunk beds, two in each, with other 
prisoners sleeping on the floor. They received small food rations, about 
half of the already skimpy rations allotted to other prisoners. The hard 
labor had a catastrophic impact on their physical condition and caused 
a state of chronic hunger, which in turn resulted in such diseases as Durch-
fall (bloody diarrhea caused by infections of the digestive tract), scabies, 
phlegmons (inflammations of soft tissue running with pus), and respira-
tory conditions. 

Due to limited equipment and medicine, the hospital in the compound 
could not fulfill its basic functions. The orderlies could only admit dying 
POWs, offer advice, or dress wounds. They also kept the medical records, 
including the death book, in which they entered the data of the deceased 
POWs, as well as the supposed cause and time of death. Heart defects, 
heart attacks, and circulatory insufficiency accounted for an extraordi-
narily high number of the deaths recorded (about 2,000). This suggests 
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that the recorded causes of death were fictitious, especially considering 
that these were often young people who had been deemed fit for military 
service.15 In addition, during a few weeks beginning in late October 1941, 
some POWs were selected to be murdered. Having been identified as po-
litically intolerable or as “fanatical communists,” they were isolated from 
the other POWs and subsequently murdered in the gas chambers or shot.16 

The “death book” (Totenbuch) provides a basis for comparing the scale 
of POW mortality at various times throughout Auschwitz history. At first, 
several POWs died per day. Then, after they were sent to work, the daily 
deaths were counted in the dozens (on average 58 per day) with the larg-
est numbers recorded in late October (over 160 per day) and in Novem-
ber (more than 200 per day between the first and third of the month; 352 
on November 4; and 284 on November 13).

In the autumn of 1941, the SS was unable to burn all the corpses be-
cause the crematorium furnaces were not large or efficient enough to 
keep up with the high mortality rate in the camp, and because successive 
groups of POWs were being killed in gas chambers. Therefore, in the first 
days of November, the Auschwitz authorities decided to bury the corpses 
of POWs in pits dug on the edge of the woods about 1,500 meters north-
west of the Birkenau camp which was then under construction. However, 
cold weather set in and hindered the plan to carry out these interments. 
The corpses were laid out in the cellars of block 3, then in block 1, and fi-
nally in the yard between blocks 1 and 2. Only in late March 1942 did the 
weather improved enough that the bodies could be buried in the mass 

 15 Jerzy Brandhuber, “Die sowjetischen Kriegsgefangenen im Konzentrationslager Auschwitz,” 
Hefte von Auschwitz. 4 (1961): 34.

 16 APMA-B. Totenbuch, p. 11; Statements Collection, vol. 89, pp. 181-182, account by former pris-
oner Waldemar Hałgas. During that time, on the basis of Operational Order No. 8, a special Ge-
stapo commission from Katowice operated in Auschwitz. The commission interrogated the POWs 
and placed them in three groups: group A was politically intolerable; group B—politically not sus-
pect; and group C—ready to change views. There was a fourth group, defined as “fanatical Com-
munists”; these POWs were marked in the card files with the letters “Au.” The POWs from groups 
A and Au were isolated from the others and subsequently murdered in the gas chambers or shot.
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graves.17 Reports by the Polish resistance movement and a few postwar 
accounts by SS men indicate that the bodies of the POWs were dug up in 
the spring of 1943 and burned on pyres.18

Unternehmen Zeppelin
The defeat of the German army at Moscow and the collapse of plans for 
a swift conquest of the Soviet Union forced the leaders of the Third Reich 
to take steps aimed at convincing at least some of the POWs to collabo-
rate. One of the efforts was a secret operation code-named Unternehmen 
Zeppelin. It involved recruiting POWs, referred to as “activists” in the 
documents, who would be willing to carry out sabotage and spy opera-
tions in the rear of the Soviet forces. Initially they received basic training 
in camps called “Vorlager.” Later, after completing another training cycle, 
they were sent behind Soviet lines. In March 1942, a Vorlager was estab-
lished in KL Auschwitz and operated for twelve months. A group of activ-
ists, referred to as “Sonderkommando Zeppelin,” was put upstairs in block 
12, which was fenced off from the other buildings. After a preliminary se-
lection, these POWs continued their training in the old school building in 
the depopulated village of Brzezinka near the Birkenau camp. Altogeth-
er, three groups of up to 150 activists went through this training camp. 

From December 1942 onward, the SS sent POWs from the Unterne-
hmen Zeppelin camp located in Lower Silesia who were sick or unable 
to work to block 11 in Auschwitz. There, these POWs were shot. Their 

 17 Piotr Setkiewicz, The Auschwitz Crematoria and Gas Chambers, Voices of Memory 6, trans. Wil-
liam Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2011), 8-9.

 18 APMA-B. Resistance Movement Materials Collection, vol. I, p. 24, secret message smuggled out 
of the camp after April 24, 1943; Statements Collection, vol. 40, p. 150, account by former SS 
man Jan Poloczek; vol. 72, p. 73, account by Józef Polak, former employee of the Huta company; 
Pery Broad, “Reminiscences of Pery Broad,” in KL Auschwitz Seen by the SS, trans. Krystyna Mi-
chalik, eds Jadwiga Bezwińska and Danuta Czech (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Muse-
um, 2010), 125-126. 
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personal data were recorded on the appropriate forms at the prisoner ad-
mission bureau. The reason for arrest was recorded as “bearer of secrets.”19

Transfer of the Soviet POWs to Birkenau 
Construction of a camp adjacent to Auschwitz on the grounds of the vil-
lage of Brzezinka began in October 1941 and continued over the following 
months with pauses only during heavy frosts. In the first half of March 
1941, the more than 600 surviving POWs (out of almost 10,000) were 
moved to some of the completed barracks in Birkenau. Though initially 
planned for Soviet POWs, Birkenau became a concentration camp and 
a center for killing Jews in March 1942. However, the original designation 
of prisoner-of-war camp (Kriegsgefangenenlager) continued to appear on 
plans and in construction documentation until 1944. Beginning in 1942, 
POWs were no longer isolated from other inmates, and they lived and 
worked together with them. 

In the first months at Birkenau, conditions were extremely difficult. 
Due to insufficiently insulated foundations and leaky roofs, the barracks 
where the POWs lived were damp and cold. In addition, the POWs were 
incessantly dirty and wore lice-ridden clothing because of a water short-
age and a ban on laundering their uniforms. Always undernourished, they 
had to perform hard labor, such as carrying heavy loads while flounder-
ing through deep mud. Many of them died on the job due to exhaustion 
or more directly at the hands of SS men or kapos. In the middle of 1942, 
however, the POWs’ situation in the camp improved somewhat. They were 
no longer maltreated and killed; instead, they received food rations equal 
to those of regular prisoners and they were allowed to wash their uni-
forms. Some of them were also assigned to labor that did not demand such 

 19 Smoleń, Kazimierz, “Soviet Prisoners of War in KL Auschwitz,” in Death Books from Auschwitz: 
Remnants, vol. 1, ed. Jerzy Dębski (München: K.G. Saur, 1995), 129. 
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extreme physical effort. This reflected a general change in the approach 
of Nazi leaders, who began to perceive prisoners as a valuable workforce. 

In July 1943, the POWs were moved with other prisoners to the new 
sector BIId and assigned to various forms of labor alongside everyone else. 
In 1944, they dug clamps for potatoes, cleared drainage ditches, and un-
loaded materials from various vehicles, among other jobs. They worked in 
the food storehouses, the kitchen, and the hospital. They were assigned 
to various construction detachments. The largest group, numbering at 
least 150 to 160 POWs in 1944, labored in the “processing plant” (Zer-
legebetrieb), where they dismantled aircrafts that had been shot down or 
withdrawn from service.

The POWs organized and conducted many escapes, the number of 
which increased over time. At least fifty-five POWs escaped between the 
summer of 1943 and the summer of 1944. No fewer than forty-three of 
these escapes occurred between May and August of 1944. Such a high 
number of escapes in this period seems to be connected with the military 
successes of the Red Army and its advancement toward KL Auschwitz. 

The Number of POWs in Birkenau from March 1942 to January 1945
In the first weeks after their transfer, the number of POWs in Birkenau 
began to fall dramatically. Between March 16 and April 30, 1942, there 
were 329 deaths, leaving only 186 POWs in the camp. This meant that 
there were seven to eight deaths per day over a forty-seven-day period. 
In May, however, the mortality rate decreased to one death per day. On 
May 1, there were 154 Soviet POWs remaining in the camp. Finally, be-
ginning the next month in June, the number of Soviet soldiers stabilized 
at around 153 or 154. In August, it even rose to 164, when eleven POWs 
were brought to the camp (only one POW died during this period).20 The 
decline in the number of POWs in March and April 1942 indicates that 

 20 APMA-B. D-AuI-3/1/1 Stärkebuch (daily prisoner count book), vol. 1, pp. 1-562, vol. 2, pp. 5-363.
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the SS men and prisoner functionaries continued to treat them with bru-
tality. Data for the following months, however, point to a change in the 
approach of the SS toward the POWs in KL Auschwitz, a change that re-
sulted from a general shift in the attitude of German authorities to Sovi-
et soldiers who had been taken captive. During this period, the number 
of POWs remained relatively stable, at around 150. However, beginning 
in the second half of 1943, their number steadily rose as a result of more 
POWs being sent to Auschwitz. The number reached 952 in August 1944. 
The preliminary evacuation of KL Auschwitz resulted in a drop in the 
number of POWs in the period from August 1944 to January 1945, as 
a few hundred Red Army soldiers who had been taken captive were trans-
ferred to KL Flossenbürg, while some others were taken to KL Buchen-
wald and other camps.21 

On January 17, 1945, ninety-six POWs attended the final roll call at 
KL Auschwitz. Nearly all of them marched together with other prison-
ers towards Gliwice and were then transported by trains to other con-
centration camps, mostly Buchenwald, Mauthausen and Sachsenhausen. 
A few were left behind at Birkenau. All but one were executed before the 
camp was liberated. A total of 11,964 Soviet POWs were registered in KL 
Auschwitz. It is estimated that at least 3,000 more were brought to the 
camp and killed without being entered into the camp registers.22 Thus, 
altogether, around 15,000 Red Army soldiers captured by the Germans 
were sent to Auschwitz. Taking into account the fact that several hun-
dred of them were transferred out of the camp, and several dozen es-
caped, the estimated number of Soviet POWs who died or were killed in 
the camp was over 14,000. 

 21 APMA-B. Resistance Movement Materials Collection, vol. I, p. 24; vol. II, p. 25, p. 34-35c; vol. Va, 
p. 301. See Brandhuber, 29-30. See also Lachendro, 26-27.

 22 Franciszek Piper, Auschwitz: How Many Perished—Jews, Poles, Gypsies (Oświecim: Poligrafia 
ITS, 1996), 41-42.
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Women in Auschwitz

Women constituted about 30 percent of all prisoners registered in KL 
Auschwitz. During the three-year period of the existence of the women’s 
camp, a total of about 131,000 women prisoners were registered there, 
including over 20,000 in family camps for Roma and for Jews from the 
Theresienstadt ghetto. These numbers do not include over 50,000 un-
registered Jewish women imprisoned in Birkenau in the so-called tran-
sit camps (such camps existed in sections BIIc, BIIe, and BIII at various 
times in 1944). In addition, several hundred thousand unregistered Jewish 
women sent to Auschwitz in transports organized by the Reich Security 
Main Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt, RSHA) were deemed unfit for 
work during selections on the ramp and were murdered in the gas cham-
bers immediately after their arrival. With a strong presence of women in 
Auschwitz, it is important to find a language that allows for the discus-
sion of women’s gendered experiences in the camp. 

1942: The Beginnings of the Frauenkonzentrationslager in Auschwitz
In its first two years, Auschwitz operated as a camp only for men; however, 
the year 1942 brought about important changes. The first two transports 
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of Jewish women, which arrived at the camp1 (999 from Poprad, Slovakia 
on March 26 and 798 from Bratislava, Slovakia on March 27) were also 
the first transports of Jews directed to Auschwitz by Department IVB in 
the RSHA, which oversaw the deportation of Jews to killing centers. Thus, 
the first transports of women to Auschwitz also marked the beginning of 
the unprecedented mass murder of Jews in Birkenau. 

At this point, the number of women prisoners grew quickly. Another 
transport of just under 800 Slovak Jewish women arrived at Auschwitz 
two days after the first transports. On April 27, the first transports of fe-
male Polish political prisoners reached Auschwitz; and at the end of June, 
French Jewish women arrived. 

The women’s camp in Auschwitz, called the Frauenkonzentrationslager 
(FKL), was initially part of KL Ravensbrück. Yet, from its inception, it 
utilized the same structures and logistics as KL Auschwitz. In keeping 
with the traditional, patriarchal culture of Nazi Germany, even women 
in high-ranking positions were led or supervised by men. And in the con-
text of Auschwitz, this dynamic initially created confusion that was not 
cleared up until the FKL became administratively a part of Auschwitz in 
July 1942. At first, female prisoners lived in ten brick blocks of the main 
camp (nos. 1-10). The FKL was separated from the rest of the camp by 
a high concrete wall topped with bundles of barbed wire. There was a sep-
arate entrance to the women’s section of the camp on the northeastern 
side of the compound. With the exception of the family camps established 
in 1943, first for Roma and then for Jews from the Theresienstadt ghet-
to, the principle of gender segregation and isolation applied to prisoners 
(and to their guards) throughout the camp’s existence.

 1 The arrival of the first Jewish women in Auschwitz was preceded by a transport of 999 prisoners 
from KL Ravensbrück, mainly German criminal and asocial prisoners, but also political prisoners 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses. Many of them became functionary prisoners who directly supervised fe-
male prisoners in the camp.
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The addition of female prisoners to the previously male-only camp al-
so changed the composition of the SS personnel in the camp complex. 
The presence of women in the camp personnel structure before 1942 was 
very limited. Women served in Auschwitz as part of two formations. They 
were either nurses (or German Red Cross sisters) who worked in the hos-
pital for the SS or they were so-called SS maidens (SS-Helferinnen). SS 
maidens were employed in the office of the commandant, mostly as tele-
phone and radio operators. There were around twenty German girls who 
served as SS-Helferinnen at Auschwitz.

Following patriarchal standards of propriety and modesty, on the level 
of the camp personnel, women’s quarters were separated from men’s and 
the administration did not support any social interaction between women 
and men working or serving in the camp.2 This segregation did not apply, 
however, to the wives of the SS officers living in the vicinity of the camp.3 
These women were invited to accompany their husbands at social gath-
erings intended to build a culture of brotherhood among the SS officers 
and to events like movie screenings, where the front seats were reserved 
for them. In contrast, the so-called “fiancées” (i.e., girlfriends) had to sit 
in the very back. The camp commandant Rudolf Höss held (and upheld) 
traditional views on women that were in line with the patriarchal stand-
ards of the Third Reich. This may have been a factor in many administra-
tive decisions regarding both female prisoners and their overseers. 

 2 These women could, for example, go to an SS resort in Międzybrodzie, but always as part of 
a group of other women and in the company of an SS officer who acted as a chaperone.

 3 The wives of SS officers benefited from their position in various ways, including having local 
girls as domestic help. See Piotr Setkiewicz, Private Lives of the Auschwitz SS, trans. William 
Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2014).
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SS-Aufseherinnen: Female Overseers
The patriarchal practices of Nazi Germany4 structured life in the camp in 
various ways and impacted the rules regarding the supervision of wom-
en prisoners. Since female prisoners were to be supervised by female 
guards, the establishment of a women’s camp in Auschwitz meant that 
a new group of women would have to join the camp staff. Thus, the SS 
employed almost two hundred civilian private contractors as overseers, 
known as SS-Aufseherinnen.5 SS men were forbidden from entering the 
women’s camp (Frauenkonzentrationslager, FKL)6; however, as guards, 
they would watch the women prisoners from the towers or accompany 
women’s kommandos to their places of work outside the camp. The wom-
en’s kommandos were named after their German overseers.

In their memoirs and testimonies, prisoners commonly (and mistak-
enly) refer to their female guards as “SS women,” because from their per-
spective these female guards represented the SS power structure of the 
camp. Furthermore, the SS-Aufseherinnen were often just as brutal as 
the SS men. In general, SS-Aufseherinnen were relatively young, uned-
ucated, unmarried German or Austrian women. Work in the camp pro-
vided them with an opportunity to fulfill ambitions beyond both their 
levels of education and social status. By applying notions from women’s 

 4 While traditional patriarchal thinking about societies and the roles of women were fairly standard-
ized in the so-called first world, national practices differed to a certain degree. These practices, for 
instance, provided Polish women prisoners with patriotic models of active resistance.

 5 The SS female supervisors exercised direct control over female inmates. There were at least 
170 SS female supervisors in total throughout the existence of the Auschwitz women’s camp. 
Among them was Maria Mandl, the chief overseer (Oberaufseherin), who was known for her sa-
dism and ruthlessness. She is remembered as particularly bad by former prisoners. Alongside 
the position of the main supervisor, a position equivalent to camp director (Schutzhaftlager-
führer) was introduced in the women’s camp. The first to perform this function was SS-Ober-
sturmführer Paul Heinrich Theodor Müller. At the end of August 1943, SS-Hauptsturmführer 
Franz Hössler became the head of the women’s camp. Authority in the women’s camp was also 
exercised by SS men who held managerial positions in various camp departments and offices, 
as well as over external kommandos.

 6 The same applied to male prisoners who could enter the FKL only under exceptional circumstanc-
es (for example, to work). 
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and gender studies, it is easy to see that although the Third Reich offered 
German women some advancement, this advancement typically came at 
the expense of women in territories conquered by Germany. In their work, 
SS overseers tried to measure up to men,7 looking to them as models of 
standardized behavior. Also, their national identity formed stronger al-
liances than their gender identity.8 Interestingly, traditional patriarchal 
models seem to have been so deeply ingrained in the (racist) Nazi ideol-
ogy, that in his memoir, Höss reveals that he had very little, if any, regard 
for SS-Aufseherinnen.9 Brutality and direct involvement in camp opera-
tions was not in line with patriarchal expectations of women, who were—
above all—expected to be loving and compassionate. 

Slave Labor
There were economic reasons for sending women to Auschwitz. In 1942, 
because of developments on the Eastern Front, the need for prisoner la-
bor could no longer be fulfilled by bringing Soviet POWs to Auschwitz. 
Thus, 50,000 Jewish women and 100,000 Jewish men were to be sent to 
concentration camps with the majority of them ending up in Auschwitz. 
The women who arrived in the first transports were sent directly to work 
without undergoing selection or quarantine. It was only when a transport 

 7 Military style uniforms, brutality, and control over dogs are obvious examples of “male-like” mod-
els here. An interesting example is also Maria Mandl, who set up an orchestra in the FKL because 
there were orchestras in the camp for men.

 8 Black feminism argues that gender is always racialized; thus, concepts derived from black fem-
inism and the terminology of intersectionality, including gender, race and class, can provide 
meaningful insight into the issues at hand. Following studies of colonial practices of Nazi Ger-
many in the occupied territories, the actual processes involved can also be discussed using var-
ious concepts from (post)colonial feminist studies as they address the treatment of women of 
color by white women, and the way the latter benefit from using their racially privileged posi-
tion at the expense of women of color. See, for example, Rachel O’Sullivan, “Integration and Di-
vision: Nazi Germany and the ‘Colonial Other’ in Annexed Poland,” Journal of Genocide Research, 
vol. 22(4): 437-458.

 9 Rudolf Höss, “Autobiography of Rudolf Höss,” in KL Auschwitz Seen by the SS, trans. Constan-
tine FitzGibbon, eds. Jadwiga Bezwińska and Danuta Czech (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum, 2012), 27-102. 
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consisting of families arrived in Auschwitz on April 29, 1942, that the SS 
separated mothers with children from the rest of the prisoners. Deemed 
as unfit for work, the SS placed them in separate living quarters and lat-
er killed them. This was, again, in line with the standards of patriarchal 
thinking and practices, primarily linking responsibilities and emotional 
attachments to children with mothers. Sending to Auschwitz more and 
more Jews who—according to SS views on the economic needs of the 
camp—were useless in terms of labor meant that selections right on the 
ramp became the norm. Mothers with young children were always sent 
directly to the gas chambers, while fathers were sent to work. 

In Nazi Germany, women were to concentrate on fulfilling domestic 
duties (according to the “children-kitchen-church” formula). It was only 
in 1944 that Albert Speer convinced Hitler to employ women in factories. 
In Auschwitz, women were employed in the sub-camps from “the very be-
ginning”; they worked in Harmense from June 1942 and in other agricul-
tural sub-camps from March/April 1943. They worked in industry for the 
first time beginning in May 1944 in the Gleiwitz II sub-camp. The tradi-
tional patriarchal division of labor along gender lines framed SS thinking 
and plans regarding work for women. They first sent female prisoners to 
camp farms, livestock barns, and gardening, thereby freeing up men for 
work on construction sites and kommandos that were assigned to indus-
trial plants. In practice, though, these “traditional” plans had to be adjust-
ed. Female prisoners worked on farms and cleaned ponds of reeds even in 
the colder seasons. They stood immersed in freezing water and unable to 
change out of their wet clothes. They also worked in storerooms sorting 
plundered property. The inception of the warehouses for plundered prop-
erty, colloquially called “Kanada” by prisoners, coincided with the addi-
tion of women to the Auschwitz prisoner population. In late spring 1942, 
the Central Construction Office (Zentralbauleitung) requested women 
for work on construction sites and thus female prisoners were eventual-
ly assigned to heavy physical work (e.g., the demolition of houses in the 



– 99 –

Women in Auschwitz

vicinity of the camp, digging ditches, laying tracks, felling trees, build-
ing roads, or other work    related to expanding the camp infrastructure). 

The FKL Moves to Birkenau
The housing and sanitary conditions in the women’s camp located in 
Auschwitz I contributed to female prisoners’ low chances of survival. 
The blocks filled up quickly and became overcrowded in just a short time. 
This—in combination with limited access to sanitary facilities and run-
ning water—caused an outbreak of typhus. The lice infestation, impos-
sible to fight under the camp conditions, caused the disease to become 
widespread. In August 1942, in the middle of the typhoid outbreak, wom-
en prisoners were transferred to Birkenau. This decision was followed by 
a mass selection and the transfer of about 13,000 women who were still 
alive to Birkenau section BIa which was not yet fully constructed. Muddy 
grounds with dirty barracks, an almost complete lack of access to running 
water, primitive pit latrines, and infestations of rats and worms contrib-
uted to the further deterioration of the epidemiological situation in the 
camp and a rapid increase in mortality. The SS treated prisoners as a la-
bor force; thus, with a large number of prisoners unfit for work, they con-
ducted selections to make room for new prisoners who were healthier. 

Despite the constant arrival of new prisoners, selections and the cruel 
treatment of prisoners resulted in a sudden decline in the number of pris-
oners in the women’s camp in 1942. While at the end of September there 
were almost 12,000 women in the FKL, that number sharply dropped to 
below 8,000 in early October, and dropped further to just below 5,000 in 
December of that year.10 In the FKL, SS-Aufseherinnen assisted SS doc-
tors in the selection process. In hospitals, selections were carried out “on 
an ongoing basis,” but from time to time there were so-called “general 

 10 At that time, Jewish women constituted the greatest number of female prisoners, among whom 
the death rate was the highest.
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selections,” which targeted all female prisoners, including those from 
the remaining barracks. Therefore, SS-Aufseherinnen were responsible 
for or complicit in the killing of female prisoners, irrespective of their 
later claims that they were forced to work at the camp and did their jobs 
with hesitation11 or if they were known for taking pleasure in exercising 
power over the lives of “inferior” women. In 1943, the SS abandoned se-
lections of both male and female non-Jewish prisoners. But selections 
were still applied to Jews until the end of the camp’s operations; this di-
rectly translated into a high mortality rate among this group of prisoners. 

FKL Statistics
In general, the number of female prisoners in Birkenau (B1a) gradually 
increased. In 1942, around 28,000 women were registered in Auschwitz; 
around 56,000 were registered in 1943; and around 47,000 were regis-
tered in 1944. In July 1943, the women’s camp expanded to include the 
adjacent section BIb. At various times, women also stayed in other parts 
of the camp complex, such as in family camps (sections BIIe and BIIb), and 
in so-called transit camps.12 Women were also placed in the Stabsgebäude, 
a building located in the economic area of   the main camp (August 1942-
May 1944); in block 10 of the main camp where Dr. Carl Clauberg car-
ried out his experiments beginning in April 1943; and in block 11 where 
some women awaited their executions. They also stayed in section BIIg 
(from spring 1944 onward) where there were warehouses nicknamed 
“Kanada”; in the so-called camp extension (Lagererweiterung, from Octo-
ber 1944) in the area adjacent to the main camp; and in numerous sub-
camps beginning in 1942. In September 1943, the SS set up the so-called 
puff in block 24 at Auschwitz I. The puff was a brothel for male prisoners. 

 11 See Piotr Setkiewicz, Nie poczuwam się do żadnej winy...: zeznania esesmanów z załogi KL Auschwitz 
w procesie przed Najwyższym Trybunałem Narodowym w Krakowie (24 listopada-16 grudnia 1947) 
(Oświęcim: Państwowe Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau, 2016).

 12 At various times in 1944 such camps existed in sections BIIb, BIIc, BIIe, and BIII. 
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Female prisoners were used as sex workers. The puff kommando was the 
only female kommando not supervised by women, and their “day-time 
work” ironically consisted of the very “proper,” feminine activity of pick-
ing chamomile flowers along the river. 

Until the end of the existence of the women’s unit in the main camp 
(Auschwitz I), Slovak Jewish women were the most numerous nation-
al group in the prisoner community, followed by French-Jewish women. 
German women and Polish political prisoners were also imprisoned in 
the camp at that time. After the women’s camp was moved to Birkenau 
from Auschwitz, Jewish women from almost all European countries were 
brought in, as were non-Jewish political prisoners, including those from 
the Czech lands, France, Yugoslavia, and the western territories of the So-
viet Union. As a result, the prisoner community was subject to further in-
ternal differentiation. Among the women registered in FKL Auschwitz, the 
greatest number were Jewish women from various countries (82,000 or 
63%). The second largest national group was Polish women (approximately 
31,000 or 25%). And the third largest group of women at Auschwitz were 
Roma (approximately 11,000 or 8%). The remaining 7,000 were represent-
atives of various nationalities, including Russian, Belarusian, Ukrainian, 
German, French, Czech, and Yugoslav women.

Organization of Life and Camp Conditions
The organization of everyday life in the women’s and men’s camps was ba-
sically the same. However, prisoner memoirs show that the experiences of 
women and their perceptions of camp reality, as well as their adaptation 
to camp conditions, were different. This was due to social roles prescribed 
to women at the time, along with models of femininity imposed by cul-
tural and religious traditions. According to survivors’ accounts, the very 
procedure of admitting women into the camp caused shock waves. Pris-
oners reacted emotionally to being forced to undress in the presence of 
SS men and male prisoners from the bathhouse staff; having their heads 
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and private parts shaved; having numbers tattooed on their bodies; and 
then having to put on dirty, damaged, and mismatched camp clothing. 
Sometimes they were even “provided” with male uniforms left by prison-
ers of war. Whether they were forced to wear striped uniforms or special-
ly marked civilian clothes looted from victims of mass murder (in some 
cases this included ballroom dresses!13), women experienced humiliation 
and a loss of individuality. These extreme circumstances also translated 
into being deprived of many external attributes of femininity and thus 
of their gender identity. 

The above is confirmed by the memoirs of survivors, who—after being 
transformed into female prisoners—often stopped referring to themselves 
as women, and described themselves using such phrases as “disfigured in-
dividuals,” “bizarre,” or “grotesque creatures.” Having their hair shaven off 
also contributed to women’s sense of their identity being violated. While 
for men, a shaved head may have carried cultural connotations of mas-
culinity (i.e., the army model), for women, hair was culturally associated 
with sexuality and marital status. In the case of Jewish women, hair was 
also an important part of their religious symbolism and social practices. 

Memoirs by women indicate that under the horrific camp conditions, 
women found ways to resist this dehumanization and attempted to re-
gain their gender identities by performing motherly roles to other wom-
en in the camp.

Nazi concentration camps were governed by their own internal pow-
er structure. While there were no women among the so-called “old num-
bers,”14 there was a hierarchy of old versus new prisoners in the women’s 
camp. In the FKL, the female “old numbers” were mainly Slovak Jewish 
women who were brought to the camp in the spring/summer of 1942. 
A special category of privileged prisoners were functionary prisoners of 

 13 Seweryna Szmaglewska, Smoke over Birkenau, trans. Jadwiga Rynas (New York: Henry Holt and 
Co, 1947). 

 14 “Old numbers” referred to male prisoners from the first transports of Poles to KL Auschwitz in 1940.



– 103 –

Women in Auschwitz

various ranks who exercised direct and continuous supervision in blocks 
and at work sites. They were motivated by a system of privileges and 
were not forced to perform heavy physical labor. In their memoirs, wom-
en point out that their block elders, kapos, and other functionaries were 
well-dressed and had access to luxury objects.15 However, any lack of effec-
tiveness, any sign of insubordination or too-lenient treatment of inmates 
would result in the loss of their position. While kapos generally used bru-
tal methods (beatings, humiliation, and intimidation), some functionary 
prisoners contributed to the survival of other prisoners. In some cases, 
the stories of functionary prisoners are still the subject of discussion as 
to how they navigated their role. Alma Rose, the famous director of the 
women’s orchestra, is a case in point.16 As Primo Levi explains,17 it was 
the inclusion of prisoners into the power system of the camp, combined 
with the simultaneous application of brutal punishments and extensive 
privileges, that guaranteed the submission and obedience of thousands 
of prisoners. Discussing the concept of the gray zone, Levi also argues 
that it is important to withhold judgement when talking about prison-
ers and their behavior in the camp. Unlike their SS overseers (SS-Aufse-
herinnen), these kapos and other prisoner-functionaries had no agency 
in the camp. In fact, Primo Levi argues that turning a prisoner into a per-
petrator was one of the Nazis’ greatest crimes. 

Interestingly, the low level of education of both German female pris-
oners18 and their female guards,19 as well as Rudolf Höss’s critical views 
on women, might shed some light on the question of why already in 1942 

 15 Bożena Karwowska, “Woman’s Luxury Items in Concentrations Camps,” in Women and the Ho-
locaust: New Perspectives and Challenges, eds. Andrea Pető, et. al. (Warsaw: Wydawnictwa IBL 
PAN, 2015), 64-76.

 16 Megan Ferguson, “Perceptions of Alma Rose,” in The More I Know the Less I Understand, eds. 
Bożena Karwowska and Anja Nowak (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2017), 
115-127.

 17 Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved (New York: Vintage International, 1988).
 18 Jehovah’s Witnesses, whom Höss prized for their work habits, were the exception. Some female 

Jehovah’s Witnesses worked as domestic help in his house, which was located next to Auschwitz I.
 19 Höss, 27-102.
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there were more Jewish functionaries in FKL Auschwitz than in the KL 
Auschwitz sections for men. Also, some women worked in so-called “good 
kommandos”: in camp administration offices as clerks and bookkeepers; 
in the SS laundry; in kitchens and bathhouses in the women’s camp; in 
the hospital in the FKL; and in the parcel department. In individual cas-
es, women with higher education worked in kommandos requiring highly 
specialized skills, i.e., in the camp construction office or in the experimen-
tal station in Raisko (Rajsko), where the rubber-bearing plant Kok-Sagiz 
(Russian dandelion) was cultivated for its potential use in the war indus-
try. However, there were few privileged and protected jobs for women; 
this—in combination with the inferior conditions in the FKL—very like-
ly contributed to the fact that fewer women passed camp selections than 
men.20 Also, in comparison to men, a smaller percentage of women were 
sent to work. Records of employment from 1943-1944 show that while 
almost all male prisoners were put to work, there was a significant per-
centage of non-working female prisoners, possibly suggesting that there 
was less work for women.

Gendering Women Prisoner Experiences in Auschwitz
Social practices related to traditional divisions of space, with public spac-
es symbolically belonging to men and private spaces being the domain of 
women, contributed to the difficulties experienced by women in the camp. 
The necessity of having to share the most personal—yet basic—everyday 
objects (bedding, blankets, bowls, and spoons) with others (usually com-
plete strangers) was difficult for women-prisoners. Collective accommo-
dations meant the constant presence of other people. Thus, carrying out 
even the most intimate hygienic and physiological activities (such as wash-
ing, bathing, defecating) had to occur in front of fellow prisoners. Under-
going medical procedures or giving birth were particularly dehumanizing 

 20 At least that is what the statistics for the fall of 1942 show.
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experiences for women given the specificity of both their biological and 
cultural conditions. 

A culturally-enhanced special attachment between mothers and chil-
dren played an important role in the situation of women in the camp. Some 
experienced the loss of a child or a parent; others had children in other 
parts of the camp (such as the Polish women brought to Auschwitz after 
the Warsaw Uprising in 1944). Some were in the camp with their children 
(for example, in the family camps). In raising feminist and gender sensi-
tivity in Holocaust Studies, it is also important to begin discussing issues 
related to the vulnerability of female prisoners to sexual exploitation in 
the camp, be it the use of prisoners as sex workers in the puff, providing 
sexual services for other gains, or possible rapes or sexual assaults by oth-
er prisoners. Following traditional thinking, women were very critical of 
any sexualized behaviors of their female co-prisoners, as is evident in their 
memoirs and testimonies. The patriarchal culture of shame and the prac-
tice of blaming women in cases of sexual assault or rape make studies in 
these areas extremely difficult.21 This is amplified by the lack of relevant 
documentation, as well as by covering up what a woman experiences as 
sexual assault with a romanticized story told by a man. 

Another important issue to discuss in the context of a feminist study 
of the camp pertains to the concept of heroism (i.e., heroic actions and 
behaviors in the camp). There are records of heroic actions by women. For 
instance, Ella Gärtner, Estera Wajcblum, Regina Safirsztajn and Róża Ro-
bota aided members of the Sonderkommando in their October 1944 re-
volt and were the last prisoners publicly executed in Auschwitz. Another 
example is an unnamed woman who killed Josef Schillinger, an SS officer 
in Birkenau. However, the traditional understanding of heroism applies 
mostly to actions of a military character and does not naturally take into 

 21 It seems that in the accounts of prisoners, such cases were glossed over. There is no mention of 
such events in SS documents. Since the possibility of physical contact between prisoners of both 
sexes was limited, it is doubtful that cases of sexual abuse were widespread.
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consideration situations of non-military resistance in the camp, when in 
fact, the very act of preserving one’s identity often required heroism. Au-
thors of Holocaust memoirs, as well as researchers, have started revisit-
ing the idea of heroism in the context of the various challenges faced by 
Jewish people.22 This includes, for example, joining elderly parents at the 
Umschlagplatz in the ghetto to accompany them in a transport to a death 
camp, or helping a loved one die without suffering.23 It is important to 
revisit memoirs and testimonies of former prisoners with the question 
of what constitutes heroism in Auschwitz and what this revised under-
standing of heroism tells us about women.

Challenges. Too Early for Conclusions
The study of women in Auschwitz comes with many challenges. While 
the feminist discourse of sisterhood, for instance, is useful for studies of 
women prisoners in Auschwitz, it does not explain (or even apply to) re-
lations between the female SS staff and female prisoners. It is important 
to remember that applying feminist and/or gender studies concepts can-
not lead to the exoneration of SS-Aufseherinnen in Auschwitz as they 
were in the position of a perpetrator and acted as such in the camp. Every-
day activities in the camp for women were run by the SS-Aufseherinnen, 
who were contract workers of the SS. Thus, not all of their documentation 
was kept by the SS in Auschwitz and even less of the documentation on 
the FKL has survived. The relatively small number of extant documents 
about FKL Auschwitz makes historians’ work difficult. This lack of suf-
ficient documentation also made it difficult to identify many of the SS 
overseers after liberation. Only some were tried after the war, and the lat-
er fate of many of them who blended into society after the war remains 
unknown. This also means that the knowledge acquired about Auschwitz 

 22 The research on the heroic attitudes of women prisoners is even less advanced.
 23 Adina Blady-Szwajger, I więcej nic nie pamiętam (Warsaw: Nisza, 2019). 
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after the war—knowledge shaped by trial testimonies of witnesses and 
sometimes also the accused—is considerably smaller in the case of women 
than in the case of men. This limited documentation makes the memoirs 
and testimonies of women prisoners especially important. It is thanks to 
them that researchers can gain insight into and knowledge about life in 
the camp and specifically about female camp experiences. 
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SS Personnel in Auschwitz1 

Although high-ranking leaders of Nazi Germany initiated mass murder 
in concentration and death camps, those people who were relatively low 
on the hierarchy bore direct responsibility for the murders of millions 
of people. In KL Auschwitz, officers and non-commissioned officers ac-
counted for less than 25 percent of the camp SS garrison.2 The rest of the 
garrison was staffed by lower ranking personnel who held many crucial 
positions in the camp infrastructure. For instance, they directly super-
vised the mass murder of Jews. In practice, these Scharführer (“squad lead-
ers,” often translated as “sergeants”)—who were directors of sub-camps, 
barracks complexes, or the numerous labor details—made decisions that 
had momentous impact on the fate of prisoners and created conditions 
that resulted in the death of prisoners on a large scale. 

The SS personnel in KL Auschwitz was more numerous than in any 
other camp. And the organizational and bureaucratic structures were also 
more complicated. Lower-ranking SS men often made decisions on their 

 1 This chapter is based on Piotr Setkiewicz’s introduction to SS Garrison in Auschwitz (Voices of 
Memory 13), published by the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in 2017. Editorial abbrevia-
tions by Anja Nowak have been made with the author’s consent.

 2 Around 3 percent were commissioned officers (mostly between the ranks of lieutenant and lieu-
tenant colonel) and fewer than 21 percent were non-commissioned officers (NCOs, meaning at the 
rank of sergeant).
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own. Then they covered themselves by doctoring reports, the contents of 
which their superiors were unable to verify. In practice, Scharführer held 
more authority over prisoners than their equivalents in other German 
concentration camps. While concentration camps established in Germa-
ny before World War II held German prisoners, KL Auschwitz held many 
prisoners who—on the Nazis’ racial hierarchy—were significantly lower 
than, for instance, even German communists or criminals. Thus, prison-
ers of KL Auschwitz were more exposed to beatings and mistreatment by 
the SS.3 The SS men became even more violent when transports of Jews 
began arriving in the camp. 

As a unique functional hybrid in the history of Nazi German concen-
tration camps, Auschwitz combined organizational elements of a con-
centration camp with those of a center for the mass killing of Jews. This 
arrangement led SS men—who were engulfed in death and brutality and 
fully aware of the scale of the mass murder being committed—to release 
their moral handbrakes when it came to how they treated prisoners. SS 
men did not pay attention to “losses” among the prisoners. They knew 
these prisoners would soon be replaced by new deportees. Moreover, SS 
personnel were prone to spreading corruption in the camp; they often 
forced prisoners who sorted plundered Jewish property to turn over val-
uable goods to them personally.4 

Both the size of the camp and the mass killing of Jews had an enor-
mous impact on the actions and attitudes of the KL Auschwitz SS. To 
a significant degree, these local conditions were specific and very differ-
ent from those in other Nazi German concentration camps.

 3 See the chapter “Polish ‘Political Prisoners ’in Auschwitz:1940-1945” in this volume. 
 4 For some prisoners, however, certain aspects of this situation helped them survive: a bribed SS 

man might try to protect a prisoner so as not to lose an illegal supply of goods in the future.
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Social Composition of the SS Personnel in Auschwitz
The size of the KL Auschwitz garrison was approximately 3,500 men5 
at the end of 1944. However, over the course of the almost five years of 
the camp’s existence, a total of over 8,500 SS men served at Auschwitz. 
Many of them were transferred out of Auschwitz to front-line Waffen SS 
units or to other concentration camps. A few were discharged from ser-
vice, usually for health reasons. 

In principle, all members of the SS garrison had to be German.6 About 
54 percent of them were Reichsdeutsche7; the other 46 percent were 
Volksdeutsche.8 Most were in their thirties or forties, but many were also 
in their twenties. Some survivors in their memoirs give the impression 
that—especially in 1944—the SS men at the camp were almost elderly 
(prisoners called them “granddads”). In 1944, however, a mere 0.2 per-
cent of the men in the SS personnel were in their sixties. 

The educational level of the SS men was relatively low. Twenty-four 
percent had attended high school, vocational school (not always earning 
a diploma), or various types of training courses. Seventy-five percent had 
attended only a few grades of elementary school (Volksschule) and one 
percent of the SS could not read or write. Only about 80 members of the 
SS staff had attended university and these were almost exclusively SS doc-
tors or engineers in the construction office. The most represented prewar 
occupations among the SS personnel were farming (24%), followed by 

 5 For information on the women overseers in Auschwitz (the so-called Aufseherinnen), who were 
not formally members of the SS, see the chapter “Women in Auschwitz” in this volume.

 6 The data cited in this paragraph does not include the group of more than a hundred female over-
seers in the women’s camp (Aufseherinnen) who were not formally members of the SS, or the 
(non-German) watchmen of the Ukrainian 8 (U) guard company who served in Auschwitz in the 
spring and early summer of 1943.

 7 Reichsdeutsche were born in Germany to German families. Volksdeutsche, or so-called “ethnic 
Germans,” were Nazi supporters claiming their German citizenship through (sometimes par-
tial) ancestry. They were born outside of Germany. 

 8 In their accounts, former prisoners of Auschwitz sometimes referred to SS men as, for instance, 
“Polish” or “Hungarian.” This always means that the SS man was a Volksdeutsche, who in infor-
mal conversation used the language of his country of origin. Thus a “Polish” SS man would have 
been a Volksdeutsche born in Poland who spoke some Polish. 
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industrial and agricultural labor (18%); clerical work (13%); and sales or 
commerce (12%). There were also cobblers, joiners, locksmiths, carpen-
ters, bricklayers, painters, tailors, and so on, among the SS staff. 

As Nazis did not support religious practices or beliefs, SS men who de-
clared membership in the Catholic or protestant churches were encour-
aged, in no uncertain terms, to renounce their faith while preserving the 
Deistic, non-denominational Nazi formula “Gottgläubig” (“believing in 
God”). About 27 percent of SS men accepted this formulation.9 

Living Arrangements
Höss arrived in Oświęcim in April 1940. After staying temporarily in 
a hotel across from the train station, he moved to a house that had pre-
viously belonged to a Polish army sergeant and was situated right next to 
the main camp. He lived there with his wife and four children. Beginning 
in July 1940, more officers and higher-ranking SS men also moved into 
the homes of dispossessed Poles.10 The remaining lower ranking SS men 
and enlisted men were lodged in the large brick building of the former 
Polish Tobacco Monopoly.11 In 1942, the SS built four large wooden res-
idential barracks on the meadow behind crematorium I where members 
of the newly formed Guard Companies (Wachkompanien) were housed.12 
In 1943, SS men began to live in the newly built SS barracks in Birkenau 
(Auschwitz II), located at the end of the camp street between sectors BII 
and BIII. The living conditions there were relatively good. Though the SS 

 9 There was no military chaplain at Auschwitz. All ceremonies, even funerals, were secular. No re-
ligious holidays were observed beyond decorating Christmas trees in the camp squares and in SS 
quarters in December.

 10 German authorities confiscated homes to meet the needs of the SS in the wake of the final large 
expulsion operation in April 1941. They razed more than a hundred houses in the area and turned 
the remaining structures (approximately eighty) into service dwellings for SS men and their fam-
ilies. See the chapter “The Complexity of the Category ‘Bystander’: The City of Oświęcim and Be-
yond” in this volume.

 11 See the chapter “Surroundings of Auschwitz I: The Industrial Zone in Images” in this volume.
 12 The Birkenau camp was being built at this time and more guards were needed on site. 
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men slept in bunk beds, the rooms were spacious and bright, and they 
had central heating in winter.

In Monowitz (Auschwitz III), SS men initially lived in three barracks 
that were later used by prisoners. In mid-1943, they moved into newly built 
quarters to the west of the camp. These quarters consisted of four large 
residential buildings situated parallel to one another. Each had eighteen 
rooms and sanitation facilities. Similar separate barracks complexes exist-
ed in the larger sub-camps of KL Auschwitz. In other sub-camps, SS men 
were quartered in dedicated barracks, usually situated next to the guard 
house at the camp entrance gate, in rooms placed at the disposal of the 
SS by factory managements, or in houses belonging to nearby residents.

SS Personnel Structure at KL Auschwitz
As in other concentration camps, the KL Auschwitz personnel was divid-
ed into two groups: the SS-Death’s Head Guard Battalion (SS-Totenkop-
fsturmbann) and the Commandant’s Staff. It was made up of five (later 
seven) departments, as well as several autonomous organizational units. 
The commandants of KL Auschwitz were, in chronological order: SS-Ober-
sturmbannführer Rudolf Höss (the longest serving commandant, from 
May 1940 to November 1943); SS-Obersturmbannführer Arthur Liebe-
henschel (from November 1943 to May 1944); and SS-Sturmbannführ-
er Richard Baer (May 1944 to the formal liquidation of KL Auschwitz). 

The Commandant’s Staff (Camp Administration)
Initially (meaning between 1940-41), the administrative personnel were 
mainly organized within the framework of the commandant’s office (Der 
Kommandantur des KL Auschwitz), which included clerks as well as driv-
ers, communication station staff, gunsmiths, cooks, warehouse work-
ers, deliverymen, and the like. There were also SS men assigned to other, 
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separate organizational structures known as departments (Abteilungen).13 
The most important departments were:

 — The Political Department (Politische Abteilung, later designated “II” 
in documents): The Political Department carried out investigations 
against the camp resistance movement. These investigations in-
cluded the beating and torturing of suspects; confinement of pris-
oners in cells of the so-called bunker in the basement of block 11; 
and the supervision of executions.14

 — Department III (Schutzhaftlagerführer, the camp director): Depart-
ment III oversaw discipline and order in the camp; received reports 
on the number of prisoners present during roll call; and initially 
also supervised prisoner work assignments. The office for prison-
er employment became autonomous in 1942 as Department IIIa 
(Arbeitseinsatz).15 

 — The Office of the Commandant (Kommandantur, later Depart-
ment I): The commandant’s office, which lost some if its prerog-
atives after various reorganizations, became a conglomerate of 
bureaus, sections, and offices that did not fall within the scope of 
other departments. 

 13 Aside from the formal structure of departments (Abteilungen), the KL Auschwitz camp ad-
ministration included: the Construction Bureau (Zentralbauleitung der Waffen SS u. Polizei Aus-
chwitz O/S); the Agricultural Department (Abteilung Landwirtschaft), functioning from August 
1943 as the Camp Farms (Landwirtschaftsbetriebe beim KL Auschwitz); the SS Hygiene Insti-
tute (SS-Hygiene Institut); the German Food Works (Deutsche Lebensmittel G.m.b.H.); the Ger-
man Equipment Works (Deutsche Ausrüstungswerke G.m.b.H.); and the German Clay and Stone 
Works (Deutsche Erd – u. Steinwerke G.m.b.H.– DEST).

 14 Political department tasks also included entering new prisoners into the records; collecting 
documentation connected with the reasons for prisoner arrests; and censoring correspondenc-
es. As a civil registry office (Standesamt), it also issued death certificates.

 15 The Arbeitseinsatz director, who was responsible for organizing prisoner labor and assigning 
experts and so-called helpers to various kommandos, had to keep a card file with information 
about prisoners’ qualifications. Department personnel also collected data on the hiring out of 
prisoners to companies and issued invoices on the basis of their hours worked.
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 — Administration (Verwaltung, later department IV): The administra-
tion department was responsible for supplying KL Auschwitz with 
food, heating fuel, clothing, bedding, furniture, electricity, vehicle 
fuel, and all types of non-durable materials (including Zyklon B gas, 
which was entered on the department’s books as “Verbrauchsmit-
tel”). This was the largest of all the departments with the highest 
number of employees. Reporting in part to the chief of office group 
D IV at the headquarters of the SS Economic and Administrative 
Main Office (SS-Wirtschafts-Verwaltungshauptamt, SS-WVHA) 
in Berlin, it also enjoyed a certain degree of independence from 
Commandant Höss.

 — The Garrison Physician (Standortarzt, Department V): Similar to 
the Administration (Department IV), the garrison physician main-
tained some autonomy, mostly because Höss knew nothing about 
medical matters. The head physician of KL Auschwitz was also sub-
ordinate to the director of office group D III (Sanitätswesen und La-
gerhygiene) in the SS-WVHA. SS doctors were either assigned to 
the SS hospital (SS-Truppenärzte), or in charge of the functioning 
of the hospital for prisoners (SS-Lagerärzte). Those doctors in the 
prisoner hospital had an enormous influence on prevailing condi-
tions in the camp. They also decided which patients would be killed. 
Above all, they performed selections on the ramps when trains with 
Jews arrived in Auschwitz. 

 — Department VI (Truppenbetreuung): The cultural-educational de-
partment, Department VI played only a marginal role in the camp. 

Over the years, the structure of KL Auschwitz became extraordinarily 
complicated. This made efficient administration more difficult for Höss, 
especially because only departments I, III, and IV were wholly and uncon-
ditionally subordinate to him. Unable to rely fully on his colleagues, Höss 
tried to constantly monitor their work and spent a lot of time reading 
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reports, dictating correspondences, and signing orders, rather than check-
ing how his directives were being carried out.16 

SS clerks in the camp administrative offices worked eight hours a day, 
although this could vary depending on needs. When a prisoner transport 
arrived at night, for example, SS men from the political, employment, and 
physician’s department were awakened to meet it.

The Death Head’s Guard Battalion (SS-Totenkopfsturmbann)
The battalion of guards accounted for approximately 72 to 82 percent of 
the total SS garrison at KL Auschwitz.17 It consisted of the command (with 
its own staff) and several companies of about 140 to 220 SS men. In the 
summer of 1940, there was only one guard company (numbering 330 SS 
men in August). But by the end of the year there were already three com-
panies; and beginning in April 1941 there were four. In November, the 
SS formed three more in connection with plans to build a camp in Birk-
enau. This brought the total number of companies to seven. At the end 
of October 1942, the SS established an independent guard company in 
Monowitz (Wachkompanie Buna).18 Later, subunits spun off from existing 
companies (mostly from the fifth) and were posted to other sub-camps. 
In mid-1942, a canine unit (Hundestaffel) was added. The 8 (U) company, 
made up mostly of Ukrainians, was founded in March 1943.

Running such a multitude of companies required the overarching struc-
ture of a battalion commander and staff, which was in place from early 
May 1941. The successive battalion commanders (SS-Hauptsturmführ-
er Arthur Plorin, SS-Sturmbannführer Max Gebhardt, and SS-Haupt-
sturmführer Friedrich Hartjenstein) were officers almost equal in rank 
to the camp commandant. Each had his own, separate vision of how to 

 16 It would be a gross exaggeration, however, to state—as Höss tried to do in his postwar memoirs—
that he had practically no influence over the everyday workings of the camp, including the griev-
ous treatment of the prisoners.

 17 This calculation is based on data for the years 1940-1942.
 18 See the chapter “The Exploitation of Labor and the Expansion of the Auschwitz Camp” in this volume.
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command his military units. Commandant Höss, on the other hand, re-
garded this command structure as basically superfluous. In his view, the 
role of guards was supposed to be confined exclusively to guarding pris-
oners. This gave rise to persistent conflicts that resulted in the transfer 
or relief of the commanders and—from August 18, 1941—the tempo-
rary disbandment of the battalion, as well as the direct subordination of 
all the Guard Companies (Wachkompanien) under the camp commandant. 

Continuous disputes were not settled until November 1943 when the 
individual companies were assigned to the commanders of the Auschwitz 
camp as follows: the main camp (Stammlager) received four companies; 
four more (including the Hundestaffel) were sent to Birkenau; and the 
commandant in Monowitz took over the fifth guard company, Wachkom-
panie Buna, as well as elements of several other companies that made up 
the crews of the sub-camps. This structure existed until May 1944 when 
Höss returned to KL Auschwitz as garrison commander. During his ab-
sence, the number of companies in KL Auschwitz III (Monowitz) had in-
creased significantly (to seven). Thus, Höss created a separate battalion 
there, as well as two other battalions: one in Auschwitz I and another in 
Auschwitz II (Birkenau). The last reorganization was carried out in No-
vember 1944 in connection with the creation of the quasi-independent 
KL Monowitz and the liquidation of the office of the Birkenau comman-
dant. The KL Auschwitz guard battalion, in addition to the four compa-
nies created to date, also included four companies from Birkenau.

The guard battalions worked under worse conditions than the admin-
istration. Their time on duty was extended or shortened by camp direc-
tors (Lagerführer) according to the time of year and weather conditions. 
They had to arrive at their posts earlier than the prisoner kommandos and 
left somewhat later. During their working day, the SS men who formed 
a cordon of guards (Postenkette) had to remain the entire time at their 
assigned posts, provisional guard towers, or at the barriers set up on the 
more important roads leading to the camp. They were to observe the 
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immediate area to prevent prisoner escapes and illegal contacts with lo-
cal residents, as well as check passes of SS men and civilian workers. Be-
cause these could be monotonous and boring duties, the SS guards broke 
the rules and—when out of their superiors’ sight—talked with prisoners 
who spoke German. After conducting inspections, outraged officers re-
ported that on sunny days some guards took shelter in the shade of trees 
or even napped in the grass. 

The cordon system for guarding prisoners was effective mainly because 
of the considerable density of the guard posts. It limited the number of 
guards needed within the area of the cordon.19 Kapos were responsible 
for the work discipline of prisoners from the kommandos working inside 
the guard cordon. To some extent, the supervision was reinforced by the 
workers (foremen) from the German civilian firms who set the work pace 
of the prisoners. SS men known as the Führerkontrolle walked around 
inside the large chain of guards, making sure that the kapos were doing 
their jobs. External kommandos (Aussenkommandos), sent to places be-
yond the line of the large guard chain, had their own SS guards. At night, 
SS guards watched the camp from towers along the fence (kleine Posten-
kette or small chain of guards).20 The SS guards rarely used their weap-
ons, because prisoners—knowing that it was impossible to force their 
way through the electrified fence—attempted to escape from the camp 
in other ways.21

A report from the camp resistance movement dated September 8, 1944, 
indicates that 625 SS men were on duty in the main camp each day. Forty 

 19 In 1942, the SS authorities estimated that inside the large chain or cordon of guards, one guard 
per 40 prisoners was sufficient. By contrast, when guards were assigned directly to komman-
dos, this ratio was reduced to one guard per 20 prisoners.

 20 Initially, these towers were fairly primitive structures consisting of a platform with railings and 
a slanted roof supported on four wooden piles. The installation of solid towers with walls and win-
dows began only in the second half of 1943. These watchtowers were fitted with machine-gun 
mounts and spotlights.

 21 More often than not, the SS men in the guard towers opened fire on prisoners who approached the 
fence not so much with the intention of escaping, as with the intention of committing suicide.
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of them were at the main guard house (next to the commandant’s vil-
la); another 40 made up a reserve that served as the emergency subunit 
of the garrison; 15 patrolled the area inside the Postenkette as the Führ-
erkontrolle; 108 manned positions in the large Postenkette; 20 manned 
the barriers and checkpoints; and no fewer than 402 were sent out as es-
corts to the sites where external kommandos labored. The remaining 494 
off-duty SS men constituted replacements and reserves. 

In Birkenau, around 584 SS men were on duty. Eight were assigned 
to the guardhouse and 53 to the “emergency transport” subunit. Twen-
ty-eight were in the Führerkontrolle; 270 were on the large Postenkette; 
36 escorted the external kommandos from the men’s camp; and 72 es-
corted the external kommandos from the women’s camp (Frauenkonzen-
trationslager, FLK). Forty were assigned within the Operation Reinhardt 
framework; 31 on the so-called permanent large Postenkette; and 44 were 
assigned to the Einsatzkompanie. Three hundred twenty-four SS men 
were not on guard duty. In the Monowitz camp and the KL Auschwitz 
sub-camps, there were 1,315 SS men in total. 

In the entire KL Auschwitz complex, therefore, there were 3,342 mem-
bers of the SS in September 1944.

Indoctrination, Rewards, and Leisure 
By the time SS men arrived in Auschwitz, they had already been success-
fully indoctrinated and influenced by Nazi propaganda. At Auschwitz, it 
was simply important to maintain their faith in the certainty of German 
victory, their sense of German cultural dominance, and their racial su-
periority over other peoples (especially Jews and Slavs). The themes of 

“camaraderie” and “team spirit” were featured prominently in their con-
tinued ideological training, which included discussions of events on the 
war front that explained, for example, German successes and “temporary 
setbacks.” Members of the SS were to embody the elitist of the elite. They 
were expected to have a spirit of brotherhood that differed greatly from 
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the military regimen drilled into the soldiers of the Wehrmacht. Outside 
of working hours, SS officers were supposed to see and treat lower-ranking 
men more as “colleagues” than as subordinates. To strengthen the sense 
of community, Department VI organized informal social gatherings with 
music, sausage, and beer. To maintain physical fitness and build cohesion 
or “team spirit,” the SS men were required to take part in sporting com-
petitions, at least as spectators. These events were fairly successful. They 
supplied much-needed entertainment, as well as a means of fending off 
the boredom and monotony of service. Athletes competed in numerous 
localities in Silesia and the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. And 
the SS garrison soccer team traveled to away matches. 

There were also film screenings organized for the SS personnel and their 
families. Many films were propaganda films, such as the 1940 antisemitic 
Der ewige Jude (The Eternal Jew) which presented Jews as debased, ma-
nipulative parasites. There were also German historical films, banal com-
edies, and matinees showing fairy tales for the children of SS personnel. 
A symphonic ensemble came to Auschwitz every so often, most frequent-
ly from Katowice, to perform classical music concerts (for example, Wag-
ner, Beethoven, Brahms). These concerts were held in the kitchen barracks 
and the SS mess hall. Sometimes, attendance at concerts with a classical 
repertoire was low, so company commanders were ordered to assign an 
appropriate contingent of “music lovers” to each concert. However, per-
formances by singers (with a mix of popular songs and opera arias), danc-
ers, jugglers, tightrope walkers, magicians, and the like, were very popular 
among the SS personnel. Also, the prisoner orchestra played for the SS in 
front of the administration building on Sunday afternoons.

Rewarding SS men or imposing penalties on them depended on de-
cisions by the camp commandant, who considered recommendations 
from subunit commanders and the heads of organizational units. The 
most common form of recognition was an official commendation (Belo-
bigungen), usually for behaving with “exceptional vigilance” in thwarting 
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a prisoner escape.22 SS men could also receive decorations (Auszeichnun-
gen) for outstanding service. For special merit, or for zealously carrying 
out their duties, SS men were rewarded with promotions to a higher rank 
(Beförderungen). 

The prize most desired by the SS men at Auschwitz, however, was leave 
and a pass. According to regulations, each SS man had the right to annu-
ally take a fourteen-day vacation (Jahresurlaub) and recreational leave (Er-
holungsurlaub). He could also request shorter special leave (Sonderurlaub) 
for such reasons as the death of a relative or as a reward for particularly 
zealous service; Genesungsurlaub for convalescence; and Festtagsurlaub or 
holiday leave for several days during the Christmas season.23 In situations 
where SS men obtained leave for only a few days, the commandant’s office 
encouraged them to stay in the SS rest and recreation center in Między-
brodzie Bialskie.24 With passes, SS men could move freely around the gar-
rison area which was roughly the zone adjacent to the camp and the city 
of Oświęcim.25 Weekend passes were also granted, but the SS men had 
to report back to the barracks before curfew. 

 22 In such cases, commandant Höss also initially awarded two to five days special leave (Sonder-
urlaub). He soon realized, however, that SS men themselves were provoking and setting up the 
shooting of escapees in numerous cases by ordering prisoners to cross the line of posted guards 
so that the place where the corpse came to rest would suggest an attempted escape. Over time, 
therefore, Höss grew more circumspect in awarding such leave and usually limited himself to 
expressions of commendation. This did not, however, curtail such practices because accumulat-
ing several commendations could also be the basis for being granted special leave.

 23 In 1943-1944, leave was also granted to SS men whose families had suffered from bombing raids. 
 24 SS men convalescing in the SS hospitals in Auschwitz and Katowice, especially those recuperating 

from typhus, were also sent there for longer stays.
 25 The SS men were forbidden, in practice, to hunt, swim, or even fish in the rivers; thus, it is hard 

to find a reason why they might have made their way to the deserted Polish villages within the 
KL Auschwitz Interest Zone (Interessengebiet). They could, however, visit acquaintances living 
in the SS quarters, attend the German cinema in Oświęcim, or drink in the Nur für Deutsche 
restaurant on Zamkowa Street.
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The Question of Culpability and Postwar Justice
During the postwar trials of SS personnel, very few SS men took direct 
responsibility or admitted guilt for committing crimes in KL Auschwitz. 
Most attempted to convince the judges that they could not recall having 
directly harmed prisoners or having behaved in prohibited ways. In 1946, 
however, the International Military Tribunal at Nuremberg set a precedent 
in international law when they determined that some Nazi organizations, 
including the SS, were criminal. Thus, membership in the SS constituted 
a criminal activity. In Poland, this extended to an organization called “the 
staff of the Auschwitz concentration camp.” This allowed a minimal pris-
on sentence to be passed on many SS men and women who worked for 
the SS and against whom sufficient incriminatory evidence in the form 
of SS records or witness statements could not be compiled. The culpabil-
ity of individual SS men, the appropriate sentences and punishments for 
their participation in the Holocaust, and the effectiveness of courtroom 
prosecution in the aftermath of genocide continue to be important top-
ics in genocide studies and international law. 
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Medical Experiments in Auschwitz1

Preface
For many years, the history of the Auschwitz concentration camp has 
interested numerous scholars and researchers. Despite the long-stand-
ing interest in and writing about the medical experiments conducted in 
concentration camps, the medical history of Auschwitz as a whole—in-
cluding the “medical services,” general health issues, sanitation and so 
on—has been understudied.

Those who have paid the most attention to this topic have been histori-
ans from the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in Oświęcim, Poland. The 
earliest studies that focused on the topic of medicine in Auschwitz were 
written by Irena Strzelecka and Helena Kubica, among other researchers 
from the Museum. These studies were published mainly in the research 
periodical, Zeszyty Oświęcimskie (Auschwitz Studies). 

Another source of information on the subject of medicine in the camp 
are studies written by Polish doctors. These studies represent almost all 
disciplines of the medical sciences, though they are primarily in the fields 
of psychiatry and psychology. Most of this work has appeared in thirty 

 1 This article is based primarily on the published research of Irena Strzelecka, who was a researcher 
at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum in Oświęcim. Her works are foundational to the study 
of the inhumane medical experiments carried out by German doctors in KL Auschwitz.
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volumes of the journal Przegląd Lekarski – Oświęcim (Medical Review 
– Oświęcim), which was published from 1961 to 1991 by the Kraków 
Branch of the Polish Medical Society. The editors and authors of many of 
the articles in this series include: Józef Bogusz, Zenon Jagoda, Antoni 
Kępiński, Stanisław Kłodziński, and Jan Masłowski. Their essays often 
discuss the history of prisoners’ infirmaries at Auschwitz. These articles 
also include a series of profiles on physicians who died at Auschwitz and 
profiles of those who fought to save the lives of their fellow prisoners in 
a noteworthy way. These studies and accounts are significant to research 
on all medical aspects of the camp, including the role of the “camp med-
ical service,” experiments performed on prisoners, and the psychological 
and somatic effects of imprisonment in the camp. Unfortunately, these 
works were—for many years—mainly published in Polish and thus were 
rarely acknowledged, much less cited, abroad. With an increase in efforts 
to translate this research into English, this unique material will become 
more and more accessible to historians and doctors across the globe.

KL Auschwitz was not only the largest Nazi German concentration 
camp, but also a place where German doctors conducted horrifying med-
ical experiments. These experiments were initiated and organized by the 
following SS officials: Reichsführer SS Heinrich Himmler; SS-Obergrup-
penführer Ernst Grawitz, the chief physician of the SS and Police; and 
SS-Standartenführer Wolfram Sievers, the secretary general of the “Ah-
nenerbe” research society2 and director of the Waffen-SS Military-Scien-
tific Research Institute. 

The administrative and financial aspects of the medical experiments 
were attended to by the Economic and Administrative Main Office 
(SS-Wirtschafts-Verwaltungshauptamt, SS-WVHA), which was respon-
sible for concentration camps beginning in March 1942. Support in the 

 2 “Ahnenerbe” was founded in 1932, under the name Deutsches Ahnenerbe – Studiengesellschaft für 
Geistesurgeschichte (Society for the Study of the History of Primeval Ideas). 
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form of specialized analytical studies came from the Waffen-SS Hygiene 
Institute, directed by SS-Oberführer Joachim Mrugowsky. Mrugowsky 
was an MD and Professor of Bacteriology at the University of Berlin Med-
ical School. 

As Irena Strzelecka explains in her research, experiments were planned 
at the highest levels for a number of reasons. One reason was to meet the 
needs of the German army. Of particular interest was the improvement 
of soldiers’ health. Another reason was to accomplish postwar plans. In 
the case of Auschwitz, this encompassed population policies. And yet an-
other reason was to reinforce the basis of racial ideology. This included 
advancing the Nazi belief that the “Nordic race” was superior. Apart from 
experiments planned at the highest levels, many Nazi doctors also exper-
imented on prisoners on behalf of German pharmaceutical companies 
or medical institutes. There were also many cases of doctors conducting 
experiments on prisoners in pursuit of their personal interests or to ad-
vance their academic careers.3

Research on Mass Sterilization in Support of Nazi Demographic Policies
Particularly during World War II, Nazi doctors pandered to the expecta-
tions of the Third Reich leadership. They supported the Third Reich’s de-
mographic policies in relation to groups or nationalities considered by 
Nazi racial doctrine as “inferior,” namely Jews, Roma, Slavs, and others. 
These demographic policies were directly related to Nazi territorial expan-
sion, particularly the territorial conquest of Eastern Europe for “living 
space” (Lebensraum) and its settlement with German colonists. Howev-
er, this resettlement project was not motivated by civilizational concerns 
in the old sense of colonialism, but rather racial ones. According to Hein-
rich Himmler, the Nazi goal was “not the complete Germanisation of the 

 3 Information about and references to the professional and academic titles of Nazi doctors are used 
in this article to underscore their social responsibilities as medical professionals. 
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East...by teaching the population living there German language and law,” 
but rather, the goal was to strive for settling these areas with “people of 
purely German race.”4 For Nazi doctors, these demographic policies trans-
lated into wide-ranging research on methods of mass sterilization that 
were meant to target people belonging to groups or nationalities consid-
ered “inferior” to the dominant, “superior” German race. Two Nazi doctors 
at Auschwitz took a particular interest in research on mass sterilization: 
Carl Clauberg and Horst Schumann.

During a conference attended by Himmler on July 7-8, 1942, Profes-
sor Karl Gebhardt and SS-Brigadeführer Richard Glücks (inspector of con-
centration camps) tasked Professor Carl Clauberg with finding a method 
to sterilize an unlimited number of people as quickly as possible in the 
least complicated way.5 Clauberg arrived in Auschwitz at the end of 1942 
and set to work in barrack 30 which was located in the hospital complex 
in the women’s camp (sector BIa) in Birkenau. In April of the following 
year, commandant Rudolf Höss placed part of block 10 in the main camp 
at Clauberg’s disposal. Between 150 and 400 Jewish women from various 
countries (Belgium, France, Greece, Hungry, and Holland, among others) 
were held in block 10 in two upstairs rooms. 

While at Auschwitz, Clauberg developed a method of non-surgical 
mass sterilization that was brutally carried out on his female subjects. 
Under the pretext of performing a gynecological examination, Clauberg 
first checked to make sure that the women’s fallopian tubes were open. 
He then introduced a specially prepared chemical irritant, which caused 
acute inflammation. This caused the women’s tubes to fuse within a few 
weeks, thereby obstructing them. X-rays were used to check the results of 
each procedure. Needless to say, there were frequent complications. Some 

 4 Franciszek Piper, “The Political and Racist Principles of the Nazi Policy of Extermination and 
Their Realization at KL Auschwitz,” in Auschwitz: Nazi Death Camp, eds. Franciszek Piper and 
Teresa Świebocka (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 1996), 11-20.

 5 Clauberg was an authority on the treatment of infertility. During World War I, he worked as head 
of the department of women’s diseases at the hospital in Chorzów (then Königshütte, Germany).
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women who underwent this procedure suffered from peritonitis and hem-
orrhages of the reproductive tract that led to high fever and sepsis. Many 
women suffered from multiple organ failure and frequently died. Some 
of Clauberg’s Jewish patients died in this way, while others were deliber-
ately put to death just so autopsies could be carried out.

At almost the same time as Clauberg began his experiments at 
Auschwitz, Luftwaffe lieutenant and physician, SS-Sturmbannführer 
Horst Schumann, began his own sterilization experiments.6 Schumann 
conducted his experiments in barrack 30 in the Birkenau women’s camp 
(sector BIa). There, an “x-ray sterilization” station was equipped with two 
Siemens x-ray machines. These machines were connected by cables to 
a lead-shielded control cabin from where Schumann could run the ma-
chines. Jewish men and women prisoners, in groups of several dozen at 
a time, were regularly brought to this “sterilization station” and subject-
ed to experiments. The experiments consisted of exposing women’s ova-
ries and men’s testicles to x-rays. These prisoners suffered from severe 
radiation burns on the abdomen, groin, and buttocks, as well as suppu-
rating lesions (i.e., festering wounds) that resisted healing. After several 
weeks, some of Schumann’s male and female experimental subjects had 
their testicles or ovaries removed surgically (unilaterally or bilaterally) 
for laboratory examination and in order to obtain histological samples. 
Complications from these procedures caused many of these prisoners to 
die. Others were sent to the gas chambers during selections in the camp. 

Only a small number of Clauberg and Schumann’s victims survived 
Auschwitz. 

 6 Schumann was the former head of the institution for the “incurably ill” at Grafeneck hospital in 
Wurtemberg and at Sonnenstein. After, he became a member of a special “medical commission” 
that selected sick and overworked concentration camp prisoners to be sent to their deaths in gas 
chambers.
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Genetics Experiments in Support of Nazi Racial ideology
At Auschwitz, SS-Hauptsturmführer Josef Mengele (MD, PhD), conduct-
ed research on twins and the physiology and pathology of dwarfism. He 
worked in close cooperation with the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of Anthro-
pology, Genetics, and Eugenics in Berlin-Dahlem.7 In addition to twins and 
dwarfism, Mengele was also interested in studying people with different 
colored irises (heterochromia iridii), as well as the etiology and treatment 
of gangrenous disease of the face (noma faciei, cancrum oris, or gangre-
nous stomatitis) endemic to the Sinti and Roma. One of Mengele’s labo-
ratories was located in the bathhouse in the Zigeunerlager (“Gypsy camp”) 
where Mengele acted as camp physician after arriving at Auschwitz in late 
May 1943. After the liquidation of the camp for Roma and Sinti, Menge-
le’s subjects were housed in barrack 15 of the men’s hospital camp (BIIf) 
and in designated barracks in the women’s hospital camp (BIa). Menge-
le’s staff consisted of prisoners who were specialists in various medical 
disciplines, including radiology, dentistry, ophthalmology, and surgery.

In the first phase of the experiments, pairs of twins and persons with 
inherited anomalies were put at Mengele’s disposal and subjected to a wide 
variety of medical examinations by specialists. In addition, the prisoners 
were photographed; plaster casts were made of their jaws and teeth; and 
their hands and feet were fingerprinted. As soon as these examinations 
were finished, the prisoners were killed with lethal injections of phenol 
to the heart so that the next phase of experimentation could begin: au-
topsies and the comparative analysis of their internal organs. Anatom-
ical specimens of scientific interest were conserved and shipped to the 
Institute in Berlin-Dahlem for more detailed research. Two Jewish pris-
oners—world-renowned pediatrician Professor Bertold Epstein (Prague 
University) and dermatologist Dr. Rudolf Vitek—wrote up Mengele’s 

 7 The Kaiser Wilhelm Institute of Anthropology, Genetics, and Eugenics in Berlin-Dahlem was an 
institution that itself transgressed many ethical boundaries of science and research and should be 
counted among the criminals of the Nazi period. 
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experimental findings on twins and on noma faciei. Dr. Mengele kept his 
genetics workshop open until the last moment before the final evacua-
tion of the camp on January 17, 1945. When he left Auschwitz, Menge-
le took the records of his experiments with him. 

Research in Support of German Medical Institutes and Training
A number of German doctors conducted other types of experiments and 
research at Auschwitz with the goal of practicing their medical skills and 
bolstering the reputation of their home institutions. For example, some 
Auschwitz prisoners were put to death in order to conduct research on dis-
eases resulting from starvation, particularly “brown liver atrophy” (braune 
atrophie). This research was carried out by SS-Obersturmführer Johann 
Paul Kremer, who was a professor of anatomy at the University of Mün-
ster and lectured there on anatomy and human genetics. At Auschwitz, 
he chose “suitable” research subjects from among prisoners who had been 
admitted to the hospital or who had recently requested to be admitted. 
Another doctor, Dr. Eduard Wirths, conducted research and experiments 
in the field of pharmacology. In addition, he attempted to boost the sci-
entific career of his younger brother, Dr. Herman Wirths, who was a gy-
necologist from Hamburg. Beginning in the spring of 1943, the brothers 
conducted cervical cancer experiments on Jewish women prisoners held 
upstairs in block 10 in the main camp.

In 1942, SS-Hauptsturmführer August Hirt, a professor and the head 
of the department of anatomy at the Reich University in Strasbourg, set 
about assembling a collection of Jewish skeletons under the auspices of 
the “Ahnenerbe.” Himmler gave Hirt permission to choose as many pris-
oners from Auschwitz as needed. Eighty-six prisoners were selected. The 
initial “processing” was carried out by SS-Hauptsturmführer Bruno Beger, 
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who came to Auschwitz in the first half of 1943.8 The selected prisoners 
were transferred from Auschwitz to the Natzweiler-Struthof camp located 
in eastern France in July and early August. There, they were put to death 
in gas chambers. The corpses were shipped to the Reich University, and 
then prepared and placed in the basement of the university’s anatomy 
department. After the French army took Strasbourg in November 1944, 
the body parts of Auschwitz prisoners were discovered there. 

In addition to the above, SS physicians Friedrich Entress, Horst Fis-
cher, Heinz Thilo, and Fritz Klein performed surgeries on prisoners even 
though they were not qualified to do so. The surgeries were, in most cases, 
unnecessary from a strictly medical point of view, and were carried out for 
practice or training purposes. Other procedures carried out for training 
purposes included treating tuberculosis patients for pneumothorax (col-
lapsed lungs) and performing spinal taps on prisoners with meningitis. 

Accounts and memoirs of former prisoners include descriptions of 
other sorts of experiments, whose purpose and nature have not been 
established. Future research using extant documents that have not yet 
been studied or discovered will hopefully bring this information to light. 

Research in Support of German Pharmaceutical Advances
From 1941 to 1944, the camp SS physicians Friedrich Entress, Helmuth 
Vetter, Eduard Wirths, and, to a lesser extent, Fritz Klein, Werner Rho-
de, Hans Wilhelm König, Victor Capesius (head of the camp pharmacy), 
and Bruno Weber (director of the SS Hygiene Institute in Raisko [Ra-
jsko]) used Auschwitz prisoners to test the tolerance and effectiveness of 
new pharmaceutical preparations or drugs designated by the code names 
B-1012, B-1034, B-1036, 3582, and P-111. They also used prisoners as 

 8 See Hans-Joachim Lang, Nazwiska numerów (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Wołoszański, 2006). See 
also Hans-Joachim Lang, Die Namen der Nummern (Hamburg: Hoffman und Campe Verlag, 
2004); and Hans-Joachim Lang, Die Frauen von Block 10: medizinischen Versuche in Auschwitz 
(Hamburg: Hoffman und Campe Verlag, 2011).
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experimental subjects to test the drugs Rutenol and Periston. These doc-
tors acted on behalf of the conglomerate IG Farbenindustrie, in particu-
lar for the Bayer division, which was a constituent part of IG Farben. They 
administered these drugs in various forms and doses to prisoners suffer-
ing from contagious diseases. The patients forced to take the drugs suf-
fered from disturbances of the digestive tract, including vomiting blood; 
painful, bloody diarrhea containing flecks of mucous membranes; and 
impairment of the circulatory system.

In the second half of the summer in 1944, the Wehrmacht sent Emil 
Kaschub, a physician with the rank of corporal, to Auschwitz. Kaschub 
conducted experiments on the medication Atebrine. His research was part 
of an effort to unmask various methods of malingering that were becom-
ing widespread among German soldiers, especially on the eastern front. 
These methods included self-inflicted wounds, abscesses, fever, and infec-
tious hepatitis. Kaschub experimented on Jewish prisoners by rubbing 
various toxic substances into their skin or injecting these substances into 
their limbs. He gave them the medication Atebrine orally in order to pro-
voke the same symptoms being presented by German soldiers. 

Conclusion
The SS physicians were indifferent to the fate of those prisoners who be-
came subjects of their medical research and experiments. The brutal ex-
periments were often a death sentence for many of the prisoners who had 
already been living under extreme conditions in Auschwitz. For those who 
survived the experiments, however, death still remained the most likely 
outcome. In order to keep the nature of the experiments from being dis-
covered, the SS physicians often ordered their victims to be killed by le-
thal injection of phenol to the heart or by poison gas in the gas chambers. 

***
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Medical experiments on Auschwitz prisoners remain an important top-
ic of academic inquiry. Hitherto, most of the research into this topic has 
been based on such archival documentation and resources as SS physi-
cians’ requests for laboratory tests, documentary evidence from camp in-
firmary blocks, and prisoners’ memoirs and testimonies, among others 
types of evidence. However, there are still many documents in the Ar-
chives of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum that need to be explored, 
not only by historians, but also by physicians from various medical fields. 
These documents include: registration books of the hospital blocks in the 
main camp,9 fever charts, case histories, prescriptions, medication books, 
and death reports. They also include lists of prisoners transferred from 
the camp hospital in Monowitz to Auschwitz-Birkenau, patient records, 
x-ray books (26 volumes), hospital administration correspondences, and 
sets of records on the administration and operation of the clinic, as well 
as the temporary hospital in the Birkenau men’s quarantine camp and 
the dentist’s office in the main camp. All of these extant historical docu-
ments provide material for research in the fields of medical history and 
the history of Auschwitz. Furthermore, the archives of the SS Institute 
of Hygiene (62 volumes) and the documentation prepared by the med-
ical commission after the liberation of the Auschwitz camp complex in 
January 1945 constitute important historical sources. The latter, which 
includes short interviews focused on the physical condition of the liber-
ated prisoners, is valuable both for the field of medicine, as well as for 
Auschwitz history post-liberation. 

A separate, but very important field of inquiry, concerns postwar jus-
tice as it relates to legal responsibility for medical experiments conduct-
ed in concentration camps. Although some SS doctors were among the 
criminals accused and tried during postwar trials, one can safely state that 

 9 Such registration books cover limited periods of time. For example, the register for block 28, cov-
ers the period from July 31, 1942, to March 4, 1943. It consists of 165 pages. 
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many of these doctors were, for the most part, not held legally account-
able for taking part in mass killings or for being directly or indirectly in-
volved in medical experiments on behalf of Nazi Germany. The majority 
of doctors conducting these medical experiments earned their profes-
sional degrees (MD, PhD, or Professor of Medicine) at German universi-
ties. While in some cases, universities and/or medical colleges revoked 
their academic or professional titles after the war, many of these doctors 
managed to avoid responsibility for their wartime research and were nev-
er tried in a court of law. 

A case in point is the fate of Carl Clauberg. After the war, Clauberg 
was arrested by the British Army and handed over to the Soviet Union 
where he was accused of mass sterilization of Soviet citizens. In July 1948, 
a Moscow court issued a guilty verdict wherein Clauberg was sentenced 
to twenty-five years in prison. However, in 1955, Clauberg was sent back 
to Germany along with other repatriates. Using his real name, he opened 
a medical practice, set up an office, and posted a job advertisement in 
a local newspaper for a medical secretary. In 1955, he was arrested and 
stripped of his academic credentials. The local medical college revoked 
his right to practice medicine. Nevertheless, the legal proceedings against 
Clauberg never made it to court, despite efforts to collect documentation 
against him. Clauberg died in prison in 1957.
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The Complexity of the Category “Bystander”: 
The City of Oświęcim and Beyond

Preface: Theoretical Considerations  
by Bożena Karwowska and Ewa Wampuszyc

In the 1990s, when Raul Hilberg formulated his classic triangle of vic-
tim–perpetrator–bystander, he also challenged the traditional binary 
thinking aligned with a social judgment that posits the innocence of the 
victim and the guilt of the executioner/perpetrator. When defining “by-
standers” as witnesses of crimes committed against Jews during World 
War II,1 Hilberg was aware that the bystander concept was imprecise and 
that applying it directly to specific situations would be challenging, if at 
all possible. In part, the challenge comes from the non-binary character 
of the term. As a “third” party, a bystander automatically aligns neither 
with innocence nor guilt. In his book, Hilberg specifically listed catego-
ries of people, each of whom reacted differently to the events happen-
ing directly in front of them and which they could have influenced either 

 1 Raul Hilberg, Perpetrators, Victims, Bystanders: The Jewish Catastrophe, 1933 – 1945 (New York: 
Harper Collins, 1992).
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significantly, moderately, or hardly at all.2 Using tools from various ac-
ademic disciplines, Holocaust scholars—as well as the broader academic 
community—have been discussing the validity of Hilberg’s term since its 
introduction. They have also presented various case studies and attempt-
ed to propose subcategories of the category “bystander.”3 

Unfortunately, authors of popular studies do not understand that 
victim–perpetrator–bystander are dynamic categories and these authors 
often resort to simplifications. In practice, they redefine Hilberg’s term 

“bystanders” as people living nearby who witnessed the suffering of their 
Jewish neighbors, treated them with indifference at best, and failed to 
react or show sympathy.4 Applied to the study of the Auschwitz camp, 
such distortions of Hilberg’s concept, together with a limited or non-ex-
istent knowledge of the history of the region, leads to confusion. This 
oversimplification is wrought with inaccuracies and errors. It dehistori-
cizes Nazi Germany’s decision to establish a concentration camp on the 
outskirts of Oświęcim, a decision that impacted not only the prisoners 
in the camp, but also the people and places around KL Auschwitz and 
Oświęcim, then and now. 

In 1939, at the beginning of World War II, Oświęcim was a city sur-
rounded by nearby villages. After Germans invaded the area, the Auschwitz 
camp complex became the largest and most infamous of the killing sites 
already during the war. And in public memory, the city of Oświęcim be-
came a space in the vicinity of Auschwitz. Moreover, in discourses of Hol-
ocaust Studies, Auschwitz often functions as a capital of the Holocaust.5 

 2 Hilberg writes, for example, about people who helped Jews, about those who benefited from the 
deportation of their Jewish neighbors to the camps (“gainers”), about onlookers, and so on. 

 3 See Robert M. Ehrenreich and Tim Cole, “The Perpetrator-Bystander-Victim Constellation: Re-
thinking Genocidal Relationships,” Human Organization 64, no 3 (2005): 213-224. See also Vic-
toria Barnett, “The Changing View of the ‘Bystander’ in Holocaust Scholarship: Historical, Eth-
ical, and Political Implications,” Utah Law Review 4 (2017): 633-647. 

 4 Such narratives give readers the illusion of moral superiority, suggesting that if faced with a similar 
situation, they would have a better reaction, i.e., they would help the victims or, at the very least, 
loudly protest.

 5 See the chapter “Space and Narration of the Auschwitz Camp Complex” in this volume.



– 137 –

The Complexity of the Category “Bystander”: The City of Oświęcim and Beyond

As a consequence, some contemporary visitors easily (even if uncon-
sciously) perceive the “local population” as “passive bystanders,” guilty 
of indifference and a lack of sympathy. All too often, this perception is 
reinforced in popular media.6

The positions of victims, perpetrators, and bystanders are created by 
historical events, and it is important to see them as such. The people liv-
ing in Oświęcim—and their histories—provide a rich case for interrogat-
ing these positions because the events that unfolded there are of global 
historical importance. By occupying Poland, the Germans put the inhab-
itants of this land in the position of victims and then divided them into 
groups based on Nazi ideological categories. These positions were sub-
sequently shaped by the acts or whims of local Nazi German authorities. 

Holocaust discourse tends to focus on the history of the Auschwitz 
camp, not on the history of the city and its population. In the triad of 
victim–perpetrator–bystander, the Auschwitz camp complex has its own 
victim-perpetrator binary structure. Furthermore, in the camp discourse, 
the people who lived in the city next to the Auschwitz camp were in the 
position of bystanders. From the perspective of Oświęcim history, how-
ever, the local people were victims of the German occupation. In practice, 
this translates into the “local population” being in the position of bystand-
ers in one discourse and victims in another. 

The simplifications in thinking about bystanders are commonly con-
nected with another ahistorical cliché. It is often assumed that the “local 
population” consisted roughly of the same people before, during, and af-
ter the war. In short, it is often assumed that the bystanders during World 
War II were Polish, Catholic local people who were indifferent.

But were these the same people? What does history teach us about 
those who lived in the city in 1939? Were they the same people as those 

 6 In recent years Hilberg’s triad of victim-perpetrator-bystander has evolved into such popular 
phrases as “innocent victims” and “passive bystanders” with the addition of a fourth term “up-
standers” (the “good” part of a newly-created binary, bystander versus upstander). 
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who lived there in 1940-1944, after the camp was established and after 
IG Farben built an industrial plant there? And were they the same people 
who moved (back) to Oświęcim after the Germans fled the area? What does 
this history tell us about the “indifference” of the inhabitants of this area? 

Bożena Karwowska and Ewa Wampuszyc

 * * * *

Introduction: Historical Considerations
Archival documents that demonstrate the local Oświęcim population’s in-
difference are almost nonexistent. Historians, however, have access to ac-
counts and memoirs written after the war. A significant number of these 
postwar narratives provides the basis for forming cautious opinions about 
the behavior of the local population of Oświęcim during the German occu-
pation. Such sources, however, should be read critically and in the context 
of the realities of the German occupation of Poland, and—in particular—
in the context of the overwhelming Nazi German presence in the vicin-
ity of Oświęcim. It is also important to remember that these narratives 
were to some extent influenced by the moral and political standards and 
expectations of when they were written (i.e., by avoiding descriptions of 
episodes or topics that society considered morally reprehensible after the 
war). It is important to understand that the history of the city and the 
German policies implemented during the occupation made, in many re-
spects, the situation of Oświęcim residents unique. Living in Oświęcim 
during the German occupation was incomparable to living in larger Pol-
ish cities (where there were, for example, ghettos) or in the countryside 
(where Jews hid from Nazi persecution and death). 

Oświęcim is one of the oldest cities in Poland with a history that starts 
around the end of the first millennium. Later, it became an important 
center of the salt trade and a stop on the trade route from Kraków to 
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Prague, which attracted settlers, including Jews. In the mid-seventeenth 
century, the city was completely destroyed by the Swedish army and did 
not recover economically until four railway lines leading to Oświęcim were 
constructed in the second half of the nineteenth century. The economy 
improved somewhat when several small industrial plants were opened in 
the town: a “steam factory” of vodkas and liqueurs; a roofing felt factory; 
a fish cannery; a factory producing artificial fertilizers; and workshops 
such as tanneries, etc. The Jewish community was among the most active 
in Oświęcim. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Jews constitut-
ed almost half of the city’s population. They owned most of the afore-
mentioned factories and artisan workshops. According to the accounts of 
Oświęcim residents, Polish and Jewish communities coexisted and solved 
conflicts thanks to mutual compromises. Both communities were—as in 
other towns of Western Galicia under Austrian rule—quite poor. The eco-
nomic differences between the communities were almost insignificant. 

In the summer of 1939, Oświęcim had about 13,000 inhabitants, with 
the population almost equally split between Poles and Jews (about 50 
percent each). The surrounding villages were inhabited mostly by Poles.

Setting the Stage for the Binary Divide 
September 1939: Victims and Perpetrators
World War II broke out on September 1, 1939. Oświęcim was only about 
fifty kilometers from the prewar Polish-German border; thus, German 
tanks reached its western suburbs already on the evening of September 
3. The next day, the Germans entered the city center. They arrested sever-
al local Jews and sent them to Buchenwald. They removed all Jews from 
the city council, then dissolved the council, and subsequently dissolved all 
Polish offices and institutions, including schools. The occupiers replaced 
the Polish police with the German Schutzpolizei (Schupo, for short) and 
subordinated the personnel of the Polish state railways and post office to 
the Deutsche Reichsbahn and Reichspost, respectively. 
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On October 26, 1939, Oświęcim was incorporated into the Third Re-
ich.1 This marked a fundamental shift in authority that brought with it 
a number of changes to the city and set the stage for a new social dynam-
ic. The occupation authorities Germanized the city name to “Auschwitz” 
and further Germanized the city space by renaming streets using Ger-
man terms.2 The German mayor of Oświęcim was also the supervisor of 
the local police (der Amtkomissar als Ortpolizeiverwalter) and thus also 
an authority of law enforcement. And shortly after the occupation began, 
the German administration imposed limitations on small businesses and 
workshops, especially Jewish ones. These limitations destroyed the live-
lihoods of people living in the city. With time, the local delegation of the 
Main Trustee Office for the East (located in Katowice) imposed new man-
agement on some of these establishments. Eventually, this office trans-
ferred the businesses and workshops formerly owned by Poles and Jews 
to German entrepreneurs arriving in Oświęcim. 

In December 1939, the authorities of the administrative unit Amts-
bezirk Auschwitz conducted a general census that counted 12,545 people 
living in Oświęcim. Almost the entire population consisted of Poles and 
Jews, with no more than 61 Volksdeutsche.3

Establishing KL Auschwitz Next to Oświęcim:  
The Victim-Perpetrator-Bystander Triad (Part I)
With the incorporation of Oświęcim into the Third Reich, the fate of the 
local population seemed to be decided. The Nazi plans were as follows: 

 1 More specifically, Oświęcim became part of Bielsko County of the Katowice Region in the Province 
of Silesia (with the capital in Wrocław). 

 2 In particular, the Germans changed street names that were historically or culturally significant to 
Poland. For example, King Władysław Jagiełło Street became Hauptstrasse (Main Street), Mick-
iewicza Street was renamed Eichenstrasse, and Sienkiewicza Street was named Glückaufstrasse. 
The main square was, of course, renamed Adolf-Hitler-Platz.

 3 According to this census, there were 12,919 people in the neighboring villages: 3,984 people in 
Brzezinka; 1,999 in Babice; 2,114 in Dwory; 1,146 in Monowice; 884 in Poręba Wielka; 758 in 
Włosienica; 696 in Stare Stawy; 415 in Zaborze Ost; 551 in Klucznikowice; and 372 in Broszkowice. 
The vast majority of these people were Poles. Of this total, 347 were Jews and 85 were Germans.



– 141 –

The Complexity of the Category “Bystander”: The City of Oświęcim and Beyond

Poles were to be resettled and replaced by German colonists in order to 
Germanize local people of mixed origin (called Wasserpolen or Schlonsak-
en). Jews were to be removed, but the Third Reich did not yet have a plan 
for what to do with the Jewish population. The final deportation of all 
Poles and Jews from Oświęcim was to take place by April 1, 1942. How-
ever, these plans were abandoned as a result of the SS deciding in 1940 
to locate a concentration camp on the outskirts of the city at the site of 
former Polish military barracks. 

With the arrival of the first camp commandant Rudolf Höss, one of 
the most urgent tasks was the eviction of about 1,200 Polish residents 
from the so-called barrack settlement adjacent to the emerging camp. By 
mid-June, a significant portion of the inhabitants left the settlement and 
found new accommodations in other parts of Oświęcim or nearby villages. 
On June 19, 1940, the local employment office (Arbeitsamt) registered 
about 500 adult residents of the barrack settlement, 250 of whom were 
sent to forced labor in Germany. The remaining residents later moved to 
the village of Brzeszcze or other localities. Immediately after the eviction, 
the camp authorities incorporated the barrack settlement into the camp.4

KL Auschwitz authorities also had additional plans that involved the 
expulsion of local residence. In the interest of the camp, they intended to 
expel Polish and Jewish inhabitants from the district of Zasole and a part 
of the village of Brzezinka (the area located northeast of the camp). On 
July 8, 1940, they deported several dozen Polish families5 to the Czech 
region of Nový Jičín (then Neu Titschein in the Sudetenland). There, the 
adults had to work on farms, at a brickyard, or in a quarry. In the following 
months the evictions of the inhabitants of the Zasole district and a part of 
Brzezinka continued. Every so often, successive people received eviction 

 4 The State Archives in Katowice (Archiwum Państwowe w Katowicach, hereafter APK), Katowice 
Regierungsbezirk Fond 2910, pp. 6, 11, 12. 

 5 Tomasz Chrzan, Ks. Jan Skarbek – oświęcimski duszpasterz i społecznik (Kraków: Wydawnictwo 
Księży Sercanów, 2017), 104.
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orders from KL Auschwitz, and with the permission of the local authori-
ties, they settled on the right-bank of Oświęcim or in nearby villages. The 
evictions of the local population of Oświęcim continued until the early 
spring of 1941. During this time, Jews were also taken into forced labor. 

Subsequent evictions started with the creation of the KL Auschwitz 
Interest Zone (Interessengebiet) at the end of 1940. The Interest Zone was 
an area under the direct jurisdiction of camp authorities, adjacent to the 
camp and outside the city. Höss decided that expelling current residents 
to create such a zone would make it easier to use prisoners for farm labor. 
He also wanted to limit the possibility of prisoners establishing contact 
with the “outside world,” as well as to make it more difficult for prisoners 
to escape. In November 1940, Höss’s plans were approved by Reichsführ-
er-SS Heinrich Himmler who was head of the SS and Chief of the German 
Police. The plan involved expelling the inhabitants of eight villages locat-
ed to the north, west, and southwest of Oświęcim, namely: Broszkowice, 
Babice, Brzezinka, Pławy, Harmęże, Rajsko, Bór, and Budy. 

The German police and SS men carried out the evictions between the 
beginning of March and the second half of April 1941. The first victims of 
these expulsions were Poles and Jews deemed unfit for work or who were 
farmers. The German authorities locked up the “abandoned” houses and 
the belongings that had been left behind were later transported to ware-
houses in the town of Oświęcim. On March 7 and 9, evicted people were 
deported by train to the General Government (Generalgouvernement).6 
The first transport was sent to Tarnów and the second to Gorlice, both 
towns being some 150 to 200 kilometers east of Oświęcim. Of the 1,887 

 6 After Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, the German authorities divided the Ger-
man-occupied Polish territories into various administrative zones or regions. The western ter-
ritories were incorporated directly into the Third Reich, while the other German-occupied parts 
of Poland’s prewar borders constituted a separate administrative unit called by the Germans 
the General Government (Generalgouvernement). 
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deportees, there were 500 Jews.7 Later, the Poles were settled in the vil-
lages near these towns. Some evictees went back to Oświęcim or near-
by villages, where they tried to legalize their return. At the end of 1941, 
there were also cases of men who illegally returned and, as a result, were 
arrested and sent to the Auschwitz concentration camp. There is little in-
formation about the fate of the Jews who were deported to the towns of 
Tarnów and Gorlice. Presumably, their situation in both towns was very 
difficult.8 This may be why some of them tried to make their way to the 
towns of Sosnowiec and Będzin to where most Oświęcim Jews had been 
expelled earlier that year, in April 1941.

Residents of some villages who worked on the railway or in the 
Brzeszcze coal mine were moved with their families to nearby settlements.9 
As a rule, evictees could take with them food, clothes, and home furnish-
ings. But they had to leave their livestock, farm equipment, and tools.

In March 1941, the Jewish community was forced to provide a quo-
ta of workers. When they failed to meet the quota, the police carried out 
a street roundup and sent the captured Jews to a labor camp in the Ży-
wiec region. The authorities informed Jews who were then expelled from 
the city in April that they could choose one of three towns to resettle in: 
Sosnowiec, Będzin, or Chrzanów. Over 3,000 chose Sosnowiec, around 
2,000 went to Będzin, and the rest were resettled in Chrzanów.10 The 
German police carried out the deportations with the assistance of Jew-
ish auxiliary police brought over from Sosnowiec. A significant propor-
tion of the Oświęcim Jews later shared in the fate of other Jews living in 

 7 APK, Regierungsbezirk Kattowitz Fond 3089, p. 44. The two transports collectively included 
1,887 people (879 in the first and 1,008 in the second). Information concerning 500 Jews was 
provided by Fany Czarna, the vice president of the Jewish Council of Elders in Eastern Upper 
Silesia. See Aleksandra Namysło, “Centrala Żydowskich Rad Starszych na Wschodnim Górnym 
Śląsku,” in Zagłada Żydów zagłębiowskich, ed. Aleksandra Namysło (Będzin: Instytut Pamięci 
Narodowej, 2004), 47.

 8 According to Fany Czarna, they were almost dying there of hunger. See Namysło, 47.
 9 This was the case for residents of Pławy, Brzezinka, Harmęże, Bór, and Rajsko.
 10 According to some accounts, however, Jews were already deported to Chrzanów in March.
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Chrzanów, Będzin, and Sosnowiec. In 1942 and 1943, these Jews were 
transported to KL Auschwitz and murdered in the gas chambers on the 
outskirts of their hometown.11

In the beginning of April 1941, German authorities evicted all 6,500 
remaining Jews from the town of Oświęcim when the management of 
the German conglomerate IG Farbenindustrie decided to build a chemi-
cal factory east of Oświęcim and needed accommodations for its German 
employees. Because Nazi authorities saw Poles as suitable construction 
workers, Poles were to remain in the city temporarily.12 

Eventually, when German authorities realized that a potential work-
force was necessary for the functioning of existing and future industri-
al plants, they initiated so-called internal resettlements by transferring 
Poles to villages near Oświęcim. Some inhabitants of Brzezinka, Bab-
ice, Broszkowice, and presumably Rajsko were relocated to places a few 
kilometers or a dozen or so kilometers to the west, north, and east of 
Oświęcim. Others received living quarters in Oświęcim in houses vacated 
by expelled Jews. Some Polish inhabitants could stay in their own homes 
or at least within their village, but had to work for German enterprises or 
on a farm in Rajsko owned by the ethnic German (Volksdeutscher) Karol 
Gajdzica. Eight evacuated villages were included in the KL Auschwitz In-
terest Zone, which was an autonomous administrative unit managed by 
the camp commandant. 

Monowice and IG Farbenindustrie:  
The Victim-Perpetrator-Bystander Triad (Part II)
In June and early July 1942, German authorities evicted Polish inhab-
itants from the southern part of the village of Monowice. The primary 

 11 See Namysło, 54. See also Sybille Steinbacher, “Musterstadt” Auschwitz. Germanisierungspolitik 
und Judenmord in Ostoberschlesien (München: KG Saur Verlag, 2000), 218.

 12 Ordinances for the resettlement of Jews and the temporary retention of Poles were issued on Feb-
ruary 18, 1941, by Reichsmarschall Herman Göring (as plenipotentiary for the implementation of 
the Four Year Plan).
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motivation for this eviction was the construction of the IG Farbenindus-
trie chemical factory and—more specifically—the construction of bar-
racks for forced laborers (called Dorfrand) that had begun in late May of 
that year.13 The evicted Polish farmers had to hand over their livestock 
and farming equipment to a German-run land estate in Dwory before be-
ing resettled in nearby villages. A dozen or so families were deported for 
forced labor. Probably at the beginning of 1943, another forty Polish fam-
ilies were employed in the construction of IG Farben. After the evictions, 
the SS used prisoners from Auschwitz to demolish the evacuated houses. 
All that remained were some dwellings in the northern part of Monow-
ice (today Stara Droga Street).14 In addition, seventeen more families in 
the village of Dwory were thrown out of their homes because of planned 
IG Farbenindustrie development projects. 

Half of the inhabitants living in Oświęcim after these resettlements 
were Polish victims expelled from villages within the KL Auschwitz In-
terest Zone in 1940 and 1941. These Poles lost all their possessions and 
lived in Oświęcim’s worst flats or in adapted barns in the village of Dwo-
ry. According to data from March 1944, Poles who were allowed to stay 
in Oświęcim and its vicinity had to work at the IG Farben factory eleven 
hours a day, six days a week, for most of the year.15 In light of the need 
for a very large labor force, IG Farben also brought four thousand Polish 
forced laborers to Oświęcim and quartered them in barracks built by the 
company in the area around the factory. At the beginning of April 1943, 
there were 6,447 Poles working in the factory. Of these, 2,351 were resi-
dents of Oświęcim and the surrounding villages. A year later, 7,700 Poles 

 13 Four months later, Dorfrand was converted into an Auschwitz sub-camp called Lager Buna. Lat-
er it was renamed Auschwitz III-Monowitz and eventually Lager Monowitz.

 14 Archive of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum (Archiwum Państwowego Muzeum Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau), IG Farben Werk Wochenberichte Auschwitz, vol. 2, p. 184-185; vol. 3, p. 211; 
Zespół Tygodniowe Sprawozdania IG Farben, sygn. D-Au III-Monowitz/4a, p. 99.

 15 On average, they worked from fifty-six to sixty-four hours a week from 6:00am to 6:15pm. They 
had a thirty-minute breakfast break and a forty-five-minute lunch break.
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worked in the factory. Of these, 4,554 lived in employee barrack camps 
and 3,146 were Oświęcim residents. Thus, about two thirds of the Polish 
workforce in Oświęcim worked in the IG Farben factory. Poles were as-
signed to the hardest and lowest paid jobs in the factory.16 They were vic-
tims of constant harassment, which even raised opposition among some 
of the German employees.17 

Oświęcim: The Bystander’s Space and the New Local Population
By 1942, there were no longer any Jews living in the city of Oświęcim, 
while the Polish population had decreased by half as a result of mass evic-
tions, resettlements, and deportations to forced labor in the Reich. At the 
same time, the streets of Oświęcim became full of Germans, while Poles 
became underlings in their own city. Well over 1,000 Germans resided in 
the city and over 6,000 German employees of IG Farben were quartered 
in employee barrack camps and in a housing estate built by IG Farben. 
In the afternoons and on Sundays, the SS staff from KL Auschwitz and 
their families moved freely about the city. And beginning in 1943, Luft-
waffe soldiers who manned the nearby anti-aircraft batteries also joined 
their fellow Germans. Only Germans had the right to walk freely on side-
walks or to board buses. And they had priority when shopping. They also 
received ration cards that allowed them to purchase additional food and 
clothing. Poles, in turn, lived in constant fear and humiliation.

 16 For example, in the early spring of 1944, the construction site consisted of the following: 299 Ger-
man managers (not a single manager was Polish); 145 German and 8 Polish engineers or techni-
cians; 454 German and 5 Polish foremen; and 976 German administrative officials with only 38 Pol-
ish ones. Among the unskilled workers included in the lists, there were only 711 Germans and as 
many as 4,043 Poles (women and men). Poles generally received lower wages that were additionally 
reduced by a 15 percent “compensatory levy.” Furthermore, unlike the German workers, Poles did 
not receive annual bonuses nor were they paid premiums (i.e., for work on a large construction site).

 17 The chief engineer Maximilian Faust and deputy director Walter Dürrfeld allowed Poles to be beat-
en with impunity. As Faust wrote in one of his reports, after being slapped about, these Poles “will 
understand their mistakes more easily and after some time they will certainly begin to feel grate-
ful to the German foreman for giving such concise and educational instructions.”
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Beginning in 1942, IG Farben began bringing foreign workers18 to 
Oświęcim. By 1944, there were almost 7,000 of them in the city, which 
was equal in number to the German workers and not many fewer than 
in the Polish workforce. Workers from countries allied with Nazi Germa-
ny were treated better than others and could take part in social activi-
ties, such as concerts and artistic performances. They also had a better 
chance of taking up clerical and lower management positions. Workers 
from occupied territories were treated much worse. This eventually led 
to a strike, after which the IG Farben management requested to send the 
most troublesome Belgians and French from Oświęcim to the Auschwitz 
camp. Strangers in an unfamiliar environment who usually did not know 
Polish, foreign workers tended to remain in circles of their own compa-
triots and rarely connected with local Poles. 

At the end of September 1943, about 700 British prisoners of war 
who had been taken in North Africa and previously held in camps in It-
aly (camp E-715 under Stalag VIIIB-Lamsdorf) were placed in a separate 
part of barrack camp VIII–Karpfenteich. Soon their number almost dou-
bled; but at the end of January/beginning of February the number of 
British POWs fell back to its previous level. These prisoners were guarded 
by Wehrmacht soldiers, but on the construction site they had to perform 
work commissioned and supervised by IG Farben foremen. They caused 
the factory management even more problems than the strikers; but due 
to the constant shortage of labor, they were left in Oświęcim until the 
evacuation in January 1945.

KL Auschwitz and Oświęcim: Beyond Hilberg’s Triad 
According to a study conducted by the research team at Auschwitz-Birk-
enau under the direction of Henryk Świebocki, almost 1,030 Polish 

 18 These workers came from almost all the countries occupied by Germany; most of them were from 
France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, Croatia, and the USSR.
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residents of Oświęcim and nearby villages provided continuous and or-
ganized help to KL Auschwitz prisoners.19 These people were affiliated 
with a larger organization (such as the Home Army or People’s Army) or 
were part of informal networks of family and/or friends who helped pris-
oners. Other Oświęcim residents helped prisoners in passing, if they had 
the opportunity and such a gesture did not involve great risk.20 A signifi-
cant number of local women and girls were involved in helping prisoners 
by clandestinely providing them with additional food, sometimes leav-
ing packages hidden in the fields at or around labor sites. There are also 
documented cases of local Poles helping Auschwitz escapees. Some help-
ers were caught and ended up as prisoners in Auschwitz. Others were se-
verely punished or even executed. In some cases, when it became clear 
that a local had assisted a prisoner, Germans retaliated by punishing or 
shooting a larger group or the entire community. 

With the end of World War II, the Germans left the area and the pop-
ulation of the city changed once again. By 1946, there were 6,708 people 
living in Oświęcim, almost exclusively Poles. Shortly thereafter, several 
prewar industrial plants reopened. Also, new repair shops for trucks sup-
plied by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UN-
RRA) were set up in the factory originally built by the SS for the Krupp 
conglomerate. However, one of the greatest impacts on the postwar his-
tory of Oświęcim was the postwar, communist authorities’ decision to 
create a large synthetic rubber plant in the former IG Farben factory that 
had been devastated and looted by Russians in the year following the 
war. With the opening of the rubber plant, the following years brought 

 19 See Henryk Świebocki, People of Good Will: Memorial Book of Residents of the Land of Oświec-
im Who Rendered Aid to the Prisoners of Auschwitz Concentration Camp, trans. William R. Brand 
(Oświecim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2009).

 20 In general, only those prisoners who worked outside the camp grounds and walked to and from 
their work assignments could benefit from such assistance. Although some survivors documented 
in their memoirs that they received this type of help, the available documentation does not war-
rant any generalizations. 
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thousands of workers to Oświęcim, which ultimately transformed the de-
mographics of the city. 

Very few Jews returned to Oświęcim after the war. The prewar Pol-
ish-Jewish city was only a distant memory. Due to the postwar estab-
lishment of a communist regime, challenges posed by new economic and 
social laws, and antisemitic violence in Poland, many Jews decided to re-
build their lives in other countries. 

The last Jewish resident of Oświęcim, Szymon Kluger, died in 2000.
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The Exploitation of Labor and the Expansion  
of the Auschwitz Camp

Studying the unique phenomenon of Auschwitz… 
we are struck by the fact that the system  

and camps were established in order to carry out a twofold task:  
political and economic, that is, ideal and practical.1

Zofia Nałkowska, Medallions

The Context 
At the end of 1940, the German chemical company IG Farbenindus-
trie received an order from the German Armed Forces High Command 
(Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, OKW) to build a synthetic rubber fac-
tory for the Wehrmacht. It was to be located beyond the range of bombers 
taking off from British airfields. The trade name of the synthetic rubber 
was “Buna.” IG Farben chose to build the factory on a vast field east of 
Oświęcim, between the villages of Dwory and Monowice. With two coal 
mines located about ten kilometers away, this location provided a ready 

 1 Zofia Nałkowska, Medallions, trans. Diana Kuprel (Evanston, Ill: Northwestern University 
Press, 2000), 47.
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supply of coal, a basic raw material needed for rubber production. In ad-
dition, the Vistula River ran nearby and provided large amounts of water 
for cooling technological lines. Finally, the low price of land confiscated 
from Polish farms was extremely advantageous for the company. To ac-
complish their goal of building the factory in Oświęcim, IG Farben needed 
at least several thousand construction workers who could perform sim-
ple tasks such as digging foundations and drainage ditches, laying cables, 
and building roads. Thus, IG Farben approached the headquarters of KL 
Auschwitz in a quest to employ prisoners on the factory construction site.

For the SS, in general, cooperating with such a large company was 
very beneficial. IG Farben could serve as a potential buyer of basic prod-
ucts made in camp workshops and local SS enterprises,2 which produced 
gravel, bricks, construction carpentry, simple furniture, and prefabricat-
ed concrete elements (such as fence posts). It also guaranteed work for 
the concentration camp prisoners. This allowed Chief of the SS and the 
German Police Heinrich Himmler—who was seeking to expand the pow-
er of the SS not only politically, but also economically—to argue that the 
SS was participating in the nationwide effort to rearm the Wehrmacht.

Thanks to the SS, which had expelled about 7,000 Jews from their 
homes in Oświęcim, IG Farben was able to buy confiscated houses and 
use them as service apartments for specialists and technicians who had 
been transferred to Oświęcim from the western and central regions of 
the Reich. By cooperating with the camp, IG Farben also gained a supply 
of cheap laborers for their factory. Prisoners were to maintain 75 per-
cent productivity in comparison to the efficiency of a German construc-
tion assistant, but IG Farben was to pay the SS only around 50 percent (3 
marks per day) of the wages normally paid to a free worker (6 marks per 

 2 These were companies that operated on basic market principles, but were entirely owned by the 
SS. They included German Equipment Works (Deutsche Ausrüstungswerke – DAW) and German 
Clay and Stone Works (Deutsche Erd u. Steinwerke – DESt). These companies earned a consider-
able profit thanks to the very low wages paid for prisoner labor.
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day). German labor laws also dictated that an employer organize social 
activities for workers; this did not, however, apply to prisoners, who did 
not get any holidays or leave time.3 IG Farben also did not have to cover 
the cost of housing the prisoners. Prisoners lived in the camp and walked 
about six or seven kilometers to the construction site every day.4 Howev-
er, prisoners—exhausted from the long marches to and from work—did 
not work as efficiently as the SS had promised they would. Furthermore, 
the morning fogs made supervising the prisoners “commute” difficult. 
Eventually, IG Farben had to rent a shuttle train to transport the labor-
ers, thus adding to its expenses. 

A Labor Force for IG Farbenindustrie: Soviet POWs
Negotiations between the SS and IG Farben took place in March and April 
1941. It was expected that by the end of 1941 there would be 1,000 pris-
oners available for work; that by 1942 there would be 3,000-4,000 prison-
ers; and that by 1943 there would be as many as 8,000 prisoner-laborers. 
However, at the time of negotiations, the camp could not accommodate 
such a significant growth in the prisoner population. Thus, IG Farben de-
cided to support the camp commandant Rudolf Höss by allocating build-
ing materials to the SS from its own storehouse. In turn, the company 
demanded a guarantee that the new barracks would accommodate more 
prisoners capable of working. Höss could not give such a guarantee, be-
cause in the summer of 1941 the number of newly arrived prisoners on-
ly slightly exceeded the number of those ill and dead. 

The solution came in the form of Soviet POWs. The Wehrmacht (the 
German Army) had been unproductively holding hundreds of thousands 

 3 For its German workers, IG Farben sponsored a sports club, choir, and library. It invited theater 
troupes and orchestras to perform. And it partially covered the costs of healthcare.

 4 Despite the favorable business and economic conditions created by the SS, other German entre-
preneurs and companies were deterred by the costs and troubles associated with relocating entire 
plants to the Oświęcim area. IG Farben was the only company to make such a  large investment 
there. 
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of captured Soviet soldiers in POW camps and starving them to death. In 
September 1941, two groups of POWs (10,000 and 50,000, respectively) 
were to be transferred to KL Auschwitz. The first group was to be placed 
in separate blocks of the main camp. But in order to accommodate the re-
maining fifty thousand, it was necessary to establish a large, new camp.5 
The SS soon built such a camp on a vast area next to the village of Brzez-
inka from which the Polish population had been expelled in April 1941. 
As planning for the camp proceeded, Heinrich Himmler’s vision for the 
capacity of the camp gradually increased from 50,000 to 100,000, then 
to 125,000, and finally to 150,000 prisoners. These increases reflected 
the scale of his economic plans for the SS. 

However, the SS failed to deliver on their promises to IG Farben. Not 
only was there an insufficient amount of building materials to construct 
barracks for the incoming work force, but the Soviet POWs turned out 
to be exhausted, starved, and mostly unfit to work. IG Farben’s initial as-
sessment of their condition was soon confirmed by the facts: after five 
months in KL Auschwitz, less than 10 percent of the 10,000 Soviet POWs 
remained alive.

Exploiting Jewish Prisoners as a Labor Force
After the Wehrmacht was defeated in the Battle of Moscow in January 
1942, it was obviously unrealistic to bring additional tens of thousands 
of Soviet prisoners to the camp. Therefore, on January 25, 1942—on-
ly five days after the infamous Wannsee Conference—Himmler ordered 
that Soviet POWs as a labor force should be replaced by able-bodied Jews 
who would be temporarily excluded from the implementation of the “Fi-
nal Solution.” Shortly thereafter, in March 1942, the first transports of 
these “able bodied” Jews arrived at KL Auschwitz from Slovakia and France. 
The transports consisted of young and strong people. Later, however, the 

 5 See the chapter “The Fate of Soviet POWs in Auschwitz” in this volume.
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Reich Security Main Office (RSHA) also began sending to the camp the el-
derly and children who were not able to work. It was in this context that 
camp administration officials introduced what initially was an ad hoc pro-
cess of selections on the ramp. These selections, together with the diffi-
cult living conditions in Birkenau where most of the new prisoners were 
sent, brought devastating and deadly results. Although transports to the 
camp were numerous with 16,212 people arriving by June 30, 1942, the 
number of Jewish prisoners in the men’s camp (the only data which is 
available) did not increase correspondingly to the number of prisoners 
coming to the camp.6

The expansion of Birkenau was accelerated when the SS brought in 
easy-to-assemble prefabricated stables to be used as barracks. The new 

“barracks” made it easy to quickly erect “living quarters” and allowed the 
camp authorities to increase the number of prisoners in the camp. This, 
in turn, prompted Reichsführer Himmler to develop yet another plan to 
use the prisoners productively. In accordance with Hitler’s wishes, pris-
oners of concentration camps were to be involved in armaments produc-
tion. Himmler’s plan included building factory halls on the camp grounds 
and leasing them to large private companies. The companies would pro-
vide technical staff, part of the machine shop, and expertise in production 
management. Prisoners who had appropriate experience or were trained 
on-site by civilian foremen would work there. The expectation was that 
this would be a considerable source of profit for the SS.

Addressing Labor Shortages 
Meanwhile, however, the Auschwitz headquarters had problems ensur-
ing an ongoing supply of prisoners to work at the IG Farben factory. Thus, 

 6 By June 30, 1942, 15,340 Jewish prisoners (8,932 men and 6,408 women) were registered in the 
camp, but almost half of the Jewish men died due to starvation, beatings, and selections in camp 
hospitals. Because of a lack of documents, the statistic regarding the number of Jewish women in 
the women’s camp cannot be calculated. 
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the expansion of the labor force was out of the question. In April 1942, 
the number of men in the camp increased from 10,000 to almost 14,000; 
later, however, due to an increase in the number of deaths, the male pris-
oner population remained at the same level until the middle of the year. 
Terrible living and sanitary conditions, inadequate food, and ubiquitous 
beatings of prisoners by SS men and kapos contributed to a very high mor-
tality rate. However, the camp authorities did nothing to improve pris-
oners living conditions. They believed that the dying prisoners would be 
replaced with an influx of new ones. Simultaneously, IG Farben’s demand 
for prisoner labor was constantly increasing. Höss, therefore, promised 
that he would do his best to replenish the kommando that worked for 
IG Farben in the Buna (rubber) factory, even if he would have to free up 
male prisoners by sending women to do construction work in the camp.

New prisoners who arrived in the camp in July 1942 supplemented 
kommandos working on the expansion of the camp, as well as increased 
the contingent of prisoners that the SS sent to work in Monowice where 
the IG Farben factory was located. However, in the event that other com-
panies started applying for allocations of prisoners, the reserve workforce 
remained inadequate. Nevertheless, that same month, Heinrich Himmler 
paid a second visit to Auschwitz and ordered Commandant Höss to obtain 
space for an additional 50,000 prisoners (in the fourth sector of Birkenau, 
called BIV). He also ordered Höss to expand the capacity of the camp to 
200,000 prisoners. He made these demands despite being aware that IG 
Farben was having issues with prisoner labor.7 

A document issued a month later indicates that the future of the “pri-
vate” SS armaments plants remained uncertain because no significant in-
vestors were willing to build factories near the camp. Himmler, however, 
did not give up on his efforts and came up with a new plan. Since many 

 7 On the second day of his visit, Himmler went to the construction site in Monowice, where he 
talked for almost two hours with the chief engineer Maksymilian Faust. See Uwe Lohalm and 
Michael Wildt, eds., Der Dienstkalender Heinrich Himmlers (Hamburg: Christians, 1999), 493.
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factories in Germany were closed or experiencing a significant shortage 
of workers (partly due to increased conscription to the army), he wanted 
the SS to take over several such large plants using an administrative de-
cision, fence them in like concentration camps, and start production im-
mediately by putting several thousand or even several dozen thousand 
prisoners to work. Current civilian workers would be transferred to oth-
er factories in order to fill labor shortages. Himmler intended to employ 
fifty thousand prisoners in this way and the rest would stay in Birkenau 
as a reserve. Ignoring that his plan was unrealistic, he later explained the 
failure of this project by blaming it on opposition from officials in the Re-
ich Ministry of Armaments and War Production (Reichsministerium für 
Rüstung und Kriegsproduktion). Among other things, the plan lacked 
a dedicated technical staff and the SS had little or no experience manag-
ing production processes. 

The great typhus epidemic, which broke out in the camp in late July 
1942, impacted these plans. When the epidemic broke out, transfers to 
other camps, releases of prisoners, and the transfer of prisoners to the 
IG Farben factory construction site were suspended. Despite this, subse-
quent transports of prisoners to Auschwitz continued, leading to a huge 
increase in the already very high death rate in the camp.

The Impact of the Typhus Epidemic on the Labor Force
In the late summer of 1942, the idea of   creating an industrial center near 
Auschwitz was finally abandoned. Instead, prisoners were to be moved di-
rectly to the vicinity of factories. There they were to stay, properly guard-
ed, in abandoned halls, barracks, or specially constructed sub-camps. This 
idea was supported in Berlin by the recently established SS Economic and 
Administrative Main Office (SS-Wirtschafts–Verwaltungshauptamt, SS-
WVHA), whose task was to intensify the use of prisoners in the Reich’s 
war economy. At the end of July, the SS sent about a hundred prison-
ers to the cement plant and quarry in Goleszów (about sixty kilometers 
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southwest of Oświęcim) and quartered them in an old factory building. 
In mid-August, the first 150 Jews from France were transferred to a sub-
camp located by the coal mine in Jawiszowice (about eleven kilometers 
southwest of Oświęcim). At the beginning of October, a small sub-camp 
was set up in Chełmek (about twelve kilometers northeast of Oświęcim) 
by the “Bata” shoe factory that had been taken over by German manage-
ment. These were the only enterprises at the time that used KL Auschwitz 
prisoners for labor. The cement plant in Goleszów was a private compa-
ny entirely owned by the SS.8 The directors of the mine in Jawiszowice 
(Otto Heine) and the factory in Chełmek (Joachim Schulz-Bundte) were 
good friends of camp commandant Höss. They attended parties and so-
cial events, the so-called Kameradschaften, and could observe up close 
how cooperating with the SS was beneficial for business. 

Learning about the small sub-camps, IG Farben offered to donate a bar-
racks complex for the needs of the SS.9 The company pressured the SS-
WVHA and at the end of October—after a shortened quarantine—the first 
2,000 prisoners were transferred to Monowice to a sub-camp called “Bu-
na.” A series of interventions and complaints by IG Farben possibly drew 
Himmler’s attention to the problem of a high death rate among the pris-
oners. In response, on November 6 Himmler ordered that all Jews from 
concentration camps in the Reich be transferred to KL Auschwitz and KL 
Lublin. This, however, did not solve the problem of a smaller-than-needed 

 8 The company, Golleschau Portland-Zement Aktiengesellschaft O/S, was subordinated to office 
W II (Ostdeutsche Baustoffwerke GmbH) within the structures of the SS-WVHA.

 9 The extraordinary zeal shown by the IG Farben directors in their contacts with the SS was not 
only the result of their desire to earn considerable profits in light of low-cost prisoner labor. 
While other companies, which usually had already been established before the war, had their 
own permanent employees, IG Farben was building its factory from scratch and immediately 
needed a large number of workers which the employment office (Arbeitsamt) was unable to guar-
antee. Hence, when the supply of prisoner-laborers to the construction site was suspended due 
to the typhus epidemic in July 1942, IG Farben made dramatic attempts to recruit workers from 
wherever possible. At the time, only 600 Poles from the forced labor camps of the Organization 
Schmelt were transferred to Oświęcim, and later over a thousand British prisoners of war were 
sent there. In mid-1944, the company employed about 30,000 workers, including over 10,000 
prisoners from KL Auschwitz.
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labor force. The next wave of deportations of prisoners to Auschwitz were 
supposed to provide 45,000 Jews from the Białystok district, as well as 
Jews from the Theresienstadt ghetto, the Netherlands, and Berlin. How-
ever, because these transports would include sick and elderly people, as 
well as children, probably only about ten to fifteen thousand of those 
transported to Auschwitz would be able to work. It was probably around 
this time when SS authorities began to fully grasp the situation. With 
the vast majority of Polish Jews already killed, and the deportations of 
Jews from Western Europe completed, it would not be possible to bring 
an endless number of prisoners into the camp.

In Auschwitz, the chief physician of the garrison Dr. Eduard Wirths was 
the only one to express some concern about the dramatic loss of prison-
ers due to the typhus epidemic, as well as the consequences it would have 
on the labor force. Because he was responsible for sanitary and hygiene 
conditions in the camp, he was probably afraid that he might be blamed 
for the epidemic. But his attempts to take remedial measures met with 
opposition from the head of the construction department, Karl Bischoff. 
In the end, Höss did not see the epidemic as a problem. Moreover, he had 
an accident in October and spent several weeks in the hospital. Then in 
November, he and his wife went on a holiday to Italy. 

During a meeting with local officials in early December, Wirths was crit-
icized for the lack of effective SS actions to combat the epidemic. After all, 
the typhus epidemic posed a threat to civilians. Worse yet, the SS men be-
gan expressing concerns, demanding an end to the nearly six-month isola-
tion of the garrison, and requesting permission to go home for Christmas. 
Thus, Wirths ordered mass selections in the women’s camp (FKL) where 
typhus cases were the highest. Almost 30 percent of the women prison-
ers were sent to the gas chambers. Eventually, however, the severity of 
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the epidemic decreased with herd immunity, continuous selections, and 
the allocation of additional space for prisoners.10

In the last days of December 1942, there were about 30,000 prison-
ers in all KL Auschwitz camps and sub-camps. Of these prisoners, 24,409 
were men (including 11,478 Jews; 9,363 Poles; and 180 Soviet prisoners 
of war) and 5,398 were women (including 1,959 Polish women and 1,554 
Jewish women). Almost twice as many registered male prisoners (about 
46,500) and about four times as many female prisoners (22,500) died in 
KL Auschwitz that same year. The SS also murdered tens of thousands of 
Jews and several hundred Poles in the gas chambers.

Though the number of typhoid cases started to decrease in Auschwitz 
and Birkenau in 1943, an epidemic broke out with great force in January 
in the camp in Monowice. At the beginning of 1943, during the first large 
selection carried out there, SS doctors sent approximately 1.2 thousand 
prisoners to gas chambers and about another thousand more at the end of 
the month. Nevertheless, new cases of typhus were noticed among Jews 
who had recently been brought to Auschwitz. These new cases threatened 
that the disease would once again spread throughout the camp and force 
it to close, as had occurred in July the previous year.

Höss probably considered the shortage of prisoners for labor as on-
ly a temporary problem that would be solved by a transport of 45,000 
Jews that was announced in December. He focused his attention on con-
structing a complex of modern crematoria equipped with Topf furnaces in 
Birkenau. During this time, there seems to have been only one “attempt” 
at improving prisoners’ living conditions so that they could work. This 
came in the form of an order to make the prisoners’ soup tastier (sic!). 
The death rate in the camp remained high. From January 4 to 28, 1943, 
over five thousand people died in the camp. 

 10 Additional space for prisoners was allocated on second floors in the blocks at the main camp, as 
well as additional wooden barracks in sector BI in Birkenau.
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Prisoners from the transports that had been announced in Decem-
ber began arriving in Auschwitz on January 7. And by the beginning of 
February, around 47,000 Jews (mainly from Zambrów, Łomża, Grodno, 
Prużany, and Orańczyce) arrived. However, the SS selected only 6,600 
(14%) as fit for work. The rest of the people were taken straight to the 
gas chambers. In total, out of 61,500 Jews sent to Auschwitz in January 
and February 1943, the SS selected only 9,500 people for work. SS-Ober-
sturmbannführer Gerhard Maurer, who was responsible at the SS-WVHA 
for prisoner labor, was so concerned about the situation that he visited 
Auschwitz on January 7-9 and led intense talks aimed at increasing the 
level of employment in the IG Farben plant and improving conditions in 
the camp in Monowice. Maurer criticized the SS doctors’ selection crite-
ria as too strict. However, he shared some of Höss’s views on children, 
the elderly, and the sick who were among those Jews transported to the 
camp. He thus ordered Höss to draw up a detailed report and prepare 
statistics showing the age breakdown of arriving Jews. He also expect-
ed that these Jews would soon be working in Monowitz. On February 
10, Maurer went to Oświęcim for a meeting with the directors of IG Far-
ben and again assured them that the number of prisoners there would 
increase to 4,000 or even 4,500. He also promised that not only the sick, 
but also all the weak and exhausted, would be immediately replaced by 
other, strong prisoners.

But Maurer was disappointed by the report he received from Auschwitz 
on February 20. It turned out that of the 5,022 Jews brought from Ther-
esienstadt to work at KL Auschwitz, only 930 (18.5%) were selected as 
laborers. The rest were “specially placed” men who were allegedly infirm 
(Gebrechlichkeit) and women among whom there were many mothers 
with small children.11 To remedy this, the SS was to send 15,000 German 

 11 The report contains only very general, but informative, data on the age of Jews selected by the SS 
doctors. They considered men between eighteen and forty year old fit to work. As for women, the 
considered only those between eighteen and thirty-three years of age.
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Jews to KL Auschwitz with purportedly many healthy and strong work-
ers among them. However, out of 1,736 people brought on March 2 in 
the thirty-first Osttransport, only 292 men and 385 women were regis-
tered in the camp. Thus, the SS killed as many as 61 percent of those de-
ported. On two additional transports, the percentage of Jews murdered 
immediately after arriving at Auschwitz was similar: 53 and 59 percent, 
respectively. In total, as part of this “factory action” (Fabrikaktion), about 
8,000 Jews arrived on six transports. Of these people, the SS killed 4,600 
in gas chambers and only 3,400 were registered in the camp. Thus, the 
number of available workers remained far below expectations and did not 
even replace the Poles who at the time were being transferred by the SS 
to concentration camps in Germany.12

The number of Jews brought to KL Auschwitz to be murdered signifi-
cantly decreased at the end of March. Paradoxically, this was around the 
same time that the new larger crematoria with gas chambers were ready 
for operation in Birkenau.13 Though Höss continued to ignore the problem 
of labor, his superiors began to take notice. At the end of April, Himmler 
ordered complete suspension of selections in the camp. Even bedridden 
prisoners were to perform productive work. And in the first half of May, 
Höss received for the first time clear guidelines on accelerating and ex-
tending the scope of construction work aimed at improving sanitary con-
ditions in the camp. This primarily included improvements to the water 
and sewage treatment plants. 

It took many more months for these construction projects to have an 
impact on the sanitary conditions of the camp. However, the mortality 
rate among prisoners generally decreased in the spring and summer as 
selections were suspended and the weather improved. Also, a constant 

 12 See the chapter “Polish ‘Political Prisoners’ in Auschwitz: 1940-1945” in this volume.
 13 The only major deportation action carried out at this time was that of Jews from Greece, who were 

brought to Auschwitz every four days or so beginning on March 20 in transports of about 2,000-
3,000 people. These transports did not match the previous ones in intensity or territorial scope.
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influx of new transports bringing mainly Jews and Poles significantly in-
creased the number of prisoners in the camp. In mid-May, there were up 
to 60,000 prisoners, while at the end of July there were already 70,000. 
Thus, there were finally enough prisoners to populate the BII sector in Birk-
enau that had been completed but barely used for almost a year. While 
the first Roma were sent to sector BIIe at the end of February 1943,14 it 
wasn’t until the second half of the year that the SS began to send pris-
oners to sector BII. Men were transferred to sectors BIId and BIIf (hos-
pital) in July. In August, sector BIIa (quarantine camp) was opened. And 
in September, Jews from the Theresienstadt ghetto were placed in the 

“family camp” in sector BIIb. 

New Companies Arrive in Auschwitz
In mid-1943, the SS began transferring prisoners to agricultural sub-
camps located in the KL Auschwitz Interest Zone (specifically in the vil-
lages Babice, Rajsko, and Brzezinka). And finally, the SS convinced the 
management of several private German companies in Upper Silesia, be-
ginning with Energie Versorgung Oberschlesien and Berghütte, that it 
was profitable to use prisoner labor in the mining and armament indus-
tries. As a result, the camp administration established additional large sub-
camps in Jaworzno (Neu-Dachs) and Świętochłowice (Eintrachthütte). In 
addition, they also established sub-camps in Łagisza (Lagischa) for two 
IG Farben coal mines (Fürstengrube and Janinagrube). The companies 
signed contracts to rent out prisoner labor. These contracts required the 
companies to provide accommodations for prisoners and guard crews; 
construct fences, kitchens, warehouses, baths, and such; and pay slight-
ly higher rates for professional prisoner labor and lower rates for un-
skilled workers. The SS guaranteed the maintenance of a steady number 
of prisoners in the sub-camps and a certain number of prisoners for the 

 14 The maximum occupancy of the Zigeunerlager was 14,500 men and women in mid-May 1943. 
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workforce. Because the companies were housing prisoners at their own 
expense, they rid themselves of unproductive prisoners as quickly as pos-
sible. As a result, prisoners of the sub-camps were systematically replaced. 
Sick prisoners were sent to the gas chambers and corpses were taken to 
the crematoria in Birkenau.

At the end of August 1943, approximately 50,000 Jews arrived on nu-
merous transports from the liquidated ghettos of Zagłębie Dąbrowskie 
and from labor camps for Jews in western Poland. By then, there were 
already about 90,000 prisoners in KL Auschwitz. This number, however, 
soon began to decline. Selections among the patients of the camp hospi-
tals, which now only included Jews, resumed.15 And there was an overall 
reduction in the number of transports. In September, 23,300 Jews were 
brought to Auschwitz. And in October, there were only 8,700 additional 
prisoners. The constant arrival of subsequent groups of Poles (approxi-
mately 4,000 to 6,000 a month) meant that there was no further decline 
in prisoner numbers despite the continuously high death rate. At the 
same time, the number of non-Jewish prisoners who were transferred 
from KL Auschwitz to concentration camps in Germany (mainly Buchen-
wald, Mauthausen, and Neuengamme) began to grow (8,000 Poles, Sovi-
et POWs, and Czechs).

At the end of 1943, there were also many indications that in the com-
ing months transports of Jews would not be arriving at KL Auschwitz in 
the same numbers as before. By this time, the vast majority of Jews from 
Poland, Austria, Germany, and Yugoslavia had already been murdered. 
Furthermore, governments allied with the Third Reich (Slovakia, Hunga-
ry, Romania, and Bulgaria) resisted deportations. In the month following 
December 17, no mass transports of Jews arrived at the camp. At the end 
of March, however, the situation changed significantly when the comman-
dant’s office in KL Auschwitz was informed about the intention to send 

 15 See the chapter “The Role of Auschwitz in the Holocaust” in this volume.
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large transports of Jews from Hungary to the camp. For this purpose, all 
construction work in sector BIII (apart from the barracks that were al-
most complete) was soon suspended. Prisoners employed there were to 
be assigned to work on completing projects in other sectors, especially 
BIIc. There, among other things, they were supposed to install sanitary 
facilities in the barracks and provide running water, most likely in order 
to avoid the repetition of the mid-1942 situation when overcrowding in 
the camp became one of the main causes of the typhus epidemic. There 
was also an order to accelerate the construction of a railway siding and 
a ramp in Birkenau. It was anticipated that receiving transports on the 
grounds of the Birkenau camp, almost directly at the gas chambers and the 
two largest crematoria, would significantly improve selection procedures.

Auschwitz as a Source of Industrial Labor to the Very End 
In the second half of 1944, the Auschwitz camp gradually became a sig-
nificant source of labor for industry in Silesia. In the final period of its 
existence, therefore, there were more prisoners in the sub-camps16 than 
in Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II-Birkenau combined. The process of liq-
uidating Birkenau began with the transfer of prisoners to sector BII. At 
the same time, wooden barracks were being dismantled in sectors BI and 
BIII because they were no longer necessary. 

Germans continued to try to make the most of the industrial potential 
of Upper Silesia until the very last moments of the war. However, the civil 
and military authorities began to show concern about the Soviet troops 
that were approaching from about 200 kilometers east of Auschwitz in 
December 1944. In response, a general evacuation plan for prisoners was 
developed in advance with the goal of moving the prisoners only at the 

 16 New sub-camps in the second half of 1944 were located in Stara Kuźnia (Althammer), Chorzów (Bis-
marckhütte), Rydułtowy (Charlottegrube), Brunthal (Freudenthal), Světlá (Lichtewerden), Gliwice 
(Gleiwitz III and IV), Zabrze (Hindenburg), Łagiewniki (Hubertshütte), Prudnik (Neustadt), Trzebin-
ia, and Czechowice (Tschechowitz I and II), and a new SS farm (the last to be established) was located 
in Pławy (Plawy) in January 1945.
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very last possible moment. The plan included transferring the prisoners on 
foot using the roads that led southwest across the Oder River. From there, 
the SS would transport the prisoners west by rail to concentration camps 
in Germany. The SS did not arrange for food or lodging for these prison-
ers. They did, however, pay a lot of attention to the issue of “security,” i.e., 
to preventing possible attempts at group escapes. After all, these prison-
ers constituted a much-needed labor force for other Nazi German camps.
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Plundering of Jewish Property in Auschwitz1

Systematic plundering and confiscation of property was an integral part 
of the Nazi policy of discrimination against the Jews. Even before the 
outbreak of the war, Nazi authorities confiscated companies owned by 
Jews and barred Jews from the civil service and other professions in Ger-
many, Austria, and the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. After the 
war began, the German-occupiers implemented the same rules in Poland 
and other occupied countries and similar policies were implemented in 
countries allied with the Germans. After driving Jews from their homes, 
the Germans seized their houses and apartments. In addition, they con-
stantly extorted various forms of payment or tribute from Jews in ghettos 
and transit camps. Then, taken on transports, Jews had to leave whatev-
er belongings they still had at the disposition of the Nazis and their lo-
cal collaborators. The final opportunity for the Germans to plunder and 
confiscate Jews’ property and belongings was just before they were sent 
to their death at sites of mass killing. There, the SS confiscated any prop-
erty remaining in the victims’ possession. 

 1 This essay is based on Andrzej Strzelecki, “Plundering the Victims’ Property,” in The Prison-
ers—Their Life and Work. Vol. II of Auschwitz 1940-1945. Central Issues in the History of the Camp, 
eds. Wacław Długoborski and Franciszek Piper (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 
2000), 137-170. Editorial abbreviations have been made by Jacek Lachendro with the author’s 
consent.
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Looting the property of victims of mass murder was considered a state 
secret. In instructions and official documents, the SS referred to the plun-
dered properties using such euphemisms as “property of resettled Jews,” 

“recovered Jewish personal effects,” “property of Jewish thieves and fenc-
es,” “old textile material from the Jewish resettlement operation,” and 

“rags from unusable civilian effects from various operations in Auschwitz 
and other camps.” 

In the course of transporting Jews to death camps, including to the 
Auschwitz concentration camp, Nazi authorities deceived Jews by prom-
ising to resettle them to new lands and encouraging them to take person-
al items that would be useful in starting a new life. The SS instructions 
stated that they could pack a maximum of fifty kilograms of luggage con-
taining clothing, food, home goods (such as blankets, sheets, pots and 
pans, carpets, and so on), as well as various specialized tools or instru-
ments and materials. Thus, physicians packed their medical instruments 
and medicines. And jewelers, watchmakers, tailors, shoemakers, and oth-
er craftsmen took the tools of their trades. It was generally forbidden to 
pack valuables or large amounts of money, thus many Jews concealed 
items (which they had somehow been able to save from previous confis-
cations) in their luggage, clothing, shoes, or even in food. 

According to survivors, Germans ordered Jewish deportees to take pro-
visions for two or three days. In some cases, a fourteen-day supply of food 
for the entire transport was stored in separate wagons. Jewish people from 
western Europe had the most valuable property, while Jews from Hun-
gary and Slovakia brought with them large amounts of high-quality food. 

The State: Orders from Berlin
KL Auschwitz was not only the largest Nazi concentration camp and the 
largest center of mass murder, but it was also the largest facility for the 
plundering of victims’ personal effects. Theft was carried out in two modes 
at Auschwitz. The first was the systematic, albeit limited, plundering of 
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property belonging to prisoners registered in the camp. The second, be-
ginning in early 1942, was the complete plundering of property belong-
ing to Jews who were murdered in the gas chambers immediately upon 
arrival. The plundering of property belonging to victims of mass murder 
lay within the purview of Department IV, the Administrative-Econom-
ic Division (Abteilung IV–Verwaltung; beginning in July 1943 SS-Stan-
dorverwaltung KL Auschwitz).2 The Prisoner Property Administration, 
a unit of Division IV, was most directly and intensively concerned with 
the theft of victims’ belongings. This unit was further divided into the 
Prisoner Monetary Administration, the Prisoner Foreign Currency Ex-
change Administration, and the Prisoner Valuables Section. There was 
also a director’s office in charge of the warehouses used to store proper-
ty brought by prisoners. 

Within the Nazi German concentration camp system, which was es-
tablished within Germany already in 1933, the personal property of pris-
oners was confiscated only in exceptional circumstances. As a general 
rule, it was deposited in camp warehouses and given to the next of kin if 
a prisoner died. The degree of property confiscation gradually increased 
during the early years of the war when the population of the camps was 
dominated by citizens of occupied countries. Under directives issued by 
the SS central administration, the Reich Security Main Office (RSHA), 
and the Reich Ministry of the Interior (Reichsinnenministerium) from 
1941 to 1944, the various administrations of concentration camps, in-
cluding that of Auschwitz, returned deceased prisoners’ belongings to 
their families less and less frequently, and confiscated these possessions 
more and more often.

As early as April or May 1941, all valuables of murdered Jew-
ish prisoners legally became the property of the Third Reich. In 
January 1943, the SS Economic and Administrative Main Office 

 2 See the chapter “SS Personnel in Auschwitz” in this volume.
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(SS-Wirtschafts-Verwaltungshauptamt, SS-WVHA) stated that all be-
longings remaining after the death of Jewish, Polish, and Soviet prison-
ers were subject to confiscation. Cash in the form of German marks was 
to be paid quarterly into a special bank account opened by the central 
concentration camp administration (that is, Office D of the SS-WVHA). 
Clothing, shoes, and leather goods in good condition, including suitcas-
es, were to be given to prisoners released from the concentration camps 
whose personal deposited property had been destroyed by accident (e.g., 
in fires). Clothing in poor condition was to be repaired so that it could be 
given to newly-arrived prisoners or was turned over as “old textiles” to 
the textile and clothing industries for recycling. It was probably in March 
1943 that the authorities ordered concentration camp administrations 
to convey foreign currency, gold and silver, and other valuables, as well 
as ordinary wristwatches, eyeglasses, and other less-valuable objects, to 
Office D twice a year (by October 1 and April 1). The Reichsbank was the 
end recipient of transfers of foreign currency and valuables. After the 
war, Rudolf Höss testified that in October 1943, any inscriptions, anno-
tations, or stamps on or inside these parcels, which might suggest they 
came from concentration camps, were forbidden.

On February 17, 1944, the Reich Ministry of the Interior issued a cir-
cular mandating the confiscation of items belonging to Sinti and Roma 
who had died in concentration camps, while limiting the confiscation 
of goods left behind by Soviet forced laborers to only their clothing. On 
principle, the Germans made every possible effort to preserve the ap-
pearances of legality as regards policy towards Soviet citizens employed 
in forced labor in Germany. While they sent money and other minor per-
sonal effects to the families of deceased Soviet workers,3 they did not re-
veal where they had died. Depending on the condition of the goods, the 

 3 This refers to workers taken from those parts of the Soviet Union occupied by the Germans.
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SS sent their clothing either to be used within the camp system or as “old 
textiles” for recycling. 

At the end of March and in April 1944, the administration of Auschwitz 
concentration camps, as well as that of fifteen other concentration camps, 
conveyed to the central concentration camp administration in the SS-
WVHA more than twenty sealed parcels. These packages contained for-
eign currency and valuables confiscated by the Third Reich as the “legacy” 
of prisoners who had died in the previous half-year.4

People: Seizing Possessions from Jews upon Arrival at Auschwitz
The looting of Jews in Auschwitz began on the ramps. In an atmosphere 
of haste, Jews had to leave behind suitcases in the cattle cars or on the 
ramp and only take their hand luggage. The prisoners from the “ramp 
clean up” detail cleared all property and litter from cattle cars, loaded bag-
gage onto trucks, and delivered it to the warehouses. Another labor detail, 
the “ramp food gatherers,” searched the property for food to be taken to 
the camp food warehouses. Before entering the gas chambers, the Jews 
had to leave their clothing, shoes, and any other objects in the undress-
ing rooms or outside the buildings. Prisoners from the Sonderkomman-
do hurriedly sorted and loaded these items onto trucks.5 Money or other 
smaller effects found among the clothing (such as eyeglasses or watches) 
were placed in spots indicated by the SS and then sent to the warehouses. 
The corpses of murdered Jews and the inside of the gas chambers were 

 4 Two parcels were sent from Auschwitz on March 30, 1944. One contained currency, including 
124,940 złotys, 20,415 rubles, 1,858 lei, 828 Belgian francs, and 567 Czech koronas. The second 
contained more than 1.5 kilograms of gold and almost 4.5 kilograms of silver, a handful of silver 
coins, 1.8 grams of diamonds, 6.4 grams of pearls, 69.6 grams of corals, and 65.6 grams of pre-
cious and semi-precious stones. Extant reports on the receipt of these parcels by the central camp 
administration and the document listing their contents comprise unique evidence of yet another 
operation in which the Third Reich treasury collected foreign currency and valuables left behind by 
prisoners who had died or been murdered in the concentration camps 

 5 See the chapter “The Sonderkommando in Auschwitz and the October 7, 1944 Revolt” in this 
book. 



– 172 –

Andrzej Strzelecki

also checked carefully. Any jewelry found was collected. Even victims’ gen-
itals and rectums were checked for valuables. 

Warehouses: Effektenlager I and II, Otherwise Known as “Kanada”
Initially, the SS stored the property looted from Jewish victims in the 
“prisoner deposit” warehouses in the main camp. In mid-1942 the camp 
authorities designated six barracks near the main camp for property stor-
age. Over time, however, a widespread network of sites was established 
for storing stolen Jewish goods. Prisoners in kommandos working in “per-
sonal effects storage” (Effektenlager) sorted the property and either pre-
pared it for shipping to the Reich or for using it on the spot. 

Prisoners who processed the stolen goods associated the enormous 
amounts of property with Canada, which symbolized for them wealth and 
an abundance of resources. As a result, they invented a new word in their 
camp lingo or language: “Kanada.”6 “Kanada” referred to both the proper-
ty of the victims, as well as to work details that labored at the warehous-
es. Over time, even some members of the camp staff and administration 
began using the term in informal conversations. 

The first “Kanada” warehouses (formally “Effektenlager I,” called al-
so “Kanada I”) were located among the previously mentioned group of 
six barracks-warehouses. The SS adopted a residential building nearby 
as a gas disinfection chamber for fumigating clothing. The barracks and 
the building were surrounded by a barbed-wire fence and sentry towers. 
Until December 1943, these warehouses were the principal site for sort-
ing stolen Jewish property. In 1942 to 1943, between 1,000 and 1,600 
prisoners (male and female) worked there in two shifts, day and night. In 
December 1943, the camp administration opened Effektenlager II (“Kana-
da II”) in Birkenau with thirty barracks in sector BIIg, located behind the 
gas chambers. Most of these barracks served as sorting-houses until the 

 6 The camp lingo or language was called “Lagersprache.”
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camp was liberated; others served as deposit centers for prisoners’ clothing 
and personal effects, SS offices, and rooms for prisoners from the Kanada 
kommando. Sector BIIg included a facility for fumigating clothing. At the 
beginning of October 1944, several hundred male prisoners and 815 fe-
male prisoners worked in “Kanada II” and 250 female prisoners worked in 

“Kanada I.” Between 1,500 and 2,500 male and female prisoners worked 
in “Kanada II” warehouses during the peak period of incoming transports. 

Beginning in 1942, the SS also kept plundered shoes and other leath-
er goods in former tannery warehouses in the town of Oświęcim. The 
leather was partially utilized as raw materials in workshops employing 
approximately 500 prisoners. Also, about 300 female prisoners worked in 

“effects” and at supplementary points for sorting clothing and underwear. 
These points operated in Birkenau sectors BIa and BIb from 1942-1943. 

Inventory: In “Kanada” and Beyond 
During those periods when the largest transports of Jews arrived at the 
camp, the “Kanada I” and “Kanada II” warehouses became filled to capacity. 
To increase the storage space, the luggage of victims was stored in the lofts 
of the “reception building” (Aufnahmegabäude) at the main camp, as well 
as in some barracks in Birkenau sectors BIb, BIIc, BIId, and BIe. Blankets, 
duvets, tablecloths, towels, tapestries, bedding, toiletries, and suitcases 
that were not yet unpacked were taken straight to the camp equipment 
warehouses (SS-Unterkunft). In 1944 the camp administration opened 
additional warehouses in the so-called camp extension (Lagererweiter-
ung) where they stored suitcases, baskets, prayer garments, shoes, eye-
glasses, brushes, and sewing machines. They also transferred shoemakers’ 
and tailors’ workshops from the tannery in the city to two of these blocks. 

Still, some things had to be temporarily stored outdoors. Enormous 
heaps of clothing, suitcases, and bundles piled several meters high filled 
the lots outside the warehouses for weeks. Prisoners had to carefully check 
disinfected clothes for concealed valuables; remove the Jewish stars sewn 
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onto the clothes; and wrap clothes, bedding, duvets, blankets, and many 
other items in packages to prepare them for shipment outside the camp 
or for utilization within the camp. The scrupulous searches, intended to 
uncover hidden money and valuables, extended to shoes and other plun-
dered property, like suitcases. Every day, hundreds or even thousands 
of pairs of shoes were routinely unstitched at the warehouses located in 
the old tannery.

The SS used the lofts of the hospital in block 28 and the SS hospital 
building in Auschwitz I to store medicines, soap, toothbrushes, scissors, 
and other everyday objects. Prisoner physicians and pharmacists sorted 
most of the medicine. The medicine and any recovered physicians’ equip-
ment were sent in massive quantities to SS clinics and first-aid stations. 
Prisoners in the soap workshop had to melt down bits of soap, toothpaste, 
and white shoe polish to make new soap. Most foodstuffs of lower quality 
were sent to the prisoners’ kitchen, while the most sought-after products 
(alcohol, canned meat, cocoa, and chocolate) were sent to SS warehous-
es in the cellars of the building that housed the commandant’s office. SS 
dignitaries visiting Auschwitz received high-quality food products as pre-
sents or the SS canteen served this food to the camp staff. 

Sharing the Wealth: Distributing Plundered Goods among German Institutions  
and Citizens
The SS Economic and Administrative Main Office (SS-WVHA) decided not 
only how the looting should be carried out, but also how to divide and 
use the spoils.7 They distributed the looted property in a way that profit-

 7 The purview of Office Group A (general administration, including finance) and Office Group DI 
(the central office) extended over confiscated currency and valuables. Office Group B (supply, quar-
tering, and armaments) handled the distribution of textile goods and various other objects of util-
ity that were not considered to be valuables. Office DI (employment of concentration camp pris-
oners) participated in the exploitation of stolen property. Office Group W, which managed the SS 
firms, received some stolen goods for the purpose of restoring them to a condition in which they 
could be used, or utilizing them as raw materials. 
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ed many parts of the German state apparatus, as well as branches of the 
German economy. For example, on September 26, 1942, August Frank 
(deputy head of the SS-WVHA under Oswald Pohl) gave specific instruc-
tions to the administrations of KL Auschwitz and KL Lublin (Majdanek) 
to deposit cash income in German currency into the SS-WVHA account 
at the Reichsbank, as well as to forward foreign currency, valuables, and 
precious metal to him through the SS-WVHA. SS men working in the Pris-
oner Property Administration were overwhelmed with the large amounts 
of money and valuables that were being collected and could barely keep 
up with inspecting, sorting, and counting. Every few weeks, sealed crates 
were shipped to SS headquarters in trucks guarded by armed SS men. Ad-
ministrative director Karl E. Möckel stated that fifteen to twenty small 
suitcases of valuables were sent to the SS-WVHA each quarter. 

The Reichsbank played a key role in holding, using, and accounting 
for these valuables. Some of the property sent to the Reichsbank from 
Auschwitz, such as foreign currency and gold or silver bars, was simply 
added to the bank’s assets, while other property such as jewelry was sold 
by institutions owned by or cooperating with the bank. Jewelry and se-
curities were sold by Berliner Pfandleiheanstalt, and the profits were 
sent to the Reich Central Treasury (Reichshauptkasse) and deposited in 
a special account codenamed “Max Heiliger.” Some of the valuables were 
sold abroad in Switzerland. The Reichsbank and Golddiskontbank created 
a special credit account, known as the “Reinhardfonds,” for the SS. These 
were secured by profits from the looted goods and were used to provide 
financial backing for SS companies. 

Other goods were to go, first and foremost, to SS economic units sub-
ordinate to the SS-WVHA, the SS institution that dealt with the resettle-
ment of the German population (Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle, VoMi), and 
the Reich Ministry of Economics (Reichswirtschaftsministerium). Usable 
textiles, leather goods, domestic appliances, utensils, and personal effects 
were to go in large part to German settlers in the east, while a portion 
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of the clothing and shoes were sent to various concentration camps. The 
Reich Ministry of Economics was to receive property that could only be 
used as raw material in industry. Institutions, firms, and organizations 
receiving looted property had to pay the German state treasury for it ac-
cording to a pricing schedule that reflected its average value. 

In connection with a regulation issued on September 26, 1942, Heinrich 
Himmler ordered Oswald Pohl (head of the SS-WVHA) and SS-Obergrup-
penführer Werner Lorenz (the VoMi boss) to supply more than 230,000 
Volksdeutsche and German settlers with clothes, an overcoat, a hat, and 
other everyday items for the 1942 Christmas holiday. They were to dis-
tribute blankets, bedding, and down stuffing and fill to families in special 
need. Through February 1943, 824 freight cars full of textiles and leath-
er goods left Auschwitz. Most of them were sent for industrial recycling, 
especially the “rags,” of which 569 carloads were sent to the Reich Minis-
try of Economics. Hundreds of thousands of pieces of clothing, bedding, 
tablecloths, towels, and other items were sent in 211 freight cars to Ger-
man settlers by way of the VoMi. The remaining forty-four freight cars 
full of clothing and footwear went to other concentration camps, to the 
IG Farbenindustrie plant in Monowice, to the Todt Organization in Riga, 
and to Nazi paramilitary youth groups. 

On January 24, 1944, Office DII of the SS-WVHA sent Auschwitz a re-
ceipt for an unknown number of shipments of watches, watch mecha-
nisms, watch cases, watchbands, fountain pens, mechanical pencils, and 
other unspecified items. The SS regularly forwarded watches confiscated 
at Auschwitz and Majdanek to the Sachsenhausen concentration camp 
where prisoners inspected and repaired them in a watchmakers’ workshop. 
Plundered wristwatches (with the exception of those made of precious 
metals) and fountain pens were primarily sent to front-line SS divisions, 
Luftwaffe pilots, and U-boot crews. Razors and razor blades were sold in 
SS hospitals and commissaries; scissors, depending on the type, went to 
SS barbers, SS physicians, and the “Lebensborn” organization. In July, 
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1944, 2,500 watches were distributed among Berlin residents who suf-
fered losses in Allied air raids. 

Clothing and other textiles unsuitable for use were sent “in enormous 
quantities” to the Reich Ministry of Economics. According to Rudolf Höss, 
up to twenty freight cars full of victims’ property were loaded on the ramp 
every day. The “old textile” offices at Auschwitz and Majdanek regular-
ly sent the clothing of victims to other concentration camps. In August 
1944, the administration of concentration camps had at their disposal 
more than 1,500,000 pieces of clothing for their prisoners. 

Stolen textile goods were used in various ways in the concentration 
camps. For instance, “sacks and various rags” were used for cleaning the 
machines in the dairy at the main camp. During the 1944/1945 winter, 
the SS tried to use clothing brought from Auschwitz in large quantities as 
a substitute for coal in the “main power plant” of the brick plant at Neu-
engamme concentration camp. Plundered clothing and shoes were also 
distributed in the province of Upper Silesia among prisoners and facto-
ry workers. 

Stealing the Wealth: Theft and Corruption among SS Men at Auschwitz
Auschwitz camp authorities were not able to completely secure all of the 
confiscated property. While some prisoners “organized” goods to increase 
their chances of survival, SS men and members of the camp staff stole 
plundered property for personal gain. In 1936, Himmler issued an order 
requiring all members of the SS to obey categorically the “principle of the 
sanctity of property” and to refrain from appropriating for themselves 
any material goods belonging to the German state, the SS, any Nazi or-
ganization, or private citizens of the Third Reich. But in many instances 
SS men failed to observe this principle. On May 22, 1944, when the ex-
termination of Jews from Hungary was starting, members of the camp 
staff were required to sign a pledge to refrain from taking Jewish prop-
erty, to maintain the secrecy of the killing actions, and to take an active 
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part in the operation. The fragment on Jewish property read: “I am aware 
and have today been instructed that I will be punished by death if I take 
any sort of Jewish property.” 

The amount of property, however, made a big impression on the SS men 
serving at Auschwitz. Many of them gave in to their desires and grabbed 
as much as they could, particularly smaller-sized valuables. Members of 
the camp administration, including commandant Höss and the director 
of the Political Department (Politische Abteilung), SS-Untersturmführ-
er Maximilian Grabner, also took their share of Jewish property. In Ju-
ly 1943, a commission headed by SS-Sturmbannführer Konrad Morgen 
opened an investigation at Auschwitz into embezzlement and theft by 
SS men.8 Grabner was one of those accused. Many valuables found during 
a search of the SS quarters were deposited as evidence in a room belong-
ing to the Political Department that was located in a barrack adjacent to 
crematorium I. On the night of December 7, 1943, the deposited goods 
were destroyed in a fire that was probably set by the SS men from whom 
the evidence had been seized. In October 1944, Grabner was brought be-
fore a SS court in Weimar, but the case was quickly dismissed.

The Total Value of Looted Property
Nazi documents do not contain enough information to even make a ten-
tative estimate of the profits that Nazi Germany derived from plundering 
the victims of the Auschwitz concentration camp. Two estimates, how-
ever, serve as reference points. As early as October 23, 1942, the Polish 
Government-in-Exile’s Home Delegation estimated that Jews from France 
and Holland had been looted at Auschwitz of gold and valuables worth 
60 million marks. After the war, during the postwar trials, a member of 
the camp staff, Fritz Bergmann, estimated the value of the diamonds 

 8 Konrad Morgen was an SS judge and lawyer who carried out investigations into corruption at con-
centration camps.
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shipped out of Auschwitz at a billion marks. While these estimates can-
not be verified, it is reasonable to assume that the value of the looting 
carried out by the SS at Auschwitz must have run, at the very least, into 
the hundreds of millions of marks. 
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Evacuation, Liquidation, Liberation

The First Evacuation from Auschwitz
In the second half of 1944, the SS authorities evacuated for the first time 
some 65,000 prisoners from Auschwitz to camps in the interior of the 
Third Reich. This evacuation was precipitated by the military successes of 
the Red Army and the advancing Eastern Front. Those prisoners who were 
evacuated mostly worked in industrial plants (predominantly in arma-
ments factories), either in production or construction. At the same time, 
Auschwitz authorities began to remove and destroy evidence of crimes 
committed in the camp. They burned documents, mostly prisoner files 
and registration form, but also lists of Jews deported to Auschwitz. They 
demolished the building of crematorium IV, which was damaged during 
the Sonderkommando mutiny on October 7, 1944. They also made prepa-
rations to blow up the other crematoria buildings. Most of the technical 
installations and equipment in the gas chambers and furnace halls of cre-
matoria II and III were dismantled and, in part, shipped into the depths of 
the Reich. Holes for dynamite were drilled in load-bearing parts of these 
structures. Only crematorium V remained in active operation. The Ger-
mans used it to burn the bodies of deceased prisoners until the second 
half of January 1945. 
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The SS sent building materials, as well as property plundered from Jews, 
to the west. They also packed and shipped out the documentation of the 
Political Department (in other words, the concentration camp Gestapo or 
Politische Abteilung), as well as the SS and Police Central Building Directo-
rate in Auschwitz (Zentral Bauleitung der Waffen SS u. Polizei Auschwitz) 
to other concentration camps. SS-Hauptsturmführer Josef Mengele, who 
carried out medical experiments in KL Auschwitz, took documents con-
taining his findings. However, due to the haste of these actions and the 
speed of the Soviet offensive in January 1945, the SS did not manage to 
erase all traces of their crimes or to ship out all the plundered property 
seized from their Jewish victims. 

The Second Evacuation and the Liquidation of Auschwitz 
On January 12, 1945, the Soviet Army launched its offensive and broke 
through the German defensive lines. As Soviet units approached Kraków 
(located about seventy kilometers from the town of Oświęcim), the Nazi 
leadership decided to evacuate KL Auschwitz. From January 17 to 21, SS 
guards led about 56,000 prisoners out of the camps and sub-camps, forc-
ing them to march around sixty kilometers in harsh winter conditions. 
The main routes of evacuation led to the towns of Wodzisław Śląski and 
Gliwice. From there, trains carried many of the prisoners to other con-
centrations camps. However, some prisoners were forced to march all the 
way to the destination camp.1

The evacuation columns were supposed to consist exclusively of prison-
ers who were healthy, in good physical condition, and capable of complet-
ing a march of up to a hundred kilometers. In practice, however, sick and 
exhausted prisoners also took part in these evacuations. These prisoners 

 1 For example, around 3,200 prisoners from the Neu-Dachs sub-camp in Jaworzno were forced to 
cover the distance of 250 kilometers on foot to Gross-Rosen concentration camp in Lower Silesia. 
Only some 2,200 prisoners from the Laurahütte and Eintrachthütte sub-camps traveled by rail di-
rectly to Mauthausen on January 23 and 24.
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were afraid that they would be “liquidated” (meaning killed) if they stayed 
behind. Some Jewish and Polish children also set out on the march along-
side the adults. Along all the routes of the forced marches, SS guards shot 
dead any prisoner who was too exhausted to continue the march or who 
tried to escape. The corpses of thousands of prisoners who had been shot 
or who had died of exhaustion lined both marching and railway evacua-
tion routes. Scholars have estimated that around 3,000 people perished 
in this way in the region of Upper Silesia alone. Estimates indicate that 
a total of between 9,000 and 15,000 Auschwitz prisoners lost their lives 
during the evacuation process. As a result of the initial evacuation in the 
second half of 1944 and the final evacuation in January 1945, Nazi au-
thorities managed to evacuate over 100,000 prisoners and put them to 
work as slave laborers for the benefit of the German war economy. The 
Germans also salvaged a large amount of property that had been plun-
dered from Jews and stored in the camp.

The evacuation roads ran through or near villages and towns. Some of 
the people living along this route aided the prisoners. By doing so, they 
risked harsh punishment from the German authorities. These local people 
sometimes secretly gave the evacuees water or food. They also helped pris-
oners who managed to escape by providing them with shelter, food, and 
clothing. In many places throughout Upper Silesia, the local inhabitants 
sheltered escapees for several weeks until Red Army units arrived. Some 
prisoners, who managed to escape with the help of the local residents, 
later submitted valuable accounts and testimonies about KL Auschwitz.2 

 2 Seweryna Szmaglewska, Krystyna Żywulska (Sonia Landau), and Olga Lengyel were among 
the survivors of these marches. These women published widely read and respected Auschwitz 
memoirs soon after the war: Smoke over Birkenau (Szmaglewska), I Survived Auschwitz (Żywuls-
ka), and Five Chimneys (Lengyel). There were also some Sonderkommando prisoners among the 
escapees: Szlama Dragon, Henryk Tauber, and Stanisław Jankowski (Alter Feinsilber). After the 
war, these men gave testimonies to the Polish investigation commission; their testimonies pro-
vided many unique details and valuable information about the Holocaust. After the war, Yad 
Vashem awarded the honor of Righteous among the Nations to some inhabitants of Upper Sile-
sia in recognition of their aid to Jewish prisoners who escaped during the evacuation of Aus-
chwitz.
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SS men from the camp garrison were also evacuated. They took with 
them some of the plundered property, as well as certain documentation, 
including the records of the Political Department. The majority of the 
camp files, however, were burned in office stoves or on bonfires between 
prisoner blocks. But due to haste and slackened discipline under the cir-
cumstances, SS men failed to destroy all of the documents. Some doc-
uments were also salvaged by prisoners who dared to sabotage orders 
given to them by the SS.3

The Prisoners and SS Men Who Were Left Behind
Around 8,800 prisoners, predominantly unfit to march because of sick-
ness or physical exhaustion, remained in the Auschwitz complex. Many 
of them were convinced that the Germans intended to murder them all. 
Although we cannot know with certainty whether such an order was is-
sued,4 we do know that the SS men carried out mass executions in Birk-
enau at the time. In Birkenau, they killed a total of about 300 Jewish 
prisoners. Moreover, they massacred another 400 Jewish prisoners by 
burning them alive or shooting them in the Blechhammer, Fürstengrube, 
Gleiwitz IV, and Tschechowitz-Vacuum sub-camps. Nevertheless, prob-
ably because of slackened discipline and haste among the SS men who 
were eager to leave Auschwitz as fast as possible, the majority of the pris-
oners remaining in Auschwitz at that time survived. 

 3 For example, Wilhelm Brasse and Bronisław Jureczek were ordered to burn negatives and print-
ed photographs of prisoners. Contrary to orders, they extinguished the fire before the negatives 
were completely destroyed. They then boarded up the entrance door so that it could not be opened, 
counting on the SS guards to be in too much of a hurry to forcibly enter the room and see if the or-
der had been carried out. It turns out they were correct. Thanks to their courageous actions, these 
prisoners saved around 39,000 photographs and negatives from official Auschwitz documenta-
tion, only some of which were partly damaged.

 4 The information about the extermination order comes from SS-Sturmbannführer Xaver Kraus, 
who was delegated to Auschwitz as a special plenipotentiary to deal with the camp’s liquidation. In 
a Polish court after the war, Kraus claimed that the order had been issued by SS-Obersturmführer 
Ernst Schmauser, the senior SS and police commander in Breslau, and he declined to carry it out. 
There are no other sources to confirm this information. 
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The SS guards left their permanent posts in the camp on January 20 
or 21, 1945. From then on, the SS only conducted patrols. Moreover, re-
treating Wehrmacht soldiers passed through the camp, sometimes plun-
dering the warehouses there. On January 20, soon after the evacuation, 
SS men blew up the gas chamber buildings and crematoria II and III. That 
same day, they made their last attempt to take away property stored in 
the “Kanada” warehouses in Birkenau. Due to a lack of suitable transpor-
tation, however, the prisoners who had been assigned to load the looted 
belongings were sent back to the camp. Unable to ship out all the prop-
erty plundered from the Jewish victims, SS men set fire to the “Kanada” 
warehouses the following day.5 The warehouses were almost completely 
destroyed by a blaze that lasted for a few days and endangered other parts 
of the camp. On January 26, SS men blew up the building of crematori-
um V, the last crematorium that was still operable. 

For a few days after the last evacuation column left Auschwitz on Jan-
uary 18, 1945, the prisoners who remained in the camp did not receive 
any food. They also had no fuel to heat the barracks, which were particu-
larly cold during the snowy, icy winter. The prisoners’ plight was also com-
plicated by a lack of water and electricity. Under these conditions, some 
prisoners, even very emaciated ones, tried to acquire food or warm cloth-
ing on their own. They cut through wires in the camp fences, entered sec-
tors where there were storehouses, and took whatever food, clothes, or 
blankets they could find. Some of them were shot dead by patrolling SS 
guards. Others died as a result of consuming more food than their starved 
bodies were able to digest. 

Apart from the sick and weak ones, there were also some relatively 
strong prisoners who managed to hide in the camp during the evacuation. 

 5 In the last days before liberation, Polish political prisoner Stanisława Jankowska kept notes in 
which she recorded the number of women and children in the blocks in sector BIIe, personal de-
tails of those who died in the sector, and the amount of food distributed to the living. The note-
book also contains daily entries made by prisoner Irena Makowska describing events in Birkenau 
from January 17 to the day of liberation, January 27.
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Some of them, usually members of the medical personnel, attempted to 
organize the lives of the other prisoners. Risking their lives in some cases, 
these prisoners brought food from warehouses, provided water by melt-
ing snow, and even cooked meals in the kitchens located in several of the 
hospital blocks. They also collected wood, mainly from broken-up fur-
nishings, in order to light fires in the stoves and heat the living quarters. 
They carried out the bodies of dead prisoners and laid them inside or in 
front of other blocks. The frozen winter ground made burial impossible. 

Members of the prisoners’ medical personnel looked after the sick. In-
sofar as it was possible, they provided them with medicine, changed their 
bandages, provided food rations, and kept their spirits up. Many prison-
ers were mentally broken and had lost faith in the possibility of ever re-
gaining their freedom. Children, especially those without parents, received 
particular attention and care. They were gathered in specific blocks, giv-
en additional food, and comforted. However, it was not possible to look 
after all the sick and some died before liberation.

Some prisoners attempted to escape, taking advantage of the fact that 
there were no more permanent SS guard posts. Upon leaving the camp, 
they usually headed toward the railroad station and the town of Oświęcim 
or toward the village of Brzeszcze (about eight or nine kilometers south 
of the camp). They took shelter with local residents and remained there 
until the Soviet Army arrived. However, some of the escapees were shot 
by SS patrols or perhaps passing German soldiers once they left the camp. 
At present, it is impossible to establish the number of female and male 
prisoners who attempted to escape after the evacuation of the camp. Nor 
is it possible to establish how many escapes were successful or the num-
ber of those who perished during an attempted escape.

The Arrival of the Soviet Army
On January 12, 1945, the Red Army launched the so-called Vistula-Od-
er operation with the objective of scattering German forces in Poland, 
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reaching the Oder River, and gaining bridgeheads for the upcoming attack 
on Berlin. In southern Poland, the operation was conducted by the units 
of the First Ukrainian Front with the objective to capture the industrial 
region of Upper Silesia. But the extant combat operation communiqués 
and operational reports pertaining to these units do not indicate that lib-
erating Auschwitz was a top priority for them. In fact, these documents 
do not even mention the concentration camp at all. Instead, they only 
mention the village Brzezinka, whereas the main camp is simply referred 
to as “barracks” (presumably based on the maps that they had access to).6 
Apart from that, these documents only mention the directions of the at-
tack and the names of successive localities that the Soviet army units had 
captured, or were supposed to capture, on the way to Upper Silesia. Thus, 
we can assume that the Soviet commanders and common soldiers did not 
know about the existence of the concentration camp prior to arriving at 
Auschwitz. The sight of the camp, and especially of the people they en-
countered there, must have certainly come as a shock to them. 

The 100th and 322nd Rifle Divisions of the 60th Army of the First 
Ukrainian Front took part in the fighting within the boundaries of the 
city of Oświęcim and at the Auschwitz camp complex. On January 27, 
1945, before noon, soldiers of the 100th Division entered the Monow-
itz camp, which the Germans had abandoned by then. This was around 
five kilometers to the east of the city of Oświęcim. Then, at around noon, 
they took the center of the town without encountering any significant 
resistance. They faced stronger resistance in the vicinity of the railroad 
station and as they approached the Birkenau camp three kilometers west 
of Oświęcim. However, the Soviet soldiers finally overcame the enemy’s 
defenses and took Birkenau at about 15:30. After a short stay on the 

 6 This map is on display at the Russian national exhibition at Auschwitz. For more informa-
tion about the Russian exhibition entitled Tragedy, Valor, Liberation, see Audrey Tong, “Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau Museum’s Exhibitions: Spaces of Histories, Memories and Identities,” in 
The More I Know, the Less I Understand, eds. Bożena Karwowska and Anja Nowak (Oświęcim: 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2017), 225-238.
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grounds of the camp, they continued attacking westward. That same 
day, the soldiers of the 322nd Division, operating on the left flank of the 
100th Division, crossed the Soła River. They suppressed German resist-
ance. Between 15:00 and 17:00 they took the area of the main camp, in-
cluding its industrial part. They continued attacking in a southwestern 
direction later that same day. Two hundred thirty-one Red Army soldiers 
lost their lives fighting at the camp complex and in the town of Oświęcim 
and surrounding villages.

The prisoners left behind in the camp after evacuation eagerly await-
ed the arrival of the Soviet soldiers. These prisoners had heard the sound 
of artillery barrage growing louder and louder by the day. On January 
27, rifle shots were close by. Finally, when silence fell, soldiers wearing 
white camouflage overalls appeared on the camp streets. It was then that 
overjoyed prisoners came out of the blocks to embrace and greet the sol-
diers. Some prisoners, however, were so psychologically shattered that 
they greeted liberation with indifference. The first soldiers to enter the 
Auschwitz grounds did not stay long because they had orders to capture 
places located to the west of Auschwitz. It was only their comrades from 
the second-line units who stayed somewhat longer on the camp grounds.

Thanks to the Red Army soldiers, around 7,000 prisoners from the 
three Auschwitz camps (the main camp, Birkenau, and Monowitz) were 
liberated. The soldiers of other Soviet units also liberated around 500 pris-
oners from Auschwitz sub-camps. Most of those liberated had arrived in 
Auschwitz in 1944 and were predominantly Jews. There was also a rela-
tively large group of Poles who had been brought to Auschwitz following 
the outbreak of the Warsaw Uprising, as well as Belarusians and Russians. 
At the moment of liberation there were more than 500 children under the 
age of fifteen in KL Auschwitz. The majority of the children were Jewish. 
However, there were also Polish children (mostly from Warsaw), as well 
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as Belarusian youths7 deported from pacified regions around Minsk and 
Vitebsk. Only a small percentage of these children were under the care of 
their parents or other relatives.

Caring for the Survivors
A few days after liberation, the Soviets set up two field hospitals and their 
staffs started organizing medical care for survivors. Then, at the begin-
ning of February, a few dozen volunteers from the Polish Red Cross (PRC) 
arrived at the former camp. They worked with the Soviet hospital staff 
to treat survivors. Over 4,500 patients were treated in the Soviet and 
PRC hospitals located in several of the blocks in the former main camp 
(Auschwitz I). Patients requiring specialized treatment were moved to hos-
pitals in Kraków and some children were taken to orphanages in various 
places throughout Poland. Despite receiving careful and intensive medi-
cal attention, at least 500 people died during the period of the hospitals’ 
operation. The Soviet field hospitals were liquidated in the summer of 
1945 and the PRC hospital was closed on October 1, 1945.

Survivors who were in relatively good physical condition left the for-
mer camp. Some of them set out on their own shortly after liberation. 
Others left in transports organized by Soviet military authorities and the 
PRC staff. Before leaving the camp, these survivors received certificates as 
proof that they had been Auschwitz prisoners. They also usually received 
clothes, shoes, dry rations for a few days, and a small sum of pocket money.

The Last Victims of the SS
After liberation, corpses of prisoners—the last victims of the SS—were 
found on the grounds of the camp. There were at least fifty bodies dis-
covered at Auschwitz I and about five or six hundred in various places in 

 7 See Helena Kubica, Odebrane dzieciństwo. Dzieci wyzwolone w  Auschwitz (Oświęcim: 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2020).
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Birkenau. Initially, the corpses were brought to an improvised morgue in 
block 11 in the main camp, as well as to a trench in Auschwitz II-Birkenau 
(sector BIIf), and to pits dug at the end of the railroad platform in Birk-
enau. The corpses of people who died after liberation were also taken to 
these areas. A funeral was organized on February 28, 1945. The remains 
of prisoners were brought from Birkenau and buried in a grave next to 
the former main camp. The bodies from block 11 had been placed in the 
neighboring grave earlier. Later, this place was converted into a small cem-
etery which exists to the present day.

Auschwitz After the War
In February and March 1945, members of a Soviet commission called the 
Extraordinary State Commission for the Establishment and Investigation 
of Crimes Committed by the German-Fascist Aggressors carried out inves-
tigations into the crimes committed by Nazi Germans in KL Auschwitz. 
They visited various parts of the former camp, took photographs as doc-
umentation, and secured property plundered from murdered Jews as 
material evidence of Nazi German crimes. They also found seven tons of 
human hair which the SS had not managed to ship out. Members of the 
Commission collected testimonies from survivors, carried out autopsies, 
and examined sick former prisoners. They also collected many camp doc-
uments and sent them to Moscow. In May 1945, the Soviet commission 
published a report presenting the results of its investigations. Most sig-
nificantly, the commission inaccurately calculated that four million peo-
ple had perished in Auschwitz.8 

In April and May 1945, the Polish authorities carried out similar in-
vestigations. The members of the Commission for the Investigation of 
Nazi German Crimes in Auschwitz, and later the Main Commission for 

 8 This number became a symbol of Nazi German atrocities at Auschwitz to such an extent, that it 
was practically impossible to conduct scholarly research on the number of victims of Auschwitz 
until after the fall of communism in Poland in 1989.
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the Investigation of German Crimes in Poland (Kraków Branch), collected 
various camp documents; took photographs of numerous places, objects, 
and facilities; questioned many ex-prisoners; and secured a wide range 
of evidence. They also sent samples of victims’ hair and pieces of metal 
from the gas chambers to the Institute of Forensic Research in Kraków. 
Expert analysis of the hair and metal revealed the presence of compo-
nents of the pesticide Zyklon B (hydrogen cyanide and its derivatives) in 
the samples. The collected evidence was later used in the trial of former 
camp commandant Rudolf Höss, and in the trial of forty other members 
of the camp garrison. 

As mentioned above, the Soviet military authorities controlled the 
premises of the former camp after liberation. In the spring of 1945, they 
used the former main camp and part of the Birkenau camp to set up transit 
camps for German POWs. The transit camp in what had previously been 
Auschwitz I functioned until the fall of 1945, while the one in Birkenau 
was not liquidated until early 1946. In Birkenau, the Soviet authorities 
incarcerated not only German POWs, but also civilians from the Silesia 
region (Poles and Germans) who had been detained in the rear of the 
front. Some of these prisoners were freed by the Soviets in the summer 
of 1945, but others were transported along with POWs to labor camps 
in the Soviet Union. 

After the liquidation of the transit camps for German POWs, control 
of the grounds of the former main and Birkenau camps was taken over 
by Poles. At the initiative of former prisoners, authorities in Warsaw took 
steps to secure the grounds and whatever property remained after the 
Soviets had left. The goal was to establish a museum. The first proposals 
for this had already been made by members of previous Polish commis-
sions, but accomplishing this was not possible while the Soviet military 
controlled the grounds of the former camp. However, Warsaw authorities 
established the so-called Permanent Corps for the Protection and Safe-
guarding of the Auschwitz Camp (Stała Ochrona Obozu Oświęcimskiego), 
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which was comprised of prisoner-survivors who returned to the site of the 
former camp in April 1946. These prisoner-survivors began working to 
secure the grounds of the camp and to organize what eventually became 
the Museum. They succeeded in creating an exhibit and then served as 
guides for visitors. Thanks to these prisoner-survivors, the Museum of-
ficially opened on June 14, 1947, seven years after the first deportation 
of Polish political prisoners to KL Auschwitz.
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Surroundings of Auschwitz I:  
The Industrial Zone in Images

Introduction 
The Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum is located on the premises of two 
former camps—Auschwitz I (main camp) and Auschwitz II (Birkenau)—
that were part of a much larger camp complex. As a result, many visitors 
to the Museum might get the impression that KL Auschwitz only consist-
ed of these two camps. However, the KL Auschwitz camp complex includ-
ed three camps: Auschwitz I, Auschwitz II (Birkenau), and Auschwitz III 
(Monowitz). It also included a vast area called the “Interest Zone” (In-
teressengebiet) and over forty sub-camps. Moreover, even “Auschwitz I,” 
where today’s Museum is located, was much larger when the camp was 
in operation. During the war, the main camp consisted not only of the 
site where prisoners lived (which is now the premises of the Museum), 
but also an industrial area where the prisoners worked. While the camp 
was in operation, this area included warehouses, stables, and cowsheds, 
as well as workshops and factories. 

In order to help students, scholars, and visitors better understand the 
original area and topography of KL Auschwitz, this essay aims to identify 
the most important buildings and structures that remain standing today 
and that were part of the industrial area of the main camp when it was 
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in operation. Today, these buildings and structures are in the vicinity of 
the Museum, but are not on museum grounds. Hopefully, the below text 
will serve as a guide for visitors who would like to familiarize themselves 
with these lesser-known parts of the former Auschwitz camp complex. 

The SS established KL Auschwitz in former Polish Army barracks on 
the outskirts of Oświęcim. The military barracks, in turn, were set up on 
the former site of a so-called control station, which the Austrian govern-
ment built between 1916 and 1917 for people migrating to western Europe 
and looking for seasonal work. It consisted of over fifty wooden barracks 
and twenty-two brick buildings with roads and a railway siding, a sewage 
system, waterworks, electric plant, post office, police station, and admin-
istrative buildings. Plans for future development included a bakery, sur-
gical and infectious disease hospitals, a public bath with a laundry, and 
an emigration employment office. 

After Poland regained its independence in 1918, the settlement—
called the Barrack Settlement—was no longer used for the purposes de-
scribed above. In 1919, after the suppression of the First Silesian Uprising 
organized against the German control of Upper Silesia, 1,100 refugees 
were quartered there. The following year, about 4,000 Poles expelled by 
the Czechs from the Cieszyn region of Silesia joined them. In 1923, the 
Polish Tobacco Monopoly took over the large buildings initially intended 
as a bakery and hospitals. It also built a new side-line from the existing 
railway line, which was set up to lead to its own plant. In 1925, a com-
bined army garrison (artillery and infantry battalions) was formed and 
quartered in brick buildings.1 The civilians lived in wooden barracks. In 
1939, about 1,200 people still resided there.

 1 Marek Rawecki, Strefa Auschwitz-Birkenau (Gliwice: Wydawn. Politechniki Śląskiej, 2003), 12-
13.



– 195 –

Surroundings of Auschwitz I: The Industrial Zone in Images

Buildings from the Interwar Period (1918-1939) Later Incorporated  
into KL Auschwitz 

Image 1:  Plan of the Polish Army Barracks, c. 1939

Situational  plan of the grounds of the Polish Army barracks. The barrack 
blocks are in the lower left corner of the plan. The so-called barrack set-
tlement is located toward the right of the plan (on either side of what was 
then Topolowa Street). The Polish Tobacco Monopoly buildings are pic-
tured at the top. The plan dates most likely to 1939 when the area began 
to attract the interest of the SS and police authorities. Source: Archive of 
the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum (Archiwum Państwowego Muze-
um Auschwitz-Birkenau, hereafter APMA-B).
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Image 2: Topolowa Street, c. 1939

Wooden barracks inhabited by civilians are pictured on the left. This photo-
graph was taken at some point prior to the German invasion of Poland on 
September 1, 1939 (that is, before the start of World War II). Source: APMA-B.
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Images 3-5: The Polish Army Barracks Complex, c. 1939 and 1940

Polish  infantry soldiers stand in the foreground. The brick buildings vis-
ible in the background later became part of Auschwitz I and were num-
bered (from the left) as blocks 27, 26, and 25. Visible on the right is 
a fragment of a brick building that became block 21. This photograph was 
taken at some point prior to the German invasion of Poland on Septem-
ber 1, 1939. Source: APMA-B.
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This  photo shows the brick building that later became block 11 in Aus-
chwitz I, as well as one of three entry gates to the military barracks. The 
photograph was taken during the German occupation of Poland at the 
end of 1939 or the beginning of 1940. Source: APMA-B.
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Visible  in the foreground are infantry soldiers, while in the background 
(on the left) is the unfinished building of the emigration employment office 
(what was called the Theatergebäude in KL Auschwitz). One of the ware-
houses of the Polish Tobacco Monopoly can be seen in the background on 
the right. This building was supposed to be a bakery in the Austrian con-
trol station.2 It was called the “Lagerhaus” while the camp was in opera-
tion. The photograph was taken at some point prior to the start of World 
War II. Source: APMA-B.

 2 Archive of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum (Archiwum Państwowego Muzeum Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau; hereafter, APMA-B), Statements Collection, vol. 95, p. 180, account by Czesław 
Pniak.
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Images 6-7: The Polish Tobacco Monopoly 

One  of the warehouses belonging to the Polish Tobacco Monopoly built 
in the interwar period (1918-39). While the camp was in operation, this 
building was the so-called Unterkunftsgebäude. Photograph taken by the 
SS, date unknown. Source: APMA-B.

Two  warehouses belonging to the Polish Tobacco Monopoly. These build-
ings were constructed c. 1916-1918 as part of the Austrian control sta-
tion. The building on the left was supposed to be the general medical 
department of the hospital, while the building on the right was supposed 
to house the surgical department.3 When the camp was in operation, the 
building on the left was the so-called Stabsgebäude, the building on the 
right was the so-called Haupttruppenwirtschaftslager. Photograph by Zbig-
niew Klawender, circa 1945. Source: APMA-B.

 3 APMA-B, Statements Collection, vol. 95, p. 180, account by Czesław Pniak.
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Buildings in the Vicinity of Auschwitz I 

Image A: Aerial Photograph of Auschwitz, 1944 

This  American aerial reconnaissance photograph of Auschwitz I was take 
in 1944. The numbers on the photograph correspond to the below list 
of buildings. For photographs and detailed descriptions of the buildings, 
see A1 through A24 on the following pages. Source: Courtesy of Nation-
al Archives and Records Administration (NARA). 
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List  of Buildings Marked on Image A  
(American Aerial Reconnaissance Photograph of Auschwitz)
1. Theatre building (Theatergebäude)
2. Reception building (Aufnahmegebäude)
3. Camp extension (Lagererweiterung)
4. Construction yard (Bauhof)
5.  Main equipment warehouse for the SS garrison (Haupttruppenwirtschaft-

slager)
6. First SS offices (Stabsgebäude)
7. Living quarters for SS men and a warehouse (Unterkunftsgebäude)
8. Kitchen for the SS camp staff (SS-Küche)
9.  Warehouse for storing sugar, cereal, and flour for SS camp staff (Lagerhaus)
10. Main camp bakery (Bäckerei)
11. Water conditioning and pumping station (Wasseraufbereitungsanlage)
12. Garages
13. Warehouses for potato storage (Kartoffelnbunkern)
14. Water tower (Wasserturm)
15. Transformer substation (Trafostation)
16. Forge (Schmiede)
17. Emergency generator (Notstromaggregat)
18. Transfer station (Übergabestation)
19. Concrete plant (workshop) (Betonwerkstatt).
20. Heat and power plant (Fernheizwerk)
21.  Warehouses for property plundered from Jews who were deported to 

Auschwitz (so-called “Kanada I”)
22.  Woodworking factory (German Equipment Works [Deutsche Ausrüstung-

swerke, DAW])
23. Union-Werke Factory that produced fuses for artillery shells
24. New horse stables (Neue Pferdeställe)
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Building A1: Theater Building 

The  so-called “theatre building” (Theatergebäude) was still under construc-
tion in September 1939 when the war started. In the early period of the 
camp’s operation, a film screening room and a storeroom for weapons were 
located here. From 1942 onward, it was the main storehouse for Zyklon 
B. The building also housed the following: a cosmetics workshop where 
prisoners made hand soap from cosmetics found in the luggage of Jews 
deported to Auschwitz; a storeroom for various objects plundered from 
Jews (suitcases, baskets, pots, among other items); and a storeroom of 
mineral water for the SS camp personnel.4 Currently, the offices of the In-
ternational Centre for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust are 
located in these buildings. Photograph taken in 1946. Source: APMA-B.

 4 Igor Bartosik, Łukasz Martyniak, and Piotr Setkiewicz. Początki obozu Auschwitz w świetle ma-
teriałów źródłowych / The Origins of the Auschwitz Camp in the Light of the Source Materials, trans. 
William Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Bireknau State Musuem, 2018), 102, 188, 190; Rawecki, 
90.
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Building A2: Reception Building 

The  so-called “reception building” (Aufnahmegebäude) was under construc-
tion from 1942 to 1944. The facilities included a bathhouse for newly ar-
rived prisoners, a laundry, and a gas chamber for disinfecting clothing. 
However, the building was never fully operational. Prisoners from one or 
(at most) several transports passed through this building in the second 
half of 1944. At present, the reception center of the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum, as well as the offices and laboratories of the Preservation 
Department, are located in this building.5 Photograph taken by the SS. 
Source: APMA-B.

 5 See Teresa Świebocka, ed. The Architecture of Crime: The “Central Camp Sauna” in Auschwitz 
II-Birkenau (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2001). See also Wacław Długobor-
ski and Franciszek Piper, eds., Auschwitz, 1940-1945: Central Issues in the History of the Camp 
(Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2000), 76.
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Building A3: Camp Extension 

The  so-called “camp extension” (Lagererweiterung) was a complex of twen-
ty blocks built between 1942 and 1944 on the grounds abutting the old 
block complex on the north side. Dr. Carl Clauberg carried out steriliza-
tion experiments on Jewish women prisoners in his laboratory (which 
was initially in block 10 of the main camp, but was transferred to block 
1 in May 1944). Some blocks of the extension were used as warehous-
es or workshops. There were tailors’ and cobblers’ workshops, as well as 
a printing shop (1943-1945), in the first row of blocks. The others served 
as temporary SS barracks. On October 1, 1944, a new women’s camp was 
established in a number of blocks in the camp extension. It held about 
6,000 female prisoners assigned to various labor details until the liqui-
dation of KL Auschwitz in January 1945.6 Photograph taken by the SS. 
Source: APMA-B.

 6 See Łukasz Martyniak, “Druckerei KL Auschwitz: Historia obozowej drukarni,” Zeszyty 
Oświęcimskie 26 (2012): 213-237. See also Irena Strzelecka and Piotr Setkiewicz, “The Con-
struction, Expansion, and Development of the Camp and Its Branches,” in The Establishment 
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Building A4: Construction Yard 

and Organization of the Camp. Vol. I of Auschwitz, 1940-1945: Central Issues in the History of the 
Camp, eds. Wacław Długoborski and Franciszek Piper (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State 
Museum, 2000), 63-138. See p. 76, in particular.
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The  storage yard for construction materials (Bauhof) was located partly 
on the premises of the Barracks Settlement. After the German police and 
the Auschwitz camp administration evicted Polish inhabitants from the 
area, most of the barracks were demolished in late summer of 1940. The 
rest were converted into warehouses for storing various building mate-
rials. This was a site of slave labor where thousands of prisoners had to 
unload materials sent by rail and then transport them to the warehouses 
or to any number of construction sites. The Bauhof also included the coal 
yard.7 Photographs taken in February 1945. Source: APMA-B.

Building A5: Main Equipment Warehouse 

The  main equipment warehouse for the SS garrison was called “Haupt-
truppenwirtschaftslager” in German. This was one of the main warehouses 

 7 Wacław Długoborski, Franciszek Piper, and Tadeusz Iwaszko, eds. Auschwitz 1940-1945: Cen-
tral Issues in the History of the Camp, vol. 2 (Oświecim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 
2000), 81-82. See also Rawecki, 87.
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where the SS stored food, clothing, arms, and ammunition. The fleet of 
SS motor vehicles was also assigned to this warehouse.8 Photograph tak-
en by the SS. Source: APMA-B.

Building A6: Headquarters Building

 

The  so-called “headquarters building” (Stabsgebäude) housed some SS of-
fices; the kitchen and the canteen for SS men (1940-1942); an armory; the 
living quarters of the female SS supervisors (SS-Aufseherinnen); a laundry 
room for SS clothes and linen; and the living quarters of female prisoners 
working in the laundry. The SS placed the first groups of Polish political 
prisoners there from June 14 to July 6, 1940.9 The photo shows roll call 
led by the SS in front of the so-called Stabsgebäude, 1941. Source: APMA-B.

 8 Franciszek Piper, Auschwitz Prisoner Labor: The Organization and Exploitation of Auschwitz Con-
centration Camp Prisoners as Laborers, trans. William Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum, 2002), 94. 

 9 Rawecki, 85, 87. 
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Building A7: SS Living Quarters and Warehouse 

The  Unterkunftsgebäude housed the first living quarters for the SS 
(non-commissioned officers and enlisted men) and some SS offices. There 
was also a warehouse where clothing, linen, bedding, food, and other 
items were stored for the SS. This building also housed a printing press 
(1940-1943); grain and fodder stores; the room where prisoners cut loot-
ed soap; and a warehouse and room where prisoners sorted belongings 
plundered from deported Jews.10 In the photograph, a fragment of the 
Unterkunftsgebäude in the background, circa 1940. Photograph from the 
SS Auschwitz Album. Source: Courtesy of the United States Holocaust Me-
morial Museum Collection, Gift of an Anonymous Donor.

 10 Martyniak, 201; Piper, 92. 
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Building A8: SS Kitchen 

The  SS kitchen (SS-Küche) was built between 1941 and1942. This barrack 
housed the kitchen, the commissary, and a canteen for SS personnel. It 
was also used as a performance hall and cinema (there was a stage and 
a movie screen).11 Photograph taken by Igor Bartosik, 2015.

 11 Rawecki, 87.
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Building A9: Lagerhaus 

The  so-called Lagerhaus was used as a storehouse for flour, cereals, and 
sugar for SS personnel.12 This photograph was taken after the camp was 
liberated. Source: APMA-B.

 12 Łukasz Martyniak, “Canteens in KL Auschwitz,” Auschwitz Studies 29 (2018): 58.
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Building A10: Main Camp Bakery 

This  building housed the main camp bakery (Grossbäckerei) and a storage 
facility. The bakery started to operate in December 1943. In the autumn of 
1944, its daily production capacity peaked at 25,000 loaves of bread each 
weighing 1.5 kg (3.5 lbs.). Photograph taken by the SS. Source: APMA-B.
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Building A11: Water Conditioning and Pumping Station 

The  water conditioning and pumping station (Wasseraufbereitungsanlage) 
had water pipes leading from deep wells to the station building. This sta-
tion supplied the main camp with water.13 Photograph taken by the SS 
while the station was under construction. Source: APMA-B.
 

 13 Rawecki, 82, 84, 85.
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Buildings A12-A23 

Rooftop  view of the northern part of the industrial area of KL Auschwitz I. 
This photograph was taken shortly after liberation. The image shows part 
of the area portrayed on the American aerial reconnaissance photograph 
of Auschwitz I taken in 1944 (see Image A, above). The letters “a” through 

“m” on this photograph correspond to the below list of buildings. Building 
numbers provided in parentheses refer to the aerial reconnaissance photo.

List  of Buildings Marked on the Rooftop View of the Industrial 
Area of KL Auschwitz
a)  One of two garages for SS cars that were operated by prisoners (building 12)
b) and c) Warehouses for storing potatoes (building 13)
d)  Water tower (Wasserturm) for the KL Auschwitz waterworks network 

(building 14)
e)  Transformer station (Trafostation), a voltage relay station with a 30kV/6 

KV switch chamber and garages (building 15)
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f) Forge (Schmiede) (building 16)
g) Emergency generator (Notstromaggregat) (building 17) 
h) Transfer station (Übergabestation) (building 18) 
i)  Concrete plant (workshop) (Betonwerkstatt); concrete elements were pro-

duced at this location by prisoners (building 19).
j) Heat and power generating plant (Fernheizwerk)14 (building 20)
k)  “Kanada I,” warehouses for storing property plundered from Jews deport-

ed to Auschwitz (building 21) 
l)  German Equipment Works (Deutsche Ausrüstungswerke, DAW), wood-

working factory (building 22)
m ) Union-Werke, the factory where artillery shell fuses were produced (build-

ing 23)

Building A20: Heat and Power Plant 

The  heat and power plant (Fernheizwerk) had an underground central 
heating channel that ran to the “reception building” (Aufnahmegebäude).15 
The construction of the central heating system was never completed.

 14 Piper, 94; Rawecki, 87, 88.
 15 Rawecki, 87.
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Building A21a & A21b: Kanada

What was Kanada I?
“Kanada” I (officially called the Effektenlager I, “personal effects ware-
houses”) consisted of six wooden barracks and a prewar residential 
building.16 The whole area was surrounded by a barbed wire fence with 
guard towers on the corners. From mid-1942 onward, the wooden 
barracks served as warehouses for storing property plundered from 
Jews deported to Auschwitz. The prewar building was converted into 
a Zyklon B gas chamber for disinfecting clothes; before the war, this 
building belonged to one of the Polish families that the Germans ex-
pelled from the area. The looted property was transported from the 
ramp to the warehouses of Kanada I, where male and female prison-
ers unpacked, sorted, cleaned, and disinfected it. The property was 
then loaded onto trains at the nearby rail siding, after which the SS 
sent it to Germany by rail. The number of prisoners forced to work 
in the labor unit for transporting and sorting plundered property 
ranged from several hundred to 2,000. In December 1943, Effekten-
lager II (“Kanada” II) in sector BIIg in Birkenau became the main site 
for sorting property plundered form Jews. However, Kanada I re-
mained in operation.17 

 16 Though the term “Kanada” was coined by prisoners, it was also sometimes used by the SS in infor-
mal conversations.

 17 Piper, 92; Rawecki, 86.
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A view of Kanada I. Photograph taken by the SS in 1944. In the foreground, pris-

oners unload property brought from the ramp. In the background, the disinfec-

tion gas chamber. Source: APMA-B, The Auschwitz Album. 

 

A view of Kanada I. Photograph taken by the SS in 1944. In the foreground, pris-

oners unload the property brought from the ramp. One of six barrack-warehouses 

is visible in the background. Source: APMA-B, The Auschwitz Album.
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Building A22: German Equipment Works 

Image  A22a: German Equipment Works (Deutsche Ausrüstungswerke, DAW), 

a company owned by the SS, was established in 1939 to exploit the labor of pris-

oners interned in German concentration camps. The Auschwitz branch was set up 

in 1941. The prisoners produced woodwork (windows, doors, window and door 

frames, partition walls, components of barracks) and furniture (wardrobes, tables, 

beds, stools, shelves, trash cans, coal boxes, etc.). In 1942, the company started 

mass production of ammunition boxes for the army; they also renovated skis and 

carts for carrying artillery ammunition. In 1943, the company established a weav-

ing workshop where female prisoners used scrap materials (leather, cellophane, rub-

ber, old clothing, rags) to make strings, ropes, belts, windshield wipers, and rubber 

seals for submarines. These “scrap materials,” especially rags, most likely came from 

the so-called Kanada I warehouses conveniently located nearby. In 1942, the av-

erage number of prisoners working in DAW was over 750; in 1944, it was 1,700.18

Images  A22b and A22c (see facing page): DAW Halls under construction. 

Photographs taken by the SS. Source: APMA-B.

 18 Piotr M.A. Cywiński, Jacek Lachendro, and Piotr Setkiewicz, Auschwitz from A to Z: An Illustrat-
ed History of the Camp, trans. William Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz–Birkenau State Museum, 
2018), 48; Piper, 101-102.
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Building A23: The Main Hall of the Union Works Factory 

The  construction of the Union Works factory (Union-Werke) began in 
mid-1943. Initially, it was supposed to be a Krupp factory for the pro-
duction of artillery shell fuses. However, on October 1, 1943, on the or-
ders of the Central Bureau for Ammunition Affairs of the Army, it was 
taken over by the Weichsel Union Metallwerke armaments firm, which 
had been evacuated from Ukraine. By the end of 1943, more than 1,200 
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male and female prisoners worked there. Initially, the women walked to 
work each day from the Birkenau camp. On October 1, 1944, they were 
moved to the camp extension (Lagererweiterung) near the main camp.19 
Photographs taken by the SS. Source: APMA-B.

Building A24: New Horse Stables Complex 

Photographs  of the new horse stables complex (Neue Pferdeställe). Source: 
APMA-B.

Using Photographs to Map Escapes from the Industrial Area of Auschwitz 
Today, the area surrounding the Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum consists of 
hotels and the Center for Dialogue and Reconciliation; schools; various 

 19 Cywiński, Lachendro, Setkiewicz, 182-183; Piper, 112-113.
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industrial buildings; and a few places that cater to the many millions of 
visitors who travel there to learn about Auschwitz and the Holocaust. Few 
people realize that when the camp was in operation the area just outside 
today’s Museum gate with the sign “Arbeit macht frei” (“Work sets you 
free”) was part of the camp. This was the space between the so-called small 
and large guard chains. It was where the camp industrial area was located. 

While today’s visitors are oblivious to the lay of the land, many prison-
ers who worked in the industrial area were keenly aware of the topogra-
phy of the site. After all, many of them labored there day in and day out. 
And they used this knowledge to their advantage, including to plan and 
attempt escapes from the camp. Contrary to popular belief, the majority 
of prisoner escapes from Auschwitz did not begin in the area of the main 
camp, which was surrounded by electrified barbed wires and guarded by SS 
men standing in watchtowers. Rather, many escapes started in the indus-
trial area of KL Auschwitz where the fences were not electrified and where 
there were no watchtowers. During the prisoners’ workdays, SS men stood 
guard over the prisoners at designated posts that encircled the area. This 
meant that there were gaps in the surveillance of the prisoners that made 
it easier for prisoners to try and escape. Some prisoners managed to pre-
pare hiding places and conceal themselves long enough for searches to be 
called off. Then they would attempt to flee. Other prisoners attempted to 
leave the industrial area wearing SS uniforms they had illegally obtained. 

Below are descriptions of two escapes, together with references to the 
buildings and spaces of the industrial area described above. By mapping 
these escapes visually and textually, we can learn a lot about prisoners’ 
experiences and about the camp topography. By connecting these escapes 
with today’s landscape, we can begin to understand the layers of history 
that are palpably etched onto the ground we walk on. 
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Escape 1: Kazimierz Piechowski 
One of the most spectacular escapes was carried out on June 20, 1942, by 
four Polish prisoners: Eugeniusz Bendera, Stanisław Gustaw Jaster, Józef 
Lempart, and Kazimierz Piechowski. It was initiated by Bendera after he 
learned from prisoners working in the camp office that he might be execut-
ed. He confided in Kazimierz Piechowski who decided to escape with him.

Eugeniusz Bendera was a mechanic; he repaired cars in the SS garages 
(building 12 on the aerial reconnaissance photo). Kazimierz Piechowski worked 
in the main SS warehouse for equipment and uniforms (HWL, building 5 on 
the aerial reconnaissance photo). They decided to escape in a car used by SS 
men and in SS uniforms. In order to avoid reprisals against the prisoners in 
their kommando, they created an unauthorized working squad. They under-
stood that if the entire kommando escaped, no one else would be punished. 
They agreed that it would be a four-man transport kommando, using a cart 
called a rolwaga. They shared their escape plans with their two friends from 
the HWL, Stanisław Jaster and Józef Lempart. They planned to escape on 
Saturday afternoon because prisoners left work earlier on Saturdays and 
many SS men received passes to leave the camp. As a result, the building 
of the SS main storehouse (the HWL) and the nearby garages were empty.

The escapees decided to enter the building through a hatch used to 
deliver coal into the building. The hatch was closed from the inside with 
a bolt, but Piechowski managed to unbolt it shortly before the escape. 
Bendera made copies of three keys, thanks to which they could open the 
doors inside the warehouse and the garage. However, he was not able to 
duplicate the keys to the storeroom for SS weapons and uniforms, so the 
escapees had to force open the door with a crowbar.

On Saturday, June 20, 1942, Piechowski reported to the guardhouse 
that a four-person kommando was leaving in order to dispose of garbage. 
The SS officers on duty noted this, showing no signs of interest in the pris-
oners. On their way, the prisoners left the platform with garbage. With-
out encountering any obstacles, they reached the warehouse building. 
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Through the hatch, they made their way to the basement and, using their 
counterfeit keys, they went to the SS warehouses where they changed in-
to SS uniforms and took weapons. From the nearby SS garage, Eugeniusz 
Bendera took an SS Steyer 220 passenger car in which they immediately 
left the industrial area. As they crossed the posts of the large guard chain, 
Piechowski, dressed in the uniform of a high-ranking SS man, ordered 
the gate to be raised with a gesture of his hand. The guard obeyed the or-
der without stopping the car and the escapees left the area of the camp. 
The car broke down in the vicinity of Maków Podhalański, a town located 
over sixty kilometers southeast of the camp. From there, they were forced 
to continue their escape on foot. The escape was ultimately successful.

For reasons that remain unknown, the escape did not bring about any 
serious repressions in the camp. The exceptional ingenuity of the escap-
ees and their bravado lifted the spirits of many prisoners. The escape itself 
quickly became a camp legend that prisoners passed on to one another.

Escape  2: Jerzy Bielecki and Cyla Cybulska
The escape of two prisoners who had fallen in love, Jerzy Bielecki (a Pol-
ish political prisoner) and Cyla Cybulska (Stawiska) (a Jewish prisoner), 
took place on July 21, 1944, through an exit near the Raisko sub-camp. 
Bielecki and Cybulska met while working in the grain warehouse locat-
ed in the building of the so-called Unterkunft in the vicinity of the main 
camp (building 7 on the aerial reconnaissance photo). The small group of 
female prisoners with whom Cybulska worked was later moved to the 
neighboring building, the so-called Stabsgebäude (building 6 on the aerial 
reconnaissance photo), but Bielecki and Cybulska continued to meet in se-
cret. Bielecki began to plan a joint escape. Tadeusz Srogi, a friend who de-
clined Bielecki’s suggestion to join them, nonetheless provided Bielecki 
with an SS uniform and an SS pass so that he and Cybulska could exit the 
camp. One of Bielecki’s other friends who worked in the camp printing 
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house recreated six forgeries of this pass in different colors, because SS 
men used a different pass color every couple of days.

On the afternoon of July 21, 1944, Bielecki asked the SS man super-
vising his kommando in the warehouse to let him leave work for a few mo-
ments in order to collect sausage that some prisoners in the butchery had 
supposedly “organized” for him. The SS man agreed on the condition that 
he would receive some of the cold cuts. Instead, Bielecki went to where he 
had hidden the uniform, changed, and went to Cybulska’s workplace. Pre-
senting himself as a Politische Abteilung functionary, he called her over for 
interrogation and then took her outside the building. They headed towards 
the Raisko sub-camp, near which an exit beyond the large guard chain was 
located. His fake pass did not raise any suspicions and they easily left the 
area of the camp. After walking for several nights, they managed to reach 
the outskirts of Kraków where they hid in different villages. After some 
time, Bielecki joined a Home Army partisan unit in which he fought un-
til the end of the war. Cybulska, having received word that Bielecki per-
ished in combat, left the family where she found refuge. Eventually, she 
emigrated to the United States. They did not meet again until 1983. Two 
years later, Jerzy Bielecki was honored as Righteous Among the Nations 
and awarded the title of Honorary Citizen of the State of Israel.
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Space and Narration  
of the Auschwitz Camp Complex1 

In both popular and scholarly discourses, “Auschwitz” as a word refers to 
more than Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Nazi German concentration camp 
in occupied Poland. It is also used as a synonym for all Nazi concentra-
tion and death camps, and even for the Holocaust (or at least some as-
pects of it).2 Auschwitz is, nevertheless, the name of a specific camp that 
has functioned as a museum and memorial and as research and educa-
tional centers since 1947. It is a place visited annually (at least before the 
COVID-19 pandemic) by over two million people from around the world. 
As a material place belonging to history, Auschwitz was a camp com-
plex that consisted of Auschwitz I (main camp), Auschwitz II (Birkenau), 

 1 This article is part of a forthcoming study of space and narration as it relates to Auschwitz. 
 2 Theodor Adorno, for instance, used the term “Auschwitz” to refer to the entire system that en-

abled the Holocaust to happen. What more, many critics understand his famous proclamation 
“no poetry after Auschwitz” as a prohibition of “imaginative representation of the Holocaust.” 
See Elana Gomel, “No Fantasy after Auschwitz?,” review of The Fantastic in Holocaust Literature 
and Film: Critical Perspectives by J .B. Kerman and J. E. Browning in Science Fiction Studies, Spe-
cial Issue on Italian Science Fiction, vol. 42 (July 2015): 383-385. So too, Giorgio Agamben’s in-
fluential study, The Remnants of Auschwitz, examines not Auschwitz as a specific camp, but Nazi 
German concentration camps, in general, as a phenomenon. Agamben’s use of the term “Aus-
chwitz” allowed him in his work to touch upon aspects that transgress the boundaries of Holo-
caust Studies, which in North America are generally understood as the study of issues related 
to the mass killing of European Jews by Nazi Germany. 
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Auschwitz III (Monowitz),3 and around forty sub-camps located main-
ly in the region of Upper Silesia. Only a part of the former camp com-
plex (and its surrounding Interest Zone) was converted into what today 
is the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. Despite their administrative 
and spatial separation, all three camps in contemporary discourses have 
become fused and truncated into one symbolic place known generally 
as “Auschwitz,” or Auschwitz-Birkenau (called in Polish “Oświęcim,” af-
ter the nearby city).

Researchers and academics tend to study Auschwitz as a specific camp, 
or through specific disciplinary lenses, aiming only at a limited understand-
ing of “the bigger picture.” In other words, researchers aim at studying 
specific issues that contribute to the knowledge of the camp as a whole, 
but do not capture the idea of understanding Auschwitz. Thus, as a subject 
of academic studies and research, Auschwitz continues to function very 
much as a fragmented place, though this academic version is somehow 
different and separate from the spatially fragmented former Auschwitz 
system of camps. And this former camp system also differs from what 
became after World War II the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum that 
operates with clear commemorative and educational missions. 

A Material Place, a Symbolic Place 
Because of clear differences between (symbolic) imagining, (academic) 
fragmentation, and its (physical) presence, Auschwitz provides intrigu-
ing insights into the modalities that allow the symbolic (what Auschwitz 
represents to different people) and the material (the remnants of the 
camp) to coexist and influence one another.4 A closer look at Auschwitz 

 3 In their famous and influential memoirs, both Elie Wiesel and Primo Levi, who were imprisoned 
in Monowitz, used the term Auschwitz in reference to their camp experiences. In so doing, they 
complicated the picture of the Auschwitz complex by simplifying it and transmitting this simpli-
fied version of the space to younger generations. 

 4 “Auschwitz” is what Pierre Nora calls a place of memory (or, in fact, memories that differ and 
are nation-specific). Reuben S. Rose-Redwood states that “Places of memory are sites where the 
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as concurrently a symbolic place, a museum, and a memorial brings to 
the surface several latent issues not necessarily derived from political or 
social processes. With further scrutiny emerges a constant tension and 
negotiation between symbolic representations and physical reality. In 
the oscillation between the two, an under-studied aspect of Auschwitz 
as a place of memory comes to light. The complexity of this relationship 
may be easily illustrated in the following example: the need to honor the 
dead, as well as demonstrate solidarity with the victims, is continually 
displayed by heads of state, representatives of various groups and insti-
tutions (educational, religious, etc.) and many others. Yet this need arises 
precisely from the symbolic5 significance of Auschwitz. This task of me-
morialization becomes complicated in view of the enormous size of the 
camp complex.6 

While the camp in its entirety (or even the entire complex of camps) 
can hold a symbolic meaning, in practice only some of the camp’s plac-
es are visited by tourists. This means, ironically, that even in its physi-
cality, the camp functions as an iconic representation of the space where 
the camps and sub-camps were once located. This raises the question of 
which places in the camp(s) function as places of memory (and places of 
honoring the dead) and why these specific places are somehow chosen 
as such. Inversely, such a discussion also warrants inquiry into the mat-
ters that have levelled some places, discursively and in practice, to the po-
sition of non-places of memory.7 These matters must necessarily touch 

symbolic imaginings of the past interweave with the materialities of the present.” See Reuben 
S. Rose-Redwood, “From Number to Name: Symbolic Capital, Places of Memory and the Pol-
itics of Street Renaming in New York City,” Social & Cultural Geography 9, no. 4 (2008): 433.

 5 Auschwitz as a place of memory became a symbolic capital of the Holocaust. 
 6 The so-called Interest Zone of the Auschwitz camp was around 40 km2. As Pelagia Lewińska writes in 

her memoir Oświęcim (1946), prisoners working outside the camp (that is to say, a vast majority of 
them) sometimes had to walk over 10 kilometers each way to their work posts. See Pelagia Lewińs-
ka, Oświęcim: pogarda i triumf człowieka (Paris: Wydawnictwo Rady Narodowej Polaków we Francji, 
1946).

 7 See Marc Auge, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity (London: Verso, 
1995).
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on the circumstances of, and the fundamental reason for, the absence of 
certain narrations or stories, which contribute to the existence of plac-
es (versus non-places) of memory. Such absences might have developed 
from the start, as some narrations and places were—in a manner of speak-
ing—unnoticed or unmarked. Alternately, some absences may have de-
veloped later as particular narrations ceased to exist, disappeared from 
memory, or were displaced by others.8 And this is clearly an issue with 
its own set of relevant points.

An Imagined and Actual Place
Memory-based descriptions (or memoirs) of the camps can guide the 
popular understanding of the place. But they are also not much help here. 
A careful reader of Auschwitz memoirs (and literary texts based on the 
camp experiences of their authors) might notice that their authors de-
scribe various, and very different, areas of the camps. However, without 
deep historical knowledge, it is not always easy to match up what they 
describe with a map. The camp complex was constantly changing and ex-
panding as the years passed. Prisoners were moved between the camps 
(or their sections) in groups, but also as individuals. To give an example: 
between 1940 and March 1942, Auschwitz was a camp for male prison-
ers, with the first transports of women being also the first centrally or-
ganized Jewish transports to Auschwitz. Blocks 1-10 of the main camp 
were separated by a high wall from the rest of the camp; but after wom-
en were moved to the women’s camp in sector B1 (a section of Auschwitz 
II-Birkenau), the wall was dismantled. Though at various times women 
prisoners left Auschwitz I from block 10 (where they were subjects of 
medical experiments) or block 24 (where the camp brothel was located), 
they were also occasionally imprisoned in block 11 (before executions) 

 8 Contemporary Holocaust fiction, with its own narrations, also creates places of memory that are 
quite typically at variance with historical knowledge and the camp’s topography.
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and stationed in the so-called camp-extension in 1944. Despite these ex-
periences, the main camp is a space recorded and described primarily in 
memoirs written by men.

It would be extremely difficult to sketch a mental (or memoir-based) 
map of Birkenau, not only because of changes to the camp over the 
years, but also because men and women were placed in different parts 
of the camp complex. Men were imprisoned in parts of Auschwitz I and 
men-specific areas of Birkenau; women were imprisoned in different parts 
of Auschwitz I for a very short period and mostly in women-specific ar-
eas of Birkenau. In general, in texts written soon after liberation, male 
survivors refer quite accurately to Auschwitz and Birkenau as two sepa-
rate camps. Women’s narrations are less clear, as they sometimes refer to 
Birkenau and the FKL (sector B1A and later also B1b, both of which were 
in Birkenau) as different spaces, sometimes writing only about being in 
Birkenau. They frequently refer to “Kanada” as a separate area, despite 
the fact that from an administrative point of view, Kanada was also in 
Birkenau (just in different sections separated by roads and barbed wires). 
Prisoners could see (and thus testify to) different aspects of Auschwitz op-
erations depending on which camp they were imprisoned in, where their 
barrack or block was located, and where their kommando worked. Quite 
frequently, a reader can map the location or the geographic perspective of 
an individual prisoner only by comparing a view of the camp area as pre-
sented in the memoir with an actual historical map or the actual physical 
space. In memoirs written later, many survivors refer to the camp com-
plex only as “Auschwitz” without differentiating between its constitu-
ent parts. For example, Ruth Kluger, even in detailed descriptions of her 
own experiences, refers to Birkenau as such. Similarly, Primo Levi and 
Ellie Wiesel are simply called “survivors of Auschwitz,” rather than “sur-
vivors of Monowitz.”
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Places of Memory and the Camp Complex
For the prisoners of Auschwitz I, the longest roll call is central to their 
memoirs; but this is an event in the history of the camp not a physical 
landmark. The entrance gate and block 11 are also mentioned frequent-
ly. In Birkenau, there were three structures that served as landmarks and 
that are mentioned in almost every memoir: “the ramp,” “the sauna,” and 
“the crematorium.” However, these sometimes serve only as symbolic land-
marks. In reality, there were three different rail platforms, two of which 
were built specifically for the selection of Jews deported to Auschwitz; and 
there were three buildings that served as a “sauna” in Birkenau, includ-
ing the so-called Central Sauna, which is part of today’s guided tours of 
the camp. The Central Sauna was not put into operation until December 
1943. Out of four crematoria and six gas chambers, the ruins of only five 
of them remain today, and the location of one is outside the grounds of 
the Museum. In most cases, it is impossible to know which of the struc-
tures a survivor is referring to in their memoirs without substantial his-
torical knowledge of the camp and its layout.

Today, the Auschwitz camps (Auschwitz I and Birkenau) function as 
representations of suffering and as places to honor victims. They are 
places of memory, specially designated and socially negotiated. While in 
Auschwitz I this role was (quite naturally) taken over by the Wall of Death 
(the killing place located between blocks 10 and 11), in Birkenau a spe-
cial monument was erected close to the remnants of the crematoria. The 
remote location of the Monowitz camp, however, is not part of the Mu-
seum; there are no clearly visible remnants of the Monowitz camp and 
thus VIP delegations, as well as regular visitors, rarely come to this site. 
When choosing and designating/(re)constructing such places of memory 
and memorialization in each of the camps, the topography of the camps, 
available historical information, and narrations about the past are un-
doubtedly the most important factors. 
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The historical size of the Auschwitz complex makes it very difficult for 
visitors to see the entire camp today. Group tours of the Auschwitz camps 
follow a route outlined and designed for visitors. Many groups and indi-
vidual tourists come to Upper Silesia only to visit Auschwitz, but there 
are also “accidental” visitors. Tours of the camp are advertised widely in 
Kraków as one of the main “attractions” of the region. And despite their 
distance from the old Polish capital, the camps are also listed among the 

“must see” places for tourists visiting Kraków, a city famous for its rich 
history apart from the Holocaust, as well as a destination for notorious-
ly raucous British stag parties.9 

It is quite safe, however, to assume that even “accidental” visitors know 
something about Auschwitz before finding themselves there. Those who 
construct visual representations of the camp frequently mix up images of 
Auschwitz I and Birkenau, while Auschwitz III (Monowitz) lacks a compa-
rable visual image; there are no well-known pictures of this camp. To add 
to the confusion, popular culture has visually and conceptually merged 
Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II into one location, where the visual/aesthet-
ic image of the camps has little to do with their spatial reality. The camps 
are clustered as a patchwork of visual and narrative images of the actual 
locations and their fictional film representations. And these images do 
not necessarily correlate in popular understanding with the actual spac-
es of Auschwitz I and Birkenau. While on location, tourists are forced to 
confront those fictionalized images with two separate sites of memory. 
And these sites of memory differ in many respects, including in their ar-
chitecture, size, and locations.

The Museum as an Experienced Place 
When on site, visitors experience Auschwitz I (main camp) and Auschwitz II 
(Birkenau) differently. Auschwitz I is usually crowded with groups wearing 

 9 Oświęcim is located almost seventy kilometers west of Kraków.
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headphones and following their guides as they look around. In Birkenau, 
groups do not have headphones and instead stop in several places to lis-
ten directly to their guides. In Birkenau, visitors can enter the guard tower 
above the main entrance to see a bird’s eye view of the camp, a view that 
was once only available to SS guards. Auschwitz I, by contrast, is present-
ed to visitors only through the perspectives that were available to prison-
ers. Also, because each camp was built using different building materials, 
they are by necessity preserved differently and, in turn, their contempo-
rary uses are different. The brick buildings of Auschwitz I house archives, 
a research center, collections, a publishing department, and a number of 
administrative offices. All of these Museum offices and divisions, with the 
exception of the ones located outside of the barbed wires in the former 
administration and headquarters buildings, are housed in camp blocks 
with a history of intense human suffering. In contrast, most of the wood-
en barracks of Birkenau have not survived over time; only brick stoves, 
chimneys, and water reservoirs mark the barracks’ former presence on 
a vast, open field. 

The preservation of the gas chambers has also been impacted by time 
and history. For example, the gas chamber in Auschwitz I still stands, but 
only because it ceased to be used relatively early on; the camp adminis-
tration did not want the smell to bother local Germans. This is unlike the 
Birkenau crematoria, whose remains/ruins are the only physical mark-
er of their existence. While in their memoirs former prisoners point to 
the lack of trees, plants, and birds in Birkenau,10 flora and fauna are now 
taking over the camp. This encroachment of nature has not occurred in 
Auschwitz, in part because of the way it was built, as well as because of 
its smaller size and the constant presence of people. While Auschwitz 
is always full of people, Birkenau is relatively quiet (even when tourists 
are there). 

 10 See, for example, Lewińska’s Oświęcim.



– 235 –

Space and Narration of the Auschwitz Camp Complex

To preserve and stress the human (rather than historical) dimension 
of the tragedy, the current model of Holocaust education focuses on writ-
ten memoirs and meetings with survivors to hear their stories. And most 
visitors to the Museum are familiar with at least one personal narration 
connected with Auschwitz. The selection of stories with which people are 
familiar varies, depending largely on the presence of the Holocaust in na-
tional discourses, as well as on Holocaust education curricula in schools of 
the home countries. Recently, however, so-called bestsellers have played 
a significantly larger role in Holocaust “education.” In these novels, the 
Holocaust, and related stories and places, function as a backdrop. These 
fictional accounts often claim to be based on authentic events, but quite 
often significantly misrepresent the camp reality. 

Thanks to the media, visitors are also familiar with some images of the 
camp. Thus, even before entering the camp, they have their own vision 
of the space. And it is this mentally constructed landscape (informed by 
photographic or film representations) in which they visualize and “lo-
cate” the stories with which they are familiar. In practice, albeit unwit-
tingly, the reality of the camps becomes confronted with semi-imagined 
versions of Auschwitz, though people might only become cognizant of 
this when they enter the material place for the first time and when their 
mental mapping of Auschwitz is juxtaposed against its actual layout. In 
short, when someone enters the camp for the first time, the real is con-
fronted with their imaginary visions. After spending time at the camp, 
this confrontation triggers a deeper understanding; yet their visit also in-
itiates a new series of confrontations between the rhetorical/imagined 
and the actual as the space of the camp that itself holds a number of sym-
bolic representations. After all, the Museum is a tangible space that con-
sists of symbolic monuments and exhibits, neither of which were part of 
the actual historic site, but are extensions of the polemical mental space 
projected onto a physical construction. 
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Stories That Map the Space
Usually, visitors to Auschwitz have already “located” the story they are 
familiar with on an imaginary map mentally built from widely available 
photographic or film images. For example, since the only known pictures 
from the ramp in Auschwitz-Birkenau are the ones taken during the arriv-
al of the Hungarian Jews, this means that the ramp inside Birkenau (built 
in 1944 especially for these transports) serves as the default background 
for popular visualizations of “a ramp.” Effectively, readers of any Holo-
caust story about transports, regardless of which camp or camps a giv-
en narrative might be set in, imagine an event described as having taken 
place at “a ramp” as having taken place at the ramp in Birkenau. This vis-
ualization might be correct for some narratives, but clearly not for all.11 
The Alte Judenrampe, described in many memoirs, is located a couple 
kilometers away from Auschwitz I and approximately a kilometer from 
Birkenau. Precisely because of its distance from the official Museum site, 
the Alte Judenrampe is outside of the usual tourist routes and therefore 
outside the scope of a space where the actual can confront the imagined. 

Not all narrations play the same role in creating or modelling the way 
in which a given space is visualized and experienced. A prime example 
of this is the very entrance to the Auschwitz I camp with its famous sign 
above the gate, “Arbeit macht frei” (Work sets you free). Many tourists 
(individuals and groups alike) pose in front of the gate to have their pic-
ture taken with the famous “landmark.” Unbeknownst to them, in the 
background of their pictures is the camp’s “puff” (brothel), established 
for the use of Auschwitz prisoners. The mere existence of the puff often 

 11 For example, in Tadeusz Borowski’s short story “Ladies and Gentlemen, Welcome to the Gas,” 
we find one of the best-known stories of the “unloading of a transport” in which Borowski tells 
the story of a mother reprimanded by a Jewish prisoner for denying her own child. Many read-
ers who are familiar with both Borowski’s story and Birkenau, might imagine that this story 
took place on the ramp in Auschwitz II. However, the story took place on a different platform, 
the Alte Judenrampe, where earlier transports arrived. See Tadeusz Borowski, Here in our Aus-
chwitz and Other Stories, trans. Madeline Levine (New Have: Yale University Press, 2021). 
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makes postwar generations uncomfortable and very little is written about 
the brothel in memoirs and reports. Regardless of their age, nationality, 
or political beliefs, visitors find it difficult to reckon with the existence of 
the puff in Auschwitz. In patriarchal discourses, any references to its ex-
istence sounds sensational and, thus, highly improper in the context of 
Auschwitz and the related human suffering.12 The terminology pointing 
to dominant and dormant narratives provides some guidance on this is-
sue, and a closer look at the dormant ones brings some important points 
to the surface. 

The process that leads to dominant and dormant narratives is well ex-
plained by Karen Till, who argues that “political struggles over cultural 
recognition and the spatialization of social memory are principally about 
determining ‘whose conception of the past should prevail in the public 
realm.’”13 She also believes that “social memory and place-making activi-
ties tell us more about the people building a memorial than the peoples 
and pasts being commemorated.”14 However, according to Steven Legg, 
the act of remembering is inseparable from the act of “active forgetting.”15 
Owen Dwyer16 additionally argues that the social exclusions that pervade 
many historical narratives are often replicated and reinforced as “materi-
alized discourses” in commemorative landscapes. In a similar way, Roma 
Sendyka writes about no-places of memory, sites with a rich history that 
somehow seem not to be commemorated and for which she coined the 

 12 The puff was described at length by Borowski in "Here in Our Auschwitz..."; however, the culture 
of shame does not allow for contemporary visitors to look at block 24 through the eyes of the nar-
rator, Tadeusz, despite the fact that it is in the background of almost every tourist photo taken as 
proof of “having been there.” See Borowski.

 13 Karen Till, “Places of Memory,” in A Companion to Political Geography, eds. John Agnew, Kathar-
yne Mitchell, and Gerard Toal (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2003), p. 290.

 14 Karen Till, The New Berlin: Politics, Memory, Place (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2005), 18. 

 15 Stephen Legg, “Reviewing Geographies of Memory/Forgetting,“ Environment and Planning A, vol. 
39/2 (February 2007): 456-466.

 16 Owen Dwyer, “Interpreting the Civil Rights Movement: Place, Memory, and Conflict,” Professional 
Geographer 52 (4): 660-671. 
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term “after all, places.”17 Erased from the everyday discourses of commem-
oration for various reasons, these “after all, places” subsist only through 
so-called “informed visits,” meaning visits by people who know what 
happened there. Thus, the existence of these places is marked primarily 
through negation. In this way, we can describe those places not created 
by witnesses’ and survivors’ narrations, absent in most routes taken by 
guided tours, and not visited by participants of the March of the Living 
or other similar initiatives. 

One such “no-place of memory” is a route taken by Jewish victims 
who perished in the makeshift gas chambers of Birkenau without leaving 
any memoirs. The walk that follows in their steps leads to the location of 
the first two provisional gas chambers that were part of Auschwitz; these 
locations are far away from the Museum entrance and often too far for 
most tourists. At the far end of the Museum grounds are fields of ashes 
belonging to victims of Nazi Germany, ashes that are spread for kilome-
ters.18 Only a very few “initiated” visitors know that they can go there to 
pay tribute to those people whose stories have not been turned into an 
active narration. Despite the lack of visitors, these places are marked and 
preserved by the Museum, but they are also marked by a notable limited 
growth of vegetation. In addition, there is also a memorial commemorat-
ing the Soviet POWs who perished there. Though Seweryna Szmaglews-
ka refers to 80,000 POWs,19 there were in fact 10,000 bodies of Soviet 
POWs buried in Birkenau. Because this was too many for the earth to ab-
sorb and decompose, the corpses began to surface in the spring. Between 
1942 and 1943 the bodies had to be exhumed, cremated, and reburied. 

 17 Roma Sendyka, “Pryzma – zrozumieć nie-miejsce pamięci,” in Inne przestrzenie, inne miejsca. Mapy 
i terytoria, ed. Dariusz Czaja (Wołowiec: Wydawnictwo Czarne, 2013), 278-299.

 18 The ashes of victims were disposed to the rivers (Sola and Vistula), and only a small fraction ended 
up in the fields behind the camp.

 19 Seweryna Szmaglewska, Smoke over Birkenau, trans. Jadwiga Rynas (Warsaw: Książka i Wiedza, 
2001). The first Polish edition was published in 1945.
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This monument is located far away from the gate of the camp, surround-
ed by fields of other ashes, away from places visited by tourists. 

In every available narration about Auschwitz, and regardless of how 
the word “Auschwitz” is understood, Auschwitz belongs to the living be-
cause only the living can create and maintain a narration which, in turn, 
can create places of memory. Visits to the Museum are therefore limited 
to the scope of a gesture toward those able to tell their stories, to those 
that survived through a miraculous series of events. Most of the victims 
could not and did not leave us their narrations. They are present in the 
Museum primarily through their absence.
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Setting the Record Straight: The Importance 
of New Historical Research about Auschwitz 

Since the end of World War II, historians have been sifting through ar-
chives and collections that contain authentic documents and records 
about Auschwitz. Based on many years of research, scholars have been 
recording the history of the camp, its victims, and its perpetrators. They 
continually check, recheck, and update the findings of older research us-
ing newly surfaced documents. While historians gathered information to 
record the history of the camp as accurately as possible beginning right 
after the camp’s liberation, it was only after many decades that the inter-
national general public became interested in the subject through media 
representations.1 And although much research has been added to the his-
toriography on Auschwitz since the last century, it is a significant chal-
lenge to undo stereotypes that, by now, have become fossilized.2

Once repeated on websites, in commemorative publications, in news-
paper articles, or by other types of mass media, these stereotypes become 

 1 My gratitude to Bożena Karwowska for pointing this out to me.
 2 Many stereotypes stem from outdated studies on the Holocaust. They also come from some survi-

vors’ accounts or memoirs, especially those that repeat stereotypes from other texts. See the chapter 
“Publishing: Preserving the Voices of Victims and Disseminating Historical Research” in this volume.
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near impossible for historians to correct.3 Readers or audiences are often 
unwilling to embrace historical facts that correct what they have hither-
to accepted as accurate. Historians’ attempts at correcting fossilized ste-
reotypes are often misunderstood as questioning the historical truth or 
reality about crimes committed by Nazi Germany and its allies and as un-
dermining the credibility of witnesses. 

One of the most commonly misunderstood topics related to Auschwitz 
history, for instance, concerns the fate of the Auschwitz Sonderkomman-
do, which consisted of prisoners (mostly Jews) whom the SS forced to 
work in the gas chambers and crematoria. There is a misconception that 
the SS killed members of the Sonderkommando every three months and 
replenished the labor force with newly arrived prisoners. This, however, 
is simply not true. Moreover, this misconception feeds a series of others. 
In this case, it does not leave space for learning about the Sonderkom-
mando’s heroic revolt in October 19444 and reinforces the outdated no-
tion of Jews passively going to their deaths. 

Below are five examples of other stereotypes or misconceptions associ-
ated with the history of Auschwitz and explanations of why these notions 
are incorrect. The examples illustrate the challenges faced by Auschwitz 
historians who—through their continuous archival work and research—
seek to ensure that the history of the camp continues to be recorded as 
accurately as possible. 

Error I: Understanding Historical Knowledge as Stable and Complete
Soon after Soviet troops entered Oświęcim in January 1945 and encoun-
tered KL Auschwitz, the Soviets set up the Extraordinary State Com-
mission to collect evidence of Nazi crimes at the camp. They worked 

 3 Basic facts about the history of Auschwitz are always available on the main website of the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. In particular, there is a special link designated for the press. 
See http://auschwitz.org/en/press/basic-information-on-auschwitz/. 

 4 See the chapter “The Sonderkommando in Auschwitz and the October 7, 1944 Revolt” in this volume.
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throughout February and March 1945. In April 1945, a second com-
mission, the Polish Commission for the Investigation of German-Nazi 
Crimes in Oświęcim, also began an investigation. Despite the best efforts 
of both commissions, it is now clear that their findings were insufficient 
to draw proper historical conclusions. These commissions were only able 
to examine the concentration camp site as it looked shortly after libera-
tion, to analyze the few documents that had not been destroyed or tak-
en from the camp, and to collect testimonies of survivors. Though the 
survivors were able to accurately describe to members of the investiga-
tive commissions what everyday life was like in KL Auschwitz, they were 
unable to explain the general principles of the camp’s operation or clari-
fy the chronology of events and data associated with the camp’s history. 
Because the former prisoners’ knowledge of the camp came from their 
personal experiences, very few of them were even aware of the objectives 
that had been set by the SS. 

In general, early investigations and research sought clarity and logic 
in the actions of the SS, as well as the camp’s organization and purpose. 
Only after many years of research have historians come to realize that of-
ficial orders concerning the camp’s functioning were often issued chaot-
ically, were out of touch with reality, and often led to unintended results.

Error II: Thinking Ahistorically 
Contrary to popular belief, there is no indication that Auschwitz was de-
signed “from the beginning” as a death camp (meaning between the end 
of 1939 and the first months of 1940) or that the local transportation 
system was crucial to the choice of the camp’s location. While historians 
have tried for a long time to rebut these misconceptions, they continue 
to circulate in popular understandings of the Holocaust. 

At the time the camp was established in 1940, Nazi leaders had talked 
about eliminating Jews from Europe, but they had not yet decided on how 
they would carry that out. Therefore, in 1940, no one could have foreseen 
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how important the railway system would become for Auschwitz. And 
even once the role of Auschwitz in the “Final Solution” had been deter-
mined, the railroad did not play as significant a role as some people think. 

Yes, there were four large-capacity railway lines leading to the city of 
Oświęcim. And the railway station, which had numerous sidings, un-
doubtedly facilitated the transport of prisoners and supplies to the camp. 
However, three other death camps (Treblinka, Belzec, and Sobibor) were 
purposefully located in remote areas so as to conceal the mass murders 
happening at these sites. The peripheral railway lines around these camps 
were sufficient to accomplish the goal of mass murder. Despite construct-
ing only one temporary rail siding to Treblinka, for example, the number 
of transports with prisoners that arrived between the end of July and De-
cember 1942 was much greater there than the average number of trans-
ports arriving in Auschwitz during the same period. In fact, the number 
was almost equal to the scale of the deportation of Hungarian Jews to 
KL Auschwitz and their mass murder in the Birkenau gas chambers in 
the spring of 1944. An even more striking example is the Kulmhof death 
camp (Chełmno on the Ner) where there was no railway connection at all: 
Jews who were sent to their deaths to Kulmhof were first brought to the 
railway station in Koło approximately fifteen kilometers away. They were 
then taken to the camp in narrow-gauge wagons or trucks.

Error III: Using Outdated or Inaccurate Sources 
One of the most important areas of Holocaust research has focused on 
accurately determining how many people were murdered by the SS in 
KL Auschwitz. Based on many years of careful scholarly investigation, 
historians now estimate that Nazi Germany and its allies deported 1.3 
million people to Auschwitz. Of those people, 1.1 million were killed by 
brutal maltreatment, starvation, disease, shooting, or were murdered in 
gas chambers. However, early estimates right after the war were as high 
as 4 million victims. This number was based on unreliable sources, early 
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calculations, and initial impressions at the time. After the liberation of the 
camp, former prisoners testified unanimously about the “millions killed” 
at KL Auschwitz. They based their statements on what they had heard 
from other prisoners and from SS men, although they could not point to 
reliable sources that would verify these numbers. 

So where did this early statistic come from? One of the main tasks of 
the Soviet Extraordinary State Commission was to determine the num-
ber of KL Auschwitz victims. This commission correctly concluded that 
prisoners had no access to verifiable data. Thus, the commission decid-
ed to apply a “scientific” method of estimating the number of victims 
in the camp. They multiplied the hypothetical efficiency of the cremato-
ria by the number of months that the SS operated the facilities. Howev-
er, the commission estimated the efficiency of the crematoria by about 
100% more than the SS had originally calculated. The commission esti-
mated that 3,000 corpses could be cremated in crematorium II per day 
and that a total of 9,300 could be cremated per day in all crematoria. Fur-
thermore, the Soviet commission also overestimated the period of time 
that the SS operated the crematoria because they did not take into ac-
count such contingencies as downtime caused by faulty equipment and 
poor equipment maintenance.5 To add credibility to their calculations, the 
Soviets lowered their estimate by 20% to reach roughly 4 million mur-
dered. This overstated number of victims was often repeated as part of 
Soviet propaganda related to the Soviet discourse on their World War II 
victory. Furthermore, the results were published on May 8, 1945, in the 

 5 This applied primarily to crematorium IV, which Soviet experts had determined as having been op-
erated for seventeen months. In fact, this facility was only in operation for four months. Its proto-
type, consisting of untested furnaces, was damaged as a result of intensive use (numerous struc-
tural cracks). The manufacturer (Topf und Söhne) refused to perform a warranty repair, stating 
“unprofessional use” as the reason. Thus out of commission, crematorium IV was later used by the 
SS to quarter some of the prisoners from the Sonderkommando. They also recommended that cre-
matorium V be used “as sparingly as possible” because it was structurally similar to the defunct 
crematorium IV. 
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official Soviet newspaper Krasnaya Zvezda (The Red Star) and then quot-
ed by the international press. 

In contrast to the estimate of the Soviet commission, the Central Jew-
ish Historical Commission (Centralna Żydowska Komisja Historyczna) 
in Warsaw estimated the number of victims as between 1.3 and 1.5 mil-
lion.6 Also, the Polish Supreme National Tribunal (Najwyższy Trybunał 
Narodowy), which conducted war-crimes trials in Poland, came to a judg-
ment that dared to partially question the Soviet findings. It estimated 
the number of victims of Auschwitz as 2.8 million. Neither of these find-
ings was broadly publicized.

Since these early calculations, many extant documents have come to 
light, which have helped scholars estimate more accurately the number of 
KL Auschwitz victims. For example, in his 1961 book The Destruction of 
the European Jews, Raul Hilberg estimated the number of KL Auschwitz 
victims at about 1 million. Unfortunately, he did not provide the basis 
for his estimate, which prompted other authors to continue to rely on 
the Soviet number of 4 million, or on the lower numbers (the range of 
1.5 to 2.5 million). 

It was only in 1983 that Georges Wellers introduced a new method of 
calculating the number of victims.7 While the Soviet commission based 
its calculation on the capacity of the killing facilities, Weller used trans-
port lists to add up the numbers. He collated research on the deportation 
of Jews from individual countries to Auschwitz and estimated that over 
1.6 million people were deported to Auschwitz, of whom 1.47 million 
were killed. His data, however, was not fully accurate because the trans-
port lists were incomplete. Also, in the case of the deportations of Polish 
Jews, he had less precise and overestimated numbers.

 6 In 1947, the Central Jewish Historical Commission was restructured as the Jewish Historical In-
stitute (Żydowski Instytut Historyczny).

 7 Georges Wellers, “Essai de détermination du nombre de morts au camp d’Auschwitz,” Le Monde 
Juif, no. 112, 1983. 
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In 1991, Franciszek Piper, head of the research department at the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, calculated the number of victims 
based on a broad array of sources. He concluded that a total of 1.3 mil-
lion people were deported to Auschwitz and that 1.1 million were killed 
there. As of 2021, these numbers are accepted by Holocaust scholars and 
historians as the most accurate. Unfortunately, many online sources con-
tinue to refer to the much higher, inaccurate estimate of 4 million vic-
tims of Auschwitz. 

Error IV: Trusting the Perpetrator
Researchers of KL Auschwitz history initially paid a lot of attention to the 
testimonies of Rudolf Höss, who was the camp’s creator and first com-
mandant. When Höss was tried after the war, he was convinced that—
regardless of his line of defense—he was going to be sentenced to death 
by the court. As a result, throughout the proceedings he seemed not to 
diminish the degree of his responsibility for the crimes committed in 
the camp and usually gave reliable answers to prosecutors’ questions. At 
the time, historians believed that his testimonies constituted final and 
unquestionable knowledge about Auschwitz. They did not suspect that 
Höss was sometimes greatly mistaken or that he deliberately concealed 
the truth about the camp. In the coming decades, an entire generation 
of Auschwitz researchers was overwhelmingly influenced by Höss’s testi-
monies and accounts, as demonstrated by the historiography of the time. 

This gradually began to change, but only after several decades when 
archives in Europe and the United States had made significant progress 
in cataloging their World War II-era collections. Historians began to have 
better access to some of the most important historical documents re-
lated to Holocaust history, including those related to the history of KL 
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Auschwitz.8 It is in light of these newly-accessible archives that histori-
ans have started to reinterpret, for example, information provided by Ru-
dolf Höss at his postwar trial and in his memoirs written after the war. 

Thanks to these newly-accessible archives, it has been possible to re-
solve questions that had puzzled academics for many years. For example, 
Höss claimed that he was urgently summoned in the summer of 1941 to 
Berlin where Himmler personally informed him of his intention to kill all 
Jews and that the Auschwitz camp was to play a key role in these plans. To 
identify the specific date when this conversation may have occurred, his-
torians tried to find a period of time in the summer of 1941 when Höss 
was not in Auschwitz, i.e., a time when another officer was signing doc-
uments in KL Auschwitz on his behalf. This period had to intersect with 
a period of time when Himmler was in Berlin. 

As it turned out, based on information gathered by scholars in the late 
1990s, historians now know that the earliest evidence of a plan for the 
total destruction of Jews dates to the fall of 1941. Events from the fall of 
1941 that support this conclusion are: placing the staff of Operation T-4 
(the murder of adult patients with disabilities using poisonous gas) at the 
disposal of Odilo Globocnik9 in September 1941; sending out invitations 
in November 1941 to a conference planned for January 1942 in Wann-
see; starting the construction of the death camp in Bełżec in November 
1941; and calling a meeting of Nazi Party district leaders (Gauleiters) in 
Berlin in December 1941.

Based on documents studied hitherto, there is no evidence that the 
SS was preparing to start the mass killing of Jews at Auschwitz during 

 8 Soviet-era archives were made publicly accessible in Russia in the 1990s. Additional archives were 
made available in Great Britain in 2000. And the Red Cross International Tracing Service was 
made publicly available through the Arolsen Archive in 2007. 

 9 SS-Gruppenführer Odilo Gobocnik was SS and Police Leader in the Lublin district of the General 
Government. He had a leading role in Operation Reinhardt (Aktion Reinhardt), which organized 
the murder of around 1.5 million (mostly Polish) Jews during the Holocaust in the Treblinka, So-
bibor and Belzec extermination camps.
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this period. And even as late as May 1942, Auschwitz was not the main 
killing site among the death camps. By the end of 1942, the SS had mur-
dered many more victims in the Operation Reinhardt camps (Treblinka, 
Belzec, and Sobibor).

Did Höss lie in his testimony about meeting with Himmler in June 
1941 or did he simply make a mistake? Assuming the latter, Höss was 
most likely urgently summoned in June 1942 to a meeting of the com-
mandants of concentration camps in Berlin. After returning to Auschwitz, 
he immediately started preparations for converting a house just west of 
the Birkenau camp into a second, larger gas chamber (bunker II or the 
“Little White House”).10

Höss’s description of Himmler’s first inspection to KL Auschwitz is 
also often repeated and retold, though it is misleading and distorts the 
facts. Himmler visited Auschwitz for the first time on March 1, 1941. 
Höss claimed that after Himmler’s visit, he was notified of a plan to build 
a large camp near Auschwitz for 100,000 prisoners of war. Höss’s testi-
mony suggested that this was connected with plans to begin a war with 
the Soviet Union.11 However, hitherto, no document from the camp con-
struction department supports the claim that in the spring or summer of 
1941 preparations were being made for the construction of such a camp. 
On the contrary, there are documents that indicate a lack of preparation 
or forewarning. When at the end of September Auschwitz headquarters 
received urgent orders to build a camp, the site for a new camp had not yet 
been selected, the construction plan was not ready, and building materials 

 10 At that time, Himmler was in his field quarters in Pozezdrze (German: Possessern, called Hoch-
wald by the SS) in East Prussia. Nevertheless, Höss had to have been informed that a higher num-
ber of transports of Jews would be sent to Auschwitz, if only so that he could make appropriate 
preparations in advance. Based on information available to researchers, however, it is impossible 
to determine whether this meeting in Berlin took place earlier, or if the person who initiated Höss 
into these new deportation plans was possibly the head of the SS Economic and Administrative 
Main Office (SS-WVHA), Oswald Pohl.

 11 Such information can still be found, for example, in the English-language entry “Auschwitz Con-
centration Camp” in Wikipedia (accessed on October 27, 2021).
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were unavailable. Moreover, documents indicate that the camp adminis-
tration did not know where to get bread for such a large number of pris-
oners; the kitchen was not large enough to cook enough soup for them; 
additional SS men had not been brought in to guard the prisoners; and 
there were no barracks available to accommodate them. Everything points 
to the fact that the decision to create the Birkenau camp was made ad hoc 
and suddenly, as a result of factors that did not yet exist in March 1941.

While aware of the inaccuracies in the accounts of the camp comman-
dant, researchers nevertheless agree that they are generally credible and 
most of the time true. This has been confirmed in the course of subse-
quent research. Particularly valuable are his descriptions of SS officers 
who had a significant impact on the history of the camp. Without these 
descriptions, it would be extremely difficult to understand why SS men 
made certain decisions or what the hidden circumstances or motivations 
were for making them. Such information cannot be found among official 
documents, business correspondences, or minutes of meetings. Höss’s 
descriptions also help determine to what extent the conditions and treat-
ment of prisoners in the camp depended on orders from Berlin versus or-
ders issued by Höss and his subordinates. 

Error V: Ignoring Historical Facts
Contrary to popular belief, Auschwitz was not completely isolated and 
inaccessible to visitors during the war. In accounts or memoirs, many 
Auschwitz survivors mention well-dressed civilians visiting Auschwitz 
I (main camp) and Auschwitz II (Birkenau). They often believed that these 
people were members of an International Red Cross delegation. Though 
prisoners certainly hoped that an international organization would try to 
improve their situation and that the Red Cross, in particular, would some-
how take care of them, this unfortunately was not the case. In fact, there 
was only one such visit that took place on September 27, 1944, when Swiss 
delegate Dr. Maurice Rossel was invited to KL Auschwitz headquarters. 
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SS officers assured him that the living conditions in the camp were good 
and that food parcels were being delivered to prisoners. It is unlikely, how-
ever, that prisoners in the camp would have even noticed Rossel’s visit. 
His visit was limited to a conversation in a camp office and he could on-
ly see prisoners from afar. Thus, it seems that the prisoners themselves 
misinterpreted what they saw. Most likely looking for proof and hoping 
that the free world was interested in their fate, they assumed that well-
dressed civilians visiting the camp and accompanied by SS officers were 
Red Cross delegates who had arrived to help them.

So who were these well-dressed visitors that KL Auschwitz prisoners 
saw coming in from the outside world? In the early period of the camp’s 
existence, SS men could invite private guests, especially their “fiancées,” 
to the canteen located on the ground floor of the SS hospital building on-
ly five meters from the camp fence. The number of these guests, howev-
er, must have become too frequent for Höss; he eventually banned them 
from the canteen and limited them to the cafes in so-called Haus 7 locat-
ed about 500 meters from the camp. Other outside guests included SS 
men’s wives and girlfriends, who would take part in evening banquets 
(the so-called Kameradschaften), as well as watch films and artistic per-
formances in the canteen of the SS kitchen-barrack located approximate-
ly 150 meters from the camp. 

In addition to the female guests of the SS men, musicians from German 
philharmonic orchestras, artists, singers, dancers, and tricksters traveling 
with variety shows were invited to perform for the SS garrison. Speakers 
invited by the cultural and education department of the SS (Department 
VI) delivered lectures and presented slide shows. Propagandists conduct-
ed ideological training for SS men. Representatives from German compa-
nies that supplied the camp with various goods visited the headquarters 
building for official purposes. Like the canteen and hospital, the offices 
of the headquarters were located just outside the camp fence. 
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During the typhus epidemic in 1942-1943 the number of civilian vis-
itors to Auschwitz was curtailed. This, however, changed significantly in 
the spring of 1943 after the epidemic was contained and the quarantine 
lifted. Once again, Höss allowed the SS men to receive visits from par-
ents, brothers, sisters, and fiancées. These family members usually came 
for a few days, slept in guest rooms provided by the garrison headquar-
ters, and could spend time with SS men who were granted passes for 
such occasions.12

During this period, more and more KL Auschwitz sub-camps were es-
tablished, which meant that more and more directors and managers of 
German companies started to visit KL Auschwitz. It was during this pe-
riod that German civilians could enter the camp-proper for the first time 
(both the Auschwitz main camp and Birkenau). They were permitted to 
enter the camp in order to see which prisoners had been selected by SS 
men as potential workers and to assess their suitability for work. After 
receiving a permit from the duty officer pass office, these managers even 
spoke with the prisoners about their skills and professional experience. 
Such visits did not take place when a transport of Jews was brought to 
the camp, when selections to the gas chamber were taking place, or when 
the SS was gassing the people who had been selected for death and when 
they were cremating their corpses. Nevertheless, civilian visitors could 
see the prisoners, the barracks, and the nearest crematoria located about 
300 meters away. If visitors asked questions, the SS men would reply that 
the corpses of prisoners who died in the camp were being burned in cre-
matoria to avoid an epidemic. 

Auschwitz was also frequently visited by official guests of the camp 
commandant’s office, which included SS and Wehrmacht officers, as well 

 12 For example, on April 15, 1943, the commandant granted permission to accommodate sixteen 
SS families in the garrison’s guest rooms; on April 22, there were eighteen families; and so on. 
See the Archive of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum (Archiwum Państwowego Muzeum 
Auschwitz-Birkenau, APMA-B), Standortbefehl 12/43, 16/43.
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as representatives of local German authorities (i.e., dignitaries from Ka-
towice, Breslau [Wrocław], or Berlin). Such visits were well-planned in 
advance and the SS men who guided the visitors had ready-made sched-
ules for such visits. The SS did not conceal the number of prisoners in the 
camp nor did they attempt to hide the prisoner categories and nationali-
ties which were indicated on the triangles sewn onto prisoners’ uniforms. 
The SS men eagerly described the camp farms. They also boasted about 
how much land was being cultivated; about the number of cows, horses, 
and chickens being raised; and about the surface area of fishing ponds. 
However, the SS men were careful not to lead these visitors too close to 
the crematoria or gas chambers. 

In their accounts, former prisoners assert that the main Auschwitz 
camp was a kind of “show camp” to which official visitors were brought. 
This is only partially true. The offices of the SS garrison command, where 
most business matters were settled, were located in Auschwitz I (main 
camp). And visitors were only taken to Birkenau if it was absolutely nec-
essary. Another assertion of survivors suggests that visits by outside 
guests were supposed to have a “propaganda” purpose. On the contrary, 
Auschwitz was to remain unknown to the public and the German press 
(which was controlled by the Nazi authorities) did not publish anything 
on the topic. Some prisoners mentioned in their accounts that they saw 

“Goebbels’s propagandists” taking pictures or filming, for instance, staged 
prisoner sporting events or concerts performed by prisoner orchestras. 
Hitherto, however, no such photos or films have been discovered. 

What has been discovered, however, are four large collections of pho-
tographs, but none of them were intended for “propaganda purposes.” 
The four photo collections are as follows: 

 — the so-called Wirths album which shows the construction of the 
SS hospital in Birkenau and the opening ceremony; 
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 — Höcker’s album containing photos taken mainly in the SS-Sola 
Hütte resort in Międzybrodzie13;

 — Kamman’s album constituting photographic documentation of con-
struction in the camp; and 

 — the so-called Hofmann-Walter album (found by Lilly Meier) con-
taining photos taken during the selection of Jews from Hungary 
who had been brought to Birkenau in the spring of 1944.14 

There are also some photographs from Heinrich Himmler’s visits to 
Auschwitz and Monowitz, three photos of the camp orchestra, several 
private photos taken by SS men, and a few photographs showing march-
ing or working prisoners. None of these photos were made public dur-
ing the war.

Conclusion
Since the end of the war, historians have been working toward record-
ing the history of KL Auschwitz as accurately as possible. They have been 
identifying previously unknown documents and verifying facts using mul-
tiple records that confirm the details of Auschwitz events and chronolo-
gies from various perspectives. Despite continued efforts to publish and 
disseminate accurate historical facts and details about Auschwitz, more 
and more errors, mistakes, and over-interpretations appear in the popu-
lar media space. Errors in representations of Auschwitz proliferate, lead-
ing to trivializations and distortions about the camp that are difficult 
to combat in a contemporary media environment. Thoughtlessly rein-
forced and repeated on the internet, stereotypes, myths, and errors can 
fuel Holocaust denial. 

 13 The Höcker Album, also referred to as the SS Auschwitz Album or The Album is in the collections 
of the United States Memorial Museum in Washington, DC. For more information, see “The Al-
bum” at https://www.ushmm.org/collections/the-museums-collections/collections-highlights/
auschwitz-ssalbum/album (accessed October 28, 2021). 

 14 The Auschwitz Album was donated to Yad Vashem by Lili Jacob in 1983. 
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The challenge of disseminating accurate information about Auschwitz 
is further compounded by the fact that there are fewer and fewer survi-
vors among us who can call attention to these misconceptions and cor-
rect them. In the years following the war, if an erroneous description 
appeared in the press, former prisoners often made efforts to clarify the 
mistake. Today, it is up to historians and educators to equip students and 
the public with the facts so that as many people as possible can recog-
nize and combat distortions, misinformation, and misconceptions when 
they encounter them. 
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Publishing: Preserving the Voices of Victims 
and Disseminating Historical Research

The site of the former concentration and death camp Auschwitz-Birk-
enau is the largest cemetery in modern Europe. As such, it is a symbolic 
place. It is a memorial. It is an institution entrusted with the mission to 
commemorate the victims of Nazi persecution at Auschwitz, as well as 
to disseminate knowledge about the events that took place there. One of 
the main tools for fulfilling this mission is the publications department 
of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. 

The publications department was established as a part of the Muse-
um in 1957 and has been publishing historical and other types of texts 
related to the history of Auschwitz ever since. At the time of its found-
ing, it was mandated that this newly established division publish mem-
oirs written by former prisoners of Auschwitz, as well as research based 
on archival documents and other relevant historical (re)sources. It was 
also mandated that the division disseminate knowledge about the histo-
ry of the camp complex. Since its founding, the publishing department 
has achieved these goals by offering readers publications that present 
Auschwitz from a number of different perspectives in various languages. 
In addition to memory-based texts about Auschwitz, some of the most 
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important works published include scholarly studies, usually written by 
historians from the Museum Research Center who have nearly unlimited 
access to the Museum’s archival sources. In recent years, the publications 
department has also published educational resources developed by the 
International Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust. 

The above outlined historiographic and educational goals, together with 
the mission to preserve victims’ voices, remain at the core of every text 
published by the Museum. As such, memoirs and accounts of camp expe-
riences are among the most important texts published. Since the estab-
lishment of the publishing department, we have made available texts that 
convey a variety of perspectives written in various writing styles. Every 
memoir or memory-based text contains slightly different information, nu-
merous unique details, and various sensitivities, because each author ex-
perienced the camp as an individual and from a particular point of view or 
perspective. Authors of these texts were deported to the camp at different 
times. For every prisoner, the journey through the camp complex differed. 
They performed various jobs and came into contact with different mem-
bers of the SS personnel. Some prisoners slept in wooden barracks, while 
others slept in brick barracks. Some wore striped uniforms and wooden 
clogs, while others wore the clothes and shoes plundered from people 
murdered at Auschwitz. A survivor’s perception of the camp depended 
on all of these factors, as well as many others. Thus, to get a more global 
understanding of what the lives of prisoners looked like in Auschwitz, it 
is necessary to read as many accounts as possible. 

But publishing memoirs and other Auschwitz-related texts comes 
with challenges. First and foremost, it carries an ethical responsibility to 
be factually accurate in order to prevent Holocaust distortion and deni-
al. To better understand this challenge, this essay will discuss 1) the ear-
liest memoirs and memory-based texts; 2) how the publication division 
acquires, vets, and edits memoirs submitted for publication; 3) the Mu-
seum’s critical stance toward fictionalized accounts of Auschwitz; and 4) 
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the type of scholarly texts promoted by the publishing department. In 
combination, preserving the voices of victims and disseminating schol-
arly research that elucidates the history of Auschwitz fulfills a primary 
goal of the Museum: education, first and foremost. 

To Inform and to Record Memory: The Earliest Texts 
Today we have access to numerous memoirs, scholarly studies, and ac-
counts of Auschwitz. While this might be obvious, it is important to re-
member that this was not always the case. For many decades, personal 
accounts of Auschwitz witnesses and survivors did not arouse much in-
terest among the reading public. Nonetheless, victims of Auschwitz were 
already recording their experiences even while the camp was still in op-
eration. Authors of these earliest texts sought to capture their feelings 
in narrative form, as well as to document the crimes being committed 
by Nazi Germans. 

Manuscripts and notes written by prisoners are among the best ex-
amples of such early testimonies. Created clandestinely and in the heat 
of the moment, some prisoners recorded what they saw and buried their 
notes or pencil sketches on the grounds of the camp complex. The pris-
oners wanted to serve as witnesses of Nazi atrocities even though they 
had no hope of surviving. Such texts were found after the war during 
conservation and preservation work on the grounds of the former camp 
complex. We can metaphorically, and sometimes literally, call them “mes-
sages in a bottle” because prisoners buried them with the hope that some-
day somebody would discover them. Several such important accounts or 
notes were found after the war, including notes written by members of 
the Sonderkommando.1 The publishing department began publishing 
these notes in the 1970s.

 1 One such text was hidden in a thermos that was placed inside a briefcase and then buried 40 cm 
underground. See the chapter “The Sonderkommando in Auschwitz and the October 7, 1944 Re-
volt” in this volume. 
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It should be noted that the first published texts about Auschwitz were 
not Museum publications. For example, Natalia Zarembina’s third-per-
son Auschwitz: The Camp of Death was published in 1942 by a clandestine 
Polish publishing house. It was based on information provided by three 
escapees and was the first known publication that attempted to dissem-
inate information about the Auschwitz camp during the war. 2 And right 
after the liberation of Auschwitz in 1945, some survivors wrote and pub-
lished memoirs and memory-based literary texts about their experienc-
es. These narratives were addressed to a broad audience and published in 
various countries. Nonetheless, these memoirs and literary treatments 
of the Auschwitz experience were not immediately well-known or widely 
distributed until many decades later. Furthermore, psychological trauma 
often prevented survivors from talking about or recording their experi-
ences at all. 

Motivations for writing memoirs varied from prisoner to prisoner 
and were impacted by differences in cultural and national memories of 
World War II and the Holocaust. These patterns of memory meant that 
survivors recorded their experiences of Auschwitz at different times, or 
sometimes not at all. For example, Polish survivors wrote and published 
their accounts and memoirs already in the immediate postwar years. They 
wanted to disseminate knowledge about what happened in Auschwitz and 
to make sure that the victims of Nazi German oppression would not be 
forgotten.3 Sometimes, postwar events related to Auschwitz and the Hol-
ocaust motivated survivors to write their memoirs. The Eichmann trial 
in 1961 was such a turning point for many Jewish survivors, who were 
moved to write their stories after listening to testimonies given by trial 
witnesses. Having lost their entire families, Jewish survivors wanted to 

 2 Zarembina’s account describes the camp before mass deportations of Jews to Auschwitz began in 
March 1942. 

 3 See, for example, Olga Lengyel, Five Chimneys. The Story of Auschwitz, trans. Clifford Coch and 
Paul P. Weiss (Chicago: Ziff Davis Publishing Co., 1947) and Seweryna Szmaglewska, Smoke over 
Birkenau, trans. Jadwiga Rynas (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2017). 
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record the stories of their own survival and also to preserve the histories 
of their murdered family members. Such is the case, for example, of Hali-
na Birenbaum and her memoir, Hope is the Last to Die. 

While the memory cultures of Poles and Jews have led to a robust 
body of memoir texts, there are groups of prisoners whose voices are still 
underrepresented in published materials. For example, for political rea-
sons, there are almost no recorded memories of Soviet POWs. And be-
cause of traditions preserved in Romani culture, there are still very few 
published memoirs written by Roma or Sinti survivors about Auschwitz 
or the Romani genocide, in general.

Acquisition, Vetting, and Editing
Over the years, the Museum publishing department has acquired mem-
oirs and memory-based manuscripts in several ways. For example, from 
1960 to the mid-1980s, the Museum actively sought to collect accounts 
and memoirs of Auschwitz by organizing competitive calls for submission. 
Thanks to this endeavor, the Auschwitz-Birkenau publishing department 
received and published a number of excellent memoirs that may not have 
seen the light of day otherwise. Many of the memoirs submitted to the 
Museum by former Auschwitz prisoners were published in several collec-
tions in Polish. As of 2021, there are plans to publish these memoirs in 
English translation and other foreign languages.

The Auschwitz-Birkenau publishing department has also occasionally 
received memoirs from Auschwitz survivors outside the competitive calls 
for submission. Sometimes former prisoners have offered their memoirs 
directly to the Museum once they have finished writing them. At other 
times, families have found these cherished memoirs after their loved ones 
have died. However, submitting a memoir to the Museum does not guar-
antee its publication. The decision to publish a memoir requires careful 
consideration. First, editors read the memoir. Then they consider both 
the language and content, consult historians from the Museum’s Research 
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Center, and assess whether or not the memoir is suitable for publication 
by the Museum. Sometimes, in order to make their memoirs more inter-
esting, survivors add information that they could not have possibly wit-
nessed or known while in the camp. Historians today can decipher these 

“hindsight” additions to a memoir based on when a former prisoner was 
in Auschwitz, where in the camp the prisoner was held, or to what type 
of labor a prisoner was assigned. 

These “hindsight” additions or the detailed knowledge of facts are of-
ten based on historical research. And sometimes, authors “borrow” from 
other, previously published memoirs. Cases like this present a dilemma: 
to publish or not to publish? Editorially, no memoir is ever “censored,” 
even if it contains historical inaccuracies. It would not have been possi-
ble for any one prisoner to know everything that was happening in the 
vast camp complex. And it would not have been possible for a prisoner 
to be aware of some events or details of camp life outside of his or her 
immediate experience. As such, each survivor presents their memories 
as they remember them. However, to avoid confusion, editors and his-
torians provide appropriate explanations and clarifications in footnotes. 

In general, when the publishing department decides to publish a mem-
oir, the text is edited, the author’s language and style are preserved, and—
if needed—footnotes are added. Editors and historians carefully check the 
archives for information about every prisoner described (or even men-
tioned) and add biographical notes. Further, words specific to prisoner 
language, the so-called Lagersprache, are glossed for contemporary read-
ers. Unlike official documents produced by the camp administration, per-
sonal stories convey what the daily life of prisoners looked like and how 
various events impacted the prisoners. For instance, we know that SS of-
ficer, Josef Schillinger, was killed by a Jewish female prisoner brought to 
the camp because several different prisoner accounts mention this event, 
not because of official documents.
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“Airport Fiction” and the Stance Against Auschwitz Distortion 
The staff of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum seeks to represent sur-
vivors and preserve their voices through rigorous vetting of Auschwitz-re-
lated memoirs and historical texts. As such, we are skeptical of the trend 
in popular fiction to include the word “Auschwitz” in book titles. Despite 
the critical voices of survivors,4 these “Auschwitz bestsellers” continue 
to increase in popularity. Such books are usually published around Janu-
ary 27, International Holocaust Remembrance Day, as well as in Decem-
ber, just before the holiday season. They usually follow the same clichés: 
a beautiful, young Jewish girl falls in love with a handsome SS officer who 
saves her life. The authors (or publishers) of these popular novels usually 
underscore that the story is based on the recollections of a survivor. Ex-
amples of such popular novels include: The Druggist of Auschwitz (2012; 
advertised as a “documentary” novel); The Child of Auschwitz (2019; de-
scribed as historical fiction); and The Librarian of Auschwitz (2012; adver-
tised as based on “an incredible true story”). These books adopt narrative 
patterns used in popular romance novels and rely on traditional gender 
power structures between characters. However, the life of prisoners can-
not be truthfully represented within such a narrative framework. Such fic-
tionalizations misrepresent and distort the inhumane reality of Auschwitz 
and the Holocaust. 5 

While Auschwitz “airport fiction” more often than not misrepresents 
camp reality, it is worth noting that despite the horrors of camp life, there 
were well-known “love stories” in Auschwitz. Unfortunately, these sto-
ries have never been popularized in the same way as the fictional stories 
of popular writers. Most of the romantic relationships that we can verify 

 4 Ruth Kluger, “The Shoah in Fiction. Lecture.” OSU School of History, Philosophy and Religion, 
May 6, 2013.

 5 In educational seminars, students often mention fictional memoirs, such as Herman Rosenblat’s 
Angel at the Fence (about Buchenwald), Benjamin Wilkomirski’s Fragments: Memories of a Wartime 
Childhood (about Majdanek and Auschwitz), and Rosemarie Pence’s Hanna: From Dachau to the 
Olympics and Beyond.
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based on documents and prisoner accounts occurred between prisoners. 
For example, based on prisoner accounts, we know about the stories of 
Mala Zimetbaum and Edek Galiński6; Cyla Cybulska and Jerzy Bielecki7; 
and Aliza Zarfati and Ovadia Baruch. And the only known affair between 
an SS officer and a Jewish prisoner is no material for an “Auschwitz best-
seller.” SS-Hauptscharführer Gerhard Palitzsch had a sexual relationship 
with a Jewish prisoner from Slovakia. Palitzsch, however, was one of the 
most brutal SS officers in Auschwitz8 and, as such, cannot be cast in the 
role of a romantic hero without significantly departing from historical fact. 

Comparing real stories with fictional literary production, however, 
leads to questions about the ethical dimensions of fictional representa-
tions, particularly in the case of real-life human tragedies and trauma. 
One might wonder why the realities of Auschwitz life are not enough for 
authors and readers of these Auschwitz bestsellers. Why do they feel the 
need or desire to substitute facts with imaginary details? More impor-
tantly, are they not aware that attempts to romanticize, sugarcoat, and 
humanize SS officers who worked in Auschwitz can easily lead to Holo-
caust distortion and denial, as per the IHRA’s working definition?9 

To send the message to visitors that “Holocaust fiction” does not meas-
ure up to historical standards or the educational mission of the Museum, 
the Museum does not sell books on the premises of the Museum that we 
cannot responsibly recommend to our visitors. Instead, we recommend 

 6 Adam Cyra, “The Romeo and Juliet of our Times,” Pro Memoria. The Information Bulletin, no. 5-6 
(Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum and the Auschwitz-Birkenau Death Camp Victims 
Memorial Foundation, 1997), 25-28.

 7 Jerzy Bielecki wrote about this relationship in Kto ratuje jedno życie [Whoever saves a life]; the 
movie Remembrance (2011), directed by Anna Justice, is loosely based on this story. See Jerzy Bie-
lecki, Kto ratuje jedno życie: Pamiętnik z Oświęcimia. Warsaw: Ludowa Spółdzielnia Wydawnicza, 
1990).

 8 Many Auschwitz survivors describe Palitzsch as a sadist who took pleasure in murdering prison-
ers. Palitzsch personally shot prisoners under the so-called Death Wall in Auschwitz I.

 9 The working definition of Holocaust denial and distortion can be found on the website of the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) at https://www.holocaustremembrance.
com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-holocaust-denial-and-distortion 
(accessed on October 27, 2021).
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that visitors interested in learning more about Auschwitz read memoirs 
or memory-based texts authored by former prisoners of Auschwitz. It is 
important to remember that each memoir represents the unique and sin-
gular experiences of the author. However, when several such memoirs are 
read together, they create a mosaic that presents the camp from a varie-
ty of perspectives. On the one hand, these texts help convey a consider-
able amount of historical knowledge regarding Auschwitz. On the other 
hand, the juxtaposition of these texts gives a reader the feeling that the 
history of the Auschwitz camp experience is like a puzzle with missing 
pieces. We can never complete it or see the entire picture. 

Auschwitz Scholarship Published by the Museum
Scholarly texts published by the Museum are primarily written by the 
historians of the Museum’s Research Center. In the past, these studies 
were published in Polish and German. In recent years, however, some of 
them have also become available in English translation. Auschwitz Stud-
ies (Zeszyty Oświęcimskie), published since 1957, includes comprehen-
sive historical articles on a variety of topics, as well as book reviews. This 
journal is an important academic source for Holocaust scholars. Over the 
years, we have also published important studies based on archival doc-
uments, as well as witness accounts. The largest compendium of knowl-
edge about the history of the camp thus far is the five-volume edition 
entitled Auschwitz 1940-1945: Central Issues in the History of the Camp 
(2000) and Danuta Czech’s Auschwitz Chronicle, 1939-1945 (1990). Both 
of these publications are a summary of many years of research carried 
out by the team of historians working at the Museum. 

Other notable publications that have appeared in recent years include 
studies on such important topics as the use of prisoner labor by German 
companies cooperating with the SS (F. Piper, Auschwitz Prisoner Labor, 
2002); a verification of the number of people murdered in Auschwitz 
(F. Piper, Ilu ludzi zginęło w KL Auschwitz [How many people died in KL 
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Auschwitz?], 1992); the history of the Monowitz camp (P. Setkiewicz, The 
History of Auschwitz IG Farben Werk Camps 1941-1945, 2006); and the 
evacuation of the camp and attempts to cover up the traces of the crimes 
committed at Auschwitz (A. Strzelecki, The Evacuation, Dismantling and 
Liberation of KL Auschwitz, 2001). There is also a series of publications 
analyzing Nazi documentation of the extermination of Jews in Auschwitz 
and the development of the camp. This series includes the following texts 
written by Igor Bartosik, Łukasz Martyniak, and Piotr Setkiewicz: The Be-
ginnings of the Extermination of Jews in KL Auschwitz in the Light of the 
Source Materials (2014); The Origins of the Birkenau Camp in the Light of 
the Source Materials (2017); and The Origins of the Auschwitz Camp in the 
Light of Source Materials (2018).

As part of Auschwitz-Birkenau’s mission, it is very important to me-
morialize the thousands of people murdered by the Nazi Germans by 
preserving their names. In the years 2000-2013, the Museum published 
a series of books called Memorial Books. These books describe the fates 
of over 70,000 Poles deported to Auschwitz from various parts of Ger-
man-occupied Poland. In recent years, the Museum has published texts 
about members of various professions who were imprisoned in Auschwitz. 
These include books on defense lawyers, judges, and foresters.

Education First and Foremost
“Auschwitz did not fall from heaven,” said Marian Turski, a survivor of 
Auschwitz. Addressing guests during a commemoration of the camp’s lib-
eration, Turski emphasized the importance of active citizenship, which 
includes making young people aware of the dangers of racism and xeno-
phobia, and—above all—of the repercussions of failing to respond when 
we see human rights being violated. 

Today, in addition to its role as a center of memorialization and his-
torical preservation, the Auschwitz Memorial is an important educational 
center that holds conferences and seminars. Part of the educational work 
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also consists of preparing books that can be used by teachers and educa-
tors. One such initiative is a highly valued educational series called Voic-
es of Memory. Each volume of this series presents a monographic study 
on a topic important to understanding the history of Auschwitz. For ex-
ample, there is a volume about medical experiments performed on pris-
oners. Other volumes are devoted to: the fate of pregnant women and 
children born in the camp; methods of punishing prisoners; and the fate 
of Roma and Sinti deported to Auschwitz. Each book also includes ar-
chival materials, photographs, and a wide selection of accounts and tes-
timonies from survivors.10 The book Auschwitz from A to Z is a popular 
encyclopedia intended mainly for students and other participants in ed-
ucational workshops held at the Museum.

An interesting and unconventional book published by the 
Auschwitz-Birkenau publishing department and aimed at younger gen-
erations is the book The More I Know, The Less I Understand (2017). This is 
a collection of essays on various topics related to the history of Auschwitz 
written by university-level students and footnoted by Museum historians. 
This book is the result of an educational project carried out by the Uni-
versity of British Columbia (Vancouver, Canada) and the Auschwitz-Birk-
enau State Museum.

Over sixty years of publishing activity by the Auschwitz-Birkenau State 
Museum has resulted in several hundred publications in over twenty lan-
guages. These publications include: memoirs, academic and educational 
studies, and poetry collections; art catalogs showing the work of artists 
who became prisoners of Auschwitz; and books for children. Books about 
Auschwitz that are vetted by Auschwitz historians and other staff are 
the only items that can be bought during a visit to the former Auschwitz 
death camp. We make every effort to ensure that each book is a quality 

 10 All volumes of Voices of Memory can be found at http://auschwitz.org/en/type-of-publication/
voices-of-memory/ 
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publication that contains reliable and accurate information. We also strive 
to create publications that inspire reflection and contemplation about the 
tragedies and crimes committed at KL Auschwitz. 

How do we know that we are fulfilling our mission to preserve histo-
ry and educate the world? One way is through the letters we receive from 
readers. These readers often share with us the impact that Auschwitz pris-
oner testimonies and accounts have on their lives. And these letters affirm 
that prisoners’ voices, our research, and our publishing mission continue 
to resound across the globe so many decades after Auschwitz.

Extended bibliography available on the accompanying website.
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The Teaching Philosophy of the International 
Center for Education about Auschwitz and 

the Holocaust: A Historical Perspective

Introduction
The International Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holo-
caust (ICEAH) was established by the will of the Survivors and former 
prisoners of KL Auschwitz. On January 27, 2005, during commemora-
tions marking the 60th anniversary of the liberation of the camp, for-
mer prisoner Władysław Bartoszewski, while initiating the creation of 
the ICEAH, emphasized that: 

We have to ask ourselves and the world a question: how much truth 

about the horrible experiences of totalitarianism did we manage to 

pass on to younger generations? I think a lot, but not enough. Here and 

now, as the last will and testament of the prisoners who will no longer 

be among us, we must make a decision about the opening of the Inter-

national Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust.1

 1 From the brochure Międzynarodowe Centrum Edukacji o  Auschwitz i  Holokauście [International 
Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust] (Oświęcim, 2021), 4. 



– 270 –

Adelina Michaldo

The chain of events that led to the creation of the ICEAH was a rather 
“bumpy ride.” This was primarily due to political changes in postwar Po-
land that influenced how the memory of the Holocaust and World War II 
was shaped in Polish society. These changes, as well as their accompany-
ing events, constitute the core of this article, which aims to present the 
ICEAH in a broader historical perspective. Below is an outline of how it 
was established, as well as an explanation of how and why this was a long-
term process.

Remembrance of the Holocaust in Postwar Poland
Postwar politics of memory related to Auschwitz and the Holocaust, as 
well as its social implementation in Poland, shaped the educational guide-
lines of the emerging Museum in Oświęcim. The memory of the war and 
the Holocaust was influenced by numerous complex factors, including the 
political situation in postwar Poland. Jonathan Huener, historian and au-
thor of Auschwitz, Poland, and the Politics of Commemoration, 1945-1979, 
accurately characterized the reality of the late 1940s and mid-1950s. He 
noted that the Museum was under development during a time when 
there was widespread feeling in Poland that the country had suffered dur-
ing the war, been abandoned by its allies, been deprived of the ability to 
decide its own fate and political system, and had been left at the mercy 
of the Soviet Union. In addition, new postwar borders and demographic 
changes that were the result of World War II and the Yalta Conference in 
February 1945 transformed Poland from a multi-ethnic, multi-religious 
country into an ethnically Polish, religiously homogenous monolith.2 This 
context facilitated the postwar cultivation of a discourse of Polish mar-
tyrdom, which became one of the main cultural strategies used to allevi-
ate a sense of injustice toward, and undervaluation of, Poles as the people 

 2 Jonathan Huener, Auschwitz, Poland, and the Politics of Commemoration, 1945-1979 (Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 2003).
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who suffered the greatest war losses. This in turn had a considerable im-
pact on how the Holocaust was remembered and commemorated under 
communism in the People’s Republic of Poland.

According to Sławomir Kapralski, Polish sociologist and co-author of 
On the Banality of Forgetting: Tracing the Memory of Jewish Culture in 
Poland, the communist government in Poland displayed two contradic-
tory tendencies in the postwar years: it cut itself off from “nationalist el-
ements of Polish heritage, including antisemitism,” on the one hand, and 
used slogans of national unity on the other.3 These tendencies had a sig-
nificant influence on the memorial sites being created at that time, in-
cluding on the State Museum in Oświęcim. The communist authorities 
ascribed a universal meaning to these sites. In the propaganda discourse 
of the time, they symbolized “the triumph of good over evil” and demon-
strated the unequivocal victory of the Red Army over the Third Reich. On 
a national level, the Auschwitz camp in particular was often presented as 
a place where the “struggle for the freedom of nations”4 had taken place, 
thus politicizing its significance and using it as an element of anti-Ger-
man or, in a broader sense, anti-Western propaganda.5 At the local level, 
the Museum in Oświęcim became a place of promoting national martyr-
dom, honoring Polish heroes, and emphasizing the losses that Poland 
had suffered during the war. The Museum’s narrative was constructed in 
such a way that the most prominently featured group of victims in the 
exhibit were Poles.

Not without significance for the narrative of the Museum was also the 
fact that it was established on the initiative—and under the influence—of 

 3 Sławomir Kapralski, “Od milczenia do ‘trudnej pamięci.’ Państwowe Muzeum Obozu 
Auschwitz-Birkenau i  jego rola w  dyskursie publicznym,” in Następstwa Zagłady Żydów. Polska 
1944–2010, eds. Feliks Tych and Monika Adamczyk-Garbowska (Lublin: Wydawnictwo UMCS, 
2011), 528.

 4 Jacek Lachendro, Zburzyć i  zaorać…? Idea założenia Państwowego Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau 
w świetle prasy polskiej w latach 1945-1948 (Oświęcim: Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, 2007), 
32.

 5 Kapralski, 529.
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former prisoners, mainly former Polish political prisoners, who became 
the first employees of the emerging institution.

International Conflicts and the Museum
The above political and social dynamics shaped Polish society’s under-
standing of the Holocaust for almost two generations. With the fall of 
communism, Polish society had to negotiate the memory of Auschwitz 
on an international stage and enter into a dialogue with other national 
memories of World War II and the Holocaust. Re-shaping the memory of 
World War II, including the history of KL Auschwitz, in post-communist 
Poland was to a large extent influenced by international conflicts directly 
related to the former camp. These conflicts were often the starting point 
for far-reaching changes in the understanding of KL Auschwitz history, 
and thus to educating about it. 

The most widely known conflict was the one over the Carmelite nun-
nery in Oświęcim, which exposed major differences in how Poles and 
Jews perceive and memorialize Auschwitz. The genesis of the conflict 
dates back to 1979 when the Polish pope, John Paul II, visited the for-
mer Auschwitz camp for the first time after being elected. On the one 
hand, his visit contributed to the progress of dialogue between Roman 
Catholics and Jews. On the other, it also strengthened the conviction 
within Polish society that Auschwitz was a Catholic and Polish space. As 
political scientist Tomasz Cebulski noted, the Pope’s visit and the effect 
it had on Polish society prompted local church authorities to “establish 
their institutional presence at the memorial site.”6 Following the papal 
visit, among other things, new Catholic parishes in Oświęcim and Brzez-
inka were founded; and monastic houses of the Salesian and Franciscan 
Fathers were established.

 6 Tomasz Cebulski, Auschwitz po Auschwitz. Historia, polityka i pamięć wokół Państwowego Muzeum 
Auschwitz-Birkenau 1980–2010 (Kraków: Libron, 2016), 148.
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However, it was the founding of a convent for Carmelite nuns in the 
immediate vicinity of the former Auschwitz I camp that triggered almost 
a decade of international disputes. The Carmelite nuns moved into the 
building of the so-called Old Theater located in the vicinity of the former 
camp. Built before the war, the Old Theater served as a storehouse dur-
ing the camp’s operation. Among other things, the chemical agent used 
for the mass killing of Jews, Zyklon B, had been stored there by the Nazi 
Germans. French and Belgian Jewish communities initially led the pro-
test against housing the convent in this building. But with time, they were 
supported by many members of the European diaspora, as well as Israel, 
in a fight against attempts to “Christianize” Auschwitz.7

The management of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum tried not 
to get involved in the conflict by taking an ambiguous stance on the dis-
pute. It adopted a strategy of following the statute regulations of 1957, 
which clearly stated that the building of the Old Theater was outside the 
administrative range of the institution. This strategy, however, did not 
protect the Museum against criticism. The Jewish community accused 
the Museum of favoring the so-called Christianization of Auschwitz and 
blurring the memory of the Jewish victims of the camp. Polish society, 
in turn, perceived the Museum’s stance as passive and disrespectful to 

“Catholic sensitivities,” as well as an attempt to diminish the importance 
of Auschwitz in the discourse of Polish national martyrdom.

Almost a decade of negotiations over the location of the convent 
showed that the history of the former camp is complicated and imbued 
with the memories of various groups of victims. This conclusion, in 
turn, had a significant impact on the future direction of education about 
Auschwitz in the authentic place of the camp. The dispute demonstrat-
ed that teaching about the history of the former camp must incorporate 
various national memories. It must present a balanced narrative about 

 7 Cebulski, 150.
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the persecution of all the various groups of KL Auschwitz victims. Each of 
these memories is an integral part of the history of Auschwitz and if any 
one group is omitted from the narrative, part of the history of the former 
camp is erased. Ensuring that these various memories are preserved be-
came one of the foundational principles of the International Center for 
Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust (ICEAH).

Between Liberation and Commemoration:  
The First Jewish National Exhibitions
The Museum’s narrative about the mass murder of Jews by Nazi Germans 
at KL Auschwitz has had a significant impact on the creation of the ICEAH 
and its educational philosophy today. The changes in the narrative are best 
reflected in the Museum exhibitions, especially the Jewish national exhi-
bitions. In the years preceding the establishment of the ICEAH, three dif-
ferent exhibitions devoted to the Holocaust appeared one after another.

The official opening ceremony of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Muse-
um took place on June 14, 1947. This was the 7th anniversary of the ar-
rival of the first transport of Polish political prisoners to KL Auschwitz. 
The still incomplete main exhibition was open to visitors, which includ-
ed the first exhibition focused on Jews in Auschwitz. It was prepared by 
Jewish institutions in Poland and presented a very general picture of the 
martyrdom of Jews in Auschwitz and at other killing sites. The exhibi-
tion also played a commemorative role, as it included a memorial crowned 
with the Hebrew inscription “Yizkor” (“Remembrance”)8 and a silhouette 
of a white dove.

The 1947 exhibition ran for less than three years. Already in August 
1950, the leadership of the ruling communist party in Poland decided to 
introduce changes of a political nature to the general exhibition of the Mu-
seum, including to the part focused on Jewish victims. At the request of 

 8 In Judaism, Yizkor is a special memorial prayer for the departed. 
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the Communist Party, a special commission was appointed to ensure that 
the Museum was communicating the “proper” ideological message. After 
reviewing the main exhibition, the commission issued instructions man-
dating that the content not “isolate ethnic issues, especially the Jewish is-
sue” and that the exhibit should not “give the impression that Auschwitz 
was the place where only Jews were executed...”9 As a result of the com-
mission’s report, the exhibition created in 1947 was closed.

In the wake of the communist governments’ antisemitic campaign, 
which culminated in March 1968, the official opening of the second Jew-
ish-focused exhibition at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum took 
place on July 21, 1968. It was entitled The Struggle and Martyrdom of 
Jews. Shortly after the exhibit was opened, however, the authors of the 
exhibit announced that it was necessary to temporarily close it in order 
to introduce a number of corrections. Reopened in April 1969, the ex-
hibition was widely criticized by foreign and national/domestic Jewish 
organizations. The director of the American Jewish Congress Phil Baum 
and Professor David Korn of Howard University criticized it for its ide-
ological overtones which made the exhibit, first and foremost, a propa-
ganda mouthpiece for the policies of the People’s Republic of Poland. As 
a result of foreign criticism and the Museum’s efforts, the exhibition was 
finally closed and dismantled in February 1977.

In 2011, a new Jewish exhibition opened its doors to visitors of the 
former Auschwitz concentration camp. The planning for this new exhibit 
represented a major departure from previous approaches to exhibit devel-
opment. As the Museum staff began to work on the new script, Museum 

 9 Protokół z konferencji Komisji powołanej przez MKiS na wniosek KC PZPR do ustalenia programu 
Muzeum w Oświęcimiu [Minutes of the Conference of the Commission Appointed by the Min-
istry of Culture and Art at the Request of the Central Committee of the Polish United Work-
ers’ Party to Create a program for the Museum in Oświęcim], August 20, 1950, AAN, ZBoWiD 
2/271; Składnica Akt PMA-B, Minutes of collegial meetings 1950.
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leadership invited representatives from relevant Israeli institutions—in 
particular Yad Vashem and Lohamei HaGet’ot—to serve as advisors.10 

Education: History and the Present
The International Center for Education about Auschwitz and the Holocaust 
(ICEAH) was established by the decision of the Polish government in June 
2005. Five months earlier, the Founding Act was symbolically signed on 
January 27, 2005, during the celebration of the 60th anniversary of the 
liberation of the German Nazi concentration and death camp. More than 
200 former prisoners signed the document, thus expressing their will to 
establish an international education center in Oświęcim that would con-
stitute an integral part of the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum.

The principal mission of the ICEAH is to disseminate knowledge about 
the tragedy of the victims and to teach the history of the former concen-
tration and death camp by preparing exhibitions, educational projects, 
guidelines for guided tours, and publications for the general public. The 
authenticity of the former Auschwitz camp complex and the testimo-
nies of former prisoners and survivors (both written and recorded) are 
the main pillars of the Center’s educational activity. All educational pro-
jects coordinated by the ICEAH —understood in the broadest sense—are 
based on physically visiting the site of the former camp and supplement-
ing this experience of the space with the voices of survivors and former 
prisoners. Both pillars of activity are aimed at making it possible to learn 
and understand the mechanisms responsible for various forms of social 
or cultural exclusion, including racism and antisemitism. One of the most 
important aspects of ICEAH activities is its focus on the responsibility 

 10 Przygotowanie nowej wystawy pt. “Męczeństwo i walka Żydów w okupowanej Europie” [Preparation 
of a new exhibition entitled Martyrdom and the Struggle of Jews in Occupied Europe], Składnica 
Akt APMA-B, Exhibition Department, Jewish exhibition from January 1977 to July 1977, file 
no. 4/9. 
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of an individual for the surrounding world. This is why the Center’s edu-
cators often refer to contemporary events in their educational activities.

The current location of the ICEAH is the already mentioned historic 
building, the so-called Old Theater, which is located in the immediate vi-
cinity of the former camp, while at the same time being outside its borders. 
This location provides a space for students to engage in deeper reflection 
on their visit to the grounds of the former camp. It also provides a space 
for better contextualization of the history without burdening the partic-
ipants of educational activities with constantly staying at the Museum 
and Memorial itself. Finally, it also allows the educator team to introduce 
contemporary themes that provide a better opportunity to improve un-
derstanding of history, in particular by young people who are the main 
target group of ICEAH educational projects.

ICEAH is responsible for conducting education on two levels. The first 
is “basic,” meaning visiting the former camp with a guide-educator. The 
second is “in-depth,” which enables a deeper and more multifaceted un-
derstanding of the history of Auschwitz, the Holocaust, and the mass 
murder of Roma, as well as the social, cultural, and political mechanisms 
that lead to genocide and crimes against humanity.

ICEAH educational projects are aimed at pupils, students, educators, 
teachers, as well as various professional, social, and religious groups. The 
Center attaches great importance to the proper preparation of teachers 
organizing visits of young people to the Museum and Memorial. To this 
end, it organizes pedagogy and academic conferences, projects and sem-
inars for adults, thematic sessions and postgraduate studies, as well as 
prepares a wide variety of publications for teachers and educators.

The Center also coordinates trainings for Museum guides and ICEAH 
educators, providing them with the opportunity to systematically broad-
en their knowledge, thus ensuring that educational activities and the 
guiding of visitors around the grounds of the former camp is of the best 
quality. This activity is supported by the Museum’s archival resources, as 
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well as the on-going research that is conducted by Museum researchers 
and historians.

Conclusion
When presenting the history and scope of the ICEAH’s educational ac-
tivities, it is impossible to ignore the difficulties and challenges its edu-
cators face on a daily basis. Their main task is to “encapsulate” a visit to 
the Museum and Memorial in such a way that it is not solely about an 
educational experience, but also about creating a kind of “physical bond 
with something that does not exist anymore.”11 

How can this be achieved? How is it possible to make a “place of silence” 
convey such a message? How does a museum and memorial testify to the 
extreme living conditions in the camp and the scale of the crimes com-
mitted there? How do we reach students from all walks of life who do not 
have deep knowledge of the subject? How do we make them understand?

One of the main tasks of ICEAH educators is crucial to answering the 
above questions. The ICEAH seeks to embed Auschwitz in the space of 
lived human experience and base its history on the experiences of Survi-
vors and former prisoners. It is also important to present the victims of 
the camp in a broader context. Those who managed to survive are more 
than “givers” of testimonies and passive participants of successive histori-
cal events. They are people whose feelings, emotions, and corporeality must 
be taken into account. “Giving the floor” to the victims, shifting the em-
phasis from the narrative of the perpetrators to the survivors and former 
prisoners of the camp, is extremely important in the work of Auschwitz 
educators. The attempt of the ICEAH to draw visitors’ attention to these 
issues, and sometimes even a joint search for answers, constitutes the 
greatest and most important challenge and responsibility of our mission.

 11 Przygotowanie do wizyty w Muzeum i Miejscu Pamięci Auschwitz-Birkenau, [Preparation for a Visit 
to the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum] (The Council of Europe, 2013), 24.
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Memory in Place: A Memoir and Meditation  
on Family Histories of Displacement and Migration 

After clearing the thicket, the climate of the entire  
neighborhood deteriorated: it rained less, the level of lakes  

and rivers decreased dramatically, spring floods ravaged  
the country, and summer dryness threatened the crops.

Arkady Fiedler. Kanada pachnąca żywicą  
(Canada Smells Like Resin), 19371

My knowledge about genocide was shaped on the territories of Canada. 
By the stories of Canada. By my own families and through their migra-
tions. I learned about the histories of residential schools and colonialism 
before I ever learned about foreign genocides, before I ever studied and 
read about the Holocaust and Auschwitz as a student and a historian of 
colonialism in Canada. The presence and the sustained narrative of the 
singularity of the Holocaust also undoubtedly shaped how I learned about 

 1 Arkady Fiedler, Arkady. Kanada pachnąca żywicą (Warsaw: Iskry, 1937).
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genocide in and from Canada.2 My paternal grandmother, great-grand-
mother, and other family members attended the Qu’Appelle Indian resi-
dential school in Lebret, Saskatchewan, Canada. The ties between our own 
family histories, how dispossession and migration shape our connection 
to territory, and how we remember genocide and trauma influenced my 
physical and mental-emotional journey through Auschwitz and Oświęcim. 

Colonialism in Canada manifested itself in many ways and perpetu-
ated settler colonial genocide by forcibly removing First Nations, Métis, 
and Inuit peoples from their homes and lands. It also manifested itself by 
forced assimilation, disease, starvation, warfare, and such systems as the 
Indian residential school system operated by the government of Canada 
and Catholic and Protestant churches for over a century.3 I am a historian 
of the residential schools and have heard stories directly from Survivors 
of the schools and of settler colonialism in Canada. Survivors of residen-
tial schools use vocabularies of genocide to describe their experiences. 
They summarize it by stating that it was “like a concentration camp” and 
describe their experiences of being forcibly removed from their families 
and communities, having all their hair shaved off, having their name re-
placed by a number. They talk of the conditions in the schools, especially 
the severe neglect, the abuse, and the death.4 Canada’s attention to set-
tler colonial genocide has changed dramatically over the last two decades. 
In the late 1990s and early 2000s the term was rarely used.5 Residential 
schools are inseparable from other processes of settler colonial geno-
cide. Colonial structures in Canada—like the child welfare system for In-
digenous children, the Reserve system, forced dispossession, the Indian 

 2 A. Dirk Moses, “The German Catechism,” Geschichte der Gegenwart, 23 May 2021. 
 3 Tricia Logan, “Memory, Erasure and National Myth,” in Colonial Genocide in Indigenous North 

America, eds. Alexander Hinton, Jeff Benvenuto, and Andrew Woolford (Durham: Duke Uni-
versity Press, 2014), 150-151.

 4 David MacDonald, The Sleeping Giant Awakens: Genocide, Indian Residential Schools and the Chal-
lenge of Conciliation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019), 125-126.

 5 MacDonald, 18-20.
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hospital system, the ongoing rates of gendered violence, and Missing 
and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in Canada—are all tied to 
the history of the residential school system of Canada and the contem-
porary impacts of the schools, as well.6 

I walked through the Auschwitz museum and former camps as a visi-
tor, a stranger, and as an individual looking for connections. When I vis-
ited for the first time in 2007, I was traveling with my family and I was 
only just beginning to learn about what my connections to Poland and 
Oświęcim would become. For anyone who uses their visits to sites of gen-
ocide as a journey or as a beginning of understanding, I relate to that feel-
ing of “initiating” a new consciousness or a new history. There are ways 
of building a new narrative of your imagined countries and communities, 
linked to trauma, as well as to resistance, the imagined “migrant and the 
nomad.”7 Stories, literature, and the words of Survivors always connect 
and lead the way. I am a daughter of an Indigenous father and an immi-
grant Polish-German mother, living in Canada, and studying genocide in 
Canada. Undoubtedly, there is a common journey we all share, through 
identity and how we belong to a space. This is just one story of what sto-
ries and knowledge I brought with me and what I took from Oświęcim 
and Auschwitz-Birkenau.

After the final reports of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada (2015) and the Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls (2019) were released, the use of the term genocide ex-
panded outside of Indigenous communities to the “rest of Canada” and 
to mainstream Canadian media.8 Inside sites of memory, museums, li-

 6 Andrew Woolford and Jeff Benvenuto, “Canada and Colonial Genocide,” Journal of Genocide Re-
search 17(4): 373-390. See also National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Wom-
en and Girls, Genocide: Supplementary Report of the Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls, 2019. 

 7 Renate Eigenbrod, Travelling Knowledges: Positioning the Im/Migrant Reader of Aboriginal Litera-
tures in Canada (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2005), 22.

 8 Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Final Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 
Canada (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press, 2015). See also Final Report, Special Report: 
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braries, and commemorative memorial spaces that include narratives 
that the nation-state has built, we as visitors have to find our own way 
through those narratives.9 But when it comes to genocide and trauma, 
finding a place in a memory or a national narrative takes on a different 
role. How we travel from Canada through to Auschwitz creates new nar-
ratives. In the face of ongoing denial, racism, and identity-based discrimi-
nation, Survivor communities use stories and these narrative connections 
to lift up and support other Survivors. Journeys through spaces of mem-
ory and trauma may not connect at all to justice or prevention; but grad-
ually, they transform the broader narrative of how we remember these 
spaces and what they mean. 

I grew up Métis in Kakabeka Falls, Ontario, Canada. And from 2000 to 
2007, I worked in Indigenous communities, mostly Métis, learning from 
residential school Survivors, elders, and knowledge keepers about histo-
ries of the residential schools, about colonialism in Canada, and about 
national narratives of colonial violence that was visible, and also invisible, 
in Canada. My first trip to Auschwitz was in May 2007. It was immedi-
ately after I defended my thesis for my Master of Arts in Native Studies. 
The project was entitled “Métis Experiences at Residential School.” I carry 
stories of residential school Survivors and community elders everywhere 
I go and they carried me through our first tour of Auschwitz. The land-
scapes, stories, imprints, teachings, and connections between histories 
of atrocities and my own ancestral knowledge of genocide was evident at 
every turn. What was unknown at the time, however, was just what my 
ties to that territory around Oświęcim meant and how they would man-
ifest with my understandings of memory and genocide. 

Histories of colonialism, famine, and war influenced how rarely we 
spoke about our family histories. Our grandmothers and grandfathers 

Genocide, Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (Ottawa: NIMMIWG, 2019). 
 9 Dan Stone, Histories of the Holocaust (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 211.
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from our all relations rarely spoke about their histories or all parts of their 
histories. I would learn early on that it was common for families not to 
talk extensively about their histories. And it was common for our gener-
ations or our parents’ generations to learn about historical contexts and 
trauma for the first time as we face stories never told by grandparents or 
ancestors. We know stories were hidden to protect the storytellers and 
the listeners, to hide racial characteristics, and to avoid further discrimi-
nation or persecution. Stories untold are a central feature of intergener-
ational trauma or internalized oppression. What is kept from us is often 
as important as what is told.

A friend of our family, living in Inwałd, Poland, would frequently 
write letters to my grandmother and great-grandmother. My maternal 
great-grandmother passed away in 1988. After my maternal grandmother 
passed away ten years later, the letters kept arriving to her home address 
in Winnipeg until the mid-2000s. New owners of the house would hand 
over the letters, written entirely in Polish, to my uncle and he collected 
them. My mother is always friendly and willing to make new friends, so 
she eventually took the letters to the Polish branch of the Canadian Le-
gion where we lived in Thunder Bay. She bought her new friends a few 
coffees and asked if they could read and translate some of the letters. The 
letters were written by Stanisław, who was married with many children 
and grandchildren living in and around Inwałd, Poland. Even though the 
context of the letters was just about catching up, there was clearly more 
to the “whole story.” He always ended the letters with many thanks for 
saving his life. 

Decades after my grandmothers passed away, my mother was still learn-
ing, and continues to learn, about my families’ lives in Poland. With the 
little information available from the letters and with the help of email, my 
mother wrote back to Stanisław to tell him the news of my grandmoth-
er’s passing away and to talk a little about our family. In 2007, my moth-
er, father, and I traveled to Inwałd to meet Stanisław and his families for 
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the first time. One of his daughters was able to translate for us his sto-
ries of our families into English. These stories opened up an entirely new 
world of my mother’s Polish family that had never been talked about. 
As we learned with greater detail, my great-grandmother was a widow 
in 1930s Poland and hired a teenaged Stanisław to work on her farm as 
a laborer. Since he was working for a widow and her daughter, he credit-
ed my great-grandmother for saving him from being conscripted into the 
army and, in that way, saving his life. 

It was always relatively well-known in our family that in 1945, my 
grandmothers Eva and Emilie Rubi marched for over twelve days, driv-
en from their home in Inwałd, and that they were eventually taken in to 
the Hallein Displaced Persons (DP) Camp in Austria. In the camp, they 
would meet my grandfather and (new) great-grandfather and they would 
marry them shortly after (1946). My grandmother Eva and grandfather 
Henry shared a birthday (December 24) and that was how they met in 
the camp. My maternal grandfather Henry also came to Germany after 
living in Poland and was taken, along with my Uncle Leo, from his home 
in Fritzlar, Germany, by the US Army to work as a cook in the Hallein DP 
camp. After his father was taken to Siberia by the Soviet army in 1939, 
the family fled from Poland to Fritzlar. They were part of families of eth-
nic Poles now living in Germany. My grandparents would later immigrate 
to Canada in the early 1950s and would find homes in the North End of 
Winnipeg. These are all records and stories we are still looking for today. 

As my first visit to Poland approached, I carried to Oświęcim pre-con-
ceived ideas and reverence about Auschwitz. I was not at all prepared to 
feel a personal or familiar connection to Oświęcim and the surrounding 
region. My parents and I were welcomed so warmly by the families and 
extended families of Stanisław, the former farmhand and friend of my 
grandmothers. The welcome was incredibly generous and was accompa-
nied by food, drink, and a flood of stories about my grandmothers that my 
mother and all of us were hearing for the first time. My mother Christine 
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was turning fifty-eight the year we visited Poland; and in that year, she 
learned more about her mother and grandmother than she ever had before. 

As a laborer and friend to my grandmothers, Stanisław remembered 
bringing wagons of food to Auschwitz to feed Polish prisoners and friends 
with bread baked by my great-grandmother, bread that was buried in the 
pile of food, under animal food saved for the prisoners. Stanisław spoke 
with much praise for my great-grandmother and her bravery during the 
years that Poles were imprisoned at Auschwitz and called her “one of the 
heroes of the village.” It was only recently that I learned the full history 
of how common it was for young Polish women from the area surround-
ing Oświęcim to help the Polish prisoners of Auschwitz. The connections 
and stories that surround Oświęcim have opened up and—increasing-
ly—I feel a tie to those lands. My knowledge about lands and our connec-
tions to land also originates from the teachings and stories I have been 
gifted with in Canada. I relearned, over and over, how stories tie us to 
territory and to our dispossession from our homes. Being marched away 
from your home or being severed from the land you worked and profited 
from became a bond and a reminder about all of our colonial memories. 
All of my grandmothers, both maternal and paternal were very private and 
rarely spoke of how they grew up. My father’s mother and grandmother 
attended the Qu’Appelle Indian Residential School in Lebret, Saskatch-
ewan, and the histories of the residential schools and the knowledge of 
how those histories are hidden from our families were learned early in 
life and permeate all of these stories. Everyone travels through Oświęcim 
with their own stories and their own ideas about commemoration. We 
tie stories of displacement, war, genocide, and trauma together, our own 
with others, and we hear stories of Survivors and of our ancestors that 
tie ourselves to bigger histories than our own. 

The history of Auschwitz and Birkenau’s “Kanada” and representations 
and images of Canada as the “land of promise”—an idea of hope inside 
a space of unending despair—prevails. I continue to work through how 
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to describe the memories of Auschwitz’s Kanada and how prisoners con-
structed that “Canada” in their minds. There are imagined Canadas that 
are built through those hopeful spaces, narratives, and images of resist-
ance, like the Kanadas of Auschwitz and Birkenau. European relationships 
to Canada were commonly connected to fantasy, promise, hope, bounty, 
wildness, and—of course—savagery.10 In the physical or metaphysical “es-
capes” from Auschwitz, Kanada represented an image of hope.

European memories and the construction of colonialism and coloni-
al genocide shift our consciousness about what is hopeful and plentiful 
in the “colonies.” We affix a history of European colonialism and tie it to 
the history of violence and genocide often perpetuated by European and 
British control. Complexities in these histories of “transgression,” and the 
“singularity” of the Holocaust and how we understand genocide today is 
reflected in our responses to genocide.11 There is a search for prevention, 
resistance, or justice that follows genocide and violent events related to 
genocide. As a result, there is a tie to Auschwitz and the communities 
around Oświęcim that those who are currently experiencing genocide 
today, or have recent relationships to genocide, see as a lens through 
Auschwitz. Individuals, families, and communities grappling with inter-
generational memories of genocide also experience these spaces quite dif-
ferently and see different things. 

These are all records and stories I am still looking for today. 

 10 See Fiedler, Arkady. See also Henryk Sienkiewicz, W pustyni i w puszczy (In Desert and Wilder-
ness) (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 1911). 

 11 A. Dirk Moses, The Problem of Genocide: Permanent Security and the Language of Transgression 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 237-238.
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